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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (if known) PHYSICAL. APPEARANCE

Built c. 1798 on Water Street, now Maple Avenue, a block from the 
Lancaster County Courthouse Square, the Letcher House was 
originally a double cabin of buckeye logs with chimneys on either 
end. The interior woodwork and large stone fireplaces attest to 
its early age.

In time more rooms were added and the exterior clapboarded. The 
two-story house now consists of nine rooms and a rear ell.

The white frame facade displays a portico supported by six 
unadorned posts, a central door, off-center due to the c. 1810 addition 
to the house. There are four small windows on the upper story, 
elongated ones on the lower level.

The roof of c. 1810 addition to the right (east) of the portico is 
slightly higher than that of the original portion contained between 
the chimneys (which may also have been revised at an early date). 
The roof and the gutter cornice are just a few inches higher over this 
"new" wing/

Although the sash is now single-paned and there have been other 
alterations through the years, the structure retains its early low 
proportions and rambling arrangement. Much of the external 
and internal woodwork is original. The property is well maintained.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The buckeye cabin, an unpretentious structure located in a small 
town in the Bluegrass area of Kentucky, has had, despite its humble 
appearance, a rather amazing history. It has been the home of four 
Congressmen. One was to become Governor, two later advanced 
to the office of the Chief Justice of the Court of Appeals to become 
central figures in an issue which was to have a profound effect on 
the history of Kentucky.

The original portion of the cabin was constructed for John Boyle in 1798 
Boyle was a Virginian by birth, of humble parentage. He studied law 
under Congressman Thomas Davis whom he succeeded as repre 
sentative from Mercer County. In 1797 Boyle married and the 
following year "upon an out-lot of the town, which he had purchased, 
he built a small log house, with only two rooms..." (Collins, 
1847, p. 207).

In 1802 when Boyle was elected to Congress, he acted with the 
Jeffersonian party, then dominant. He was twice re-elected without 
competition, and refused a fourth canvass because he wished to 
come back to Kentucky to practice law. After his return home he 
was offered a seat upon the bench of the Court of Appeals,which he 
accepted. One year later, in 1810, Judge Boyle was promoted to the 
Chief Justiceship, which he held until 1826.

The most famous decision to come from the Boyle court--certainly 
one of the most important of those decisions of any Kentucky court 
since that date--was that involving the "relief" issue. The court 
ruled as unconstitutional certain legislation passed by the State 
Legislature designed for the relief of debtors. Involved was a 
two-year replevin statute retroactive in its operation on contracts 
made prior to its enactment. The court ruled the law repugnant 
to that clause of the Federal Constitution which declares that no 
state shall pass any act "impairing the obligation of contracts."
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The decision created a furor among high state officials but the legislature 
was unable to amass the two-thirds majority required by the State Constiti- 
tion to remove them. The opposition then changed their tactics and repealed 
the act by which the Court of Appeals had been organized. The "old court" 
was abolished and a "new court" instituted. The old court denied the 
constitutionality of this action and continued to sit as a court of appeals.

The issue was brought before the people at the polls in the 1825 election. 
The result was a victory for the old court party by a large majority in the 
house. The senate, however, remained attached to the new court.

Because of the difference in opinion in the two houses, the reorganization 
law remained unrepealed. "For months the Commonwealth was trembling 
on the crater of a heaving volcano," wrote Lewis Collins. In an attempt 
to solve the problem a manifesto was prepared by George Robertson, 
Speaker of the House, signed by a majority of the house members and 
presented to the senate. The result was to aid in the decision made by 
a majority of the senate and the house members to repeal the act reorgan 
izing the Court of Appeals, thereby reinstating the "old court."

The storm safely over, Judge Boyle resigned his post as Chief Justice 
but was persuaded to accept the office of district judge, which he held 
until his death in 1835.

The cabin in which the Boyles and his wife first lived and vacated in 
1802 when they moved to Washington was next occupied by Samuel 
McKee and his young bride. McKee was a member of the State 
Legislature in 1806, 1808, and 1820, and was a representative in 
Congress from 1809 to 1817. His career also included service as a 
circuit judge and as an original trustee of Centre College.

The next occupant of the house on West Maple was McKee's brother- 
in-law, the aforementioned George Robertson, who, with his bride, set 
up housekeeping in the buckeye cabin in September 1810. Robertson 
had previously attended Transylvania law school as well as studying 
law under McKee and noted teacher and scholar Joshua Fry. In 1809 
he was given his license to practice law by Judge Boyle and, like the 

McKees, commenced married life at the cabin in modest circumstances,

In two years, however, Robertson had secured a good law practice and 
in 1816 was elected to Congress. He was twice re-elected without 
________________________________________(continued)____
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opposition. He was elected to the State Legislature from Garrard County in 
1822 and re-elected for another term during which he served as Speaker 
of the House. As Speaker, Robertson quickly became embroiled in the 
relief issue. In 1824 he was the author of a protest signed by the anti- 
relief party in the legislature which was to prevent the disbandment of the 
anti-relief forces. It "electrified the people, and furnished the text 
themes on which they were rallied to the rescue of the constitution " 

(Collins, p. 322). As was stated above, he also wrote the manifesto 
signed by the house majority in 1825-26. In 1828 Robertson was 
appointed Judge on the Court of Appeals and, one year later, appointed 
Chief Justice, in which office he remained until 1843.

Robert P. Letcher, a young lawyer, moved into the house in Lancaster 
^_,^_ _.._. native of yirginia from a modest background, Letcher came
to Kentucky as a youth with his father, a bricklayer. Letcher taught 
himself to read and write and eventually studied law under the Honorable 
Humphrey Marshall and,as did George Robertson, with Joshua Fry. In 
1813 he was elected to the State Legislature from Garrard County where 
he was to serve five terms. From 1823-33 he served as a representative 
to Congress. He then returned home to Kentucky but shortly afterward 
was elected a member of the legislature. In 1838 Letcher assumed 
the office formerly filled by Robertson, Speaker of the House. Letcher 
was the Whig candidate for governor in 1840 and received the largest 
majority ever obtained at that time by a candidate for that office 
After his term as governor, Letcher returned to the practice of law 
in Frankfort, where he died January 24, 1861.

According to local tradition the clapboarded cabin on Morgan Street was 
also the home of Nancy Kennedy, after whom "Little Eva" in Harriet 
Beecher Stowe's Uncle Tom's Cabin is modeled. It was here she 
raised her family of ten children. Nancy was the daughter of General 
Thomas Kennedy of Paint Lick, whose plantation was the reputed scene 
of Mrs. Stowe's famous anti-slavery novel.

Thus, this modest house, sometimes known as the "House of Congress 
men',' has been the home of four highly respected public servants, three 
of whom were deemed worthy to have a Kentucky county named for them. 
This house in which they all lived was certainly a common denominator, 
and their lives in so many other instances were strangely similar.

(Continued)
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All were of modest backgrounds, most came to the cabin newly married- 
bright, and ambitious with fame and success only a few years from 
their grasp. The house appeared filled with portentous good fortune for 
those four young men who began their careers residing at the buckeye 
cabin.
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