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“Let’s Buy It!”
Tourism and the My Old Kentucky Home 
Campaign in Jim Crow Kentucky 

Emily Bingham

This essay relates the birth of Kentucky’s earliest house museum and perhaps 
the first plantation not tied to a US president to open to the public. Between 
1900 and 1920 a onetime hit of the blackface minstrel stage became a sonic 

centerpiece at major public celebrations and civic occasions. Its sentimental power 
and political usefulness intensified for several key reasons. The song’s plantation set-
ting and nostalgic mood provided a ready soundtrack to the culture of “reunification” 
between Southern and Northern whites, an absolution for racial exploitation past and 
present. Additionally, “My Old Kentucky Home” served as a winning antidote to 

Federal Hill, Bardstown, Kentucky, with cover of sheet music for original 1853 lyrics of  
Stephen Foster’s “My Old Kentucky Home, Good Night.”
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Kentucky’s tarnished public image and a way to package a complex history for tour-
ist consumption. Kentucky—a slave state that remained in the Union—capitalized 
on an explicitly slave-based, Southern past, with elected officials playing an unusu-
ally prominent role. These events unfolded as expanding automobile ownership and 
popular demand for authentic markers of heritage fueled a burgeoning American 
tourist economy. Linking the popular melody to this specific geographical site and 
“museumizing” the home occupied by three generations of the Rowan family shifted 
the imagery relating to “My Old Kentucky Home” from a lowly cabin (the dwelling  
Foster’s lyrics mentioned) to a mansion and its slaveholding white owners.1 

On July 4, 1923, thousands massed under the spreading trees on a wide lawn 
outside Bardstown, Kentucky, for the ceremonial opening of the place where 
Stephen Foster (1826–1864) was said to have penned the beloved 1853 song, “My 
Old Kentucky Home, Good-Night.” Deeded to the Commonwealth of Kentucky 
and paid for with contributions from a private fundraising campaign and a legisla-
tive appropriation, the imposing 1818 brick mansion known as Federal Hill was 
conceived as a “shrine” to Foster and a symbolic “home for all” Kentuckians that 
would welcome visitors from near and far. It remains today as a state park, host 
since 1959 to the outdoor summer musical The Stephen Foster Story and, according 
to its website, “Kentucky’s most famous and beloved historic site.”2 

The movement to open an Old Kentucky Home to the public ties discourses 
around this border state’s post–Civil War self-fashioning to the broader develop-
ment of heritage tourism in the United States, particularly in former slaveholding 
states between the two world wars. Kentucky’s early historic iconography centered 
on the promises and tribulations associated with the frontier—Daniel Boone and 
other pioneers carving a white Eden out of rich but dangerous territory. By the 
mid-1920s, with Foster’s song as a centerpiece, Kentucky had painted its past as a 
progression from savagery to simple pioneer settlements to prosperous slave plan-
tations shattered by the Civil War. It was a narrative heavy with political meaning 
in a state where far more people had fought for the Union than the Confederacy. 
Around the turn of the century, Confederate organizations, often led by women 
and supported by Democrats, claimed space in Kentucky for public memorials val-
orizing the Lost Cause and defending the antebellum order. In the same period, a 
group of mainly male, mainly Republican leaders conceived and managed the “My 
Old Kentucky Home—Let’s Buy It” crusade to spur economic growth by honor-
ing an American master songwriter born in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. Both their 
efforts ultimately presented Kentucky to its own citizens and tourists as an essen-
tially Southern place where slavery, if unfortunate, was benevolent, and affirmed 
how irresistible an idealized Old South historic imaginary featuring contented “dar-
kies” and a romantic planter elite was to the vast majority of white Americans.3

The 1923 celebration at Federal Hill marked the fulfillment of one man’s effort to 
rescue an artist who by 1900 had “lapsed into intangible and sentimental memory.” 

Stephen Foster, “My Old Kentucky 
Home, Good Night” (1853)

The sun shines bright in the old 
Kentucky home,

‘Tis summer, the darkies are gay,
The corn-top’s ripe and the meadow’s in 

the bloom
While the birds make music all the day.
The young folks roll on the little cabin 

floor,
All merry, all happy and bright:
By’n by Hard Times comes a knocking 

at the door,
Then my old Kentucky Home,  

good night!
 
Chorus
Weep no more, my lady,
Oh! weep no more today!
We will sing one song for the old  

Kentucky Home,
For the Old Kentucky Home far away.
 
They hunt no more for the possum and 

the coon
On meadow, the hill and the shore,
They sing no more by the glimmer of  

the moon,
On the bench by the old cabin door.
The day goes by like a shadow o’er  

the heart,
With sorrow, where all was delight:
The time has come when the darkies  

have to part,
Then my old Kentucky Home, 

goodnight!
 
The head must bow and the back will 

have to bend,
Wherever the darkey may go:
A few more days, and the trouble all  

will end
In the field where the sugar-canes grow.
A few more days for to tote the  

weary load,
No matter, ‘twill never be light,
A few more days till we totter on  

the road,
Then my old Kentucky Home, 

goodnight!
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Young E. Allison (1853–1932), a Henderson, 
Kentucky–born Republican journalist and 
Bluegrass State booster, figured in nearly 
every step of making a place where the 
world could honor Stephen Foster. Born 
the year of “My Old Kentucky Home”’s 
publication, Allison was at times a 
music and drama critic as well as an 
amateur historian, and he observed 
the way the song could move people to 
tears. Known as “Foster’s Boswell,” he 
was among the first to perceive that the 
emotion Foster’s melody generated could 
promote Kentucky commercially, and he 
was the brain behind the “Let’s Buy It” cam-
paign. Using Allison’s and others’ writings and 
correspondence, along with newspa-
per accounts, archival records, photo-
graphs, memoirs, postcards, and mem-
orabilia, this essay highlights issues of 
authenticity, which lie at the heart of 
any heritage tourist experience. Allison 
relied on sentiment and salesmanship, promising that a public Old Kentucky Home 
would enhance state pride, polish Kentucky’s image, and enrich the economy. But 
the site and song did not match easily, and Allison glossed over shaky facts about the 
composer’s presence in Bardstown and the Rowan family’s fortunes. Such slippage 
exposed the campaign to criticism almost from birth. Intent on elevating Foster as a 
national hero, Allison watched a song that had multiple meanings shift toward cel-
ebrating a romanticized “plantation chic.” Even as he promoted Federal Hill as “the 
happy home of slavery,” Allison struggled with the implications of enshrining a song 
about a slave sold downriver to die in the sugar cane fields.4 

Young Allison was a gifted eleven-year-old with a hearing impairment in 
1864 when America’s first professional songwriter died after a fall at his New 
York Bowery hotel. Foster was only thirty-seven, and his hits like “Oh! Susanna” 
(1848) and “Old Folks at Home” (1851) were sung from Denver to Denmark 
to Delhi. His most successful songs, introduced in wildly popular blackface 
minstrel shows that helped define nineteenth-century America to itself and 
the broader world, spread by word of mouth and sheet music. Foster’s family, 
ashamed of his alcoholism and broken marriage, destroyed most of his papers 
and discouraged biographers. Over time, few who hummed his melodies knew 
who had authored them.5 

Journalist and author Young E. Allison (1853–1932)  
was known as “Foster’s Boswell.” His 1920 pamphlet,  

Stephen Foster and American Songs, was key to  
building a case for a state-owned tourist attraction  

at Federal Hill in Bardstown.
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In the decades before 1900, “My Old Kentucky Home” spawned various 
generic images in the public mind, some touching directly on slavery and others 
glancingly or not at all. An 1855 newspaper account announced that an escaped 
slave was returned “to his ‘Old Kentucky Home,’” fully “satisfied that Canada is 
no place for a darkie.” In an 1891 headline, a spacious Louisville house on land 
deeded before Boone came to the area became simply “An Old Kentucky Home.” 
The Old Kentucky Home could also manifest as a pioneer or Appalachian cabin. 
The more common depiction, however, was a slave cabin. As secretary of the 

A native of Pittsburgh, Stephen C. Foster (1826–1864) was the country’s first professional 
songwriter. Although he composed nearly 300 pieces, he had difficulty earning a living.
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Louisville Board of Trade, whose job was to “boom Louisville,” Allison attended 
the Louisville Commercial Club’s 1888 Jubilee parade showcasing the panoply of 
local enterprise. Among the five hundred floats, a crowd favorite was titled “My 
Old Kentucky Home” and featured a cabin with an “ideal old Negro” waving 
from its window. The local burlesque theater that sponsored the float had likely 
recycled part of a set from Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Between the 1850s and 1900, 
Harriet Beecher Stowe’s novel was produced in myriad versions on stage and in 
traveling adaptations called “Tom Shows,” featuring blackface and, later, black 
minstrel cast members singing the Foster melody. In this way, “My Old Kentucky 
Home” found an important lifeline in a staple entertainment referencing race 
and slavery. The overwhelming response to the song appears to have been one of 
sentimental pleasure. As a theatrical manager reported to a black-run newspaper 
in his hometown of Indianapolis, it reliably made “the most stupid person exert 
themselves by way of applause.”6 

In certain formal African American settings, “My Old Kentucky Home” sig-
nified the soul of respectability. Abolitionist Frederick Douglass had observed in 
1855 that, in spite of its demeaning minstrel show association, the song’s pathos 
might “awaken the sympathies for the slave, in which anti-slavery principles take 
root, grow, and flourish.” Perhaps this is how New Albany, Indiana, schoolchil-
dren came to perform it alongside the “Battle Hymn of the Republic.” Shelbyville, 
Kentucky’s black community feted its native son, concert pianist Raymond 
Augustus Lawson, during his 1902 visit home by opening the program with Foster’s 
classic. In 1905, singer Azalia Hackley (the future voice coach of renowned singer 
Marian Anderson) gave a farewell concert in Philadelphia before her European 

Before the movement to establish Federal Hill as an Old Kentucky Home tourist destination, 
a log cabin (usually but not always featuring African American figures) was the  
typical way of representing Foster’s song, as with this float sponsored by the  

Buckingham Theater for a Louisville commercial parade in 1888.
LOUISVILLE COURIER-JOURNAL, SEPT. 6, 1888
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tour, and a cello rendition of “My Old Kentucky Home” followed a Chopin piano 
piece. Yet, a few months earlier a chiefly white audience in Cincinnati heard the 
song performed side by side with “How to Spell Possum Pie” in a “coon” show, 
with African American singers staging racially stereotyped minstrel material.7 

Minstrel performers purported to draw their music and acts from genuine 
plantation songs and dances, and some African Americans embraced the corollary 
that, via Foster, black people contributed directly to the American cultural canon. 
To those who denounced “coon” songs as demeaning, Foster offered a genteel, sen-
timental alternative. Others, especially among the black intelligentsia, criticized 
Foster and “My Old Kentucky Home.” “We have long thought,” editorialized the 
Wichita Searchlight in 1900, “there has been a little too much bragging about the 
joys of the old Kentucky home.” In Our Old Kentucky Home, an 1890s reversal 
play by African American performer Henrietta Vinton Davis and journalist John 
Edward Bruce, the antebellum plantation was no site of romance. The drama’s 
male and female leads return from Civil War service to the Kentucky homestead 
where they had been held in bondage to buy the big house from their destitute for-
mer master—and the song was sung in celebration. Whether it roused homesick-
ness, critiqued slavery’s harms, celebrated enslaved people’s impact on the nation’s 
music, or was just useful to black entertainers in pleasing white audiences, “My 
Old Kentucky Home” retained a place in African American life.8

At the same time, the glad nostalgia of “My Old Kentucky Home” became a tool 
in the hands of Kentucky white business leaders who, like Allison, hoped to coun-
teract a flood of negative images. Murderous Appalachian feuds had become a staple 
of American news. The 1900 assassination in broad daylight of the newly elected 
governor William Goebel on the grounds of Kentucky’s capitol cemented a picture 
of lawlessness and disorder. Lynchings and racial expulsions appeared in the pages of 
newspapers in major cities, and in the Black Patch tobacco region, farmers warred 
over pricing, burned warehouses, and horse-whipped their enemies. Kentucky looked 
like a dangerous and unpleasant place—to live, do business, or even visit.9 

As editor of a business-oriented Republican paper, Allison lobbied for a 
strong presence at the 1904 Louisiana Purchase Exposition in St. Louis and 
served on his state’s organizing commission. Kentucky erected a pillared white 
mansion to promote its mining, distilling, and agricultural industries, couching 
its commercial self within a “New Kentucky Home” where hospitality reigned 
supreme. Fairgoers could literally gaze at “the opportunities of a new State with 
the home life of an old State.” Nothing could be further from a lowly slave 
cabin, and yet Foster’s old melody became the building’s musical backdrop. Ten 
thousand sheet music copies of “My Old Kentucky Home” were handed out 
as gifts to visitors, and every passerby heard the tune through the always open 
doors, in one of fourteen arrangements by Kentucky composers that floated 
out nonstop from a specially commissioned player piano. On Louisville Day, in 
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keeping with the fair’s theme of advancing civiliza-
tion, members of the Igorot people on display 
in the “Philippine Reservation” performed 
the song for the crowd.10 

By installing part of an Old Kentucky 
Home within the “New Kentucky 
Home,” organizers drew an even more 
direct tie between Stephen Foster and 
Kentucky. In 1900, Pittsburgh erected 
a life-sized bronze statue to its native son 
and Foster was enjoying a revival of sorts. 
A few years earlier, a fellow songwriter from 
Louisville had noted Foster’s blood ties 
to “Men of Prominence in Louisville 
and Kentucky,” and surmised he “evi-
dently meant Judge John Rowan’s resi-
dence known as ‘Federal Hill,’ when he 
composed ‘My Old Kentucky Home.’” 
Rowan’s granddaughter agreed to loan furniture for a “Colonial Room” in the 
fair’s Kentucky Building to represent “the home…which Stephen Foster was vis-
iting when given the inspiration to write ‘My Old Kentucky Home.’” Kentucky’s 
sitting governor, a Bardstown native, reportedly ordered the purchase of a secre-
taire so that fairgoers could picture the bard at work, penning the immortal mel-
ody. The desk allegedly went back to Federal Hill with the rest of the “old furni-
ture,” and became a touchpoint for tales about Foster’s presence there.11

This first awkward, inauthentic kiss between tourism and Federal Hill 
unfolded in a highly racialized environment at the fair whose chief theme was 
the contrast between civilization and savagery. Kentucky’s prevailing histori-
cal self-image in 1904 was its pioneer heritage—the explorers and settlers who 
braved the “wilderness” to build a white commonwealth. The Colonial Room in 
St. Louis was a misnomer—even the earliest Rowan home in Bardstown went 
up after the nation’s founding. Details aside, the world’s fairs in Chicago in 1893 
and St. Louis in 1904 made clear that tens of millions of Americans would travel 
for experiences that combined education with entertainment, and Kentucky’s 
state building attracted more visitors than any other besides Missouri’s. Though 
almost two decades passed before Federal Hill officially opened to tourists, 
Kentucky seeded the ground with sentiment in 1904 by playing the song thou-
sands of times. And in the Colonial Room, Kentucky created a proto-tourist 
attraction that mirrored the way visitors would see the South. Like the north-
ern songwriter at Federal Hill, as outsiders they might also be swept away into 
an idyllic Kentucky plantation that offered emotional release in the form of a 

The “It’s Part Mine” tagline on the 1904 St. Louis 
World’s Fair Kentucky Building souvenir button prom-
ised that the state, and the grand building showcas-

ing the state, belonged to everyone.
AUTHOR’S COLLECTION
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tear-jerking song. Allison and the commissioners in charge of the New Kentucky 
Home in St. Louis had fused an idea and a feeling with a place and packaged it 
for consumption. It was the kernel of the tourist experience that became acces-
sible to the American middle class between the two world wars.12 

Two years later, building on the triumph in St. Louis, Louisville’s Board of 
Trade and Commercial Club mounted a mass “Home Coming Week,” during 
which former Kentuckians—the governor called them “exiles”—
could travel back on discounted rail and steamship fares 
for celebrations in Louisville followed by gatherings in 
their home counties across the Commonwealth. A 
Foster Day committee drew the connection between 
“My Old Kentucky Home” and the travelers Home 
Coming Week would attract. Advertisements ran 
in newspapers around the country proclaiming, 
“Song Will Bring Wanderers Home.” Promotions 
of state heritage continued to emphasize the pio-
neer theme, but a bar of Foster’s melody joined Daniel 
Boone and horses on the commemorative button. 
A statewide collection among school children was 
organized to fund a Foster statue to be unveiled 
at the Louisville celebration. Political leaders lev-
eraged the public attention around the Home 
Coming to lay the cornerstone for a new state cap-
itol building away from the bloodstained ground 
of the 1900 assassination.13 

But Home Coming Week’s emotional crescendo was devoted to the com-
poser of “My Old Kentucky Home.” A thousand children paraded into the 
armory, which, filled to the rafters, assumed a near-religious aura. The Foster 
Day program emphasized the man’s remarkable success. Foster’s plantation 
melody was said to have sensitized whites, “taught us to feel with the colored 
man the lowly joys and sorrows it celebrated.” The cover of the printed pam-
phlet featured Federal Hill’s vine-covered brick facade—“The HOMESTEAD 
which inspired ‘My Old Kentucky Home,’ which has done so much to make 
Kentucky famous.” Before Foster’s elderly daughter unveiled the artwork, a 
chorus of “girls in white” sang all three verses of “My Old Kentucky Home.” A 
local reporter watched as the audience of twenty thousand, “with heads bowed 
and eyes moist from the depth of the delicate sentiment, sat quiet” until “the 
suggested solace” of “Weep no more, my lady.” Then “joyful grief ” was fol-
lowed by thunderous applause. One “Home Comer,” his face streaked with 
tears, “raised his trembling arm” and cried, “My God! That song alone was 
worth coming all the way back.”14  

In 1906, Louisville promoted a statewide “Home 
Coming” for Kentuckians who had left the state. 
Though Foster’s song is featured, and a statue 
of the songwriter was unveiled at an elaborate 

ceremony, Daniel Boone and Kentucky’s pioneer 
history dominate this button’s iconography.

AUTHOR’S COLLECTION
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The celebration went off splendidly, but Foster Day failed to meet Young 
Allison’s goal of establishing a permanent remembrance of the composer. 
Kentucky’s schoolchildren contributed their mite for a life-sized sculpture of 
Foster, but the $500 raised was only enough to fund a plaster version, not the 
bronze that was to have been installed in the state capitol. After Home Coming, 
the figure was moved to the Louisville Commercial Club, where Allison passed it 
regularly, a reminder of unfinished business.15 

Louisville sculptor Joseph Leeland Roop with his sculpture of Stephen Foster  
that was unveiled before a capacity audience in the Jefferson County Armory  

during the 1906 Home Coming week.
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Foster Day had the effect of turning Federal Hill into a pilgrimage site. In antic-
ipation of Home Coming, a local genealogist was granted permission to explore 
the private estate. His account typifies the idealized picture that came to predomi-
nate the tourist experience. He was able to “glimpse into the remote past…full of 
romance,” a Kentucky where slavery “assumed its most alluring form.” At the same 
time, Federal Hill’s owners played up the connection to the song. They broadcast 
elaborate tales about Foster living there for months or even years and the song man-
uscript he left his hosts that was lost in a fire. The Rowans were touted as illustrious 
politicians, masters in the antebellum art of dueling. These were themes turn-of-
the-century travel writers from outside the region used to promote the South as a 
place out of time with a slow, genteel pace. Servile or quaint African Americans 
were valued relics of bygone days, props whose work, idleness, and play distracted 
Northern visitors from the reality of Jim Crow exclusion and extralegal violence. 
Also fascinating was the faded Southern aristocracy, clinging to honor and old 
houses even if their wealth was gone. Historians argue that such embodiments of a 
bygone world appealed to white Americans living amid the dislocations of modern 
industrial capitalism. An apparently unchanging, economically backward South 
felt foreign, and therefore refreshing, and white outsiders, who saw themselves as 
forward-looking citizens, could feel superior to stereotyped Southerners of both 
races. Old colonels and belles as well as familiar minstrel figures—grossly stereo-
typed images of mammies, pickaninnies, passive 
uncles, lazy laborers—crowded tourist accounts 
and souvenir stalls as well as advertising cam-
paigns for consumer products, popular music, 
literature, and, a little later, film.16 

So when John Rowan’s granddaughter, 
Madge Rowan Frost, hosted members of the 
Foster family in Bardstown after the unveil-
ing of the statue in Louisville, it rather thrilled 
the composer’s granddaughter that the house 
lacked electricity and felt “just as it had been 
in slave days.” A half dozen uniformed servants 
said to “belong” to the hostess as their ancestors 
had to her forebears, enhanced the antebellum 
effect. The food was ample and was said to have 
taken days to cook. Horses waited in the barns 
for pleasure rides. Conversation focused on 
imagined scenes of Stephen Foster at Federal 
Hill and supposed visits from presidents and 
gifts from French kings. Foster’s granddaugh-
ter returned to Pennsylvania convinced that 

The last Rowan family member to occupy Federal Hill, 
Margaret Rowan Frost was born at the home in 1855 
and died in 1925 in Louisville. She was buried at the 

family cemetery at My Old Kentucky Home State Park.
KENTUCKY DEPARTMENT OF PARKS
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the “chains of slavery were not always galling.” She also reminded herself that 
her forebear, unlike white slaveholders, animated sympathy for “the colored 
man” and detected “the tears behind the laughter.”17 

Dividing their time between St. Louis and Bardstown, the Frosts enjoyed 
all the attention. A longtime Federal Hill employee named Josie Montgomery 
remembered that they began calling Foster “Cousin Stephen” after Home Coming 
and stated that strangers “would give five dollars to go through the house.” The 
home was never open to tourists, but with the owners often away, servants took 
advantage of the opportunity and led visitors into the cellar, where enslaved mem-
bers of the household had lived, “just to have something to look at.” (If there 
had ever been slave cabins at Federal Hill, they were gone). Tourists liked to take 
pictures of Montgomery and other servants outside in the yard. Eventually, they 
could buy penny postcards depicting Federal Hill as My Old Kentucky Home.18 

More and more travelers came by car. The mass adoption of automobiles was 
years away, but in 1910, a New York scouting party for the American Automobile 
Association’s sixth amateur endurance rally, known as the Glidden Tour, passed 
through Kentucky and pulled up at the place they had heard called the Old Kentucky 
Home. Aimed at demonstrating and improving the usefulness and dependability of 
the novel vehicles and promoting the need for more and better roads, the Glidden 
Tours highlighted stopping points of interest. At Federal Hill, scouts talked with 
a “white-haired old negro” who asked, “How can I serve the young massas?” He 
pointed out the nearby cemetery where the “distinguished” “old massa” rested and 
the “wood lot” where he and “Massa Jack” once organized cock fights. “Now the fool 
law come and spoilt a genman’s pleasure. Deed it does, Sah…times is done changed 
a heap since the wah.” Such comments were likely aimed at satisfying Northerners’ 
expectations about the loyalty of ex-slaves and old-time pastoral pleasures—and 
earning a tip. When the scouts published their guide to the summer tour route in 
Northern newspapers, they gave top billing to the place where Foster was said to 
have transmuted into song the music and laughter of the slaves.19 

Developments between 1916 and 1920 moved Kentucky to build on the restored 
popularity of an 1853 song and turn a crumbling manor into a full-blown public 
attraction. The mass production of more affordable automobiles produced an explo-
sion in travel. Between 1914 and 1917 alone, US auto production quadrupled, from 
under half a million vehicles a year to over 2 million, and swaths of formerly inac-
cessible places became available to tourists. Freed from rail lines and train schedules, 
motorists pulled over along their journeys to see America close-up and understand 
its heritage. With so many Americans taking the wheel, the American Automobile 
Association, civic boosters, and other Good Roads advocates built alliances with farm-
ers and progress-minded politicians to expand and improve the system of roadways. 
The establishment of a Bureau of Public Roads and passage of the Federal Aid Road 
Act of 1916 inaugurated national funding for state road construction.20
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Kentucky’s tourist industry was rooted in landscape wonders like Mammoth 
Cave, which had drawn visitors since the early nineteenth century, and the 
bloodstock farms of the Bluegrass region. Though not internally generated, two 
major additions to the state’s tourist agenda came in the form of shrines that 
underscored Kentucky’s contested identity as a border state. In 1905, the edi-
tor of Collier’s magazine announced a national campaign to fund a memorial 
to mark Abraham Lincoln’s birthplace in Hodgenville, twenty-five miles south 
of Bardstown. In 1911, President William Howard Taft dedicated the impos-
ing marble and granite structure, almost a temple, which housed a reconstructed 
log cabin purporting to have been Lincoln’s home as an infant. Not to be out-
done, Confederate veterans aided by the United Daughters of the Confederacy 
raised over $200,000 to honor Jefferson Davis in his birthplace of tiny Fairview, 
Kentucky. In 1917 ground was broken for a massive obelisk, two-thirds the 
height of the Washington Monument and intended to assert Davis’s stature as the 
Confederate States of America’s founding father and first president. The histori-
cal society in Harrodsburg, Kentucky, made a bid for tourist traffic in 1913 when 
it opened a log structure that had toured the nation as the “Lincoln Marriage 
Cabin.” And between 1916 and 1920 the Kentucky Derby transitioned from a 
horserace that attracted local spectators to a premier national sporting event with 
a festival atmosphere that brought thousands of racegoers to Louisville, chiefly 
from the north. The promise of enhanced tourism was at the heart of the effort 
to build both a Dixie Highway to guide motorists from Michigan and Chicago to 
sun-filled Florida and a Boone Way  tracing the pioneer’s path. With more than 
ten thousand miles of macadam (Tennessee and Georgia together had fewer than 
four hundred), Kentucky was well-positioned to take advantage of the traffic.21

Allison quit journalism to edit a national insurance trade journal published in 
Louisville, and in 1916, with more free time, he set out to write an essay on the 
songwriter whose music provided Kentucky “more publicity than any other one 
thing.” Foster’s musical skill was easy to describe, but a tangle of myth had grown 
up around America’s most famous composer. Allison hoped to “hear the whole 
story of how it was written” from Federal Hill’s widowed mistress, Madge Rowan 
Frost. He was sadly disappointed. She had a scrapbook of clippings filled with 
claims and offered to contact Foster relatives she knew from Home Coming, but 
Allison realized there was nothing to show that Stephen Foster had written the 
song at her family home or even crossed its threshold. She did express how grate-
ful she felt that “in spite of the uncertainty…you have not lost interest in the old 
house” and its people who “lived for ideals that seem now to be passing away.”22

Allison pieced together the basic outline of the Rowan family’s history in 
Kentucky. Federal Hill’s patriarch came as a child from Pennsylvania to Bardstown’s 
Nelson County in 1784. A noted attorney and dead-eye duelist, John Rowan 
(1773–1843) became known as “Judge” after his appointment to the state’s Court 
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of Appeals. He also served a term in the US House of Representatives and in the 
Senate. In 1818, he greatly expanded the modest dwelling on his Bardstown 
property and began calling the place “Federal Hill.” Rowan owned numerous 
slaves, with census records indicating a peak of thirty-four souls, most of whom 
were children. The family lived mainly in Louisville after 1823, and apparently 
brought enslaved people back and forth. When Rowan died in 1844, his wife and 
five surviving children inherited seventeen enslaved people, but debt and illiquid 
land holdings along Louisville’s Ohio River waterfront tied up the estate for two 
generations. Rowan’s eldest son was given charge of the farm, but John Rowan Jr. 
showed no interest in the endeavor, and agricultural enterprises there declined. 
The younger Rowan did brief diplomatic service in Europe but died at Federal 
Hill in 1855, leaving his wife, Rebecca, with substantial debts, no income, three 
slaves, and ten children under eighteen. Judge Rowan’s trustees doled out meager 
payments to her. Almost half a century later, the youngest of John and Rebecca’s 
children inherited the house and mostly fallow acreage. Federal Hill had not been 
a source of meaningful profit since before she was born.23 

Allison’s first stab at fitting Foster together with the Rowans and Federal 
Hill was astute, but it unearthed no helpful facts and might insult Federal 
Hill’s owner. Foregrounding the Rowans’ city life in Louisville diminished the 
“Kentucky Home” in Bardstown. John Rowan Jr. was hardly admirable, a “high 
liver and dilettante of art, politics and literature” who never buckled down to his 
law practice and failed to provide for his family. Allison noted the gap in social 
standing between Foster and his distant Kentucky cousins. Young John Rowan 
represented the “half-feudal” planter class and might well look down on a Yankee 
“whose songs were the stock-in-trade of” coarse minstrel shows. Moreover, “a 
young man addicted to music” in the 1850s was roundly seen as a “worthless fel-
low whose fate was the poor-house” or, worse, a member of “the third and harm-
less sex.” Allison concluded with varying accounts from locals that placed Foster 
among singing slaves at Federal Hill or sharing mint juleps with Judge Rowan 
in his law office before composing the song “at the old secretaire.” The dates and 
details of these stories did not square with what Allison knew of Foster’s career. 
The project went into a drawer.24

More than a year passed, and then Madge Rowan Frost decided her “dear 
old Kentucky home” had “become too much.” She had been miserable for years, 
and the house—which a Bardstown attorney called “a dilapidated pile, the lonely 
home of a widow, her maid, two dogs and some goats”—was going to ruin. 
Aloof from her neighbors and perpetually infuriated by her reduced circum-
stances, Madge Frost grieved for old-time hospitality. She could not even host 
Allison for dinner because of “good for nothing darkies,” and longed to “get out 
of their power.” Frost had heard that New York State was buying up “historic 
places.” Perhaps there was a way to preserve a legacy that was core to her sense of 
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self—and stabilize her own finances. Frost turned to Allison for advice and help 
in finding a person or entity to open Federal Hill to visitors while preserving its 
“dignity and sentiment.”25

While Allison considered what, if anything, to do for Frost, readers of 
the Saturday Evening Post learned from the serial of newspaper editor Henry 
Watterson’s memoir that the author of “My Old Kentucky Home” was a “ne’er 
do well” and a plagiarist who stole other people’s compositions. Allison fired off a 
letter to Watterson defending his hero’s honor, unquestionable talent, and profes-
sional success. According to Allison, Watterson was merely repeating sour grapes 
from a jealous Louisville songwriter who was Foster’s contemporary. Watterson 
apologized and published Allison’s letter in the Louisville Courier-Journal and 
included his fellow journalist’s critique of his account when the book was pub-
lished later that year. Allison, in the meantime, got out his old material and 
reworked it into a lecture focusing on Foster’s craft. Although the composer had 
personal setbacks and suffered from a “weak and fatal love of drink,” Allison 
asserted that this American Verdi, “creator of a country’s only native songs,” told 
“the emotional history of the times.”26  

Allison had often wished there could be a “central spot…designated as an 
Old Kentucky Home.” Federal Hill was, admittedly, imperfect. He felt reasonably 
certain that Foster had visited the plantation at some point, though there was no 
evidence he wrote the song there.  John Rowan Sr. was a man of some stature, but 
the family’s trajectory had been one of steep decline after he died. Still, no other 
site had a better claim. Fresh from proving Foster’s significance in his dispute with 
Watterson and knowing Madge Frost might sell, Allison rolled up his sleeves. 
Bardstowners had witnessed plenty of disappointed curiosity-seekers turned away 
by Frost’s sign, “Visitors Will Not Come in House,” and some were ready to capi-
talize on a certified Old Kentucky Home destination. Clearly, money would be 
made catering to the automobile tourists and their “mechanical mounts.” Finally, 
Nelson County was, as it remains today, the bourbon whiskey capital of the world, 
but Prohibition was about to go into effect, so diversifying the local economy 
made sense. A Bardstown Republican named Osso Stanley signed on to help.27

Allison and Stanley’s Old Kentucky Home project stands at the convergence of 
the early histories of both historic preservation and heritage tourism as economic 
development. Seeing into the homes of heroes was a favorite tourist activity, and 
Kentucky had no house museum. These sites generally centered on patriotic polit-
ical or military figures, but sometimes also writers. Women-led voluntary orga-
nizations, often called memorial associations, had turned George Washington’s 
Mount Vernon (1860), Andrew Jackson’s Hermitage (1889), and the home of 
Joel Chandler Harris of Uncle Remus fame (1913) into museums. Tours of the 
Paul Revere house in Boston began in 1908. Colonial Williamsburg was not yet 
a twinkle in John D. Rockefeller’s eye, though the Colonial Dames had taken 
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note. Boosters saw the dollars that pilgrims to these shrines would spend while in 
the area; preservationists drew on a faith that entering such spaces had “mystical” 
effects that would purify, educate, and strengthen visitors as citizens.28 

Allison and Stanley did not start a memorial or preservation association. They 
knew Edwin P. Morrow, the recently elected Republican governor, and turned directly 
to the state for help. Stanley lobbied in Frankfort, and the legislature soon green-
lighted a citizen commission to explore purchasing the place where “the immortal 
song” had been written—thus legend slipped into the annals of Kentucky law. A 
state-owned tourist magnet was the goal for Bardstown and the My Old Kentucky 
Home commissioners, but the $65,000 price tag Madge Frost hung on her home-
stead far exceeded its market value. Federal Hill, with its shattered windows and 
shutters akimbo, infested with snakes and wasps, furniture draped in shredded old 
bedspreads, was no shoo-in. Not only was the price too high, but Morrow’s party 
was outnumbered in the Senate and Prohibition had sent tax revenue tumbling.29

Once it became clear there would be no state-funded purchase, members of the 
Old Kentucky Home Commission met in the governor’s office to regroup. Three of 
Morrow’s appointees were millionaires, and he probably hoped they would simply 
put up the money. Instead, the commission got Frost to reduce the price to $50,000 
and personally secured a $10,000 option to purchase the house and 226 acres. 
Repairs and improvements were slated to cost another $50,000. The memory of citi-
zen mobilization for victory in World War I was fresh, and, confident that he and the 
other commissioners could raise the balance, Allison used the back of an envelope to 
sketch an Old Kentucky Home campaign strategy based on publicity, volunteerism, 
and statewide organizing. He took charge of “general newspaper propaganda,” and 
another commission member acted as treasurer and oversaw donations.30

The 1921 “Old Kentucky Home—Let’s Buy It” campaign targeted pride and 
sentiment for the song plus the anticipated commercial benefits the shrine would 
generate. The “silver-tongued” Governor Morrow called for contributions from 
“every son and daughter of Kentucky” and all people “who have listened to this song 
of home in their own land” and “been touched to tears by the thrill of its deathless 
beauty and pathos.” Foster’s melody “has made us all better men; better women and 
better citizens,” Morrow declared, “It has tugged at our heartstrings—let it now tug 
at our pursestrings.” Allison predicted that 250,000 tourists a year would come to 
Kentucky to see the Old Kentucky Home, along with the nearly finished Jefferson 
Davis Monument, Mammoth Cave, and Lincoln’s birthplace. An editorialist, cit-
ing the song’s worldwide fame, envisioned the “advertising” potential of a site on 
par with Independence Hall. A court reporter from Harlan County said the song 
“makes a man stand straighter” and promised to help fundraise. From New York, a 
Kentucky-born theater producer pledged $2,500, and the Woman’s Improvement 
Club of Corbin, Kentucky, sent $100 with a letter declaring, “Kentucky owes it to 
the man who wrote that song to own the house in which it was written.”31 
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The campaign had detractors from the start. Some viewed the purchase price as 
“out of all reason.” The estate was admittedly “worth considerably less” than $50,000, 
an editorial in Louisville’s Herald-Post conceded. The writer (possibly Allison) coun-
tered that antiques, portraits, and other “souvenirs of priceless value” would convey 
with the house, items that represented the shared “memory of Kentuckians.”32

Authenticity posed a more difficult problem for the backers of the Federal Hill 
purchase, especially with the government involved. At public occasions since 1904, 
from St. Louis to Louisville’s armory, and now from Kentucky’s capitol to every 
schoolroom in the Commonwealth, the story went that Stephen Collins Foster 
wrote “My Old Kentucky Home” while at Federal Hill. But many were skeptical. 
Inconveniently for the campaign, the first comprehensive Foster biography, pub-
lished in 1920, bluntly concluded, “This story cannot be verified,” and scholars ever 
since have concurred that there is little to no chance that the song was composed in 
Kentucky. The biographer thought it took nothing from a song that “rings true and 
expresses an emotion deep-rooted in the human soul,” but it mattered very much 
to Allison, Frost, Stanley, and Morrow. If Foster had never drawn inspiration from 
Federal Hill’s stately rooms and waving corn fields, then their plan appeared coun-
terfeit, a boondoggle. Allison admitted that the natural “desire for contact with the 
humanity of the past” had given rise to legends, like one about Foster testing out the 
melody under the Rowan trees with his sister Charlotte, who had died when he was 
three. But when critics of the campaign put him on the defensive, Allison dipped 
his pen in stronger stuff. He attacked the new biography as “flimsy” and made an 
uncharacteristically illogical assertion: whereas “all sorts of stories—some silly, some 
romantic—have been told of the exact circumstances of the writing of the song.…
The only thing clearly true…is that he wrote it at Federal Hill.” Allison knew better, 
but it was the story he needed to stick to if his labors were to bear fruit.33

The “Let’s Buy It” effort climaxed in May 1921 with My Old Kentucky Home 
Week. On Sunday, May 8, church leaders across the state were asked to weave Federal 
Hill into sermons about the values of home. Monday was Schools Day. Children 
earned certificates for selling postcards of Federal Hill, and special programs included 
presentations on Foster’s life and costumed blackface pantomimes. To represent the 
“hard times” of being sold to the Deep South, white students embodied slave “expa-
triates…endowed with gratitude and longing and resignation and the strange beauty 
that resides under the darkest skin—crooning the memories of this lost paradise.” 
Women’s Day came next, with women’s clubs holding educational and fundraising 
gatherings. Movie houses pledged 25 percent of gross receipts on Moving Picture 
Day, and on Thursday, May 12, local singing groups were to perform “Old Kentucky 
Home” entertainments. Saturday,  Old Kentucky Home Day, volunteers in 171 
towns would solicit donations—each location had a quota. Men went into shops and 
businesses, and contributors installed placards in their storefronts, which commis-
sioners hoped would shame others into giving. Young women literally buttonholed 
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citizens; each donor received a small tag with an image of Federal Hill to hang on his 
or her coat button. The week concluded on Saturday evening with a society musi-
cal revue at Louisville’s municipal auditorium. Orchestral arrangements were inter-
spersed with amateur blackface acts. Lions Club members formed a comical trom-
bone quintet, and sixty Normal School students “dressed as mammies and pickanin-
nies” for a scene from “Federal Hill in 1850.” At the same time, supporters upheld 
Foster’s melody as universal, an expression of “yearning of no race or color.”34 

Because the romantic reimagination of slavery and the plantation South 
never appealed to Allison, he may not have confronted the ways the song called 
it forth. During Old Kentucky Home week, one Cincinnati paper commented, 
“Kentuckians are so crazy about the song…next thing you know they will learn to 
sing it clear through.” Allison knew all the verses and grasped its tragedy—at least 
when removed from the false mimicry of blackface. Even in the midst of the cam-
paign, he underscored what fellow white Kentuckians generally did not or could 
not: that in its entirety, “My Old Kentucky Home” exposed racial terror, and the 
melody was embraced in the North and in homes “where slavery was hated.”35

“Old Kentucky Home—Let’s Buy It” fell well short of its $80,000 goal. 
Seventy thousand fundraising letters sent to people across the state were met 
with “general apathy” and did not begin to pay for themselves. Many volun-
teer promoters “did little or nothing.” In Nelson County, politics played a role. 
Attorney Osso Stanley was tasked with a $12,000 quota, and a score of businesses 
each pledged $1000. Stanley explained that their pledges were made with the 

Contributors to the 1921 “My Old Kentucky Home Week” campaign hung these tags  
on their buttons to show support for establishing the state “shrine.”
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understanding that the governor would direct funds to improve seven or eight 
miles of “almost impassable” roads leading into Bardstown, and when Morrow 
reined in spending, they reneged. The total raised was enough to salvage Federal 
Hill but not to open it to the public. The state legislature came to the rescue, vot-
ing in 1922 to direct $20,000 to prepare the site for opening day, plus $4,000 a 
year for operations.36

The official pamphlet, prepared not by Allison but by a state employee for 
the Old Kentucky Home campaign, praised Foster for capturing the “childlike 
obedience…which emanated from the darkies” and for anticipating the “pathos 
and tragedy” of the Civil War “for the Kentucky people.” Black Kentuckians 
were either excluded as “people” or assumed to have suffered from emancipa-
tion—perhaps both. Surviving African American newspapers give no sign that 
the Old Kentucky Home campaign sought or found a foothold with nonwhites. 
In 1914, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People suc-
cessfully banned “My Old Kentucky Home” and other “plantation melodies” 
from Boston’s public schools because their lyrics encouraged racist taunts directed 
at black students. The black-owned Washington Bee celebrated this effort in the 
North, contrasting it to the South, which claimed to be the Negro’s “true friend,” 
but where the slightest racial differences were codified. According to the Bee, 
songs like “My Old Kentucky Home” put a premium on “flunkeyism and boot-

licking.” If leaders in the Old Kentucky 
Home movement registered such protest, 
they went on enshrining the lyric.37

Kentucky poet and educator Joseph S. 
Cotter (1861–1949) did not go so far as 
to call for a boycott of “My Old Kentucky 
Home,” but he offered a revision. At 
the age of sixty, Cotter, the principal in 
Louisville’s segregated school system, went 
to Nelson County because he wanted to 
trace his roots. Those roots led to Federal 
Hill’s door; his mother had served the 
family there “in the half house of bond-
age” before Madge Rowan Frost was born. 
This personal connection and his status 
as an educator gained Cotter an audience 
with the owner and a tour of the “relics”—
the desk, a table where the Marquis de 
Lafayette had allegedly sat, and the por-
trait of Judge Rowan by Matthew Jouett. 
Cotter published his account of visiting 

Joseph S. Cotter (1861–1949), a published poet 
and Louisville educational leader, was born near 

Bardstown. Sixty years later, he visited Federal Hill, 
where his mother had once worked for the Rowan 
family. He rewrote the lyrics to “My Old Kentucky 

Home” to promote black pride and communal uplift.
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Federal Hill in a front-page article for the Louisville Leader, an African American 
newspaper, as the Kentucky General Assembly was being lobbied to shore up this 
“magic mansion,” crumbling like Poe’s House of Usher.38

Cotter wrote that he left humming the old song, reflecting that its “wording 
and sentiment” did not “suit the present-day Negro” and black people would 
stop singing it if the lyrics remained unchanged. Cotter revised Foster’s lyrics by 
removing darkies in favor of negroes and amending the final verse:

The time has come when the head will never bow
Wherever the Negro may go
A few more years and he’ll show the nation how
He will thrive where the sugar canes grow.
A few more years and he’ll shift the weary load
So that it will ever be light
A few more years and he’ll triumph on the road
And sing, My old Kentucky home’s alright.

At one level, it was a modest suggestion that enabled the song to celebrate 
African American progress and uplift, familiar themes for Booker T. Washington 
and other black leaders across the Jim Crow–era south. At the same time, inter-
vening into such a sacrosanct work in Kentucky was no small matter. In any case, 
the people working hard to make the Old Kentucky Home a reality thoroughly 
ignored Cotter’s updated lines and opinions, even though the educator com-
manded wide respect.39

The performative elements of the “Let’s Buy It” campaign in schools and for 
Louisville’s elites reveal how firmly minstrel tropes and plantation fantasies about 
the “lost paradise” of antebellum days attached to Foster and Federal Hill. They 
also presaged the tourist experience that unfolded onsite. Allison preferred to 
think that “My Old Kentucky Home” was “innocent of propaganda” and that 
the Old Kentucky Home would appeal equally to Northern and Southern visi-
tors. In 1920s America, he was right about the second point but wrong about the 
first; this particular historical imaginary appealed so strongly because as it rang 
deep chords of home nostalgia it also bolstered white identity. The pantomimes 
washed away guilt for the sins of slavery and justified the racial oppression of Jim 
Crow in present-day Kentucky and beyond. My Old Kentucky Home would 
always be more than a shrine to Stephen Foster.40 

“Colonel” Benjamin LaBree, the man hired to transform Federal Hill into a 
tourist attraction, seemed “born and destined” for the job. An early professional 
in the realm of public history and the business of heritage, with experience as 
a genealogist and as editor of the Lost Cause magazine, LaBree had a knack for 
promotion. He envisioned My Old Kentucky Home as the state’s central office 
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for publicity and proposed branding and marketing 
“WATERMELON…TOBACCO, SORGHUM, 

FRUIT” grown on the property under an Old 
Kentucky Home label. None of this came to 

pass, as LaBree had his hands full dislodg-
ing Madge Rowan Frost and supervising 
renovations for the dedication on Stephen 
Foster’s birthday, July 4, 1923.41

As the opening approached, questions 
about authenticity threatened to embar-
rass the organizers. Pittsburgh’s Chamber 

of Commerce commissioned a bronze 
plaque about Foster’s being inspired by 

Federal Hill in 1858. Allison pointed out that 
since “My Old Kentucky Home” was copy-

righted in 1853, 1858 was “wholly and materially 
wrong.” A craftsman was called in to change 
the last numeral to a “2,” but even that was 
a guess. Court records suggest Stephen Foster 
would have received an awkward welcome if 
he had visited in 1852 during a steamboat trip 

he took from Pittsburgh to New Orleans. He would have probably found his 
relatives boarding at the town tavern, for Federal Hill was empty of all furnish-
ings. No Rowan slaves at all are listed on the tax lists for that time period, and 
the land was most likely leased out. Still, the anguish and sorrow contained in 
Foster’s lyrics would have found an echo in the neighborhood. The farm adjacent 
to Federal Hill belonged to one of Kentucky’s busiest slave traders, and through-
out the 1850s human beings were exported from the state by the thousands to 
fuel the booming cotton economy.42

The fiction of a thriving antebellum Old Kentucky Home nonetheless held 
firm when LaBree unbarred the door on July 4 for the throngs that came by buggy, 
wagon, and motorcar to see the inside of the hundred-year-old great house on 
a hill. In an innovation that caught on in Natchez, Mississippi, and Charleston, 
South Carolina, tourist attractions in the 1930s, locals volunteered to reenact 
imagined antebellum white Southern womanhood. “Beautiful women” report-
edly pulled their grandmothers’ hoopskirts out of old trunks and went to work 
selling tickets and guiding visitors through the rooms. LaBree pointed out Judge 
Rowan’s grave, claiming it had inspired Foster’s song, “Massa’s in de Cold, Cold 
Ground,” a tune that in this setting stood as an unironic lament by slaves for 
their dead owner. Governor Morrow, who leaned on the “Old Kentucky Home” 
as a rock of continuity while pushing for larger expenditures for infrastructure, 

Benjamin LaBree served as curator and  
all-around promoter of the state shrine at  

Federal Hill from 1922 to 1931.
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education, and new industry, officially received the site from the chair of the Old 
Kentucky Home Commission on behalf of the people of the Commonwealth. 
Foster’s granddaughter offered a blessing.43

Federal Hill became a centerpiece of Kentucky tourism. Visitors streamed 
through, mainly from Northern states. While some winter days in My Old Kentucky 
Home could feel inhospitably frigid, a summer Sunday might bring seven hundred 
guests. Allison’s projections had been overly sanguine, but LaBree’s ledgers count 
more than three hundred thousand visitors from 1923 to 1931. LaBree conducted 
many of the tours, personally dishing out “a taste of the hospitality” that made 
Kentucky famous. He invoked a reverent atmosphere with discourses on the home’s 
“matchless old furniture and curios,” which he claimed were more numerous and 
significant than those displayed at Mount Vernon and Andrew Jackson’s Hermitage. 
The tourist experience extended into the town and a hotel that Bardstown entrepre-
neurs opened across the road. There, visitors would “fall in the spirit of the witchery 
of the southern moon as it plays among the trees that canopy the avenues lined with 
stately residences” and live and breathe, even briefly “again in the past.”44

 Beginning in the mid-1920s, Federal Hill was pitched as a key stop for automobile travelers and tourists in Kentucky, 
along with Mammoth Cave, the Jefferson Davis Monument, and the shrine to Abraham Lincoln. 
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Ultimately, LaBree lost the support of Allison, who called him to task for sul-
lying the Old Kentucky Home with “tawdry myth and legend.” LaBree regularly 
claimed that Lafayette had stayed there, when in fact Judge Rowan entertained 
him in Louisville; that eight presidents had visited, which was “nonsense”; that the 
bricks for Federal Hill, in reality the handiwork of enslaved people, were imported 
from England and, absurdly, moved on “sledges in winter along the Indian Trails, 
drawn by Oxen.” There was more. LaBree conjured a living banjo-playing African 
American—tourists were told, falsely, that the man descended directly from “Old 
Black Joe” of another of Foster’s blackface minstrel melodies. He apparently 
installed the ersatz slave cemetery set off from the home and well apart from the 
Rowan family graveyard to enhance the plantation mystique. LaBree was a born 
marketer with a keen sense of what visitors to My Old Kentucky Home sought. 
They wanted Foster—and he had to have been there. But Foster alone did not 
satisfy the appetite for plantation spectacle. Allison feared that by gilding the lily, 
LaBree stretched the fragile cord of authenticity to the breaking point.45 

About this time, Allison turned his attention from the big house to a cabin. 
As a young city editor in 1881, he had interviewed Lewis Clarke, a fugitive 
whose autobiography informed Harriet Beecher Stowe’s depiction of runaway 
George Harris in Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Clarke’s return to the site of his bondage in 
Garrard County, south of Lexington, remained etched on Allison’s memory. The 
Louisville Courier-Journal reprinted his lengthy 1881 account, and Allison began 
looking for a way to open the Kentucky cabin where Clarke had lived as a historic 
site, a piece of the black experience and of American antislavery lore. At a time 
when many were busy forgetting that enslaved people had resisted their condi-
tions, this campaign never got off the ground.46

Evidence emerged in the early 1930s that Foster’s most immediate inspira-
tion for the lyrics of his 1853 song had nothing to do with Federal Hill but 
instead came from Uncle Tom’s Cabin. The songwriter’s notebook, which a col-
lector acquired from Foster’s granddaughter in 1931, contained an early draft of 
“My Old Kentucky Home, Good-Night!” titled “Old Uncle Tom, Good-Night!” 
The original chorus went:

Oh good night, good night, good night, 
Poor Uncle Tom
Grieve not for your old Kentucky home
You’r bound for a better land
Old Uncle Tom.

Scholars have debated Foster’s intention ever since—was he shrewdly jumping on 
the Uncle Tom’s Cabin bandwagon to get a minstrel show hit? Did he harbor real 
sympathy for enslaved people or oppose the institution? Whatever the case, the 
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composer clearly thought better of the original title and lyrics and skirted a con-
troversial reform movement that most of the nation viewed with suspicion and 
his own family vehemently opposed.47

Allison died before learning of the “Old Uncle Tom, Goodnight” draft. He 
would not have been surprised—even without naming the title character, Foster’s 
lyrics aligned with Stowe’s central arc of a slave’s journey from Kentucky to death 
in the Deep South. He had argued back in 1921 that Foster’s melody “went 
together” with Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Because people focused on the song’s first verse 
and chorus, and because of ongoing minstrel stereotyping and the racial tenor of 
Jim Crow America, most whites heard a lament for a happy home embedded in 
a glamorous portrait of life on the plantation. Allison also never had the benefit 
of seeing family correspondence that placed Foster’s sister, Charlotte, with her 
distant cousins at Federal Hill during extended social visits to Louisville in 1828 
and 1829, when Stephen was a toddler. Judge Rowan’s younger son, Hill Rowan, 
briefly courted the popular and musical Miss Foster before her death of a sudden 
illness in 1829, at age nineteen. The attenuated connection between Federal Hill 
and the Foster family likely morphed into Foster himself having been there.48

Since the founding of My Old Kentucky Home, challenges from lay and 
professional scholars to the story told about Foster and the site have been viewed 
either as heresy or as unimportant. Responding to a critic, Allison predicted the 
tale he had sold himself and Kentuckians in 1921 would “always be believed…
which makes it Holy Writ and history.” Federal Hill had constricted the song’s 
meanings in such a way that those who defended My Old Kentucky Home 
implicitly and often explicitly defended nostalgia for Old South plantation hos-
pitality and glamour and the racial order that underpinned it. The “lady” became 
the plantation mistress, and the loss became the white family’s. The lyrics’ foun-
dation in a shattering slave trade faded into obscurity. By the mid 1930s, My Old 
Kentucky Home State Park was attracting sixty-three thousand visitors a year; 
the stakes were too high to let go of the myths. In purchasing the Rowan man-
sion, the “Let’s Buy it!” campaign successfully packaged the minstrel song about 
sunny days of distant memory into an experience that added immeasurably to its 
iconic status. Soon thereafter, the legislature adopted Foster’s melody as the state 
anthem, and it rang out over Churchill Downs as the Derby horses paraded past 
the throng to the starting post. Kentucky had its brand.49 

At the dawn of mass automobile tourism and at the height of Jim Crow segre-
gation, a movement that began as a way of honoring Stephen Foster in Kentucky 
while enhancing the state’s public image and lagging economy produced an awk-
ward union of song and space in Bardstown. The house museum known as My Old 
Kentucky Home became a sonic entryway into something much broader, what pro-
moters called “the life-pulse of Kentucky—historic, tragic, romantic.” A song that 
evoked various emotional meanings and associations was cemented to a mansion 
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and its white owners. Tourists wanted more than shrines and memorials; they sought 
experiences that swept them into another world marked by reminders of another 
way of life. In the 1920s and for decades after, My Old Kentucky Home actively cul-
tivated a plantation fantasy that pasted over the brutality of slavery, bathed the past 
in passive and happy blackface minstrel stereotypes, and reinforced racial prejudice.50

The “Let’s Buy It” campaign stands out in the history of tourism in onetime 
slave states in two significant ways. First, Andrew Jackson’s home in Tennessee 
had opened to the public in 1889, but My Old Kentucky Home, in a state 
that never joined the Confederacy, predated the many plantation destinations 
that catered to tourists seeking the exotic and historic South. Kentucky did 
present other images of its heritage in the 1920s. An important attraction in 
Harrodsburg that centered on a replica of a pioneer fort opened in 1927, having 
won a state appropriation. Kentucky had also expended $15,000 on the Jefferson 
Davis obelisk. It is notable, then, that unlike its Southern neighbors in the early 
1920s, Kentucky applied state money to major tourist attractions. How much 
this had to do with Kentucky’s available resources and to what degree it reflected 
competing views about the state’s public profile is not clear. The members of the 
My Old Kentucky Home Commission raised the majority of funds for Federal 
Hill from private contributions; the state, however, had been the source of first 
resort and last resort.51

My Old Kentucky Home joined the state park system in 1936. It is worth 
considering whether and how this management structure as well as the site’s 
importance to Kentucky’s brand may have retarded changes to the way it has 
been presented to visitors. Permanent signs on the path to the front door describ-
ing the life of enslaved people at Federal Hill were installed in 2018 in consulta-
tion with the state’s African American Heritage Council—not far from a 1940s 
monument to “good and faithful servants.” The tale of Foster visiting his glam-
orous Southern relatives and writing the song amid the peaceful beauty of the 
Rowan plantation has appeared in countless travel books, magazine and newspa-
per features, school texts, postcards, and tourist souvenirs, and it is not about to 
disappear. By the 1850s, when Foster wrote “My Old Kentucky Home,” Federal 
Hill was a diminished estate empty of furnishings. Its cash-poor owners were anx-
ious and its enslaved people almost wholly dispersed. Such a place and the song 
that made it into a tourist site can tell more complicated stories about Kentucky’s 
broader antebellum economy as well as the slave trade and the slavery debate in 
the decade before the Civil War. My Old Kentucky Home State Park might even 
tell the story of the stories Young Allison and others told and sold—and ask why 
we have clung to them so hard.52 
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