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At our August meeting we had a 

terrific presentation by Charlene 

Wilson on one-room schoolhouses 

in Harrison County. She assem-

bled binders of information on 

more than 60 schools, including 

pictures of some of the schools, or 

in some cases, the students. The 

information she has assembled 

will preserve an essential part of 

our history. Thank you, Charlene. 

 In early August, Bill Penn 

and I represented the Society at 

the Genealogy Conference held at 

the Kentucky Historical Society 

(KHS) Building in Frankfort. We 

set up a booth and displayed the 

books we have to offer. While 

there, Bill and I toured the facility 

and were briefed on all the KHS 

has to offer. Especially interesting 

was the repository of information 

on Harrison County located in the 

KHS library. I strongly urge Harri-

son County Historical Society 

(HCHS) members consider joining 

the KHS, especially if you want to 

do any genealogical or historical 

research. Various levels of mem-

bership are available. Depending 

on the level of membership, indi-

viduals get a newsletter, free ac-

cess to the museums and library, 

advance notice of and invitation to 

special events and discounts on 

other offerings of KHS. Member-

ship applications for KHS will be 

available at the next HCHS meet-

Continued on page 4 

Tales of Six Harrison County Jails 
George D. Slade 

about four feet of the ground was an open-

ing between the logs of about six inches for 

light and air.” In 1852 the jail was again 

rebuilt on the same site. 

 Morgan’s Raiders burned the jail, 

along with much of downtown, on July 17, 

1862, during the First Battle of Cynthiana. 

After the Civil War it was rebuilt. The Au-

gust 15, 1867, Cynthiana News announced 

that, “The jail has nearly come to comple-

tion. It should have been finished by this 

time. It is to be hoped that the next genera-

tion will make one sufficiently large for all 

purposes.” 

 The present stone jail—our sixth 

jail building—was built in 1886-1888, by 

(Continued on page 4) 

The first Harrison County jail, made 

of logs, was erected in the courthouse 

square by Thomas Mounts in 1795 

and later rebuilt in 1804. 

 In 1844 the jail was moved 

from the courthouse square to the 

present site on the southwest corner 

of Pike and Poplar Streets. According 

to the 1921 reminisinces of Col. W. 

M. Moore, the 1844 jail was “built of 

large hewn timbers, well notched 

down, two stories high, stairs on the 

outside; trap door to let the prisoners 

down into the dungeon by ladder, the 

ladder to be drawn up and the trap 

door battened down. So a prisoner 

was about as secure then as now. At 

President’s Corner 
Bob Owen 

President, Harrison County  

Historical Society 

(Above) The Old Stone Jail during construction 1886-1888, rear view. Several jails preced-

ed this one on the site. Photo, Cynthiana-Harrison County Chamber of Commerce.  
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Meeting Notes—August 18th, 2005. 
During the business meeting President Bob 
Owens encouraged attendance to the Battle of 
Cynthiana Reenactment 8/19-21 where the 
Society will have a tent selling books. 
Members voted to increase dues from $5 to 
$12/year family beginning 1/1/06. A committee 
to acquire a George D. Slade memorial plaque 
will include Billy Fowler, Dave Kennedy and 
Janie Whitehead. Bob Owen discussed a 
recent visit to the Kentucky History Center and 
encouraged members to join the Kentucky 
Historical Society which includes access to 
online databases and free admission to their 
museum, along with receiving either the 
quarterly Register or genealogy magazines. 
Program—Charleen Wilson presented a 
program on the one-room schools of Harrison 
County, based on research started for a 
Kentucky Community Scholars Program (see 
June 2005 HHN). She has identified and 
located 64 one-room schools which were 
documented in notebooks that included photos 
of most of the sites. Elsewhere in this issue 
see a list of 13 schools whose location 
Charleen has not yet found. (Submitted by Billy 
Fowler). 

Harrison County Historical 

Society 
Bob Owen, President 

Billy Fowler, Vice President 

Janie Whitehead, Secretary 
Dorothy Slade, Treasurer 

Cynthiana-Harrison County Museum 
 

112 S. Walnut St., Cynthiana, Ky. 41031 Hrs: 10-5 Fri-Sat 

 

Martha Barnes, President 

Old Stone Jail Relics at Museum 

 

With thanks especially to Robert Poindexter, the Cynthi-
ana-Harrison County Museum has an exhibit of special 
items related to the old county jail. An original photo-
graph [see p. 1] shows the jail under construction (1886-
1888). The huge stone tongs in the picture and a pulley 
block which is perhaps the one in the construction photo-
graph are on display. Mr. Poindexter commissioned local 
artist, Alvan Berry, to paint the jail. The artwork is a col-
orful addition. Mayor Virgie Wells has provided wonderful 
pictures of her mother, Sara Ann Whalen Florence Jen-
nens, Harrison County jailer in the 1940's. The museum 
also houses pictures and information related to Curtis 
Jett who spent time in the jail as did so many others.  

 The existing county jail was built by J. R. Poin-
dexter and Thomas Lowry for $19,370.  Much needed 
renovation cost much more. And in a strange twist of 
times and events, neither Harrison County nor the City of 
Cynthiana has at present (2005) a jail. 
     Do we have as much information regarding the city 
jails - when, where, how many, etc. etc.? Bill Wigles-
worth has loaned to the museum an interesting padlock 
and four keys used on a cell of the city jail located on 
Walnut Street (near the present site of the museum) in 
the late 1800's or early 1900's. 
     Since for the past ten years, the museum has been 
THE tourist attraction in this community, we anticipate 
working with the Chamber of Commerce to promote both 
the museum and the jail as tourist destinations.  The mu-
seum continues to grow both in number of acquisitions 
and number of visitors.  We always need more volun-
teers and we anticipate having more space. 
     The Cynthiana-Harrison County Museum and its an-
nex, S. Walnut Street, are open on Fridays and Satur-
days, 10 A.M. - 5 P.M.  No admission is charged.  for 
information or tours by appointment, please phone 
859.234-5835 or 234-1053.  During museum hours, call 
234-7179.   

Calendar of Upcoming Meetings and Events 
(All Historical Society meetings 7 p.m at Cynthiana 

library. Enter from rear parking lot.) 

September 15—Historical Society meeting with 

Jill Morgan, Purple House Press, will talk about 

her company in Cynthiana which publishes out-of-

print children’s books. She will bring samples of 

her publications to the meeting. 

October 20—Historical Society meeting with pro-

gram by Jane Thomas, who will discuss the histo-

ry of the Harrison Memorial Hospital and de-

scribe the planned additions to the hospital. 

November 17 Historical Society meeting. 

December—No meeting; the Harrison County 

Historical Society and Cynthiana-Harrison County 

Museum will have a joint potluck at a time and 

place to be announced. 
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MY LIFE AT THE OLD JAIL 
VIRGIE FLORENCE WELLS 

Memories of living at 

the Old Jail are treas-

ures in my heart. Les-

sons I learned there 

shaped my life. The 

influences of my life 

there and in downtown 

Cynthiana gave ma a 

lot to love.  

     Virgil Thomas Flor-

ence, my father, was 

elected Jailer of Harri-

son County in 1937. He 

took office on January 

1, 1938. He served until 

1941 when he resigned 

from office. My mother, 

Sarah Ann Whalen Flor-

ence finished out his 

term of office. 

     On March 19, 1941, my father 

heard a disturbance near the coal 

yard at the rear of the house. My 

father was upstairs in our living 

quarters, and the decided to climb 

out on the roof to see what was 

wrong. I have an image of seeing 

him go through the door to the 

bathroom where he climbed out the 

window and stepped out onto the 

back porch roof. He fell and was 

killed instantly. The next day after 

this happened, I recall many peo-

ple were at our home, and my 

mother was so upset, she was put 

to bed. 

     After my mother finished out 

my father’s term, she decided to 

run for the office of jailer. In 1941, 

she was a candidate in the August 

primary election. She was elected 

at 26 years of age. She was the 

youngest jailer in Kentucky, and, 

possibly, the only woman jailer in 

the United States at that time. She 

earned $40.00 per month as jailer. 

To supplement this income as jail-

er, she worked in the office of the 

tobacco warehouses on sale days. 

My mother always remarked that 

she enjoyed working on the tobac-

co market. 

     The word spread nationwide 

about my mother being jailer. A gen-

tleman came from Universal Studios 

in California. He want3ed to do a 

short subject about my mother. He 

was filming a story on the screen 

about three different women in unu-

sual professions, so my mother was 

chosen. 

     When the moviemaker came, my 

mother was photographed making 

preparation for the meals. She was 

shown buying the food to cook from 

the B & N Grocery on Main Street, 

cooking the food, and serving the 

food to the prisoners. I tagged along, 

and I was in the movie, as well. 

     Sheriff Harold McIlvain, known 

as “Peeley,” was shown bringing in 

prisoners to be locked up. 

     The selected short subjects were 

shown all over the United States and 

on the military bases. My mother 

received letters from servicemen tell-

ing of seeing her and their hometown 

o the movie screen. Wonderful sto-

ries were told of the excitement they 

felt when seeing my mother on the 

screen. I still have those letters. 

     My mother’s parents, Clarence 

and Dean Whalen, moved 

in with us at the jail after 

my father’s death. They 

raised a garden called a 

Victory garden because 

of W.W.II. I remember 

the good meals Grandma 

and my mother cooked 

from the garden. They 

also raised chickens. I 

have seen my mother kill 

many chickens by hang-

ing them from the 

clothesline by tying their 

feet to a clothesline and 

cutting their heads off 

with a sharp butcher 

knife. Grandma would 

can everything. She 

Sara Ann Whalen Florence (above), mother of Cynthiana 

Mayor Virgie Florence Wells, was Harrison County Jailer 

1941-1945, elected when she was twenty-six years old. 

Photo, 1942, courtesy of Virgie Florence Wells. 

would make pickle relish and lots 

of good things. I didn’t like to eat 

mush, as I recall. Grandma died on 

June 4, 1944, while I lived at the 

jail. 

     The male prisoners were jailed 

downstairs. If women were jailed, 

which was very rare, they were 

taken upstairs. 

     My mother had a gun, but she 

did not wear a gun. She kept it in a 

drawer in the dining room. 

     One night she prevented a jail-

break. When she took the supper in 

tin pans and tin cups to the prison-

ers, they were all cleaned up. They 

had shaved. My mother remarked 

to the Sheriff that she became sus-

picious when she saw them 

“cleaned up as if they were going 

to step out tonight.” They played 

the radio loudly when they chipped 

the rock away to escape. My moth-

er’s keen observation stopped a 

jailbreak. 

     These are but a few of my sto-

ries about my life at the Old Jail. I 

was very proud of my mother, and 

it was exciting for me to be a part 

of her life there. © 2005, Virgie 

Florence Wells. 
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ing and at the museum. 

 At the August meeting, the members present voted to 

raise the annual dues in HCHS to $15 per family. According 

to Harold Slade, the annual cost of printing the Society News-

letter runs over $11.00 per individual. It has only been through 

the generosity some members making donations that we have 

managed to maintain a positive balance. The new dues go into 

effect January 1for the 2006 membership. 

 The Battle of Cynthiana Reenactment took place on 

August 20 – 21. There was a good representation of reenactors 

and spectators. While the weather the first day was very hot, 

the enthusiasm of the reenactors created a hot battle scene. 

Following speeches by General Lee and Confederate President 

Davis, the cannons roared, followed by the sharp reports of 

firearms and the clash of swords. It appeared that everyone 

had a great time. Bill Penn and I had set up a booth on Satur-

day and sold a good number of museum books. I hope some of 

you were able to attend Saturday or Sunday. 

 Again, I encourage all members to bring a friend to 

the next meeting and encourage them to join the Society. For 

those new members, thanks for joining us. 

(PRESIDENT’S CORNER—Continued from page 1) 1852 Public execution of 

Thomas SHANNON 

 

Old Stone jail used during  sensational 1903 jett trial  
Bill Penn 

J. R. Poindexter and Thomas Lowry for $19,370.00. It was 

painted white in 1958. The last prisoners were incarcerated in 

April 1983, then referred to as “the Old Jail”, unable to meet 

state requirements, was closed. The adjoining jailer’s resi-

dence, c. 1969, is now home to the Cynthiana-Harrison Coun-

ty Chamber of Commerce. [Reprinted from HHN 1-1 and 1-

2]. 

(TALES OF SIX JAILS  Continued from page 1) 

 

(Above) This newspaper notice was published in 

the Ohio Repository, Canton, Ohio, Wednesday, 

September 22, 1852, and describes a hanging on 

August 28, 1852. No more information has been 

found on Thomas Shannon or the execution. Per-

haps the scaffold was erected near the old jail; or 

maybe Shannon swung from same tree limb as 

did David Sheely in 1847, in the vicinity of Quail 

Ln. on Flat Run (see HHN 1-2). Submitted by 

Mike Shannon, 824 N. 2nd St., Atchison, KS 

66002, mnshanno@charter.net. Mr. Shannon is 

seeking more information on the hanging. 

In 1903 the murder trial of Curtis 

Jett and Tom White was moved 

from Jackson to Cynthiana. Mr. 

Jett, in handcuffs, is surrounded by 

Kentucky State Militia, whose 

presence was required by the great 

publicity accompanying the trial. 

Jett was convicted and served 15 

years in the state penitentiary. On 

the left can be seen the Old Stone 

Jail and on the right, the original 

brick jailer’s residence, which was 

later replaced by the present struc-

ture.  

 

Photo, 1903, courtesy of Cynthiana

-Harrison County Museum. 
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(Above) Views of inside the restored 1888 Old Stone Jail. The left photo shows the first floor cells access passage 

taken from the heavily reinforced main doorway with a peephole; the cells are on each side of the passage.  

(Above right) On the right are the upstairs cells, which have a similar central access passage. Another passage, part 

shown behind the bars in the center of the photo, allowed the jailer to completely encircle the interior cells. Photos, 

2005, Tonya Coleman. 

(Right) Aerial view about 1955 of 

the Old Stone Jail from the rear 

showing the river in the fore-

ground, and the original brick jail-

er’s residence attached on the left. 

Photo, Cynthiana Democrat, re-

printed in 1994. 
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The Old Stone Jail, Cynthiana, Ky., in 1960, showing the original jailer’s residence, which was later demolished. Photo, 

1960, William A. Penn. (Editor’s note: This image was not in the original HHN). 


