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SPIRITED PLACES

PENN’S STORE


GRAVEL SWITCH

The website for Penn’s Store says it is not the easiest place to find. That is an understatement. To the unknowing passerby, the rustic building that sits way back in a field along Highway 243, three miles southeast of Gravel Switch, may look abandoned. Its porch is sagging, the roof is rusty, the signs on the sides are faded. A sane builder would go crazy if he or she put a level to the walls or floors. Most days, there are no signs of life around the old shack.
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Musicians play on the porch at Penn’s Store as community members and tourists linger to listen.



But on Saturday and Sunday afternoons and some other special days, there is smoke coming from the chimney and music playing on the porch. The field on the other side of the gravel access road is filled with cars. Penn’s Store becomes a gathering place for this community that straddles three county lines—Boyle, Casey, and Marion. A building in the middle of nowhere becomes the center of a lot of action.

Records show the store has been around since at least 1845, when it was owned by a twenty-one-year-old man named William Spragens. Gabriel Jackson Penn bought it in 1850, and there has been a Penn in charge ever since, making it the oldest store in the country continuously owned by the same family.

Dawn Osborn is the current owner-operator. Gabriel Jackson Penn was her great-great-great grandfather.

The country store has a little bit of everything and not a lot of anything. If you want cigarettes or shoe polish, soap, or pickled eggs, you can find those things here. The store still even has penny candy. But it is not a place where customers grab and go. They usually sit and chat around the wood-burning stove or take part in the music sessions on the porch. Anyone who comes with an instrument is welcome to join in or offer up a solo.

Don’t expect the store to get a facelift anytime soon. Osborn knows she would be in trouble with the locals if she tried to modernize it. A few years ago, she fixed a hole in the front screen door and took some criticism for it. The often-repeated joke was that the hole was there so the flies could get out.

“The store really almost has a soul of its own,” Osborn said. “I want people to experience what someone one hundred years ago experienced when they walk through that door.”

A century ago, there were more buildings around Penn’s Store, including a chicken coop because people would trade chickens for goods. But perhaps the most important structure came in 1992, when they built an outhouse, the store’s first-ever public restroom. Penn’s Privy was the subject of magazine articles around the world and led to a festival called the “Great Outhouse Blowout.” It attracted four thousand visitors.

That exposure brought more tourists, so today, many of the products on the shelves are geared toward one-time visitors—souvenir items such as T-shirts, caps, and mugs. Osborn said she has welcomed visitors from all fifty states and more than twenty countries. The store is equal parts neighborhood market, gift shop, museum, and gathering place.

Tony Cooper, a musician who often plays guitar on the porch, said he always feels as if he is home when he is at the store. “It’s just a wonderful place to come,” Cooper said. “They’ll treat you so many ways, you got to like one of them. I’d love to see it stay here another two hundred years.”

It may not last that long, but Osborn’s daughter, Olivia Graas, often works behind the counter and plans to be the seventh-generation Penn to keep the tradition alive in some form or fashion even though she is also going to law school.

“I do have my own aspirations,” Graas said. “But at the end of the day, I think Penn’s Store is something that’s going to be kept in this family for a long, long time.”

That’s music to the ears of longtime patrons who can’t imagine a future without this reminder of the past.









NEWBY COUNTRY STORE


MADISON COUNTY

A country store is the heart of Newby, a small community about nine miles west of Richmond. Local folks walk there to get lunch or just to talk to their neighbors on the porch. One three-year-old boy often arrives on his toy tractor, while his dad follows behind on an all-terrain vehicle. But in recent years, Newby Country Store has also become a destination for tourists. On many days, cars line both sides of Newby Road just outside the store.

Ashlie Hatton, who co-owns the store with her husband, Brad, said, “I think the biggest comment we get all the time is it just feels like a step back in time.”

The store has been in operation since 1891 but was in danger of closing in 2020 before the Hattons stepped in to buy it.

“We bought it to save it,” said Ashlie. “Then we just met some of the greatest people, and one thing led to another. Here we are, years later, and it’s like our heart and soul.”

Because the store has operated continuously for more than 130 years, the owners get away with some things a new business could not, such as having gas pumps right by the side of the narrow country road. If a driver is pulled up to the pumps, other cars must veer to the road’s center to avoid them.

That was one feature that was grandfathered in by code enforcement officers. Also, the store does not have indoor plumbing. Water is carried in from a well and boiled so that the owners can keep the store’s lunch counter open. The stacked ham and cheese sandwiches are a popular item.

Ashlie said, “If we start to do anything to the building, then we have to bring it up to current codes. We would lose our gas pumps, for sure. We would have to code everything, and it would basically lose its nostalgia, I believe.”
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Newby Country Store has been in continuous operation since 1891.

ASHLIE HATTON



Longtime resident Don Long has visited the store almost daily for more than seventy years. His parents owned it for a few years back in the 1980s. He has lots of memories about how it used to be.

“Yeah, I remember when a Coca-Cola was a nickel, candy was a nickel, and gas was thirty cents a gallon,” he said. He used to know everyone who came in the door and marvels at the number of strangers who stop these days, those who see the store as an attraction. Many tourists arrive after crossing the Kentucky River on the Valley View Ferry, which has been in operation since 1785, seven years before Kentucky was admitted to the Union.

“I never imagined it would ever be like this,” Long said.

The store used to carry most of the provisions a farmer would want. Now it is more of a gift shop, featuring Kentucky-made products such as candles and soap, beer cheese and honey, clothing, and vintage candy. It carries more than sixty specialty sodas in glass bottles.

On many summer nights, there are concerts on the porch. Visitors watch and listen from a field on the other side of the road, not bothered that an occasional car passes in front of the performers.

Ashlie is a Richmond native who moved back to the area after living for twenty years in Florida, where she worked in medical sales. She never planned on being a shopkeeper after she retired.

“We never dreamed it would be one of the most amazing things we’ve ever done,” she said.

People around Newby are certainly glad the new owners know how to market the market. They can’t imagine their community without it.









WIGWAM VILLAGE NO. 2


CAVE CITY

Wigwam Village No. 2 is a blast from the past.

“I’ll never forget the first time I pulled up and saw it,” said co-owner Megan Smith. “It was awesome!”

More than eight decades after it was built, the roadside motel is still a traffic stopper.
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Fifteen concrete teepees make up Wigwam Village No. 2, a unique motel that has welcomed guests since 1937. DON E. YEOMAN JR.
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A guest with an artsy car parked outside Wigwam Village No. 2 in the summer of 2023. KEITH STONE



Keith Stone surprised Smith with a romantic getaway trip to Wigwam Village in 2020.

“When we arrived, it was my first time here,” she said. “My mind was blown, and Keith said, ‘Well, you know it’s for sale!’” That set the wheels in motion for the Louisville couple to become the new owners of an iconic motor lodge that was built in 1937. They said that when they found out their bid to buy it was accepted, it was like winning the lottery.

Renovating the property has been a labor of love. Stone said he has not yet come across the blueprints as he goes through records associated with the motel, but he believes they will turn up one day. Because he and Smith have backgrounds in architecture, they have a good idea of how the fifteen concrete teepees should be repaired. They do have the original patent, which has been a help as they rework some features inside the rooms, adding modern safety and energy-saving features while keeping the original look and feel.

Inside the rounded walls of each teepee, you will find either one or two beds, a small dresser, and a bathroom with a shower. The furniture and bathroom tiles are original from 1937, but the mattresses are new, as are the flat-screen TVs. Although travelers can’t wait to see inside the rooms, the new owners believe a lot of the experience of staying there has always happened outside the cone-shaped structures.

Stone said, “People would spend a lot of time in the area we call ‘the bowl.’ They would play games and picnic and make bonfires. Then the weirdest thing would happen—people would start talking to each other!”

The owners say it still happens today. They make a nightly bonfire in the conversation pit to encourage guests to come out of their teepees and get to know each other.

By 1949, there were seven Wigwam Villages around the nation. The first one was just up the road in Horse Cave. Just three remain—No. 2 in Cave City; No. 6 in Holbrook, Arizona; and No. 7 in San Bernardino, California. The two in the west are along the historic Route 66. This one attracted families headed to nearby Mammoth Cave.

They were the brainchild of businessman Frank Redford, who wanted his motels to stand out from all the others popping up in the middle of the twentieth century, when auto touring was just becoming popular. Stone said Redford initially got some things wrong.

“These do not look like wigwams. They look like teepees. He did not like the sound of Teepee Village, so he renamed it,” Stone said. Traditional wigwams are dome shaped. Neither wigwams nor teepees were used by indigenous people in Kentucky.

Stone and Smith are sensitive to the fact that building such a motel today would be seen as offensive. They try hard to balance preservation with political correctness. In past decades, the motel’s gift shop sold such things as plastic tomahawks and toy feather headdresses. There is nothing like that for sale now. The owners do not market a stay at the village as a Native American experience even though Redford did. They celebrate it as an architectural wonder and piece of Americana from the early days of road travel.

“We think those things help to counterbalance the cultural appropriation and swing the pendulum back to Wigwam Village No. 2 being worth preserving and restoring,” Stone said.

Plus, Smith adds, “They’re just so darn cute!”

The property is listed on the National Register of Historic Places. The new owners have plans to turn the large teepee (they call it the “Big Wam”) that used to house the office and a restaurant into a coffee shop.

Wigwam Village No. 2 has been described in a lot of ways over the decades: tacky and wacky, fascinating and fun. It is good to know this piece of the past has a future thanks to new owners who love everything about it.

“We watch the public drive by, and you see those mouths open, and you can read their lips saying, ‘This is amazing.’ It happens every day,” Smith said.

“So, if you’re wondering why someone would want to buy this place and restore it, my main answer would be, ‘Who wouldn’t want to?’”









DEERE JOHN RANCH


NELSON COUNTY

Bloomfield sits just off the Bluegrass Parkway, a town with about a thousand residents. Unlike many small towns, it still has a vibrant business district. There is Nettie Jarvis Antiques, a well-known shop that is like a museum, connected to a general store and tearoom, and Olde Bloomfield Meeting Hall, which houses an ice cream shop, bowling alley, and tavern.

All of these old structures have new life thanks to one woman, Linda Bruckheimer, the wife of famed Hollywood producer Jerry Bruckheimer. While he made blockbuster movies over the years, such as Black Hawk Down, Beverly Hills Cop, and Top Gun, she restored buildings.
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A row of partially buried tractors along Kentucky Route 55 near Bloomfield is known as the Deere John Ranch.



“It’s hard to close your eyes to something you see and want to do,” Linda Bruckheimer said. “Eventually, there will be more things.”

The Bruckheimers own a large farm just outside Bloomfield, a town founded in 1790. Linda also pursues her passion for preservation there. She has restored several cabins on the property as places for their celebrity friends to stay when they visit from Hollywood. One of the cabins predates Abraham Lincoln.

Linda, who grew up in Louisville, discovered Bloomfield on a drive years before she ever dreamed of living there. As an author and photographer, she likes to take the back roads to seek out unusual things. Her love of roadside attractions led her to create her own in the summer of 2020, just a couple of miles from her downtown strip of businesses.

Drivers who enter Bloomfield from the west on State Route 55 pass the couple’s farm, and many do a double-take when they see the green scene beyond the white-planked fences.

“It’s one more thing to make Bloomfield unique,” Bruckheimer said.

The field looks like a graveyard for John Deere tractors, ten of them in a row, partially buried with their noses pointed skyward. Bruckheimer said she was inspired by a quirky attraction she loves in Texas known as Cadillac Ranch. It prompted her to design her so-called Deere John Ranch, a tribute to the region’s farming history.

“A lot of people are going in a car. They don’t want to be just on the freeway. They want to see the things that make Kentucky ‘Kentucky,’ and you never know what that is,” she said. “It’s just something unexpected.”

The tractors were planted without fanfare. They just showed up for people to discover on their own and are lined up from the oldest to the newest. Bruckheimer says it is art, so the key is to get people to notice it even if they don’t understand it.

“I think it gives people a lift and puts a smile on their face, and that’s the most important thing to me.”

Even when she is away at her primary home in Los Angeles, Linda Bruckheimer is always looking for ways to promote Bloomfield, and she believes retired tractors can still have a lot of pull.









CHAINED ROCK


PINEVILLE

You might call Pineville a sleepy town at the base of a mountain. But a century ago, people had trouble sleeping there. A big rock was to blame for the insomnia.

“The legend went that at any time, this big boulder could fall off the mountain to crush the town, and for a lot of the town’s children, that was terrifying,” said Keith Bowling, the naturalist at Pine Mountain State Park.

So the big rock prompted some little white lies. Children were told not to worry because it was chained up there. That story spread, and visitors started to ask the locals why they couldn’t see the chain. Thus, the tall tale turned into a public relations stunt.

In 1933, a committee enlisted members of the Kiwanis Club, the Boy Scouts, and the Civilian Conservation Corps to construct an unnatural wonder. The group obtained a giant chain from an abandoned steam shovel at a coal mine site in Virginia and, with a team of mules, dragged it up the mountain. Reportedly, the chain had to be cut in half to be pulled up the mountain in two trips. It was welded together again at the top. Bowling has heard it took fifty men to heave the chain from a cliff to the rock and anchor it with giant bolts. The chain is 101 feet long and weighs a ton.

The story of how the Chained Rock Club saved the town from “imminent disaster” was reported in hundreds of daily newspapers across the country. But, in truth, Pineville was never in danger of being crushed by the rock.

Bowling said it is a geological optical illusion. “It’s actually where big flat sheets of rock have curled up on each end and we’re seeing a piece of sandstone just jutting out. It’s all actually interconnected, so what looks like a boulder at the top is just a sheet of exposed rock.”
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Visitors to Pine Mountain State Park can hike to see Chained Rock.

ANDREW NEIKIRK



Visitors to the park today can take a half-mile trail to the rock to see the chain, the city below, and a splendid view of the surrounding Cumberland Mountains. You can get as close to the edge as you dare. Bowling said people make the hike the first time because of the legend but often come back multiple times because of the vista.

People who take the hike are amazed by how massive the chain is but wonder if it was worth the effort to lug it up the mountain.

Sarah Lamm, a Georgia resident who visited in 2017, stood on the rock and said, “I guess it’s better safe than sorry. It doesn’t look like it’s going to fall, but I guess if you lived down there, you might feel a little more secure if you knew it was chained.”

You don’t have to take the trail to see the chain. It is clearly visible by looking up from almost any street in Pineville. For many people, fiction became fact, and tourists do come because of these links to the past.









MOTHER GOOSE INN


HAZARD

The Mother Goose Inn may be Kentucky’s most unusual house.

As the story goes, sometime in the 1930s, Hazard businessman George Stacy was having a Thanksgiving dinner that included a cooked goose. He reportedly was fascinated by the shape of the carcass and told his wife, Ollie, “I’m going to build a house that looks like this.”
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Visitors to Hazard have been fascinated by the Mother Goose Inn since 1940. The once-private home can now be booked for overnight stays. BAILEY RICHARDS



Whatever the inspiration, he did indeed build a goose-shaped house, which was completed in 1940. The house was always a private residence, but Stacy knew it would attract people to his businesses. Over the years, he ran a market, a diner, and a gas station just down the hill from the house from a companion building shaped like a basket of eggs.

Some of the features of the goose-like house are egg-shaped windows, feathered shingles, and green eyes that used to light up (made from the reflectors in a traffic light). Late in 2020, the family teamed up with Sherry Spradlin to bring the house back to its 1940s condition, with all the furnishings inside from that period. Spradlin, who owns the nearby Harmony House Bed and Breakfast, also arranges rentals at the Mother Goose Inn. It has three bedrooms, one bathroom, a living room, and a kitchen. Guests can also go up into the attic and see the timbers that make up the ribs of the goose. There are some historic pictures on display in the attic as well.

Spradlin offers tours of the inn on certain days of the week for a small admission fee to help pay for upkeep. If you’re lucky, your tour guide could be Alice McIntosh, a Stacy family member who used to live in the house, or her niece, Raegan Francis, who dresses in clothes from the 1940s as she recounts the history of the house.

Francis says she remembers having many sleepovers at the house as a child, saying her friends “thought it was the best thing in the world.”

On March 24, 2021, the head of the Mother Goose Inn fell off due to damage it suffered over the years from rain and snow. McIntosh vowed that “the goose will rise again,” and many people in Perry County donated money to help with its renovation. The rebuilt head was put back in place on August 27, 2021.
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Because this house is centered on the theme of “Mother Goose,” I thought it would be fun to try to tell the story in rhyme. I challenged myself to even make the sound bites from interviews fit into the poetic narrative. Here is the script I came up with for our newscast:


In the city of Hazard, Kentucky, there’s an inn that’s really quite ducky.

The kitchen is neat, the bedrooms are sweet;

If you stay there, you’ll likely feel lucky.

But on the outside, it’s rather absurd.

My word, it looks like a bird!

The builder must’ve had a screw loose

To design a house while eating a goose.

An idea for the birdies, it started in the thirties.

George Stacy’s Thanksgiving dinner was great,

Inspiration came on like a light.

He liked what he saw on his plate.

Raegan: “Mind you, he was drinking a little bit that night.”

The plans came together rather quickly—

A rocky nest, an egg-shaped pane.

His wife, Ollie, watched it all unfold.

Raegan: “She thought he was absolutely insane!”

But seven years later, the goose house was cooked.

It had fine-feathered features everywhere anyone looked.

It has traffic lights for eyes

That used to glow with bright green glares.

Sherry: “We hope to have that feature back soon—

As soon as we can do some more repairs.”

Sherry Spradlin now manages The Goose

As a bed and breakfast nest.

Alice McIntosh and her niece, Raegan, give tours.

They know the place the best.

Their family tree includes the Stacys,

The home’s history they can produce.

Raegan: “If you look into the corner of this room

You see stairs that lead to the head of The Goose.”

The attic shows the structure’s spine

Raegan: “Is actually an inverted boat.”

There’s a museum up there, with pictures that share

How they’ve kept The Goose afloat.

Although it was always foremost a home,

There was roadside business each day of the week;

A market, a gas station, a place to buy lunch,

Sherry: “It is very, very unique.”

—with a beak!

Many visitors to Hazard are surprised to find this when they meander.

Others have heard all about it and come just to give it a gander.

The private home often brought the uninvited

Alice:  “There are a lot of people just wanting to see the inside.”

So, there’s a fowl crowd that’s really egg-cited

Now that the doors have opened wide.

Visitors are flocking from all over the world.

They get goosebumps from all that they’re shown.

They’ll long remember this flight of fancy.

Raegan: “They just see this, and their minds are blown!”

The house has won newfound devotion

Just like it had back in the day.

It was not a bird-brained notion.

Sherry: “We’d love for you to come and stay!”

If you can’t stop for a visit, at least give a honk as you pass.

I’m Marvin Bartlett in Hazard, with the Spirit of the Bluegrass.
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