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Barn Preservation and Adaptive Re-use on the Farm: A Bluegrass Tradition”  

Danae A. Peckler, another city girl gone rural 
 

The “adaptive re-use” of barns and other buildings on the farm is nothing new to Agriculture.  In the 

Bluegrass Region of central Kentucky, most late 19
th

 and early 20
th

 century barns reflect multiple uses 

over time.  Particularly common are barns which have historically supported tobacco, livestock 

(largely cattle and sheep), dairying, and/or equine production.  Since the 1960s, dairying has declined 

in the region, but beef cattle, tobacco, and horses have grown to dominate the Bluegrass agricultural 

landscape at present day.   

 

Central Kentucky has been known for fertile soils in the Bluegrass basin and high-quality livestock 

nearly since its settlement in the late eighteenth century.  Cattle, mules, and horses received particular 

notoriety, yet despite a reputation for fine livestock, Bluegrass farmers have historically managed 

diverse farming operations and produced a variety of goods – all of which is reflected in the region’s 

agricultural architecture.  The use of Historic Preservation tax credits may be a new trend in the 

retention of historic barns, but the re-use of barns to suit new agricultural purposes is a long-running 

farm tradition. 

 

Oftentimes in the Bluegrass, some of the oldest barns are being used to house light, burley tobacco as it 

cures.  The historic horse barn below (Figure 1) is rumored to have been the home of Domino, a 

notable thoroughbred racer at the end of the nineteenth century (whose headstone rests next to 

Huffman Mill Road).  Its conversion to support air-curing tobacco appears to be a somewhat recent 

development since the five-board fence invokes its previous use.  

 

   
 

Figure 1 – Images of Domino’s four-stall barn, Fayette County, KY, Photographs by Peckler (Sept. 2003) 

 

Historically, tobacco barns have served multiple functions depending on the time of year – drying 

plants occupy the barn from late August and early September until late November and early December.  

While many old barns have been adapted for burley tobacco, others have been converted from tobacco 

use to suit new purposes, like the barn (c. 1976) on the Bright’s Family Farm in Boyle County, which 

currently provides shelter for hungry beef cattle (Figure 2).  The federal government’s buyout of 

tobacco allotments has regional farmers looking for alternatives to unregulated production, but many 

continue to grow the crop making decent profits.   



 
 

Figure 2 – Bright Farm tobacco barn, Boyle County, KY.  Photograph by Peckler (Jan. 2009) 

 

Another trend in the adaptive re-use of central Kentucky barns is to convert tobacco barns into horse 

barns.  After World-War II, the equine industry grew to monumental proportions in the Bluegrass, and 

many “hard-boots” (a nickname for native horsemen) believe that an old tobacco barn provides great 

ventilation for hot-blooded racehorses. 

 

 
 

Figure 3 – Converted barns at Hill n’ Dale farm, Fayette County, KY.  Photograph by Peckler (Oct. 2003) 

 

Tobacco barns are not the only ones being converted for equine-related use.  Other structures are being 

altered to suit a particular horse farm aesthetic.  The equine industry has adopted a certain look, largely 

consisting of cupolas, Palladian windows, and an abundance of plank or diamond-mesh fencing. 

 



            
 
Figure 4 – This barn was transformed into a “horse barn” between June of 2004 (left) and January of 2006 (right).  

Photographs by Peckler. 

In the 21
st
 century, the horse farm aesthetic extends far beyond the barns of central Kentucky.  Post-

modern art and architecture have incorporated the region’s equine heritage into its civic architecture.  

This image of the Fayette County Detention Center illustrates how the industry has so greatly impacted 

Kentuckians sense of identity (Figure 5).  Space for the jail is located underground and the yard is 

below grade just behind the facility. 

 

 
 

Figure 5 – Fayette County Detention Center, Lexington, KY.  Photograph by Peckler (Oct. 2003) 

 

Although most historic barns in this area were designed to serve multiple functions, the adaptation and 

re-use of some structures is at odds with modern production methods and safety regulations.  This has 

certainly been the case with dairy barns in the Bluegrass, as these structures appear to present some of 

the biggest challenges for adaptive re-use.  This trend, however, could be a result of the difficulty 

associated with dairying and product marketing in the region at this time.  Regardless, the agriculture 

in central Kentucky continues to adapt and evolve along with 21
st
 century farming patterns across the 

nation.  Given the current economic climate and the cultural push for sustainability in agriculture as 

well as the built environment, Preservationists hope that today’s farmers will continue the traditions of 

their predecessors by conserving, preserving, and re-using historic barns for future generations to 

experience, admire, and study.   

Danae A. Peckler 


