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Barn Stars of Somerset County, Pennsylvania
By Fred Will

Located in the souttvestern section of Pa., Somerset and a few surrounding counties are home to a unique
and beautifuform of early Pa. Dutch folk art. These are the huge decorated Pennsylvania Barns. Because thi
classic Pa. Barn does not adapt well i nto todaybo
these grand structures and their decorationagmellly disappearing. A local effort is underway to preserve as
much of their beauty, history and associated lore as possible. Anyone not familiar with the Pa. Barn can refer
the excellent booRHE PENNSYLVANIA BARN by Robert Ensminger. In this articleewvill look more into
the ornamentation of these barns.

The first thing is to define the term barn decoration. Barn Stars are the main component of barn decoration.
They are found on the gabled ends of barns and occasionally on other out buitdgugs. 1) They range in
design from simple 5 point stars (Figure8-2) to ones with 12 or more points. (Figure 5) Although round

medal |l ions (Figure 6) are not stars they may be
medallions ad odd shapes then there are actual stars. (Figi8€s17 0 ) The aver aigded,s ibzue
some are as small as 240 (Figure 11) and the | a

What sets the barn star apart from the painted HexsSifjEastern Pennsylvania is the fact that each piece of
the design is cut out of wood and applied on top of the barn siding, sometimes in multiple layers to create the
star. There are also other applied decorations such as shutters, brackets and.Qduametimes openings are
cut into the siding boards behind the stars or shutters allowing them to function as ventilators, (Figure 13) but
most often they are applied directly on top of the siding boards. (Figw¥s)14

In addition to many individugdatterns, there can be found a large number of shutters made up of
interchangeable panels with different mot{fsigures 1617) These panels slide into a standard frame and can

be found alone or in combinatioritivstars on many barns througtt the arealheir similar construction

methods seem to indicate they were made by a craft person or craft shop specializing in the manufacture of t
decoration. Although fAmass productionodo was not p
doaumentation to support this theory, the idea of specialized baanadien production is supported two

factors; 1; The limited area where applied decoration is found 2: The decoration was purchased and applied
mainly for the purpose of beauty and pridethe barn owner

This type of applied decoration is found mainly in Somerset County with a more limited number in Bedford
and Washington Counties. At the present time there are no known original examples of this type of applied
decoration outside dhis area in S.W. PA. There is much speculation as to why this is true, but | am afraid the
real reason they appear in this limited area will always remain a mystery.

The most often ask question i s A Wh autghtdrade ndrkeoftheme a
barn builder, good luck or witchcraft (more associated with the Hex Signs). Several templates have been foul
These templates were used as a pattern to mark and cut out the repeating sections that were put together to
a star. To date only one specific pattern has been documented as the mark of an individual barn builder, whic

is known as the AWerner Staro. (Figure 18) But t
AYuscht Fer Sc he edsndkhaws recorflenl histonyiofdoarr) decoratibrh leut most
conversations with the elders involved with barn

It is believed decorated barns started appearing in the post Civil War era. Dates inscribediiticiostone
are one method of establishing this fact, but there are several accounts of as many as three structures being
on the same foundation because of fire. In addition to inconclusive building dates, evidence is being found th.



indicate somelecoration was applied after the barn was painted. This brings up the question: Was the barn
built, painted and decorated at the same time, or more likely over a period of several years? Taking these
variances into consideration an approximate time p&fid®70 through the early 2@entury has been
established. This is also the latter part of the architectural period known as the Victorian Era, which brought
about the ornately decorated Victorian houses. This was also a time of prosperity for moanthmany
advances were made in machinery and farming techniques resulting with most farmers building new and muc
larger barns. | think it is very possible they were proud of their farming success and showed it with beautiful :
well as useful barns.

WWI put a shadow on German ethnic pride and hard
extravagant decorations, but we are still blessed with many surviving examples of this fine local folk art. So i
the future if you have the opporitynto travel through S.W. Pa. always keep both eyes on the road when
driving, but when possible keep a sharp | ookout

The documentation of barn decoration has also lead to a puzzling construction technigné&ogsaet set
Co...During the early part of the 2@entury most open forebay barns were enlarged. A shed addition to the
front side is most common, sometimes with 1, 2 or 3 cross gables. (Figure 19) A few other not so common
additions are also found, (Figu20) but the most puzzling is the actual splitting of the barn and adding to the
center. (Figure 21) The barn is completely cut in half down the center from gable end to gable end. The front
half 1 s -$326)3d oomto(a0bBew sthecpntileverediioee lbdy. Theecéntemsection; flaorn
joists, flooring, bent tie beams, rafters, and roofing, is than filled in. Exactly why this technique was used is nc
clear. To date 16 barns with this type of enlargement have been documented agalrels cesitinues more are
being found. Any information or insights would be greatly appreciated.

Fred Will (Figure 22) born and raised on a dairy farm is a life long resident of Somerset Co.... After High
School he left the farm to pursue other careert er est s but has al ways remai
2003 the Historical and Genealogical Society of Somerset Co. purchased a barn star for their collection of
farming history. (Figure 12) It did not take long to discover little was known dbisubcal folk art. Serving on
the board of Directors, Fred volunteered to gather information and document any remaining decorated barns.
At the present time he has over 200 barns in Somerset County-&ddr2@8edford and Washington Counties
documented Any comments or questions may be addressed to:

Fred Will

257 Wills Church Rd.
Somerset, PA. 15501
8142899513
barnstar@comcast.net
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Figure 1. Barn and out building with Figure 4. Most common five point
stars . star

Figure 5. Twelve point
star
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Figure 6. Rour;d medallion

Figure 3. More five point stars



Figure 10. Eye pleasing design (reproduction of original
design by owner)
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Figure 8. Round with four outside points

Figure 9. Very odd snowman????
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the collection of the Historical and Genealogical Society of
Somerset County. Shown here on display at the Carnegie
Museum of Art, Pittsburg, Pa.



