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Barn Stars of Somerset County, Pennsylvania 
By Fred Will 

 
  Located in the south-western section of Pa., Somerset and a few surrounding counties are home to a unique 

and beautiful form of early Pa. Dutch folk art.  These are the huge decorated Pennsylvania Barns. Because the 

classic Pa. Barn does not adapt well into todayôs modern farming practices and the escalating cost of upkeep, 

these grand structures and their decoration are rapidly 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 to 

the excellent book THE PENNSYLVANIA BARN by Robert Ensminger. In this article we will 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 buildings. (Figure 1)  They range in 

design from simple 5 point stars (Figures 2-3-4) to ones with 12 or more points. (Figure 5)  Although round 

medallions (Figure 6) are not stars they may be considered under the general term ñbarn starò.  There are more 

medallions and odd shapes then there are actual stars. (Figures 7-8-9-10)  The average size is usually 6ôï 8ô, but 

some are as small as 24ò (Figure 11)  and the largest known star is close to 15ô. (Figure 12)   

 

  What sets the barn star apart from the painted Hex Signs of Eastern 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 columns. Sometimes 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. (Figures 14-15) 

  

 In addition to many individual patterns, there can be found a large number of shutters made up of 

interchangeable panels with different motifs. (Figures 16-17) These panels slide into a standard frame and can 

be found alone or in combination with stars on many barns throughout the area. Their similar construction 

methods seem to indicate they were made by a craft person or craft shop specializing in the manufacture of barn 

decoration. Although ñmass productionò was not practiced to any great extent in this time period and there is no 

documentation to support this theory, the idea of specialized barn decoration production is supported by 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 pride by the 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 of this area in S.W. PA.  There is much speculation as to why this is true, but I am afraid the 

real reason they appear in this limited area will always remain a mystery. 

  

  The most often ask question is ñWhat do they meanò?  There are several schools of thought: trade mark of the 

barn builder, good luck or witchcraft (more associated with the Hex Signs). Several templates have been found. 

These templates were used as a pattern to mark and cut out the repeating sections that were put together to form 

a star.  To date only one specific pattern has been documented as the mark of an individual barn builder, which 

is known as the ñWerner Starò. (Figure 18) But the reasons most often found are ethnic pride, (PA Dutch,) and 

ñYuscht Fer Scheeò (Just for nice).  There is no known recorded history of barn decoration, but most 

conversations with the elders involved with barns seem to indicate they are ñJust for Niceò. 

. 

  It is believed decorated barns started appearing in the post Civil War era. Dates inscribed in foundation stone 

are one method of establishing this fact, but there are several accounts of as many as three structures being built 

on the same foundation because of fire. In addition to inconclusive building dates, evidence is being found that 



indicate some decoration 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 period of 1870 through the early 20
th
 century 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 most farms and many 

advances were made in machinery and farming techniques resulting with most farmers building new and much 

larger barns.  I think it is very possible they were proud of their farming success and showed it with beautiful as 

well as useful barns. 

    

 WWI put a shadow on German ethnic pride and hard times during the óGreat Depressionò brought an end to 

extravagant decorations, but we are still blessed with many surviving examples of this fine local folk art.  So in 

the future if you have the opportunity to travel through S.W. Pa. always keep both eyes on the road when 

driving, but when possible keep a sharp lookout for the brilliant ñSTARSò here on earth. 

  

 The documentation of barn decoration has also lead to a puzzling construction technique used in Somerset 

Co...During the early part of the 20
th
 century 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, (Figure 20) 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 is slid out (10ô-12ô) unto a new support wall, eliminating the cantilevered fore bay. The center section; floor 

joists, flooring, bent tie beams, rafters, and roofing, is than filled in. Exactly why this technique was used is not 

clear. To date 16 barns with this type of enlargement have been documented and as research continues 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 career interests but has always remained a ñcountry boyò at heart. In 

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 about this local 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 and 20-30 in Bedford and Washington Counties 

documented.  Any comments or questions may be addressed to:  

                       Fred Will 

                       257 Wills Church Rd. 

                       Somerset, PA. 15501 

                       814-289-9513 

                       barnstar@comcast.net 
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Figure 1.  Barn and out building with 

stars

 
Figure 2.  Five point star 

 
Figure 3.  More five point stars 

 
Figure 4.  Most common five point 

star

 
Figure 5.  Twelve point 

star

 
Figure 6.  Round medallion 



 
Figure 7.  Fleurs-de-lis 

 
Figure 8.  Round with four outside points 

 
Figure 9.  Very odd snowman????  

 
Figure 10.  Eye pleasing design (reproduction of original 

design by owner) 
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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. 


