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Amanda Lee
How did she acquire house?

• b. 1843

• by 1894 owned first house built 

in Cynthiana

• house was a log cabin built abt. 

1790

• 1870 enumerated as a 

domestic servant
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In a public library lecture last year, Reinette Jones, head of the Notable Kentucky African 
Americans (NKAA), raised an interesting research question: How, sometime during the 
nineteenth century, did an African American woman named Amanda Lee acquire ownership of 
the oldest house in Cynthiana?  
The NKAAD entry on Amanda Lee includes several pertinent facts [on slide] 
  
 
 

  



Slide 2 

 

Today’s Oldest House
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I quickly learned that Cynthiana makes a big deal of its oldest house – there is a historical 
marker designating this structure as the oldest. It probably is the oldest surviving house, but it’s 
not the house Amanda Lee owned. 
  
http://www.cynmainstreet.com/cynattractions 
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This is the house in question. In 1894, Mrs. L. Boyd’s Chronicles of Cynthiana identified Amanda 
Lee’s log cabin as the first house built in Cynthiana. There was even a postcard made of the 
home, most recently reproduced in the Cynthiana volume of the Image of America series.  
The postcard shows two adjoining structures, apparently built at separate times, both with 
wooden shingles. The sagging on the left as we face the picture may have resulted over time 
from the addition of a glass paned window sometime after its original construction. 
The author mentions the house’s location – on the corner of Pike and Poplar streets – and the 
sad fact that Amanda Lee died there in December 1909 in a fire. 
  
  
M. Britt Kennerly  
https://books.google.com/books?id=PnmYc2d1BmAC&pg=PA39&lpg=PA39&dq=%22mandy+lee%22+cynthiana&source=bl&ots
=p3OYnNINNJ&sig=SWglwe70MdajiT1G1Y0wYGJbTKg&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwiP3omt75jdAhVBON8KHejvAVQQ6AEwAnoE
CAMQAQ#v=onepage&q&f=false 
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Numerous papers (including one in New York) carried the story of Amanda Lee’s death, 
estimating her age as 90 (making her birth year about 1819). Her cause of death was an 
explosion resulting from adding coal oil to a fire. According to the transcription of a Cynthia 
Democrat article I don’t have a copy of, Mandy Lee, as it termed her, was 80 years old rather 
than 90. The article also mentioned she was the third person in town to die in a home fire so far 
that winter.  
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Corner of Pike and Poplar
Cynthiana, Harrison County, Kentucky

1897 Sanborn Maps 1887 D.G. Beers & Co.

Pamela Lyons Brinegar, CG® ©2019

 

 

The 1887 D.G. Beers & Co. atlas shows a single structure at the corner of Pike and Poplar. 
Sanborn Maps indicate that a wooden dwelling (or dwellings) stood on that corner in 1897. So, 
at this point it should be a simple matter to find Amanda Lee’s deed and determine how she 
obtained the property. But Harrison County deed indexes do not list any property grantee 
named Amanda Lee through the first quarter of the twentieth century.   
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Corner of Pike and Poplar
Cynthiana, Harrison County, Kentucky

Current Address - Google Maps

113 West Pike Street
Current Owner – Co Fiscal Court

Harrison County PVA website
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Without direct access to Amanda Lee’s deed, the next easiest step is determining the current 
owner of that corner and walking back though the title custody (with possible detours through 
probate, court, and other records) to reach Amanda Lee. According to Google Maps, the present 
address is 113 West Pike Street. The Harrison County PVA website shows the current owner as 
Harrison County Fiscal Court. It also provides the Deed Book and page number, but deed books 
that current are not available online. A trip to Harrison County was in order, but first I tried to 
find out more about Amanda Lee. 
http://www.harrisoncountypva.com/ 
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1870 – double census enumeration

Amanda Lee  / Amanda Warner
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Amanda Lee was enumerated twice in the 1870 census, once as a domestic and again as 
Amanda Warner, the head of a household. I know these entries are for the same person 
because of later census data. A woman of the right age to be a possible mother to Amanda, 
named Millie Lee, b. TN, lives with Amanda Warner along with three children.  
Also in Cynthiana at that time are a dozen other people classified as black or mulatto and 
surnamed Lee: next door to Amanda Lee are Mary Lee, 14, a domestic and Alfred Lee, 25, a 
hostler; Allie, 40 and Ellie, 10, both domestics; Ezekiel, 25, laborer, Frances, 24, housewife, Eliza, 
5, Frederick, 1 mo.; (Ezekiel served in the U.S.C.T.; he said he was born in Harrison County; he 
was identified as formerly enslaved by John Gossett who testified he purchased Ezekiel Lee in 
December 1863 from Samuel Renaker). Also Thomas Lee, 11, et al. 
As I mentioned, these two census entries are not sufficient for us to know they pertained to the 
same woman. The 1880 census provides more information. 
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1880 - Manda Lee, Pike Street
(Millie Lee nearby with son Zeke Lee)
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In 1880, Manda Lee lived on Pike Street with two sons and a daughter. These are the same three 
children surnamed Warner in 1870. Here, only one has the last name Warner. One of the sons is 
listed as a Moore, the other as a Brown. 
Millie Lee, who lived with Amanda in 1870, and is considered a possibility for her mother, lived 
around the corner on Pleasant Street, named as the mother of Zeke Lee  (Ezekiel in 1870). 
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1900 - Mandy Nuell, b. May 1847
owned home free – Pike Street
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In 1900, Amanda is named as Mandy Nuell. She lived on Pike Street with a daughter, son, and 
grandson. The census taker recorded that Amanda Nuell was the mother of five children, three 
then living. Her son was a day laborer, her grandson attended school. We know she died before 
the next population census. 
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Possible Surnames for deed search
Lee, Warner, Brown, Moore,  Nuell, something else?
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Between 1870-1900, Amanda is enumerated as Amanda Lee, Amanda Warner, Manda Lee, and 
Mandy Nuell.  
Her three surviving children, all surnamed as Warner in 1870, by 1880 are surnamed Brown, 
Moore, and Warner. 
In the Cynthiana clerk’s office, I started working back through the deeds starting with the 
current owner for that corner and hit a snag by 1970. The description of the property suddenly 
changed to something unexpected – it no longer fit the corner property where the log house 
stood. 
I went across the hall to the PVA office where the helpful staff reviewed my progress and 
confirmed that I was looking at the correct corner. They offered to pull old paper records for this 
parcel (103-1016-00-000). Unfortunately, the file noted the searcher found nothing earlier on 
this location than I had, writing only “deed info needed.” The PVA staffer even came with me to 
the clerk’s office and looked at the odd description. “You know what?” she said. “I think you 
should ignore this glitch and just keep going,” which was good advice. The next deed back 
contained three new possibilities, each of which I pursued over the next few hours. One of 
these paths led to a court order pertaining to the William Shumate estate that named Amanda 
Nuell. 
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Deeds, Court Orders

• November 1882 – court orders sale of numerous properties to settle 

estate of the late William Shumate’s widow

• 22 January 1883 Amanda Nuell bought part of Lot No. 9, corner of 

Pike & Poplar streets at a Master Commissioner’s sale

• May 1883 – Commissioner reports results of sale – items, including 

sales prices examined & not recorded
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Purchasers could choose to pay off their notes in 8, 16, or 24 months. Amanda chose 16 months 
and paid off her house, resulting in a deed.  
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20 May 1883

Wm. Shumate’s heirs inquire about rental income 

from Pike & Poplar lot
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William Shumate’s heirs received a Master Commissioner’s report detailing the rental income 
due them to date – it did not list Amanda Nuell’s cabin and they wanted to know why. The Court 
asked the Master Commissioner to look into the matter. 
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3 December 1883 report

no rent paid 1835-1882
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The commissioner found no rent paid on this corner for the previous 47 years. He determined 
the annual rental value of the property for 47 unpaid years as $90/annum; repairs $20/annum 
heirs entitled to 47 years rental income less repairs 
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19 May 1884 – all 16 month sale monies due

27 May 1884 – Chancery Court orders the Master 

Commissioner to prepare a deed for purchaser Amanda 

Newell 
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Deed recorded a year later, on 22 May 1885. Three months earlier, her deed still pending, 
Amanda Newell was able to deed a portion of her lot to a Boston Lilly, who in 1880 was a farm 
laborer boarding on Pleasant Street (DB 46: 520; 10 February 1885). 

  
Now we know how Amanda Lee Newell acquired ownership of her log house. She bought it at a 
Master Commissioner’s sale. It is likely she lived there for some years before the purchase. 
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December 1793

“town be established by the name of Cynthiana”
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I was unable to determine when Amanda’s log house was built. Cynthiana was “already laid off 
into a town, with convenient streets and alleys, the lots containing half an acre each,” by 1793 
when the General Assembly approved its establishment. 
The lots were ordered advertised for sale in the Kentucky Gazette. Purchasers were required to 
build on each lot, within four years, a house eighteen feet long and sixteen feet wide with a 
brick or stone chimney. Whether houses existed on some lots before 1793 is unknown. 
 
NB: Harrison County formed from Bourbon the same month. 
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The town lots were first advertised for sale in January 1794. 
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7 June 1796

For $100, Cynthiana 

trustees sold Andrew Lowell 

a ½ acre town lot known as 

No. 9.

5 December 1797

Andrew Lowell sold lot 9 to 

Charles Kelso; amount 

unstated
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The lot where Amanda’s house stood sold in June 1796 for $100 to Andrew Lowell who sold it 
the next year for an unknown amount. 
 
1796: Harrison County Deed Book 1: 194; images 103-104 
 
1797: FamilySearch film 008141804  - image 85 
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1812 & 1813

Charles Kelso divided Lot 9

• 7 March 1812 for $30, to Isaac Miller

• 13 June 1812, for $40, to Hezekiah Wheeler

• 1 March 1813 for $400, to Margaret Croysdale (includes dwelling 

house)

• 3 December 1814, for $400 James Kelley
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Harrison County KY -  
Miller: DB 4:14 
Croysdale: DB 4:235 
Kelley: DB 5:36 
Wheeler DB 4:14 
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2 September 1845
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• For $85, William Shumate purchased of the Greenberry

F. Laney estate a 1/3 fractional part of Lot No. 9 in 

Cynthiana 

 

 

This is Amanda Lee Newell’s house location. She purchased it from William Shumate’s widow’s 
heirs. Court records mention it as having a log house. 
I did wonder what happened to her property after she died. 
 
Harrison County Deed Book 20:228, image 387-388. 
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Amanda Lee Newell’s Land
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• 12 September 1915, Mary Berry Brown and Harmon Brown, her 

husband sold Amanda Newell’s section of Lot 9 for $200.

• Mary Berry Brown inherited the lot from her mother, Amanda (Lee) 

Newell.

• Amanda Newell had two other children, Newt Brown and Martha 

Warner, both of whom died “unmarried and childless” before 1915.

 

 

Amanda’s daughter, Mary Brown, and her husband, Harmon Brown, sold Amanda’s section of 
lot 9 in 1915 for $200. From Harrison County KY census records, it appears that Mary and 
Harmon raised a foster daughter (1920 - Betty Brown, age 8) they later referred to as a boarder (1930 - 

Bette Collier, age 18), and had no children of their own. According to Mary’s statement her siblings, 
Newt Brown and Martha Warner, both died unmarried and childless, thus possibly ending 
Amanda Lee Newell’s direct line. Nothing further found on her possible grandson enumerated 
in 1900 as Charly Gillard.  
 
Harrison Co KY DB 79: 41-42 

  
Mary Jane Brown died August 14, 1945. Mabel Carr, the informant for her death certificate 
named Mary Jane’s mother as Amanda Newell and did not know her father’s name. Mary Jane 
lived on North Locust Street in Cynthiana, one-third of a mile from her mother’s famed log 
house. 
Death certificate 16816, Harrison Co. KY, 1945  
 
 

 


