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Antebellum Kentucky Embodied in Ward Hall

Enduring
By Maryjean  Wall     |    Photos by Jonathan Palmer
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Ward Hall is considered the finest example of Greek Revival 
architecture in Kentucky.

Influence
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Rising on an eminence once reached by carriage up a 

long, winding drive, Ward Hall keeps its place in myth 

and memory. The Junius Richard Ward family of Scott 

County lived large in this Greek Revival villa that still bequeaths 

a legacy of antebellum Kentucky. Visitors today can experience 

that legacy as they pass between the towering columns and 

into the grand hallway.

Not only did the Ward family con-

struct the finest house of its type 

in Kentucky, but Junius Ward also 

played a key role in the development 

of the Kentucky Thoroughbred, most 

notably through his ownership of the incomparable racehorse, 

Lexington. In 1853 Ward owned this horse in partnership with 

his brother-in-law, Capt. Willa Viley, a founder of the Kentucky 

Association track; General Abe Buford, squire of Bosque Bonita 

Farm near Midway; and Richard Ten Broeck, principal owner of 

Metairie Race Course in New Orleans.

Ward was a Kentuckian of pio-

neer stock, born in Georgetown 

in 1802 to Gen. William Ward and 

Sallie Johnson Ward. His mother’s 

parents, Col. Robert Johnson and 

Jemima Suggett Johnson, had de-

parted their home in Orange Coun-

ty, Va., in 1779 to homestead in the 

western reaches of the state, now  

Kentucky. 

Nine years before Kentucky sep-

arated from Virginia and became a 

state in 1792, the Johnsons estab-

lished themselves in a fort they 

built in present-day Scott County, at Great Crossing. Sallie, their 

fourth child (and mother of Junius Ward), was an older sister 

of Richard Mentor Johnson, who became the first native-born 

Kentuckian to serve in the state legislature, in Congress, in the 

U.S. Senate, and finally as vice president of the United States in 

the administration of Martin Van Buren, 1837-1841. 

Junius’ father, Gen. William Ward, thus married into one of 

the most respected families in Kentucky. Ward took a posting as 

an Indian agent in the Mississippi Delta. In Mississippi, his son 

Junius purchased land in 1827 and with Matilda Viley at his side 

became a prosperous cotton planter. Junius and Matilda pro-

duced nine children while living in Mississippi, but they never 

lost their Kentucky ties. In the years preceding the Civil War, Ju-

nius and Matilda initiated an annual summer move north with 

their five living children. Junius commissioned construction of 

Ward Hall, and it was here that the family installed itself every 

May to October.

“Veritable Palace”
Ward paid $50,000 in gold for construction of the villa, which 

sits about one mile west of downtown Georgetown along U.S. 

460. When completed in 1857, the manor comprised 12,000 

square feet overlooking the 500-acre estate.

“It was a veritable palace, surrounded by a fairy garden,” 

wrote a descendant, Henry V. Johnson. The imposing manor 

house “stood in the midst of beautiful trees and evergreens, on 

Left, the double elliptical staircase spirals in full view to the third 
floor. Above, a detail of the ceiling in the front room reflects the 
Greek design. Opposite, massive stone steps lead to the veranda.

ENDURING INFLUENCE
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a prominent part a quarter of a mile from the road. A 

macadam road led gracefully up to the front over a 

bridge by the side of the pond where weeping willows 

and water lilies grew.” 

The house was always open for entertaining when 

the family was in residence and, as Johnson wrote in 

an unpublished manuscript, “was the center for visit-

ing and social gaiety.”

Guests ascended nine massive stone steps to arrive 

at a veranda dominated by four fluted columns styled 

in the Corinthian order. Each column rose 27 feet to 

meet the tetrastyle portico. Passing through the front 

entry, visitors stepped into a massive hallway, 65 feet 

long and 62 feet wide. 

Then, as now, the double elliptical staircase domi-

nates the view down the long main hall. Modern visi-

tors to Ward Hall find this view as breathtaking as 

visitors must have during the antebellum era. The 

staircase spirals in full view to the third floor.

To the right of the hallway lies the private family 

quarters, including a library with glazed bookcases 

that flank the fireplace. Antebellum visitors would 

have been directed left of the hallway into twin par-

lors, where guests gathered. The parlors could be 

closed off into separate rooms by massive pocket 

doors of rubbed walnut. Or they could be thrown open 

to reveal a grand salon.

“The hall furniture was massive walnut, carved into 

hunting scenes,” Johnson wrote. “On the west side of 

the house were greenhouses filled with tropical flow-

ers and rare plants. In addition there were pears and 

cherries, peaches, apples, all kinds of raspberries and 

strawberries, cantaloupes and melons. To my youth-

ful mind it was like a picture from Aladdin’s lamp.”

Ward Hall has changed little since its completion 

in 1857. When opened monthly for public tours, the 

rooms appear to visitors almost as they would have 

before the Civil War. For example, the recessed medal-

lion centerpieces built into the plaster ceilings in both 

parlors retain their original pastel tints. 

Matching parlor mantles are of Carrara marble. Sil-

ver chandeliers hang from the recessed medallions. 

Plaster cornices beneath the parlor ceilings present 

a full entablature of Greek design in bands of Ath-

eneum Egg-and-dart and acanthus. Corner pilasters 

supporting the cornices are adorned with scrolls of 

Atheneum Egg-and-dart. All hardware in the dining room and 

parlors is Sheffield silver.

On the second floor, a similarly wide hallway divides the 

house into three bedrooms on one side and two on the other. 

The third floor houses a formal area along with attic space. The 

kitchen and servants’ living quarters were in the basement. A 

dumb waiter connects the basement warming kitchen with the 

dining room above.

Ward Hall is decorated for the holidays as it might have been in the 19th 
century.

ENDURING INFLUENCE
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The exterior of the villa’s 

foundation is faced with coqui-

na limestone containing coral 

and trilobite fossils. Exterior 

walls are brick laid in Flemish 

bond. The original slate roof re-

mains intact beneath the pres-

ent painted metal roof.

In 1991, architectural histo-

rian Clay Lancaster recognized 

the villa’s historical value, de-

scribing Ward Hall in his book, 

Antebellum Architecture of Ken-

tucky, as “the most imposing 

Greek rural residence in Ken-

tucky.” In 2007 author James 

Birchfield in Clay Lancaster’s Kentucky declared the villa “one of 

the grandest in America.” In recent times, architects of inter-

national renown have expressed a sense of awe upon viewing 

Ward Hall.

“It is one of the great, great, great Greek Revival houses,” re-

marked C. Dudley Brown of Washington, D.C., known for his 

work in historic preservation and restoration design consulting. 

Brown spoke admiringly of the 

villa’s “extraordinary scale.” 

“The technical quality of fin-

ish of the building is just of the 

highest level,” Brown also said. 

By this he meant “the sophisti-

cation of the details of design.”

Summing up, Brown said, 

“It’s by no means a provincial 

interpretation. It’s equivalent 

to the best Greek Revival build-

ings in the East.”

Another classical architect 

who has praised Ward Hall for 

its scale and size is Richard 

Sammons, a design partner in 

Fairfax & Sammons of New York, Charleston, and Palm Beach. 

Sammons said the villa “is of tremendous scale,” meaning the 

size of architectural elements, such as windows, is larger than 

normal in relationship to the size of the human body. 

“It’s probably one of the grandest Greek Revival houses north 

of the Deep South,” Sammons said. “It’s a nationally important 

house. To lose this would be a black eye for Kentucky.”

Matilda Ward Junius Ward
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Of particular interest are Ward Hall’s design influences. The 

Ward Hall Foundation, present owner of the villa and surround-

ing 40 acres, believes the villa’s design came directly from the 

early 19th-century pattern books of Minard Lafever (1798-1854), 

who acquired renown as one of the earliest influences in the 

United States on the Greek Revival style. The architect for Ward 

Hall was Maj. Thomas Lewinski (1800-1882) of Lexington, who 

worked from the Lafever pattern books. According to Stuart, the 

Lewinski-designed Bell House in Lexington and The Auditorium 

in Natchez, Miss., share architectural features with Ward Hall. 

Fine Bloodstock
During the antebellum years when Junius and Matilda Ward 

hosted dinners and salons for their constant flow of guests, par-

lor conversation undoubtedly turned quite often to racehorses. 

Land-owning families throughout the antebellum South owned 

A woman who often greeted guests be-
neath the portico of Ward Hall mansion could 
have been the prototype for Scarlett O’Hara in 
Gone With the Wind. Sallie Ward, born in 1827 
and the niece of Junius and Matilda Ward, was 
popularly known as the Belle of Louisville. Rich, 
spoiled, tempestuous, and extravagant, Sallie 
stood at the center of attention everywhere.

She was born at Walnut Hall Farm in Scott 
County at the home of her grandfather, Matthew 
Flournoy. She was the daughter of Robert J. and 
Emily Flournoy Ward, brother and sister-in-law 
to the Junius Ward family of Ward Hall. Sallie 
spent her early childhood at 353 East Main St. in 
Georgetown. In the late 1830s her family moved 
to Louisville, where her father built a mansion 
at Second and Walnut streets.

By 1845 newspapers were proclaiming Sallie 
the Belle of Louisville. Frequently she traveled 
to her aunt and uncle’s country home at Ward 
Hall, serving as hostess while the family stayed 
in residence each May to October. 

“We think she really reflects the spirit of 
Ward Hall, of a wealthy man’s house given 
over to entertainment in the summers when 
the family would have gathered,” said David 
Stuart, chairman of the Ward Hall Preservation 
Foundation. 

Sallie would have taken pride in her uncle’s 
part-ownership of the Thoroughbred racehorse, 
Lexington, since Kentucky women of her social 
class rode horses masterfully. Legendary was 
the tale of her outrageous ride through the mar-
ket house in Louisville after daring her male 
companion to gallop along with her down the 
rows of vegetables, breads, and meats. Much 
later in life she attended the Kentucky Derby.

She lived her privileged life in full view of her 
contemporaries. One time she appeared in four 
different gowns in a single evening at a ball in 
Louisville. “Her belleship was established both 
in Louisville and New Orleans,” noted the Cou-
rier-Journal in 1896, “as she traveled by boat 

between those cities during the palmy days of 
steamboating. Many crowds of young people 
followed in her train, and the fame of her beauty 
and wit spread throughout the United States.”

Sallie set the trends of her time. Children 
named their pets after Sallie Ward. Americans 
spoke of the Sallie Ward walk, the Sallie Ward 
hat, and the Sallie Ward shoe. If you owned the 
best of anything you had a real Sallie Ward.

She took her trend-setting ways to Europe 

where she was presented at the Court of St. 
James to Queen Victoria. She made the ac-
quaintance of Emperor Napoleon III and Em-
press Eugenie of France.

In 1848 Sallie married the first of her four 
husbands, Timothy Bigelow Lawrence, after 

meeting him at Saratoga Springs, N.Y. Law-
rence’s wealthy family was long established 
in New England society. Following a wedding 
in Louisville, Lawrence took his bride to Bos-
ton to live. Within a year Sallie had despaired 
of Boston, deserted her husband, and returned 
home to Louisville.

Her time in Boston proved torturous for Sal-
lie with her avant-garde ways — just as it did 
for her staid New England in-laws who suffered 
her scandalous lifestyle. Sallie flaunted Puritan 
customs and once showed up at a ball in her 
honor wearing satin bloomers. She scandalized 
New England with her habit of wearing cosmet-
ics when women of her social class did not.

“By God, painted!” exclaimed a shocked 
Boston male when he glimpsed her face. 

“Yes, painted by God!” Sallie retorted. She 
resumed her free-spirited existence in Ken-
tucky where people admired her and found 
amusement in her ways. The Kentucky legisla-
ture granted her a divorce.

The deaths of two more husbands left her 
widowed twice — from Dr. Robert P. Hunt of 
Lexington (with whom she had two children), 
followed by Vene P. Armstrong, who was a 
wealthy Hardin County business leader. Her 
fourth husband, Maj. G. F. Downs, a wealthy 
retired merchant, was at her bedside when 
she died in 1896 in her apartments at the Galt 
House in Louisville.

In her latter years Sallie’s custom had been 
to ride about Louisville from noon to 3 p.m. daily 
in her carriage. While remaining in her carriage, 
she would send her maid to leave her card at 
the houses of various acquaintances. She dined 
at 4 p.m. daily, after which she received visitors 
at her Galt House apartment.

Those days were a far cry from Sallie’s youth, 
when the stories went that she rode her horse 
up to the second story of the Galt House. 

She is buried in Cave Hill Cemetery,  
Louisville.

George Peter Alexander Healey,  
American, 1813-1894
Portrait of Sallie Ward, 1860  
Oil on canvas, 5315⁄16 x 401⁄4
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Belle of Ward hall /  Saucy Sallie a Celebratory of Her Day
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Thoroughbreds, and by 1850 Kentucky had surpassed Tennes-

see as the major racehorse-breeding state. Junius had no small 

investment in racehorses. Ownership of Lexington marked the 

highest plane for his stable, but he owned many more horses, 

mostly in partnership with Willa Viley. His brother-in-law might 

have led Junius into the sport, for Viley had ranked among the 

earliest significant breeders of Thoroughbreds in Kentucky.

Besides acquiring Lexington, the two men had more than 

a casual acquaintance with that horse’s family. Together they 

owned a mare named Maria, foaled in 1823, whose dam, Lady 

Grey, was the granddam of Alice Carneal, dam of Lexington. In 

1840 they bred and raced Alexander Churchill, who ran four 

miles at Louisville in 7:41, a performance considered brilliant. 

Ward raced “not for money but from a love of turf sports,” the 

Georgetown Weekly Times noted in his obituary Aug. 29, 1883. As 

a turfman, he was well known throughout Kentucky and the 

South.

Undoubtedly he acquired his part-ownership of Lexington 

through his connections with Viley. Most turf histories credit 

Ten Broeck with single-handedly spotting Lexington as a hot 

racing prospect after the colt won his initial start at the Ken-

tucky Association track. Ward’s obituary credits Viley and Ten 

Broeck for selecting the horse together.

Below, Ward Hall as depicted in the book An Early History of Scott 
County. Above, a pen drawing of Ward Hall Stable

ENDURING INFLUENCE
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At age 3 the colt had run his first race under the name of 

Darley and immediately stamped himself as the most talked-

about colt at the track. Would-be buyers besieged his breeder, 

Dr. Elisha Warfield. The man turned down Ten Broeck the first 

time he made an offer. Ten Broeck returned with $2,500 in cash 

obtained from his newly formed syndicate and the offer of 

another $2,500 to be paid if the colt won the Great State Post 

Stakes to be run at Metairie. Ten Broeck’s group got the colt. 

Lexington won the Great State Post Stakes and Warfield got his 

additional $2,500.

Fond memories of Lexington’s races no doubt would have 

served Junius Ward well when his fortunes plummeted during 

the Civil War, partly the result of wartime losses to his cotton 

plantation. Bankrupt, he lost Ward Hall in 1867, having to sell 

the house, the property, and even the furni-

ture at auction. The family returned to Mis-

sissippi to live. Ward died in 1883.

Antebellum Experience
The Ward Hall Preservation Foundation 

acquired the house and acreage in 2004 af-

ter the property went through at least eight 

owners following Ward. The foundation was 

formed when the estate was sold to develop-

ers; a developer pledged $250,000 toward the 

$957,000 needed to purchase the house. 

Ward Hall Preservation Foundation’s goal 

is to give visitors an antebellum Kentucky ex-

perience, incorporating the themes of horses, 

bourbon, and agriculture. This goal is at the 

heart of the foundation’s vision for the down-

sized estate. 

Foundation chairman, David Stuart, wants 

to see the villa function “in triangulation with 

the Kentucky Horse Park and Keeneland” in 

drawing tourists. “We want to be a partner-

ship to this whole culture,” he said, “because 

that’s what we’re teaching. It’s more than 

horse culture. It’s a culture of living, of mid-

19th century America, where Kentucky was 

first in a number of things.” K

Ward Hall Preservation Foundation chairman 
David Stuart
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