Published in THE LEXINGTON HERALD, Sep/Oct 195?

20- 'OLD TOM' KENNEDY

by George N. Reynolds

Legend states that after Gen. Thomas Kennedy killed William Gilespie in a duel over a card game at his plantation in what is now Garrard County, he was taken to Richmond and jailed.

Then, the legend continues, some of the general's household took a team of oxen to Richmond, hitched them to a log in the jail wall and drove off giving Kennedy the chance to walk out through the hole in the wall.

Actually, however, the duel victor was brought to Lexington and placed in the one story stone jail which stood on the courthouse lawn just across Short Street from the present Herald-Leader Building.

He did escape jail, and Gov. Shelby offered a $100 reward for his return.  When he was not captured for some time, Gov. Shelby increased his offer to $400.

And in the meantime, Gen. Kennedy, in letters headed "Lexington Gaol" and in pamphlets he distributed, explained to his fellow citizens why he had broken jail.

He said he fled because of the length of time between his confinement and the next court session, because he was not bailed, and because of "the filth and loathsomeness" of the local lock-up.

Gen. Kennedy apparently received only a light sentence, if any, because he continued to live on his plantation in the style of a Kentucky gentleman, adding to his wealth and starting a 25-year career as a state legislator.

His first wife, Agnes, who had fought the fire at the pioneer Kennedy's Fort while the men fought Indians, became the mother of a daughter, Polly, but died at an early age.

General Kennedy then married Edna Withers, who was the mother of Nancy, Thomas Jr., John and Elizabeth.  After her death, he married Elizabeth Kavanaugh.

As Thomas Jr. grew up, people began calling him "Young Tom" and his father, of course, "Old Tom".  They still are referred to by those names in Garrard County.

Because of his wealth and political activity, "Old Tom" was a highly influential man in Garrard County and his plantation was the center of many activities.

Although he practiced shrewd business tactics, he apparently was not a tight-fisted man.  For instance, he donated land for at least one church.  On another occasion, he refused to do so, and it resulted in a heated court fight.

When Polly, a frail and beautiful girl fell in love at the age of 16 with General john Faulkner, a visiting Southerner, Old Tom drew up an agreement with Faulkner to give him $50,000 on their wedding day.  Another daughter married James H. Letcher, who was Garrard County's first elected judge.

In expanding his plantation to the ultimate 7000 or so acres, Old Tom bought a tract of land from John Crawford.  The old Paint Lick Presbyterian church and cemetery was located on the land and the congregation backed by Crawford said the latter had donated that portion to the church.

Old Tom disagreed, saying the transfer was not in writing.  He offered to allow the use of the church building and grounds, providing it was made non-denominational, but the Presbyterians refused to do so.

There was a long court fight while the church gradually fell down and was cleared away.  The Presbyterians constructed a new building a quarter of a mile away and the church and the graveyard still are that distance apart.  But the entire community continued to use the graveyard for its burials.

And when, in 1836, Old Tom passed

Away, he was buried there.

A family tradition relates that when Old Tom's survivors gathered to consider raising a monument to him, an angel appeared and warned all of them that it would be destroyed.

Be that as it may, the monument they erected for Old Tom was a low one-a flat slab laid on top of his grave.  And so was the second one.

At least twice, lightning has shattered Old Tom's marker and the slab that covers his grave now lie broken in its chained in enclosure.
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