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Investigating a Shotgun House
Archaeology Notebook

_____________________________________
Name of Student Archaeologist
Archaeology can uncover a lot of information about people in the past, but it tells only part
of the story. In this investigation, you will learn what other stories can be told by studying
geography and history. You will use different forms of evidence to learn about the
working-class people who lived in shotgun houses in an urban neighborhood near downtown
Lexington, Kentucky. You will consider how
neighborhood. You will study historic photographs, read oral histories, and explore historic
documents and maps.
ological site and classify artifacts. You will
help create a time line. You will use what you learned to design a project about the Davis
Bottom neighborhood. In a final informative essay, you will show what you learned.

Kentucky artist

drawing of a street
probably in the Davis
Bottom neighborhood
around 1935.
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Investigating a Shotgun House
Part One: Geography
Archaeology Notebook

You are an archaeologist. Your question is:

What can we learn about the lives of urban working-class people by investigating a shotgun house in
Davis Bottom?

Investigation Activities

1. Read biographies of Kenny Demus and the Laffoon Sisters,
wo Davis Bottom
Families
3-6)
2. Estimate the size of a shotgun house with the whole class (teacher-led activity)
3.
Urban Geography of Davis Bottom
s 7-8)
4. Complete data collection sheet: Urban Geography of Davis Bottom: Analyzing the
Data page 9)
5.
(teacher-led activity)

Data Sources

Biographies of Kenny Demus and the Laffoon Sisters
(pages 3-6); Urban Geography of Davis Bottom

Word Bank

s 7-8)

biography: histor
cultural: having to do with the customs, beliefs, laws, ways of living, and all other results of human work
and thought that belong to people of the same society
ethnic enclave: a concentration of people who have the same customs, religion, and origin; an ethnic group
living in a small area in a city. For example, a section of a town where most people who live there have
Italian or Irish heritage.
prejudice: an unfavorable or unreasonable opinion, feeling, or attitude made beforehand or without
knowledge, especially an unfriendly opinion, about an ethnic, racial, social, or religious group
redryer: a place in a tobacco warehouse, a machine, and a kind of job. Workers put tobacco leaves on a belt
that fed the leaves through a
This removed moisture so the leaves could be stored
in the warehouse without getting moldy.
resident: a person who lives in a place
shotgun house: a long, narrow building that is one room wide, and two, three, four, or five rooms long
urban: related to a city
working-class: people who work for wages, usually in manual labor (with their hands)
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Meet Two Davis Bottom Families

D
urban, working-class neighborhoods. That is
because throughout its long history, black people and white people lived side-by-side as friends and
lived on DeRoode (pronounced duhroad-ie) Street.
Kenny Demus, and Cissy and Mary Laffoon know each other, even though Kenny grew up in the 1960s
and 1970s, and Cissy and Mary grew up in the 1950s and 1960s. All three grew up in Davis Bottom
shotgun houses and lived in them as adults. Each holds warm memories of life in the neighborhood. They
also remember the sting of prejudice because of where they lived.
When Kenny, Cissy, and Mary heard about the Davis Bottom History Preservation Project, they
brought in family pictures to share. Through their videotaped oral history interviews, you can hear them
talk about what it was like to live in Davis Bottom. Learn even more by reading their biographies here.

Kenny Demus

Kenny Demus was born in Davis Bottom in 1961 at 565 DeRoode Street. His grandparents had lived in
Davis Bottom since the late 1940s.
a big family. He had a twin brother, four other brothers, a half-brother, and a sister. He
grew up surrounded by
aunts, uncles, and
cousins who also lived in
Davis Bottom. When
Kenny was a child, he
spent a lot of time at his

728 DeRoode Street.
The Demus Family
lived in several rented
houses in the neighborhood when Kenny was
young. One of the places
they rented was a
shotgun house.
It was a lot like 712
DeRoode Street, the
Davis Bottom Shotgun
House Site that you will
investigate.
It
had
three
rooms
and
a
wood-burning
stove.
All the boys slept
Kenny Demus in 2012.
in the same big steel-frame bed. There was never any argument about where
to sleep. Each boy knew his spot on the mattress. The family used an outhouse, and at night, they kept a
little pot in the corner of the bedroom. During the time they lived there, their landlord had a bathroom
added to the house. Thank goodness, with such a big family!
As a child, Kenny ran errands for grownups
things like a
pack of cigarettes. He played with friends in
, a wooded area on the steep hillsides below the
train tracks. They build forts out of tree limbs, old blankets, old tires anything lying around would work.
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Kenny remembers how, if he misbehaved out of sight of his parents, they somehow knew all about
what he had done when he got home. Once, Kenny snuck into a yard in the neighborhood and stole peaches
proud of himself for
getting away with it. But when he arrived, his father wanted to know why he had stolen the fruit!
Davis Bottom lack children went to a neigh
George
Washington Carver
Elementary School.
White children went
to Abraham Lincoln
Elementary School,
on the northern
edge of Davis
Bottom. Once
Lincoln School
closed, though,
those students went
to Carver.
From first to
fifth grade, Kenny
walked the short
distance to Carver
Elementary. He
loved Carver.
Lexington
integrated its public
Demus Family on the front porch of 728 DeRoode Street in the 1970s (see map
schools when Kenny
Page 8).
was in sixth grade.
So, as he later would for junior high and high school, he had to go to school outside of Davis Bottom. He
took a school bus across Lexington.
Teachers and students looked down on Kenny because he lived in Davis Bottom. They said nothing
good ever came out of his neighborhood. They let his poverty in material things cloud their judgment about
him. It was hard to go to school and learn in a place like that. Kenny taught himself to read, because he did
not learn to in school.
When Kenny was a teenager, he got a job cutting and hanging tobacco. He graduated from high school
and soon afterwards, took a job with the City of Lexington as Director of Southside Park. He held that job
for 17 years, until The City closed the park.
Kenny married and moved to another Lexington neighborhood. Kenny and his wife had three girls
Ken-nisha, Ken-nae, and Ken-yale and a boy, Kenny, Jr. After Kenny became a single parent, he and his
children moved back to his old neighborhood to live for a while. They lived in a shotgun house near his
parents, who helped him take care of his kids. His children were upset about moving to Davis Bottom. They
where you live
how
Today, Kenny works for the Lexington Public Schools as a bus driver. His children are grown and in
college. He lives in an apartment near Davis Bottom. Once the City of Lexington finishes building the roads
and new houses as part of the Newtown Pike Extension Project, he hopes to move back to his old
neighborhood.
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Cissy and Mary Laffoon

Cissy Laffoon and her older brother PeeWee were born in Marble Creek, Jessamine County,
Kentucky. When Cissy was about three years old, she and her family moved to Lexington. Mary Laffoon
was born in Lexington when they lived in the nearby neighborhood of Irishtown. Cissy was six and Mary
was three when they made the short move to 848 DeRoode Street in Davis Bottom in 1953.
Both of their parents had been married before, so Pee Wee, Cissy, and Mary have nine other brothers
and sisters. When Mary was six years old,
their parents divorced. Their father moved
a few streets away in Davis Bottom. The
girls, their brother Pee Wee, and their
mother stayed at 848 DeRoode Street.
was a single
parent. When their mother worked nights,
their older half-brother, Ed, fixed dinner.
Neighbors helped out, too. When Cissy and

them while their mother worked. Julia
Turner was a black woman who lived across
the street at 865 DeRoode Street. Cissy and
d
children, too.
When Cissy and Mary were young,
their family lived in many different rented
shotgun houses throughout Davis Bottom.
Their mother was trying to save every
dollar she could. Cissy and Mary remember
sleeping together in a big bed in the living
room of their two-room shotgun house. To
The Laffoon Sisters in 2012: Mary Pollard (left) and
try to insulate the house, their mother
nailed up sections of cardboard boxes and
pages from the newspaper on the walls and ceiling. She painted the nails different colors. From their bed,
the girls often played a game of searching for words in the newspaper on the ceiling.
Cissy was a tomboy and always getting into trouble. She had many scraped knees. She stole
bicycles and rode all over the neighborhood. Mary was always the littlest and the youngest of the kids who
played together. The girls loved to walk down to the end of DeRoode Street where someone had tied a
swing on a tree
jump out of the swing onto a mattress. Cissy also liked doing cartwheels and rolling
downhill. Starting at the top near the West High Street Viaduct, she would roll all the way down, ending
up at the bottom, in Southside Park. The girls tried not to get hurt, because they knew their mom did not
have the money to take them to the doctor. Cissy remembers when she got sick, her mother used
. For cuts and scrapes, her mother rubbed on liniment that came in a can.
White children in the neighborhood went to school at Lincoln Elementary. It was only about a block
home at 848 DeRoode Street, so they could easily walk to school. They
attended first through sixth grade there. Cissy and Mary loved going to Lincoln. The food was good. Their
teachers were nice. They did not want to leave.
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There were
no junior high
or high schools
in Davis
Bottom.
Because there
were no school
busses, the girls
had to walk
many blocks or
take a city bus.
These schools
were very
different from
Lincoln. They
were not
welcoming
places.
Teachers and
students looked
down on Cissy
and Mary
because of
where they
lived. It was
hard to go to
school and learn
there. Mary
said if she could
Mary Laffoon (left), Cissy Laffoon (center), and a friend (right) in front of the
have kept going to back porch at 848 DeRoode Street in the mid-1950s (see map Page 8).
school in Davis
Bottom, she would have stayed in school. Both girls dropped out of school when they were 16 years old.
Cissy married soon afterward and became Cissy Head. She had two sons: Steve and Tim. Mary married
and became Mary Pollard. She had two boys, too: Les and Scott. Mary and Cissy lived with their families in
Davis Bottom for many years, and on several different streets.
Cissy and Mary were homemakers, and went to work outside the home after their boys were older.
Cissy worked in many different jobs: at the nearby Red
kitchen, and cleaning
commercial buildings. When her boys were young, her family also had a paper route. Cissy, now divorced,
has owned her own house cleaning business for many years. Mary worked at the dry cleaners, the R.J.
Reynolds Tobacco Co. redryer, and other factories. Mary, a widow, is retired now.
Eventually, Cissy and Mary moved away from Davis Bottom to other parts of Lexington. However,
they hold fond memories of their friends, the games they played, Southside Park, and their old
neighborhood. Cissy and Mary want to see their old neighborhood thrive again. They are hopeful that the
new homes and the road that The City has planned for so long, Newtown Pike Extension, will be finished
soon. Mary said she might move back. She knows it will not look the same as her old neighborhood. The
houses will not be shotguns. The streets will have sidewalks. But it will be home.
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Urban Geography of Davis Bottom

The Davis Bottom neighborhood once sat on the very edge of Lexington, Kentucky. Today, it is located
only one-half mile southwest of downtown. You might think everyone always wanted to live in Davis
Bottom. It would be easy to get to work in downtown offices and to shop in downtown stores.
But you would be wrong.

2010 aerial view of downtown Lexington looking southeast - heart of Davis Bottom outlined in red.

In the early 20th century, buses and streetcars did not come through Davis Bottom. Their routes were
along the streets that bordered it. Before the Newtown Pike Extension Project started, it was impossible to
see much of Davis Bottom except from the edge of the West High Street Viaduct/Bridge.
In the early 20th century, invisible boundaries made life hard for the people of Davis Bottom. Some
people were black. Some people were white. Everyone was poor. The City looked down on these
working-class people. This isolation helped make Davis Bottom a close-knit urban community.
In 1931, downtown Lexington needed a new road. The City wanted to build it through Davis Bottom.
This road would have destroyed the neighborhood. The Davis Bottom residents protested, so The City
put the plans on hold. For over sixty years, the residents lived with this threat to their community. By the
late 1990s, however, traffic congestion was worse and the need for new development in downtown
Lexington was urgent. The City could not wait any longer.
Today, as part of the Newtown Pike Extension
Project, The City is building a new road, new houses, and
a new park in the low-lying section of Davis Bottom (see
map on Page 8). This neighborhood is called Davis Park.
Only a small section of Davis Bottom still remains the part
that sits on higher ground on the eastern edge of the old
neighborhood.
Davis Bottom got its name from
was the last name of the first landowner Lexington lawyer
and civil rights supporter Willard Davis. He bought land in
what is now Davis Bottom in 1865. He divided the land
into 43 long narrow house lots. Narrow lots mean narrow
houses. That is one reason why cheaply built, wooden

Davis Bottom in Lexington and in Kentucky.
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frame shotgun houses were common in the neighborhood.
low-lying places along streams. Lower Town Branch
used to flow down the center of the neighborhood. Because this stream was so quick to flood, The City
built a covered culvert for it in the early 20th century. Then no one could see it.
Bottoms are often not good places to live. Low wet spots are perfect for mosquitos and snakes. The
lowest spot in Davis Bottom was Southside Park, but everyone in Davis Bottom just called it
It
always flooded in heavy rains. Because of flooding, some houses were built on wooden piers.
I
as part
they thought of a low-lying city district where poor people lived. They thought
of ethnic enclaves, places with cheap housing (like shotgun houses), cultural differences, and crime.
Early in its history, Davis Bottom had orchards and pastures. However, the land was no good for
farming. So even though people lived there, Davis Bottom soon became an industrial area. Railroad tracks,
tobacco redryers and warehouses, stone quarries, brickyards, and coal yards grew up around the
neighborhood. A freight depot and a train station were nearby. The people who lived in Davis Bottom
worked at these businesses. Over time, some industries polluted the soils in the neighborhood.

Map of lowest-lying section of Davis Bottom (in dark green) showing important places now gone.

Through most of its history, the streets in Davis Bottom were not paved. There were no street gutters
or curbs, no sidewalks, and no streetlights. But the residents did not have to leave the neighborhood to
shop. There were
and Blue and White. They ran up bills at the stores and paid when they could. The neighborhood also had
businesses, like a car repair shop and a scrapyard. It had churches Nathaniel Mission, Pleasant Green, and
smaller storefront congregations and two elementary schools.
The Park was the heart and center of the community. People had picnics. The City held community ball
games there. Teams from other parts of Lexington and other towns in the region played there.
Oaks and maples grew in the neighborhood, as did a few apple and peach trees. The Jungle was the
rough area of woods that grew on the steep hillsides below the train tracks. Trees looked scraggly here
because people cut branches for firewood. Wild blackberries and raspberries grew in brambles along the
edges of the neighborhood. Cattails and cane grew in swampy spots.
People kept rabbits (for meat) and chickens (for meat and eggs). Mothers knew how to split a chicken
and share it with the whole family. Residents fished in nearby lakes and invited the neighborhood to bluegill
fish fries. They grew vegetables in small gardens, and fed the corn to their chickens. Mothers canned fruits
and vegetables for their families. Some families could barely make it, but no one went hungry. Neighbors
helped.
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Name ___________________

Urban Geography of Davis Bottom:
Analyzing the Data

Using what you have learned about Davis Bottom
Use the back of this sheet to continue your answers.

answer the following questions.

1. How did Davis Bottom get its name?

2. What are the most important characteristics

3. How did the urban landscape influence housing type and location? In what ways did the
urban landscape influence the way people lived in the neighborhood?

4. On another sheet of paper, draw a picture of what a Davis Bottom shotgun house might
look like.
5. Even though the people of Davis Bottom lived in a city and went to the grocery store,
they also gathered or grew some of their own food. What kinds of food?

6. Explain how a place like Davis Bottom can
margins
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on the

