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Nineteenth Century Covington Suburbs to City Dwellers  
 

Karl Lietzenmayer  

Preface 
 
This issue of the Bulletin of the Kenton County 

Historical Society is from the research of many mem-
bers through the years.  The Society is combining all 
of their pieces into a comprehensive narrative for So-
ciety members and for the Covington citizens living 
in the areas of Wallace Woods; Levassor Park, and 
old Sunnyside [26th Street].  Many thanks to the late 
Dr. Joseph Gastright; the late Betty Nordheim; Lisa 
Gillham; Bethany Pollitt; and Arnold Taylor, present 
KCHS board member.  

 
Introduction 

 
Before these properties were subdivided into 

neighborhoods in the early twentieth century, four 
wealthy families settled here: Robert Wallace, Jr. 
(1789-1863); Daniel H. Holmes (1816-1898); Eugene 
Levassor (1789-1881); and George Phillips (1833-
1873). 

 
Pioneer Times 

 
Visualize this area when Kentucky was admit-

ted to the Union ï 1795.  The land at the mouth of 
the Licking River, ñThe Point,ò became an important 
mustering place for militia.  Since Kentucky had only 
two pre-glacial age, north-flowing rivers into the 
Ohio, the Licking and Kentucky, ñThe Pointò was 
easily found as there were few other landmarks.  In 
these early times, the rivers were our highways. 

 
 By the time of statehood, Thomas and Fran-

cis Kennedy owned the land that would become the 
town of Covington beginning in 1815.  They operat-
ed a ferry to Cincinnati and Thomas ran a tavern 
which stood in George Rogers Clark Park. The 
boundaries of Covington ended at 6th Street to the 
south and extended only from the Licking River west 
to Madison Avenue.  On his farewell visit to America, 
Lafayette passed through Covington in 1825 with his 
entourage on their way to visit Cincinnati.  By the 

1840s, the Covington boundary had only extended 
several blocks south.  This would progress with addi-
tional annexations. 

 
The land that became Levassor Park and Wal-

lace Woods was heavily forested with paths made by 
bison herds on their way south to salt licks.  As the 
town grew, some of these paths became the first 
roads.  During the first third of the nineteenth centu-
ry, Madison Pike began to be hacked through the for-
est to the eventual destination of Lexington.  These 
early roads were chartered by the state or county and 
most were toll roads, using a ñpikeò to stop wagons to 
collect the toll.  The local Toll House still stands as 
Dixie TV.   Eventually, the roads were improved with 
macadam ï crushed stone laid over the dirt road, 
slightly raised in the center to encourage run-off. 

 
Early Development 

 
Robert Wallace, Jr., a retired steamboat cap-

tain and Cincinnati merchant, purchased 70 acres 
north of Mr. Levassor in 1833.  After serving in the 
War of 1812, he married Jane Eliza Sterret in 1816. 

 
The area was fairly accessible by the 1830s 

and traffic was mostly farmers making their way to 
the small town of Covington, population 715.  Chol-
era also struck in 1833, which assured increased trav-
el to the closest spa ï Latonia Springs [present High-
land & Madison Pikes].  Robert Wallace sold a siza-
ble portion to Levassor that year.   

 
Four of Wallaceôs sisters married prominent 

Cincinnati families: Ann with Martin Baum; Rebecca 
to Judge Jacob Burnet; Mary and Margaret married 
Samuel Perry and Nehemiah Wade, respectively.  
Robert was a law student in Judge Burnetôs office.   

 
In July 1834, still living in Cincinnati, the 

Wallaces moved onto this Kentucky land with their 
five children and built a large log house, using timber 
from the property.  Wallaceôs eldest daughter married 
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John Shillito in 1836.  He formed the John Shillito 
Company by 1839 and it eventually grew to be one of 
the largest department stores in Cincinnati.  The cou-
ple built on the property ï known today as the Shilli-
to Cottage ï still standing.  The Wallaces eventually 
built a fine home with a large porch surrounding it, 
since razed, known as Longwood.     

  
 Jean-Baptiste Eugene Levasseur came to the 
United States from France, after the conclusion of 
the Napoleonic Wars, and settled for a short time in 
Virginia (West Virginia today).  There, he purchased 
and held vast mineral-rich acreage.  Arriving in the 
Columbia-Tusculum neighborhood of Cincinnati in 
c. 1820, Levassor became a dry goods merchant in 
Cincinnati from 1829 to 1845.  In 1833, Levassor 
purchased 61 acres just south of the farm that Robert 
Wallace, Jr. had acquired the same year, parcels of 
which became Levassor Park.  After Eugene closed his 
dry goods business in 1845, he retired to the Levassor 
property and by c. 1855, the mansion known today as 
the Levassor House, was erected [213 Levassor Place].  

Daniel Holmes, born near Point Pleasant, 
Ohio in 1816, was the great grandson of Irish immi-
grants.  His parents both died in 1818 and was raised 
by his uncle, Samuel Holmes.  Sam Holmes and Eu-
gene Levassor were neighbors in the Columbia-
Tusculum community of eastern Cincinnati.  Young 
Daniel played with the Levassor children and learned 
to speak French.  Mr. Levassor also taught Holmes to 
play the flute.  As a young man, Daniel Holmes began 
working in Levassorôs department store, and later, in 
April of 1855, he went to New York as an employee 
of Lord and Taylor Department Store, in April 1855. 

 
When Lord and Taylor decided to open a 

branch in New Orleans, twenty-year-old Holmes was 
chosen to manage the location, since speaking French 
was an essential for the Louisiana store.  After six suc-
cessful years, Mr. Holmes decided to open his own 
store.  The D. H. Holmes Department Store became a 
great success and the main facility on Canal Street, 
since converted into a hotel, was a landmark.  The 
company remained in business until the 1980s. 

Above left: Robert Wallace, Jr., right: Daniel Henry Holmes in his earlier years; 
On the cover: ñHolmesdaleò - the estate of Daniel Henry Holmes, circa 1930 
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Levassor purchased property in Northern 
Kentucky which became Levassor Park, on which he 
built a Federal or Italianate style mansion (the Man-
sard roof was a later addition); the street was then 
known as Eugene Street and didnôt extend all the way 
from Madison to Eastern Avenue.   

 
The Daniel Holmes family wished to escape 

the humid heat of the New Orleans summers and, to 
be near his childhood friend Eugene Levassor, in 
1853, Holmes purchased 17 acres from Levassor.  
Eventually, he built the mansion he called Holmes-
dale, the property now the campus of Holmes High 
School.  After the construction of additional school 
buildings in the 1920s, the mansion continued as 
home to a few classrooms and the cafeteria, but fire 
safety concerns prompted the School Board to raze it 
in the early 1930s.  No consideration was forthcom-
ing regarding its historical significance.      

 
The families of Wallace Woods/Levassor Park 

shared an active social life and an appreciation of the 
arts, especially music.  The families enjoyed private 
musical performances, and several members became 
accomplished musicians: Robert Wallace, Jr, was a 
violinist; Daniel Holmes played the flute; and his 
daughter Georgine played the piano.  Each of the 
families had an elaborate music room built in their 
homes, and because of their prominence in the com-
munity, it was not out of the ordinary for the families 
to entertain famous friends.  Musicians, like Professor 
Joseph Tosso (1802-1885), often stopped by to enter-
tain or be entertained.   

 
The Levassors were the most musically in-

clined.  Eugene played the piano and flute; Eugeneôs 
son, Armand, played piano and even owned a piano 
manufacturing business.  Eugeneôs grandsons were 
the more prominent of the family, however.  Charles, 
the younger son of Armand, was an accomplished 
flutist and organist.  He never had the opportunity to 
achieve the renown enjoyed by his older brother, Lou-
is.  Charles died in 1875 at age 24. 

 
Louis Levassor became a nationally renowned 

organist.  The brothers had grown up surrounded by 
professional and amateur musicians, getting the op-
portunity to learn from them, play with them, and 

perform with them.  Like Charles, Louis played ac-
companiments for Professor Tosso as a child, and 
performed at Covingtonôs grand Odd Fellows Hall 
(still standing at 5th & Madison), and gave concerts 
at the Latonia Springs Spa, then located at the inter-
section of Highland and Madison pikes.   

 
Louisô musical acclaim stretched beyond Cov-

ington.  Recognized nationally as an accomplished 
organist, Louis was recruited to play at the nationôs 
Centennial Celebration in Philadelphia in 1876.  
There, Louis gave daily piano performances at the 
Exposition, reported to be well attended.  Afterward, 
Louis returned to Covington and opened a piano 
store. 

 
Eugene Levassor died in 1881 at age 92, and 

Levassor Place was left to Armand, who continued to 
reside in the home until his passing in 1906.  Upon 
his fatherôs death, Louis Levassor inherited owner-
ship.  He expanded on the music room built by his 
grandfather by adding a $20,000 pipe organ, a sizable 
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Above: Louis Levassor (1846-1930) 
Opposite page: the Levassor Home 
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sum for the time, and continued to host and perform 
musical pieces for audiences.  No information has 
surfaced as to when the organ was removed or what 
happened to the instrument. 

 
Louis was asked to be the musical director for 

Covingtonôs Centennial Celebration in 1914 and 
wrote several pieces for the event: a song Ode to Cov-
ington, and a piece called Covingtonia were performed 
at the Lyric Theater each night during the event.  
Louis Levassor died in February 1930 at the family 
mansion, 213 Levassor Place, leaving no descendants.   
The mansion has since been divided into apartments.   

 
Initial Subdividing 

 
Eugene Levassor sold his acres from Madison 

to Greenup streets, purchased by Rensselaer Wilson 
Lee in 1859.   Lee sold two 60-foot frontage lots at 

the east-end of his property: one to Laura Culbertson 
(corner of Greenup & Levassor); the other to Walker 
C. Hall (next door).  The stately homes erected on 
these properties still stand today. 

 
 Ten years later, Lee and his wife sold the re-

maining property to George Phillips, a foundry and 
coal entrepreneur, in 1869.   It is unknown exactly 
when the mansion known as Sunnyside was built, or 
by whom, but the deed to Phillips states that the 
property was already known as Sunnyside.  The man-
sion was constructed in Italianate style, popular in the 
early to mid-1800s.   

 
When Phillips died in 1873, he was described 

as a wealthy citizen, long connected with the Blick & 
Phillips Iron Works.  While Phillips may have been a 
substantial landowner, by 1875, his Executrix peti-
tioned for sale of the real estate, as his personal prop-
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