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Kepler Barn 

The barn is located on the north side of route 45 about two miles west of Pine Grove Mills in Ferguson 

Township, Centre County.  The barn faces southeast. Its main sec#on is a 6-bay Standard Pennsylvania 

bank barn of frame construc#on, 100’ x 50’, with an integrated drive-through machinery opening at the 

west end.  It has a large straw shed/covered loafing yard addi#on on the forebay side, and a drive-

through corn (or possibly potato) crib to access one of the wagon floors on the ramp side. The Google 

Earth images below date from 2016, when the barn was in be2er condi#on than it is today. 
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I took photos of the barn exterior on February 5, 2024. The roof and west side of the ramp addi#on are 

in a state of collapse, and the main roof ridge has pronounced dips sugges#ng other structural damage. 

The roof damage occurred between 2016 and 2020, based on successive Google Earth images, likely 

from a windstorm. 

   
East end of main barn                                                       Barnyard straw shed from southeast 

 

  
West end of main barn with drive-through machinery opening 
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West end of barn with damaged ramp shed beyond 

 

  
Ramp side of barn from northwest 
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Damage to the ramp-side shed 

 

While there is an ‘1818’ date applied to the gable, the barn’s size and exterior appearance suggest a mid-

19th century construc#on date, probably a 5-bay mow-runway-mow-runway-mow plan with a sixth mow 

and machinery bay added later to the west end.  This 5-bay structure may have been expanded from an 

earlier, smaller barn. The straw shed and drive-through corncrib on the ramp side are later addi#ons. 

 

Farm History  

 

The farm was owned by several genera#ons of the Kepler family through most of the 19th and 20th 

centuries, (see family tree on the next page), and the barn was undoubtedly built during the period of 

their ownership. John Blair Linn’s 1883 History of Centre and Clinton Coun�es, a reliable source for 

township histories, only men#ons the Kepler family in passing, so this account is drawn primarily from 

deeds, township tax records, census data, and obituaries.  I went to Bellefonte for an ini#al look at land 

and tax records and plan to make a return visit to try to #e up loose ends, as well as a check-in with the 

Centre County Historical Society, so consider what follows a preliminary dra@.   

 

The Kepler farm was acquired as a series of purchases over #me (see property map below). Jacob Kepler, 

1769-1804, married Elizabeth Kramer, moved to Ferguson Township and died there at age 35, when his 

six children were s#ll young. I have not found a deed from his life#me in Centre County records. Since 

the county was founded in 1800, its possible he purchased land prior to then when the area was s#ll part 

of Mifflin County, or he may have been a tenant. Jacob’s wife Elizabeth married John Harter, 1769-1848, 

a@er Jacob’s death, so if she did inherit a farm from her first husband it was likely taxed under Harter’s 

name.  

 

Jacob and Elizabeth’s second son, Johannes, 1798-1858, was born in Ferguson Township and married 

John Harter’s daughter Mary, with whom he grew up.  The earliest Kepler land transac#on recorded in 

Ferguson Township is an 1827 mortgage which Johannes Kepler secured from the heirs of Robert Porter 

in order to purchase two tracts of land—the 116 acre ‘Wellington’ tract and a connected 41 ½ acre tract 

of mountain land. This property formed the west end of the Kepler family lands.   
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Jacob and Elizabeth’s third son, Johann Jacob Kepler, 1800-1874, was born in Ferguson Township and 

married Catherine Musser, with whom he had eight children. Over a 21-year period Johann Jacob 

purchased three adjacent farm proper#es, including the land upon which the barn was eventually built. 

In 1831, at age 31, he purchased from William Stewart the 110-acre property on the east side of his 

brother Johannes’ farm. Six years later, in 1837, he purchased the next adjoining 72-acre property to the 

east from David Ross. Fi@een years later, in 1852, he purchased the next adjoining 118-acre property to 

the east from his step brother, John Harter (Jr.). At this point Johann Jacob (now referred to as ‘Jacob 

Sr.’), owned 300 acres in three connected proper#es. The Kepler barn is located near the center of this 

large farm.  

 

 
John and Jacob Kepler Sr property purchases overlayed on 1960 aerial photo 

 

Jacob likely rented the third farm before purchasing it and may have owned other property not recorded 

by a deed, because the 1850 agricultural census lists his farm as containing 250 acres of ‘Improved’ 

farmland and 100 acres of ‘Unimproved’ mountain land. The cash value of his farm is assessed at 

$11,000, in the top 10% of valua#ons in Ferguson Township, where the typical farm in 1850 was valued 
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at $3,820. Livestock of the farm in 1850 consisted of 8 horses, 5 milk cows, 10 other ca2le, 25 sheep, and 

28 swine. In that year the farm harvested 1,500 bushels of wheat, 200 of rye, 900 of corn, 800 of oats, 

and cut 20 tons of hay.  

 

In 1866 Jacob Sr. sold the easternmost of his three farm proper#es to his oldest son George M Kepler. 

The sale occurred during the agricultural boom that coincided with the Civil War, and the purchase cost 

of the 118-acre property had increased in the 14 years since Jacob Sr. bought it from $5,000 to $9,000.   

George Kepler took out a mortgage for $4,975 from his neighbor, Samuel McWilliams, to help finance 

the farm purchase. George may have fallen vic#m to the declining prices and farm income that followed 

the war, for he sold his farm and le@ the area, reloca#ng to Erie County. 

 

Johann Jacob Kepler died intestate in 1874, resul#ng in a protracted se2lement among his heirs. The 

agricultural census of 1880 does not list any farming opera#ons by a Kepler in Ferguson Township, but 

John Shadman, who married Johann Jacob’s second daughter Elizabeth, is listed as owning a 106-acre 

farm and ren#ng a 163-acre farm, which likely derive from the large Kepler property. 

 

Johann Jacob’s second son, Jacob Musser Kepler, 1833-1913, grew up on his father’s farm but had a long 

non-farm career before returning to agriculture. He took courses at the Pine Grove Academy to qualify as 

a school teacher and taught for several years. In 1859, at age 26, Jacob moved to Phillipsburg to operate 

a hotel and store, marrying Jane Hu2on in 1863, with whom he had two children. In 1871 he moved his 

family to Venango County to work in the oil business, and then to Tionesta in Forrest County to work as a 

supervisor and in lumber and mining opera#ons, eventually acquiring a lumber company. He launched a 

newspaper, the Forest Na#onal Democrat, which he edited from 1880 to 1892, and in 1885 built an 

office block in Tionesta. In the same period, he purchased his father’s and adjoining Kepler family farms--

475 acres in all--and re#red from business to resume farming in Ferguson Township in 1892.  

 

Jacob married again a@er Jane’s death, and had two addi#onal children with his second wife. His son, 

Aaron Charles Kepler, 1890-1929, grew up on the farm and a2ended Penn State, where he studied 

agriculture. Aaron inherited the farm when Jacob died in 1913, shi@ing the focus of the farm to 

produc#on of potatoes. Aaron married Millie Kerchner, 1896-1990, and they had three children. When 

Aaron died in 1929 at age 39, Millie Kepler took over ac#ve management of the farm, which she guided 

through the Great Depression and owned un#l the end of her life.  I have a2ached a short profile of 

Millie Kepler from a 1941 Biographical Survey of Centre County.  She seems to have been a remarkable 

person.  

 

The DeHass family purchased the farm from the Millie Kepler’s estate in 2000 and sold the property to 

Penn State six years later.   

 

 

 

Dra@ report on PSU Kepler Barn 

13 February 2024 

Christopher Macneal 

cdmacneal@gmail.com 
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   Excerpt, page 62 from William Marks, Biographical Survey, Centre County, 1941 

   Penn State University – Digital Collec#ons, h2ps://digital.libraries.psu.edu 

  


