NOTE ON EENTUCKY'S LICKSKILLETS

In my oontinulng research on Kentucky's place names,
I have come across at least twelve applications of the
name Lickskillet to communities or other features in the
Commonwealth.

Lickskillet is generally assumed to be one of the
class of folk-derived names humorously or disparagingly
applied to more formally designated places that residents
or neighbors or both have regarded as deficlent in some
basic resource or condition. Sometimes called “Po'
Mouthing" names, ! they describe or connote z place or
people 80 "bad off" or "backward” that the social graces
are lacking, and even eating and other basic behaviors
are on a primitive level. This description may seem a
bit severe unless it is kept in mind that our plioneer
forebears had a rather earthy sense of humor, as well as
a penchant for making light of their hardships and
troublea., They were "good sporta™ about thelr own and
eapecially their neishbors® deficiencies and shortcomings,
Hyperbole was a most common expressive form of their
sense of humor.,

Licks let, as a "Po' Mouthing” name, was usually
applied to a place whose residents were so poor they were
reduced to "licking the skillets” to get every last
morsol;% or, simply, any place where food was scarce

and it was necessary to conserve or relish what little



could be provided from one's limited resources. As
we shall sse from the following Kentucky examples,
the name may refer to a particular event in the
early history of the place or it may describe, in
exaggerated form, the characteristics of life or
behavior of the local population. It may also
reflect the sheer enjoyment to be had in good eating
when one is hungry--people enjoysd the meal so much
they licked the skillet in which it was prepared.

In anpther vein, when people complained about their
inadequate diet, they may have been told that "if
they can't get enough to eat they oan always lick the
skillet,”

In it2 most extreme form, as a pejorative, the
name has also described a people so primitive or
coarse that, among other practices, they routinely
cleaned their cooking utensils (skillets) by having them
licked by their pet dogs {(or occasionally even by some
wild animals like deer and raccoons.)

By no means is the name unique to Kentucky.
According to Waynme Guthrie,3 at least sixteen applica~
tions of the name have been found in neighboring
Indiana, and Ramsay reported some eight examples from
Missnuri.l'r It has been known as well in Louisiana,
Georgla, Tenne-see, the Carolinas, and other southern

atates.
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Though more often a nickname for other named
places or features, several Lickskillets have appeared
on maps and in gagetteers and othaer official lista of
names. Lackines evidence, it is merely assumed that
where the Lickskillet name officiﬁlly identifies an
inhabiteA place or, more likely, some feature like a
.craek. knob, aschool, or chureh, it gimply developed by
longstanding local usage and succeeded any earlier
name by the time it was recorded on a map or document.

I have not yet discovered how widespread the name
is outside of Kentucky, Indiana, and !issouri, nor its
age or ultimate derivation. In Kentucky it certainly
predates the Civil war for it is known to have basn
applied to a Logan County community as early as 1810.
But whether it originated in Kentucky or elsewhere
remains a mymtery. My hunch is that, in Kentucky and
other states, it was far more common in the past as a
nickname or the official designation of a place or
feature that was later replaced by resldents bent on
improving their social image.

Usually the name, as nickname or official name,
has survived the reasons for itz application. 1In
most cases it 1s not known why the name was glven,
leading to some ex post facfo accounts that should

not be taken serlocusly; that is, "folk" accounts more
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useful for what they may tell about the people who
applied the name or those whe lived at the place it
identified than for what they say about the origin of
the name itself,

SPECIFIC KENTUCKY LICKSKILLETS

The now almost defunct Anderson County hamlet of
gigx_gggzlgg.: some twenty miles west of Lawrenceburg,
{3 said to have been named after a political rally was
held there at which burgoo, a popular Kentucky dish,
was served, According to Judge J.T. Cox, there wasn't
enongh of 1t to go around and some disappolnted late-
comer was heard to complaln that "they ate up all the
burgoo and licked the akillet." 6 4 gimilar account,
reported by the late Wyatt Shely, refers to a fish fry
there about 1870. "When the supply of fish was too soon
exhausted, hungry latecomers licked the akillet.” | This
was the only name by which this communlty was known,

Meade County's crossroads community of Ljckskillet,
two miles south of the Ohio River and less than a mile
wont of Otter Creek Park, allegedly grew up around an
encampment of John Hunt Morgan's Confederate cavalry.
Lacking adequate provisions, the men were forced to eat
"what 1ittle they had and licked the skillets clean,

u 8 The community was abandoned in the

wishing for morae.
193038 when land in the area was taken for the expanaion

of the nearby Port Knox Milltary Reservation.



L llet was the name traditionally applied
to the 1773 campsite of Jamee McAfee and his party of
pioreer surveyora »t the confluence of Mill Creek and
the Kentucky River, alsht mlles west of Owenton in
the preésent Owen County. According to Charles
Johnaon, in the Owenton News-Hernld, "hunters for the
party were so busy with guard duty {(against an
aspacially feroclous band of Indians) that little
game was killed; so short on rations were they that
they said 'we would eat everything in sight., then
lick the skillet.'” ' A settlement with post office
established near the site has borne several names over
it= century-long history and is now the resort and
retirement community of Perry FPark.

On KY 220, in Hardin County, juat northwest of the
crossroads settlement of Pour Cormers and almost six
miles southeast of Big Spring, 1s the Pleasaniview
Chureh sald also to have been nicknamed Lickskillei.
Herb Hodgesof Big Spring relates "that they used to
have a lot of big dinners in which each person was
supposed to bring a dish. Gore didn't than 4id, and
the food didn't last long. Some oldtimer made the
remark that 1f you got anything to sat, that you

Y

would have to llck the skillet. And the name stuck.”



Another Kentucky examples of the name's use to
suggest the scarclity of food was 1ts nineteenth
century arplication ss a nickname (Lick Skillet)
for the northern McLean County hamlet and poat offlice

(since clorad) of Glenvilla.H

For many years a Lickskillet School provided
an elementery education for the children of zn area
three miles northwest of Salem, in Livingston County.
The bullding was constructed in the late nineteenth
century on land acquired from the Barnett family,
perhaps Sam Barnett, and the achool was officlally
known as The Barnett Schogl. Jacquetta Kemper, a
former purll and teacher now living in Salenm, glves
this traditional account, accepted locally as true:
“A family lived on or near what became the school
site. One dzy when local narents were searching for
2 place to build a school for the children of the
araa, they ztooped at the site to engulre zbout getting
some land, A smal) child was standing in the doorway
of the home llcking a sklllet from whigh his mother
had Just made a batch of sorghum molasses candy. Thus
the name Lickskillet =fter the chlld who was llcking
the skillet."; Around 1940, the achool was consolidated
with the Saler School, and some ten year later Herbert

Miller of nearby Lola moved the bullding to its present



site where it was converted to a residence. Though it
is now vacant, oldtimers still call it the Q14 Lick-
akillet School ngsafand the Barnett Cemetery Road on
which it was located (which extends for about a mile and
a half from KY 133 to almost the Crittenden County line),
i1s now called The Iick Skillet Rgad. -

The "hungry residents” motif has also accounted for
the Barnett School's nickname. According to Braxton
McDonald, the former 3chool Superintendent of adjacent
Crittenden County, "people were 30 hungry at a lunch
given thare thut they ate everything on the table and
then licked the skillet, And since the schoul wa3 new
and hadn't been named...it (got) the name ngkgki;;gj.'{w

Kentuoky‘'s best known and probably oldest Ligkskillet
is a logan County gettlement which nay be the actual
source of the name in this state, the others likely
being but “folk" explanationa. In or sround 1810, the
name is sald to have been given to a seitlement on both
banks of Whippoorwill Creek, in the vicinity of a pioneer
mill dam, seven milea mouthweat of Rugsellville. Acroas
from the dam, at the edge of the creek, was 1 rock which
resembled a skillet that had besn 30 shaped by the action
of spring water and possihly by wild animals that had

used it as a lick. The settlement has nhever had another

[

nane and the name has never been used disparagingly.
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