Community Involvement in Restoration of the Fromme-Birney Round Barn – Mullinville, KS
Within weeks of pulling together a group to restore Mullinville’s round barn a restoration grant possibility was found. A Heritage Trust Fund grant from the Kansas State Historical Society could cover 80% of the cost of restoration as long as the barn belonged to a not-for-profit group. The Kiowa County Historical Society accepted the barn as a gift from the owner (actually bought it for $1) so that step was taken care of.

The next step in the competitive grant application was when we realized that the 20% match would be needed up front to apply for the grant. The application was due in six weeks and I think we had $100 at the time. The task at hand was to now raise $20,000 in six weeks to restore a barn in a community of less than 300 people. We did it, here’s how.

First we adapted a fundraising flyer that was successful in restoring the Thomas Barn in Rooks County. We stated that all donations of $100 or over would be recognized in the barn. We listed donation increments of $1000, $500, $250, $100 or fill in the blank. The flyer stated that for each dollar donated we could potentially get a grant match of $4. If we would not get the grant, we would at least have enough to put on a new roof and at least save the structure.

The committee then discussed who to contact. We felt the most likely people to give were those that wanted to preserve a piece of their history, thus we used the High School alumni list and mailed a direct mail appeal to every graduate. The money would need to go to a trusted place, so we asked them to mail it directly to the First State Bank in Mullinville. It worked. We were very fortunate that the bank, COOP, and community civic groups made generous donations, but the bulk of the funds came from alumni from all over the country – all trying to help preserve a piece of their home town. A newsletter was sent out stating that the grant  was approved and $2500 more was needed for the weathervane and more for interior improvements. Within a week of the letter going out came the funds for the weathervane and the installation of the haymow floor.
The barn was restored in 1995 and is source of community pride. It is always open. Just open door, turn on the lights, sign the guestbook and see the displays on round barns of America and learn about Kansas agricultural life in 1912. Donations that are left at the barn are sufficient to cover the electric bill and repainting as needed. The barn has been used for weddings, barn dances, reunions and community 4th of July Celebrations.
The barn was once owned and lovingly cared for by the Fromme and Birney families. Now it is a community asset with a sense of community ownership. In July of 2008, after counting over 5,000 ballots, the Kansas Sampler Foundation recognized the Fromme-Birney Round Barn as one of the 8 Architectural Wonders of Kansas. The people of Mullinville always knew it was and architectural wonder. The people of the State of Kansas now agree.

