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Tracking The Early

History of Vine Grove

This series on the history 
of Vine Grove, compiled 
by local historian Paul W. 
Urbahns,  chronicles Vine 
Grove through time and 
will examine a variety of 
materials. 

The history of Vine Grove 
has fascinated many people 
in the local area for years 
and numerous stories have 
been told. Unfortunately,  
much of the time, the stories 
can be confusing and some-
times incorrect. 

It is Urbahns’ goal over 
the next several weeks to 
examine the materials cur-
rently available from nu-
merous sources and work to 
sort out the accurate story.

The American Heritage 
Dictionary defines “sen-
tinel” as “one who keeps 
guard; sentry.” Hardin 
County, especially north-
ern Hardin County, has 
had a sentinel in place for 
more than eight decades. 
And, for the majority of 
that time, the local sen-
tinel has been affiliated 
with “royalty.”

Over the years, Vine 
Grove has had three 
newspapers to be titled 
with a variation of the 
“sentinel” name. Two  of 
those publications have 

been produced by four 
generations of the Royalty 
family. The family, which 
came to the local area 
from Anderson County, 
has owned and operated 
two newspapers —  first 
The Hardin Sentinel and 
now The Sentinel — in 
the Vine Grove/Radcliff 
communities

The Royalty’s came 
to the area after Elmo 
Royalty found work 
in Hardin County as a 
bookkeeper/timekeeper. 
He worked for the com-
pany which was rebuild-
ing Kentucky roads in 
the area — specifically 
old 31W on the backside 
of Fort Knox, along the 
area of the Gold Vault, 
Tip Top, Muldraugh etc.

He and other workers 
boarded in the local area, 
renting rooms in houses 
along Elm Road, as well 
as in other places in 
Radcliff and Vine Grove. 
Elmo worked locally dur-
ing the week and then 
returned to his family’s 
home in Lawrenceburg 
on the weekends.

When the 31W job was 
completed, the company 
reassigned Elmo to work 
at the contractor’s quarry 
on 31W at Upton. At that 
time he moved his fam-
ily from Lawrenceburg 
to Upton, where he also 
owned and operated 
a print shop. Later he 
and the family moved 
to Elizabethtown, when 
he took work printing 
inserts for The Enterprise 
newspaper.

As many people did in 
those years, Elmo and his 
family lived in a variety 
of towns across Kentucky 
as he sought work during 
the Depression. Perhaps 
somewhat unusual for 
the time, both Elmo and 
his wife, Cordie, were 
college graduates. Elmo 
graduated from William 
Jewell College in Mis-
souri. Cordie was among 
the women who studied 
in  Louisville alongside 
Eliza Brodus, a well 
known Southern Bap-
tist missionary. (Cordie 
worked, for a time, as a 
teacher in a one-room 
school house, taking over 

her first class at the age 
of 15.)

In 1946, although they 
still lived in Elizabeth-
town, Elmo opened a 
business in Vine Grove 
called, “The Card-Print 
Shop, “ and soon thereaf-
ter he moved the family 
to Vine Grove.

The business was first 
located in the old Vine 
Grove School. (The build-
ing no longer stands, but 
was located next to the 
present day Vine Grove 
City Hall.)

When that school 
building was converted 
into a cafeteria, the Print 
Shop was moved to a 
building at the old Na-
tional Youth Association 
(NYA) Camp. (That facil-
ity is also no longer in ex-
istence, but was located 
beside the present day 
Vine Grove Elementary 
School.)

When they first came 
to Vine Grove, the Royal-
ty family lived in a white 
clapboard farmhouse 
which sat adjacent to the 
Vine Grove Cemetery.  
Their  house was among 
those eventually razed so 
that the cemetery could 
be expanded.

The  Royalty’s had six 

grown or nearly grown 
children when they 
moved to Vine Grove: 
William Jewell “Bill” 
Royalty, Ruth Royalty 
Bowen, John Taylor “J.T.” 
Royalty, Rosalind Roy-
alty (Bruner), James Roy-
alty and Francis Royalty.

During the early days 
of Elmo’s print shop, Bill 
Royalty was grown and 
lived in Lexington, as 
did Ruth Royalty Bowen; 
“J.T.” Royalty was an 
employee of various 
water commissions and 
moved to Vine Grove to 
manage the Vine Grove 
water and sewer services 
department; Rosalind 
worked in the fam-
ily business (and later at 
Fort Knox);  James was a 
linotype operator at The 
Hardin County Enterprise 
in Elizabethtown, while 
working his way through 
high school; and Francis 
was also in high school 
and worked in the family 
business.

Shortly after open-
ing his print shop in 
Vine Grove, Elmo was 
asked by locals in the 
community to begin a 
newspaper. He was hesi-
tant, however, because 
his printing equipment 
was not large enough to 
produce a regular size 
newspaper page.

Two years into his 
business, on November 
6, 1948, a seven-member 
committee approached 
Elmo, again asking him 
to begin a newspaper.

“After some discus-
sion, it was agreed that 
we should publish a 
small bulletin. The con-
sensus of opinion was 
that even a small sheet 
would be a splendid 
medium for local news,” 
Elmo said in the first 
edition of The Hardin Sen-
tinel, published on De-
cember 23, 1948. (There 
was a newspaper called 
The Vine Grove Sentinel 
published from 1914-1920 
which was not affiliated 
with the Royalty family.)

Elmo and his son, 
James, explained to the 
community that they 
would print 2,500 cop-
ies of the newspaper 

for three weeks, which 
would be mailed and 
distributed to local ad-
dresses without charge. 
Thereafter, subscriptions 
to the newspaper would 
be sold, beginning with 
the January 13, 1949 is-
sue. Subscriptions were 
$1 per year in  Kentucky; 
$1.50 per year out of 
state.

By the time the three 
week trial period came 
to a close, subscriptions 
to the newspaper had 
come in “greater than an-
ticipated.” To help meet 
the growing interest, 
James soon began devot-
ing four days a week to 
reporting news and so-
liciting subscriptions and 
advertising.

In January 1949, The 
Hardin Sentinel was pro-
duced under the direc-
tion of James, as the edi-
tor; Elmo, as the assistant 
editor; and Rosalind as 
the secretary.

Eight months later, in 
September 1949, Elmo 
purchased James’ inter-
est in the newspaper be-
cause James had been ac-
cepted into Georgetown 
College. As James left the 
business to attend col-
lege, Elmo continued as 

editor and his youngest 
son, Francis, stepped in 
as the reporter and lino-
type operator. The news-
paper continued in that 
fashion for about another 
18 months. 

However, Elmo an-
nounced in a March 
22, 1951, article that the 
newspaper would sus-
pend publication. In the 

article Elmo stated, “Oth-
er weekly papers have 
taken the same step . . . 
Linotype operators are in 
‘short supply.’ One of the 
paper’s operators entered 
college and the other 
has joined the Air Force 
. . . The job printing that 
has been done in connec-
tion with publishing the 
paper will be continued 
at the same location and 
will receive increased 
emphasis and effort.”

And so, Vine Grove 
was once again left with-
out a local newspaper. 
Elmo Royalty’s print 
shop continued to thrive 
and many people can 
still recall watching him 
work his press in that old 
community building.

Among other memo-
ries people have talked 
about over the years, 
they remember ‘old Mr. 
Royalty standing atten-

tively at the press.’ They 
also remember ‘old Mr. 
Royalty always had can-
dy that he was willing 
to share.’ Having lived 
through the Depression, 
Elmo didn’t like to see 
people go without food 
— and he especially 
didn’t want them to be 
without sweets or candy, 
so he always shared what 
he had with visitors.

As Elmo continued 
to operate his printing 
shop in Vine Grove, his 
son (and former business 
partner), James, attended 
college. While in college, 

James also served as the 
pastor of Red Hill Baptist 
Church — located in the 
Vine Grove community 
of Red Hill. He worked 
his way through college, 
commuting from George-
town to Vine Grove each 
weekend, and going to 
school and working at The 
Herald Leader newspaper 
in Lexington as a typeset-
ter during the week.

By the late 1950’s 
James, who had gradu-
ated college, returned 
permanently to the Red 
Hill community — an 
area, at the time, still 
considered to be in Vine 
Grove and on the out-
skirts of Radcliff.

As a bi-vocational 
pastor, James also oper-
ated Royalty Printing, a 
business he opened on 
Hill Street in the Red 
Hill community. Early 
on he was approached 

by a group of community 
leaders who asked him to 
begin a local newspaper.

He finally agreed to 
publish a weekly news-
paper, initially using the 
printing equipment he 
already owned. The Sen-
tinel newspaper began on 
May 11, 1961, with James 
H. Royalty serving as ed-
itor and publisher. Sub-
scriptions were $2.58 per 
year in Kentucky; $3.61 
per year out of state.

As circulation grew, 
James purchased a Junior 
“Pony” Miehle Press and 
folder — large enough 

to produce what is com-
monly referred to as a tab-
loid size newspaper (each 
page roughly 151⁄2 inches 
tall X 111⁄4 inches wide).

In October 1962, Roy-
alty hired Rudolph C. 
Matias (who had for-
merly worked as editor of 
the Fort Knox newspaper 
Inside the Turret). Matias 
worked for Royalty as 
managing editor for a 
short time before relocat-
ing to New York.

The Sentinel newspaper 
and job printing were si-
multaneously  produced 
at the Hill Street location. 
The Sentinel also set the 
type for The West Point 
New Era, a publication 
run by Richard Briggs.

In July 1964, Royalty 
consolidated his news-
paper, The Sentinel, with 
Briggs’ newspaper, The 
New Era. The West Point 
newspaper was expected 

to close and  The Sentinel 
purchased it, absorbing 
its subscription list.

About the same time  
James added another 
new employee, bringing 
in his older brother, Wil-
liam Jewell “Bill” Royal-
ty, as the assistant editor. 
(Through the years, other 
members of the extended 
family also worked with 
James as he produced the 
paper.)

In the mid-1960’s James 
once again expanded the 
business. In August 1964, 
he  enlarged the building 
in which the newspaper 

and job printing were 
produced, creating four 
times the work space.

A few years later, he 
made additional up-
grades to his equipment. 
In 1969, after eight years 
of steady growth, James  
took the pages of the 
newspaper to an even 
larger format. It went to 
a regular sized eight col-
umn format (which was 
standard at the time). In 
order to do so, he pur-
chased a Miehle #2 Press 
and a folder compatible 
with the larger press.

In the early to mid-
1970’s, James introduced 
other format changes to 
the newspaper’s produc-
tion. As the industry 
phased out the process of 
using linotype (known as 
hot type) to create pages, 
he took the newspaper to 
an offset format (known 
as cold type).

The linotype machine 
has been replaced by 
computers and  film de-
veloping and darkroom 
work has been replaced 
with digital technology. 
Yet today, The Sentinel is 
still being produced at 
the hands of the Royalty 
family:  James and his 
wife, Opal Jean, their 
children and their grand-
daughter.

Since The Sentinel 
newspaper began in May 
1961 the family-owned, 
family-operated weekly 
newspaper has never 
missed an issue. Four 
generations of Royalty’s 
have worked to produce 
The Sentinel, a fair, ac-
curate source for local 
community news. 

Next time the series 
begins a look at the destruc-
tive fires of 1905, 1908 and 
1988, as well as a closer 
look at the Vine Grove Fire 
Department.

Vine Grove residents had  something extra to celebrate as 1948 neared its end. 
Elmo Royalty published the first issue of The Hardin Sentinel on Dec. 23, 
1948; the newspaper was initially mailed to all local residents at no charge.

James Royalty published the first edition of The Sentinel on May 11, 1961, at 
his printing company located in the Red Hill community of Vine Grove.

The linotype, which casts lines of type out of molten lead, has a keyboard 
unique to the machine. The “etaoin” keyboard is arranged with the alphabet 
placed in two sections (lower case to the left and upper case to the right) and 
the most commonly used keys are in the center of the keyboard, while the 
lesser used keys are to the perimeters.

The Sentinel/Royalty Printing Inc. has one of the few operational Linotypes 
remaining in Kentucky. Of course the huge machine is no longer used in 
the production of the newspaper, but was a pivotal piece of equipment for 
newspapers in the early to mid-20th century.


