THE WHITE -

Barack Obama’s

diverse lineage is
well-known. But

Jfew are aware of
his family ties to
a Victorian-era

Jarmhouse tucked

among the rolling fields

of rural Indiana.

- by Beth A. Clayton «
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_ Dunham house satvacant
for several years beforea
~ Noblesville man bought it,
; i ‘ﬁégammﬁrbishl%{t, and
~____uncovered its unusual history.
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he bomb-sniffing dogs had been out
that morning, roaming the empty
rooms, and had now been replaced by
adozen or so slick young publicity peo-
ple who busied themselves with keeping the press in their ap-
pointed area and preparing for the candidate’s arrival. The flat,
grassy field surrounding the white Victorian-era farmhouse with
a broad Indiana-limestone porch had been transformed into
a political stage, roped off with yellow hazard tape and dotted
with Secret Service agents scanning the property behind wide
sunglasses and speaking quietly into hidden headsets. About two
dozen onlookers milled around or huddled together in clumps
against the chilly May morning, patiently waiting.

Shawn Clements could see the caravan approaching his house
from nearly half a mile away. Clements had been waiting for this
day for a while. Several months before, he had discovered that
his home had been built by one of Barack Obama’s ancestors and
occupied by the senator’s relatives for nearly a century. And now
he watched Obama’s bus, trailed by news vans and trucks, amble
down the narrow lanes of State Road 28 across the flat Tipton
County landscape.

In the days leading up to the Democratic primary in Indiana,
the Illinois senator had been busy, shuttling back and forth
between the Hoosier state; Washington, D.C.; Illinois; and
Pennsylvania. He had attended a picnic in Noblesville; spoken
before packed audiences at Indiana and Ball State universi-
ties; and even played a pick-up basketball game in Union Mills,
Indiana. But he would not be addressing roaring crowds this
morning, nor would he be fielding questions from a frantic press
corps. Today, Obama was coming home.

CLEMENTS PURCHASED THE HOUSE in Kempton,
Indiana—a town of fewer than 400 residents west of Tipton—in
the fall of 2004, when much of the nation had never heard of
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Barack Obama. That July, the politician had made what could
be considered his national debut, as the keynote speaker at the
2004 Democratic National Convention. Clements had watched
the event from his den, and had idly changed the channel
without giving the rising star much more thought. Originally
from Lebanon, Indiana, then-36-year-old Clements had lived
in Noblesville for several years but wanted to escape the ris-
ing taxes and increased traffic that were creeping north from
Indianapolis. An Internet search of nearby yet still mostly rural
properties yielded a handful of choices, but as a historic preser-
vationist who makes his living coaxing a building’s past into the
present, he was drawn to the older homes on the list. The beauty
of the Kempton home’s craftsmanship was buried under thick
layers of dust and years of neglect, but one look at the original
tiger-oak staircase with beveled-mirror inlay sold him on the
fixer-upper. He purchased the worn-down 5,000-square-foot
Victorian- and Colonial-style house and set about making him-
selfat home.

During the next three years, Clements devoted his spare time
to replacing the home’s 40 windows, restoring the crown mold-
ing around the 10-foot ceilings, pulling down drop ceilings, paint-
ing over ill-considered dark-green walls, ripping up orange shag
carpeting, and repairing the original pocket doors. Hired workers
spent six months just removing junk from all the rooms, and his
brother, a plumber, assisted in updating the pipes, while a carpen-
ter down the street lent a hand in replacing deteriorated wood-
work. Clements’ mother crafted stained-glass windows to insert
in the doors off the kitchen. All the while he was also piecing to-
gether a history of what he came to know as the Dunham house—
that surname being the label on the corresponding manila file
folder in the archives of the tiny Tipton County Heritage Society.

The land the home had been built on was homesteaded in
1848 by Jacob Dunham and his wife, Catharine Goodnight,
who journeyed there from what is now West Virginia. Jacob
and Catharine raised five children on the land, including Jacob
Mackey Dunham, to whom they transferred 15 acres in 1856.
When Jacob and his wife moved west for Oklahoma, he passed
the land to his brother Samuel Goodnight Dunham. Samuel and
his wife, Eliza, in turn passed the land to their son, William Riley
Dunham, the man who built the house in the late 1800s.

This Clements knew from the Heritage Society files. And
one day in October 2007, on a whim, Clements typed the name
“Jacob Dunham” in the search window of Google. One of the
first hits was the Web site for the Chicago Sun-Times, linked to
a page depicting Barack Obama’s family tree. There, radiating
out from a photograph of the smiling senator, were branches
that connected Obama’s mother—Stanley Ann Dunham—to






