
When Barney Miller set up shop 
in downtown Lexington in 1922, 
television — what his store would 
become known for — hadn’t even 
been invented. Radio barely existed. 
The big thing people were buying: 
automobiles.

The Model T was changing 
the world and, after seeking some 
advice from his future father-in-law 
in  Kentucky, he established Miller’s 
Auto Accessories at 224 East Main 
Street, before moving up the street 
to its current location, 232 East 
Main.

Everything from tires to parts 
and accessories was offered. About 

a year after he opened, Miller sold 
his first radio.

According to family legend, it was 
the first radio sold in Kentucky, said his 
grandson, also named Barney Miller. 

The original Barney Miller, an 
MIT graduate, had been in the Army 
Signal Corps during World War I; 
he understood electronics. When the 
Depression hit and auto sales dried 
up, he switched to radios and never 
looked back.
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In its 90 years in business, what is now Barney Miller’s stayed current as innovations in home technology kept coming. Barney Miller, the founder’s grandson, 
showed off a modern example: technology with whole-house controls for security, lighting, heating and air conditioning, entertainment systems and more.
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See a video of Barney Miller  
discussing the company’s birthday

BARNEY MILLER’S STAYS TRUE TO ITS PAST BY SEEING AHEAD

By Janet Patton
jpatton1@herald-leader.com

Riding the wave  
of the future for 90 years

Miller’s auto 
Accessories 
was the 
 precursor 
to Barney 
Miller’s. After 
car sales 
 plummeted 
during 
the Great 
 Depression, 
the  company’s 
focus 
switched  
to radios.
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As a journalist, I have 
always been fascinated by 
the sociology of leadership, 
the way communities and 
 institutions work, and how 
things really get done.

The official channels of 
power in government and 
business are easy to map. 
Likewise, it isn’t hard to trace, 
or at least speculate upon, the 
influence of money and the 
people who control it. 

Beyond that, though, 
why are some companies, 
 governments, non-profit 
organizations and even 
 neighborhoods better at 
 creative problem-solving than 
others? What are the best ways 
to make good ideas happen?

Karen Stephenson, an 
anthropologist and corporate 
consultant who has taught at 
Harvard and UCLA, thinks a 
lot of it comes down to “con-
nectors.” They are people 
who, in different ways, are 
adept at connecting with 
 others to form trusted work-
ing relationships. They also 
are great at connecting others 
to form similar relationships.

As part of her  volun-
teer work, Stephenson has 
led efforts to identify key 
 connectors in four cities: 
 Philadelphia; Louisville; 
Tucson. Ariz.; and Portland, 
Ore. She just finished her 
first regional project, in the 
10-county  Lexington metro 
area, called the Bluegrass 
Community Connectors 
(Bluegrasscommunity 
connectors.weebly.com).

Working with United Way 
of the Bluegrass, AARP and 
several corporate sponsors, 
the project tried to identify 
and learn more about key 
connectors in Fayette and nine 
surrounding counties: Ander-
son, Bourbon, Clark, Franklin, 
Jessamine, Madison, Mont-
gomery, Scott and Woodford.

To identify those 
 connectors, organizers said 
they sent 70,000 emails to 
people on the distribution 
lists of various business and 
community  organizations. 
They got back 5,000 
 nominations, which were 
narrowed to 144 people. That 
was based mostly on how 
many votes each person got 
(factoring out any obvious 
 efforts to stuff the ballot box.)

Six of those people want-
ed to remain anonymous; 
the other 138 were invited 
to a morning workshop and 
 luncheon at the Marriott 

‘CONNECTORS’ FROM  
10 COUNTIES IDENTIFIED, 

BROUGHT TOGETHER

Project 
left many 
wanting 

more
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PHILADELPHIA — If you use 
the Web, you probably have encoun-
tered an annoying invention called a 
CAPTCHA.

They’re the squished-up, stretched 
and squiggled, color-blotched 
 collections of letters that often must 
be deciphered before sending an email, 
posting a comment or buying a ticket.

Is that an “i” or an “l”? you wonder. 
A zero or the letter “O”? Maybe you 
see three letters where it seems there 
should only be two. You tilt your head. 
You scoot your chair back and squint. 

You wonder if you need new glasses.
You might also wonder if these things 

are getting harder — maybe too hard for 
people with aging eyes and brains.

The CAPTCHA was created at 
Carnegie Mellon University in 2000. 
The name is short for Completely 
Automated Public Turing test to 
tell Computers and Humans Apart. 
Web sites need CAPTCHAs to guard 
against the “bots” of spammers and 
other computer underworld types.

“Anybody can write a program to 
sign up for millions of accounts, and 
the idea was to  prevent that,” said 

Web security measures more puzzling to the eye
By Stacey Burling

The Philadelphia Inquirer
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A typical 
CAPTCHA 
security check 
asks users to 
read distorted 
text made 
difficult for 
spammers to 
solve.


