
THE PI EER C BI 1 

Let us go back to an incident which tran pired during the 
first decade of the twentieth century. The cene: the out
skirts of the little illage of Hodgenville, Kentucky. The 
time : February 12, 1909 - the one hundredth anniversary 
of the birth of braham Lincoln. The event: the laying 
of the corner tone of the Lincoln 1emorial building by 
President Theodore Roo evelt. Lincoln monuments had 
been erected in almo t every nook and corner of the coun
try, but on thi particular occa ion something more than 
the memory of the fir t martyr President of ihe nited 

tate was being n hrined. Thi memorial carried with 
it something more intangible: something s bolic, some
thing mystical, omething almost hallowed. It was des
tined to n brine and protect from the element the humble 
lo()' cabin in which braham Lincoln wa born. 

The beautiful tru ture which wa erected at Hodgen
ville had come about throuo-h the joint fforts of over 
eighty thousand people, who had raised $300,000 for the 
memorial. It was de igned by the distinguished architect, 
John Russell Pop , and wa completed in 1911 at a cost of 
a quarter million dollar . The memorial was of heroic pro
portions and was executed in omber granite. Its architec
ture eemed to expre the character ,,f the rugged, up
right honest, seriou Lincoln him elf. It gray walls sug
gested a certain sadnes that at times wa o haracteristic 
of the man; it perf cted form and delicate detail mirrored 
perfectly the nobility and refinement of Lincoln's sensitive 

1 This paper was originally read before the Pottawattamie County Historical 
Society at the dedication of the pioneer cabin in Sunset Park at Council Bluffs 
on June 20, 1937. It has since been revised and enlarged to include material 
from various sections of the tatc. 
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soul. Standing atop a noble flight of stairs, the simple-cut 
block of gTanite seemed to ri e out of the very hills whence 
Lincoln himself came. 2 

The Lincoln cabin typifie more nearly than any other 
the home and the possibilities of the average pioneer. So 
al o in the log cabin of the Iowa pioneer we see symbolized 
many of the elements and characteristics of the frontier -
man himself. Cut from the virgin forests that flanked the riv
ers and streams, the Iowa log cabin repre ented the youth 
of the frontier, a youth through which every pioneer com
munity had to pass. Frame buildings, brick and stone 
dwellings, these were mere exceptions, to be extolled by 
the passing stranger or the enthusia tic local newspaper. 
The log cabin was the rule and a true symbol of the Iowa 
frontier. 

What were some of the characteri tic expressed by the 
log cabin? First of all, it was usually rough-hewn- as 
rough as the pioneer himself. But it had the strength of 
the pioneer in warding off attack, or in sheltering him from 
rough weather. To the lonely stranger it repre ented a 
friendly haven after he had traveled all day through a 
dreary wilderness. Here he could be sure the latch string 
would be alway out. No matter how many trangers al
ready occupied the floor, a tired travel r could always £nd 
a place to rest and refresh himself. 

The pioneer cabin symbolized independence - an inde
pendence that had been won from a tern and unrelenting 
nature. To secure that independence many thou and had 
given their lives in the American Revolution. The axe and 
the rifle of the pioneer secured and maintained that inde-

2 ewcomb 's In the L incoln Country, pp. 42-51. Although the Lincoln cabin 
was humble it was by no means a lean-to shelter as it is so often pictured. 
There is a strong tradition throughout the count ry round about Hodgenville 
that the Lincolns had a '' cow and calf, milk and butter, a good f eather bed, 
homespun cover lids", a "loom and wheel" and the other simple accoutrements 
that made up the household equ_ipment of the day. 
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p nden With th pion r in his o r d , ao·on went hi 
wif hi childr n, the Bibl , th plou()'h har , th s ythe, 
the flail and the oth r impl ment of pea f ul conqu t. 

lo el alli d with thi ind p nden wa th spirit of 
co··p ration. lo()' abin wa eldom th work of one man 
- after th lo()' had be n pr pared, n i()'hbor were call 
in to h lp 'rai e th new home. The old-fa hioned log
rai in()'" wa a r al o ial event on the fronti r. k er or 
barr 1 of raw liquor often mad hard work Ii ht. In this 
conn ction it ma b not d that the lo()' cabin church of th 
n1 thodi t of Dubuqu a an xc ption: this hi toric di
:fice wa rai d with a f , hand an without pirit of any 
kind. 3 

Wb n th fir t pion r cam to ubuqu in 1830 th y 
fonnd the land without 0 ·overnment or law of any kind. 
Th kn w that m rul would b n c . ~ ary to protect 
th ir cabin and th ir laim o on .June 17, 1830, they 
drew up th fin r ' ompact - th fir t " t of law for 
th ·ov rnm n f whit men pr pared n the :oil of Iowa. 

( at r wh n owa ent r d the variou Territorial sta 0 ·e , 
and local O'OV rnm nt were till not yet ,v 11 tabli. h a, 
th pione r form d claim a . iation to in nre th ir 
farm and lo()' abin from the claim jumper. And not in
frequently rou h ju tic wa d alt out b the reQ"Ulator or 

i()'ilante of arl Iowa. 4 

ne mio·h ontinu at great 1 ngth and wi h many x-
amplc~ to illn trat h w th lo 0 • cabin i: a tru ymbol of 
the pion r pirit. But perhap a f w C' ample of th 
many and Yaricd u e. of the lo 0 • cabin in Iowa would illu -
trat the clo. affinity b tween the pion f'r ancl hi cabin. 

a harp' Early Cab ins in Iowa in The Palimp.·1s /, Vol. II, pp. 16-29; 
Swisher's Claim and Cabin in The Palimpsest, Vol. VIII, pp. 9-13; Gallaher's 
The Fir ·t hurrh in I ou:11 in The Palimpsest, Vol. VII, pp. 1-10. 

4 Petersen 1 ome Beginnings in I owa in TUE IOWA ,JOuRNAL OF HISTORY 

AND POLITICS, Vol. XVIII, pp. 15-22, 37-41. 
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Since the first frontier was along the Mi sissippi, let us be
gin with the cabins in u e along the ea tern Iowa border. 

The merican settlement of Iowa did not legally begin 
until June 1, 1 33, and the log cabins of Julien Dubuque, 
Basil Giard, and Louis Honore Te on ( settlers under the 

panish land grants) may be omitted from this discussion. 
It may be well to point out, howe er, that the earliest per
manent homes (and the e were log cabin ) were erected in 
the Half-breed Tract in what i now the outhern tip of Lee 

ounty, Iowa. The log cabin which Dr. amuel C. Muir 
erected in 1820 at Puck-e-she-tuck (Keokuk) no doubt pro
vided a welcome shelter for him and hi Indian wife, al
though a good de cription of it i unavailable. This cabin 
must have bad the elements of perman nee for Isaac R. 
Campbell moved into it leven ear later. 

Early in the spring of 1828 Mose tillwell moved from 
Illinois across the Mississippi River into Lee County ·with 
his family and occupied one or two cabin that he had built 
during the previous winter. It i quite probable that till
well con tructed creditable building since he was a carpen
ter by trade and a steamboat agent only by appointment.6 

In Lee County another log cabin served as Iowa's fir t 
choolhou e. It was in 1830 that Berryman Jennings 

crossed the Mi sissippi from Commerce, Illinois, and 
taught chool for a three-month term at ashville, Iowa. 
Berryman Jennings was a Kentuckian, born two year be
fore Abraham Lincoln. The little town of Commerce was 
later named auvoo and its tory i familiar, for auvoo 
and Kanesville stood at oppo ite ends of the ormon Trail 
in Iowa. 

Let Berryman Jennings describe this first choolhou e 
in Iowa: "It was built", Jennings say , "of round logs, or 

5 The History of L ee County, Iowa (Western Historical Company, Chicago, 
1879), pp. 166, 167, 328-333. 
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pole , notched close and mudded for comfort, logs cut out 
for door and window , and also for :fire-places. The jamb 
back of the fire-places was of packed dry dirt, the chimney 
topped out with stick and mud. Thi cabin, like all oth rs 
of that day, was co r d with clapboard . This was to 
economize time and nails, which were scarce and far be 
tween. There were no stoves in those days, and the :fire
place wa used for cooking as well as for comfort.'' 6 

A d erted round-log cabin served as the first school
hou e at Batavia in Jefferson County. In this primitive 
edifice Elijah O Bannon taught a three-months subscrip
tion chool, charo-ing $2.50 per scholar. student who at
tended later declar d that the cabin contained no window, 
and that in order to let in a better supply of light and air, 
the taller boy would ri e up and shove aside the loose clap
boards on the roof, and protrude their heads through the 
aperture, opening their mouths for air like a fly-trap. The 
wooden-hinged door creaked with a "soul-harrowing howl" 
whenever it was opened.7 

In Appanoo e ounty a log building twenty by twenty
four feet in size erved as Cincinnati's fir t schoolhouse. 
Built of hewn logs in 1 52 this ''tony'' cabin had glass win
dows and was heated by a stove. The s at and desks were 
of sawed lumber. It was described as a" gorgeous" struc
ture for that time. 8 

Let us move up the Mississippi to the mineral region 

e Grahame's The First S chool in Iowa in The Palimpsest, Vol. V, pp. 401-
407. 

1 The History of Jefferson County, Iowa (Western Historical Company, 
Chicago, 1 79), p. 496. The first public school in Plymouth County was taught 
in December, 1 59, at Melbourne, by William Van O 'Linda. hlelb urne was 
established as a post office in 1 62 and discontinued in 1 63.- Freeman's 
History of Plymouth County Iowa, Vol. I, pp. 59, 60; list of post offices in 
Iowa prepared by . D. Mereness. 

s The History of .Appanoose County, Iowa (Western Historical Company, 

Chicago, 187 ) , p. 452. 
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around Dubuque. Only one pioneer hou e, known a the 
ewman cabin, remains as a m morial to frontier day at 

Dubuque's Mines. It tand in Eao-le Point Park at Du
buque. uch name as Hosea T. amp, Thoma fo raney, 
and the Langworthy brother hould, howe er, be remem
bered as among the fir t to erect cabin in the lead mining 
region of Iowa. 9 

t Dubuque a log cabin, twenty by twenty- ix feet in 
ize, was erected in 1834 at a co t of ·2 and erved a 

the fir t church in Iowa. lthough built by the I thodi t , 
ubscriptions were given by pioneer of many faith and 

nationalitie . Even negToe who were or had been lave 
contributed their "mite" to it er ction. Thi humble 
cabin heltered everal term of court under the juri dic
tion of Iichigan Territory, acted a a choolhou held 
the meeting to con id r the incorporation of the town of 
Dubuque - in a word functioned a a c nter of relio-ion, 
ducation, and law.10 

The log cabin church at Dubuque, which al o held the 
:fir t court, was a much fin r di:fice than that in which Dis
trict Judge David Irvin pre ided at Wapello in 1837. This 
courthouse wa con tructed of cottom ood loo- or pole . 
"The stand from which Jud e Irvin di p n ed ju tice", 
one authority a ert , "wa an ordinar. dry-good box, 
upon which wa a plit bottom chair. The Q"I'and jury held 
its se sion in a ort of cave, or hollow, in the river bank, 
and the p tit jury conducted their dclib ration a part c,f 
the time at lea tin a mo abl ralf pen. " 11 

9 The History of Dubuque County, Iowa (Western Hi torical Company, Chi• 
cago, 1 O), p. 344. A picture of the Tewman home wa printed in the photo
gravure section of The Des Moines Regi.ster, December 29, 1929. 

1 0 Gallahcr's The llfr.\l hurch in lowa in The Palimpsest, Vol. VII, pp. 1-
10. The original subscription list is in the possession of the State Historical 

ociety of Iowa. 

11 pringer's Histo1·y of Louisa County Iowa ( . J. Clarke Publishing Com
pany, Chicago, 1912), Vol. I, p. 79. Such courtroom facilities were not un-

( 
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In 1 -!9 and ao-ain in 1 2, Iormon filter d into Fisher 
'.rown hip in Fr mont ounty. Th built, the fir t school 
at Ianti a loo- abin that wa u d for du ational and re-
lio-iou purpo · ·ain, in the nin t -
nine ounti . of he c n w r r peated. 

Th fir t jail buil w re loo- cabin , som of them scar -
ly cap -proof. ot infr qu ntly ttler contra ted with 
lo al authoritie for th f dino- and harb rino· of pri on-

r . In 1 34 atric1 onnor wa on.fin cl in a loo- cabin 
p ndin · the arri al f th dat of hi ex ution b han ·ino-. 

n January 7 1 41 in an wer to adv rti m nt by the 
ount clerk plan and p ci:fication wer r ceiv d from 
undr per on in .J ff r on ount. . The ounty offic rs 

th reupon order that th jail b built. The following 
p ci:fication r main to thi da . "De cription -To be 

built of lo 0 • tw n -four by io-h e n f t, d uble wall; 
fir t tory with a pa b twe n aid double wa 1 of, even in
che · eighteen f t hi 0 ·h · , o low r floor to be f quar tim
ber one foot thick· floorino--plank on top of low r flo r to 
be piked in uch manner a to prev nt borin through U.ie 

iling- for upp r tor .. ' Th contract wa 1 t at "publi 
utcry on F bruar 13th differ nt part of th work be

ing award d o diff rent individual .13 

common. When the c on<l term of the distric·t court ronvc>ned at Waukon in 
1 53. the court convc>nc>d in a log C'abin measuring about ten feet by fourteen 
feet. '' The building wa o small'', Judge Dean relat , '' that when th jury 
took a ea e to make up their v relict, the court, attorney., and pe tator took 
the out. ide, and they the inside, until they h,i il agr eel. During thi eourt all 
partie her from abroad found place to eat and l •ep a,i best they could, 
very log cabin in the vicinity being filled to overflowing.'' This diminutive 

cabin wa tran formed into a blal'k mith shop in the fall of the same year but 
subsequ ntly be~ame a. rorn crib.- Ilancock 's Past and Ptesent of .A.llamakre 
County Iowa ( . J. larke Publi hing ompa.ny, hicago, 19]3), Vol. I, pp. 
70, 71. 

12 History of Fremont County, Iowa (Iowa Hi torical ompany, De ~Ioines, 
1 1), p. 543. 

1s The History of Jcfferso,i County, Iowa (Western Ili torical Company, 
Chicago, 1 79), pp. 404, 405. 



39 IO A JO R AL F HI TOR A D POLITICS 

The :fir i jail in ill ount wa erected in 1853. It 
wa de cribed as a ubstantial building of hewn log and 
heavy planks, made doubly ecure by heavy pike driven 
in at reo-ular shor di tanc .14 

The hi toric cabin of ntoin Le laire i e pecially in
tere ting to Iowan . ne of the provi ions of the treaty 
whi h clo cd th Black Hawk ar et a ide for ntoine Le 

laire the e tion of land on which the treaty was irned, 
on the expre condition that he build a home thereon. Thi 
he did, ere tin°· a pretentiou cabin of h wn logs one and 
one-half tori high with three gable . This preceded the 
beginning of the city of Dav nport. 15 

During th summ r of 1 36, Dr. eorge Peck came to the 
Black Hawk urcha e and chose what i now amanche a 
the site for the future metropoli we t of the 1i issippi. 

lithograph map of this then paper town, called the O -
born, Peck & rmstrong Plat, how that the original plat 
contained twenty ran e of twenty block each, with eiO'ht 
lots in a block, in all 3200 lots. To this city of "magnificent 
distances'' came Franklin K. Peck in February of 1837. 
Peck had purchased a lot from hi enterprising father. 
Leaving his team at a cabin, P ck proceeded to the pot 
where the townsite was de cribed and managed to :find the 
corner stakes, which were all that indicated a city. Peck 
fe1led some trees on an island in the Iis i sippi and built a 
cabin of hewed logs covered with hake . This measured 
eighteen by tw nty feet in size, and i said to have erved 

H History of Mills County, Iowa ( taie Historical Company, Des Moines, 
1881), pp. 420, 421. At Council Bluffs a huge log house was bought of the 
Mormons for a courthou e and a smaller building for a jail. The jail was 
about eighte n feet square, constructed of three inch planks, doubled so as to 
break joints, and filled so full of spikes that it would be impossible for a 
prisoner to saw his way out.- Field and Reed's History of Pottawattamie 
County, Iowa ( . J. Clarke Publishing Company, Chicago, 1907), ol. I, p. 14. 

15 History of Scott County, Iowa (Inter-State Publishing Company, Chicago, 
1882), pp. 261, 606-609. 

( 
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a the :fir t hotel in th count , for P ck r d meal and 
k pt a hou e of ut rtainment for ewly arrived settler . 
The buildino- wa ld shortl afterwards to Dunning & 
Iunroe of hicago, who w re tran porting goods into the 

county by wagon team from their Chicago store. Peck 
cabin then becam a tor .16 

One example ma be given to illust ate the implicity, 
the rouo-h-h wn haract r, and tll sturdy yet friendly na
ture of a typical Iowa pioneer cabin. I have in mind the 
cabin of Pro er hale who sc tled in llamakee ount 
in northea tern Iowa in 1 49. hal y' :first home would 
carcel win a prize in Better Ilonie cf: ardens toda . He 

made this temporar helter by puttino- a pole from one 
tree to another, th n setting hort r poles all around it 
with one end on the ground, the other nd resting against 
the main pole, and covrring the whole with hay. In thi 
hou e the Whal y family lived about ix weeks. They 
cooked their meal at a fir out ide, the cookino- uten ils be
ino- a longhandled fryin · pan an iron dinner-pot, and a tin 
bake-oven. The off e mill wa nailed to one of the tree . 

foanwhile [r. haley built a permanent home in thr 
form of a log cabin that measured ixteen by eighteen feet. 

fter moving into their new cabin th hay house was set 
apart for a table. "Thi log house", a on temporary ac
count declare , "wa a general topping place for n w
comers until the ettlement grew o that other accommoda
tions were pro id d, and it has helterecl a many as thirt. ·
t o per ons of a ni ht· on uch occasions it was neces ar 
for the men to make their toilet early in the morning before 
the women were awake and the women to make their after 
the men had gone out to ee what the weather wa likely to 
be for the coming day. Every old settler understands from 

16 The History of Clinton County, Iowa (Western Historical Company, Chi
cago, 1 79), p. 56 . 
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personal recollection that "a log cabin i like an omnibus 
or street car in this, that there is always room in ide for 
one more.'' 1 7 

ometimes the early ettler con tructed what was known 
a a three-faced camp, a three-walled home with one side 
open. !though not a common dwelling, the occasional 
presence of uch camps on the Iowa frontier merits a de
scription. First the wall were built, usually about seven 
feet high. Then pole were laid aero the walls at a di -
tance of about three feet apart. A roof of clapboards was 
laid aero s these poles, the clapboards being kept in place 
by weight poles placed on them. The clapboards were 
about four feet in length and from eight inches to twelve 
inches in width, split out of white oak timber. o floor was 
laid in such a structure, and it required neither door, win
dow, or chimney. The one side left out of the cabin an
swered all these purposes. In front of the open ide wa 
built a large log heap, which served for warmth in cold 
weather and for cooking purpo e in all ea ons. Of 
course there was an abundance of light, and, on either side ( 
of the :fire, plenty of space to go in and out. Although more 
easily constructed than the ordinary cabin, the three-faced 
camp was not common in Iowa and when erected served 
only as a temporary abode.18 

Such a makeshift abode was erected by George Key in 
Louisa County in 1837, pending the arrival of his family. 
When the family arrived from Indi na after a forty-five 
day trip overland, they found Mr. Key waiting for them 
with a real summer home. "It consi ted ", a local historian 
a erts, '' of a rail pen, three sides built up olid, the other 
entirely open, the corners held up by rails butting in from 

11 Hancock's Past and Present of .Allamakee County Iowa ( . J. Clarke 
Publishing Company, Chicago, 1913 ) , Vol. I, pp. 207, 20 . 

1s History of Butler and Bremer Counties, Iowa (linion Publishing Com
pany, Springfield, TI lino is, 1883), pp. 801- 804. 
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th ut id . Thi , a ov r d with lm b rk, put on o-ood 
and thi k and , i ·ht d d wn to hol<l it in plac . It, with 
th v r d wao- n ma 1 th m a c m1'ort · l>lc h me until 
fall b , hi h tim ... Ir. r ' hacl rai , cl a fin •r p an<l built 

ma l f fr m cl timb r that had b n 
h wn. Thi wa w ath rb c r<l cl with lapboards, c il <l 
wi h lapboard and r f l with lapboard . Thi hou 
1 ol d pr t 11 but it wa t rribly ld, nd th huge 
fir pla w r work to th ir limit to 1 ep he no e and 
to from o-etting fr t d.'' 10 

~Iovino- w ward t wha mio-ht b all d th fronti r 
lin of 1 0 fin 11 in ri in°· on v r hand in c n-

iam I ho wa th nd pione r to 
nt 1ilt a abin 1 ollin Town-

hip in 1 un 1 76 t down in writing 
a d cription of hi fir home: fall of 4 , I came 
o tor ount and built m a 1 °· abin, ize 1.., x 14 fe t. 
pril 12 1 4 I am t m abin. t ha<l no op ning for 

door or window. u ut a loor with ill) lL' , o could 
carr m o-ood in and mov d into th p n without roof or 
floor I ut a r for board to ov r tb cabin, took my 
wan-on b d a par t mak a flo r in m.' man ion to ke p the 
t o little babi off th round· and, b inn- root hog or di , 
m b t er half and I w n to work. ome p opl a it i 
hard tim no . h y do not know hard time when they 

e them. L th m take it rou h and tumbl a I did, and 
th y ma talk. liv d in thi hut till h next ugu t, 
when I put me up what wa all d a oud hou in tho 
da . I went 60 mil to mill took m about a week to make 
th trip. had a ca t iron mill in th n ighb rhood that 
w u d to run b hand. ft n o-lad to o-et a peck 
of orn crack d on thi mill. ow [ 1 - ] an go to mill 

19 pringer H i;.t ory of I. tnii.·a ow1ty I owa ( . ,T. larke Publi. hing Com· 
pany hicago, 1912 ) , Vol. I , pp. 2 2-2 4. 
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and return in half a day. I have now 230 acres of land, all 
fenced except 11 acres. Collins Township has improved 
in proportion.'' 20 

Just as the log cabin was a symbol in eastern and central 
Iowa, so too it served as the emblem of the pioneer in west
ern Iowa. During the late forties and early :fifties the ax 
of the industrious squatter rang sharp and clear in what 
is now Pottawattamie County as he raised his cabin along 
the Missouri watershed. In Waveland Township all the 
settlers who traveled over the Iormon Trail are said to 
have built log cabins with turf roofs. The first cluster of 
homes in Hardin Township was made up of the thirteen 
log huts of Mormon immigrants. Council Bluffs grew so 
rapidly during this period that newcomers sometimes 
found it impossible to procure log cabin lodging : in that 
event it was often necessary to find a temporary shelter for 
families, household goods, and merchandise in canvas 
booths. The erection of the first brick building in 1853 was 
a landmark in Council Bluffs' architectural history. 

Along the Missouri slope, as well as along the Missis- ( 
sippi, the log cabin school predominated. The first log 
schoolhouse erected in Crescent Township, Pottawattamie 
County, is typical: it had a turf roof and a puncheon floor 
and door, dressed out with a common adz. The puncheon 
seats were also fashioned from rough timbers with the 
same instrument. The turf roof which graced this humble 
educational center was common in Pottawattamie County. 
In York Township, for example, the roof of the first school-
house was made of rafters of good strong poles covered 
with layers of fine brush packed so close and thick that it 
supported a covering of earth about one foot in depth. 
This particular log cabin measured twelve by fourteen feet 

20 Payne's History of Story County Iowa (S. J. Clarke Publishing Company, 
Chicago, 1911), pp. 30, 31. 
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and contained two windows. Air-conditioning in its mod
ern sense was unknown. The pioneers of yesteryears found 
the winter of 1856-1857 so severe it was impossible to main
tain a single school in Keg Creek Township that season. 

The log cabins served many other purposes in Pottawat
tamie County. In Layton Township, E. B. Hinckley used 
his little cabin as a land office. An election was held in the 
log schoolhouse on the Copeland farm in Rockford Town
ship and settlers from nearby Harrison County voted 
there. As early as 1847 Ezekiel Downs built a two-story log 
cabin on osquito Creek in Norwalk Township which he 
used as a fl.our mill. Dances were held in these rude str.uc
tures. In Boomer Township the long winter nights were 
frequently whiled away dancing in Mrs. Mackland 's log 
cabin. Grandparents who shake a disapproving :finger at the 
youth of today may be somewhat abashed to learn that 
Mrs. Mackland's log cabin fairly shook with the liveliness 
and zest of those who thus enjoyed themselves.21 

Untold hardship in a desolate, uninhabited region was a 
common heritage of the Iowa pioneer. I. D. Blanchard 
came to Fremont County in 1848 and erected his cabin in 
Benton Township. "We found a wild country", a member 
of the party declared, '' the tall prairie grass growing 
around where the house now stands. 'fhere was there a 
log hut covered with hakes and dirt. Not a rod had been 
turned and not a house in sight. A bevy of wild turkeys had 
been scratching around the deserted hut - it was a dreary 
outlook and the howling of the wolves made the night hide
ous.'' 22 

21 Field and Reed's History of Pottawattamie County, I owa (S. J. Clarke 
Publishing Company, Chicago, 1907), Vol. I, pp. 4, 185, 200, 203, 213, 228, 
244, 246; History of Pottawattamie County, Iowa (0. L. Baskin and Company, 
Chicago, 1883), pp. 89- 101, 274, 275, 296. 

22 History of Fremont County, Iowa (Iowa Ristorieal Company, Des foines, 
1881), p. 540. 
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But many pioneer were seeking a home in the western 
solitude. To Sac County came Otho William in the fall of 
1853 to stake a claim in the timber near pre ent-day Grant 
City. Williams and his family were the :first white inhabi
tants of Sac ounty but during the two succeeding years a 
number of ettlers made their homes near Williams or in 
the vicinity of ac City. Williams "complained that 'folks 
are gitten' too thick 'round yer", sold his claim, and con
tinued westward toward the setting un. 23 

In Harrison County the u ual ize of the fir t farmhouses 
scarcely ev r exceeded twelve by ixteen feet. This condi
tion existed until the late ixtie . De pite their small ize 
these log cabin could hold very laro-e familie . During the 
winter of 1 56-1857 L. D. Butler occupied a mall one- tory 
cabin fourteen by ixteen feet where Woodbine now stands. 
Despite the fact that ten or twelve per on u ually consti
tuted the Butler family their home frequently sheltered 
"quite a dozen more" afely towed away. diminutive 
lo 0 • structure with a bark roof harbored ilas W. Condit, 
the first ettler of Little ioux Town hip in 1848. Condit 
ha the honor of plotting· the town of Little ioux in Har
rison ounty. The fir t di trict chool building in the 
county wa a hewn log tructure erected in :Magnolia Town
ship in 1853 by John 'Ihomp on. The little lumber it con
tained was hauled by ox team from Reel' mill on Pigeon 
Creek in Pottawattamie County.24 

The ame story was reenact din oodbur County. In 
the pring of 1855 there were two log cabin where Sioux 
City now stands. The followin°· year the 150 people there 
were served by two stores, one in a log-mud hut and the 
other kept in a tent near the banks of the river. The :first 

23 Hart's Hi~tory of ac County I owa (B. F. Bowen and Company, Indian
apolis, 1914), p. 53. 

24 Hunt and Clark's History of Harri.son Comity Iowa (B. F. Bowen and 
Company, Indianapolis, 1915), pp. 6 , 74, 75, 2, 3. 

(' 
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county officer had th ir offices in th rude log houses in 
which th liv d. 25 

When . E. o arriv d in herokee County in 1869 he 
found farcu Town hip t mino- with de r, elk, and prairie 
wolv . native of w ork and a v teran of the Civil 

ar, Ro e ettl din a rn Iowa for a year but struck out 
for e tern Iowa determin d to '' plow out from the tough 

od of a raw prairie a home .for him elf.'' He staked out 
an eighty acre horn t ad and purcha d in addition an
other eighty acre . Then he built of board a rude cabin 
about a dozen feet quare and provided with doors and 
windows. in h a a man of ome means he hired three 
men to break fifteen a re of land for him. They in turn 
n eded the mone to pay for their own homesteads. 

Ro e went back ea t but r turned to find that his build
ino- had b n r mov d. H b o-an arching for it, a neigh
bor off ring to a i t in the hunt. It turne out that the 

er man ho wa thu zealou to a i t wa the hou -
thief, having concealed the door and indow under his 
bed and the lumb r und r a hay tack. H wa al o one of 
the thre men who had been hired by RosC' to do th break
mo-. The riddle of th hou e that di appeared wa not 
solved until the three men had left the county. 

The fir t white h lter in herokee ount was a log 
structure, twel e b twenty, one and one-half tories high, 
erected b the 1ilf ord Emigration ompany in 1856. It 
wa long known a th herokee Hou e and tood a little 
outh of the pres nt cit of Cherokee. During the Indian 

trouble of 1 62 a blockhou e and stockade ere erected south 
of pre ent-day heroke . The blockhou e a twenty foo 
square built of x 10 log . During the year 1 67 Fred 
Huxford furni hed the m ans with which John L. Fo kett 

2s History of the Counties of Woodbury and Plymouth, I owa ( A. Warner 
and Company, Chicago, 1 90), pp. 60, 63, 75. 
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conducted the first lore wher m r han<li e wa old in 
h rokee ounty. 26 

ne hould not o erlook the od house and dugout 
which were common in the treele ar a of we tern Iowa. 
The e crude but practical domicil were erected chiefly 
along the Missouri lop although ettler in c ntral and 
ea tern counti are known to have buil them. The sod 
hou e was u ually er cted by tho e ettler who :findino
that all the de irable claim had been taken along the hea -
ily wooded stream , w re forced to pu h out on the prairie. 
Mo t of these pioneer were poor and could not afford to 
buy the lumber to build their own home , so they built od 
hou e or dugouts. 

The sod hou e wa much more ea ily erected than the log 
abin. The pioneer imply took hi br akino- plow into the 

lowland where the od wa h a and plowed a furrow 
about sixteen to eighteen inche in width. He then cut thi 
h avy layer into ection cio-hteen to twenty inche long 
and laid them up lik bri k. od hou e u uall had board 
floor but thi depend d entirely upon the wealth or energy 
of the builder. The roof wa usually made of rafter , cov
ered with prairie ha or gra sand cov red ao-ain with sod. 
Thi made a fairly ti 0 ·ht roof that would la t e eral years. 
U ually th tru ture had one door and one window. od 
hou e were nu · and warm· wat r did not fr z in them 
in the coldest weather.27 

o mall number of the pione r of Pottawattamie 
ounty were fore d to re ort to the od hou e becau e of 

the dearth of timber. Thu , the settler of Plea ant Town
hip found the area treele and the fir t chool wa accord-

26 Bio_qraphical Histm·y of Cherokee County, Iowa (W. . Dunbnr and Com
pany, Chicago, 1 0), pp. 315-317, 351. 

21 History of Butler anil Bremer Counties, Iowa (Union Publishing Com
pany, pringfield, Illinois, 1 83), pp. 01- 04; Freeman' History of Plymouth 
County Iowa (B. F. Bowen and ompany, Indianapoli , 1917), Vol. I, p. 1 . 



TUE PI ER C BI 40 

ingly taught in a hay hed. The carcity of timber, com
bined with his own l nder mean , fore d dam Heageny, 
who hailed from Eri ounty, P nn ylvania, to content 
himself with a dugout wh n he arrived in Boomer Town
ship. contemporary de cription doscrib this dugout as 
a '' large, roomy cave in the hillside. It wa warmly bank d 
up, and inclosed in front, and was a comfortable as ihe 
most costly palace when the wild winter winds whi tled 
aero s the prairie. Here he lived for many year , and 
reared a large famil , and it was not until these had 
reached manhood and womanhood that he bethouo-ht him.-
elf of any oth r abode." 

The fir t re id n e of G. locum in Pottawattamie 
County, Belknap Town hip, wa a "cluo-out" made b dio-
ging· into th earth about thr e feet, and f r a pace of ix
teen by thirty feet. afters were then rai ed from the 
bank of the exca ation to a ridg -pole, elevated twelve f et 
from the groundfloor above the center. The whol was 
roofed with od or turf dug from the prairie. The nd 
wall , or gable , wer con tructed of the ame material, 
piled up like brick laid in a wall. Thi kincl of structur 
althou 0 ·h not of th neate t xternally, wa warm and com
fortable and heltered the new ttl r from the bleak 
winds of winter. The floor wa laid with common board 
and the chimne built of turf. way wa ut in the bank 
and a flight of t p d cended from tho prairie urface to 
the level of the floor. In thi primitive dwelling the fir t 
white child wa born in Belknap Town lnp. :is 

ome idea of the rude implicity of the duo-out may be 
o-ained by studying th cost of digging and buil ling a four
teen foot quare duo-out aero s the Ii ouri Riv r in e
braska. Elder O car Babcock, a eventh-day Baptist min-

2 History of Pottawattamie County, Iowa '0. L. Ba kin and Company, 
Chicago, 18 3), pp. 256-25 , 275, 317, 31 . 



404 row A J R AL OF HI TORY AND POLITIC 

i ter of orth Loup, ebra ka, itemized the co t in 1872 
as follow · 29 

One window ( xl0 gla ) 
18 feet of lumber for front door 
Latch and hanging (no lo k) 
Length of pipe to go through roof 
3 lb ·. nail to make door, etc. 

$1.25 
.54 
.50 
.30 
.19½ 

Total $2. 78½ 
Wh n Patrick arroll came to O'Brien ounty in 1870 

he built a dugout on the very outpo t of the American 
frontier. Two year later :Mr . an Epp came to 
0 'Brien ount , alig·hting at a hanty d pot in Cherokee 

oun ty bearing the name Iarcu . Here her hu band met 
her in a prairie choon r and drove h r twenty-two miles 
to th ir 160-acre claim in arroll Town hip. In all that 
journe they aw no home ave the mo utter and Har
ley Day ranch hou e, which wa merely a duo-out. 

"When w think of tho e dugout or hack now, it is 
hard b realize how one liv d. There wa a hole dug down 
three feet or more in the ground and then a frame of what
ever you could get made over that and ometimes only the 
sod (which wa very touo-h) ut in quare and built up. 
There were no floor , or partition , unle made of bed 
quilt . The writer ha tood on ix inches of snow in one 
of these dugout and done wa hing for the sick who owned 
it. But I can not help but ay there wa more general hap
pine s to be found in ome of these hack than was found 
in their more pretentiou home afterward, when so many 
began to feel, and showed it, that 'I have a better home now 
than you have.' '' 

Mr. Van Epp had hauled the lumber for their new home 
from Cherokee and when hi wife arrived on eptember 12, 

29 Dick's The Sod, House Frontier, p. 112. 
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1 72, he found that th fourt en b n foot horn had 
be n built of twelve foot po t bu 
door . ' Rag carp t " }.Ir . Yan pp lat r wrote ' hung 
over the op nino- at ni 0 ·h to prot ct you from th cold air, 
th hou e bein only h t <l up. Th writ r help weath-

r board it and what a time we did hav to mak a ·tairway 
o a not to ha o limb a ladd r. \ e lived e\"'enteen 

year in that horn , with f w improvem nt , a happy as 
any year of our liv . The ettl r thought nothing of 
driving ten or tw lv mil in a da to vi it or to help each 
oth r when work wa on hand. 30 

Loo- cabin and d hou dott ount in 
arly day , befor th arrival of the railroad. True a few 

frame and brick dw Hing had been er ct d prior to thi 
time, material for berwin' fram horn having 
b n tran port d from ► ioux ity by wag n as early as 
1 5 . But uch building were ception and by no means 
th rule. Th oming of railroad u h r l in a new ra: 
by January 1, 1 71 herokee ould boa i five grocery 
tor , two har<lwar tor two meat h p , thre hotel , 

thre lumber ard on a 'icultural hou e, a choolhou e, 
thr e phy ician , a harne hop, a , ag n hop, two hoe
hop , three black mith hops, thr e law offic , three 

church ocietie , thr civic ocieti , and three aloon . 
The lumbermen wer bu y on Iowa' la t lo cabin and 

od hou e frontier. Jam rcher old 20,0 0 worth of 
lumber in the fir t four month of 1 70. Dunno- the fir t 
leven month that th firm of Luth r ~ Ric handled lum

b r they old 226,000 fe t of lumb r, 467 000 hingle , 16,-
000 pound of buildino- paper, four car-lo d of a, h and 
door , and a arload of nail and hardwar . The first six 
we ks C. E. P. Hobart wa engag din the lumber trade, in 

30 Remini cence by l\Ir . '. V. Van Epps in Perk nncl Montzhcimer 's PMt 
and Present of O'Brien and Osceola ounties, Iowa (B. F. Bowen and Com
pany, Indianapolis, 1914), Vol. I, pp. 222-224. 
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the autumn of 1870, he sold 225,000 feet of lumber, 150,000 
shing·les, 50,000 lath, 106 doors, and 157 windows. 

Nor was thi change limited to frame dwellings. '' George 
Satterlee, during the past summer, has manufactured 26,-
000 brick", boasted the herokee Times of October 10, 
1871. '' Taking this for a fair ample of what can be done 
in thi line, we may reasonably hope that brick blocks will 
speedily take the place of our inferior pine structures, 
which are but so many fire traps.'' 31 

Few lo · cabin were as sumptuous as that built by 
Georg·e W. Struble in Buena Vista County. '' The house 
wa built of log , two storie high", Mrs. Jennie M. Far
mer recalls. '' The lower floor was divided into two rooms, 
a gu t chamber for travelers or visitors and a large and 
cheerful living room. When it wa built Mr. and fr . 

truble were concerned as it cemed to them rough and un
inhabitable, but b constant effort it was made an attrac
tive place, and a it wa the most pretentious home in the 
county it was frequented by all. The county court con
v ned in this living room for five years, and court regularly 
adjourned to allow Mrs. Struble to set the table and serve 
a meal cooked in the adjoining kitchen, of which judge, bar 
and litigants partook with relish. The board of super
visors al o met here in this room and the frontier circuit 
rider held religious service on one Sunday in each month 
. . . The door wa fastened with a huge log chain, and the 
windows had primitive butters of walnut, tough and 
strong enough to with tand a siege." 32 

n early ettler in Ko uth Count , Michael Riebhoff, 
taked out a claim in Algona Town hip and erected his 

cabin from the trunks of tree he found in a grove. The 

a1 Biographical History of herolcec County, Iowa (W. . Dunbar and Com
pany, Chicago, 1 89), pp. 240, 277-2 0, 353. 

32 Wegerslev and Walpole's Past and Present of Buena Vista County Iowa 
( . J. larke Publishina ompany, Chicago, 1909), pp. 56, 57. 
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cabin \ a ixte n b ' i o-ht en f et in Jim n ion Ri bho:ff 
made the floor out of punch on plit from ba wood lo 

h ceiliiw wa o low that , man of ordiuar) heiO'h could 
car el tand upright in the cabin. 33 

Th fir t ettlement in Palo to 1ount · i aid to hav 
be n made b th art r and Evan famili m a , 1 ~5_ 
Th y had come from Ben on ount , Iowa, b ox team 
and had taked ou p rmanent claim on th ea t bank of 
the Ioine Riv r near wher "\ e t Bend is nO"\ 1 -
at n Iay 1 fiv ·oke of oxen hitched to a 2 -inch 

plow commenced breaking the od on the line bet en tl:t 
w •laim ~. It wa: th fir , t prairi od brok 11 in Palo ~\Ho 

o In the d y that follo"' d, tre wer cut and 
ro haped into log . A lo 0 • cabin m a urin°· fourtc n 
by n feet wa o n r ·ted. It had no floor and wa 
roof d er with hak ' , three-foot la lapped over 

a h o and h l<l in plac by pol , >la· d a ·ro · · ahov 
th m. 

In July 1 56, a o-roup of Iri hm n am to Palo .\lto 
ounty from Kan ount , Illinoi . 'l'h tled ab ut 

tw mil up th loin Riv r fro nt-<lay Em-
m t bur 0 •• Th ork at one br ,akin o- the prairi , 
er ting rude h lt r · for th ir t ck, and con tructing 
r u o-h loo· cabin for their f amili . ·. 'l'h loo-' for th ir 
horn till had th bark 011 th ' ill and th crack w r 
binked with mud. Th abin all l ct cl ·lav floor and 

w r roofed with hak or thatch d with ha , cov red 
with od. .... 1 t f th abi had c llar.- r root bou 
a they\ er alled duo- on th out id of th hou e, roofed 
with log , and cov r l r ith cla and od. Thi 'root 

ss Ilt.~tory of K ossu th on<l ll umboldt r ou11t in , lo trn ( l nion Publ Lhing 
Company, pringfield, Ill inois, 1 4), p . 371 . RicbhoIT was born in Hanon•r, 
,ermany, on June l.'i, 1 07. He nigrn eel o ,\ 111crica in 1 33, lo<'nl i 1g i11 

e t morelnnd ounty, P c1111. yknnia, for five •ear.. I n 1 3 he maYCd In 
Town, rentin a mall fnrm five mile. from Dubuque. T wo years la er h~ 

take,] out a claim in Duhuqu, ounty. In 1 ;if, he rno,·e,l to K o ·:uth C-011nty 
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hou e' had no out ide opening and wa entered by tep 
leading down from inside the cabin. The cabin :fire would 
keep the fro t out of the cellar and there was no danger of 
fr ezing. '' 34 

ut on thi ame frontier of the :fifties came John alli
gan to Pocahontas ounty in 1 56. Calligan built hi cabin 
of hewn logs taken from the native timber. The roof was 
on tructed of split clapboards cover d with dirt and prai

ri od. The cabin had a larg·e :fireplace in it and on hri t
ma Eve some log were rolled in and kept burnino- all 
night. "The burning of the Yule log on hri tma Eve 
wa an event of considerable intere t in tho e day ince 
there wa little or nothing in the way of variety to attract 
attention.'' alligan occupied this log cabin about even 
y ars and in 1 63 built a larger hou e of hewn log and 
awed lumber.35 

nd so we take leave of the pion er cabin from whence 
came such notable merican a ndrew Jack on, bra
ham Lincoln, and ndrew John on. Many prominent Io
wan were al o familiar with life in a log cabin. amuel 
Jordan Kirkwood, beloved ivil War Governor of Iowa, 
wa born in a two-story log cabin and attend d chool in a 
log cabin with oil-paper window and plit log at and 
d ks. Henry Dodge, and hi on Auo:u tu ae ar Doclg , 
were log cabin pioneer on many frontier . Later the e 
two men, father and on, erved to 0 ·ether in the nited 

tate enate: Henry Dodge repre entino- i con in and 
ugustus ae ar Dodge repre enting the newly-born tate 

of Iowa. Many other notable Iowan would an wer the 
r 11 call of log cabin pioneers. 

number of countie already have log cabin in which 
34 McCarty's History of Palo Alto County Iowa (Torch Pres , Cedar Rap• 

ids, 1910), pp. 15, 16, 22-24. 

3 5 Flickinger's The Pioneer History of Pocahontas County, Iowa (The 
Times Print, Fonda, Iowa, 1904), pp. 157, 15 . 
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