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LOG CONSTRUCTION 315

place for decent folks (often with good reason), but extensive
visitation to the forts by Indians did quite obviously affect that
people’s adoption of log construction during the late 19th- and
early to mid-20th centuries. In 1966!! approximately half of the
extant log houses on the Pine Ridge and Rosebud Reservations
of South Dakota used construction techniques similar or iden-
tical to 19th-century military log forms—primarily those using
Hudson’s Bay and ‘‘hogtrough’’ corners. Only two Nebraska
non-Indian or non-military log buildings to my knowledge
display such corners exclusively—a commercial building
originally in Scottsbluff, reputedly built in 1876; and a log
house, reputedly built by William Cody, currently standing in
Arthur. Thus, we can see in Nebraska log houses the effect of
the Plains environment primarily on two log-house forms in all
of their variations, European and eastern American.

Walls—The kinds of wood used in Nebraska log construction
affected two of its characteristics: Longevity and size or span.!?
It is very difficult or impossible to determine from early
photographs, what kind of wood has been used to build the
structures, but some few have an identification listed by the
field photographer. The most common varieties are oak,
walnut, and cedar, in that order. Of extant buildings the most
commonly found woods are also oak, walnut, and cedar with
some cottonwood and—in western and northen
Nebraska—pine. This predominance perhaps is not an entirely
accurate reflection of builders’ preferences. Oak, walnut, and
cedar have generally endured longer than cottonwood or box
elder, thus gaining a numerical prominence through survival
rather than application.

It seems reasonable, however, that the first builders would
have elected to use hardwoods because of their durability, easy
working characteristics, and because they were the woods the
builders were used to. But once the supply of such durable and
easy-to-work wood had been consumed as fuel or building
materials, less desirable wood like cottonwood and hackberry
were used. Most Nebraska houses mix woods, the walnut being
used especially for the sills and plates; there are some ocak and
walnut houses with cedar or cottonwood components, the latter
two usually found among the rotting logs in the building.

Nebraska timber was not only scarce but also short, knotty,
and convoluted. Rare were the tall straight trunks necessary for



LOG CONSTRUCTION 317

a large, tight log house. Such timber is the result of forest com-
petition and full moisture in climax woodlands, a notably rare
Nebraska feature. The short, curved pieces of timber
necessitated the use of short wall spans with wide interstices
between the logs.

Short spans of wall were achieved by (1) building small
buildings and (2) interrupting wall spaces frequently with doors
and windows, usually in the middle or near mid wall. Perverse-
ly, the introduction of a door in the middle of a relatively short
wall of logs almost entirely precluded the possibility of a win-
dow in that wall, the very short logs being unstable without a
transverse element of some sort. This problem may account in
part for the relatively high frequency!® of windows placed
directly against door frames. The gaping interstices between
logs were filled with all manner of chinking or nogging—brick,
stone, lumber scraps, and shingles (usually arranged /////),
timber scraps, and clay mixed with horsehair, straw, and
feathers.

During the dismantling of an 1872 log house near Pleasant
Dale (the Bishop House) a section of broken rope-bed was
found filling space between logs! I question a comment by
Everett Dick in Conquering the Great American Desert: ‘‘Old
log houses which remain today reveal the extremely crooked
cottonwood logs with the large spaces between them, which
with great difficulty had to be filled by wedging smaller limbs in
the openings.”’!* Filling in the wide gaps left by uneven logs
(which is almost redundant when speaking of cottonwood!) was
a far easier task than trimming logs to fit more tightly or lifting
logs that would have been used had the spaces been narrower.
Indeed, what I have seen suggests that often wide spaces were
purposely left to cut down on the number of logs needed to
form a wall of a certain height, again because it is easier to find
and lift mud and branches than logs.

It should also be noted that it was far better to chink the in-
terstices between logs by putting in a piece of branch and then
mud to either side, because a solid mud chinking would have
more quickly conducted to the interior of the house the cold and
heat of the outside.

One puzzle of Plains folk architecture is the relative scarcity
of half-timber buildings, especially in Nebraska. As Amos
Rapoport has stated: ‘‘House form is the result of choice among
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paper. As Disraeli said, ‘‘There are lies, damned lies, and
statistics.”” It seems altogether likely that the statistics will make
me the liar rather than vice versa. I added this paragraph after
the initial drafting of the article, and it became apparent that the
precise content if not the thrust of the numbers will change. One
begins writing conclusions to ethnographic data as soon as suffi-
cient data has been acquired to give a clear direction to the
researcher, to support the thesis or reject it. And yet, it must be
obvious even to the casual reader that every day new
photographs are being delivered to the State Historical Society
and every year new log structures are being uncovered.

Since the rest of this paper was composed, Nebraska State
Historical Society Collections have turned up two more
buildings and two more photographs, one showing the rare dia-
mond corner notch. However, none of the additional data has
challenged the hypotheses.

A table of corner timbering based upon the Nebraska State
Historical Society building survey files is similar to mine with
the exception of the Hudson’s Bay or hogtrough examples.
Their files have information on approximately 14 dovetail
buildings, 1 v-notch, 1 saddle-notch, and 3 square-notch
buildings. One poteaux-sur-sole house was demolished in the
1960s, and a log crib which utilized the semiluminate as well as
the saddle-notch is extant.?!

Some few houses used two or more notches; the Bishop house
for example intermixed the V-notch with the half-dovetail with
no discernible pattern or rationale. Those joints most frequently
used (the above list, excluding the Hudson’s Bay, flat, and butt
joints, which are by far the rarest forms) are remarkably prac-
tical; they hold the intersecting logs firmly in place, pulling them
always inward, and they effectively combat the single worst
natural danger to log buildings—wood rot at corner joints. Rot
develops wherever moisture collects but these notches expose to
the outside only sloping seams, so that rain or snow is not only
excluded from the joints but is also expelled should it ever enter.

Foundations—Large portions of the Plains provide as little
stone as wood. In some regions of the Dakotas, Nebraska, and
Iowa, there are glacially deposited field stones (Sioux quartzite)
and in even smaller areas (primarily the Blackhills of South
Dakota) granite, (in North-central Kansas there is limestone
postrock), and in eastern Nebraska some limestone and Dakota
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houses were made of logs and in the same vicinity the preponderant construction was of
earth. The first settlers in the river valleys built log cabins and waited for neighbors
who, when they did come, built sod houses.*?

Nor can there be any doubt that the abrupt change of historic
and geographic conditions encountered by the frontier upon
crossing the Missouri River affected dramatically the vestiges of
the log house tradition as it strangled on the treeless Plains.

NOTES

1. Prepared for the folk architecture section of the American Folklore Society,
November, 1977, meeting in Detroit, this paper complements previous papers presented
to the society on sod houses, baled hay houses, and railroad-tie houses as expedient ar-
chitecture on the Plains.

2. Roger Welsch, Shingling the Fog and Other Plains Lies (Chicago, Swallow, 1972).
Herein is identified the tall tale as a response to extreme conditions, especially
geographic. See also Roger Welsch, ‘“The Myth of the Great American Desert,”’
Nebraska History, 52 (Fall, 1971), 255-265.

3. See especially ‘‘Drought and the Model of a Quaternary Terrace Cycle’’ by C.
Bertrand Schultz and Thompson Mylan Stout to be published in Volume 4, No. 34 of
the proceedings of the Nebraska Academy of Sciences. I thank Professors Schultz and
Stout for sharing their article with me prior to its publication. I also appreciated Dr.
Schultz’s suggestions in reference to possible sources for further information about
Great Plains drought, which may be of interest to readers of this article, in particular
the works of Harry E. Weakly, John E. Weaver, and Weaver and F. W. Albertson,
listed below: Harry E. Weakly, ‘‘History of Drought in Nebraska,’’ Journal of Soil and
Water Conservation, 17, No. 6 (University of Nebraska Press: Lincoln, 1962); John E.
Weaver, Prairie Plains and their Environment; A Fifty-Year Study in the Midwest
(University of Nebraska Press: Lincoln, 1968); John E. Weaver and F. W. Albertson,
‘“Effects of the Great Drought on the Prairies of Iowa, Nebraska, and Kansas,”
Ecology, 17, No. 4 (1936), 567-639; Weaver and Albertson, Grasslands of the Great
Plains: Their Nature and Use (Johnson Publishing Company: Lincoln, Nebraska,
1956).

4. James Fenimore Cooper, The Prairie (New York: 1964), iv.

5. O. E. Rolvaag, Giants in the Earth (New York: Harper and Row, 1927), 29.

6. Everett Dick, Conquering the Great American Desert: Nebraska (Lincoln:
Nebraska State Historical Society, 1975), 21.

7. Encyclopaedia Brittanica (Chicago, 1973), ‘‘Illinois,”” Vol. 11, 1081; ‘‘Indiana,”’
Vol. 12, 79; “Iowa,”’ Vol. 12, 502; ‘“‘Nebraska,’’ Vol. 16, 153.

8. Marvin F. Kivett, ‘““Excavations at Fort Atkinson, Nebraska. . . .,”” Nebraska
History, 40 (March, 1959), 42ff.

9. Nebraska State Historical Society photo collections.

10. It appears that distribution patterns suggested by Henry Glassie and Fred Kniffen
in ‘“‘Building in Wood in the Eastern United States,”” Geographic Review, LVI
(January, 1966), 61, continue west into the plains regions.

11. These figures are from work I performed with the support of a grant from the
United States Office of Education Humanities and Social Sciences Development Grant
Program.

12. ““Span”’ is used throughout this paper to mean ‘‘length of unbroken wall space.”

13. Windows appear immediately adjacent to a door in 15 of 65 examples of log
houses in the State Historical Society photo collection and in 1 of the 16 houses I have
looked at in the state. This is treated as a European, specifically Scandinavian, feature.
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Salt River Valley of northeast Missouri have the bottom steps within the stairwell and
begin at once to turn along the short wall. That is, in Plains houses the door generally
rests upon the second or third step, immediately before the stairway turns, while in the
Missouri houses of this one region all stairs are behind the door.

34. Purcell, Pioneer Stories of Custer County, 116.

35. Ibid., 32.

36. See illustration on page 101 of The Foxfire Book, edited by Eliot Wigginton
(Garden City, New York; 1972), Doubleday and Company.

37. Seven Nebraska State Historical Society photos show a clear addition of sod, one
addition other than sod. No assessment of such proportions is possible for extant
buildings.

38. John Demos, A Little Commonwealth: Family Life in Plymouth (New York: Ox-
ford University Press, 1970), 29.

39. Roger L. Welsch, ‘‘Shelters on the Plains,”” Natural History, LXXXVI (The
American Museum of Natural History: New York, May 1977), 48-53 (a popular ap-
proach); ‘“The Meaning of Folk Architecture: The Sod House Example,’’ Keystone
Quarterly, 21 (Pennsylvania Folklore Society, Philadelphia, Summer, 1977), 34-49.

40. Solomon D. Butcher, Pioneer History of Custer County, Nebraska (Denver: Sage
Books, 1965), 41-42.

41. Ibid., 355-356.

42. Ibid., 307.

43. Dick, Conquering the Great American Desert, 22.



	NH1980LogConstruction.pdf
	NH1980LogConstruction.pdf
	00NH1980LogConstruction.pdf
	NH1980v61i3 p310-322pt1204.pdf
	NH1980v61i3 p323-335pt2205.pdf





