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M O L L Y  P .  R O Z U M

It’s Weathered Many a Storm

The Enduring Sod House in Northwestern South Dakota

Northwestern South Dakota was one of the last areas settled under the 
Homestead Act of 1862, which allowed United States citizens and im-
migrants who declared their intention to become citizens to claim part 
of the nation’s public domain in exchange for a nominal paperwork fee 
and by making “improvements,” such as plowing the land and building 
a house.1 Nebraska historian Everett Dick coined the phrase “sod-house 
frontier” to represent the agricultural development of North America’s 
northern grasslands, an environment mysterious to its first homestead-
ers.2 When settlers in the 1820s approached the prairies of Illinois, they 
deemed the soil infertile for its lack of trees. Immigrants valued the 
tallgrass growth for grazing cattle, but they settled at the edge of the 
prairie and built log homes with timber cut from adjacent woods. Until 
the 1840s and 1850s and the development of the steel plow, agricultur-
alists found it easier to clear woodlands for fields than to break through 
the thick, knotted tangle of prairie-grass roots that extended six feet 
below the surface and were impervious to the slight iron plows. Even 
a small garden plot carved out of the grasslands required considerable 
hand work in “shaving the grass with sharpened hoes” and “digging in 
. . . seed with chopping axes.”3 It was these tough characteristics, how-
ever, that made a newly plowed root-bound furrow of sod, spade-cut 

	 1. For a summary of the original Homestead Act of 1862 and the most detailed de-
scription of United States land law as it applied to the northern grasslands, see Mary 
Wilma M. Hargreaves, Dry Farming in the Northern Great Plains, 1900–1925 (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1957), pp. 329–82. 
	 2. Dick, The Sod-House Frontier, 1854–1890: A Social History of the Northern Great Plains 
from the Creation of Kansas and Nebraska to the Admission of the Dakotas (New York: D. 
Appleton-Century, 1937), pp. 2, 112. 
	 3. John Mack Faragher, Sugar Creek: Life on the Illinois Prairie (New Haven, Conn.: 
Yale University Press, 1986), pp. 62–63.
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	 4. See Molly Patrick Rozum, “ ‘It’s Weathered a Storm—Many a Wind Storm’: The 
Sod House in Northwestern South Dakota, 1900 to 1990” (master’s thesis, University 
of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 1993) pp. 14–19; Christopher Martin, “Skeleton of 
Settlement: Ukrainian Folk Building in Western North Dakota,” pp. 86–98, and David 
Murphy, “Building in Clay on the Central Plains,” pp. 74–86, both in Thomas Carter 
and Bernard L. Herman, eds., Perspectives in Vernacular Architecture, III (Columbia: 
University of Missouri Press, 1989); Anton H. Richter, “Russian-German Architecture 
in Southeastern South Dakota,” Heritage of the Great Plains 17 (1984): 13–20; and Jon E. 
Rau, “Czechs in South Dakota,” in To Build in a New Land: Ethnic Landscapes in North 
America, ed. Allen G. Nobel (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1992), pp. 
285–306. 
	 5. Malin, The Grassland of North America: Prolegomena to Its History (1947; reprint ed., 
Gloucester, Mass.: Peter Smith, 1967), p. 268. Malin argued that scholars must reject 
Dick’s “sod house frontier myth” because “there was no frontier line beyond which sod 
houses prevailed, and the extent to which sod houses were used at any time or place was 
limited” (p. 268).

into blocks, a near-perfect building material. Many decades later, in 
the early 1900s and 1910s, when settlers streamed into northwestern 
South Dakota, agriculturalists expected grasslands soil to be rich. A 
combination of necessity and, by then, regional tradition convinced 
many settlers to construct houses out of never-before-plowed native 
grasslands.
	 Generally, earth-building techniques thrived on the wood-poor prai-
rie and plains grasslands from the middle of the nineteenth to the early 
twentieth centuries. Builders constructed houses of adobe, puddled 
clay, rammed earth, field stone, limestone, and sandstone, sometimes 
in accordance with ethnic tradition and soon imitated by neighbors, 
and other times because such resources made good house-building ma-
terial in light of a lack of wood and/or the finances to build a substan-
tial frame home.4 In northwestern South Dakota, sod houses, or “sod-
dies” as locals affectionately called them, were ubiquitous, challenged 
only by the equally humble flimsy tarpaper shack. 
	 While Kansas historian James C. Malin once quibbled with Everett 
Dick, asserting the dominant house type for the settlement frontier to 
be “the sawed house, rather than the sod house,” the soddie reflected 
and symbolized the unique conditions of the grassland landscape and 
the homesteaders’ limited choice of building materials in contrast to 
farther east.5 The historic grasslands space and the vernacular folk sod 
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	 6. Henry Glassie, Pattern in the Material Folk Culture of the Eastern United States (Phil-
adelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1968), pp. 33–35.
	 7. Bachelard, The Poetics of Space (1958; new ed., Boston, Mass.: Beacon Press, 1994),  
p. 5.
	 8. Freed, Preserving the Great Plains and Rocky Mountains (Albuquerque: University of 
New Mexico Press, 1992), p. 49. See also pp. 20, 50.
	 9. The author conducted field work for this project during the summers of 1990 and 
1991 and organized the materials into a collection called the Northwestern South Da-
kota Sod House Papers (NSDSHP), in the author’s possession. Unless otherwise noted, 
all information in this article derives from this collection, which includes the documen-
tation of seventeen sod structures in various states of repair, general fieldwork notes, 
correspondence, supplementary local materials, and thirty oral history interviews with 
relatives and friends of those who built sod structures. Materials for each sod structure 
surveyed are filed by the owner’s last name. This work is supplemented by research in 

architecture to which it gave rise created a regional distinction.6 As the 
French philosopher Gaston Bachelard long ago observed, “All really 
inhabited space bears the essence of the notion of home.”7 On the grass-
lands, space, sod, and home converged. According to historic preser-
vation specialist Elaine Freed, an “estimated one million sod houses 
once occupied the plains,” though she also observed that “few survived 
long.”8

	 The sod houses still standing in northwestern South Dakota at the 
end of the twentieth century, however, suggest that many settlers (and 
their descendants) actually lived in these structures much longer than 
anticipated. Interested in folk architecture, I set out some eighty years 
after the “homestead rush” of 1907 to 1911 carried most settlers to the 
area to document extant sod structures.9 I expected to find some hum-
mocks of sod in various states of erosion or maybe a few tousled hovels. 
These I found, along with decaying sod homes that cattle were using 
as shelters, and still more soddies, which, though deserted, suggested 
relatively recent occupation. A few descendants of original builders 
lived in modern ranch homes into which the old family soddie, almost 
imperceptibly, had been fully incorporated. The sod houses of north-
western South Dakota, both extant structures and those surviving only 
in memory and photographs, provide windows through which to view 
the region’s early development and consider the meaning of this classic 
Great Plains house type for agricultural adaptation to the grasslands 
environment.
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paperwork filed under the Homestead Act by the original land claimants in Records of 
the Lemmon Land Office, Records of South Dakota Land Offices, Records of the Bu-
reau of Land Management, Record Group 49, National Archives and Records Admin-
istration, Washington, D.C. Copies of these materials are filed with the NSDSHP and 
are cited here by the claimant’s name, serial number/patent number, and NSDSHP file 
name. Initial conclusions from this research can be found in Rozum, “ ‘It’s Weathered a 
Storm—Many a Wind Storm.’” 

	 The three sod houses highlighted here, supported by references 
to fourteen others documented in the area, shed light on the role sod 
buildings played in the history of northwestern South Dakota and 
what these structures have meant to the people who lived there long 
after the heyday of sod-brick construction. The first example, Collis 
and Minnie Penor’s 1907 sod house, illustrates the classic early style of 
sod house building associated with locations far “inland” from railroad 
towns, where freighting manufactured housewares and milled lumber 
proved prohibitively laborious and expensive. The Penor house is also 
representative of the ways in which residents modified and adapted 
their homes over the decades to carry this soddie and the others into 
the modern era. The Ann M. Carr soddie, also built in 1907, served not 
only as the abode legally required of land claimants under the Home-
stead Act but also as a launch pad for the town of Bison. The Carr sod 
house, situated in the center of Perkins County’s seat of government, 
stands as a symbol of survival through the area’s history of drought, 
economic struggle, and agricultural adaptation. The O. F. and Mol-
ly Dragoo sod house dates to 1910, the height of the area’s fast-paced 
and socially exciting homestead rush. The structure’s location along a 
common thoroughfare to a railroad service town underscores the role 
access to manufactured lumber and finishing materials played in en-
abling this house to be finely finished, hinting at the reasons why the 
sod houses of northwestern South Dakota succeeded in remaining sta-
ble and occupied for much longer than their builders planned. 
	 Together, the stories of these particular sod houses, told in the con-
text of the area’s general sod building tradition, suggest that certain 
life patterns, such as age, class, individual reasons for homesteading, 
and, most importantly, distance from railroad towns, all influenced 
the choice to build with sod. The relatively common continued use of 
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	 10. Herbert S. Schell, History of South Dakota, 4th ed., rev. John E. Miller (Pierre: 
South Dakota State Historical Society Press, 2004), pp. 243, 253; Paula M. Nelson, After 
the West Was Won: Homesteaders and Town-Builders in Western South Dakota, 1900–1917 
(Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 1986), pp. 86, 88.
	 11. For discussion of the creation and gradual reduction of the Great Sioux Reser-
vation, see Jeffrey Ostler, The Plains Sioux and U.S. Colonialism from Lewis and Clark to 
Wounded Knee (Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 2004), pp. 19, 48–51, 
62–66, 118, 217–39. The 1980 United States Supreme Court decision in United States v. 
Sioux Nation ruled the seizure of the western portion of the Great Sioux Reservation, 
including the Black Hills, illegal. Schell, History of South Dakota, p. 363.

settler-era sod houses up to the 1970s and later, which helps to explain 
why so many structures could be found in various states of repair at 
the end of the twentieth century, further suggests the long, tough envi-
ronmental adaptation required of the generations who followed their 
builders. Living with their parents through the economically difficult 
1920s and 1930s, these post-construction generations specialized in sod 
house maintenance, in effect “building on” to the local and regional 
history to which sod houses remain important and symbolic. This gen-
eration’s physical and narrative work adds much to the body of knowl-
edge concerning sod house construction and cultural meaning.
	 The rush to present-day Harding and Perkins counties began soon 
after the main line of the Chicago, Milwaukee, St. Paul & Pacific Rail-
road reached the town of Lemmon in the extreme northeast corner of 
Perkins County in October 1907 and, later that year, Hettinger, North 
Dakota, several miles north of the state boundary. These counties grew 
out of what had been Butte County, a massive grassland dotted with 
abrupt hills and isolated small family ranches founded in the long shad-
ow of the open-range cattle industry.10 The area was once part of the 
Great Sioux Reservation, established under the Fort Laramie Treaty of 
1868 between the United States and the Lakota, or western Sioux, In-
dians and covering the western half of South Dakota. The reservation 
was reduced in 1877 following the discovery of gold in the Black Hills 
and the subsequent Sioux War of 1876, which saw the defeat of Lieu-
tenant Colonel George Armstrong Custer at the Battle of the Little 
Bighorn. It was reduced further still in 1889 under pressure from in-
coming settlers and proponents of South Dakota statehood.11 Mandan, 
Arikara, and Hidatsa peoples also occupied the area historically, build-
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	 12. See Roy W. Meyer, The Village Indians of the Upper Missouri: The Mandans, Hidatsas, 
and Arikaras (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1977).
	 13. James R. Johnson and Gary E. Larson, Grassland Plants of South Dakota and the 
Northern Great Plains, South Dakota Agricultural Experiment Station Bulletin 566 
(Brookings: South Dakota State University, 1999), pp. 18, 22, 26, 46, 80; interview with 
Aldin and Varna Erickson, Bison, S.Dak., 1 Aug. 1990, Erickson file; interview of Corne-
lies Van Den Berg, Prairie City, S.Dak., by Frank Shobe, 1979, Van Den Berg file; Schell, 
History of South Dakota, pp. 11–12; Walter Prescott Webb, The Great Plains (1931; reprint 
ed., Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1981), pp. 21–23. 

ing semipermanent villages on the Missouri River banks and hunting 
and traveling throughout the region. The sod houses later constructed 
by homesteaders echoed the traditional earth-lodge homes of these 
indigenous villagers.12 Politically, the two-county space lies entirely 
within the borders of South Dakota, but socially and culturally, the 
area spills over into southwestern North Dakota and eastern Montana, 
where landscape and climate bound together the life experiences of 
northern plains homesteaders and their descendants. 
	 Short sod grasses dominate the area’s semiarid landscape, and large 
scattered buttes mark the skyline. Western wheatgrass, blue grama, 
and buffalograss, as well as threadleaf sedge (also called “black root”) 
predominated during settlement. Many in the area, including Aldin 
Erikson, believed the tough, tight, wiry black roots of threadleaf sedge 
to be ideal for sod house construction. Big bluestem (also known as 
“bluejoint” or “turkeyfoot”), a tall grass more common in the eastern 
prairie, could also be found in the region during the early years of set-
tlement, mainly in wet, low-lying protected areas. Cornelies and Her-
man Van Den Berg, father and son, considered big bluestem from the 
draws to be the best grass for sod house construction. The dominance 
of short grasses is the result of regional weather conditions. Precipita-
tion averages less than sixteen inches annually and fluctuates tremen-
dously from year to year and from one field and pasture to another. The 
wind blows constant and hard, sometimes at sea-gale velocity, except 
during clear, below-zero weather when stillness reigns and the very air 
seems to freeze. Wind tends to wreak havoc with hastily built struc-
tures, particularly roofs.13

	 Cottonwood, ash, elm, boxelder, and cedar trees grow throughout 
the region along tributaries of the Missouri River such as the Little 
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	 14. Johnson and Larson, Grassland Plants of South Dakota, pp. 254, 262; Ike Blasingame, 
Dakota Cowboy: My Life in the Old Days (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1958), 
p. 27; Edward Patrick Hogan and Erin Hogan Fouberg, The Geography of South Dakota 
(Sioux Falls, S.Dak.: Center for Western Studies, Augustana College, 1998), p. 23. 

Missouri, Grand, and Moreau rivers and intermittent seasonal streams. 
Such trees provided sod house builders with log ridge poles, fence 
posts, and roof beams and poles, while chokecherry, silver buffaloberry, 
and Juneberry thickets supplied brush for roofing. Settlers also found 
sources for wood in the pine trees of the Slim Buttes, Short Pine Hills, 
Cave Hills, and Eagles Nest Butte, all outlier stands related geological-
ly to the Black Hills.14 As one-time sod house dweller Bob Week ex-
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	 15. Interview with Bob and Faye Week, Prairie City, S.Dak., 1 July 1990, Week file.

plained, “There wasn’t no trees on this prairie, like these shelter belts. 
.  .  . It was just grass. .  .  . Nothin’ here but just prairie.”15 Space now 
defined by highway signs and windbreaks (clusters of trees planted to 
defend homes) have replaced an expanse marked in 1900 only by tall 
buttes with names such as Twin, Rabbit, White, Wolf, Lodge, Moun-
tain Sheep, Saddle, Owl, Flint Rock, and Thunder. These landforms 
served as daytime beacons for homesteaders making their way far in-
land from railroad towns to select 160-acre land claims under the many 
United States land statutes revising the landmark Homestead Act of 
1862. 

In a time before road 
signs, buttes and oth-
er landmarks served 
as directional markers 
for travelers on the 
open prairie. 
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	 16. John Penor, the youngest son of Collis and Minnie Penor, provides most of the 
details for the Penor family story. Except where otherwise noted, the information in 
this section comes from my 3 July 1990 interview with him at his home near Bison, 
South Dakota. Collis S. Penor (1865–1953) was born in Brattleboro, Vermont, to French 
Canadian immigrant parents. Minnie Duschle Penor (1875–1954) was born in Luverne, 
Minnesota, to German immigrant parents. Telephone interviews with John Penor, 7, 15 
July 1993, Penor file.
	 17. Telephone interview with Penor, 7 July 1993; telephone interview with Dorothy 
Haugen, Bison, S.Dak., 6 July 1993, and Dorothy Haugen to author, 6 Aug. 1993, Hau-
gen/McKinstry file. Haugen is Albert McKinstry’s granddaughter. 

Collis and Minnie Penor’s Pre-Railroad Soddie

The Penor family arrived in northwestern South Dakota as members 
of what became known as the “Emerson Bunch,” so-named because 
the five families migrated together from Emerson, Nebraska.16 Links 
among the families went back to boyhood friendships in Mapleton, 
Iowa, and included cowboys who worked in western South Dakota as 
the cattle industry wound down at the turn of the century in the years 
before intensive homesteading. Fred Jennewein, for example, had been 
working as a cook for the HAT ranch in northwestern South Dakota 
since about 1895. He successfully convinced his sister Theresa (“Tress”) 
and her husband, Albert McKinstry, to join him there in 1902. Mc-
Kinstry leapfrogged from northwestern Dakota, where he “really liked 
what he saw,” back to Colorado, where he sold his interest in a fruit 
farm and packed up the family, and then to Sturgis, where he moved 
Tress and their children until a good sod home could be built.17 
	 Four years later, the early arrivals from the Iowa contingent con-
vinced the Nebraska families to immigrate. Collis Penor carried with 
him a folding map of South Dakota acquired from an Emerson real 
estate firm; although the map advertised farm lands for sale by the 
Northwestern Land Companies of Saint Paul, Minnesota, particularly 
in the James River Valley, it also highlighted the buttes, river systems, 
and range villages of the largely unsurveyed northwestern South Da-
kota. In September 1906, the five men from Nebraska took the Mil-
waukee Railroad to Evarts, a cow town near present-day Mobridge in 
north-central South Dakota. There they crossed the Missouri River by 
ferry and hired a team and wagon to escort them through “the Strip,” a 
six-mile-wide by eighty-mile-long fenced pathway between the Chey-
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	 18. Telephone interview with Penor, 7 July 1993; Schell, History of South Dakota, pp. 
249, 251–52; Blasingame, Dakota Cowboy, pp. 7–9; Adria B. Sudlow, ed., Homestead Years 
(Bison, S.Dak.: Bison Courier, 1968), pp. 24, 102, 113, 192. According to Schell, History of 
South Dakota, “The Indians received a toll of twenty-five cents per head for all cattle and 
horses” driven across the strip (p. 251). 
	 19. Interview with Oliver Green, Lodgepole, S.Dak., 2 July 1990, Byers/Green file. See 
also Joseph D. Byers, serial 09549/patent 307195, ibid. 
	 20. Henry Bohnasck, serial 09013/patent 665119, Nash/Bohnasck file; William D. 
Longwood, serial 08931/patent 134374, Longwood file. 

enne River and Standing Rock Indian reservations built by agreement 
of the Milwaukee Railroad and the Bureau of Indian Affairs. Ranchers 
used this trail to herd cattle from the open range and leased reserva-
tion lands to the railroad siding at Evarts, where the stock traveled on 
to the Chicago market. The last cattle roundup in the area that would 
become Perkins County took place in 1906. At the west end of the Strip 
lay the old HAT ranch rangelands and Jennewein’s and McKinstry’s 
places. Jennewein himself had taken over the headquarters of the HAT 
ranch and worked to make it known for horses.18

	  Using the McKinstry ranch as a base for about a month, the men 
worked to lay a legal foundation for their claims. As Collis and Minnie 
Penor’s youngest son John recounted, the big cattle companies consid-
ered people such as McKinstry to be “nesters” who simply “picked out 
a place and built a ranch” before the land had been officially surveyed. 
Reportedly, McKinstry had already claimed choice land for the Ne-
braska families in the area along Thunder Butte Creek. Others besides 
Jennewein and McKinstry established cattle ranches before they actu-
ally filed for the land. Joseph Byers, for example, moved in 1895 to the 
Black Hills, where he found employment as a cabinetmaker doing fin-
ishing work for the hospital at Fort Meade. He and other family mem-
bers trailed cattle to northwestern South Dakota starting around 1900, 
although the family did not make homestead entry until 1907. Byers 
family history holds that the men came first, hauled lumber from the 
Black Hills to build a shack, and “sodded it up afterwards.” Later, the 
Byers added a long-surviving sod house to the shack.19 Similarly, Wil-
liam Longwood arrived early and entered a homestead claim in 1902 
on land where he grazed his own cattle. Henry Bohnasck purchased 
the improvements in 1903, including a sod house on land where he ran 
cattle, before he entered a homestead claim for the property.20 
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Mary and Alfred Byers (center) stand with their daughters in front of their sod house in 
1908. The original frame shack, an ell with shrunken roof boards and a sod veneer, is at 
left. 

The interior of the Byers sod home, with its organ, framed 
photographs, and other amenities, could easily be mistaken 
for any parlor of the period. From left are daughters Ella, Fran-
ces, and Alice Byers. 
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	 21. Telephone interview with Penor, 7 July 1993.
	 22. The Bismarck Trail began in 1876 to supply the Black Hills gold rush traffic but 
became obsolete after railroads reached Pierre in 1880 and Chamberlain in 1881. Elywn 
B. Robinson, History of North Dakota (1966; reprint ed., Fargo: North Dakota Institute 
for Regional Studies, 1995), p. 183.
	 23. Telephone interview with Penor, 15 July 1993.

	 Having seen the land McKinstry selected, the Iowa-Nebraska friends 
recorded their own claims during the third week in September 1906 
with a land locator attached to the Rapid City land office but working 
out of Seim, a small inland village near the south fork of the Grand Riv-
er.21 Next, the men “borrowed a wagon” and cut timber along Rabbit 
Creek to “set the corner posts on their land.” Claims made and bound-
aries marked, the group returned to Nebraska to pack for a permanent 
move to South Dakota.
	 In early April 1907, the Emerson Bunch loaded fourteen wagons 
with homesteading supplies and took the train to Sturgis, located at 
the foot of the Black Hills. From there, the five families traveled on 
the Bismarck Trail, a then-obsolete but well-worn freighting path be-
tween Deadwood, South Dakota, and Bismarck, North Dakota.22 They 
trailed on past a big butte, where they turned onto a different wagon 
road that would pass by their claims before ultimately leading to the 
HAT Ranch. A rainstorm and the “gumbo” it produced slowed the trip; 
the clay soil rolled up on the wagon rims, rendering them immobile. It 
took the caravan two weeks to travel through the mud. Pass by their 
claims they did, realizing the mistake only upon encountering Albert 
McKinstry, who had ridden out on horseback to meet the group.23

	 Tents went up the first week of May 1907, and the five men retraced 
their tracks back to Sturgis for supplies left there in storage. The four-
teen wagons—almost three per family—had not been enough to hold 
the goods needed to set up homesteads for five families. Family narra-
tive holds that the women took charge of the homestead tents, milk 
cows, and extra horses, which turned out to be no simple task since 
“one of those nice May blizzards hit.” About the time the women ran 
out of wood to heat their canvas tents, McKinstry and another resident 
arrived to assist them.
	 During the first summer, the Emerson men broke enough sod to 
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	 24. Collis S. Penor, serial 09239/patent 314705, Penor file. 
	 25. Tollef O. Bekken, serial 017670/patent 438880, Bekken/Anderson file; Orloff F. 
Dragoo, serial 029789/patent 567235, Dragoo file; Joseph D. Byers, serial 09549/patent 
307195, Byers/Green file; Josef A. Bengts, serial 010868/patent 654829, Josef A. Bengts 
file; Franz Seidel, serial 09618/patent 407029, Fried/Seidel file; William D. Longwood, 
serial 08931/patent 134374, Longwood file; Jess Dalton, serial 09098/patent 267281, My-
ers/Laflin/Dalton file.
	 26. Interview with Virgil Worm, Prairie City, S.Dak., 3 July 1990, Worm file.
	 27. Interview with Oliver Green, Lodgepole, S.Dak., 2 July 1990, Byers/Green file.
	 28. Interview with Bob and Faye Week.

plant crops and build four homes. More than a house was required 
to establish a working farm or ranch, however, so homesteaders con-
structed many sod outbuildings in addition to their sod homes. By the 
time Collis Penor applied for final proof on his homestead entry five 
years later, in addition to a house, he listed a sixteen-by-forty-five-foot 
barn, a shed, and a chicken house, all built of sod. The proof of claim 
also listed a nine-by-twenty-six-foot “cave.”24 In addition to sod 
barns—some of them quite large (sixteen by forty-five feet, fifteen by 
forty feet, and fourteen by fifty feet)—other northwestern South Da-
kotans filing proofs of homestead completion listed structures that in-
cluded sod henhouses, sod blacksmith shops, a sod coal house, a sod 
hog house, a sod cow shed (sixteen by thirty feet), and sod stables (one 
twenty by sixty feet, another thirty by sixty feet).25 According to Vir-
gil Worm, who remembered repairing a dilapidated sod operation his 
father rented in 1929, such construction was “a lot of hard work. Real 
hard work because them sods are not light. .  .  . When you got done 
you really felt like you’d accomplished something. . . . You’d stand back 
and look at it and you didn’t know how it got there.”26 Oliver Green 
recalled a sod chicken house he helped his father build: “Laying up any 
size of house, why there’s a lot of work to it—a lot of work.”27 Bob Week 
echoed both men, stating that sod construction “didn’t take too much 
knowledge” beyond studying the layout of other sod houses. “[It] took 
a lot of work, though.”28

	 Just where the Emerson families learned the techniques of sod wall 
building is unknown, but the farmers from Nebraska had probably 
seen plenty of sod houses or may even have helped to build some there. 
Recent scholarship suggests that sod house construction methods on 
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	 29. David Murphy, senior research architect for the Nebraska State Historical Soci-
ety, speculates that fur trapper Andrew W. Sublette encountered terróne (Spanish for 
“a flat clod of earth”) brick building in his travels in New Mexico and then carried the 
concept to Nebraska in 1847 while serving with the United States Army at Fort Kearny 
during the Mexican-American War. See Jenna Peterson, The Nebraska Sod House (Lin-
coln: Nebraska State Historical Society), e-book, pp. 3, 4, 10–13. See also David Murphy, 
“Clay Construction,” in Encyclopedia of the Great Plains, ed. David J. Wishart (Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press, 2004), pp. 71–72.
	 30. See Rozum, “ ‘It’s Weathered a Storm—Many a Wind Storm,’” pp. 24–41, for an 
overview of sod building origins. See also Roger L. Welsch, Sod Walls: The Story of the Ne-
braska Sod House (Broken Bow, Nebr.: Purcells, 1968), p. 23; Dick, Sod-House Frontier, pp. 
57–58, 103–5, 185; Richard E. Bennett, Mormons at the Missouri, 1846–1852: “And Should 
We Die . . .” (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1987), pp. 68–90; and Robert W. 
Frazer, Forts of the West: Military Forts and Presidios Commonly Called Forts West of the 
Mississippi to 1878 (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1965), pp. 40, 50–51, 54, 86. 	

North America’s grasslands originated with terróne-brick construc-
tion in the Southwest—using blocks cut with a spade from grassy river 
marshland and dried in the sun. The method was carried to Nebras-
ka in the late 1840s, where the military first used it to build parts of 
Fort Kearny near the Platte River.29 Other scholars associate sod house 
building with early use by Mormons in 1846 at their Winter Quarters 
in Nebraska and with early ethnic immigrant building traditions.30 

The sod structures on Albert McKinstry’s ranch included a four-room house (right), 
horse barn (left), chicken house and shed (center), and livestock shed (top).
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In addition, Albert McKinstry had built his northwest South Dakota 
ranch with sod. Dorothy Haugen, his granddaughter, spent time as a 
little girl in her grandparents’ sod house, which she remembered for 
the huge log center ridge pole that ran directly above the dining area.31 
John Penor stated that although his father “wasn’t a brick layer, and 
this was the first sod house he ever built, he must have done a fairly 
good job anyway. It’s still standing.” 
	 According to Homestead Act records, the Penor family completed 
its main sod house on 1 October 1907. The original soddie boasted a 

The large log ridge pole dom-
inates the ceiling above the 
dinner table in this 1923 pho-
tograph of the McKinstry sod 
house. Also visible are the wall 
coverings of newspaper and 
other printed material and the 
wire-hung curtain partition. 

	 31. Interview with Dorothy Haugen, Bison, S.Dak., 2 July 1990, Haugen/McKinstry 
file.
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standard one-story rectangular plan with a low-pitched, side-gabled 
roof. The interior measured fifteen by thirty feet, but with walls built 
up of ten-by-thirty-by-three-inch sod blocks laid three bricks wide, the 
exterior grew to twenty by thirty-five feet. An interior frame partition 
cut the house into one twenty-by-fifteen-foot combination sitting/din-
ing room on the south and a ten-by-fifteen-foot bedroom on the north. 
Two coal stoves heated the soddie.32 
	 Papers filed with United States land offices as part of the proving-up 
process, in which claimants swore under oath that they had met the  
requirements of the Homestead Act, frequently specified building 
measurements as either “inside” or “outside,” reflecting the thickness 
of sod walls. In filling out the government paperwork, residents also 
reported their use of lumber in the construction of their sod homes or 
outbuildings, specifying, for instance, that the sod house had a “lumber 
floor and roof,” or a “board roof and floor,” or simply a “board roof,” 
or, in one case, a “board roof sodded.” One claimant placed a “lumber 
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	 32. Penor, serial 09239/patent 314705.
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	 33. Bekken, serial 017670/patent 438880; Byers, serial 09549/patent 307195; Dalton, se-
rial 09098/patent 267281; Charles Spangler, serial 05023/patent 112547, Eggebo/Spangler 
file; Dragoo, serial 029789/patent 567235; Longwood, serial 08931/patent 134374.
	 34. Interview with Martin Anderson, Zeona, S.Dak., 27 July 1990, Bekken/Anderson 
file.
	 35. Interview with Judith Longwood, Lemmon, S.Dak., 4 July 1990, Longwood file; 
interview with Bob and Faye Week. 
	 36. Penor, serial 09239/patent 314705. 
	 37. Dragoo, serial 029789/patent 567235; Seidel, serial 09618/patent 407029; Byers, se-
rial 09549/patent 307195; Dalton, serial 09098/patent 267281; Henry Bohnasck, serial 
09013/patent 665119, Nash/Bohnasck file.

roof ” on a fifty-foot sod barn, and another mentioned a combination 
“sod and lumber cow shed” that measured sixty by eighty feet. One 
homesteader placed a “board roof ” on his sod barn as well as on his 
sod hen and hog houses.33 Many of these builders used a combination 
of local timber and pre-cut lumber. A structure with a ridge pole made 
of a “big old log” covered with boards impressed a young Martin An-
derson.34 William Longwood used log beams cut from the south fork 
of the Grand River when constructing his 1902 sod home. Bob Week 
recalled one sod house whose builder had cut the long roof beams from 
large trees in the buttes.35 If homesteaders used milled lumber in their 
sod building construction, they claimed it as something valuable and 
distinguishing.
	 The Penor family ranch operations also, at least by the time Collis Pe-
nor made final proof on his homestead, used considerable lumber, not 
to construct the main residence but on the outbuildings. By the time 
they proved up on the homestead in 1912, the place had three frame 
buildings: a fourteen-by-sixteen-foot granary, fourteen-by-sixteen-foot 
blacksmith shop, and a ten-by-sixteen-foot “engine house.” The ranch 
also used cedar and ash posts for two miles of fencing.36 Other home-
steaders in northwestern South Dakota who built sod houses also list-
ed a mélange of frame buildings on proof claim forms: granaries, barns, 
stables, and sheds for animals, machinery, or buggies.37 One applicant 
claimed a frame house and a sod barn, and another application listed 
a sod house with three sod and two frame additions. The owner of the 
frame house, which measured twelve feet square, used it to prove up 
on his second land claim in 1919. The same year, he filed for the proof 
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This view of the south side of the Penor sod house shows the window that shed light 
into the kitchen and dining area. The sod barn is at right.  Collis and Minnie appear 
at left with Minnie’s sister Gusta Sinkman and her children (in Collis’s arms and at far 
right). The remaining boys are Penor sons. Three Penor children, including John, were 
yet to be born in this sod house. 

	 38. Interview with Mary Mackey, Bison, S.Dak., 3 July 1990, Mackey/Englehart file. See 
also John Englehart, serial 033220/patent 759419, ibid.
	 39. John Penor to author, 28 July 1993, Penor file.
	 40. Dalton, serial 09098/patent 267281. 

application and built a sod house that his daughter, Mary Mackey, 
lived in her entire life. “It will be sixty-one years,” Mackey explained 
in 1990. When her parents married, they first moved into her father’s 
“bachelor quarters” but “built their [sod] house right away.” Tellingly, 
the frame structure ultimately became Mackey’s granary.38

	 The original builders of the Penor sod house began from a corner 
when constructing the walls. The sod bricks, which could weigh fifty 
pounds or more, were laid all the way around the perimeter, “like dom-
inos,” grass-side down, from the ground up to the gable peaks. “One 
row [three bricks wide] would be the lengthwise,” explained John Pe-
nor, “and then when they put the next row of sod up they crossed it” 
the other way, as a bricklayer uses the header-stretcher method of ro-
tating short and long ends. The sod layer placed individual bricks half 
on one, half on the next, to cover the seams of the preceding layer.39 As 
Billy Myers, who helped to build a couple of houses phrased it, “You 
don’t want any of your sods all making the same break. It’s just like lay-
ing bricks.”40 Staggering and rotating blocks and seams bound together 
the three stacks of sod. 
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	 When layering reached “a door frame or a window frame, it was nec-
essary to cut a sod 4 x 10, 6 x 10, or whatever it took to finish the lay-
er to that point,” explained Penor. The sod walls his father built grew 
narrower with the height of the wall. Some thought thick bases meant 
increased stability, but Collis Penor built the top portion of his walls 
only double wide for another reason. “[Dad] told me,” John recalled, 
“that before he was half done he found it was hard to find sod 30-inch-
es long that would hold together while handling. So he tried 20-inch 
sod and it worked to his satisfaction. He continued to cut 30-inch sod 
when he found some that would hold together, but most of the top half 
was built with 20-inch sod.”41 Billy Myers remembered that his father 
brought the walls “up straight on the inside but he brought them up 
on a slant on the outside, so it was only two feet wide at the top.” This 
method improved stability by reducing the tendency for the walls to 
“either rock in or out,” Myers said.42

	 The original roof of the Penor sod house, which the family quickly 
replaced, echoed those of the earliest sod houses built in places far in-
land, such as Nebraska during the 1850s to the 1880s, where main line 
rail routes and lumber “line yards” had yet to be established. The Union 
Pacific Railroad did not complete its tracks through Nebraska for the 
first transcontinental route until 1869, and many years passed before 
branch lines expanded webs of connections across the grasslands.43 The 
first Penor house roof, made entirely of local timber, marks the house 
as pre-railroad style. Homestead records show that other area residents 
used what they called “pole and sod” roofing, but on outbuildings. One 
sod house builder in the area constructed a fifteen-by-forty-foot sod 
barn and a twelve-by-sixteen-foot sod hen house, each covered with 
a pole and sod roof; another put a hay roof on a sixty-by-eighty-foot 
lumber shed; and still another placed a dirt-covered pole and hay roof 
on a sixteen-by-eighteen-foot sod barn.44 
	 Freighting expense resulting from what Great Plains scholars have 

	 41. Penor to author, 28 July 1993.
	 42. Dalton, serial 09098/patent 267281.
	 43. Dick, Sod-House Frontier, pp. 352, 356.
	 44. Bekken, serial 017670/patent 438880; Dalton, serial 09098/patent 267281; Span-
gler, serial 05023/patent 112547.
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	 45. Paula M. Nelson, The Prairie Winnows Out Its Own: The West River Country of 
South Dakota in the Years of Depression and Dust (Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 
1996), pp. 92–115. 
	 46. Telephone interview with John Penor, Bison, S.Dak., 19 July 1993, Penor file. 
Formed from volcanic ash, bentonite is unique for its high rate of water absorption. 
Also known as sodium bentonite, the substance “can swell up to 16 times its original 
size and absorb up to 10 times its weight in water” (Wayne M. Sutherland, “Wyoming 
Bentonite: Summary Report,” Wyoming State Geological Survey [Sept. 2014], p. 3, www 
.wsgs.uwyo.edu).

called the “social cost of space,” rather than simple supply shortages, 
constrained grasslands building choices. The relative lack of trees lim-
ited local wood for building, while social distance limited the use of 
commercial lumber. In areas newly opened for homesteading, many 
settlers faced this timing dilemma. Early arrivals could obtain their 
choice of land claims, but a combination of financial means and dis-
tance constrained their building choices. Settlers expected both factors 
to be temporary, lasting only until abundant crops and cattle weights 
could be harvested and sold or until railroad extensions reached inland 
towns. Both factors eased the costs of building.45

	 The sod walls bore the full weight of the pre-railroad-styled roof on 
the Penor soddie. Most likely, according to John, the builders had to 
use two logs that met on a center post to create the main ridge pole at 
the peak of the roof “because you couldn’t get a tree that long.” Based 
on historic knowledge of tree growth in the area, each log would have 
been about twelve inches in diameter. Together they served as the 
main roof support, but at least two supporting beams ran parallel to 
the ridge pole on each side. The Penor roof boasted local ash posts laid 
from the wall to the ridge log, “just right close together, side by side. . . 
two or three inches apart,” according to family history. “On top of that 
was a layer of hay, and on top of that was gumbo,” about six inches, John 
recalled. The sticky mud, possibly containing bentonite, a local miner-
al named after Fort Benton, Montana, helped seal the roof from water. 
John believed that burlap sacks may have lain between the hay and 
the ash posts.46 Other builders mentioned covering the sod on their 
roofs with “a little gumbo or hardpan on top to fill the crack between 
them sods.” According to Herman Van Den Berg, the white alkali hard-
pan helped “seal it from water. . . . Those hardpan spots [last] forever. 
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	 47. Interview with Herman and Ruby Van Den Berg, Prairie City, S.Dak., 25 May 1991, 
Van Den Berg file.
	 48. Interview with Gladys Jackson, Bison, S.Dak., 2 July 1990, Jackson/O’Rourke file. 
	 49. Interview with Mackey.  
	 50. Interview with Lois Eggebo, Prairie City, S.Dak., 2 July 1990, Eggebo/Spangler file.
	 51. Gertie Van Den Berg, “Memories of Sod House Days in [19]13–1914,” Van Den Berg 
file.

It never soaks away.”47 Though the Penor house roof was side-gabled, 
its low pitch unfortunately ensured water retention, especially after a 
three-day rain. Collis and Minnie replaced the sod roof before John’s 
time, but he remembered stories of rain soaking into the house as the 
one and only thing about which his mother complained, even long af-
ter they replaced the roof. 
	 The only manufactured building materials used in the construction 
of the original Penor sod house was milled lumber for fenestration, or 
door and window openings. As they layered sod up for the walls, build-
ers set in window and door frames close to the outside wall. Setting the 
frames almost flush with the wall exterior created shelf-like window 
sills inside, the telltale sign of sod house construction. Many who ex-
perienced or visited sod homes recalled the luxurious plants that often 
sat on such sills. Children, especially, enjoyed these deep-set windows. 
Gladys Jackson, who lived in a sod house for the first eighteen years of 
her life, “used to sit in them when I was a little kid.”48 Mary Mackey re-
called hiding in the window sills and irritating her mother by knocking 
over the flowerpots.49 Lois Eggebo, who grew up in her grandmother’s 
sod house, also recalled playing in the wide window sills. “Grandma 
used to have plants in one of those and the one by our bed us kids used 
to have some of our toys and stuff in,” she remembered.50 Gertie Van 
Den Berg appreciated the deep, wide window ledges where “we could 
have flowers and plants without [them] freezing.”51 
	 Often, as in the Penor house, builders beveled the sod walls around 
the windows from the outside to the inside to allow more light to 
enter the structure. At least three four-pane sash, double-hung win-
dows occupied the casings placed in the Penor house walls at about 
the two-foot level—one window in each of the north, south, and west 
walls. To increase the interior light, builders divided another two-pane 
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	 52. Interview with John Allendorf, Prairie City, S.Dak., 21 May 1991, Allendorf file.
	 53. Interview with Bob and Faye Week.

window and placed each one at the four-foot level on either side of the 
door in the east wall. In addition to a window, the west wall also con-
tained a central door. 
	 Window and door frames were typically placed in the walls as the 
houses rose, but Johnny Allendorf, who watched the sod building pro-
cess in about 1923 when he was five years old, said the builders of his 
family’s home “cut the doors and windows out afterwards” with “sharp, 
wide spades.” When stacking the bricks, they had inserted the wooden 
lintel plates required to stabilize the walls on either side of each win-
dow so that it could be cut into the wall later. The practice allowed an 
owner to add windows over time.52 Similarly, Bob Week suggested, an 
owner might remove a window and replace it, trimming the sod to fit, 
with a bigger, better window that let in more light.53

	 The first finishing of the Penor house consisted of covering the inside 
walls with a layer of homemade plaster, a mixture of local sand mined 

The mud-walled soddie served as a backdrop for this birthday photograph, taken 
sometime after the early 1930s. 
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	 54. Telephone interview with Penor, 19 July 1993; Penor to author, 28 July 1993.
	 55. Telephone interviews with Penor, 7, 19 July 1993. 

from a pit about five or six miles away, and bentonite that helped give 
the plaster its sticking power. The walls remained covered in a grayish 
sand plaster for decades, except for a brief six-month period after Min-
nie papered the walls. The wallpaper soon started falling off and she 
had it all removed, deciding that dull-colored plaster trumped lumpy 
papered walls that peeled. A canvas floor and a ceiling of big burlap 
gunny sacks completed the early soddie. The main improvement in 
the early years was a wood floor, installed as soon as lumber became 
available, and, eventually, a plasterboard ceiling. A new low-pitched 
hip roof made of lumber followed within a couple of years. After the 
Penors let the walls settle for a period of time, the exterior received a 
sheathing of burlap and gumbo secured with vertical lumber planks. 
Stuccoing the exterior in the early 1930s gave the sod house a new, solid 
mud wall look.54 
	 About 1911, the Penors purchased a frame, clapboard-covered house 
that a discouraged homesteader wanted to leave behind. The soddie 
practically doubled in size with the two-room, medium-pitched gable 
house the family attached perpendicular to the west side, transforming 
the rectangular plan into a T-plan house. The Penors subsequently shuf-
fled the use of interior space, moving the kitchen/dining room function 
from the main room of the sod house to the sixteen-by-thirteen-foot 
frame room immediately west and using the largest sod room solely 
for “sitting.” The second new room, measuring nine by thirteen feet 
became the boys’ bedroom; by then the Penors had five sons. When 
by 1915, the family had increased by two daughters, Collis and Minnie 
partitioned their bedroom in the sod house to make a separate room 
for the girls. By then, the floors boasted wall-to-wall linoleum.55 
	 In the 1940s, a series of structural and decorative changes began 
that eventually updated the house for modern conveniences. Since 
a combination of precipitation and bird-pecked holes had begun to 
erode the exterior sod walls, the Penors added a protective lumber 
frame covered with a veneer of brick-patterned composition sheet-
ing, which they purchased in rolls, tacked down in horizontal layers, 
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and secured with vertical corner planks. Around 1945, John built a 
nine-by-twenty-seven-foot lean-to addition from milled lumber; it 
filled in the northwest corner of the T-plan house. The addition also sig-
naled the start of running-water facilities, as it created modern kitchen, 
pantry, and bathroom spaces. The bathroom lapped into the sod struc-
ture and reduced the size of the girls’ bedroom. A battery-operated 
wind-charger electrical system, in use from about 1933, became obso-
lete with the advent of Rural Electrification Administration (REA) 
wiring around 1949. At some point, a gas stove replaced the coal 
stove in the dining room. John Penor remodeled the interior walls of 
the sitting room around 1955, covering the gray sand-plastered walls 
with paneling because, among other reasons, pictures would not hang 
straight on the tapered sod walls. Asphalt shingles unified the look of 
the now-complex hip, gable, and shed roofs of the house.56 
	 Many sod homes received electricity, running water, plumbing fa-
cilities, telephones, and other modern updates from the 1940s through 

The Penor family gathered in the main room of their sod home on Christmas Day in 
1938. John is at far left, and Collis and Minnie are seated at the head of the table. 

	 56. Telephone interview with Penor, 19 July 1993. 
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This 1990 view of the northeast side of the Penor sod house shows the two-room frame 
house added on in 1911 and the shed-roofed kitchen addition built in the 1940s. 

	 57. Interview with Juanita Lenerville, Lodgepole, S.Dak., 30 July 1990, Lenerville file.

the 1970s as they became available and affordable. Juanita Lenerville 
grew up in a sod house built in 1930, soon after she was born. The Len-
erville sod house had a battery-powered light plant by the late 1940s 
but benefited from the REA wiring for electricity in the 1950s. Plumb-
ing and running water came to the house in the 1970s, when Juanita 
and her brother added a modern kitchen. As she explained it, the “sod 
was removed from the wall after we built the framework for the kitch-
en.”57 Such changes modernized sod homes, making them quite com-
fortable throughout the twentieth century.
	 The Penor sod house remained a part of a modern adapted farming- 
ranching operation. During the first years of the homestead, the ag-
ricultural activities outside the sod house centered in part on row 
cropping, a requirement of the Homestead Act. In their agricultural 
pursuits, Collis and Minnie Penor started out as beginners, basically 
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	 58. Sudlow, ed., Homestead Years, p. 191.
	 59. Interview of Cornelies Van Den Berg.
	 60. Interview with Penor, 3 July 1990. See also Sudlow, ed., Homestead Years, p. 234.

“city folks,” according to their son. Prior to the Dakota farm claim, 
John’s father worked as a jeweler in Emerson. The Nebraska connection 
proved key to the Penors’ success, as the other families from Emerson 
had backgrounds in farming. Albert McKinstry and Fred Jennewein 
also had many years of actual experience with the land and climate of 
northwestern South Dakota that the newcomers could draw on.58  
	 As a practical matter, Collis Penor resurrected the blacksmithing 
skills he had learned during boyhood. The supplies his wagon carried 
for the initial claim venture included “a forge and all the equipment 
that was necessary to sharpen the plow blades and set wagon tires,” 
John recalled. “He was quite a blacksmith along with everything else.” 
Given his skills, Collis likely maintained the plow blades that cut the 
sod for the houses of the Emerson Bunch—a daily task important for 
neat-cutting a plowed sod furrow.59 “Everything else” included a mail 
route in the early years and service as clerk of courts for Perkins Coun-
ty. Minnie Penor kept the garden and helped with the milk cows. She 
also cooked for her husband’s blacksmithing customers and, after the 
town of Bison grew, frequently boarded the local population on court 
days. In later years, town dwellers often remembered Collis Penor for 
his winter trips to town in a red cutter sled pulled by Prince, a favored 
horse. Collis delivered fresh eggs to Bison residents daily. John ac-
knowledges, however, that although his father “tried to be a farmer, . . . 
he wasn’t a farmer.”60

	 Collis and Minnie Penor nevertheless succeeded well enough to se-
cure a land base and mixed-economy ranch that adapted and lasted. 
The six years recorded on the Penors’ final-proof testimony provide 
insight into the quality of the growing seasons of the period. Successful 
farms during the homestead era peaked in 1909, when the Penor family 
had thirty-five acres in crops. That year, fifteen acres planted to corn 
produced 500 bushels; eight acres of oats, 320 bushels; three acres of 
potatoes, 400 bushels; three acres of barley, 88 bushels; and one acre 
of wheat, 25 bushels. Three acres of alfalfa and produce from Minnie’s 
one-acre garden rounded out the crops for 1909. In 1910, production 
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	 61. Penor, serial 09239/patent 314705.
	 62. Bekken, serial 017670/patent 438880; Bengts, serial 010868/patent 654829; Bohna-
sck, serial 09013/patent 665119; Byers, serial 09549/patent 307195; Ann M. Carr, serial 
09494/patent 633910, Carr file; Dalton, serial 09098/patent 267281; Dragoo, serial 
029789/patent 567235; Seidel, serial 09618/patent 407029; Englehart, serial 033220/pat-
ent 759419; Anton Lockert, serial 011020/patent 876122, Lockert file; Longwood, serial 
08931/patent 134374; Spangler, serial 05023/patent 112547.
	 63. Penor, serial 09239/patent 314705; Use and Abuse of America’s Natural Resources: 
Circular from the General Land Office Showing the Manner of Proceeding to Obtain Title to 
Public Lands Under the Homestead, Desert Land, and Other Laws (New York: Arno Press, 
1972), p. 14.

declined, and, as it turned out, the year marked the beginning of a dry 
period that hit harder in 1911 and lasted in some localities through 
1912.61

	 The experiences of other area settlers mirrored the Penors’ patterns 
of crop growth and experimentation. Owners broke between ten and 
forty acres, as revealed on homestead records for surviving sod hous-
es in northwestern South Dakota. Corn was the most common crop 
grown, followed by oats, wheat, and flax. Several sod house owners 
planted potatoes, barley, and alfalfa. A couple tried millet and beans, 
while one tried “speltz.” Almost no one who filed a proof application in 
these early years, before gasoline tractors became common, grew large 
acreages of row crops, though many hoped to increase the land devot-
ed to them.62 
	 Although some editions of the final proof on homestead entry asked 
the claimant about numbers of grazing stock and compensation re-
ceived, most forms asked only about the type of crop, number of acres 
cultivated, and amount harvested annually. Many homesteaders, the 
Penors included, listed the yield per acre without mentioning their ef-
forts in cattle grazing or animal husbandry. The homestead paperwork 
of others, however, linked crops to feed or hay, suggesting that some 
in the area raised stock.63 To a certain extent, the Penors started their 
operation with a mixed-use land base. The wagon caravan in 1907 in-
cluded a milk cow and “about four head of just plain cows.” By 1915, the 
ranch had added registered Red Poll cattle. According to John Penor, 
the corn, oats, and barley the family raised as the main crops in the ear-
ly years were “strictly for feed.” John also remembered that “wheat was 
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	 64. Telephone interview with Penor, 19 July 1993. 

quite a cash crop” for people in his particular area. Despite the brief 
rush of agricultural homesteaders, the region generally hung close to 
its range roots, especially along the Grand and Moreau rivers. About 
1930, John Penor changed the operation to Hereford cattle.64 
	 The youngest of the boys, John took over the ranch operation be-
cause, he said, “Somebody had to keep the place going.” In addition to 
his parents’ homestead, over time John purchased some of the other 
Emerson Bunch land and additional parcels nearby. Most of those who 
stayed in the region built up their land base in this way, buying the 
land of the people who left as well as increasing their holdings in the 
early years with additional government claims and purchases. By the 
1990s, John raised almost twelve times the wheat, oats, barley, and corn 
that his family had grown in the early years. He also maintained around 

John Penor shared his 
memories in the original 
sitting room of the family 
soddie.
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	 65. See David Jensen, “Bison’s Celebrity Photographer,” South Dakota Magazine (July/
Aug. 2007): 57. See also Steven Sebring, ed., Bygone Days: Photography by John Penor & 
Family, 1907–1957, with a foreword by Patti Smith (New York: D.A.P./Distributed Art 
Publishers, 2005). Sebring is John Penor’s grandnephew. 
	 66. Telephone interview with Penor, 7 July 1993. Although herding sheep did not 
come up in my interviews with Penor, he refers to himself as “an old sheep herder” in 
Jensen, “Bison’s Celebrity Photographer,” p. 53.

forty head of cattle and began raising horses, including thoroughbreds 
and purebred Arabians, which had emerged as a hobby in his boyhood. 
In 2007, the year he died at the age of ninety-one, he had forty Arabian 
horses that had free reign on the pastures of his twelve-hundred-acre 
farm/ranch.65 The working plan of the operation in the late twentieth 
century concentrated on raising grain for feed. The cattle, he said, had 
“to pay their way and support the horses, too.”66 
	 Through all the changes in the operation, the economic ups and 

By the time this photograph was taken in 1990, the original sod house had been cov-
ered with siding and the interior paneled. Plants in the deep window sills provide the 
only clue to its sod house origins. 
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	 67. Except as additionally noted, the description and analysis of the Ann Carr sod 
house presented in this section come from a National Register of Historic Places In-
ventory Nomination Form in the Anna Carr Homestead National Register of Historic 
Places file, State Historic Preservation Office, South Dakota State Historical Society, 
Pierre, S.Dak., and my own observations. Ann (“Anna”) M. Carr was born in Wisconsin, 
where she met her husband, Patrick Carr, born in the state of New York. Sudlow, ed., 
Homestead Years, pp. 1, 90.

downs, and the installation of modern electrical, plumbing, and ad-
ditional conveniences, Collis and Minnie Penor’s sod house remained. 
“I wouldn’t want any better place,” their son John admitted. “I’ve got 
one stove in this house [in the frame room and] I can come in here [the 
sod-walled rooms] and sit down and be just as comfortable as if I was 
sitting by the stove out there. There aren’t many houses that you can 
do that in.” 

Ann M. Carr and Sons: Four Soddies and a Pre-Railroad Town

Some fifty or so miles west of their final destination, Ann (“Anna”) 
M. Carr, her sons George and Roy, and another family migrating with 
them found a timbered spot and unpacked the claim tent for immedi-
ate shelter. The group had happened upon a blizzard just thirty miles 
into “the Strip” that ran from the Missouri River to northwestern 
South Dakota. The families stayed in the timber for four days before 
the storm abated and then continued straight west, finally arriving on 
their previously selected 640-acre section of land on 2 May 1907.67

	 Although her exact motivations for leaving Flandreau in eastern 
South Dakota for the West River country are unknown, Carr, fifty-three 
years old and a widow since 1902, may have been convinced by her sons 
to claim land they could eventually add to their own holdings. Four 
months before the move, in January 1907, George and Roy Carr rode 
the train west to the Missouri River and then drove a sled across the 
Strip. Together with a friend, they filed on three 160-acre homesteads 
at the same Seim branch of the Rapid City land office the Emerson 
Bunch had used. Records show that on 6 May 1907, Ann claimed the 
final quarter of the 640-acre section. Presumably, her boys finished her 
sod house, which, as she indicated on the paperwork, was done “the 
latter part of June.” Before the summer’s end, four sod houses met at 
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The earliest known photograph of the Ann M. Carr sod house, built in 1907, shows the 
west wing post office addition. The main soddie lies behind, and the north wing addi-
tion is visible to the left.

the section’s four adjoining corners: Ann’s on the northwest, Roy’s on 
the southeast, and George’s on the southwest, with the family who ac-
companied them on the northeast quarter. Together, they established 
the first “neighborhood” of what would soon become the town of  
Bison.68 
	 The Ann Carr Sod House, listed in the National Register of Histor-
ic Places, started as a one-story, twenty-by-twenty-eight-foot rectan-
gle with a low-pitched, side-gabled roof and a typical two-room floor 
plan. An internal framed wall divided the space into a kitchen/dining 
room and a bedroom. Early on, Carr added three sod “wings” to create 
more space: the east wing provided additional primary living space; 
the north wing, according to town memory, stored coal; and a small 
west wing served as the area’s first post office.69 At some point in the 
soddie’s life, the wings were removed. 
	 Carr’s sons likely laid up the sod bricks that made her dwelling’s near-
ly eight-foot-high walls. The builders used typical bricklayer’s method, 

	 68. Sudlow, ed., Homestead Years, pp. 1, 38; Carr, serial 09494/patent 633910. 
	 69. Carr, serial 09494/patent 633910; interview with Dorothy Haugen, Bison, S.Dak., 
2 July 1990; telephone interview with Penor, 19 July 1993.
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	 70. Interview with Billy Myers, Prairie City, S.Dak., 28 June 1990, Myers file.
	 71. Interview with John Allendorf, 21 May 1991.
	 72. Sudlow, ed., Homestead Years, p. 1. 

but with a two-brick width instead of the three-brick-wide construc-
tion initially used for the Penor sod house. The ten-by-twenty-inch 
bricks were laid side by side, grass-side down (as can be seen in ex-
posed walls), with the seams staggered and crisscrossed for strength. 
Laying the sod slabs grass-side down also stabilized the wall. With the 
dirt side up, the builders could use a wide spade with a long, flat blade 
to trim the top to level and then “push the slack stuff in the cracks,” 
recalled Billy Myers, who helped to build and who lived in at least 
one sod house.70 Such finishing ensured that the walls rose evenly and, 
with some luck, settled relatively evenly. The outside walls of the Carr 
house show evidence of several stuccoings, from patching holes with a 
sand and mud mixture to coatings of modern cement. Looking at the 
“perfect” exterior stucco on his own family’s sod house well over a half 
century later, Johnny Allendorf explained that a builder had to wait 
two or three years for the walls to settle because if the stucco was ap-
plied too soon, “everything cracks.” He also advised getting “a master-
ful person with a sharp spade and axes to get them walls looking nice 
and smooth.” Another technique mentioned by many local observers, 
including Allendorf, involved driving steel or wood pins into the wall 
at numerous points to help secure the plaster.71

	 Instead of using local timber as the Emerson Bunch had done, the 
Carr group made several trips east to Evarts on the Missouri River over 
one hundred miles away to freight lumber back to their claim sites. 
Roof and floor boards, door frames, and window frames and glazing 
required a considerable investment. Although lumber provided the 
main material for the almost flat roof on the original Ann Carr soddie, 
a layer of sod anchored the roof from the wind in traditional fashion. 
This early lumber roofing system was replaced, at least by the early 
1920s and probably before, with a medium-pitched gable roof made of 
lumber.72 In addition to the ridge pole, the new standardized dimen-
sional lumber roof had three purlins, or beams, running parallel to the 
ridge pole with rafters extending from the ridge pole to the walls every 
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	 73. Welsch, Sod Walls, p. 46.

couple of feet. Sod bricks filled in the gable ends up to the peaks. With 
asphalt shingles and generous eaves of several inches to help protect 
the walls, the new roof also provided the house with an attic. 
	 The original Carr soddie’s minimal fenestration included several 
fixed sash windows in a variety of pane styles, one on each of the south, 
west, and east walls and an additional window in the west wing. Build-
ers placed the lumber window frames flush with the external walls, 
creating the classic deep-shelf interior window sills. They also set in 
the door even with the internal edge of the wall, presumably to create 
a small entryway to temper drafts from an opened door. The sod walls 
rose several inches above the height of the window frames, at which 
point a lumber lintel laid across the sod secured the walls on either 
side of the frame. Sod layering continued above the lintel to complete 
the walls. This construction method resulted in an open space between 
the top of the window frame and the lintel. Homeowners typically 
stuffed the space with “loose rags, paper or grass,” which compacted 
as the sod walls settled, eventually bringing the lumber lintel down to  
the window framing and eliminating the space, the rags having been 
compacted or pulled out along the way. Without this detail, builders 
ran the risk of warping or jamming window frames that might break 
glass panes as walls settled under the weight of the roof.73 Over the 
years, various owners enlarged the window spaces by digging out the 
sod to fit new double-sash, double-hung panes about two feet above 
ground level. 
	 Each of the wings on the Ann Carr soddie has a history of its own, 
but because of its public role, the short-lived west wing holds an im-
portant spot in the origin of Bison, which eventually became the seat 
of Perkins County. The small sod addition was hastily added to Carr’s 
home after the United States Post Office named her postmistress on 12 
October 1907. Builders worked quickly because Carr had planned to 
run the post office from her home but found out she could not legally 
do so from a personal residence. Residents remembered the addition, 
now long gone, as extremely narrow, jutting out six feet from the sod-
die’s west wall and only large enough for Carr’s mailbox system; that is, 
her dresser and its drawers. The west-wing window space grew into a 
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Visible in this photo-
graph are the lumber lin-
tel placed above a win-
dow to prevent buckling 
and the grass-side-down 
method of laying the sod 
bricks.  

door space and allowed Carr to make a quick entry from the house to 
serve postal customers. The ability to provide mail service completed 
the first stage of establishing a central service area from which a town 
might spring. Not only did the post office attract outlying residents to 
the Carr neighborhood, it also established a degree of federal recogni-
tion of the four-claim settlement.74

	 The Carrs claimed land for agricultural purposes, but their actions 

	 74. Sudlow, ed., Homestead Years, pp. 1–2, 19. Local authorities recall the west wing 
as very small (four by six feet or six feet by one foot), but the homestead proof pa-
pers Ann filed record the outside measurements as fourteen by fourteen feet. Later, 
when her son George moved the official post office to his new frame grocery store, Ann 
had the west wing removed and rebuilt the door space back in line with the original 
twenty-by-twenty-eight-foot soddie. Carr, serial 09494/patent 633910; Haugen to au-
thor, 6 Aug. 1993; telephone interview with Penor, 19 July 1993.
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Ann Carr is pictured here in front of her sod 
home sometime before she proved up and left 
Bison.

revealed them—or George, at least—to be energetic town-builders at 
heart, interested in the ground-floor construction of a new western 
community. In August of 1908, Ann transferred the post office to her 
son George’s newly built grocery store, located west of her sod house. 
This structure became Bison’s first frame building and commercial en-
terprise. It also reflected the arrival of the Milwaukee Railroad tracks 
at Lemmon, South Dakota, and Hettinger, North Dakota, the previ-
ous October. Lumber could now be freighted inland with greater ease 
from these railroad centers. Soon George Carr carved out forty acres of 
his claim and applied for an official townsite. Permanent mail service, 
George Carr’s frame store, and the townsite application combined to 
create the village of Bison by the end of the summer, although officials 
did not plat the town until 1909.75 

	 75. Sudlow, ed., Homestead Years, p. 2; Robinson, History of North Dakota, p. 238.
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	 76. Local histories note that rancher and town namesake Ed Lemmon and a few other 
area ranchers spearheaded the 1908 effort to separate from Butte County. However,  
Meade County state legislator Henry E. Perkins, a banker in Sturgis, fathered the en-
abling act that allowed the residents of Butte County to vote on its division into three 
counties. The new counties were officially organized in January 1909. Buffalo won seat 
status in Harding County, and Bison, with fourteen more votes than Lemmon, won the 
seat in Perkins County. Sudlow, ed., Homestead Years, pp. 2, 40; Doane Robinson, “Ninth 
Annual Review of the Progress of South Dakota for 1909,” South Dakota Historical Col-
lections 5 (1910): 60; Marjorie Evenson Catron, Diamond Jubilee, 1909–1984 (Buffalo, 
S.Dak.: First State Bank of Buffalo, 1984), pp. 3–4.
	 77. Sudlow, ed., Homestead Years, pp. 1–6, 28.
	 78. Ibid., p. 120.

	 Enough population poured into the area to result in the division of 
Butte County. After voters approved reorganization in November of 
1908, officials carved out Perkins and Harding counties. With the news 
of Bison’s victory over the town of Lemmon in the contest for coun-
ty seat, George Carr’s townsite sprang alive with buildings.76 By the 
time surveyors platted Bison the following March, residents could take 
in the services—or anticipate doing so in the near future—of a hotel, 
blacksmith shop, hardware store, livery barn, and courthouse. Freight-
ers carried load after load of lumber south from the day-trip railheads 
to the new townsite to build, among other establishments, the news-
paper headquarters and a land-abstract business. Finally, on 15 March 
1909, two days after the official platting of the town commenced and 
only four months after the vote to divide Butte County, Erlandson 
Lumber Company established a lumberyard in town. By April, a bar-
ber shop, large mercantile business, second livery barn, Lemmon bank 
branch, bakery, meat market, restaurants, pool hall, and furniture store 
had materialized. By May, at least three land-office businesses handling 
law, loan, and abstract services operated in Bison. A new mercantile 
business took over grocery services, so George Carr moved his build-
ing to the main street to serve as a post office and drugstore, making 
a special trip to Minneapolis-Saint Paul to stock his new enterprises.77 
Sometime later, summarizing the successful look of the newly built 
town, one voice in the local newspaper boasted, “The lumberyard is 
doing a flourishing business. Our little city is becoming a very busy 
place and the man who said we could cut hay in the street was simply 
talking thru his hat.”78
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False-front buildings rose quickly on the main street of Bison soon after the town was 
platted in 1909. From left to right (foreground) are a lodging house, bakery, land office, 
furniture store, abstract and law office, bank, and court house. 

	 Nearly all of the new residents of the mushrooming town of Bison 
 used basic balloon-framed, false-front construction, historically de-
signed to create, according to one architectural historian, a “perma-
nent,” even “urban” atmosphere in fledgling western settlements. False- 
front construction constituted the germ of a potential city, and false 
second stories became advertising space for the businesses whose 
growth and success would hasten its rise. In the view of optimists, false 
fronts constituted only “a necessary step in a town’s rite of passage,” to 
be replaced with “buildings of grander scale and more precious mate-
rials.”79 From March to May 1909, town founders succeeded in estab-
lishing Bison with a composite of regional services. While Bison is one 
of the area’s most enduring and active towns, and new solid buildings 
have been constructed over the years, the false-front, one-street aura 
remains. Bison’s staying power lies in its county seat designation. 
	 The effort to replace false-front shops with grand store buildings 
echoes Ann Carr’s struggles with tree planting. As if foreshadowing her 
departure soon after proving up in 1912, none of the two hundred trees 
she planted on her claim in 1910, nor the one hundred trees she planted 
the next year, appears to have survived the drought of 1910–1911. Like 
the trees, Carr did not survive long in northwestern South Dakota. Her 
roots remained elsewhere, as signaled by her regular, months-long trips 
back to Flandreau each year throughout the entire homesteading pro-

	 79. Kingston W. M. Heath, “False-Front Architecture on Montana’s Urban Frontier,” 
in Carter and Herman, eds., Perspectives in Vernacular Architecture, III, pp. 201, 211.
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cess.80 Her final departure may have come as a reaction to the drought, 
which delivered a severe blow to the recent development of the region 
and punctured the optimism that seeded growth. Population figures 
testify that many people left. According to the South Dakota state cen-
sus, Perkins County fell from its 1910 population of 11,348 to 7,641 in 
1915.81 Perhaps Carr homesteaded only to provide her sons with extra 
land and had no intention of staying, but in any case, she, along with 
her son Roy and the neighbors who had migrated with them to South 
Dakota’s northwest moved back to Flandreau soon after proving up.82

	 In 1913, a year after proving up and after the rest of his land claim 
cohort returned to Flandreau, town founder George Carr left his sod 
house and built a large, elaborate frame house. In his case, the sod 
house served in what might be termed its classic, or original intend-
ed use as a temporary first shelter in a new land, a house that would 
be replaced through seasonal profits from the land. With its impres-
sive size, porch, dormer-window balcony, oval ornamental windows, 
and decorative wire yard fence, the new frame house symbolized the 
optimism of the town and of its founders. Tellingly, however, George 
Carr’s sod house remained occupied until well past the middle of the 
twentieth century, standing until the late 1980s. In 1926, George Carr 
left, too, selling the drugstore and reportedly moving to Des Moines, 
Iowa, for his children’s education. Perkins County never acquired ade-
quate railroad access. The Milwaukee Railroad served the county only 
at Lemmon in the extreme northeast corner and across the state line at 
Hettinger. After only one other advance in 1911 to Faith, a town outside 
the county that served its extreme southeast corner, railroad building 
stopped. Easy freighting and access had to wait for the advent of auto-
mobiles and, more importantly, good roads.83

	 80. Carr, serial 09494/patent 633910. Attempting to use her husband’s service in the 
Civil War when filing for final proof on her claim the first time in 1911, Ann Carr listed 
300 trees as an improvement on her claim; when she filed a second time in 1912, she did 
not list the trees.
	 81. Doane Robinson, “Progress of South Dakota, 1915,” South Dakota Historical Collec-
tions 8 (1916): 65.
	 82. Sudlow, ed., Homestead Years, p. 16.
	 83. Ibid.; John Penor to author, 5 Aug. 1993; Haugen to author, 6 Aug. 1993; Nelson, Af-
ter the West was Won, p. 86, and The Prairie Winnows Out Its Own, pp. 93–94, 99, 108–10.
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	 84. Bekken, serial 017670/patent 438880.
	 85. Ibid. 

	 The crops listed on many settlers’ final proof applications convey 
the widespread nature of the drought of 1910–1911. The drought also 
helps to explain the frame addition to the Penor family soddie that 
year, as many homesteaders left and sold or abandoned small claim 
shacks. Tollef Bekken had the unfortunate luck to file an official land 
entry in November 1909. By August 1910 he had asked the land office 
at Lemmon for an official leave of absence. Bekken had already built a 
sod house, sod barn, and sod henhouse on the place, where he owned 
eight horses, nine milk cows, and one hundred chickens and lived with 
his wife and eight children. The weather, however, had left the family 
short. He explained to the land office: “I am a man of little means and 
. . . I took the . . . land to make a home for myself and family, as I have no 
home elsewhere. I broke some land this season, and would have broken 
more but the weather was so dry that the ground baked in such a man-
ner that it was utterly impossible for the horses to pull the plow. .  .  . 
The lathe of the plow would get hot and turn up and bend in different 
shapes so that we was compelled to stop breaking. My crop is an entire 
failure, and I have neither hay nor grain to feed the stock that I have 
around me this winter, and I must leave the land and work, in order to 
procure money and feed to support my family.”84

	 The land office granted the leave that year and a second leave during 
the much more severe drought year of 1911. As Bekken explained in his 
second application for leave: “I entered on the said land in good faith. 
. . . [The] land is dry. . . . It is impossible to break and crop, and there is 
no hay so I am obliged to leave with my stock and all belonging[s] until 
there is some feed in the country, and there is something to do. I have 
been looking all over the country for some hay to cut, and there is none 
to get so I must leave. [T]here is a complete failure of all vegetation in 
my country, and on my place.” The family also experienced tough times 
not mentioned in the leave applications. Bekken listed eight children 
in his first application for official leave and only seven on the second.85

	 The final proof paperwork of Bekken’s contemporary sod house 
builders tells a similar story for the years surrounding the drought of 
1910–1911. Ann Carr, for whom Collis Penor and Fred Jennewein served 
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	 86. Carr, serial 09494/patent 633910; Penor, serial 09239/patent 314705; Dalton, seri-
al 09098/patent 267281; Byers, serial 09549/patent 307195; Seidel, serial 09618/patent 
407029; Dragoo, serial 029789/patent 567235; Lockert, serial 011020/patent 876122; En-
glehart, serial 033220/patent 759419. 
	 87. Telephone interview with Penor, 19 July 1993.

as official final proof witnesses, had “good” crops from 1907 to 1909, in-
cluding a garden with sweet corn. In 1910 she “got practically no crop, 
too dry,” and the following year she reported the same. In 1911 the total 
yield for all of the Penor family’s crops consisted of fifteen bushels of 
potatoes from two acres. (In 1909 three acres of potatoes had yielded 
four hundred bushels.) Minnie Penor raised a poor one-acre garden 
that year. The remaining thirty-three acres of crops produced nothing 
on the Penor place; the proof of claim application filed at the land of-
fice read, “No other crop, too dry.” In 1911, Joseph Byers reported that 
he planted all corn and “did not get anything[,] too dry.” For Jess Dal-
ton, the precipitation problem started in 1910, when, he explained on 
the paperwork, “It was so dry that I only harvested 10 loads of corn fod-
der from the whole field.” In 1911—the year he filed his proof papers—it 
was so dry that the seventy-five acres of corn he planted “never came 
up.” Franz Seidel, who planted crops on ninety acres, harvested noth-
ing in 1911 and only thirty bushels of oats and twenty bushels of wheat 
in 1912. The Dragoo family reported widespread failure on nearly forty 
acres planted with corn, millet, oats, and flax in 1911 and 1912. Russian 
immigrant Anton Lockert called his 1910 forty-acre crop a total failure. 
Although the climate cooperated for increasingly better crops after 
1912, John Englehart stated on his 1919 final proof papers that although 
he planted twenty-one acres in 1917, he had no harvest due to drought, 
suggesting the area would continue to suffer dry seasons. The dry years 
from 1910 to 1912 signaled the sometimes-harsh climate settlers and 
their children would come to know as “predictably unpredictable.”86 
	 Despite the departure of Ann Carr back to Flandreau in 1912, her 
original sod house remained occupied past the middle of the twen-
tieth century. The long occupation history of the sod house remains 
obscure, but, as John Penor remembered it, “There was always some-
one living in Mrs. Carr’s sod house.”87 From time to time, the soddie 
apparently became home to young people who needed a place to stay 
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in town to attend high school. In the late 1930s, cowboy Fred Jenne-
wein retired from the HAT ranch into the old sod house. By that time, 
its symbolic meaning had begun to change from representing the work 
of town builders to embodying a still sparsely settled country rooted 
in range agriculture. Prior to the Carr family’s arrival, the grasslands 
surrounding Bison provided a home for some three thousand head of 
Turkey Track cattle awaiting branding.88 Cowboys such as Jennewein 
and Albert McKinstry, who decided to settle in the area after the big 
cattle corporations declined, still formed an important portion of the 
area’s population, and those homesteading families who remained 
echoed the cattle culture by establishing mixed-farming operations al-
most from the start of settlement. 
	 The Carr sod house grew into a new public role during the cele-
bration of South Dakota’s fiftieth anniversary of statehood in 1939. 
Jennewein, then in his early seventies, began collecting memorabilia 
from the cowboy life he had known at the turn of the century. The 
front room of the sod house exhibited his “Pioneer Collection,” while 
he occupied the back bedroom and the “ell” addition. Throughout the 

	 88. Penor to author, 5 Aug. 1993; telephone interview with Haugen; Sudlow, ed., 
Homestead Years, pp. 37, 177.

This photograph from the time Fred Jennewein lived in the house shows the east “ell” 
addition. 
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	 89. Sudlow, ed., Homestead Years, pp. 113, 177, 192. Before Jennewein left the sod house, 
his “Pioneer Collection” was transferred to a Works Projects Administration-sponsored 
rammed-earth building near the court house. From the larger base, he continued to 
collect range lore and material objects until the state offered to maintain his collection 
at the Custer State Park Museum in the Black Hills. 

1940s, the Carr soddie served as a place for old-timers to meet, discuss 
history, and celebrate their age and achievements. Jennewein lived in 
the house until shortly before his death in 1955.89

	 Emma Goerndt, then a widow, soon moved into the Carr sod house. 
Goerndt, who arrived in the area with her family, had also homestead-
ed as soon as she turned twenty-one, the age one qualified to file for 
public domain land. In 1914, she found a claim its original filer had re-
linquished, proved up on the land, and became known as a cowgirl for 
her love of horses and riding, both for pleasure and to herd her family’s 
cattle. Like Jennewein, she lived mainly in the main frame addition. 
One of the original walls of the sod house had to be reinforced with 
cement, and Goerndt sent two young boys into the attic with instruc-
tions to daub every crack in the sod until “you see no daylight.” As she 

A modern shed now protects the Carr sod house. Shown here is the north facade, with 
the outline of the north wing roof line clearly visible. 
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	 90. Interview with Emma Goerndt, Bison, S.Dak., 3 July 1990, Goerndt/Kolb files.
	 91. Telephone interview with Haugen. 

fondly remembered the home, “It was cool [in the summer] and it was 
warm in the winter time.” Though by then the house boasted electrici-
ty, it remained basically unmodernized, despite its location in a county 
seat town. Although Ann Carr had planted three hundred trees, not 
one had survived. Goerndt planted the elm trees now on the property 
before she left the house in 1967.90 
	 In 1975, the house’s final owner, Albert Schick, donated it to the 
newly formed Perkins County Historical Society, which worked to 
place the home on the National Register of Historic Places. The his-
torical society underwrote a “Save Our Soddie” fundraising campaign 
to preserve the home for posterity, and Ann M. Carr’s sod house now 
serves as a public museum dedicated to the town’s early history.91 

When the house became a museum, community residents donated the furnishings that 
are believed typical to the life lived in the house over the years. As seen in this view 
of the east (kitchen) wall, plaster adhered to interiors no better than stucco did to 
exteriors. 
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	 92. Stanford J. Layton, To No Privileged Class: The Rationalization of Homesteading and 
Rural Life in the Early Twentieth-Century American West ([Provo, Utah]: Charles Redd 
Center for Western History, Brigham Young University, 1988), pp. 41–42, 48, 58–59.
	 93. My 4 July 1990 interview conducted in Lodgepole, South Dakota, with O. F. and 
Molly’s grandson, Gordon Dragoo, and his wife Lorrie form the basis for this section. 
Additional sources appear as noted. O. F. (1858–1949), a native of Indiana, and Molly 
(1859?–1951) Dragoo had five children: Amanda, Kitty, Ray, Robert, and Edgar. Ells-
worth Taylor and his son Herman traveled with the Dragoos; in 1915, another Taylor 
son, Earl, and his wife Nellie and their children Raymond and Martha joined them. 
Edgar Dragoo (1905–1962) and Martha Taylor (1915–1989) married and had four chil-
dren: Gordon, Marie, Maurice, and Donald. See also Emma Henderson, Viola Doerr, and 
Helen Amsden, eds., Wind and Waving Grass: A Story of Northwest Perkins County, S.Dak. 
(Dallas, Tex.: Taylor Publishing, 1976), pp. 15–16, 82.

O. F. and Molly Dragoo’s Railroad Soddie

Health reasons lured Orloff Field (“O. F.”) and Mary (“Molly”) Dra-
goo, aged fifty-two and fifty-one, respectively, along with the Ellsworth 
Taylor family, from their home near Muncie, Indiana, to a homestead 
in northwestern South Dakota. Since the turn of the century, doctors 
had advised patients with asthma, whooping cough, tuberculosis, ane-
mia, or just a case of “the nerves,” that country living could return them 
to health. O. F. Dragoo, a dentist by profession, hoped to get out of a 
damp climate into clean, dry air.92 After filing on claims in March 1910, 
the Dragoos followed a well-established migration plan. They hired 
an immigrant rail car to move property destined for their homestead 
to the nearest railroad terminal at Hettinger, North Dakota. The trail 
from the railroad to the homestead led straight south, a day’s journey 
of about twenty miles.93

	 Plenty of homesteaders arrived alongside the Dragoos in 1910, but 
the human landscape of northwestern South Dakota had already been 
transformed from that of the rangeland society the Penor and Carr fam-
ilies glimpsed upon their arrival. The open land on which the Dragoos 
and the Taylors pitched tent houses was now central Perkins County, 
and the Carr section had become a busy county seat town. Homestead-
ers claimed almost half of the nearly 1.3 million acres available through 
the newly established Lemmon land office in 1910. The Dragoos did 
not know it then, but 1910 was near the peak of this homestead rush. 
The United States census listed the population of Perkins County at 
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	 94. The United States Census recorded Butte County’s population as 2,907 in 1900 
and the state census as 3,975 in 1905, when the county included the land that later be-
came the new Harding, Perkins, and Butte counties. See Robinson, “Progress of South 
Dakota, 1915,” p. 65, and Doane Robinson, “Fifth Annual Review of the Progress of South 
Dakota for 1905,” South Dakota Historical Collections 3 (1906): 36–37. 
	 95. Hargreaves, Dry Farming, p. 379.
	 96. Dragoo, serial 029789/patent 567235; Henderson, Doerr, and Amsden, eds.,Wind 
and Waving Grass, pp. 15, 82.
	 97. Bison Courier, 10 Feb. 1993.

11,348 that year, a figure almost four times the 1900 population of the 
massive Butte County from which Perkins had been formed.94 Even 
though the area was in severe drought, the rush for homesteads con-
tinued through 1911; the Lemmon land office processed almost nine 
hundred thousand acres of newly entered claims.95

	 The family rode by team and wagon from Hettinger and established 
residence in a tent on their claim on 25 April 1910. The main work of 
the first summer involved laying up two sod homes near Little Nasty 
Creek. The Dragoos carefully chose a house site that almost brushed 
the “Hettinger trail,” while their friends chose a site on a hill in order to 
gain the most panoramic view of the land.96 Extra planning and great 
care in the construction of the Dragoo sod house resulted in a comfort-
able and stable home. The timber-rich soddie evidenced its nearness 
to the railroad town of Hettinger and the high level of freight busi-
ness moving from both Hettinger and Lemmon to Bison. The Dragoo 
structure reflects years of local experience—and decades of regional 
experience—with sod. The house followed a large, standard rectangu-
lar plan, measuring twenty-two by forty-two feet and topped with a 
gable roof. A two-foot-wide internal sod wall and a second story made 
the home unique. The interior sod wall, designed as structural support 
for the roof and the second floor, divided the main house into a living 
room and a kitchen. A wire-hung curtain portioned off a small room in 
the corner of the living room, probably to serve as a bedroom for O. F. 
and Molly.97 The second story provided accommodations for boarders 
in two bedrooms reached by a central stairway, also unusual. 
	 The sod used for the house came from a slough, where one finds 
premium sod, according to grandson Gordon Dragoo. Many descen-
dants knew the location where the material for their sod homes had 
been collected. Gene Lenerville could identify the draw where the sod 
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	 98. Interview with Lenerville.

in his parents’ house came from.98 Johnny Allendorf could still see the 
indentation in the ground where the grassy sod had been severed to 
a depth of four inches for the construction of his parents’ house. His 
father, however, used threadleaf sedge sod, a strong grass-like plant 
that came from the top of a hill. Others thought the moisture content 
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	 99. Interview with John Allendorf, Prairie City, S.Dak., 30 July 1990, Allendorf file.
	 100. Interview with Green.
	 101. Interview with Aldin and Varna Erickson, Bison, S.Dak., 1 Aug. 1990, Erickson file.
	 102. Interview with Billy Myers, Prairie City, S.Dak., 1 June 1990, Myers file.
	 103. Interview with Goerndt.

of low-lying grasslands yielded more stable bricks. As he pointed out 
the “humps” and “chunks” of sod melting back into the location from 
which his father had taken them, Allendorf tended to confirm this 
observation, explaining, “Some of them chunks would break on them 
when they were loading.”99 
	 Oliver Green agreed with Dragoo, stating, “Tough sod, out of the 
bottom of a creek” was best because it “couldn’t hardly tear apart.” 
Sod taken from higher ground could crumble, resulting in “a lot of 
waste.” According to Green, builders “laid it fresh, very little watering 
done to it, just sprinkled it a little bit so it would just stay moist while 
they were laying it.”100 Aldin Erikson, however, agreed with Allendorf, 
naming threadleaf sedge as ideal for sod bricks, emphasizing that “it 
didn’t have to be moist.” He also knew where the sod for their house 
came from: on top of a high benchland “up above the creek, right on 
a straight flat.”101 Billy Myers claimed that “good fiber” remained the 
most important aspect of sod brick cohesion. Certainly, the type of 
grass, season, and moisture content on the day the sod was cut all mat-
tered to creating lasting and malleable but strong sod bricks.102 Emma 
Goerndt said she did not build a soddie for her 1914 relinquished land 
claim because “it was too dry to plow it. We had bought the materials 
for a sod house. But we never got to use it.” Handling sod took skill, no 
matter where one lifted it off the land.103

	 The Dragoos built the sod walls of their house in classic double-brick- 
wide, staggered-seam, grass-side-down layers. They cut their sod using 
a sulky riding plow with breaker bottom blades set to cut even slabs of 
twenty-four by fourteen by four inches. Innovative in building meth-
od, the Dragoos instituted a drying period approximately every second 
layer so that the sod could settle as the walls went up. The builders 
hoped the method would decrease the sagging and bowing common 
to many sod dwellings. In laying up the rows, the men alternated be-
tween the Dragoo and Taylor house sites. The walls of the Dragoo 

4704_Winter 2017_ver 2 w index.indd   342 1/13/18   2:48 PM



W I N T E R  2 0 1 7   |   S O D  H O U S E   |   3 4 3

O. F. and Molly Dragoo pose in front of their two-story sod home.

house rose in approximately twenty-four layers to seven feet in height 
before more sod bricks were layered up on the gable ends. The house 
reportedly took some 135 wagon loads of sod to construct.104 
	 The railroad station at Hettinger and the services established there 
provided later sod house builders with as much choice and control in 
the building process as they could afford. Liberal use of commercially 
produced milled lumber, especially in the roofing system, made the Dra-
goo house one of the more elaborate. The lumber came from a variety 
of sources: some freighted from Hettinger; some likely from the Bison 
Lumber Company; and possibly some second-hand wood recovered 
from buildings no longer used, which ended up in the roof over years of 
maintenance.105 The roof is a simple gable, common rafter style found 
in the average frame house of the period, but with longer-than-average 
eaves. In addition to a ridge board, two principal purlin beams extend 
the length of the roof near the eave and at the midway point of the 
slope on each side. Builders placed two-by-four-inch rafters on the 

	 104. Henderson, Doerr, and Amsden, eds., Wind and Waving Grass, p. 16.
	 105. Telephone interview with Lorrie Dragoo, Prairie City, S.Dak., 27 July 1993; Lorrie 
Dragoo to author, 19 Aug. 1993, Dragoo file.
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	 106. Telephone interview with Robert Carr, 31 July 1993, Robert Carr file.
	 107. Telephone interview with Lorrie Dragoo. 
	 108. Interview of Cornelies Van Den Berg.
	 109. Interview with John Allendorf, 30 July 1990.

wall from the eave to the ridge every few feet, and crossbeams placed 
about every foot rested on a lumber plate that ran around the wall 
perimeters. The gable ends used one tie beam each. Roof boards ran 
the length of the soddie from west to east in three sections of differ-
ent sized boards: eighteen-foot, six-foot, and sixteen-foot, resting on 
rafters spaced at three-foot intervals, more space between them than 
the norm, probably to conserve lumber.106 Using sod in the gable ends 
also saved lumber. Lumber planks ran the length of the house, resting 
on both exterior and interior sod walls and cross beams used for the 
second-story floor. 
	 To increase stability, builders drove foot-long wooden stakes through 
the sod above the perimeter’s eave-level lumber plate board, which was 
already drilled with holes and had rafters nailed to it. Finally, hooks and 
wire helped secure the roof at the three doorways.107 The weight of the 
sodded gable ends also helped anchor the roof. They were reinforced 
with wooden stakes driven through two three-foot lumber planks 
placed horizontally midway up the gable, with the principal purlins 
resting on them. The sods laid from the planks to the peak served as 
added weight. Thus, the elaborate Dragoo roofing system remained se-
cure in the wind, despite its longer-than-average eaves that functioned 
to protect the sod walls from erosion by precipitation. A final layer of 
water-shedding rubberoid secured with lath completed the roof. 
	 Most twentieth-century sod houses received standard commercial 
roofing from the start. As Cornelies Van Den Berg said, “Use regular 
rafters just like you would on anything else.”108 Similarly, the Allendorf 
sod house included an impressive four-cornered hip roof built by a 
skilled carpenter who created it before Johnny’s eyes from merely “a 
pile” of lumber.109 These roofs could have topped any frame house and, 
because the owners expected to live in their sod houses for some time, 
were more elaborate than one might expect. The Dragoo sod house 
roof and other similar styles suggest why many sod houses in north-
western South Dakota had such longevity.

4704_Winter 2017_ver 2 w index.indd   344 1/13/18   2:48 PM



W I N T E R  2 0 1 7   |   S O D  H O U S E   |   3 4 5

	 110. Telephone interview with Carr.

	 A rich fenestration of three doors and eight windows provided 
the Dragoo house a good ventilation system. The five double-hung 
windows—in a variety of pane styles—and a half window on the main 
floor furnished the house with considerable daylight. Two additional 
half windows, one in each gable of the second story, allowed the same 
upstairs. Builders set in the window and door frames as the walls went 
up but located the window frames midway in the wall instead of flush 
with the exterior. This window placement lessened the depth of the 
interior window shelves but provided more protection for the glass 
panes. Lumber ceiling planks allowed a small gap to control wall set-
tling, but in the Dragoo house, a sandy mixture rather than rags or 
grass filled the space between lintel plates and window frames.110 Extra 
strips of wood nailed perpendicularly to the sides of the window case-

This south view of the Dragoo soddie, photographed in 1990, highlights the extensive 
use of lumber in the roof.  
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The west facade of the Dragoo soddie featured both double-hung and half windows. 
Also visible are the lumber planks staked in the sod, on which the plank purlins rest, 
and the eave plate board that runs across the wall above the lower window. 

ments helped secure the windows firmly in the walls. As the sod dried 
with age and shrank away from the frame, the wood strips jutting into 
the wall sod kept the window from falling out.111 Rags stuffed along 
the edges of frames at some later point suggest shrinkage, and drafts 
continued to plague aging soddies despite care and planning. Manu-
factured doors placed centrally in the north and south walls created 
a nice cross-draft in the kitchen; a window placed in the north wall 
opposite the door in the south wall of the living room created similar 
ventilation. 
	 Finishing features of the Dragoo house reflect the high level of con-
sumer goods available because of the railroad’s proximity. One of the 
most unusual features is an enclosed, railless, L-shaped stairway, sup-
ported in part by the interior sod wall. The stairstep planks span two 

	 111. Dragoo to author, 19 Aug. 1993.
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	 112. Ibid; telephone interview with Dragoo, 27 July 1993; Bison Courier, 10 Feb. 1993.
	 113. Henderson, Doerr, and Amsden, eds., Wind and Waving Grass, p. 16; telephone 
interview with Dragoo; Dragoo to author, 19 Aug. 1993.

diagonal supports in a way reminiscent of a ladder, and the enclosed 
space under the stairwell served as a closet, an unusual space in sod 
houses. The homemade doors to the closet and stairwell consist of lum-
ber planks joined by a “Z” cross-brace system. A board floor resting on 
crossbeams and a ceiling of fiberboard squares attached with lathing 
strips completed the interior structure.
	 Remarkably, the exterior walls of this sod house have never been 
stuccoed or sheathed. The only outside finishing detail consists of a 
lumber retaining wall placed about a foot from the house around its 
perimeter. At least two layers of plaster cover the interior walls, includ-
ing a sand-and-water mixture and a coat of firmer plaster. A series of 
nails pounded into the interior sod walls at even intervals helped bond 
the plaster to the sod. At the time of documentation, a solid rose-pink 
wallpaper adorned the living room, and soft white paint with sec-
tions of off-white rose-patterned wallpaper covered the kitchen. Two 
coal stoves, one in the kitchen and one in the living room, heated the 
house.112 
	 In the early years, the Dragoos added on to the kitchen with a frame 
lean-to on the north side of the sod house. The addition allowed for 
a few extra features. Since Little Nasty Creek provided water nearby 
at a depth of about five feet, the Dragoo house had running water al-
most from the beginning via a small pitcher pump. A second innova-
tive feature, a square cement cooler located next to the well, allowed 
running water to cool gallon pails of butter and milk during the warm 
summer months. A raised lumber floor in Molly Dragoo’s kitchen cov-
ered a small cellar hole with just enough room for food storage.113 The 
features of the kitchen system reveal that cooking was central to the 
Dragoo homestead plan. 
	 Shortly after completion on 13 August 1910, the Dragoo sod house 
opened for business. O. F. and Molly would take in travelers of two 
main types: other “honyockers” looking for land claims and already 
settled homesteaders traveling between Bison and the railroad at Het-
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	 114. “Honyocker” is a term for homesteader, but the term often refers to those that 
made up the “rush” of homesteaders that came with the railroad.
	 115. Dragoo, serial 029789/patent 567235; telephone interview with Dragoo.
	 116. Interview with Irene and Lee Kolb, Bison, S.Dak., 30 July 1990, Goerndt/Kolb file.
	 117. Telephone interview with Dragoo.

tinger.114 The sod house became a regional “halfway house,” a place 
to lodge overnight while on the road with one’s horses and wagon. 
Freighters hauled staple foods (flour, coffee, sugar), building supplies, 
and consumer goods back and forth between scattered inland cross-
roads and villages such as Bison and Hettinger. Individual travelers, 
on their way to or from the same places for business or to transport 
crops or cattle to market also stopped to rest. Stock sheltered in the 
outbuildings, while travelers slept upstairs or even outside.115 Lee Kolb 
recalled, “We stopped there one night when we were trailin’ cattle.” 
His wife Irene (Emma Goerndt’s daughter), noted that her father also 
stayed at the Dragoo house.116 Payment for board and lodging ranged 
from cash to trade for groceries, produce, meat, or even day labor.117 

The Dragoo sod house is pictured here in 1990. Except for the surrounding trees, the 
house looks much as it did during the homestead years. 
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	 118. Records from Purdue University, West LaFayette, Indiana, list O. F. Dragoo with 
a bachelor of science degree on 15 May 1886.
	 119. Telephone interview with Dragoo; Dragoo to author, 19 Aug. 1993; interview with 
Anderson.
	 120. Sudlow, ed., Homestead Years, p. 192; Dragoo to author, 19 Aug. 1993; interview 
with Anderson; Henderson, Doerr, and Amsden, eds.,Wind and Waving Grass, p. 16.

	 The location of the sod house and the sociability of the Dragoos 
made this road ranch one of the best known in the community. Lo-
cal history recalls O. F. as an educated man, a former teacher and den-
tist with a degree from Purdue University.118 The wealth of window 
space in the soddie provided O. F. with light for reading magazines 
and books. The family also purchased a thirty-two-volt wind-charger 
battery system to supply electric lights. One of the few people in the 
region to own a library (which consisted of “twenty or thirty books”), 
O. F. was considered well-read in an array of subjects, ranging from 
the history of Dakota Territory to world history. His library contained 
titles such as Homer’s Iliad and Shakespeare’s Plays and Poems as well 
as popular novels such as The Cavalier by George Washington Cable, 
The Afterglow by James Fenimore Cooper, and Dream Life: A Fable of 
the Seasons by Donald Grant Mitchell. Sometime after arriving in the 
state, he added a collection entitled Literature of South Dakota by O. W. 
Coursey. O. F.’s conversational manner, along with his easy chair, a mag-
azine rack several feet high, and, in later years, radio-listening sessions, 
made him memorable.119 
	 Dragoo descendants remembered Molly Dragoo as the main man-
ager of the entire homestead. She ran the household, did the cooking, 
and oversaw the milk cow, while the older sons did the farming. Visi-
tors also remembered her and the hundreds of meals she cooked and 
served with her welcoming smile. Martin Anderson, who grew up in 
a sod house near the Dragoos, recalled Molly singing as she cooked 
breakfast. The reason for the care taken in the kitchen features of the 
house—the pitcher pump, water cooler system, and adequate cellar 
storage—becomes clear when seen in the context of the boarding busi-
ness. Molly also did needlework, wove rag rugs for the floors, processed 
lye soap, and made buffaloberry pie. She seemed to thrive in the social 
times of the homestead era.120
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	   As the homestead rush ended and automobiles started to change 
freighting patterns, the Dragoo family began to acquire sheep and 
more land. Actually, by the time O. F. Dragoo entered final proof on his 
claim at the Lemmon land office in August 1916, he had filed for an ad-
ditional homestead of forty acres under the Enlarged Homestead Act 
of 1909. Lawmakers designed the act to allow homesteaders to increase 
their land holdings with scattered, isolated tracts near their original 
homesteads, charging a fee of fifty cents an acre. At the time of prov-
ing, the Dragoos clearly had a mixed farm-ranch operation. Remarking 
on each of several blocks of land within the quarter section, O. F. ex-
plained that “only 5 or 6 acres could be cultivated” and described the 
rest of the quarter as “quite” rolling. One of the four witnesses required 
to make testimony for every final proof application explained that in 
addition to the forty-three acres of land broken on the Dragoo place, 
two particular blocks had been used for hay and pasture, with the re-
maining quarter described as “very rolling and better adapted to stock 
grazing.”121

	 Many final proof records among this group of sod house builders 
suggest the concept of mixed farming—stock and crops, the latter ei-
ther for feed or sale or both—guided the area’s homesteading produc-
tion plans. Joseph Bengts reported putting up seventeen tons of hay in 
1909 and twelve tons in 1910. He also mentioned “3 horse[s] and a colt, 2 
cows and 3 yearling and one spring calf ” on his place. Henry Bohnasck, 
who entered his land claim in 1904, explained on his final proof papers 
that he bought the improvements, including the sod house, when he 
came in 1903 and had run approximately 125 head of stock on the roll-
ing land each year. He always utilized the crop raised on his thirty-five 
cultivated acres for hay. According to one witness, Bohnasck also ran 
an average of about fifteen horses on his land. Similarly, Joseph Byers 
reported feeding all of the crops he raised to his stock. Jess Dalton, who 
had one of the largest acreages in crop, nevertheless always harvested 
all of his seventy-five acres as corn fodder. One of John Englehart’s final 
proof witnesses testified, “The claimant keeps some cattle, horses and 
farm machinery on this place.”122 
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	 Similar to Fred Jennewein and Albert McKinstry, William Long-
wood had lived in western South Dakota since 1899, and in the north-
western part of the state since at least 1902, when he entered on what 
he described as “partly level grazing land” with only fifteen cultiva-
ble acres. Longwood planted the minimal ten acres required by the 
Homestead Act, all to “garden truck,” or market, and explained that 
he owned and “grazed from 100 to 290 head of various stock each year” 
on what his witness described as “rolling prairie.”123 Over eighty years 
later, Judith Longwood, who married William Longwood’s son in 1934 
after she came to the area to teach, recalled her husband frequently 
saying, “ ‘It’s the cows that helped make this country. It’s been a good 
cattle area. Takes a lot of acres to raise cattle.’ ” Speaking at the end of 
the twentieth century, she emphasized, “We don’t farm at all.”124

	 In 1928, O. F. and Molly’s youngest son, Edgar, who married the 
Taylors’ daughter, Martha, moved a two-room frame house near the 
soddie and began to take over the operations. Edgar Dragoo acquired 
the original homestead around 1935, reportedly “through the payment 
of its back taxes.”125 In addition to the sheep operation begun earlier, 
Martha also raised a few cattle for butchering.126 By steadily increasing 
the ranch’s holdings, the Dragoos’ son and daughter-in-law “bought 
the land up and made it into a working, livable place, that you could 
make a profit off of,” according to Edgar’s son Gordon Dragoo. The 
current ranch, operated by Gordon and his wife Lorrie, has an estimat-
ed land base almost twelve times the original two-hundred-acre home-
stead. They lived in a frame house next to the old soddie, which O. F. 
and Molly left from 1935 to 1940 to live with their daughter Amanda 
and her family on a farm in upstate New York. However, family narra-
tive holds that homesickness compelled the elderly couple to return to 
the region and their sod home, where they lived until their deaths in 
the early 1950s. Gordon last used the soddie as a residence in the late 
1950s, after it had been wired for electricity, while he prepared another 
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house for himself and his wife. Just as Martin Anderson’s father had lis-
tened to the radio with old O. F. in the house, Martin recalled enjoying 
card parties in the soddie while Gordon lived there.127 
	 At the end of the twentieth century, the Dragoo house still stood, 
albeit showing some of the effects of wind and rain erosion. Gordon 
and Lorrie Dragoo frequently showed the house to schoolchildren and 
residents as a reminder of the region’s history. Although no one stays 
overnight at the Dragoo sod homestead anymore, they still regularly 
pass by—now in cars on the blacktopped highway—on the way to Het-
tinger, which still serves as an important service center for northwest-
ern South Dakota.

Of Sod Building and Rural Adaptation

Out of the variety of housing choices available to them, the Penors, 
Carrs, and Dragoos all chose to build sod houses. They also happened 
to be older when they made their land claims: the Penors in their late 
forties; the Dragoos and Ann Carr in their fifties; and George Carr in 
his thirties. Of the thirteen homestead records associated with the 
northwestern South Dakota sod houses documented, only four claim-
ants were under thirty years of age. It is plausible that the ideas of these 
older settlers about homesteading and what they hoped to accomplish 
were shaped more by nineteenth-century notions of agriculture and 
the ideals underlying the 1862 Homestead Act than by the technologi-
cal advancements occurring at the turn of the century. 
	 In addition, the Penors, Carrs, and Dragoos all proved up their 
claims on the five-year proof plan. In doing so, they were a minority; 
only 58 of 281 homestead claimants in Bison Township where the Em-
erson Bunch and the Carr group settled proved up on the five-year 
plan.128 Four of the original filers with extant sod structures explored 
here seemingly commuted their homesteads, a desirable option for 
those who desired quick ownership and the flexibility to speculate and 
sell the land for more than the fifty cents per acre they had paid. If a 
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homesteader waited to prove up, he or she did not have to pay taxes on 
the land. If one intended to stay, then, there would be no reason to pay 
fifty cents an acre for the privilege of paying taxes. Though many may 
not have been able to afford to commute their land claims, five-year 
homestead entries increased the likelihood that the homesteader in-
tended to stay.  
	 The sod houses built by the Penors, Carrs, and Dragoos conformed to 
the regular rectangular sod house type, but in the details each structure 
reflected the particular circumstances of its builders and occupants.129 
They suggest persistence and adaptation in the sod house building tra-
dition over many years in the grasslands region. Even though the Penor 
family made two trips hauling supplies to the claim site, they carried 
only enough lumber for the house to set store-purchased windows and 
doors in the sod walls. The Penor sod house, with its log roof ridge pole 
and rafters made of ash, echoed a pre-railroad period of building when 
manufactured materials were scarce on the plains. The sod houses the 
Carr claimants built used modern milled dimensional lumber for their 
roofs from the start and exhibited more typical turn-of-the-century 
sod house construction. They freighted in lumber for floors, windows, 
doors, roof beams, and rafters from a distant railroad town. The exten-
sive use of lumber in the Dragoo sod house suggested the relative im-
mediacy of railroad connections. With day-trip access to standardized 
milled lumber and all manner of building hardware, finishing products, 
and tools, financial resources began to outweigh time and distance in 
builder calculations. Proximity cut both the price of lumber and the 
cost of hauling it. 
	 The nexus of settlers, public land, railroads, and lumber has long 
been understood as vital to the business of encouraging the agricultur-
al component of westward expansion.130 From 1879 to the late 1880s, 
for example, “millions of board feet of lumber had been transported 
. . . and sold to settlers” in the eastern half of Dakota Territory.131 Geog-
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rapher John C. Hudson pointed out that western North Dakota likely 
had the fewest number of sod houses in the region, precisely because 
the transcontinental Northern Pacific and Great Northern railroads 
built quickly across the state after 1879, situating the area well for the 
branch-line boom to come after 1900. In North Dakota, two-thirds of 
all frame construction occurred within twenty miles of a railroad sta-
tion, suggesting that distance from claim site to railroad-town service 
center played a role in early settlement-era buildings.132 The difference 
in habitation structures within a land area as similar in environmen-
tal makeup as southwestern North Dakota and northwestern South 
Dakota indicates the importance of railroads to settlers’ construction  
decisions.
	 Settlers in northwestern South Dakota never benefited from more 
than edge-area railroad access at Hettinger, Lemmon, and Faith.133 
Commercial lumber companies made manufactured lumber readily 
available throughout the entire “sod-house frontier,” but in northwest-
ern South Dakota railroads never reached far enough inland to provide 
full and convenient infrastructure to the entire population. Bob Week 
noted that those who wanted or needed lumber “had to haul it clear 
from Hettinger, where the railroad was at.”134 Cornelies Van Den Berg 
recalled, “Early arrivals, they had to go to the railroad and then they 
had freight wagons.” In his locale, one man made a 120-mile round trip 
with horses every week.135 Sod made sense in this specific geographic 
and social context, where a convergence of climate, limited railroad 
access, and a decrease in the ratio of people to space after the drought 
of 1910–1911 made new railroad branches increasingly unlikely. Upon 
reflecting, Bob Week concluded that even though the lumber had to 
be freighted in, “it wasn’t so costly, but they didn’t have much money, a 
lot of them here.”136 Moreover, as homestead records reveal, land claim-
ants made construction choices in the context of the costs of founding 
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entire farm-ranch operations, not simply building homes.
	 Railroad towns on the edges of northwestern South Dakota never-
theless allowed sod house owners in the modern twentieth-century 
era to take considerable advantage of manufactured, mass-produced 
finishing materials such as milled lumber, commercial stucco, plaster, 
cement, wallpaper, paint, rubberoid, asphalt, paneling, nails, hinges, 
oilcloth, burlap, curtains, doors, windows, metal products, tools, and, 
eventually, insecticides and wind-charger light plants. The availability 
of materials to build tight, finely finished houses with elaborate roof-
ing systems eased or altogether solved the worst aspects of sod house 
living, such as leaky roofs, crumbling walls, constant dirt, darkness, 
and pests.137 Notions of the structural longevity of the sod house, first 
formed between the 1860s and 1880s, proved partially outdated in an 
industrial manufacturing context. House maintenance with the goods 
and tools available in the first half of the twentieth century kept many 
sod houses quite comfortable and standing for decades.138 Even in the 
early years, Douglas Nash, listed as a witness on Henry Bohnasck’s final 
proof papers, noted that the latter’s house was “cemented.”139 
	 Sod houses had problems with insects, mice, and sometimes snakes, 
although, by the late twentieth century, most former residents spoke 
about these problems only historically, as attached to the then-distant 
decades of the early 1900s to the 1930s. Billy Myers recalled as a boy 
reading the Little Falls, Minnesota, newspaper that had been pasted 
with flour and water on the interior walls of his family’s sod house. 
“Mice would get in there and then—you could hear them—where they 
was chewing—eating the flour. Sometimes they’d eat right through the 
paper.” Myers’s mother would pinpoint the location of the rodents and 
“stab them with a butcher knife. She got them too. She’d just cut them 
out of there. . . . and patch it over again.”140
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	 Similarly, Virgil Worm recalled the bedbug infestation behind the 
plaster on the walls and in the roof of a sod house leased by his family. 
The pests liked to come out at night, and one could hear them drop 
from the ceiling. Worm remembered his father going around with a 
kerosene lamp and picking them off the ceiling. Although bedbugs 
never bothered him, Worm never forgot the time he counted thirteen 
of them on his sister’s face.141 The family’s bedbug problem ended in 
the late 1930s, as Virgil’s brother Emery revealed, when “the govern-
ment sprayed all the houses” with DDT.142 On the other hand, former 
sod house dweller Faye Week noted snakes and mice in her modern 
home.143 Oliver Green echoed Week, saying, “I’ve seen lots of frame 
houses that had more bugs in them than a sod house ever had.”144

	 The persistence of sod-constructed buildings in northwestern South 
Dakota speaks not only to some of the same factors that halted railroad 
construction in the area’s early social development but also to the long 
wait of rural people generally—and the sparsely populated Great Plains 
in particular—for a feasible infrastructure of modern conveniences, 
such as electricity, plumbing, and good roads. As many descendants 
suggested, a poorly insulated lumber claim shanty, the shadow of even 
a simple balloon-framed house, also hosted bedbugs, snakes, and mice 
and proved little better than the sod house. Until rural electrification, 
sewer lines, modern insulation, commercial insecticides, and addition-
al quality-of-life improvements changed expectations for home con-
veniences in rural areas generally, homes of all construction types in 
northwestern South Dakota experienced many of the problems associ-
ated with sod house living. Sod house residents, however, considered 
a home’s quality to be more closely related to good maintenance and 
housekeeping than to whether it was constructed of sod or lumber.  
	 Bob Week pointed out another fact about lumber shanties that also 
had a bearing on building choices: lumber shacks were cold. Many 
one-time sod house residents related some version of Gladys Jackson’s 
assessment of the homes’ benefits: “It was always cool during the day 
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and warm in the wintertime.”145 Martin Anderson shared the same sen-
timent but also noted, “In the summertime it stays cool until it gets hot 
day after day, then the walls get warmed up [and] stay hot.”146 Recall-
ing her childhood, Lois Eggebo echoed Anderson, stating, “The house 
would be pretty cool until you had several hot days in a row, then it 
seemed like it . . . just couldn’t cool off.”147 Bill Lane suggested lifestyles 
in sod or frame houses were the same, except sod houses were “a lot 
warmer in the winter—cooler in the summer . . . just for [having] thick 
walls.”148 Lee Kolb added, “You couldn’t hear the wind in there either. 
.  .  . It was pretty tight.”149 During stormy weather, Eggebo “really felt 
safe . . . because your walls didn’t shake.”150 

A young Lois Eggebo perched on her father’s shoulders for this picture taken in the 
1950s in front of her grandparents’ sod house. Charles and Lena Spangler adapted their 
original home over the years. 
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	 The proverbial insulation factor that elevated the sod house above 
others in the windy, sometimes bitterly cold Great Plains setting 
speaks less to the desirability of a lumber-rich frame house with mod-
ern insulation, plumbing, and electricity, than to the drawbacks of the 
other choice available for house building from the early 1900s through 
the 1930s—the flimsy shanty. “The term ‘house’ clearly implied a degree 
of permanency that the shanty did not have,” observed John N. Vogel, 
whose comment was not lost on sod house dwellers. These tarpapered 
shacks were cheap, small, unattractive box-like structures.151 Fred W. 
Peterson has argued that such a “cramped multipurpose space” resem-
bled more substantial, larger, modern “balloon frame houses,” only in 
that they used “milled lumber joined with nails.”152 Emma Goerndt re-
called that she lived in a “pretty poor shack” when she homesteaded 
her relinquished claim in 1914. “It was cold in the winter time and hot 
in the summer time,” she explained. “Most of those tar paper shacks 
were sodded up on the outside. To make them warmer. I know they 
were always after [her brother] George, ‘Come and do some sodding 
for us.’ And he’d go with his wagon and his plow. . . . I know he sodded 
a house up for his girlfriend.”153 
	 If sod surrounded the best of claim shacks, Emery Worm described 
the worst of such shanties, telling about one attempt to salvage an old 
claim shack covered with tarpaper. When he tore it apart he was taken 
aback, saying, “There wasn’t even inch boards.” A few two-by-fours and 
“kindling” were “all the good we got out of it.”154 Mary Mackey’s father 
used a shack to make final proof on his homestead but built a sod house 
for his regular home.155 Johnny Allendorf ’s family lived in a structure 
made up of about “five different homestead shacks” puzzled together 
before his parents built their sod house following a fire that destroyed 
the shanty complex. He explained that when homesteaders left, those 
who stayed would “go get homestead shacks and throw them together” 
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to use for housing. Some of these claim shanty houses, like soddies, said 
Allendorf, “stood until modern times,” or about the 1940s when towns-
people began building updated homes.156 Both a well-finished sod 
house and a conglomerated, pieced-together shanty house remained 
rudimentary first housing for settlers who had to persevere through 
the early decades of drought, recession, depression, and material  
scarcity.
	 The solid sod house and the flimsy tar-papered shack have been 
used as physical metaphors for homesteaders themselves, suggesting 
that those who intended to stay built soddies, while those who planned 
to prove up and leave built shacks. From the perspective of those who 
remained, the metaphor of staying power and perseverance—as op-
posed to too-quick departures—has a basis in history. According to 

Like many tar-paper shacks, this one was partially sodded for extra insulation. 
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historian Paula M. Nelson, the people who rushed to western South 
Dakota tended to be either those who came to “partake of legend, . . . 
lighting only briefly on the land before returning to a modern world” 
having enjoyed a western experience and possibly profited from the 
sale of their land, or those who were “ambitious, hardworking peo-
ple with great faith in their ability to establish a flourishing society of 
farms and towns.”157 As folklorist Barbara Allen has suggested about 
high-desert Oregon homesteaders during the same period, these more 
serious South Dakota homesteaders may have seen themselves “in the 
vanguard of the new American agriculture as dry farmers.”158 
	 Local resident Oliver Green confirmed this view, saying that one 
“could almost tell somebody that was going to try to make a go of it 
and somebody that wasn’t. The ones that was just going to prove up, 
they just built a little old tar paper shack, dug a well, broke up five 
acres and that was it.”159 Emma Goerndt recalled: “Most of them didn’t 
stay. They proved up and took what they wanted. Sometimes they left 
wonderful things. Whole barrels of pretty dishes. But it all got stolen. 
And then [others] stole the shacks. We got one ourselves. We made a 
coal house out of it.”160 When Cornelies Van Den Berg started building 
sod houses starting in 1913, two years after the drought of 1910–1911, he 
recalled finding numerous abandoned shacks. The locals typically took 
lumber or windows to place in their sod houses. His family installed a 
floor in their house with wood from an abandoned claim shack. Green 
related that his grandfather, Joseph Byers, built a shed out of claim 
shacks, and his aunt’s claim shack became a granary and then a chicken 
house.161 
	 Through these stories, Goerndt, Van Den Berg, Allendorf, Green, 
and nearly everyone who spoke of this history revealed another fac-
tor as to why some sod houses survived to modern times. The wares 
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and material resources discarded by homesteaders who left the coun-
try increased the substance of the built environments of the farms and 
ranches that survived into the modern era. Settlers who stayed actually 
needed to increase their holdings, both land and lumber, in order to 
stay. The temporary fleet-footed homesteader from this perspective 
assisted those who remained. In a twist that speaks to the enduring 
value of lumber in the area and an ethic of resource reuse, Aldin Erik-
son knew exactly where the “real good floors” in his family sod house 
ended up: the fourteen-foot-long boards became a “new porch, on a 
new house.”162

	 Finally, the generation who lived the prime of their lives from the 
1910s to the 1940s in sod houses—through economic recessions, depres-
sions, drought, agro-environmental modernization, and agribusiness 
incorporation—gradually added improvements that made their sod 
homes comfortable enough as they persisted. Looking toward retire-
ment, Lizzie Bekken, who grew up in Butte County and met her hus-
band Don (son of homesteader Tollef Bekken) while teaching in the 
area, recalled: “We always intended to build a better, bigger house. We 
didn’t intend to live in a sod hut all our life. But, well, my husband was 
36 years old when we were married, and it seemed like no time at all 
until he was getting up there to 55 or 60 and that was a poor time to 
begin to build a new home because we still knew he had to retire and 
[we could] not live out there during our elderly years. So we never did 
buil[d] a new home.”163

	 She and her husband also noticed that a modern home did not usu-
ally increase the value of a ranch operation upon sale; the land provid-
ed the primary value. Moreover, as ranches grew in size and adopted 
labor-saving machinery, the remaining population needed fewer hous-
es. Judith Longwood recalled that her husband’s parents had planned 
their sod house to be temporary. “They were going to build a cement 
house up on the hill . . . they had the gravel up there and everything,” 
she stated. “This was in [19]26. The banks went broke. My father-in-law 
lost some money, too, and then he thought rather than to build a new 
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Built as temporary 
housing during the 
homesteading era, the 
Longwood sod house 
went on to outlast most 
other sod structures in 
the area. The wooden 
support beams are 
clearly visible in the ful-
ly modernized kitchen. 

house he’d better see that his kids got an education.” By the middle of 
the twentieth century, the Longwood soddie had been wired and ful-
ly modernized, the exterior walls cemented, and additions made. The 
demise of such a solid house was almost unfathomable to its owners. “I 
suppose eventually . . . it will fall down, but I don’t know how long it 
will take. . . . It’s weathered many a storm—many a wind storm.”164

	 164. Interview with Longwood.

4704_Winter 2017_ver 2 w index.indd   362 1/13/18   2:48 PM



W I N T E R  2 0 1 7   |   S O D  H O U S E   |   3 6 3

Later additions and modern siding, along with electrical poles and satellite receivers, 
hide the Longwood house’s origins as a sod structure. 

	 As Fred Peterson has argued of agricultural operations and farm-
houses generally, “Practicing frugality as a moral virtue, many large 
farm families chose to continue to live in small dwellings” and placed 
“architectural ambition in the proper context of the farm as a working 
enterprise where one ought to accomplish ‘first things first.’ ”165 Even 
so, modernized sod homes grew quite comfortable. Mary Mackey’s 
home had stucco on the outside and paint on the inside, frame addi-
tions, and modern roofing. “A lot of people c[a]me in the house and 
didn’t know it was sod,” she said. Guests figured out her home was built 
of sod only if they happened to notice the thick window sills filled with 
flowers.166 A combination of farm frugality, comforts already achieved, 
and a growing culture of the “predictably unpredictable” worked to 
preserve sod house structures in northwestern South Dakota through-
out the twentieth century. 

	 165. Peterson, Homes in the Heartland, p. 80. 
	 166. Interview with Mackey.
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	 Maintenance using new commercial tools, decorations, and con-
struction materials, in part, allowed the next generation to keep many 
sod houses habitable for decades. Most sod house dwellers assessed 
the home’s appearance and structural integrity every year. Inside plas-
tering and outside stuccoing or patching occurred almost annually. 
While Mary Mackey’s mother fixed up an oilcloth painted with calci-
mine (a pink, green, blue, or yellow powder mixed with water) to hang 
on the interior sod walls, by the end of the twentieth century, Mary 
preferred semi-gloss oil paint that helped to seal the sod and could be 
easily washed. Gladys Jackson painted pictures of both the Ann Carr 
sod house and George Carr’s sod house, where she grew up, depicting 
them with the stucco, shifting cracks, and repairs that had looked to 
her as a child like a spider web. Martin Anderson had a regular fall 
routine of checking for cracks and using a caulking material for exte-
riors. When cracks became bad, such as the time lightning struck his 
house, he filled them with cement. He also discovered that mice would 
not chew on tinfoil, so he advised it as the best filler to stuff into holes 
in sod walls. Juanita Lenerville, who raised goats on her family home-
stead in the late twentieth century, recalled how every fall she patched 
mouse holes and cracks with cement.167 
	 Besides problems with the roof, the main structural defects men-
tioned by descendants who maintained sod houses well into the twen-
tieth century involved stability, in particular, the effects of decades of 
wall weight on window and door apertures. While light-colored plas-
ter or cemented window and door wells increased reflective light in 
houses, such stucco also added strength and stopped cracks from de-
veloping into holes that might result in larger imbalances and a break, 
usually at the corners. Speaking specifically about window and door 
frames, Oliver Green said that one needed to redo the plaster every 
couple of years. A mix of concrete and mud, he estimated, might be 
good for up to five winters. Lois Eggebo, for example, explained that 
her grandmother’s sod house began to deteriorate after the window 
frame rotted and collapsed, allowing factors such as erosion from 
weather or rubbing from stray cattle to speed the process.168 

	 167. Ibid.; interviews with Jackson, Anderson, Lenerville.
	 168. Interviews with Green, Eggebo.
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The deterioration of sod structures can be accelerated by numerous factors, including 
damage caused by cattle rubbing against the building’s corners. 

Cracking stucco, as seen on the Bekken sod house, meant continual patching and other 
maintenance chores for owners. 
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	 Maintenance varied, according to Green, “depending on how much 
rain you got and how cold it was.” If a sod house was left standing with-
out occupation, “that’s when they go to pieces quick, ’cause there’s no 
heat inside to dry them out . . . and they just start deteriorating.” Fur-
thermore, Green explained, once a soddie had stood for ten years or 
so, “they’ll start settling crooked. .  .  . I’ve seen a lot of them that had 
to be braced for several years so that they would settle back the other 
way.” In one particular instance, “The north end started to go out and 
then [my uncle] got some big poles and they jacked it back up there as 
tight as they could and then every once in a while, they’d tighten them 
more. That pushed back pretty good. After settling the other way, it 
straightened up.” Green added, “Frost and moisture don’t dry out as 
fast and the frost freezes and then it heaves—just like your ground.”169 
Of the sod house her parents built, Mary Mackey explained that in a 
three-day rain the walls take on moisture to the extent that it can be 
felt within the house. The walls “draw it in,” she said, but “when it gets 
hot, or dried . . . again it’s fine.” She continued to watch for any sway 
at the top of the walls as signs of a larger problem developing, even 
though she knew that her father had placed iron rods into the walls for 
stability.170 
	 Several former sod house dwellers recalled leaving when a wall fell 
out. For a short time after they married in the 1930s, Bob and Faye 
Week lived in the sod house his mother had built on her homestead. 
As they told the story, “Well, we were sitting there on Sunday and visit-
ing” with a sister and brother-in-law, when “Kerplunk! . . . the wall went 
out.” There had been no warning of the impending collapse, which left 
a hole the size of a large piano. The north wall “had been leaning for 
many years,” Bob explained, and was braced in two places outside. Un-
fortunately, the brace poles were situated too far apart and allowed the 
section in between to collapse. His brother-in-law “about died laugh-
ing” over the incident, Bob remembered.171

	 As Oliver Green said of sod houses, “There’s a lot of upkeep going 

	 169. Interview with Green.
	 170. Interview with Mackey.
	 171. Interview with Bob and Faye Week, Prairie City, S.Dak., 23 May 1991, Week file. 
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Sagging or bowed walls and the need for bracing plagued many soddies, as seen in this 
photograph of students gathered in front of their sod schoolhouse. 

on. I mean you’ve got to keep working with them. You’ve got to just 
watch them all the time. There’s a lot of work to it. . . . That’s the big 
reason that [the sod house] isn’t any longer built.”172 The solid soddie 
stood many residents of northwestern South Dakota in good stead for 
decades longer than their builders had planned. In a region where the 
climate and economy often proved harsh, some of those who stayed 
saved their limited resources to deal with the “predictably unpredict-
able” and made do with their sod homes as long as possible. By the end 
of the twentieth century, however, all but a few of the area’s sod houses 
had met their demise. As Herman Van Den Berg looked at a photo-
graph of ducks swimming in a pond on his property, he summed up the 
practical philosophy of long-time area residents: “That’s the ducks in 
the hole where the sod house was,” he said. “It crumbles down. It falls 
over. Then you leave it. And you get yourself some ducks.”173 

	 172. Interview with Green.
	 173. Interview with Herman and Ruby Van Den Berg, Prairie City, S.Dak., 25 May 1991, 
Van Den Berg file.
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Historian, author, and educator James (“Jim”) David McLaird died on 
31 August 2017 in Mitchell, South Dakota. A friend of South Dakota His-
tory from its inception, he most recently served on the journal’s board 
of editors. 
	 James McLaird was born 11 December 1940 at Lake Benton, Minne-
sota. His family relocated to Miller, South Dakota, where he graduated 
from high school in 1958. In 1961, he married Donna Hillman in Faulk-
ton, and the couple had two sons, John and Steven.
	 McLaird received a B.A. in psychology from Dakota Wesleyan Uni-
versity in Mitchell in 1962 and an M.A. in history from the University 
of Wyoming at Laramie in 1966. He also completed graduate courses at 
Boston University School of Theology, South Dakota State University, 
Utah State University, and the University of Wyoming. In 1967, McLaird 
took a post at Dakota Wesleyan University, where he taught history un-
til his retirement in 2004. He received an honorary doctorate from Da-
kota Wesleyan in 2005 and served as professor emeritus of history until 
his death.
	 In addition to his academic career, McLaird was an avid book col-
lector and longtime contributor to South Dakota History, with a spe-
cial interest in Black Hills topics. He was also an award-winning book 
author. Calamity Jane: The Woman and the Legend was named “Best 
Non-Fiction Book” by Westerners International in 2005. Among Mc-
Laird’s other works are Wild Bill Hickok and Calamity Jane: Deadwood 
Legends and Hugh Glass: Grizzly Survivor, both published by the South 
Dakota Historical Society Press, and The Dakota Wesleyan University 
Memory Book, 1885–2010 published by the university.
	 In 2012, the South Dakota State Historical Society honored McLaird 
with the Robinson Award for a lifetime of dedicated and distinguished 
service to the preservation of the history of South Dakota. 

In Memory of James D. McLaird, 1940–2017
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	 As a scholar of South Dakota and the American West, McLaird was 
a gifted researcher who gave remarkable attention to detail. As an in-
structor and mentor, he had a unique compassion for others, seeking 
to know the personal history of each person he met. McLaird’s accom-
plishments reveal his devotion to the stories of the people and places 
he loved most.

Jim McLaird appears here in the McGovern Library at Dakota Wesleyan Uni-
versity, where he did much of his research. (Photograph by Mari Olson)
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A M Y  C .  N O V A K

Remembering Jim McLaird

Amy C. Novak, president of Dakota Wesleyan University, delivered the fol-
lowing tribute to James McLaird at his funeral service, held 6 September 
2017 at First United Methodist Church in Mitchell.

In 2013, Professor Jim McLaird stopped into my office with a gift for 
my inauguration as president of Dakota Wesleyan University (DWU). 
On the inside of a copy of his Dakota Wesleyan University Memory Book, 
1885–2010, he had written the following inscription, “What is past is 
prologue.” The phrase is taken from Shakespeare’s play, The Tempest, 
and it is an apt reminder that the past is a preface to the future and 
that we ought never forget the powerful lessons of history as we make 
decisions about today.
	 Today, we celebrate the life of a man whose past has forever shaped 
our collective future. That is to say that the countless interactions Pro-
fessor McLaird had with students, faculty, staff, community members, 
and scholars has shaped the people we each became, the institution 
our university became, and the future we hold collectively together.
	 One of my earliest interactions with Jim came as a young high-school 
student. I was part of a debate team with Jim and Donna’s son, Steve. 
We had all gone to see Kevin Costner’s film, Dances with Wolves. As 
we came out of the theater, Jim immediately began to make historical 
corrections to the film. I remember him saying, “First of all, Amy, the 
Lakota Chief called Ten Bears was actually a Southern Plains Yampari-
ka Comanche chief. Second, the real Kicking Bird was not a ‘medicine 
man’ but a chief in another Southern Plains tribe called the Kiowa. 
And finally, the year of the winter campaign launched by the United 
States Army in search of Dances with Wolves and Ten Bears’s band 
occurred in 1864, but let me tell you something, no United States Army 
winter campaigns were launched against any American Indians until 
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November 1868.” To put the icing on the cake of historical credibility, 
Jim remarked, “And the apple that Kevin Costner is seen eating is a 
Red Delicious—a variety that did not exist until well after the Civil 
War.”
	 It was this incredible attention to detail that marked the genius 
of Jim McLaird as a top-notch historian of the American West and a 
top-notch storyteller of the Dakota Wesleyan story. Arguably more im-
portant than either of these notable credentials was that Professor Mc-
Laird’s meticulous attention to detail made him a remarkable teacher, 
mentor, and colleague. Some may argue that Jim’s greatest contribu-
tion was in the books he wrote—and these books were outstanding. 
His work on Calamity Jane, for example, dissected her mythic qualities 
and revealed her true background, motivations, and actions—the true 
story, as Jim would say, that HBO’s Deadwood failed to capture.
	 Jim gave countless well-researched presentations often disputing 
the mythology of the American West, and he wrote the remarkable 
memory book of DWU that brought to life countless alumni whose 
contributions have shaped who we became as a university, as a commu-
nity, as a nation, and as a world. But one might reasonably assert that 
Jim’s great genius was in his remarkable memory for his students and 
the lives he touched through his countless interactions with each of 
them. On sharing the news of Jim’s passing, countless alumni reached 
out to offer condolences and share memories, and every single one of 
them remarked about his ability to be as interested in each of them, in 
their stories, as he was in the remarkable history he was regaling them 
with in class lectures. Yes, these alumni remarked about how Jim’s pas-
sion for understanding history reshaped their view of the world. They 
learned to think more critically, analyze more thoroughly, ask more 
thoughtfully, and investigate with a broader lens. Jim’s classes forced 
students to reconsider their previous assumptions, question the myths 
that characterized their initial understanding of the American West, 
and rethink larger questions like, “Did slavery cause racism or did rac-
ism lead to the institutionalization of slavery?”
	 Students also commended Professor McLaird for more than teach-
ing history. One former student remarked, “He was a friend and men-
tor. . . . He spent hours listening to me share my struggles with my fa-
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ther.” In another case, the former student said, “He was the first person 
who believed I could do something with my life. . . . Today I’m teaching 
history and have been forever changed by Jim’s genuine kindness.”
	 The spiritual writer Henri Nouwen once shared a story about a col-
league who was a theology professor. The theology professor said: “I 
spent years working on a book and I always thought this would be the 
greatest contribution I could make to this world, . . . but then I realized, 
the book was good, but my greatest contribution was in the interac-
tions and the interruptions I experienced with my students. .  .  . My 
greatest work was their work.” This, friends, is truly the story of Jim 
McLaird. 
	 This past Thursday, the day he passed away, Jim was sitting in the 
DWU library. As typically happened, he would raise his finger and gen-
tly call me over. He was reading a biography of Adolf Hitler and giving 
me his take on the author’s perspective, but he was also sharing news 
about his son Steven’s new girlfriend, about John and Rachel and their 
children, and about the family dogs. He delighted in the accomplish-
ments of his family and appreciated all that Donna had done for him.
	 When the next history book of DWU is written, Jim McLaird will 
have a page. And we will carefully, with great attention to detail, cap-
ture the story of a professor whose humble ways, whose passing con-
versations, whose relentless pursuit of the details, shaped generations 
of Wesleyan doctors, lawyers, teachers, business persons, pastors, and 
community advocates.
	 Professor Jim McLaird, you have helped write the story of the Amer-
ican West, you have helped DWU write its story, and you have helped 
each of us write our own stories. Today, we honor your story—your 
generosity of spirit, your kind and listening ear, your passion for learn-
ing, your commitment to helping each of us understand the best ver-
sion of ourselves, and your unrelenting pursuit of the details that make 
our past indeed our prologue.
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Book Review Editor, South Dakota History, 900 Governors Drive, Pierre, SD 57501-2217.  

Westerns: A Women’s History
Victoria Lamont. Lincoln: University of 
Nebraska Press, 2016. 194pp. Illus. Notes. 
Biblio. Ind. Cloth, $55.00.

For more than a century, the mythic western 
cowboy has been consistently hypermascu-
line. Victoria Lamont’s Westerns: A Women’s 
History prods the boundaries of this image 
while debunking the myth that literary 
westerns were consistently written by men. 
Lamont demonstrates that through writing 
“quality” novels (as opposed to earlier dime 
novels) at the turn of the twentieth century, 
female authors helped to shape the genre 
before being marginalized into the far more 
narrowly defined field of western romance 
beginning in the 1920s. By the 1940s, she 
argues, westerns had been thoroughly mas-
culinized, and female authors were limited 
to producing pulp romance. As scholars 
recovered western novels in the late twentieth 
century, Lamont suggests, they focused on a 
western canon that mimicked this later peri-
od’s exclusion of women writers and missed 
their active and important participation in the 
genre’s origins.
	 The primary scholarly contributions of this 
monograph are literary. Lamont recovers 
long-forgotten female authors excluded from 
the western canon. Beyond recovering their 
voices, she argues that including these female 
writers requires us to rethink the ways we 
understand the genre. Lamont suggests that 
the accepted characteristics of the popular 
western conceal the genre’s complexity and 
that women writers’ contributions have been 
actively erased at each key juncture in its 

development. Along the way, she demon-
strates that most female western writers did 
not use pseudonyms (Chapter 3) and argues 
that Okanagan author Mourning Dove wrote a 
popular western to inscribe living indigenous 
cultural practices and resist ethnographers’ 
desires to document a supposedly dying 
culture (Chapter 4).
	 Of greater interest to scholars and 
afficionados is Lamont’s analysis of women 
writers’ political uses of the popular western. 
By comparing female-authored works to 
better-known examples drawn from the 
male-dominated world, Lamont demonstrates 
that women writers used western-themed 
fiction to promote feminist perspectives 
and (at least in the case of Mourning Dove) 
indigenous rights. Emma Ghent Curtis pro-
moted women’s suffrage in Colorado within 
the pages of The Administratrix (Chapter 
1). In contrast to Owen Wister’s well-known 
novel about the Johnson County War, The 
Virginian, Lamont demonstrates that Frances 
McElrath’s The Rustler: A Tale of Love and 
War in Wyoming critiques social inequality by 
likening marriage to cattle rustling (Chapter 
2). Lamont also argues that women writers 
drew analogies between cattle roundups 
and marriage markets that built on feminist 
abolitionists’ comparisons of patriarchy and 
slavery as well as the later claims that likened 
marriage to slavery, arguing that it objectifies 
and commodifies women (Chapter 3).
	 Victoria Lamont’s monograph documents 
the erasure of women writers from the pop-
ular western genre and makes a persuasive 
case for their inclusion in the western literary 
canon. While its argument is targeted to 
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combination of equality of treatment and 
racial restriction.
	 The previously published material is well 
chosen. C. Robert Haywood’s 1988 article 
on Dodge City compares the experiences of 
transient black cowboys (in town with cattle 
drives) with those of black residents, usefully 
connecting the experiences of a small group 
that has received a degree of attention (black 
cowboys) to one that has not (the majority 
of African American westerners). As Glasrud 
writes, a “wide range of articles about black 
cowboys” and black western communities 
has been published over the years, but that 
material has been widely scattered (p. 3). 
Black Cowboys gathers material under the 
rubric of the African American West that was 
originally published in general-interest jour-
nals, including Journal of American Culture, or 
in more specific regional contexts, such as the 
book Black Cowboys of Texas and the journal 
Chronicles of Oklahoma.
	 The highlight of the volume, though, is the 
new material, especially essays that address 
African American women’s experience, such 
as Miantae Metcalf McConnell’s biographi-
cal essay on Montanan Mary Fields. Cecilia 
Gutierrez Venable, in her essay, observes that 
women’s “direct contribution on the ranch 
was often hidden,” though they often did the 
same work as men (p. 61). Through the stories 
of Johana July and Henrietta Williams Foster, 
Venable documents the skilled ranch work of 
two African American women in Texas. The 
stories of these black western women make 
an important addition to the history of the 
black “cowboy.”
michael k.  johnson
University of Maine
Farmington, Maine

Carlisle Indian Industrial School: 
Indigenous Histories, Memories, and 
Reclamations
Edited by Jacqueline Fear-Segal and Susan D. 
Rose. Indigenous Education Series. Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press, 2016. 414pp. 
Illus. Maps. Biblio. Ind. Cloth, $70.00.

literary critics, avid readers of popular west-
erns will appreciate Lamont’s discussion of 
less-known female-authored novels. Individu-
al chapters will also be of interest to scholars 
and students of western and gender history.
cynthia culver prescott
University of North Dakota
Grand Forks, N.Dak.

Black Cowboys in the American West: 
On the Range, On the Stage, Behind the 
Badge
Edited by Bruce A. Glasrud and Michael N. 
Searles. Foreword by Albert S. Broussard. 
Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2016. 
256pp. Notes. Biblio. Ind. Paper, $24.95.

Combining previously published articles 
with four essays prepared especially for the 
volume, Black Cowboys in the American West 
provides a useful and eclectic overview of 
African American experience in the West. 
Divided into three sections, “Cowboys on the 
Range,” “Performing Cowboys,” and “Outrid-
ers of the Black Cowboys,” the book follows 
a central thread that might be described as 
“performance.” These performances are often 
interrelated, as ranch work and livestock 
care were part of daily life for many black 
westerners, not just the cowboys who joined 
cattle drives. Likewise, entertainers such as 
musicians and rodeo contestants enacted 
onstage a version of the same work they were 
doing offstage.
	 The essays collected in Black Cowboys pro-
vide detailed and well-documented stories of 
African American participation in all facets of 
western history and culture. As Glasrud notes, 
the book is the first in fifty years to offer “a 
scholarly, single-volume work” on “the gener-
al topic of black cowboys in the West” (p. 3). 
That generality is a strength of the collection, 
as it demonstrates continuities of experience 
over different fields of labor. For example, 
black cowboys on cattle drives and black 
rodeo performers in the twentieth century 
both experienced a seemingly paradoxical 
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non-Indian authors offers a multilayered 
interpretation of the Carlisle experience. 
Interspersed among the essays are inspired 
pieces of poetry and short stories that further 
humanize the faces in the black-and-white 
photographs.
	 It is exactly this humanizing aspect that 
makes Carlisle Indian Industrial School an 
important contribution to the study of 
boarding schools. Reflected in the work is 
the importance of names and the naming of 
past actions. N. Scott Momaday reflects on 
the seriousness of having one’s name taken 
away as “not only about the theft of identity, 
but indeed the theft of essential being” (p. 
43). At Carlisle, authorities attempted to 
erase American Indian children’s identities 
by cutting hair, enforcing military dress, and 
assigning new white names. This collection 
reclaims Carlisle as an indigenous place 
by offering research that returns names to 
unknown graves and the children’s stories to 
their communities. 
	 Often, histories of Carlisle focus on the 
well-known names of Jim Thorpe, Pop 
Warner, and Richard Henry Pratt, but there 
are other less recognized individuals who 
merit remembrance. The editors’ introduc-
tion acknowledges that the experiences of 
students at Carlisle varied, and while some 
had positive encounters, far more children 
suffered a cultural genocide and erasure of 
their identity (p. 4). The collective effort of 
this book restores, reflects, and remembers 
these children and their stories.
jacob c.  jurss
University of Minnesota
Morris, Minn.

Polka Heartland: Why the Midwest 
Loves to Polka 
By Rick March. Photographs by Dick Blau. 
Madison: Wisconsin Historical Society Press, 
2015. 208pp. Illus. Notes. Biblio. Ind. Cloth, 
$29.95.

Given the resurgence of interest in mid-
western history, the publication of Polka 

Remembrance, acknowledgment, and names 
bind together the essays of Carlisle Indian 
Industrial School. The collection resulted from 
a 2012 symposium at Carlisle inspired by a 
screening of the documentary The Lost Ones: 
The Long Journey Home at the 2011 confer-
ence of the Native American and Indigenous 
Studies Association. The film shared the story 
of Kesetta and Jack, captured by the United 
States Army during the massacre of their Li-
pan Apache community and sent to Carlisle. 
Fear-Segal’s essay, “The Lost Ones: Piecing 
Together the Story,” rests at the center of the 
collection and is representative of the greater 
aims of the volume. The fates of the children 
remained long unknown to their tribe, but 
through the work of scholars and tribal 
members, fragments of their experience have 
recently been revealed. The book reflects 
to a wider audience the discussions at the 
conference on the legacy of Carlisle Indian 
Industrial School.
	 Those researching boarding schools will 
benefit from the techniques described and 
the example academics and community 
members set in joining efforts to uncover 
buried narratives of indigenous peoples. The 
essays cover a diversity of subjects related 
to the school, including its history, athletic 
legacy, cemetery grounds, and personal ties. 
General readers may find a few pieces overly 
complicated by academic jargon, but in the 
majority of essays, the prevalence of nar-
rative anecdotes humanizes the sometimes 
sterile nature of scholarly writing. 
	 The collection largely succeeds in its ambi-
tious goals of preserving and presenting the 
research and memory of the complex legacy 
of the Carlisle Indian School as discussed at 
the 2012 symposium. Readers will benefit by 
selecting individual essays of interest, but the 
full impact of the work is felt when read as a 
whole. The editors’ placement of the essays 
recreates the atmosphere of the conference. 
A welcome and thanksgiving prayer offered 
at the beginning of the conference follow 
the editors’ introduction, and the collec-
tion’s twenty-two chapters are divided into 
six parts. The mix of American Indian and 
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	 Circa 1900, “a polka band had no standard 
lineup” (p. 47), but March and Blau show Bo-
hemian, “Dutchman” (German), Polish, Slove-
nian, and Mexican polka activity in Wisconsin. 
Each nationality developed its approach to 
the music, especially instrumentation, yet 
proximity and creativity brought about an 
interaction of these styles. Especially interest-
ing is the Mexican polka experience, from its 
nineteenth-century introduction into Mexico 
to the flourishing of the “banda duranguense” 
(Durango style) in Chicago, a key city for 
musical innovations.
	 March notes that interest in the polka has 
declined since its mid-twentieth century peak 
and that its enthusiasts are primarily “older” 
people (p. 71). But as he and Blau visited Pol-
ish and Mexican polka venues, they took heart 
in the presence of young people, and other 
evidence suggests that the polka will remain a 
dynamic part of midwestern culture.
	 Contributing much to this work are “Polka 
Interlude” sections that treat details of the 
Wisconsin-midwestern polka heritage. These 
sidebars follow seven of the book’s ten 
chapters and give fine insights into the polka 
at the grassroots level. Although a map of 
Wisconsin showing the places mentioned 
throughout the narrative would have been 
welcome, readers will find the endnotes re-
flective of the polka’s diverse story. The brief 
bibliography, including references to record-
ings, and the index are useful. Polka Heartland 
adroitly portrays an aspect of the intersection 
of our region’s past, present, and future and 
is a welcome addition to the literature on 
ethnicity and popular culture. 
harl a.  dalstrom
Emeritus, University of Nebraska
Omaha, Nebr.

Heartland is most timely. The relationship 
of music and dancing to ethnicity is basic to 
social evolution, and Rick March and Dick 
Blau, focusing on Wisconsin, ably link the his-
tory of the polka to life in the Midwest. Their 
outstanding backgrounds prepared them for 
a project that unobtrusively corrects oversim-
plifications about the polka. The narrative is 
excellent, and its force is enhanced by a lavish 
but careful use of photographs.
	 Following introductory comments, March 
immerses the reader in a polka setting. The 
time is 1986, three decades after the peak 
of polka dancing, and the place is Ellsworth, 
Wisconsin, but the narrative and pictures 
will surely evoke happy memories for South 
Dakotans who remember “old-time” dances. 
As March says, a “sense of community” (p. 
20) pervaded these events. Venues large and 
small emerge in Polka Heartland, and in each 
we sense the atmosphere and intimacy of the 
moment and place. These impressions are a 
critical value of the book.
	 Not surprisingly, March finds the origin 
of the polka in central Europe, where the 
dance became popular in Prague by 1835 and 
reached London and New York by 1844. De-
spite stories of a peasant origin, March finds 
that the waltz was “a much more likely model 
for the polka” (p. 27). In the mid-nineteenth 
century, Americans adopted the polka 
without giving it an ethnic association, but 
the increasingly prominent German-American 
population and the coming of other European 
peoples firmly established it as part of 
midwestern life. Moreover, March observes 
that innovations in instruments such as the 
saxophone, accordion, and concertina paired 
with the emergence of marching bands to 
foster the vitality of the polka.
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John Leonard Jennewein was an afficionado of the American West with a 
passion for preserving and sharing the past through his various roles as his-
torian, educator, author, and museum curator.
	 Born 5 June 1910 in Bath, South Dakota, the son of Fred and Lena Jenne-
wein grew up on the HAT ranch near Bison. He married Marjorie Bullock in 
1933, and they had two daughters, Linova and Sylvia.
	 Jennewein held assorted jobs throughout South Dakota, beginning as 
a rural schoolteacher near Bison. After graduating from Northern State 
Teachers College at Aberdeen in 1935, he relocated to Pierre to work as 
district director of employment for the Work Projects Administration. 
Throughout the 1940s and early 1950s, he served in the United States Army, 
as state director of recreation for the Federal Works Agency in Mitchell, 
chief clerk of the post engineers at the Black Hills Ordnance Depot in Igloo, 
and district property officer for the Bureau of Reclamation at Huron. In 
1953, Jennewein and his family settled in Mitchell, where he taught history 
and English at Dakota Wesleyan University until his death in 1968. 
	 Through his father, an avid collector of cowboy memorabilia, Jennewein 
had gained an interest in western history. He authored several publications, 
including Calamity Jane of the Western Trails, Prelude to Barbed Wire, and 
Black Hills Book Trails. He also co-edited Dakota Panorama, a collection of 
historical essays commemorating Dakota Territory’s centennial.
	 As executive secretary of the Friends of the Middle Border, Jennewein 
tirelessly collected and documented artifacts for the organization’s museum 
in College Hall on the Dakota Wesleyan campus, both before and after fire 
destroyed the building in 1955. Now named the Dakota Discovery Museum, 
the facility is located near the Dakota Wesleyan campus, where the Jenne-
wein Western History collection is housed at the university’s McGovern Li-
brary.
	 Jennewein belonged to numerous historical organizations and received 
several awards during his lifetime. A noted lecturer, he was frequently called 
upon to emcee events across the state. The City of Mitchell named Jenne-
wein Park in his honor in 1968, and he was inducted into the South Dakota 
Hall of Fame in 1978.
	 J. Leonard Jennewein died on 4 January 1968 and is buried in the Ameri-
can Legion Cemetery in Mitchell, South Dakota. 
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