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types of earthen construction, with a number of vari-
ants, predominate in Germanic buildings found in
North Dakota and throughout the northern plains.'®
One method of earthen building used native clays
mixed with manure and water and fortified with straw
or other stabilizers. The mixture was shaped into large,
rectangular blocks or pressed into wooden molds that
were left to sun dry, without firing. These earthen
blocks, called "batsa” bricks in some regions of the
Dakotas, are closely related to "adobe” materials found
throughout the world.

Another method, known as rammed earth, involved
the tamping of a similar earthen mixture between
forms, much in the manner of modern, poured-in-place
concrete construction. Wooden frames, or shutters,
were raised to receive the next layer of clay, thereby
creating earthen tiers that were whitewashed with a
clayplaster.Inacloselyrelatedpractice, tiers of "puddled
clay” were laid up without the benefit of a form.
Puddled clay walls, at times barely distinguishable from
rammed earth construction, often incorporate rounded
field cobbles or stone slabs. In some dwellings located
in Mercer County, North Dakota, fieldstone was gener-
ously dispersed throughout the walls to such a degree
that the mud mostly serves as a heavy mortar.

Like the first homes of their forebears in eastern
Europe, the Germans' initial construction on the north-
ern plains was a crude hut, built partially underground
and thatched with twigs, reeds, and mud, their version
of the Russian semeljanka. Vestiges of the semeljanka are
evident by the ridge pole that protrudes slightly from
the gable peak. The ridge pole is typically present in
houses featuring shallow roofs and in instances where
gables are constructed entirely of stone or earth. Other
dwellings exhibit features of Germanic origins, such as
the longitudinal ceiling beam that supports the floor
joists of the attic story.

The most identifiable features of the German-Russian
and German-Hungarian buildings on the northern plains
include a single-story, rectangular form with gabled
roof, linear floor plan, attic-story windows, central
chimneys, and a projecting entry called a vorhausl. The
vorhausl itself has either a gabled or shed roof, with the
entrance door on the front or side. A principal entrance
at the side of the house, or even at the rear, observed in
some semi-urban settings [i.e., Dickinson, Goodrich,
and Denhoff] is consistent with the German and Rus-
sian antecedents.

A linear floor plan of two to three rooms predomi-
nates, while two-room or "double pile” plans are less
common.*® Another floor plan found throughout the
North Dakota buildings is a gabled "el,” some of which
appear to have been the original dwellings later ab-
sorbed by a larger house attached perpendicularly.

A detached, one-story, summer kitchen with gabled
roof often accompanies the house. Also present are
houses with steep, hipped roofs, often sprouting several
dormers, which have possible origins in the Russian
landscape. Some variations on these traditional themes
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Street in Zeeland, McIntosh County. The central location of the
chimneys and the traditional use of the fence to define the yard
surrounding the house provide visual evidence of a German-
Russian community.

built between the 1880s and the 1920s reflect an assimi-
lation of late-nineteenth-century American design trends.
Found primarily in the south-central region of North
Dakota, these buildings reveal that tenets of contempo-
rary American design were quickly adopted, even on
remote parcels. Rarely present in North Dakota but well
represented in the South Dakota sample is the house-
barn combination, a continuous linear plan articulated
by an offset or break in the gable and contrasting
window and door openings.

Although historic photographs verify that whitewash-
ing the exteriors of earthen buildings was practiced
during the settlement period, few examples of earthen
walls finished with traditional mud plasters survive in
North Dakota today. The hardiest survivors are build-
ings framed and clad with precut lumber. While tradi-
tional exterior plasters typically combined fresh clay
and additives such as cow manure, diluted cream, and
straw, cement was readily available by this period and
was often a plaster substitute.

House interiors blend both traditional and contempo-
rary American elements. Plastered wall surfaces are not
always uniform and exhibit a slight undulating quality
created by the earthen and stone materials. In some
examples, a characteristic German bake oven/chimney
of conventional or earthen bricks served dual purposes
of cook stove and fireplace on respective sides of the
wall. Deep window wells, mail-order doors from build-
ing suppliers, hand-wrought latches, decorative stencil-
ing, and vivid blues and yellows are other typical
interior appointments.

In North Dakota, two-story Germanic buildings are
uncommon. Overt, stylistic tendencies and surface
embellishments are also rare, although some subjects
display late Victorian ornamentation and period details.
Most accounts about construction of these buildings
relate that precutlumber, though available, was seldom
used due to the high cost and was employed only
sparingly for gables, roofs, and windows. Landscaping














