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Germans were among the first white settlers to the
Dakotas after the area was opened to white secttlement in the
summer of 185% upon the formal withdrawal of the variocus
SZioux tribes. Settlement was slow during the 18605 because
of continual friction with the 1ndians, the lack of transpor-
tation facilitics, and the existence of good government land
to the cast. Frospective settlers were discpuraged by the
lack of timber and by reports that the climate and soil were
unfit for agriculture. 1In 1866 George Catlin wrotc that the
Dakotas were part of a regign which would always be "uscless
andg unfit for ¢ivilized man to cultivate,"l But conditions
for settlement became favorable in 186£ when several favorable
ctreatles had been made with the Indians, the railroad was
completed to Sioux City, lowa--close to the eastern border aof
South Dakota--and the best land had becn taken in Iowa and
Minnesota.

In January oi 1871 the legislature of Dakota Territory
established a bureau of immigration whose duty it was to
attract prospective settlers to the area, Among its activities
was the distribution of pamphlets in the German languace.
These pamrhlets described the area in the most glowing terms.
One of these rcad as follows: ™S5ud-Dakota--die reichste
Kornkammer der Welt. Ein Land voll Sonnenschein, gesundes
Klima, gliickliche Menschcn. Seinc fruchtbaren Felder,
bPil{ilhenden S5tddte, und wachsenden Industrien laden Euch cin und
bictan Euch goldene Gelegenheiten zur Existenz."2 vVarious
railroads were alsc anxicus to draw people to their lands, and
German-language posters, pamphlets, and guides were published
describing southern Minnescta and gastern Dakota as a region
without egual for agriculture.

1n the same year, the government of Russia decresd :ue
abolition of special privileges granted to the Germans who had
established colonies in sauthern Russia from 1763 to 1839,
These privileges, including the exemption from military con-
scription, and the right to have German language schools,
churches, and to have independent local administrations, had
enabled them to preserve their German identity in Russia.
Following the decree which would have meant thelr Russianiza-
tion, thousands decided to emigrate to the United States.
Since the Dakota arca was just then being opened to settlement,
it received the largest number of Russian-German settlers.

In the spring of 1873 Russian-Germans living in the Black
Sea region and in Vplhynia sent twelve emissaries to investi-
gate prospective areas for settlement in the United States and
Canada. Among them was Andreas Schrag, who on May 23, 1874,
returned with eleven Mennonite families who scttled near
present-day Freeman in the southeastern part of Dakota Terri-
tory.3 He lies buried in the Salem-Zion cemetery in Freeman,
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South Dakota. The :inscription on the grave stone is entirely
in German. The Dakota Southern Railroad had recently been
completed to Yankton and Russian-German immigrants settled in
Bon Homme, Hutchinson, and Turner counties. Here they once
and for all dispelled the myth about the unsuitability of

that region for agriculture. The Germans from southern Russia
were especially well egquipped for farming in the Great Flains
since they were familiar with the climate and soil conditions
of semiarid lands. All of the settlers except the Russian-
Germans came from humid regions and were shocked by the wvast,
flat, treeless prairie. The Russian-Germans, however, coming
from the flat Russian steppes felt right at home. A visitor
to a North Dakota community relates that he was thrilled to
find a river valley and a few hills instead of the monotonous
prairie. But when he made a remark to this effect, the
Russian-German responded sadly that he didn't like those hills
at all at first, but that he had finally gotten used to them.

On the treeless prairle away from rivers, the ssttlers
spent the first winter in dugouts or in sod houses. In 1874
Rusgian-Germans in the Freeman area began to build the houses
that they had learned to build in Russia. They are built in
a distinctive and unique form. They made large, sun-dried
bricks and built thick-walled earthen houses of four or six
rooms. These were warm in the winter and cool in the summer
and remarkably durable. Some have lasted over a hundred
years., The houses which are discussed here were all built
between 1874 and 1879, the year in which the railroad came
through Freeman, making the purchase of lumber possible.

Figure 0One
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Figure one shows a typical house and barn combination.
The left side housed the family, the right side the animals.
House and barn are joined, and often, as here, a broken
roof-line is the tell-tale sign of these structures. Wooden
siding was added later, making the Russian-German earthen
house unnoticeable to the uninitiated. In the Black Sea
region the house and barn were also under one roof. The
occupants of the house could walk from the living room into
the adjoining stable.

Both the German colonists who migrated to the Black

Sca area and the Russian-Germans who came to Dakota Territory
came upon lands devoid of timber. In both regions they met
this challenge by building houses made from earth, either of
sunbaked bricks, stones and clay, or as was more common in
southeastern Dakota, of layers of clay. Clay made by mixing
earth and water was poured into forms, and bricks were made
by drying these in the sun for several weeks.5 With such
bricks the house in figure one was then constructed. In the
Black Sea region every village had a clay pit. Karl Stumpp
described@ the procedure that was followed there: "The clay
was then mixed with chopped straw or horse manure and then
in water until it was a viscous mass. This was then pressed
into wooden molds, to form a rectangular building block. In
the summer months these blocks dried very quickly and could
soon be used."6 Figure two shows the inside wall of a house
in South Dakota built of clay bricks and plastered with a
mixture of clay, sand, and limestone. Walls were plastered

Figure Two



cut and whitewashed with lime. The walls of houses
K Sea region were also always stuccoed and white-

German houses in the Black Sea region as well as those in
South Dakota were one-story dwellings usually consisting of
six rooms, thre in front and three in back. In the middle of
the house was the clay bakeoven which occupied a large part of
the kitchen (figure three). Bread was baked behind the door on

the right. This oven, of R

u an origin, was capable of heat-
ing the entire building. The

1
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%= was channeled back and

forth in the th brick wa the other side of the kitchen
so that heat was conducted the whole house. Straw and old
prairie grass, usually mixed with manure, were thrust into the
oven, and this fuel burned sc slowly that the fire needed to
be stoked only two or three times in twenty-four hours, with
the stoking taking about twenty minutes.8 ~The chimney, also
made from esarthen bricks, rose through the attic in a pyramid
form. Inside of it :, sausages, and ham could be hung to
be smoked. In the summer, a small building in the  yard, the

mmerkiche, was used for coocking and baking. The use of the
ummer kitchen avoided heating the main dwelling during the
hot summer, and the meals were taken in the cool earthen
housea.

A second tyvpe of building was
four}). Walls were buillt =of rocks,

stone house [(figqure
mlay was uscd as
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mortar. This is a four-room house., The walls are about two
feet thick and plastered with clay. Clay was also used in
the basement ceiling and was held in place by means of a
lattice-work of sticks. The floors were still solid many
decades after their construction. Instead of a stone wall
surrounding the yard, as customary in South Russia, a stone
corral near the house graphically illustrated the lack of
trees in those days. There was no timber for making fences,
but plenty of rocks with which to make an enclosure for the
animals.

A third type of architecture--the most common in this
area--was the rammed earth style (figure five). Grass,

straw, and small stones were added to earth mixed with water,

and the resulting mortar w mixed into such a consistency

that it could be handled with a pitch fork.? fThe clay mixtu:

would then be forked into long

woonden forms, cr if there ws
no lumber for forms, the walls were shaped with short boards
and tamped into place. A course, or layer, could only be
about a foot high or the walls would have spread under their
own weight., The lines of the courses can be seen on this
picture (figure five). Upon completion the walls were stuc-
coed with lime from local limestone.

The house in six was built in 1878. It was

inhabited unt gtill in excellent condit in
1980. his h s, an attached barn, and a

rhausl, or ante-chamber, which was common in Russia. This
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Figure Six
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entryway kept out the cold drafts in the winter and afrorded

protection againsy flies and dust in the summcr, Deep
recesgad windows let 1n the sun in the winter but kept it
out in the summer. The thick-walled house of the Russian-

Germans was well adarnted to life on the northern Great
Plains. Gther settlers crected c¢laim shanties, which meant
buying and transporting cxpcnsive lumber. Nothino but a

thin piece of wood separated the inside from outside tempera-
tures of 100 degrees in the summer and 30 below zero in the
winter. But the Russian-German c¢léay house was unsurpassed in
coplng with the environment.

The cnvironment which thesc immigrants met in south-
eastern Scuth Dakota was similar to that which they had left
in southern Russia. And the houscs which they erected here
were remarkably similar in style to those which they had
lcarnez to build in the EBlack Sea arca. They were house-barn
combinations built with rative materials--carth and store.
The one-story dwellings contained either four or six rooms
with thick carthzn walls, stuccoed and whicewashed inside and
cutside. Most had a vezcibule; all had a large brick oven.
The prevalent rammed carth, or «lay wall, constructicn was a
distinective and uniqgue architectural style and a monument to
the Germans who came to Dakota Territory from Russia,
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9. According to Reuben Goertz, 2 grandson of Fussian-German
mmigrants who built these dwellmgs. My Goertz made it possible for
me to visit the houses described here, and [ wish to express my pratimde
to him.
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Fo A Deserted House

Think twice

defore you enier miy gate
Step info nry privacy

i find decay

and termite wood

that half of the world
you choose fo forget

The tree rockz me gently
in its shadows
and that is comfbr! enough

Louize Monfredo





