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MANAGEMENT SUMMARY 
 
 
This report presents the findings of an investigation concerning the Winneshiek County 
Poor Farm (96-00658), and more specifically the Caretaker’s House (96-00644) within 
the county farm district.  This investigation was prepared for the Winneshiek County 
Historic Preservation Commission because the Caretaker’s House, a structure potentially 
eligible for the National Register of Historic Places under Criterion A is to be dismantled.  
This investigation seeks to document the architectural aspects of the property with 
emphasis on the Caretaker’s House, create a historical and cultural context of the farm, 
determine the potential significance of the property and each of its contributing/non-
contributing features, and provide data necessary for future considerations of the 
property.  This document was prepared by Bear Creek Archeology, Inc. of Cresco, Iowa, 
and any opinions expressed herein represent the views of the primary author. 
 
This report documents the Winneshiek County Poor Farm (96-00658) as a historic district 
containing three distinct buildings and three associated structures.  The district consists of 
the newly constructed (relatively speaking) Wellington Place care facility (96-00660), the 
Winneshiek County Poor House (96-00659), the Caretaker’s House (96-00644), two 
sheds, and a picnic shelter, all of which are settled upon 2.7 ha (6.6 ac) on the west side 
of Freeport, Iowa.  The county poor farm was established in 1866 and it survived until 
1988 when the Oneota Riverview Care Facility replaced it.  While the county farm 
existed for well over 100 years, the focus of this investigation concerns the county farm 
between 1866 and 1940, a time where the most information is available.  This report was 
not completed for compliance purposes, but instead, it was compiled to document a local 
resource prior to destruction. 
 
The following document outlines the reasons for the compiling this research and it will 
detail previous work conducted at the property.  It documents the location of the property 
and develops a historical/cultural context of Iowa county farms generally and the 
Winneshiek County Poor Farm specifically.  The architectural documentation of the 
Caretaker’s House and the associated buildings/structures in the district are presented.  
The potential archeological components to the district are assessed and interpretations 
concerning the district are drawn from the formulated historic/cultural contexts with an 
emphasis on how the district relates to the U.S. culture of capitalism and to Victorian 
ideals.  The property (the district as a whole) is formally evaluated using National 
Register of Historic Places Criteria and it is recommended that the district and/or its 
contributing resources are not eligible for the National Register of Historic Places, a 
useful recommendation if additional developments occur at this property.  The research 
(field and archival) was conducted between June and July 2011. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
This document presents the findings of an investigation concerning the Winneshiek 
County Poor Farm (96-00658), and more specifically the Caretaker’s House (96-00644) 
within the county farm district.  This investigation was prepared for the Winneshiek 
County Historic Preservation Commission because the Caretaker’s House, a structure 
potentially eligible for the National Register of Historic Places (NRHP) under Criterion 
A, is to be dismantled.  This investigation seeks to document the architectural aspects of 
the property with emphasis on the Caretaker’s House, create a historical and cultural 
context of the farm, determine the potential significance of the district and each of its 
contributing/non-contributing features, and provide data necessary for any future 
considerations of the district.  This document was prepared by Bear Creek Archeology, 
Inc. (BCA) of Cresco, Iowa.  The opinions expressed herein represent the views of the 
primary author. 
 
This report documents the Winneshiek County Poor Farm (96-00658) as a historic district 
containing three distinct buildings and three associated structures.  The district consists of 
the newly constructed (relatively speaking) Wellington Place care facility (96-00660), 
Winneshiek County Poor House (96-00659), Caretaker’s House (96-00644), two sheds, 
and a picnic shelter, all of which are settled upon 2.7 ha (6.6 ac) on the west side of 
Freeport, Iowa.  Established in 1866, the county poor farm survived until 1988 when the 
Oneota Riverview Care Facility replaced it.  While the county farm existed for well over 
100 years, the focus of this investigation concerns the county farm between 1866 and 
1940, a time where the most information is available.  This should not be viewed as the 
definitive document pertaining to the Winneshiek County Poor Farm (as additional work 
is necessary concerning the Winneshiek County Poor House and an infinite number of 
questions can be raised concerning this topic).  Instead, this document should serve as a 
starting point for researchers interested in the Winneshiek County Poor farm and Iowa 
poor farms generally. 
 
The following will outline the reasons for compiling this document and it will document 
previous work conducted at the property.  It will proceed to document the location of the 
property and develop a historical/cultural context of Iowa county farms generally and the 
Winneshiek County Poor Farm specifically.  Following the development of the context, 
the architectural documentation of the Caretaker’s House and associated 
buildings/structures in the district will be presented.  The potential archeological 
components to the district will be assessed, and interpretations concerning the district will 
be presented drawing upon the formulated historical/cultural contexts with an emphasis 
on how the district relates to the U.S. culture of capitalism (Robbins 2005) as well as 
Victorian ideals.  The property (the district as a whole) will be formally evaluated using 
the NRHP criteria, and the report will present directions for future research at the 
property.  While it could be considered a moot point to consider the NRHP eligibility of 
the historic district because the Caretaker’s House is slated for destruction, at least one 
original building will remain on the property (Winneshiek County Poor House), and 
determining the NRHP eligibility of the district will aid in future planning efforts. 
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Many people of the State Historic Preservation Office (SHPO) at the State Historical 
Society of Iowa aided in supplying background information concerning this property, 
provided site inventory numbers, and gave preliminary evaluations of the Caretaker’s 
House.  The Winneshiek County Historical Society and Decorah Public Library provided 
useful information relating to the social aspects that led to the development of the 
property, and in particular, Midge Kjone, Angie Reynolds, and Joyce Bullerman provided 
useful information while navigating the library archives.  The Winneshiek County 
Auditor’s office, under the direction of Ben Steines, was always helpful in providing 
county records.  Additionally, members of the Oneota Historic Future Alliance (OHFA) 
and Decorah Historic Preservation Commission obtained some of the background 
information concerning this property. 
 
The research and compilation of this report was primarily completed in June and July 
2011, with some modifications occurring in February 2012.  Derek Lee created the 
figures and graphics associated with this investigation.  Lloyd Bolz created the AutoCAD 
drawings of the building.  David G. Stanley aided in mapping the property.  David W. 
Benn and Dean Thompson contributed useful editorial comments.  Branden K. Scott 
conducted the historical research, architectural analysis, and authored this document.  
Patricia Halvorson edited this volume.  Any errors or omissions within this text are the 
sole responsibility of the principal author. 
 
 

PURPOSE OF DOCUMENTATION 
 
 
The Caretaker’s House and Winneshiek County Poor farm are being documented because 
the Caretaker’s House is scheduled for demolition.  Groups previously documenting the 
Caretaker’s House concerned themselves with protecting a potentially significant 
resource.  In September of 2008, the Winneshiek County Board of Supervisors (Board) 
entered into an agreement with OHFA to place the Caretaker’s House on the NRHP 
within two years or remove the building by November 30, 2010 (Strandberg 2011a).  
When the two-year agreement expired with neither the house being listed to the NRHP or 
building deconstruction started, OHFA was given an extension until April 30, 2011.  
OHFA contracted with Northeast Iowa Community College (NICC) to deconstruct the 
home, but the community college was unable to procure enough students for the task.  
OHFA was then awarded an extension to have the building removed by the fall of 2011.  
As of February of 2012, the structure is in the process of demolition.  Unfortunately, 
there has been little documentation of this structure and to ensure that the building is 
adequately documented BCA began detailing the building prior to its removal. 
 
This is not the first documentation.  A site inventory form (96-00644) was completed for 
the Caretaker’s House by Deborah Bishop (2010; Appendix A).  The structure form 
indicates it was a single-family dwelling/institutional housing not currently in use.  The 
architectural classification is listed as Prairie School, Craftsman-style, and Four-Square.  
The foundation is documented as concrete (poured and block), the walls are brick, and 
the roof has asphalt shingles.  The previous researcher had the opinion that the house was 
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eligible for the NRHP under Criterion A (associated with significant events) and 
Criterion C (distinctive architectural characteristics).  The areas of significance listed 
were architecture and social history.  Bishop (2010) gives the original construction date 
as 1915 and a renovation date of 1970.  The architect listed is J. H. Austad with the 
bricklayer being Al Wooley.  The verbal description of the property gives details 
concerning the materials used and the designs of the windows, pillars, brickwork, 
woodwork, etc., with an emphasis on original materials (not modern materials) and gives 
the impression that the house is in nearly pristine historic condition.  In fact, the house is 
stated to have “a high degree of historic architectural integrity…having had only kitchen 
and bath updates.”  According to the previous researcher, the only new systems needed to 
restore the house for reuse would be new boiler/radiators and an update to the electrical 
service.  The statement of significance gives a very brief history of poor farms and gives 
a basic understanding as to why poor farms were established.  It does not actually present 
an argument as to why this particular house is significant under the applicable NRHP 
criteria. 
 
In the eligibility review of the State Historical Society of Iowa, the house is considered 
individually eligible for the NRHP under Criterion A (not Criterion C), but in the 
additional comments the reviewer states: 
 

The County Home Caretaker’s House in Winneshiek County appears to be 
eligible for the National Register for its connection to the county’s effort to care 
for poor and mentally incapacitated individuals.  This 1915 residence is part of 
what was once a larger poor farm property, however, the other major remaining 
resource (the North Building) has been altered over time and expanded with 
additions.  In contrast, the caretaker’s house retains good integrity.  Additional 
research needs to be done on the history of the poor farm, its evolution, and who 
lived in the residence.  Confirmation of the architect J. H. Austad should be 
provided as well as other information about his role in the design of the house 
(emphasis added; Christian 2010; Appendix A). 

 
The essence of the comments is that additional work was needed in developing historical 
contexts of the property to determine its true significance and NRHP eligibility.  This 
investigation seeks to develop such contexts, provide further documentation of the 
structures at the property, compare the Winneshiek County farm with other similar farms 
in Iowa, and as a side note, apply NRHP criteria to this property to determine if it is truly 
eligible for the NRHP under Criteria A and/or C.  These goals follow the 
recommendations made by the State Historical Society of Iowa.  To accomplish this goal 
the property must be evaluated as a district (for Criterion A purposes). 
 
 

LOCATION OF THE WINNESHIEK COUNTY POOR FARM 
 
 
The Winneshiek County Poor Farm is located east of Decorah in the village of Freeport 
(Figure 1).  The district is located northeast of the intersection of River Road and Mollers 
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Drive.  More specifically the district can be found at 2479 River Road and the 
Caretaker’s House (across a driveway from the main portion of the district) is located at 
2481 River Road.  The district is located in the S½ of the SE¼ of the SE¼, and a small 
portion of the SW¼ of the NW¼ of the SE¼ of the SE¼, Section 14, T98N, R8W, 
Decorah Township, Winneshiek County, Iowa (Figure 1).  The Caretaker’s House is 
located in the NW¼ of the SE¼ of the SE¼ of the SE¼, of the aforementioned Section, 
Township, and Range.  The district encompasses approximately 2.7 ha (6.6 ac).  The 
district is approximately 340 m (1,115.5 ft) in length (east to west) and 215 m (705.4 ft) 
in width (north to south). 
 
The identified structures associated with this district (historic and modern) are identified 
by their UTM locations in Table 1. 
 
Table 1.  Locations of the structures at the Winneshiek County Poor Farm Historic District 

Structure Current Condition NAD Zone Northing Easting 
Barn Removed 83 15 4,794,783 601,618 

      

Care Facility Extant 83 15 4,794,817 601,724 
      

Caretaker’s House Extant 83 15 4,794,861 601,736 
      

Asylum Removed 83 15 4,794,834 601,658 
      

Original Steward’s House Removed 83 15 4,794,841 601,676 
      

Dining Room Removed 83 15 4,794,842 601,688 
      

Poorhouse Extant 83 15 4,794,870 601,682 
      

Shed 1 Extant 83 15 4,794,880 601,646 
      

Shed 2 Extant 83 15 4,794,817 601,637 
      

Shed 3 Removed 83 15 4,794,831 601,714 
      

Shelter Extant 83 15 4,794,866 601,741 
      

Woodshed Removed 83 15 4,794,879 601,640 
      

Unknown Removed 83 15 4,794,922 601,767 
      

Unknown Removed 83 15 4,794,906 601,723 
      

Granary Removed 83 15 4,794,835 601,637 
      

Corncrib Removed 83 15 4,794,806 601,618 
      

Unknown Removed 83 15 4,794,729 601,613 
      

Hog house Removed 83 15 4,794,745 601,618 
      

Chicken coop Removed 83 15 4,794,760 601,636 
      

Barn Removed 83 15 4,794,768 601,654 
      

Windmill Removed 83 15 4,794,853 601,662 
 
Based on aerial photographs, at least 21 structures once existed within this district.  Of 
these structures, four are modern, extant structures associated with the current care 
facility.  Only two of the original 17 structures remain extant.  These structures include 
the poorhouse and Caretaker’s House.  Most of the former structure locations reside 
below newer buildings or underneath parking lots/roads. 
 
Based on the county soil survey (Camp 2007; National Resources Conservation Service 
2006), three soil types are mapped within the district boundaries (Figure 2).  In the 
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western portion of the district the Ion-Eitzen complex, 0–2% slopes, occasionally 
flooded, is the mapped soil type (symbol 2671; Figure 2).  This soil is nearly level and 
found on floodplains.  This soil formed in silty alluvium under tall prairie grasses 
consisting of big bluestem, little bluestem, and switchgrass with occasional interspersed 
deciduous trees.  The typical soil profiles are Ap-C1-C2-Ab for the Ion soil and Ap-C-
Ab1-Ab2-Btb1-Btb2 for the Eitzen soil.  Artz (2005) associates these soils with the Camp 
Creek Member of the DeForest Formation (Bettis 1990).  The Camp Creek Member is a 
late Holocene alluvial landform typically formed within the last 500 years.  However, the 
presence of a Bt horizon in the Eitzen soil might suggest an earlier surface is present that 
has been truncated by recent alluvial episodes.  This soil complex constitutes 16.7% of 
the soil types within the district boundaries. 
 
Moving eastward, the Saude loam, 5–9% slopes, moderately eroded soil is encountered 
(symbol 177C2; Figure 2).  This soil type occurs through the center of the district and 
comprises 30.3% of the soil types within the district.  This soil is moderately sloping and 
it is typically found on outwash terraces.  This soil formed in stratified loamy alluvium 
and the underlying loamy sand and sandy and gravelly sediments associated with glacial 
alluvium.  Prior to Euro-American occupations this location was covered with big 
bluestem, little bluestem, switchgrass, and other tall prairie grasses.  The typical profile 
of this soil is Ap-A-BA-Bw1-Bw2-2BC-2C1-2C2. 
 
Finally, the eastern 53.0% of the district is comprised of Waukee loam, 0–2% slopes 
(symbol 178; Figure 2).  This soil is gently sloping and it occurs on treads and risers on 
stream terraces and in outwash areas.  This soil is typically associated with areas of 
glacial outwash.  This soil formed in loamy alluvium or outwash and in the underlying 
sandy to gravelly alluvium or outwash.  The pre-settlement vegetation consisted of big 
bluestem, indiangrass, switchgrass, and other tall prairie grasses.  The typical profile of 
this soil is Ap-A-Bw1-Bw2-2C1-2C2. 
 
The district rests on an outwash terrace that is bordered to the west by lower, Holocene 
alluvium.  Nearly all of the structures associated with this district occur/occurred on the 
higher outwash landforms.  Before European settlement and intensive agriculture, this 
district was covered with tall prairie grasses. 
 
This district resides on relatively flat landforms within the Upper Iowa River valley 
(Figure 2).  The district is equidistant between the Upper Iowa River and the valley wall 
with the Upper Iowa River approximately .5 km (.3 mi) to the east and the bluff line 
approximately .5 km (.3 mi) to the southwest.  The district resides at an elevation of 
approximately 840 ft above the National Geodetic Vertical Datum southwest of Freeport 
based on the Freeport, Iowa, 1981 7.5’ quad map (Figure 1).  This location would have 
offered a prime location for agricultural production with limited flood potential.  The flat 
terrain of the landscape positioned well above the active floodplain would have allowed 
for easy plowing using horse-drawn implements while offering residents safety from 
most seasonal flooding. 
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METHODOLOGY 
 
 
As the Caretaker’s House was slated for removal in June 2011 (a date that has come and 
gone), documenting the structures at the Winneshiek County Poor Farm was of the 
utmost importance and preceded developing a historical context of the property and 
Iowa’s poor farms in general.  The documentation of the property consisted of mapping 
the topography of the yard at the Caretaker’s House, photographic/architectural 
documentation of the properties, historic background research at the county historical 
society, courthouse offices, and Decorah Public Library, and a review of materials 
concerning poor farms in the State of Iowa. 
 
Topographic mapping of the yard at the Caretaker’s House occurred on June 8, 2011, and 
it was conducted by Branden K. Scott and David G. Stanley.  The purpose of fine-grain 
mapping of the property was to document the property prior to demolition and determine 
the presence of subtle depressions in the yard that might represent former 
structure/feature locations.  To document the property, a Topcon Model GTS-239W Total 
Station having sub-centimeter accuracy was used.  Four fixed points were selected that 
served as station and backsite locations.  Two of these stations were positioned in the 
front yard of the property, a third was set in the backyard, and the fourth was placed on 
the east side of a modern windbreak.  All obvious aspects of the property were 
documented, including tree locations, infrastructure, house, roads, sidewalks, and 
archeological feature locations observed during mapping.  To document the property 
further, topographic points were taken of the yard at the Caretaker’s House at 2 m (6.6 ft) 
intervals.  Additional points were taken at locations where potential archeological 
features were suspected.  These data will be tied with statewide LiDAR data (taken at 1 
m [3.3 ft] intervals) to add even more reliability in the mapping data.  Each of the stations 
was recorded with a Topcon GRS-1 GPS unit with 1 cm real time kinematic accuracy.  
At least three points were recorded at each station to average standard deviations around 
the point.  Coupled with distances recorded by the total station, the mapping stations 
should be identified with sub-centimeter accuracy.  The mapping project recorded 440 
individual points. 
 
On June 10, 2011, photographs were taken of each room and included not only features 
that would support the significance of this property from an architectural perspective but 
also features that would detract from the property’s potential significance.  Additionally, 
a sketch map was created of the property documenting the conditions of each room, 
locations of various features, types of materials used, and when observed, construction 
method.  These data would then be used to document the architectural characteristics of 
the house interior.  All exterior features and façades were photographed and architectural 
details were mapped and documented.  Additionally, the remaining structures on the 
property that will not be immediately impacted were photographed and briefly described.  
A count of structures at the property was made and site inventory numbers were 
requested from Berry Bennett of SHPO on June 10, 2011, for the original poorhouse, 
Wellington Place nursing home, and the poor farm generally as a district.  The district 
subsequently received inventory numbers 96-00658 to 96-00660, in addition to the 
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previously obtained number for the Caretaker’s House (96-00644).  Completion of the 
site inventory forms (Appendix B) is a necessary component of any architectural 
investigation so that SHPO can properly evaluate the property for its NRHP eligibility in 
addition to creating a permanent record of the property in the Iowa site inventory files.  
Each of the site inventory numbers are listed below with their corresponding property.  
Site inventory numbers were not assigned to garages, sheds, or picnic shelters, although 
these properties are described as part of the Winneshiek County Poor Farm district. 
 
Table 2.  Assigned site inventory numbers 
Site Inventory Number Property Contributing Property? 

96-00644 Caretaker’s House Yes 
   

96-00658 Winneshiek County Poor House Yes 
   

96-00659 Wellington Place No 
   

96-00660 Winneshiek County Poor Farm Not applicable 
 
The purpose of historical background research for this project is two-fold.  Firstly, 
documenting the property is necessary to create a resource pertaining to its historical 
development as a component of mitigating any adverse effects.  Secondly, and most 
importantly, this component of research is necessary to create historic and cultural 
contexts for the development of the property.  This aspect aids in evaluating the property 
for its NRHP eligibility, interpreting the development and use of the property, and will 
ultimately lessen the burden to future researchers that wish to evaluate poor farms in 
Iowa.  The historical and cultural context should consider the property at both the state 
and local level, and in some cases, the national level. 
 
To accomplish the documenting of historical and cultural contexts, multiple historic 
documents were evaluated.  Documents reviewed included historical plat maps of 
Winneshiek County (Anderson and Goodwin Company 1905; Andreas 1875; General 
Land Office [GLO] 1849; Warner and Foote 1886; Webb Publishing Company 1915), 
Sanborn Map Company (1894, 1902, 1914, 1927, 1948) fire insurance maps, the county 
history (Alexander 1882), all of the available county histories in the State of Iowa, back 
issues of the Decorah newspapers, county courthouse records, and materials available at 
the Winneshiek County Historical Society.  Additionally, a multitude of books and 
journal articles were referenced to determine the history and cultural development of 
institutions for the poor.  Any names of persons in the care of any county farm or asylum 
have been changed to the names of characters from Charles Dickens’ (1977) book Bleak 
House.  Real names are only used in cases of author names, elected officials, members 
appointed to government agencies, and those who spoke on the public record. 
 
 

IOWA COUNTY POOR FARMS IN CONTEXT 
 
 
An understanding of the Winneshiek County Poor Farm and development of the 
Caretaker’s House begins with the rise of government systems and legislation relating to 
the poor, mentally ill, aged, and mentally/physically handicapped in Iowa.  Additionally, 
one must determine why these types of properties were necessary including the 
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“problems” that led to their rise.  This section will outline the reasons for development of 
poor farms and care facilities in Iowa, State legislation dealing with issues of the poor, 
mentally ill, aged, and handicapped, will provide census data, detail narratives 
concerning these properties throughout the State, and will outline the early conditions 
within these facilities.  For the purposes of this document as it relates to properties in 
Iowa, the terms “poorhouse”, “county farm”, “county home”, and “almshouse” are 
viewed as synonyms unless a proper name or other identifier is given. 
 
Reasons for Development 
 
Poverty is something that has always been a part of capitalist society, and some would 
argue, nearly all stratified societies.  Attempting to trace the root causes of poverty is a 
difficult endeavor filling the pages of many books, dissertations, and articles.  During the 
establishment of county poor farms, some blamed the increase in poverty in Iowa during 
the 1800s on the Panic of 1857.  Others blamed the Civil War and some blamed 
immigration.  The causes are as broad as poverty is deep.  What is of concern here is why 
county poor farms were established to deal with poverty, the mentally ill, disabled, and 
elderly members of all these groups. 
 
Gillin (1914:89–90) offers one of the most encompassing views on why poor farms 
existed and who inhabited them when he states: 
 

“During this period may be discerned the beginnings of the unscientific attitude 
which still continues in most places toward the county poorhouse and which 
made it what it was then and still is to-day—the refuge of the hopeless, the 
death-house of the pauper sick, the winter home of the diseased vagrant, the last 
refuge of the broken-down prostitute, the asylum for the insane, the lying-in 
hospital both for the feeble-minded woman whom society failed to protect from 
its vicious and often feeble-minded members and also for the poor unfortunate 
girl, the victim partly of ignorance and partly of lust, and perhaps saddest of all, 
the home of some independent, high-spirited person whom misfortune or filial 
irreverence in his declining days left with only such a place in which to close his 
eyes in the last long sleep.” 

 
What this quote implies is that county poor farms were established to house those 
considered social deviants that had committed no punishable crime.  By delving deeper, it 
seems that the development of the county poor farm is a reaction to economics, not by an 
inherent need to care for those that could not care for themselves.  In nearly every county 
in Iowa, the practice of letting those in need out on contract to the lowest bidder and 
delivering money for at home care was deemed too expensive.  The bidding out of the 
poor became known as “farming out” in which people would petition the county to care 
for people for a set amount of money paid to them by the county.  County boards, 
charged with both the task of providing poor relief and ensuring proper usage of tax 
dollars, found that a county-run system would be more economically feasible (Olson 
2010:147).  The solution was to create county poor farms in which the people in need of 
aid would have to work for benefits, thus expending less taxpayer dollars on caring for 
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those in need.  The economic principals leading to the development and continued 
functioning of the county poor farms is expressed throughout Iowa legislation and 
throughout the dialogs from the county histories (see specifics below).   
 
County poor farm buildings were generally uniform across the region (Johnson 1911).  
The exterior of the building was not thought to be important and the buildings were not 
often erected as a monument to the county commissioners or a show place for the county 
(Johnson 1911:16).  Instead, the purpose (and essentially the designs) was to erect 
comfortable, substantial, and economical homes for the inhabitants.  Conversely, asylums 
were to be constructed with large open rooms, lots of ventilation, and ample light (Blikre 
and Vogel 2001:12).  The architectural details of asylums focused on the exterior and 
often reflected classical revival styles (Scull 1980).  Based on architectural 
characteristics, poor farm buildings were designed to limit extravagance, reinforcing the 
image of poverty.  Asylums were designed to create a mentally pleasing ambiance. 
 
Iowa Poor Law Legislation 
 
To understand the development of legislation in Iowa concerning the poor, mentally ill, 
physically disabled, and indigent elderly a review of English laws governing the poor and 
“lesser classes” is necessary.  The Elizabethan period Act for the Relief of the Poor of 
1601 established poorhouses throughout the British Empire.  The act not only created 
poorhouses but it also required the able-bodied to earn their keep through work.  Those 
considered the idle-poor were sent to a house of correction or a prison.  Under the act, 
poor children would be separated from their families (if not already orphaned) and sent to 
become apprentices.  Poor relief was of a local concern, and each community/region of 
England was forced to accommodate the destitute. 
 
The New Poor Law of 1834 (often associated with the Victorian-era, although enacted 
three years prior to Queen Victoria’s reign) changed the ways in which the impoverished 
were dealt with throughout the kingdom.  The new law was based on Malthus’ population 
model in which population increases until the resources of an area are overextended, 
leading to a population plateau, poverty, and a decreasing population from disease and 
famine.  It should be noted that Malthus was a theologian who believed that a strain of 
resources was God’s way of teaching people virtuous behavior (Bowler 2003:104–105).  
In addition, the Bentham Doctrine was employed, that is, people will do what feels good 
and would rather receive government-sponsored relief than actually work (Bentham 
1879), as well as David Ricardo’s (1817) Iron Law of Wages.  Under the New Poor Law 
of 1834, it was determined that the conditions within a workhouse (poorhouse) should be 
worse than the conditions outside so that the workhouse would act as a deterrent for 
poverty.  This view on what the conditions of workhouses should be as well as the idea 
that people prefer to be idle led to the notoriously inhumane conditions of these 
institutions documented throughout Victorian literature. 
 
It was with the poor laws of Elizabethan and Victorian England that the laws of the 
United States found basis (Gillin 1914:157).  In his seminal work, Gillin (1914) details 
the legislative efforts that gave rise to poor laws and laws concerning the mentally ill, 
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disabled, and elderly in Iowa.  The following descriptions of laws pertaining to the 
aforementioned groups in Iowa prior to 1915 are derived from Gillin (1914). 
 
In 1790, the future Michigan Territory (of which Iowa would join in later years) was part 
of the Northwest Territory and governors and judges in the territory placed poor relief in 
the hands of Justice-appointed overseers.  The overseers reported to the judges local 
conditions and referred individuals in need to the court.  Essentially, early territorial law 
dictated that poor relief was under the jurisdiction of the court.  By 1795, the role of 
judges changed.  Judges were to appoint overseers but the overseers controlled the 
circumstances of poor relief and the judges enforced their orders.  This allowed for the 
punishment of anyone knowingly bringing someone in need of relief into a township and 
it allowed for the removal of impoverished people who had no legal settlement.  
Furthermore, it was a requirement that people support their poor relatives if they were 
able to do so.  In 1799, territorial law included a provision that allowed for the farming 
out of the poor to the lowest bidder as the sole method of relief.  Power over the poor was 
also transferred to county commissioners.  In 1816, Ohio determined that the care for the 
poor should occur in poorhouses, although this plan ultimately failed in practice.  In 
1829, the laws were amended to define people with legal residency as living in an area 
for three years instead of one year as was previously stipulated.  Additionally, no 
African-American or person of mixed background could ever gain legal settlement. 
 
In 1833, Iowa came under the jurisdiction of the Michigan Territory.  Laws concerning 
the poor in the Michigan Territory derived from earlier laws of the Northwest Territory 
and laws in Ohio.  Legal settlement was defined as residency for three years (whereas in 
Ohio, it was one year), the poor were farmed out, but poorhouses could be erected if a 
given township voted in favor.  In the Michigan Territory (as well as the Northwest 
Territory), children were let out as apprentices, a concept borrowed from Elizabethan 
law.  The fine for bringing a person of need into a township was $300.  In 1833, the 
mentally ill and poor were grouped together.  In 1834, this changed and the mentally ill 
were separated from the poor and held in county jails. 
 
Iowa became part of the Wisconsin Territory in 1836.  Wisconsin Territory law borrowed 
heavily from Michigan Territory laws but with some differences.  Under Wisconsin law, 
there were two methods of poor relief: by contract or by appointing agents to provide 
care.  The fine for bringing a person of need into a township or county was reduced from 
$300 to $100 and the residency requirement was set at one year.  Minors were still placed 
in apprenticeships.  Counties or townships could also provide workhouses/poorhouses.  
The power of providing poor relief was placed in the hands of county officials but the 
primary responsibility for caring for the poor, ill, aged, etc., remained in the hands of 
relatives. 
 
The Iowa Territory, formed in 1838, had no poor laws of its own until 1840.  In 1840, 
Iowa laws changed in that only parents and children could be held responsible for the 
care of relatives instead of extended family.  Additionally, the language binding children 
to a “respectable householder of the county” was omitted.  Not that binding children to 
apprenticeships was banned, but instead, children could be assigned to non-respectable 
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householders.  Much like in the Wisconsin Territory, the care of the poor (at a 
government level) was charged to county commissioners.  In 1842, legislation was 
introduced specifically banning people of color from becoming residents of the territory.  
Poor relief was to be given in poorhouses if a county had one, and it was in the hands of 
the county commissioners to decide if they should establish a poorhouse.  In counties 
with poorhouses a board of directors was established, and the poorhouse superintendent 
position was created.  The establishment of poorhouses, directors, and superintendents 
follows earlier Ohio laws.  While Iowa Territory law allowed for the establishment of 
poorhouses, there were few people in the territory making the poorhouse solution 
inadequate for the territory. 
 
With statehood in 1846, Iowa began to develop its own poor laws.  In the Iowa Code of 
1851, Chapter 47, the primary authority in dealing with local poverty was determined to 
be the county judge.  Iowa installed a mixed system of relief in which poor relief was 
firstly the concern of relatives.  If relatives could not care for the individual(s), they were 
to be sent to a poorhouse if one existed.  If no poorhouse existed, the individual(s) was to 
be farmed out.  As a last resort, people would be given money to stay in their homes if 
and only if it was economically feasible and the best option.  This type of relief was 
generally called “outdoor relief”.  Based on the 1851 law, those in need of assistance 
were to make a claim to the township and officials from the township would report the 
situation to a judge.  A county judge determined who were to be the directors of the 
poorhouses. 
 
Between 1851 and 1860, there was little concern for poor relief legislation.  In 1860, 
power in administering poor relief shifted from the judicial branch to the county Board of 
Supervisors.  During the Civil War, legislation was enacted that exempted soldiers and 
their dependants from laws applying to “ordinary pauperism”.  Additionally, a relief fund 
was set up for Civil War veterans and dependants.  In 1866, a law allowed counties to 
care for the mentally ill.  In 1870, an act by the legislature went farther that greatly 
affected county farms because it forced the county, not the State, to care for many of the 
mentally disabled.  This led to those formerly treated at State asylums to be discharged 
into the care of the county. 
 
In 1868, laws reverted control over poor relief administration back to the county judges.  
The law stated that city councils and township trustees could give $2 per week to those 
they did not think should go to the poorhouse, and soldier’s families, widows, and 
persons in sustaining relationships should not be sent to the poorhouse if they could be 
relieved in another way.  In 1873, city councils were stripped of poor-relief duties and all 
relief was to become the jurisdiction of the county.  In 1909, the phrase “poorhouse” was 
replaced with “county home”.  Finally, in 1911 a law was passed allowing for 
sterilization of the mentally ill. 
 
Most of Iowa’s early poor laws seemed to have been established not because of morality, 
but because of political expediency and economic issues.  Most of the laws appeared to 
switch the burden of administering poor-relief between multiple officials.  Furthermore, 
early Iowa laws were concerned primarily with the result on an individual, not the 
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community at large.  Many of the laws concerning those less fortunate would ultimately 
lead to inhumane conditions and stigmatization from the public.  While not heavily 
documented, the farming out of individuals and the placing of children in apprenticeships 
with less-than-respectable citizens would lead to many abuses.  Releasing the mentally ill 
from State asylums to county facilities not able to handle the patients would also 
potentially create sub-human living conditions.  Only two laws enacted at the time 
(mentioned above) seem to involve humanity for humanity’s sake; the change in 
legislation exempting Civil War soldiers and families from the existing poor laws and the 
allowing of people of color to set up residency in Iowa in 1864. 
 
While many of the laws would lead to inhumane conditions in many institutions for the 
needy, no data were found suggesting that such conditions occurred at the Winneshiek 
County Poor Farm. 

 
Census Data 
 
Census data can be a bit unreliable when it comes to comparing trends among 
marginalized groups in the United States because different categories are often measured 
in different years and some specific data are not always available.  Additionally, the early 
census data use vague medical terms (as many professions had not developed the 
numbers of medical categories as of yet) and employed terms such as “insane”, “idiot”, 
and “dumb” to describe many of the people within the census roles.  The following 
section creates a synthesis of data between 1870 and 1940 where pertinent data exists.  
Earlier data derives from the summaries in the 1880 census. 
 
In 1870, there were 742 “insane” people in Iowa and most of these individuals were 
between the ages of 20 and 50 years old (Walker 1872).  Additionally, there were 823 
“idiots”, all Caucasian, and most were between the ages of 5 and 40 (Walker 1872). 
 
Based on 1880 census data (Wines 1888), the State of Iowa had 2,314 “idiots” (1,411 
males and 903 females) and nearly all were “native-born” whites.  The care of these 
people fell onto multiple institutions, with 1,940 people cared for at home, 176 in 
almshouses, 167 in state institutions, and 31 at other institutions.  Most of the people 
cared for because of “idiocy” were between the ages of 10 and 30.  In Winneshiek 
County, there were 30 people classified as “idiots” (11 native-born men, 11 native-born 
women, five foreign-born men, and three foreign-born women).  The census data also 
give the perceived causes of “idiocy” and the cases in Iowa are presented below. 
 
Table 3.  Causes given for “idiocy” in Iowa based on 1880 census data 
Perceived Cause Number of Cases % of Reported Cases 

Fever 37 7.6 
   

Scarlet Fever 39 8.0 
   

Diphtheria 3 .6 
   

Syphilis 2 .4 
   

Scrofula 1 .2 
   

Rickets 1 .2 
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Table 3.  Causes given for “idiocy” in Iowa based on 1880 census data, continued 
Perceived Cause Number of Cases % of Reported Cases 

Epilepsy 80 16.4 
   

Meningitis 35 7.2 
   

Paralysis 17 3.5 
   

Cholera 2 .4 
   

Brain inflammation 18 3.7 
   

Abscess on head 2 .4 
   

Hydrocephalus 9 1.9 
   

Convulsions 34 7.0 
   

Spinal affections 9 1.9 
   

Falls/blows to the head or spine 54 11.1 
   

Injuries at birth 2 .4 
   

Sun exposure 6 1.2 
   

Stroke of lightening 1 .2 
   

Exposure/maltreatment/overwork 4 .8 
   

Fright 13 2.7 
   

Burns 3 .6 
   

Miscellaneous 114 23.5 
Total Reported Cases 486  
 
While the causes of “idiocy” are varied, most reported cases occurred from epilepsy, 
fevers, and falls/blows to the head and spine.  Few of the cases were reported as being 
caused from problems at birth. 
 
In 1880, Iowa had approximately 382 homeless children, most of which were male (n = 
220; Wines 1888).  Iowa had 968 paupers, split between 454 males and 514 females.  Of 
these, 717 were “native-born” and 251 were “foreign-born” (Wines 1888).  Very few 
were non-white.  Based on the census data, there had been a steady increase in people 
living in almshouses in Iowa. 
 
Table 4.  Number of people in almshouses in the United States and in Iowa from census years 

Census Date 1850 1860 1870 1880 
United States 50,253 52,942 76,737 66,203 

     

% of increase/decrease - 5.4 44.9 (13.7) 
     

Iowa 44 683 823 1,165 
     

% of increase/decrease - 1,452.3 20.5 41.6 
 
Iowa saw a drastic increase in the number of people in almshouses between 1850 and 
1860.  This is likely the result of more county poor farms being constructed during this 
period and not an increase in the number of poor people.  Between 1860 and 1870, Iowa 
had a lower percentage of growth in almshouse populations than the national average.  It 
is possible that the national average was increased at the close of the Civil War with 
veterans and their families entering these types of institutions, whereas in Iowa most 
veterans and their families received aid in their homes.  While the United States saw a 
decrease in the number of people living in almshouses between 1870 and 1880, Iowa saw 
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a drastic increase.  At present, it is unclear why this increase occurred but it could be that 
the mentally disabled are included in the 1880 count because many State asylum patients 
were released to the counties in the 1870s. 
 
In 1880, the average stay in an almshouse nationwide was four years, five months, and 27 
days (Wines 1888).  In Iowa, the average stay was three years, eight months, and 20 days.  
The most limited stay was in Texas where the average stay was one month and nine days 
(Wines 1888).  Most of the residents of the Iowa almshouses were between the ages of 20 
and 80; with most being people aged 40 to 70.  There were almost an equal number of 
able-bodied and disabled peoples with most of the disabled peoples being labeled 
“insane”. 
 
Much of the data concerning people with mental illness derives from State mental 
institutions.  There are some data that can be derived from the 1880 census (Wines 1888), 
however.  In 1880, Iowa had 2,544 people classified as “insane”.  Table 5 details the 
steady increase of people determined “insane” in Iowa and the United States.  Most of the 
people included in the numbers below were between the ages of 20 and 60. 
 
Table 5.  Number of “insane” people in Iowa and the United States from census years 

Census Date 1850 1860 1870 1880 
United States 15,610 24,042 37,432 91,959 

     

% of increase - 54.0 55.7 145.7 
     

Iowa 42 201 742 2,544 
     

% of increase - 378.6 269.2 242.9 
 
Surprisingly, the number of people labeled “insane” increased dramatically in Iowa 
between 1850 and 1880, far exceeding the national growth of these individuals.  This 
could be the result of better diagnoses but because the census data are limited, it is 
unclear why Iowa had such a large increase in “insane” peoples.  This might be the result 
of an influx in settlement but the data are a little vague to this point.  Most of the “insane” 
in Iowa were cared for at home (n = 1,233), while others were cared for in asylums (n = 
913), almshouses without asylums (n = 323), and jails (n = 6; Wines 1888).  According to 
the 1880 census (Wines 1888), Winneshiek County was charged with 21 “insane” 
persons. 
 
In Iowa, the types of “insanity” are available from the 1880 census data (Wines 1888).  
Additionally, the types of restraints used on “insane” peoples are available based on sex.  
Most of the causes of insanity are attributed to the vague term “mania” and dementia. 
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Table 6.  Reported types of insanity in Iowa 
Type of Insanity Number of Cases % of Reported Cases 

Mania 695 34.1 
   

Melancholia 419 20.5 
   

Monomania 31 1.5 
   

Paresis 20 1.0 
   

Dementia 633 31.0 
   

Dipsomania 1 .6 
   

Epilepsy 231 11.3 
   

Total Reported Cases 2,041  
 
Table 7.  Types of restraints used on insane patients in Iowa according to sex 

 Type of Restraint 
 

Straitjacket Muff Strap Crib Handcuffs 
Ball and 
Chain 

Not 
Given 

Personal 
Attendant 

Not 
Restrained 

          

Male 3 7 3 1 9 3 40 58 658 
          

% of 
sample 

.4 .9 .4 .1 1.2 .4 5.1 7.4 84.1 

          

Female 14 5 8 1 1 3 47 59 588 
          

% of 
sample 

1.9 .7 1.1 .1 .1 .4 6.5 8.1 81.0 

 
Based on the sample, a woman was more likely to be restrained than a man was even 
though restraining patients in Iowa in 1880 appears to have been uncommon.  Women 
were more likely to be subjected to straitjackets, straps, and personal attendants, while 
men were more likely to be restrained with handcuffs.  Overwhelmingly, individuals 
restrained people in most instances.  No data are available for the types of restraints used 
in Winneshiek County specifically. 
 
The 1890 census reports that there were 3,197 “insane” people in Iowa, an increase of 
25.7% from 1880 (Billings 1895).  Of these people, 2,030 were housed in State and 
private asylums.  Iowa had 1,185 male and 1,434 female “feeble-minded” people, an 
increase of 43.4% from the 1880 census data (Billings 1895).  The average age of a 
person in an almshouse nationwide was 51 years old, while in the North-Central Division 
(of which Iowa is a part), the average age of a person in an almshouse was 49.38 (U.S. 
Census Bureau 1892). 
 
Of the “insane” in Iowa in 1890, 1,727 were male and 1,470 were female.  In Winneshiek 
County, 39 males and 17 females were labeled “insane”.  Most of the “insane” in Iowa 
were housed in State asylums (n = 1,852), others were held in private asylums (n = 169), 
while 1,176 were held elsewhere (presumably county facilities and at home).  At the time 
of the 1890 census, Iowa housed 123 “insane” white Union veterans and one white 
Confederate veteran (Billings 1895). 
 
Of the 3,319 “feeble-minded” people in Iowa, 36 (22 males and 14 females) resided in 
Winneshiek County (Billings 1895).  The perceived causes for “feeble-mindedness” in 
Iowa are also recorded and these data are presented below.  There are more cases for 
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“feeble-mindedness” than people listed in the census.  It is likely that some people had 
more than one cause for their condition. 
 
Table 8.  Causes given for “feeble-mindedness” in Iowa based on 1890 census data 

Perceived Cause Number of Cases % of Reported Cases 
Unknown 597 17.7 

   

Congenital 1,535 45.6 
   

Old Age 41 1.2 
   

Miscellaneous 361 10.7 
   

Fever 132 3.9 
   

Scarlet Fever 45 1.3 
   

Diphtheria 5 .1 
   

Scrofula 4 .1 
   

Rickets 2 .1 
   

Epilepsy 132 3.9 
   

Meningitis 21 .6 
   

Paralysis 47 1.4 
   

Chorea 6 .2 
   

Brain Inflammation 79 2.3 
   

Abscess on Head 2 .1 
   

Hydrocephalus 7 .2 
   

Convulsions 78 2.3 
   

Spinal Affections 42 1.2 
   

Brain Trouble 22 .7 
   

Menstrual Disorders 15 .4 
   

Falls/Blows on Head of Spine 107 3.2 
   

Sunstroke/Sun Exposure 38 1.1 
   

Stoke of Lightening 4 .1 
   

Exposure/Maltreatment/Overwork 42 1.2 
   

Fright 5 .1 
Total Reported Cases 3,369  
 
Most of the cases of “feeble-mindedness” resulted from birth defects.  Congenital birth 
defects were not recorded in earlier census data, although many of these people certainly 
existed during earlier censuses.  Only 1.2% of the cases were caused by old age, 
presumably dementia. 
 
By 1925, most of the county poor farms in the U.S. had between 1 and 50 wards (Stewart 
1925:9) and in Iowa the average was a little over 30 with wards being mostly men 
(62.4%; Stewart 1925:10). 
 
In 1940, Iowa institutions (including prisons) held 22,765 people (1.2% of the 
population; Truesdell 1943).  Few people, however, were prison inmates and most of the 
total number of people in institutions derived from those in asylums and homes for the 
aged, infirm, and needy.  In fact, 1,110 people were held in county jails/workhouses, 
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11,853 people were held in mental institutions, 5,819 people were in homes for the aged, 
infirm, or needy, and 413 were unreported.  The remaining 3,570 people were held in 
prison or a reformatory (Truesdell 1943).  In Winneshiek County, 44 men and 29 women 
were held in mental institutions and 16 men and 28 women were housed in homes for the 
aged, infirm, or needy (Truesdell 1943).  At the time of the 1940 census, Winneshiek 
County had 22,263 residents (Truesdell 1942), thus .5% of the population would have 
been potentially serviced by the Winneshiek County farm (forgetting, of course, that 
many would have found care at home). 
 
Based on the census data, there was an increase in those needing facilities, such as 
poorhouses, mental institutions, and nursing/care homes, from 1850 through the 1940s.  
Surprisingly, the population of Iowa increased only slightly between 1880 and 1940 
(Truesdell 1942), suggesting other factors for needing facilities than simply population 
growth.  There appears to be no true correlation between an increase in immigrant 
populations and poverty/health problems in Iowa, and more specifically, in Winneshiek 
County.  Men received aid more frequently than women, but the percentages 
differentiating the two groups are minimal.  
 
County Farms in Iowa 
 
County farms became the vogue throughout the mid–late 1800s in Iowa.  In fact, nearly 
every county farm was established between the 1850s and 1890s and all but two counties 
in Iowa had this type of facility.  Nearly all of the Iowa county histories relate the 
practice of “farming out” the eventual inhabitants of the county facilities prior to the 
establishment of the county farm if family members could not care for an individual.  The 
method of farming out consisted of the county placing people in the hands of people that 
would care for an individual and did so by the lowest bidder, thus, the care of the poor 
and mentally/physically handicapped individuals was let out to ensure minimal economic 
affects to the county.  As previously stated, this method of dealing with impoverished or 
challenged peoples is rooted in territorial law.  Only in one instance did the county farm 
become abandoned in favor of a privatized system similar to the farming out method.  In 
Harrison County, the Board of Supervisors sold their farm for $7,000 and hired Mr. A. J. 
Shinn to keep the county poor on his farm (Hunt and Clark 1915:105) and this was for 
strictly economical reasons.  The economics of caring for the poor was at the forefront of 
the development of nearly every county farm in Iowa, balancing the needs of the poor 
with the wishes of the taxpayer (Olson 2010:147). 
 
Based on many county histories, caring for those that would inhabit the poor farms was a 
problem of epic proportions.  In multiple counties the language used to describe the need 
for poor farms is rooted in pauperism being extremely burdensome on county finances 
(e.g., Goldthwait 1914:212; Kilburn 1915:24; Stonebraker 1915:82; Union Historical 
Company 1881a:389; Western Historical Company 1878a:445).  Some of the county 
histories detail the arrival/need of county farms arising from the onset of the Civil War 
(Aurner 1910:75; Dixon 1876:107) and the financial panic of 1857 (Wolfe 1911:71), 
while others describe the need for county farms resulting from “the increase of foreign 
population” (Inter-State Publishing Company 1882:344).  As was shown by legislative 
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efforts, there was an attempt at minimization of the usage of county farms for returning 
Civil War soldiers and their families (see above legislative section) but there did appear 
to be an increase in county farm usage following the Civil War.  Additionally, some of 
the county farms (but not all) were established prior to the outbreak of conflict.  It is 
difficult to correlate the increase in immigrant populations to poverty in rural Iowa as 
most of the people were classified as “native-born white”. 
 
Citizens of a given county felt differently about poor farms and these attitudes are 
reflected in many of the county histories.  To understand the perspectives on poverty, the 
sick, mentally/physically disabled, etc., it is necessary to determine how people wrote 
about those entrusted to the care of county facilities.  On many occasions, the people at 
the time of the county history writings were compared to early pioneers but the people 
following the pioneers were described as much lazier.  In the Black Hawk County history 
(Western Historical Company 1878b:353), the farm was constructed “for the purpose of 
furnishing a comfortable house for this class and also to furnish them with employment 
whereby they might earn at least a portion of the cost of their support.”  In a similar vein, 
the history of Buchanan County (Percival and Percival 1881:98) states, “it is the aim of 
the trustees to stimulate the self-respect of the poor, and encourage them to industry by 
furnishing them employment whenever that is practicable.”  The Floyd County history 
(Inter-State Publishing Company 1882:345) distinguishes between two types of poor with 
the phrase “tramps were numerous and it was often impossible to distinguish them from 
the worthy poor”, thus, there were classifications of “deserving” and “undeserving” poor.  
In Iowa County (Union Historical Company 1881a:389) it is stated, “those who were less 
energetic or fortunate became poorer.”  In Jones County, “while the policy of the county 
is to decline furnishing a comfortable retreat for all the lazy, able-bodied, willingly 
dependent applicants for its charities, nevertheless, the treatment of all its unfortunates is 
considerate and humane” (Western Historical Company 1879a:545).  In Marion County, 
the author believed that “it is a law of social being that everyone who eats should work 
and if one be not able to earn a living, he or she is not exempt from contributing at least 
in some way or to some extent in paying the debt conditioned on existence” (Union 
Historical Company 1881b:893).  In only one instance, poverty was not blamed on an 
individual’s own aptitude and willingness to work.  In Lucas County, the author states, 
“their condition arose without fault on their part” (Stuart 1913:140).   
 
In general, the perspective on why people are poor focuses on laziness, there is a 
distinction between deserving and undeserving poor (although no definition is available), 
the conditions of the property should not be extravagant, and people should work to earn 
their keep.  This is repeated by Olson (2010:131) who determined that at the time of the 
establishment of county farms a lack of economic security was viewed as a sign of moral 
laxity and a personal shortcoming. 
 
Throughout the county histories, Christianity is invoked as a reason for poor farm 
establishments.  A frequent quote, appearing in multiple volumes, derives from the New 
Testament: “the poor ye have with you always” (although no version of the Bible puts the 
phase in this exact way).  The Dallas County history portrays the establishment of the 
poor farm in a Christian perspective in that “Asylums for the poor, the disabled, and the 
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orphans are distinctly Christian institutions, which are becoming more and more in these 
latter days” (Union Historical Company 1879:378).  This sentiment is continued in many 
of the county histories although deviations in wording sometimes occur.  Based on the 
evocation of Christianity, many people felt that creating facilities for the less fortunate 
was in step with their religion and in all occasions where Christianity is invoked there is 
overwhelming evidence that economics was the primary concern.  Religious beliefs 
appear to be a secondary issue used to support an economic argument. 
 
The Clay County history (Gillespie and Steele 1909:130), regarding those at the farm, 
states “The county has its poor, its aged, and decrepit, its freaks of nature, and mentally 
weak”.  In Polk County, the creation of the county farm was due in part to the perception 
that “wealthy people don’t want to be confronted by poor relations every day” (Tuttle and 
Durrie 1876:619).  According to the Keokuk County history (Union Historical Company 
1880:396), county farms were far superior to the method of Native Americans who 
“didn’t have charity and left their old for death”.  A curiosity of Jasper County occurred 
when the Board of Supervisors refused to pay for any luxuries such as supplies and 
clothing and refused to pay for green apples, plums, cranberries, peaches, or high-grade 
flour, and that the inmates should only receive plain food (Weaver 1912:86).  One county 
farm supervisor in Jasper County had an inmate raise chickens and turkeys and then the 
animals were fed to the inmates, creating conflict between the Board of Supervisors and 
the farm supervisor in that the Board believed the animals should have been sold and the 
inmates should have received less prestigious foods.  The farm supervisor protested, 
threatened to resign, and the Board conceded to the farm supervisor (Weaver 1912:86).  
One mentally disabled inmate in Keokuk County, Ada Clare, is described as a “harmless 
simpleton with animal passions fully developed” and the various men she encountered 
“furnished a good illustration of man’s inborn depravity, brutes in human form having 
made her the mother of eight children” (Union Historical Company 1880:397).  After 
reading these entries, it appears that the people inhabiting the county farms were often 
thought of as less than human, but more human than the Native Americans were.  This 
type of thinking (along with economic reasons) led the Jasper County Board of 
Supervisors to eliminate any sort of luxury even if the inhabitants of the farm grew/raised 
these more luxurious items. 
 
The people of Clinton County appear to have been rather proud of their facilities and felt 
it was much better when compared to the “inhuman and unhealthy surroundings of many 
poor houses” (Western Historical Company 1879b:437).  In Mills County, the county 
farms of Iowa are portrayed in the pleasant, humanitarian manner of “Institutions of a 
charitable nature have sprung up in every clime, more or less perfect in their organization 
and administration; all of which are doing a noble work for humanity” (State Historical 
Company 1881:418).  In Harrison County (the county that abandoned their farm to 
privatization), the author states “the care which any county takes of its unfortunate poor 
is a good index as to the character of its citizens” (Hunt and Clarke 1915:104).  The view 
that these types of facilities are good for mostly humanitarian reasons is rare and in the 
case of Harrison County, the humanitarian reasons went only as far as cost. 
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What arise from the county histories are Victorian ideals and the Western culture of 
capitalism.  On occasion, an evangelist mindset shines through because charity is 
sometimes the main purpose and caring for the poor is a reflection of godly-nature.  This 
appears to be only the case when it makes good economic sense, that is, people will often 
move toward a system less humane to save on tax bills.  Overwhelmingly, the creation of 
county poor farms appears to have resulted from perceptions of innate laziness, a desire 
to separate less-desirable elements from the population, make people contribute to their 
own care, and do so with minimal effects to the taxpayer. 

 
There are mixed reviews concerning county farms in Iowa.  On many occasions, county 
history writers felt that a given county facility was the best farm in the county or had 
magnificent facilities (Goldthwait 1914:212; Hartman 1915:64; Lee 1912:183; Roberts 
and Moorhead 1914:345; Western Historical Company 1878a:446, 1879b:437).  At 
present, the Hamilton County farm was refashioned into apartments, one of which the 
principal author nearly rented in 2004 and can attest to the pleasantness of the facility.  In 
other cases, the farms were less than spectacular.  In Des Moines County, the author 
states, “It is but right to state that this public institution of Des Moines County has been 
repeatedly condemned by the Board of Supervisors as inadequate for the purpose in 
general as well as the accommodation of the present number of deserving applicants for 
admittance” (Western Historical Company 1879c:590).  In Lucas County, at least one 
farm superintendent was fired after assaulting one of the charges (Stuart 1913:143).  In 
Wapello County, “the county does not boast much of this institution” (Western Historical 
Company 1878c:516).  In referring to poor farms in Iowa (as well as other 
“northwestern” states) during the National Conference of Charities, Watkins (1879:98) 
stated that our almshouses “have thus become mere legalized cesspools and reservoirs for 
the reception, and it may be added, the cultivation, of the most repulsive features of our 
social defects.”  He also added that the county stewards were more concerned with the 
farms than with the people at the facilities (Watkins 1879:99).  Concerning mentally ill 
patients of the county asylums, Lawrence (2003:185) described patients as being 
“chained in ramshackle hovels, or farmed out as laborer for hard-hearted masters who 
abused them”.  This was also detailed by Gillin (1914:246–247, 250, 252–253) when he 
asserted that mistreatment of the insane led to many counties losing their ability to house 
such peoples, that mentally ill patients were often restrained in strong rooms, dark rooms, 
with ball and chains, as well as locks and chains, and implied that sexual abuse of female 
inmates occurred throughout the State.  County farms attempted to employ gender 
divisions of the facilities (Western Historical Company 1879d:516), although this was not 
the case in all counties (Gillin 1914:250).  Selective sterilization of certain “undesirables” 
in Iowa was the law between 1911 and 1977 (Vogel 1995).  Occasionally, these 
undesirables were determined based on socio-economic standing (Vogel 1995:129).  
While typically an aspect of State-run facilities, it is unclear as to what role eugenics 
played in Iowa’s county farms.  Vogel (1995:140–141) summarized a Des Moines 
Register article from February 15, 1976, in which the Jasper County Home was accused 
of scalding deaths and involuntary sterilization, with the reason for the sterilization of 18 
year-old Rachael Chadband being that she was an impulsive, hair-triggered young girl 
that was a questionable risk for child rearing.  The implication of this is that many cases 
of forced sterilization were likely unreported in county facilities. 
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Based on the available data, the conditions within county farms were variable.  It is 
reasonable to suggest that some county facilities were operated with greater care and 
respect of the patients/wards than other facilities.  Most of the documented problems with 
these facilities occurred during the early years of the founding of the county farms.  On 
many occasions, as is the case with any total institution, abuses occurred.  It is not 
surprising to learn that many people inhabiting the county facilities were mistreated and 
sexually abused nor is it unusual to learn that mentally ill patients were often exposed to 
torturous methods of treatment.  Often, the steward of a county farm neglected his duties 
to the wards and instead focused on making the farm a profitable venture.  It also should 
not be surprising that most of the information pertaining to the conditions of the facilities 
details atrocious acts because these typically make for stories that are more sellable.  
While atrocities certainly occurred at these types of facilities, Mr. Richard Carstone, a 
great-uncle of the primary author, chose the Davis County farm to retire because it was a 
good care facility and all of his friends were residents.  This indicates that not all of these 
facilities were terrible and that policies affecting the residents and the stigma of living in 
these facilities were altered by the 1970s.  At present, there are no data indicating the 
Winneshiek County Poor Farm was an atrocious place to reside. 
 
Previous NRHP Nominations 
 
At the time of this composition, only two properties associated with Iowa’s county poor 
farms are listed to the NRHP: Jackson County Asylum (49-00257) and Johnson County 
Asylum (52-00135).  No county farm is listed and the only parts of a given farm as of yet 
listed to the NRHP are the asylum structures.  The Insane Asylum at the County Poor 
Farm (Jackson County Asylum; 49-00257) was nominated to the NRHP as a single 
building for its significance under Criterion C (Myers-Naumann 1992).  The Johnson 
County Asylum (Miltner 1978) was nominated to the NRHP for its significance with 
society/humanitarian efforts (presumably Criterion A) and only the asylum was included 
in the nomination because it was the only building standing.  Neither of these 
nominations develops a full historic context of the properties but there is precedence for 
listing asylums to the NRHP under both Criteria A and C. 
 

 
HISTORY OF THE WINNESHIEK COUNTY POOR FARM 

 
 
There is little documentation concerning the history and development of the Winneshiek 
County Poor Farm.  Records held at the county courthouse are generally incomplete, 
resulting from the Auditor’s Office “house-cleaning” in the early to mid-twentieth 
century.  While ledgers exist for certain periods concerning the county farm, these 
documents include only names and the amount owed/paid.  The county supervisor 
minutes do not record detailed discussions of the property but only give specifics as to 
purchases and allowances for construction (when the minutes are legible).  County plat 
maps, photographs, and fire insurance maps detail the locations of buildings at the 
property and the development of the farm from a functional view.  The county history 
only briefly describes the farm.  Newspaper “highlights” are readily available at the 
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Decorah Public Library, but to review every newspaper printed between 1866 and 1988 
would take months and no index is available.  Based on the available data, one is left with 
an incomplete history of the property. 
 
County Supervisor Records 
 
Looking through county supervisor records, the steps that county officials made while 
initiating the construction/purchase of a poor farm are noted.  Prior to the establishment 
of the poor farm, Winneshiek County had a committee on the poor (Winneshiek County 
Board of Supervisors 1866:Book A).  From the records, it appears that the committee 
dealt mostly with soldier’s families, gave out clothing and money allotments, and sent 
people to the asylum (state-sponsored) when petitioned.  The Board of Supervisors 
always deferred to the Committee on the County Poor whenever issues arose.  In January 
of 1866, the Board of Supervisors and Committee on the County Poor discussed the 
progress of finding a farm to purchase and the committee indicated that no progress had 
yet been made (Winneshiek County Board of Supervisors 1866:Book A, 279).  In June or 
July of 1866 (difficult to interpret the writing), the Board granted permission to purchase 
the Hubbell Farm in Section 28, T97N, R7W for $26.60 per acre (Winneshiek County 
Board of Supervisors:Book A, 294, 298).  The purchase was to include a 1½-story house 
and a two-story granary.  For an unknown reason, this deal did not materialize. 
 
In October of 1866, the Board of Supervisors decided to take bids on area farms.  The C. 
E. Dickerman farm near Freeport was offered at the purchase price of $2,000 for the 
buildings and $25 per acre (Winneshiek County Board of Supervisors 1866:Book A, 
334).  While additional farms were offered up for bid, the Board of Supervisors almost 
unanimously voted to acquire the Dickerman farm and offered to purchase the property 
for $4,000 (Winneshiek County Board of Supervisors 1866:Book A, 336).  C. E. 
Dickerman, in addition to being a landowner, had a business buying notes, mortgages, 
and government bonds and also served as the Supervisor of the Decorah Township in the 
1860s (C. E. Dickerman is frequently found in newspaper advertisements of the Decorah 
Republican throughout the 1860s).  This deal was accepted and the property became the 
Winneshiek County Poor Farm.  Overwhelmingly, the Board discussed the cost of the 
farm and not the reasons for purchasing one or any humanitarian aspects of developing a 
place for the needy. 
 
Following the 1866 minutes, the penmanship of the ledger recorder became very poor 
and the minutes were illegible to the investigator.  Therefore, there is a significant period 
where visits were made to the farm and appropriations are missing.  These data are likely 
not useful except when money was appropriated to building projects. 
 
Between June 1, 1910, and January 1, 1911, the farm had 22 patients and Mr. C. A. Funk 
was the facility steward (Winneshiek County Board of Supervisors 1911:Book G, 19).  
Between January 1 and June 1, 1912, the facility had 23 patients, and between June 1 and 
December 31 of the same year, the farm had 24 patients (Winneshiek County Board of 
Supervisors 1912:Book G, 52, 163).  George Bernatz supplied coal to the farm for $3.75 
per ton (Winneshiek County Board of Supervisors 1912:Book G, 76).  Mr. P. H. Whalan 
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became the overseer of the poor and Dr. Thomas became the physician at the facility in 
January of 1913 (Winneshiek County Board of Supervisors 1913:Book G, 104–105), and 
Mr. Funk remained the steward.  Additionally, the facility held 23 patients in the first half 
of 1913, with expenditures of $1,932 for the patients and $840 for Mr. Funk’s salary 
(Winneshiek County Board of Supervisors 1913:Book G, 133, 171, 174). 
 
In 1915, changes were made to the county farm.  While Mr. Funk remained the steward, 
the county decided to build an addition to the county home and purchase 4 ha (10 ac) 
adjoining the property from Robert Price (Winneshiek County Board of Supervisors 
1915:Book G, 265, 302).  On June 26, 1915, the Board proposed that a new steward’s 
building be erected at the county farm and accepted bids for its construction (Winneshiek 
County Board of Supervisors 1915:Book G, 314).  John H. Austad, a local builder, won 
the bidding war with an offer of $4,955 for the main building and $1,060 for the kitchen 
(Winneshiek County Board of Supervisors 1915:Book G, 314).  The Board decided that 
the house needed hot water heating and awarded the heating contract to Dahl and Mollart 
for $739 (Winneshiek County Board of Supervisors 1915:Book G, 320, 325).  On 
November 15, 1915, John H. Austad was paid $3,250 by the Board (Winneshiek County 
Board of Supervisors 1915:Book G, 345).  While the plans for the house once resided in 
the courthouse records, at some point, the plans were discarded and are no longer 
available for study. 
 
The Auditor’s Office also maintained an “Insane” ledger and a “Feeble-Minded” ledger.  
The Insane ledger reported on financial dealings with residents between the 1880s and 
1910s.  The ledger offers no information concerning the daily affairs of the asylum.  The 
Feeble-Minded ledger reports the same information on peoples of that broad condition 
between 1906 and 1980.  The only financial ledger on the “Poor at the County Home” 
lists residents from 1957–1992 (even though the facility was privatized in 1988).  Earlier 
ledgers are missing from the county records.  Persons wishing to identify residents’ 
names can consult the courthouse records. 
 
Plat Maps and Photographs 
 
The development of the property can be seen through a variety of plat maps and historic 
photographs of the farm.  While no structures are present, the GLO (1849) depicts an 
oxbow of the Upper Iowa River and a series of islands beginning approximately 30 m 
(98.4 ft) west of the district boundaries (Figure 3).  This suggests that the landforms in 
the western portion of the district are comprised of later Holocene alluvium (Camp Creek 
or Roberts Creek Members; Bettis 1990).  The next sequential plat map (Andreas 1875; 
Figure 4) shows that the town of Freeport has been established, a road exists in the 
eastern part of the district boundaries, and the Upper Iowa River has migrated to 
approximately 460 m (1,509.2 ft) west of the poor farm district.  Additionally, the poor 
farm is plotted in the SW¼ of Section 14, approximately 1.3 km (.8 mi) west of its actual 
location (Andreas 1875; Figure 4).  By 1886, the poor farm is plotted in the correct 
location, although no structures are present within the district boundaries (Warner and 
Foote 1886; Figure 5).  Additionally, the town of Freeport appears to be within the 
boundaries of the district and an oxbow of the Upper Iowa River is located approximately 
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317 m (1,040 ft) west of the poor farm (Figure 5).  C. E. Dickerman’s farm is plotted 
south of the poor farm, substantiating the Board of Supervisor records that they 
purchased a portion of his property (Warner and Foote 1886; Figure 5).  On the 1905 
atlas, the poor farm remains in the same location but three structures appear (Anderson 
and Goodwin Company 1905; Figure 6).  It is likely that two of the structures were 
associated with the poor farm, and given their placements within the property, they likely 
represented the poorhouse and the original caretaker’s residence (Figure 6).  The third 
structure is documented outside of the poor farm boundaries of 1905 near the current 
location of the newer Caretaker’s House (Figure 6).  An oxbow of the Upper Iowa River 
is approximately 327 m (1,072.8 ft) west of the district and Freeport is platted to the 
northeast (Figure 6).  In 1915, only one structure is present within the poor farm 
boundaries (Webb Publishing Company 1915; Figure 7) and it is unclear if this structure 
is the newer Caretaker’s House or the structure detailed on the 1905 plat map (Anderson 
and Goodwin Company 1905; Figure 6).  Freeport is shown encroaching upon but outside 
the district boundaries and an oxbow of the Upper Iowa River is approximately 305 m 
(1,000.7 ft) west of the poor farm (Webb Publishing Company 1915; Figure 7). 
 
The Sanborn Fire Insurance maps depict the locations of structures at the property.  The 
poor farm is first shown in 1894 and the property consists of 10 structures and a 
windmill/well pump (Sanborn Company 1894; Figure 8).  The poorhouse is depicted in 
the northeast corner of the property and the structure appears to have a centralized 
hallway and at least two fire exits and a water tank (Figure 8).  Immediately southwest of 
the poorhouse was a woodshed.  The insane asylum was south of the woodshed.  This 
building had a centralized hallway, two fire exits, a centralized water tank, and was 
connected to the kitchen/dining room to the east (Figure 8).  Between the asylum and the 
kitchen/dining room was a well pump and windmill.  On the northeast side of and 
attached to the kitchen/dining room was the original superintendent’s house.  The 
asylum/kitchen/dining room/superintendent's house complex was bordered to the south 
by the “insane yards”, presumably an exercise yard (Figure 8).  The western portion of 
the property contained most of the farm buildings and from north to south, a barn, hen 
house, hog pen, granary, and corncrib existed (Figure 8).  The farm was heated with 
steam.  Changes occurred to the farm by 1902.  A windmill was added near the northwest 
corner of the poorhouse (Sanborn Company 1902; Figure 9).  Additionally, a bathroom 
was added to the asylum on the west side and a bakery with an oven was added to the 
eastern part of the property (Figure 9).  The granary and corncrib appear to be connected 
by an addition (Figure 9).  The Sanborn map indicates that there was a night watchman in 
the asylum and coal and oil lamps lit the facility (Sanborn Company 1902).  Further 
changes were made to the facility by 1914.  The new Caretaker’s House is present on this 
map north of the poorhouse (Sanborn Company 1914; Figure 10).  An additional water 
tank was added to the poorhouse, the hen house and hog pen have been removed, and it 
appears that the corncrib has been moved southwest of the granary (Figure 10).  A new 
barn, a silo, and a smaller outbuilding were added to the southern part of the property 
(Figure 10).  A small boiler building using coal was constructed between the poorhouse 
and asylum (Figure 10).  By 1914, the poor farm converted its lighting system to 
electricity (Sanborn Company 1914).  Finally, in 1942 scales were added west of the 
Caretaker’s House, the windmill next to the poorhouse is depicted as inoperable, a 
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woodshed was erected near the location of the former northern barn (which was 
removed), the asylum received additions to the north, south, and east, and the former 
superintendent’s house was converted to a kitchen (Sanborn Company 1942; Figure 11).  
In the southern part of the property, multiple structures were added.  The new structures 
included a small barn, a chicken house, a hog house, and three accessory buildings 
(Figure 11).  Water at the farm was obtained using a gasoline-powered pump (Sanborn 
Company 1942). 
 
A photograph obtained at the Winneshiek County Historical Society with an estimated 
date of pre-1899 shows the bakery, poorhouse, asylum, dining room or boiler room, a few 
outbuildings, and a windmill north of the asylum (Figure 12).  This photograph was taken 
in the winter from the southeast corner of the property.  A photograph taken in 1911 
shows the Winneshiek County Poor Farm from the southeast corner of the property 
(Fromm and Anundsen 1998:20; Figure 13).  Detailed in this picture are the asylum, 
dining room or boiler room, former Steward’s house, poorhouse, a variety of small 
outbuildings, and bakery.  The former Steward’s house was also an American Foursquare 
home and appears to have been covered with wood siding.  It is difficult to determine the 
exterior treatments of the asylum and poorhouse.  While they are not brick, it is possible 
that they were covered with stucco, as the poorhouse is today.  The asylum has had 
second-floor exits added.  The windmill matches the windmill location adjacent to the 
poorhouse exhibited on the 1914 Sanborn map (Figure 10).  Based on the photographs, 
the farm had not changed much from the late 1800s through 1911.  There are no major 
additions and the only thing that appears to have moved is the windmill. 
 
On the 1930s aerial photograph of the property (Figure 14), the buildings present include 
the Caretaker’s House, a woodshed, the poorhouse, boiler house, asylum/kitchen/dining 
complex, bakery, granary, barns, hog house, chicken house, corncrib, and at least three 
accessory farm structures.  The farm was serviced by a long driveway entering the 
property from the east that wrapped around the facility between the poorhouse and 
Caretaker’s House to the farm buildings on the south side of the property (Figure 14).  A 
possible structure also appears immediately north of the Caretaker’s House along a field 
drive (Figure 14).  By the 1950s, all of the structures from the 1930s remain but a 
possible structure appears northeast of the Caretaker’s House (Figure 15).  By the 1990s, 
nearly all of the original structures are gone and have been replaced by Wellington Place 
(Figure 16).  Only the Caretaker’s House and poorhouse remain.  At the former location 
of the granary, a shed had been erected (the Winneshiek County Assessor [2011] places 
the construction of the shed in 1950).  Most of the buildings that currently occur at the 
property were present in the 1990s and this layout continues into 2006 (Figure 17) and 
2010 (Figure 18).  Additionally, parking lots were added with the construction of 
Wellington Place. 
 
The topographic map from 1981 details the Caretaker’s House, the poorhouse with 
additions, the soon to be named Wellington Place, and two associated structures (Figure 
1).  At the time the topographic map was drawn/photo revised, the facility served the 
function of a county nursing/retirement home and took on the shape and style of the main 
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building at Wellington Place, which was constructed in 1976 (Winneshiek County 
Assessor 1911). 
 
Winneshiek County History 
 
Little information pertaining to the poor farm exists in the Winneshiek County history 
(Alexander 1882).  What is gathered by the history is that the county bought the farm of 
C. E. Dickerman in 1866 (Alexander 1882:248) and L. M. Chase was the steward of the 
facility in 1878 (Alexander 1882:565).  In the section concerning the poor farm 
specifically, Alexander (1882:214), in entirety, states: 
 

“The poor house and farm of Winneshiek County are located near the village of 
Freeport on the southeast quarter of section 14, township 98, range 8 west, in 
Decorah township; the farm contains 130 acres.  Sixty acres were purchased in 
1866, and on it stood a large frame house; a brick house, barn and other 
buildings have since been erected, and seventy acres of timber land purchased.” 

 
The house spoken of in the county history was the first caretaker’s house on the property.  
The house was subsequently used to house people with tuberculosis in 1915 (Decorah 
Republican 1915), and was removed from the property prior to the construction of 
Wellington Place.  Simply put, the Winneshiek County history offers little detail 
concerning this property. 
 
The County Farm in the News 
 
Local newspapers can offer a wealth of information pertaining to the development and 
use of public properties.  While these types of resources are useful, it is necessary to be 
mindful that the story is told from the perspective of a writer.  Many times, significant 
information can be left out, people can be misquoted, and the tone of an article persuades 
a reader in a particular direction.  The following section details the Winneshiek County 
Poor Farm and its associated buildings/structures as the reporters, for better or for worse, 
related it.  Due to the multitude of newspapers from 1866–1988, an exhaustive list of 
articles concerning the property was not obtained. 
 
The first mention of the county poor farm that could be found by a visit to the microfiche 
drawers at the Decorah Public Library was from 1866.  On or about January 11, 1866, the 
Board of Supervisors appointed a committee to locate a farm (Decorah Republican 
1866a).  On or about September 6 of the same year, the Board of Supervisors discussed 
the poor farm but postponed any decisions concerning the purchasing of the property 
(Decorah Republican 1866b).  On or about November 1, 1866, the Board of Supervisors 
discussed the poor farm, but they did not reach a decision concerning the property 
(Decorah Republican 1866c).  On or about December 6, 1866, the Board of Supervisors 
appointed J. Hargreaves to be the superintendent of the farm and a notice was given that 
the farm was seeking donations of furnishings (Decorah Republican 1866d).  Finally, on 
December 20, 1866, a notice was printed stating that the poor farm was open (Decorah 
Republican 1866e). 
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A curious article was published August 17, 1894 detailing a man became injured in 
Winneshiek County and was aided by the farm.  In the article, Mr. John Jarndyce of St. 
Joseph, Missouri, fractured his heel while trying to “steal a ride” on a freight train.  Mr. 
Jarndyce was taken to the town hall for treatment and then transported to the poorhouse 
for care and additional treatment (Decorah Republican 1894). 
 
In October of 1901, a Grand Jury visited the poor farm and found the property neat and 
tidy and the inmates well cared for (Decorah Public Opinion 1901).  In June of 1915, in 
an important development of the property, it was reported that a new law required a 
separation of people with tuberculosis from other people in the care of hospitals and other 
facilities.  To accommodate the new law, the original Steward’s House at the farm was 
selected to house patients with tuberculosis, and the new Caretaker’s House was to be 
erected (Decorah Republican 1915).  Appearing in October of 1915, an article states that 
Mr. Al Wooley had been doing the brickwork at the county farm and had completed 
Superintendent Funk’s house and the new brickwork on the insane ward.  Furthermore, 
Mr. Wooley roofed the Caretaker’s House and was contracted to do work on the farm’s 
milk house (Decorah Public Opinion 1915). 
 
Only one reference to punishments at the county farm was readily available.  The 
newspaper article dated February 3, 1916, details that after an inmate died, another 
inmate took some money and a pocketknife from the recently deceased man’s pockets.  
Superintendent Funk detected the robbery, made the inmate return the stolen items, and 
for punishment, sentenced the man to a hot bath.  Reportedly, the man thought the 
punishment was very severe because, as the reporter states, the man had not had a bath 
since childhood (Decorah Republican 1916). 
 
In March of 1924, an updated air power water system was added to the facility (Decorah 
Republican 1924).  This new water system eliminated the need for the water tanks that 
were once atop the asylum and poorhouse.  Cisterns and other water storage units were 
also removed from usage. 
 
Varieties of articles occur through the 1960s and 1970s and they concern themselves 
mostly with entertainment at the county farm.  Most frequently, it appears that residents 
played bingo frequently and participated in dancing.  Luther College students also made 
frequent ventures to the farm to entertain residents with singing and other activities as 
part of their community service requirement.  Also related, the rooms of the facility were 
painted in pastels and whites and there were two to three beds per room (Decorah 
Journal 1966). 
 
The Winneshiek County Poor Farm has received the most press attention in recent years 
with debate over the Caretaker’s House.  The first article in the recent past concerning 
this property (published September 2, 2008) indicated OHFA (Oneota Historic Future 
Alliance) asked permission to renovate the old county home and save the Caretaker’s 
House with the intent of making the property a community center or site for community 
programs (Greiner 2008).  In requesting that the Caretaker’s House be saved, OHFA was 
asking that the Board of Supervisors disregard a previous contact with Sean Devine-
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Meyer to demolish the building, something the Board and Mr. Devine-Meyer were 
willing to consider (Greiner 2008).  On October 14, 2008, in an article relating to the 
brick restoration of the recently destroyed East Side School, Deborah Bishop of OHFA 
states (through the filter of the journalist) that the present project of OHFA was the 
development of the former Winneshiek County Care Facility north building (poorhouse) 
and Caretaker’s House (Weis 2008). 
 
Additional concern for the property was brought to the forefront of the Decorah 
newspaper in 2010.  According to Strandberg (2010a) in an article from April 20, the 
Board supported the pursuit of grant funding to list the Caretaker’s House on the NRHP.  
The article stated the Board agreed to let the property stand for two years to allow OHFA 
the time to pursue a NRHP listing.  Strandberg (2010a) stated that as part of the 
agreement between the county and OHFA, OHFA was to place $5,000 in a bank account 
to pay to remove the house by November 30, 2010, if it was unsuccessful in having the 
house NRHP listed or could not find a tenant to lease the building.  After two years of 
time to list the Caretaker’s House to the NRHP, Kari Burns, the president of OHFA, 
asked the Board’s permission to pursue grants for the NRHP nomination and explained to 
the Board that it would take a year to 15 months to complete the nomination (Strandberg 
2010a).  OHFA suggested that they could obtain grants that Winneshiek County (as a 
government) would not be able to access.  Supervisor Les Askelson stated that the county 
did not have any interest in the building and that was the reason it was slated to be 
removed.  Additionally, Supervisor Askelson stated that the county lost money renting 
the building in the past, it is expensive to heat, and it is not compliant with the Americans 
with Disabilities Act.  OHFA president Burns stated that they might be able to obtain 
loans to make the building more efficient and that the organization could draw a tenant 
because they would bring a “different complexion for the house” (Strandberg 2010a).  On 
May 19, additional attention was paid to the Caretaker’s House in an article detailing 
conflict between the Board and OHFA (Strandberg 2010b).  In the article, the Board 
supported the grant application process for nominating the Caretaker’s House of the 
NRHP but reminded OHFA of the deadline to keep the building standing.  Deborah 
Bishop of OHFA was quoted by the paper as saying, “The clock is ticking.  We’re very 
well aware of that.  You’re trying to nail us down…we’re in a process, we’re working 
hard and are very confident we will get it done in spite of what you say and think.  
You’re really not very supportive.  You want to get rid of it.  Give us a chance.  It’s kind 
of sad you want to be so argumentative about it” (Strandberg 2010b).  Bishop is also 
recorded as stating that OHFA would know by July 1, 2010, whether the organization 
would be awarded a $2,500 grant to hire a consultant to list the property.  OHFA was 
reminded by the Board that if they failed to abide by the terms of the agreement, OHFA 
was required to pay $20 per day for each day that the house was not taken down and they 
would charge OHFA for the removal of the house if it were not taken down by January 
15, 2011 (Strandberg 2010b).  Bishop also stated that OHFA had several ideas for the 
property to make it usable with Wellington Place and stated in regards to the progress of 
the nomination that “there will be new developments all along, so stay tuned” 
(Strandberg 2010b). 
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Yet another article from 2010 appears in the Decorah newspaper archives.  On November 
11, Berg-Raymond (2010) reported that the Caretaker’s House would be demolished.  
Jim Burns of OHFA asked the Board for a two-year extension of the original contract but 
the request was denied.  The Board did allow an extension to April 30, 2011, with the 
extension being to tear the house down (Berg-Raymond 2010).  After April 30, 2011, 
OHFA would be required to pay the aforementioned $20 per day penalty until June 15, 
2011, when the house would be removed at OHFA’s expense (Berg-Raymond 2010).  
The November article also stated that OHFA’s application for grants to list the 
Caretaker’s House was turned down by the granting agency. 
 
In 2011, yet more articles appeared in the Decorah newspaper.  According to Strandberg 
(2011b) in a January 12 article, Deborah Bishop made an additional plea to the Board as 
a member of the new Caretaker’s House Coalition to resist tearing down the Caretaker’s 
House and suggested that the house be moved.  Bishop stated that the house could be 
used as a guest space for bicycle trail users and visitors to Wellington Place (Strandberg 
2011b).  Supervisor Askelson informed the newspaper that the Winneshiek County 
Historic Preservation Commission (a commission established to advise the Board 
concerning such issues) had not been contacted about the Caretaker’s House (Strandberg 
2011b). 
 
In a letter to the editor on February 4, 2011, (Henderson 2011) the Decorah Historic 
Preservation Commission congratulated and encouraged those working on saving the 
Caretaker’s House.  According to Henderson (2011), Deborah Bishop was given training 
to complete a site inventory form for the property to be submitted to SHPO, completed 
the form (Appendix A), and stated that the Caretaker’s House was recognized as 
“eligible” for the NRHP due to its “social significance”.  Whether or not the house is 
actually eligible for the NRHP under Criterion A is vague as SHPO requested additional 
documentation.  Henderson (2011) also encouraged everyone involved to avoid arbitrary 
deadlines to allow the communitee every opportunity to find reuse of the building.  
Another letter to the editor published on the same day (Cutting 2011) made a plea to the 
Board to step back, take a breath, and reconsider demolishing the Caretaker’s House 
(along with the Spillville Mill, which has been destroyed by the city of Spillville). 
 
In March of 2011, the Decorah Journal returned to publishing news articles concerning 
the Caretaker’s House.  Strandberg (2011c) wrote that OHFA reported good progress in 
removal of the Caretaker’s House but did not offer specifics in her March 13 article.  The 
Caretaker’s House Coalition met with the Board and suggested that they (the Caretaker’s 
House Coalition) be a tenant of the property.  However, the Board did not enter into an 
agreement with the Coalition and OHFA had no affiliation with them so their entreaties 
were ignored (Strandberg 2011c).  OHFA also thanked the Board for allowing them time 
to find a reuse for the Caretaker’s House and stated that OHFA underestimated the time 
needed to prepare a NRHP nomination (Strandberg 2011c).  The Caretaker’s House 
Coalition’s ideas for use of the property included community gardens, an orchard, low-
income housing, and a folk school project.  Bishop from the Caretaker’s House Coalition 
also provided the Board with a letter from Paula Mohr, a Certified Local Government 
Coordinator, stating her belief that the house is eligible for the NRHP.  In a March 23, 



30 

2011 article, Strandberg (2011d) reported on OHFA’s intent to take down the Caretaker’s 
House with a NICC deconstruction class, a move that the Board approved, and the $5,000 
placed in an escrow account would be released to help pay for the deconstruction costs.  
NICC would recycle the materials from the Caretaker’s House (Strandberg 2011d).  In a 
March 30 article, Strandberg (2011e) writes that the Caretaker’s House Coalition pleaded 
with the Board yet again to save the house but supervisors voted not to repeal the action 
to tear down the building because they already had a binding contract with OHFA.  The 
Caretaker’s House Coalition added to the possible uses of the house the potential for a 
space for Grown Locally and Northeast Iowa Food and Fitness Initiative activities 
(Strandberg 2011e).  The Caretaker’s House Coalition also stated that moving the house 
would be terribly expensive and that moving the structure would eliminate its historic 
integrity (Strandberg 2011e). 
 
On May 12, 2011, Strandberg (2011f) published an article relating the return of the 
Strand family to the Caretaker’s House.  The Strand’s were frequent guests of the house 
when their relatives were caretakers of the facility.  The article stated that the Caretaker’s 
House Coalition said that John H. Austad, the builder of the Caretaker’s House, was born 
in Christiansund, Norway, in 1856, was a prolific builder in the Decorah area, and he 
built the former Aase Haugen Home in 1914.  The Caretaker’s House Coalition also 
suggested that Henry Gross was the caretaker during house construction (Strandberg 
2011f), a claim that has been shown false in the above sections.  On June 15, 2011, an 
article published by Strandberg (2011g) stated that OHFA had been given an extension to 
tear down the Caretaker’s House due to lack of enrollment in the NICC class.  The 
deconstruction of the house was slated for the fall of 2011. 
 
In an article from October 12, 2011, Sarah Strandberg (2011h) reports that the Board of 
Supervisors agreed to release escrow funds for asbestos removal at the Caretaker’s House 
and that Tom Haas of Haasco Ltd. would conduct the removal for $3,245.  The article 
also stated that NICC would take down the building October 31–November 11, 2011, as 
long as the deconstruction class had enough students.  In an editorial dated December 15, 
2011, David Anderson pleads to save the Caretaker’s House using an argument for 
sustainability and reuse (Anderson 2011).  In his editorial, Mr. Anderson points out that 
the Board of Supervisors should consult with the Winneshiek County Historic 
Preservation Commission before adverse effects to potentially significant properties are 
scheduled.  In an argument here-to-for unheard, Anderson (2011) states, “Even if during 
demolition a large portion of the materials can be salvaged for reuse, the waste of energy, 
materials, design, craftsmanship and memory embodied here go to waste in this scenario, 
along with the money and energy to destroy the building.”  Anderson (2011) also states 
that the significance of the Caretaker’s House and dormitory are not in dispute. 
 
In the present year, three articles appear in the Decorah Journal concerning the property.  
The first article is a reprinting of a press release from Preservation Iowa that lists the 
Caretakers House and Winneshiek County Poor Farm as one of Iowa’s most endangered 
properties (Preservation Iowa 2012).  The January 19, 2012, article makes some unusual 
claims and offers potential additional information concerning the property that might be 
of use for documenting the history of the property.  The article suggests that the “North 
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Building” (i.e., Poor House) was constructed in 1883 (Preservation Iowa 2012).  This is 
from a period that the Board of Supervisor’s records were illegible to the current author.  
The article states that the Caretaker’s House was built by John H. Austad and that Mr. 
Austad built 130 homes in the Decorah area, 85 barns, and a number of churches 
(Preservation Iowa 2012).  It is unclear where this data derives, but given that the 
numbers are divisible by five, it probably originates from living family members of the 
deceased builder.  Preservation Iowa (2012) states that Kornmeyer Brother’s local bricks 
were used in the construction.  The article then moves into murky factual territory.  
Preservation Iowa (2012) stated that the history of the Winneshiek County Poor Farm 
begins with a mandate by President Abraham Lincoln in 1865 that established county 
farms.  They also state that the Caretaker’s House is in “very good condition” but the 
property is no longer rentable, that most of the woodwork is unpainted, and buildings 
built since 1977 are leased to Wellington Place.   
 
The claim that President Lincoln mandated the establishment of county farms was never 
substantiated by any of the documents viewed during this investigation.  Additionally, 
two counties in Iowa did not have farms and relied on “outdoor relief”, suggesting that 
county governments had control to create such institutions.  In Bishop’s (2010) site 
inventory form, she states that the farm was purchased in 1866 to fulfill a government 
mandate under Abraham Lincoln’s presidency and that each county was directed to 
provide housing for the poor, aging, and indigent.  After reviewing all of President 
Lincoln’s executive orders/proclamations without success in identifying such a mandate, 
as e-mail was sent to Harold Holzer at the New York Metropolitan Museum of Art (a 
leading scholar on President Lincoln, chairman of the Lincoln Bicentennial Foundation, 
and recipient of the National Humanities Medal in 2008 for his work on the United States 
Abraham Lincoln Bicentennial Commission).  He responded on February 27, 2012, that 
to his knowledge, Abraham Lincoln made no such mandate.  The U.S. Census Bureau 
(1904) does state that the Board of Supervisors of each county has the authority to 
establish a poorhouse, to prescribe regulations for its management, and appoint the 
steward of the same, who may be removed by the board at pleasure.  The statement that 
the Caretaker’s House is in very good condition but that it is no longer rentable seems to 
be a contradiction.  The fact that the house is not in good enough condition to rent means 
it is not in very good condition.  The Winneshiek County Assessor (2011) determined 
that the Caretaker’s House is in poor condition.  The statement that most of the 
woodwork is unpainted is false.  As will be shown below and through photographic 
evidence, nearly all of the woodwork on the first floor is painted and some of the 
woodwork on the second floor is painted.  While the second floor has much woodwork 
that is not painted, this does not equal most of the woodwork in the house.  It is a little 
unclear if only the buildings built since 1977 are leased to Wellington Place because the 
Poor House is now attached to the modern care facility. 
 
In an article written on January 25, 2012, the Decorah Journal reports that on Wednesday 
morning of that week the Board of Supervisors considered a proposal for the 
deconstruction of the Caretaker’s House (Decorah Journal 2012).  In the article, Jim 
Burns of OHFA is stated as informing the Board that TCS Construction of Dubuque 
placed a bid of $13,400 to remove the building.  As OHFA only had $2,000 remaining in 
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their escrow account, TCS Construction offered to reduce the price by $1,000 if they 
could time the deconstruction with another Decorah-area project.  Supervisor Les 
Askelson is reported as saying that the Board would consider any costs that might be 
incurred by OHFA that may require county support and stated that TCS construction 
pledged to recycle 85% of the building materials.  The article also states that Deborah 
Bishop met with the Board to plead for the house to remain standing and said the house 
could be converted to a museum in addition to serving other purposes. 
 
The most recent article written on January 25, 2011, declared that in a special Board of 
Supervisors session on Wednesday of the same week, the Board approved a resolution by 
a 3–1 vote to provide $10,400 in county funds for the Caretaker’s House deconstruction 
(Strandberg 2012).  Supervisors Les Askelson, John Logsdon, and Steve Bouska voted 
for the measure, Lonnie Pierce voted against the measure, and Bill Ibanez was absent 
from voting.  Supervisor Pierce stated that he was not for the resolution unless the county 
could recoup its funds from OHFA.  The measure included a provision that OHFA would 
pay the county $5,000 by December 31 for satisfaction of the amount due under the 
Winneshiek County contract with OHFA.  The Board asked OHFA how much money 
they have raised from selling bricks from the East Side School and Jim Burns reported 
that Deborah Bishop was in charge of that project and that there was no money available 
from brick sales.  According to the article (Strandberg 2012), TCS Construction said that 
windows, window frames, doors, door frames, wood flooring, flooring and ceiling beams, 
and bricks would be saved, sold on sight, and whatever remained would be shipped to 
Dubuque.  TCS Construction also agreed to give Winneshiek County 10% of any 
material sales.  Julie Fisher of the Caretaker’s House Coalition is quoted as saying that 
the house is worth $48,000 and it will cost the county $10,500 to take it down in addition 
to the cost of county workers to remove the foundation (Strandberg 2012).  Fisher also 
stated that the structure had the potential to be a multi hundred thousand dollar resource if 
left to stand and that it was quite a sum to be doing away with (Strandberg 2012).  The 
article also reports on a meeting between the Board and Caretaker’s House Coalition on 
Monday of the same week.  At the meeting, Deborah Bishop suggested that the house be 
preserved as a “County Homes Museum and History Center” (Strandberg 2012).  Bishop 
also stated that the Caretaker’s House Coalition could raise $200/month and pay the 
county $100/month in rent and $10 (probably meant $100/month) would be put into an 
account to subsidize the beginning of restoration expenses.  Bishop thought that saving 
the Caretaker’s House would heal the community over the loss of the East Side School 
(Strandberg 2012).  The article also reports that in 2007, in the original county contract 
concerning the Caretaker’s House deconstruction, Sean Devine-Meyer had offered the 
county $1.00 for the building and that he would remove it.  This offer was not available 
two years later (Strandberg 2012). 
 
In all, between September of 2008 and January of 2012 the Decorah Journal published 
18 articles/letters to the editor concerning the Caretaker’s House (17 of which are 
detailed above).  As can be seen, there has been more interest in this property in the last 
three and a half years than in most previous years. 
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Caretakers in Residence 
 
Based on the available data, the stewards at the county farm (in order of employment) 
consisted of L. M. Chase (Alexander 1882), C. A. Funk (the steward at the time of the 
Caretaker’s House construction; Winneshiek County Board of Supervisors 1915:Book G, 
265), J. R. Hallman, Gilbert Anderson, Carl Sersland, Theodore Arenson, Alert Engen, 
Walter Gavle, and Gary Gavle, and Cecil Cook became the farm and maintenance 
supervisor in 1981 (Strandberg 2011f).  
 
With so little data regarding the Winneshiek County Poor Farm, there is much to be 
desired when attempting to compile a history of the property.  Gone are many of the 
ledgers that once held invaluable data.  The county newspapers also offer some 
information pertaining to the property, but without an index, many of the possible articles 
relating to the property are “lost” unless someone with significant amounts of time can 
comb through each of the issues over the span of 122 years.  Many of the pertinent news 
articles concerning the poor farm were written within the last few years. No evidence for 
abuses at the farm was noted in the records located during this investigation. 
 
 

ARCHITECTURAL DOCUMENTATION OF THE CARETAKER’S HOUSE 
 
 
The Caretaker’s House holds true to the American Foursquare architectural design in 
almost every way (Howe 2002).  The American Foursquare style was greatly popularized 
from the mid-1890s to the late 1930s as a more practical utilitarian home design to the 
Victorian-style in vogue during the mid- to late 1800s.  The American Foursquare 
incorporates Prairie School elements, such as horizontal lines, hipped roofs, and 
overhanging eaves as well as Craftsman-style elements (which also utilized hipped roofs, 
overhanging eaves, in addition to 4/1 double-hung windows and handcrafted woodwork; 
Stickley 1979).  Some (McAlester and McAlester 1997) incorporate this design into the 
Prairie School.  The typical American Foursquare house is generally square, set up with 
four rooms on each of the two living floors at each corner (houses were generally 2½-
story homes), and includes roof dormers, a large front porch often spanning the length of 
the structure, a hipped roof, and Craftsman-style woodwork.  Bedrooms were typically 
confined to the second floor, and as a space-saving mechanism, closets were often placed 
along the same walls in each of the bedrooms.  These types of houses were generally 
constructed using wood balloon framing and are often fronted with brick, or in the case of 
the primary author’s own American Foursquare home, concrete block, lapboard siding, 
and stucco (also features of Craftsman architecture).  These homes were mass-produced 
and were frequently constructed from cheaper materials.  The central tenants underlying 
the building of an American Foursquare home was simplicity, economy, and 
functionality.  This style (along with the Bungalow-style) were so common and so cheap 
to produce that the plans and often the houses themselves could be purchased through 
mail-order, with the most commonly used companies being Sears, Roebuck and 
Company and Aladdin (with other companies including Radford, Sterling Systems 
Homes, Lewis Manufacturing, C. L. Bowes, and Montgomery Ward).  In fact, 
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comparable floor plan/designs to the Caretaker’s House were found in Sears, Roebuck 
and Company catalogs as the “Hamilton” home (Sears, Roebuck and Company 2011; 
Figures 19 and 20).  Based on the floor plan and design of the Caretaker’s House, it is 
quite possible that the design plans (absent from the Winneshiek County offices) either 
precisely match those from a mail-order catalog or they are a variation of a mail-order 
house.  Architects, more often than not, did not design these homes.  Given the financial 
constraints of most county governments and the desire for “plainness” for government 
structures associated with the poor, this type of design would have been an obvious 
choice for the Board of Supervisors. 
 
According to the Winneshiek County Assessor (2011), the Caretaker’s House was 
constructed in 1920 (although historic documentation places the construction of this 
house in 1915).  The house sits on a lot that is 36.6 x 76.8 m (120 x 252 ft).  The home is 
a single-family, two-story frame house in “poor” condition.  It has a hipped roof covered 
with asphalt shingles.  The interior flooring is reportedly carpet and vinyl and the 
foundation is mixed concrete and concrete block.  The exterior material is brick and the 
interior material is plaster.  The house has eight rooms, four of which are bedrooms.  
There is a full bathroom and a toilet room.  The home does not have central air and it has 
radiant heat.  The house has a full, unfinished basement.  The total living area is 230.8 m² 
(2,484 ft²), the basement has an area of 110.4 m² (1,188 ft²) and there is a single-story 
addition comprising 10 m² (108 ft²).  As of 2011, the land was assessed at $19,500 and 
the house was assessed at $50,610.  As will be shown, some of the county assessor 
records are incorrect or too generalized to describe the house adequately. 
 
House Exterior 
 
The Caretaker’s House is a large brick home with the most obvious characteristics being 
the elevation of the house and large front porch (Figure 21).  The exterior foundation is 
comprised of formed concrete that gives the appearance of natural stone (Figure 22).  
Reportedly, the Fred Carlson Company of Decorah utilized this type of concrete pouring 
in the early twentieth century although no specific source could be identified.  The 
concrete extends upward giving the appearance of cut limestone for the bases of the 
Doric columns (yes, plain Doric order with a base) supporting the porch roof (Figure 23).  
In sum, there are 10 such columns on the porch, equally distributed (two against the 
house, six at the porch corners, and two where the front steps enter the porch).  The front 
steps are constructed from poured concrete and have iron railings on both sides.  The 
porch has an accentuated roof overhang with rafter tails (Figure 24).  Cornice-line 
brackets are absent.  The first floor on the front façade has four double-hung windows 
(Figure 21).  The front door is a mixture of wood and glass with fixed windows on either 
side (Figure 25).  Each of the windows adjoining the fir or pine doorframe has five 
panels/lights.  The second floor exhibits two large mulled double-hung windows (Figure 
21).  In the center of the house, two smaller double-hung windows are present.  The 
larger mulled double-hung windows have a 1/6 pattern while the smaller windows have a 
4/4 pattern.  The roof is hipped with a hipped-roof dormer on the front façade (Figure 
26).  The dormer has three fixed windows each with nine lights.  Again, on both the main 
roof and dormer roof, the rafters extend to the ends of the accentuated eaves and cornice-
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line bracing is absent.  Embossed brickwork belt courses occur in two lines below and 
above the second floor windows.  The windowsills are wood and no lintels are present 
above the windows. 
 
Moving to the east façade of the house, the same brickwork, eaves, and general 
foundation type continues (Figure 27).  On the original structure, the southeast corner of 
the house has double-hung, 1/4 windows (distributed between the first and second floors), 
while the northeast corner of the house has a 1/1 double-hung window on the first floor 
and a 1/6 double-hung window on the second floor (Figure 27).  Additionally, a 1/6 
double-hung window is present in a bedroom above the kitchen.  The kitchen and one of 
the upstairs bedrooms extend outward to the north from the basic foursquare design, 
suggesting that this is a modification (albeit original) allowing for a modern kitchen 
(Figure 27).  The roof form has a valley on the northeast corner whereas a typical hipped 
roof would have hips on all four corners.  An addition is present on this and on the north 
side of the house (Figure 28).  The addition was constructed on a concrete block 
foundation (Figure 29) and was constructed using wood balloon framing.  The addition is 
sided with lapboard.  Three casement windows are present on this side of the addition as 
well as a modern entry door.  The stoop leading to the door was formed with poured 
concrete and has two iron railings.  The addition does not correspond with the original 
house styling. 
 
The addition continues to the north façade (back of the house) and four casement 
windows are present (Figure 30).  The aforementioned change in hip roof form is 
prominent on this façade (Figure 31).  The brickwork, foundation type, and window types 
of the original house continue on this façade.  The main floor has a small double-hung, 
1/1 window in the kitchen and a larger, double-hung, 1/4 window in the living room 
(Figure 31).  The second floor has two double-hung 1/6 windows at each of the two 
bedrooms.  Along the foundation, a rotted wood slanted cellar door is present.  The 
foundation around this cellar door is poured concrete and does not have the same formed 
concrete foundation as the rest of the original house (i.e., it lacks the look of cut 
limestone; Figure 32). 
 
Finally, the west façade of the house retains the original brickwork, hipped roof design, 
and concrete foundation as the rest of the original house (Figure 33).  A west-facing 
dormer, the same as is found on the front (south façade) of the house, is present (Figure 
34).  The west façade has a mulled double-hung, 1/4 window on the north side and a 
double-hung 2/4 window to the south (replacement window; Figure 33).  The second 
floor has two double-hung 1/6 windows, one for each of the bedrooms. 
 
Main Floor 
 
A small entryway is encountered when entering the house from the front door (Figure 
35).  This entryway has linoleum flooring (Figure 36) and a fir or pine staircase leading 
to the second floor (Figure 37).  Craftsman-style trim work decorates the staircase (Figure 
37) particularly on the exterior of the stair risers.  A large radiator is present on the west 
side of the staircase.  Two doorways are present in this room, with one leading to the 
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parlor (to the west) and the other leading to the dining room (to the east).  The walls in 
this room were constructed using plaster and lath.  Generally (outside of the dated 
linoleum), the condition of this room is good. 
 
To the west of the entryway is the parlor (Figures 38 and 39).  A modern ceiling fan 
lights this room.  This room has painted wood trim and three double-hung windows.  The 
wall and ceiling was formed with plaster and lath.  The floors are softwood fir or pine.  A 
radiator is present below the west window.  A swelled pocket door that could not be 
moved during the investigation leads from the north side of the room into the living room 
(Figure 40).  The floor trim is relatively plain but the window and door trim follow the 
Craftsman-style and this type of trim was frequently encountered throughout the house.  
This room is in moderately poor condition. 
 
Entering the living room (Figures 41 and 42) from the parlor there is a mulled double-
hung window to the west and a double-hung window to the north.  This room has a 
softwood fir or pine floor that was once carpeted and is presently very worn.  The 
baseboard trim is plain and painted white (Figure 43).  The window and door trim is of 
the Craftsman-style.  A light once existed in this room but the fixture has been removed.  
A radiator is present in the northwest corner of the room.  The walls and ceiling are 
comprised of plaster and lath.  A door in the southeast corner of the room leads to the 
kitchen.  Overall, this room is in moderately poor condition. 
 
The kitchen is positioned on the northeast corner of the house (Figures 44–46).  The room 
is split between the original kitchen area and the addition to the kitchen.  Formica 
countertops and cheaper cabinets (poor quality wood with veneer) dominate the kitchen.  
The countertop extends along the former exterior wall and begins to wrap into the 
addition (Figure 44).  The counter is lit with 6” recess lighting.  The door to the basement 
is on the south wall.  The linoleum in this room is dated and generally in poor condition 
(Figure 47).  The kitchen appears to have been remodeled, and the walls and ceiling are 
likely drywall.  Additionally, two modern light fixtures are present in the ceiling of the 
room.  The addition has a slightly lower ceiling than the rest of the kitchen and the walls 
are covered with drywall (Figures 44 and 46).  In the center of the addition, a square 
pillar is present.  The kitchen is heated with electric baseboard heaters that are present 
along the walls of the addition.  The addition also has a small closet adjacent to the 
exterior door.  The kitchen is naturally lit by a small double-hung window and the 
addition has six casement windows.  While functional, the kitchen is in moderately poor 
condition.  A bathroom is also included in the kitchen addition (Figure 48).  The 
bathroom has a small linen closet and the room is entered through a modern hollow 
interior door.  The bathroom is cozy (cramped) and the wall-to-wall vanity with a single 
sink is Formica.  The toilet is positioned behind the door and cannot be accessed without 
first closing the door.  The floor is covered with linoleum.  A modern light fixture in the 
center of the room and a small double-hung window lights the room.  The bathroom is 
poorly designed from a functional standpoint. 
 
The final room on the first floor is the dining room (Figures 49 and 50).  This room can 
be entered either from the south-central part of the kitchen or eastward through the 
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entryway.  The room is lit by double-hung windows on the south and east walls and a 
large, retro-style light (Figures 49 and 50).  A radiator is present under the eastern 
window on the south wall.  The room was once carpeted, covering the softwood fir or 
pine floor.  The door leading to the entryway is made from fir or pine but the trim 
surrounding the doors and windows is cheaper, composite or oak trim having minimal 
profile that can be purchased in bulk at low cost from any home improvement store.  The 
walls are covered with particleboard paneling, giving the dining room a 1950s/1960s feel.  
This room is in poor condition. 
 
Second Floor 
 
The second floor is reached through a series of stair landings leading to a central hallway 
with multiple bedroom doors (Figures 51–53).  Nearly all of the woodwork on the second 
floor is stained/polyurethaned fir or pine.  The floors on the second floor in all of the 
bedrooms and hallway are comprised of softwood fir or pine.  The hallway is lit with a 
double-hung window and two modern lights (Figures 51 and 52).  The hallway is “L” 
shaped and extends northward before turning east to the bathroom.  An attic door and 
closet are present on the east wall of the hallway.  The hallway is in moderate condition. 
 
The first bedroom encountered is to the west (Figure 54 and 55).  The room has two 
double-hung windows and the walls are plaster and lath.  The closet for this room is on 
the north side, sharing a wall with the closet of the second bedroom.  The closet has a 
sloped roof, indicating a staircase to the attic.  A modern light is in the center of the room 
and a radiator is below the south wall window.  The trim work (Craftsman-style) is 
painted.  The floor is softwood fir or pine and was formerly carpeted.  This room is in 
moderate condition. 
 
The second bedroom is positioned on the northwest corner of the house (Figures 56 and 
57).  This room has two double-hung windows, one on the north wall and one on the west 
wall.  The walls were constructed from plaster and lath and the floor is softwood fir or 
pine.  The woodwork in this room is exquisite fir or pine and the door/window trim 
profile is an excellent example of the Craftsman-style (Figure 58).  A modern light is 
positioned in the center of the ceiling and the closet is on the south wall.  The closet has a 
sloped ceiling indicating that there is an attic staircase above.  The radiator in this room 
sits in the northwest corner along the north wall.  This room is in moderate condition.  
 
The third bedroom occurs on the northeast corner of the original house (Figures 59 and 
60).  Much like the other rooms in this house, the walls are plaster and lath and the floor 
is softwood fir or pine.  A modern light fixture and two double-hung windows light the 
room.  This room is oddly shaped and the closet is angled and on the east side of the 
room.  The plaster in this room is in poor condition and cracking is evident on the walls 
(Figure 60) and prevalent on the ceiling in the closet (Figure 61).  The trim in this room is 
painted.  The radiator sits just west of the north window.  This room is in poor condition. 
 
The fourth bedroom occurs on the southeast side of the house (Figures 62 and 63).  The 
room has a softwood fir or pine floor that was formerly covered with linoleum.  A 



38 

modern light is positioned in the center of the ceiling.  The walls were constructed using 
plaster and lath.  Two windows are present.  Both are double-hung and occur near the 
south corner of the east wall and along the south wall.  A radiator is present underneath 
the south wall window.  The closet is along the west wall and contains a double-hung 
window.  The closet extends into the stairwell.  This room is in moderate condition. 
 
The bathroom sits on the far eastern end of the hallway (Figure 64).  The bathroom is 
relatively modern and contains a bathtub on the north wall, a vanity on the south wall, 
and a toilet on the south wall.  Much like the downstairs bathroom, this room is “cozy”.  
The floor is covered with linoleum.  The walls are a mixture of plaster and lath as well as 
ceramic tile.  A small double-hung window is present on the east wall and a radiator is 
present in the alcove between the bathtub and window.  This room is in moderate 
condition. 
 
Attic 
 
The attic is accessible via a stairway from the second floor hallway.  Dormers are present 
on the west and south walls.  The floor of the attic is mostly covered with wood (Figures 
65 and 66).  The roof consists of a mixture of 2” x 4” and 2” x 9” purlin/rafter system.  
The mixed materials (modern and original) indicate that much of the roof has been 
replaced.  Plywood sheathing is present below the asphalt shingles (Figure 67).  A brick 
chimney is present in the eastern part of the attic (Figure 65).  No formal fireplace was 
identified within the house and this chimney likely functioned for ventilation of the 
boiler.  The wiring is nearly all updated Romex.  The attic is insulated with blown 
cellulose (Figure 66). 
 
Basement 
 
The basement is partitioned into three sections: a west room, a center room, and an east 
room.  The basement is accessed through a door on the south wall of the kitchen.  A 
series of landings lead to the center part of the basement.  The center room (Figure 68) 
has a poured concrete floor and the walls seem to be poured concrete as well.  The 
concrete might not comprise the entire wall, that is, along the east wall of the room the 
wall is made of brick with a concrete veneer.  The center room contains two water 
heaters, a water softener, and a sink positioned in the northeast corner of the room.  The 
cellar door exiting the house is along the north wall (Figure 68).  The east room is 
accessed by a single door in the northern half of the east wall, and the west room is 
accessed by two doors on opposite ends of the west wall. 
 
The west room has a poured concrete floor and poured concrete walls (Figures 69 and 
70).  The concrete walls appear to be formed in layers as is represented by the 
impressions of wood forms on the concrete surface (Figure 71).  The room is lit by four 
small windows (one on the north wall, two on the west wall, and one on the south wall).  
The floor joists are 2” x 9”.  The electrical breaker is found on the north wall west of the 
window. 
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The east room is not rectangular and the northeast corner is consistent with the atypical 
“square” of the upper floors.  This room has a poured concrete floor and mostly poured 
concrete walls (Figure 72).  The interior wall was formed with brick covered with 
concrete (Figure 73).  The room has three windows; two are located on the east wall and 
one on the south wall.  An updated boiler is present in the center of the room (Figure 72).  
Just to the west of the existing boiler, the chimney occurs and it has capped holes for the 
former boiler vents.  Most of the plumbing in the house is carried through steel pipes and 
only the new plumbing associated with the updated boiler appears to be copper. 
 
Overall, the Caretaker’s House is true to the American Foursquare design.  The house 
includes nearly every characteristic of the architectural type and was inexpensively 
constructed (bid at $4,955 for the main house and $1,060 for the kitchen, although the 
contractor seems to have received payment of only $3,250; Winneshiek County Board of 
Supervisors 1915:Book G, 314, 345).  The building is incredibly utilitarian and many 
decorative features that accent a house/give a house character are absent.  At present, the 
house is in moderate condition.  To return the house to its condition at the time of 
construction would require the refinishing of the woodwork/floors, installing period 
woodwork in some of the rooms, plaster repair, replacing existing fixtures, removing the 
addition, and replacing some of the windows with ones that better match early twentieth 
century styling. 
 

 
ADDITIONAL BUILDINGS AT THE WINNESHIEK COUNTY POOR FARM 

 
 
At present, there are five additional extant buildings/structures on the Winneshiek County 
Poor Farm property.  This section briefly outlines the architectural styles of these 
buildings. 
 
Winneshiek County Poor House (96-00659) 
 
Only one of the original structures from the 1866 poor farm remains on the property and 
it is detailed in Figures 18 and 74–76.  The poorhouse is located north and east of the 
Wellington Place nursing home and it is attached to the modern nursing home by a steel 
addition.  This two-story building was erected on a cinderblock foundation and has a 
footprint of 297.3 m² (3,200 ft²) and a basement of equal size.  The exterior is stucco, 
with some embossing near the cornice giving the structure an almost Italianate 
appearance.  The building is heated with radiant heat.  The roof is gabled and covered 
with asphalt shingles.  Newer ramps are present on both the east and west sides of the 
building and detract from the utilitarian Victorian form of the building.  The windows on 
the first and second floors are double-hung 1/1 and are much taller than wide.  The 
windowsills are wood, but each window has an arched lintel.  Round windows, 
resembling rose windows of Romanesque cathedrals, are present on both the east and 
west façades.  This detail occurs frequently (in varying sizes) on other Victorian 
structures (Rifkind 1980).  Unfortunately, this structure was not accessed and therefore 
there is no clear understanding of the interior as of yet.  This building is the only 
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remaining structure from the original poor farm and it contributes to the potential 
significance of the district.  Unfortunately, the steel additions to the building detract from 
its architectural character. 
 
Wellington Place (96-00660) 
 
Wellington Place is the active nursing home on the property and it replaced the county 
run facility (Figures 18, 77, and 78).  The care facility is located at 2479 River Road.  The 
facility currently has 51 beds.  The facility has an area of 7,279 m² (78,355 ft²) in addition 
to the attached original poorhouse.  This structure is very large and was constructed in 
1976.  The nursing home is constructed from brick on a block concrete foundation 
(Winneshiek County Assessor 2011).  This single-story building has radiant heat, central 
air, and the roof is a mixture of asphalt shingle and wood.  The roof has a mixed gable 
and hip style.  An addition was made in 1976 connecting the main facility to the old 
poorhouse.  The addition is single-story and constructed from sheet metal.  Overall, the 
Wellington Place has a spread-out ranch design.  This building does not add to the 
historic character of the district and is a non-contributing building. 
 
Picnic Shelter 
 
The picnic shelter is north of Wellington Place proper (Figures 18 and 79).  This structure 
was constructed from wood on a poured concrete foundation in 1990 (Winneshiek 
County Assessor 2011).  The roof has a gabled form and is covered with asphalt shingles.  
This structure is 7.3 x 10.4 m (24 x 34 ft) and does not contribute to the potential 
significance of the district. 
 
Shed 1 
 
This shed is located in the northwest corner of the property (Figure 18) and, according to 
the Winneshiek County Assessor (2011), was constructed in 1950.  The building has a 
poured concrete foundation, balloon framing, is covered with steel, and has an asphalt 
gabled roof (Figure 80).  This shed encompasses 75.8 m² (816 ft²).  The updated steel 
siding makes this structure appear newer than 1950, detracting from the historical 
character of the district.  This structure does not contribute to the potential significance of 
the district. 
 
Shed 2 
 
This shed is located west of Wellington Place proper and is a machine shed with balloon 
framing (Figures 18 and 81).  According to the Winneshiek County Assessor (2011), this 
structure was erected in 1950.  The foundation is concrete and the roof and sides are 
covered with steel.  The footprint of this structure is 178.4 m² (1,920 ft²).  This structure 
has been modernized and it does not fit the historical character of the district.  This 
structure does not contribute to the potential significance of the district. 
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ARCHEOLOGICAL COMPONENTS 
 
 

Given that only two of the original structures associated with the Winneshiek County 
Poor Farm remain extant, there is some potential for archeological resources across the 
property.  Most of the former structure locations have been paved or graveled over, 
reducing the potential to encounter intact cultural materials within the district.  
Furthermore, most of the structures associated with this district occurred in the central 
and southwestern portions of the property, areas most affected by modern construction 
activities.  This investigation focused on areas within the yard of the Caretaker’s House 
and attempted to identify locations outside of disturbed areas where archeological 
features might be present.  Data were acquired through close interval mapping of the yard 
at the Caretaker’s House with a total station, general surface survey, correlation of 
structures identified on the historic aerial photographs with their positions within the 
property, and subsurface soil coring. 
 
In viewing the mapping data combined with LiDAR, a relatively flat yard with a few 
depressions is visible.  The Caretaker’s House resides slightly higher than the 
surrounding landscape (Figure 82).  Generally, the lawn slopes downward from the 
Caretaker’s House to the northeast (Figure 82).  A front lawn cistern (Feature 1) that was 
visible on the surface is indistinguishable using 5 cm and 1 cm elevational contour lines 
(Figures 82 and 83).  A potential structure location in the backyard (Feature 2) is visible 
on the maps as a slight, irregular depression (Figures 82, 84, and 85).  This depression 
has an amorphous shape, and it is difficult to determine from the mapping and LiDAR 
data if this actually was a structure location.  An additional potential structure location is 
present in the northeast corner of the backyard (Feature 3).  This feature is visible on the 
1 cm elevational contour map as a slightly depressed rectangular area approximately 8 m 
(26.2 ft) long and 5 m (16.4 ft) wide (Figures 86–88).  The former field drive does not 
show up in the mapping data.  While a map was produced with sub-centimeter accuracy 
detailing all of the aspects of the property at the Caretaker’s House (Figures 82 and 86), 
the mapping was not able to locate potential features not visually evident on the surface.  
The usage of space at this property is typical of most farmhouses in Iowa.  The front of 
the house is reached by a driveway/parking pad.  The driveway leading to the house 
functioned for access to the entire property.  From the driveway, the front door of the 
house is reached by a sidewalk.  The yard of the house, particularly on the east and north 
sides, are open spaces landscaped with random trees.  A newer windbreak is planted on 
the east side of the property, which being on the east side of the property, likely services 
the agricultural field.  The space of the property allows for a rural, open-air feeling to a 
building in a district that is overwhelmed by modern buildings, gravel, and asphalt. 
 
Historic aerial photographs determined that at least 17 structures were once present at the 
Winneshiek County Poor Farm.  Using the historic data in conjunction with a recent 
aerial photograph identified six possible locations where archeological features might be 
preserved (Figure 18).  Two of these locations exist north of the Caretaker’s House 
(Figure 18) while the other four are west of the current care facility. 
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To gain baseline information concerning the geomorphological environment of the yard 
at the Caretaker’s House and to obtain data useful for comparative purposes, a general 
soil profile was taken in the backyard of the house (Figure 18).  The results of this profile 
are presented below. 
 
DESIGNATION: SP 1 
LANDFORM: outwash terrace 
SLOPE: 0–1% 
METHOD: soil probe 
VEGETATION: manicured grass, <10% ground surface visibility (GSV) 
DESCRIBED BY: Branden K. Scott 
DATE: 6/10/11 
 

Depth (cm) Soil Horizon Description 
0–9 Ao Very dark brown (10YR 2/2) sandy loam; weak, medium platy 

structure parting to fine granular structure; friable; abrupt boundary. 
   

9–26 A Very dark grayish brown (10YR 3/2) loamy sand; weak, medium 
subangular blocky structure; friable to loose; compacted; former 
plowzone?; clear boundary. 

   

26–37 AB Very dark grayish brown (10YR 3/2) and dark brown (10YR 3/3) 
loamy sand with a very dark brown (10YR 2/2) tree root; moderate; 
medium platy structure; firm; compacted; clear boundary. 

   

37–48 BA Mostly dark yellowish brown (10YR 4/6) loamy sand with some very 
dark gray (10YR 3/1) mottles; weak, medium subangular blocky 
structure; friable; clear boundary. 

   

48–70+ Bw Dark yellowish brown (10YR 4/6) loamy sand; medium sand grains; 
weak, medium platy structure; friable.  End. 

 
A modern soil is developing from the manicured lawn.  Based on compaction and the 17 
cm thick A horizon, this location was likely once plowed.  An AB horizon remains and it 
retains a platy structure indicating the soil developed under grasses.  The underlying Bw 
horizon is certainly comprised of glacial outwash sands. 
 
During the surface examination, two feature locations were identified.  Southeast of the 
entrance to the Caretaker’s House, a large, round feature was identified (Figures 18, 82, 
and 83).  Labeled Feature 1, this location is thought to be a filled cistern that once existed 
in the front yard of the property.  To add further documentation, a soil profile was taken 
from the center of the feature.  The results of this profile are presented below. 
 
DESIGNATION: SP 2 
FEATURE TYPE: cistern 
LANDFORM: outwash terrace 
SLOPE: 0–1% 
METHOD: soil probe 
VEGETATION: manicured grass, <10% GSV 
DESCRIBED BY: Branden K. Scott 
DATE: 6/10/11 
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Depth (cm) Soil Horizon Description 
0–8 Ao Very dark brown (10YR 2/2) sandy loam; weak, medium platy 

structure parting to fine granular structure; friable; abrupt boundary. 
   

8–27 Fill Very dark grayish brown (10YR 3/2) sandy loam; moderate, fine platy 
structure parting to medium granular structure; friable; compacted; 
clear boundary. 

   

27–61 Fill Very dark brown (10YR 2/2) loamy sand; weak, medium blocky 
structure; friable; some cinders present; clear boundary. 

   

61–94 Fill Very dark brown (10YR 2/2) medium coarse sand with dark 
yellowish brown (10YR 4/4) mottles; massive structure; friable to 
loose; abrupt boundary. 

   

94–123+ C Dark yellowish brown (10YR 4/4) medium sand; massive structure; 
loose.  End. 

 
Feature 1 has an expected profile of a filled cistern.  The depth of the cistern is 
approximately 94 cm (3 ft).  The feature has a diameter of approximately 3 m (9.8 ft).  
No concrete was observed in the bottom or along the sides of the feature, suggesting that 
the concrete has been removed.  The feature was filled with multiple layers, beginning 
with a sand layer, followed by two layers of local sandy loam/loamy sand materials.  The 
feature has penetrated the C horizon, accounting for the abrupt boundary between the 
layer of fill and the underlying parent material. 
 
Feature 2 was identified north of the Caretaker’s House in the backyard during the 
pedestrian survey of the property (Figures 18, 82, 84, and 85).  This feature was 
identified as an amorphous depression east of the former field drive.  To add further 
documentation, a soil profile was recorded, the results of which are presented below. 
 
DESIGNATION: SP 3 
FEATURE TYPE: former structure location? 
LANDFORM: outwash terrace 
SLOPE: 0–1% 
METHOD: soil probe 
VEGETATION: manicured grass, <10% GSV 
DESCRIBED BY: Branden K. Scott 
DATE: 6/10/11 
 

Depth cm Soil Horizon Description 
0–8 Ao Very dark brown (10YR 2/2) sandy loam; weak, medium platy 

structure parting to fine granular structure; friable; abrupt boundary. 
   

8–23 A Dark brown (10YR 3/3) loamy sand; moderate, medium platy 
structure parting to medium granular structure; friable; compacted; 
former plowzone?; clear boundary. 

   

23–36 AB Dark brown (10YR 3/3) and dark yellowish brown (10YR 4/4) loamy 
sand; weak, medium subangular blocky structure; friable to loose; 
clear boundary. 

   

36–47+ Bw Dark yellowish brown (10YR 4/6) loamy sand to medium sand; weak, 
medium subangular blocky structure; friable to loose.  End. 
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The profile from Feature 2 resembles the base-line profile taken of the backyard.  The A 
horizon recorded at this location might be an old plowzone.  No soil truncation is noted.  
If a structure existed at this location, either the foundation was thinly poured on a 
minimally prepared surface or the structure did not have a formal foundation (i.e., dirt 
floor). 
 
Feature 3 was identified on the 1950s aerial photograph (Figure 15).  At the time of 
investigation, this location was found to be a slight depression in the northeast corner of 
the lawn at the Caretaker’s House (Figures 18 and 86–88).  To document the feature 
location, a soil profile was recorded, the results of which are presented below. 
 
DESIGNATION: SP 4 
FEATURE TYPE: former structure location? 
LANDFORM: outwash terrace 
SLOPE: 0–1% 
METHOD: soil probe 
VEGETATION: manicured grass, <10% GSV 
DESCRIBED BY: Branden K. Scott 
DATE: 6/10/11 
 

Depth (cm) Soil Horizon Description 
0–8 Ao Very dark brown (10YR 2/2) sandy loam; weak, medium platy 

structure parting to fine granular structure; friable; abrupt boundary. 
   

8–23 A Dark brown (10YR 3/3) loamy sand; moderate, medium platy 
structure parting to medium granular structure; friable; compacted; 
former plowzone?; clear boundary. 

   

23–36 AB Dark brown (10YR 3/3) and dark yellowish brown (10YR 4/4) loamy 
sand; weak, medium subangular blocky structure; friable to loose; 
clear boundary. 

   

36–47+ Bw Dark yellowish brown (10YR 4/6) loamy sand to medium sand; weak, 
medium subangular blocky structure; friable to loose.  End. 

 
The profile at Feature 3 was identical to that observed at Feature 2, suggesting that if a 
structure did exist, no foundation was present.  The potential for intact cultural materials 
at both Features 2 and 3 is relatively low.  If these locations represent structures at all, 
they would have been small farm accessory buildings with very few associated artifacts.  
If artifacts were to occur, they would likely be confined to the surface (or the possible 
former plowzone [A horizon], which would have been the landform surface in the 1930s 
and 1950s). 
 
Additional structure locations west of the current care center facility were examined for 
depressions and/or foundation remnants.  None was observed, suggesting that feature 
preservation is best around the Caretaker’s House, a location where few features occur.  
None of the potential remaining features is associated with habitations and these areas 
likely represent accessory structures connected with daily farm activities.  These types of 
outbuildings typically offer few artifacts. 
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INTERPRETATIONS 
 
 

By this point, enough data has been acquired to make interpretations concerning the 
development of poor farms in Iowa, the perceptions of social deviance in U.S. society, 
the thoughts concerning the poor farm in Winneshiek County, and how the Winneshiek 
County Poor Farm operated in the overall system of caring for the poor, elderly, mentally 
ill, and disabled.  This section will show how poor farms developed from a mixture of 
Victorian ideas and the culture of capitalism and how poor farms resulted from economic 
considerations, not moral convictions.  Additionally, this section will show how the 
necessity of poor farm development derives from capitalism and how the views on those 
needing these types of facilities translate to perceptions of the dominant culture and local 
culture specifically. 

 
According to Altick (1973:123), the Victorian middle class believed that poverty was the 
result of laziness alone and had nothing to do with extenuating, uncontrolled 
circumstances.  Additionally, those that were poor would always be poor, a degree of 
fatalism replayed throughout biblical passages used to explain poverty in the United 
States (Altick 1979:124).  These principals are replayed in Evangelism as well in that 
work was the solution to personal distress (Altick 1979:171).  The views of the poor 
follow multiple lines of theoretical thought including Evangelism, Malthusian population 
models (that is, the poor exist because the State does not have enough resources for the 
population, and the poor will continue to make more poor, further straining the system), 
and Bentham’s Doctrine wherein people do only what is pleasant and would rather claim 
relief than work.  There are many differences in thought between Evangelism and 
Benthamism/Utilitarianism but outside of intellectual rigidity, most individuals use a 
mixture of ideologies to formulate worldviews.  It was largely held that the conditions 
inside an almshouse should be worse than outside, thereby forcing people to want to 
work rather than take charity from the State (as relayed by Victorian poor laws).  Because 
poverty was viewed as hereditary (that is, the poor will always be poor), society should 
not create more poor people.  A way to accomplish this task was to separate sexes in the 
facilities.  Given that people would rather sit around and do nothing (according to the 
views of Benthamism), we are left with some hypocrisy in reason.  
 
The argument is as follows: 1) The poor are poor because they are lazy; 2) people would 
rather do nothing than do work; 3) the poor will always be poor; 4) the poor will breed 
and increase poverty; 5) poorhouses should be worse than street conditions so that people 
would rather find jobs; 6) male and female poor people should be separated so as to not 
breed more poor people; and 7) people will ultimately work their way out of poverty.  
There are obvious contradictions in the above reasoning. 
 
Victorian ideals on poverty and the conditions of the poor (particularly in England) have 
been immortalized in the Charles Dickens (1941) classic Oliver Twist.  Here are some 
passages dealing specifically with the treatment of the poor.  For instance, in relation to 
the practice of farming out, Dickens (1941:5) stated: 
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“…the parish authorities magnanimously and humanely resolved, that Oliver 
should be ‘farmed’, or, in other words, that he should be dispatched to a branch-
workhouse some three miles off, where twenty or thirty other juvenile offenders 
against the poor-laws, rolled about the floor all day, without the inconvenience of 
too much food, or too much clothing…” 

 
Regarding the conditions of the workhouse, Dickens (1941:14–15) related: 

 
“So, they established the rule, that all poor people should have the alternative 
(for they would compel nobody, not they), of being starved by a gradual process 
in the house, or by a quick one out of it.” 

 
Based on the perception given by Dickens, there was mixed moral code in that the people 
administering care for the poor were humane but the circumstances that people were 
placed into were less than humane.  Those exerting the moral authority over the poor 
believed that society should only minimally care for those in need to reduce the economic 
obligation to taxpayers.  This is replayed in many of the county histories.  For instance, in 
Jasper County the Board of Supervisors refused to provide any sort of luxury (such as 
clothing) and was confronted with establishing more humane conditions through the 
appeals (and threatened resignation) of the steward (Weaver 1913:86).  Those in Jones 
County were placed under similar circumstances where the county policy was not to 
provide a comfortable retreat for those in need (Western Historical Company 1879a:545).  
This type of language was used frequently throughout the late 1800s and early 1900s in 
Iowa, a reflection of Victorian ideals in that people are generally lazy, poorhouses should 
be in conditions worse than conditions on the street, and the poor are a plague on society.  
Intermixed with this is evangelism, whereas it was the moral responsibility of the county 
to care for these people, even though being poor was essentially sinful.  This is 
represented by quotes such as “those that were less energetic or fortunate became poorer” 
(Union Historical Company 1881a:389) and that a county could be judged on whether it 
takes care of its needy.  Not only are these the views held by many Iowans during the 
establishment of poor farms but these views were put forth in legislation (Gillin 1914), 
with many of the laws borrowed from English law.  The focus on the care of the poor 
seems to reside mostly with economics in that taxpayers should not provide for the poor 
and if they do so, they should provide the minimum.  This type of reasoning was found in 
almost every entry concerning Iowa county farms.  There are few instances where county 
boards decided to build facilities based on morality, but instead weighed the costs of out-
door relief with those of county care. 
 
Concerning the idea that poor people will breed more poor people and controls should be 
established to reduce the chances of breeding, Dickens (1941:15) wrote: 
 

“They made a great many other wise and humane regulations, having reference 
to the ladies, which it is not necessary to repeat…” 

 
While it is unclear what Dickens meant because he tried to tame his language for his 
audience, there are occasions in the history of Iowa poor farms and other institutions 
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where reproductive controls were implemented.  One reason for this desire to control the 
population was given by the Keokuk County history author when he related that Ada 
Clare was a “simpleton” with “animal passions” (Union Historical Company 1880:397).  
In many instances, male and female populations were separated to reduce the potential 
for sexual intercourse between residents (Gillin 1914).  The State of Iowa even enacted 
sterilization laws to limit the reproductive potential of “undesirables” (Vogel 1995), and 
in at least one instance, sterilization occurred at the Jasper County home.  Sterilization is 
not documented at the Winneshiek County Poor Farm. 
 
One must take Dickens’ portrayal of poorhouses in Victorian England with a pinch of salt 
as he was providing his readers with an argument against the institution, much like 
Sinclair Lewis provided an argument concerning the meatpacking industry, and 
Dostoevsky professed the ills of anti-czarism in Russia.  While Dickens was intimately 
familiar with poverty and workhouses in England (Odden 2004), there have been 
arguments made that Victorian poorhouses and laws were not as cruel as he professed 
(e.g., Roberts 1963).  No matter the truth behind the conditions, Victorian ideals spew 
from the pages, that is, the poor are only poor because of laziness, institutions housing the 
poor should not be comfortable, and poor people should not have sex.  There are certainly 
parallels between the world of Oliver Twist and the world of the poor in Iowa, temporally 
and socially. 
 
Understanding the culture of capitalism is essential for determining the causes for 
poorhouse development in Iowa and the United States broadly.  The culture of capitalism 
is the interrelationship between the laborer, capitalist, consumer, and nation-state 
(Robbins 2005).  In most sectors of the U.S. (and the Westernized world), capitalism is 
the dominant economic form and therefore has a profound impact on cultural negotiation.  
In fact, the “American Dream” suggests that if a person works hard they can become 
successful, thus the idea that one can work their way through being a laborer to a 
capitalist, and then become a better consumer.  In the culture of capitalism model, 
multiple types of capital are translated into economic capital.  One can cash in on social 
capital though reciprocity, social networks, etc.  One can create economic capital by 
holding political capital, or one can hold natural resources and exchange them for money.  
At the center of this system is economic capital and the desire is to acquire more 
economic capital to increase purchasing power and social status.  In this system, the 
consumer, laborer, capitalist, and nation-state are codependent parts.  The consumer is 
necessary to buy goods, which the laborer creates, and the capitalist owns.  The role of 
the nation-state is to impose rules concerning the consumer, laborer, and capitalist.  When 
the system flows and operates as designed, the capitalist system is stable.  When there is a 
breakdown of any of the necessary elements, such as consumers are not buying or 
laborers strike, there is a failure of the system.  To live in a capitalist system, economic 
class is a necessity, that is, there are some with more purchasing power and economic 
capital.  Thus, in the capitalist model, one is not hungry by the lack of food, but instead, 
is hungry because of the inability to purchase food (Robbins 2005:205).  In this system, 
the dominant culture centers on the middle class and other classes are judged based on 
their values (Leacock 1971:17).  Lower class people, therefore, are viewed as having 
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shortcomings based on the middle class ideal.  People share different positions with the 
same capitalist system (Fuchs 1971:180). 
 
How then do those living at county farms relate to the capitalist system?  Essentially, the 
poor, mentally ill, impoverished elderly, and disabled have little relationship in the active 
parts of the system.  Those living at county farms were not purchasing goods; therefore, 
their consumer status was reduced.  While the county itself purchased supplies, they did 
so minimally and were not great consumers.  The poor farm residents were often laborers 
but did so without pay on a farm that was meant to supply their own food.  Therefore, the 
residents of poor farms did not contribute to the labor value (and possibly decreased labor 
value).  Obviously, the residents were not capitalists.  Therefore, they are outliers to the 
culture of capitalism system.  Throughout the stories told by people writing the histories 
of Iowa, there is value placed on “work” and everyone should contribute to their own 
well-being.  In capitalistic society, virtue is attributed on having a job and thus being able 
to be a consumer.  People not actively participating in the capitalist system are viewed as 
social deviants, also a common thread to most descriptions of the poor.  To counteract 
this social ill, the nation-state became involved, setting up almshouses, farms, 
workhouses, and other facilities to deal with the problem caused by differential access to 
economic capitalism.  The goal of these facilities was to get people to work themselves 
out of poverty and contribute to the economic system.  Additionally, the State imposed 
laws concerning vagrancy and poverty, particularly those that required residency, to 
attempt to eliminate poverty and bring people back to being laborers and consumers.   
 
To determine why and how people become classified as poor, mentally ill, etc., a 
discussion of social space in relation to physical space is warranted.  It is through social 
space that groups, subgroups, and dominant/deviant culture are formed and how 
separation of peoples in physical space occurs.  Social space occurs in the culture of 
capitalism in the identification of groups, and from social space, physical space becomes 
a separator.  For the purpose of this report, the relationships of people within social and 
real space are an ideal way to consider the relationship between the poor and non-poor.   
 
Social space is best described by Bourdieu (1985:725–727; 1989:16–17) when he states 
that social space is developed on paper.  Space attributed to hierarchical systems exists 
not in what would be considered geographical space but instead in the minds of the 
agents involved in the hierarchy identity process.  Bourdieu goes on to suggest the types 
of capital involved in what becomes his conception of social space.  These categories of 
capital include economic, cultural, social, and symbolic capitals (Bourdieu 1985:724, 
1989:17; with many of the capitals translating to those of the culture of capitalism).  
These distinct capitals can be ascribed to a hierarchy in which control over capital 
determines one’s position in social space (Bourdieu 1985:724).  Therefore, control over 
capital has a direct relationship to the space in which one occupies, i.e., the powerful 
have more capital than the marginalized.  In addition to Bourdieu’s analysis of social 
space, the power of naming increases one’s position (Bourdieu 1985:729).  Bourdieu 
(1989:17) also believes that social space is constructed through competition over 
resources.  If social space is constructed through competition over resources and power 
struggles exist in a system to concentrate power, group formation can be attributed to a 
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particular set of individuals attempting to control resources within a given geographic 
space and hierarchy occurs through the ability to name, that is reducing some individuals 
from power while at the same time increasing the power of a certain agent.  This is 
represented in the culture of capitalism in that some have access to resources and those 
with resource access ascribe names/stations to others, forming “groups” and creating 
knowledge about those “groups”. 
 
Bourdieu accentuates the idea that social space and real space are related.  Bourdieu 
(1989:26) states: “It is true that one can observe almost everywhere a tendency toward 
spatial segregation, people who are close together in social space tending to find 
themselves, by choice or by necessity, close to one another in geographic space”.  
Additionally, Bourdieu (1989:16) believes “people who are very different from each 
other in social space can encounter one another and interact, if only briefly and 
intermittently, in physical space”.  In shared public spaces, people of different social 
spaces commonly interact with discomfort to certain occupants of certain social spaces, 
which is shown throughout U.S. society with daily interactions with the homeless (Susser 
1996). 
 
A key question to ask in any analysis of the “Other” would be how do people 
differentiate between themselves, or people like themselves, and people that are 
different?  This “Otherness” is associated with a process that Gurevitch (1988:1184) calls 
“making the Other strange”, or creating deviance with otherness.  In this sense, the other 
person is someone outside the “Self”, someone with a different reality.  In instances in 
which people do not ascribe to the same normalized universe, which is common, reality 
shifts course.  Without a shared reality, each person defines a given situation differently 
(Gurevitch 1988:1182) and awkwardness occurs between individuals.  This awkwardness 
is attributed to “making something strange” in that the “Self” assumes that they 
themselves are normal, while the person they are interacting with, who does not share the 
same sense of reality, is strange.  Creating the strange also means that the “Other” is 
created.  Naming the “Other” introduces a power relationship between individuals.  As 
Bourdieu (1985:729) believes and Goldberg (1988) reiterates, the power to name allows 
those with more capital to gain even more capital.  By labeling people “insane”, “feeble-
minded”, or “pauper”, the group with power separates themselves from what they are not, 
thus creating “Otherness” among people associated with poor farms. 
 
Real space and social space combine, that is, social space exists within real space.  The 
“Other” can thus be thought of as someone occupying real space but is determined to be 
“Other” when social space is positioned within real space.  The “Other” is produced 
when social spaces come into conflict with each other in real space.  The idea that the 
“Other” is created within the realm of social space is not a recent concept.  Any 
hierarchical system presented allows the “Other” to be manifested by two people 
occupying different social space.  For instance, Bourdieu (1989:17) believes that people 
occupying different social space usually do not have contact with one another when he 
stated, “people whom we call…‛common folks’, to keep to their common place, and the 
others to ‘keep their distance,’ to ‘maintain their rank,’ and to ‘not get familiar’”.  This 
shows that because “common folks” occupy a set social space it is not in the interests of 
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someone outside the aforementioned social space to intermingle with “common folks”.  
The “common folks” become the “Other” to someone that occupies a different social 
space. 
 
Real space adds to the sense of the “Other”.  By having definite geographic distance, 
people are distanced from each other in not only real space but also social space.  Two 
social spaces colliding with each other create one dominating hierarchy of social space.  
Lomnitz-Adler (1991:206) states “the culture of social relations tends to favor the point 
of view of the dominant regional class: that class generally controls the frames of 
interaction for the production of the culture of social relations”.  Essentially, the 
dominating group of the social situation determines all groups social situation within a 
given real space.  This would then apply to the idea of social space.  Those that occupy 
higher social space and have power are thus able to administer their perceptions of 
hierarchy upon those that are subjected.  In the current example, the normative society 
has been able to divide social space into real space by the creation of institutions that 
separate the “Other” from the general population. 
 
Conflict often arises over the issue of which social space category is allowed to occupy a 
particular real space.  The influx of people from lower ranking categories of social space 
is often times stigmatized even further when they move into the real spaces of other 
hierarchy patrons.  This is prevalent for Susser (1996:417) who implies that there is 
control for real space by those that occupy different social spaces.  This represents an 
example in which the “Other” and the spaces they occupy creates conflict with higher 
status groups in the social hierarchy that wish to control the resources of a certain space.  
The “Other”, therefore, is ostracized for the threat they make to the control over real 
space by the dominant group.  Within the realm of social space, the “Other” is implied to 
stay within their space as was suggested by Bourdieu (1989:17).  Regarding poverty and 
illness, the control over space is exhibited by the creation of a poor farm so that the 
“Other” undesirable people are removed from the space inhabited by the dominant group 
and segregated into their own space as a State-devised strategy.  The dominant culture of 
capitalism (consumer, laborer, and capitalist) has removed those that do not fit the 
normative behavior through the help of the nation-state. 
 
With the view that poor people, the mentally ill, the physically disabled, and the indigent 
elderly do not contribute value to the culture of capitalism and are “Others”, those in the 
aforementioned categories are essentially social deviants (Spitzer 1996).  For deviance to 
exist, a category needs to exist, a person must be viewed as violating the category, and 
there is an attempt to enforce the violation of the category (Kelly 1996:1).  As has been 
shown, in the capitalist society there are many categorizations with most being viewed as 
either good or bad by the dominant middle-class.  For a “normal” middle-class person of 
sound mind, anyone requiring the aid of county farms was outside of the norm and to 
enforce the category, laws and institutions were created. 
 
The county farm and asylums acted as total institutions.  While it is legal to be mentally 
ill or physically disabled, people living at the farms were typically referred to as 
“inmates”, a phrase typically associated with people in prisons.  The perception of these 
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types of people as social deviants is exhibited not only through the language used to 
describe them but also because they were often held in jails prior to the construction of 
county farms.  The facilities themselves were given a form of stigmatization by making 
them worse than the conditions outside of the facility.  In addition to being held in 
facilities for their deviance, many of the residents of these facilities were treated as less 
than human, with mentally ill people chained to walls and others being abused on a 
regular basis.  Some were even sterilized so that they could not create additional social 
deviants that would not contribute to the economics of the society.  While these types of 
treatments are not documented at the Winneshiek County Poor Farm, they are 
documented at other institutions in the State of Iowa. 
 
The Winneshiek County Poor Farm was a response to the economic woes of the residents 
of the county and the taxpayers.  As a way to deal with those that contributed minimally 
to society (that is, through purchasing power and labor), the farm was established so that 
they could either be trained to be good, productive workers or to remove them from 
society.  Most often, poverty, mental illness, disabilities, and impoverished aging were 
viewed as deviant behaviors because these people could no longer or did not contribute to 
capitalist society.  While it is clear that those inhabiting the Winneshiek County Poor 
Farm were viewed as social deviants to be removed from the dominant culture of 
capitalism, it does not appear that people at the Winneshiek County facility were 
mistreated and abused. 

 
Earlier newspaper articles concerning the county farm included small tidbits about 
finding the location of the county farm, furnishing the property, and the opening of the 
facility.  Winneshiek County updated their farm with technology that would improve the 
living conditions of the residents.  Additionally, the Caretaker’s House was erected 
because a separate facility was needed for those suffering from tuberculosis.  
Punishments of the residents seemed to be very mild when comparing them to the harsh 
treatments found at other county facilities across the State.  By the 1960s, newspaper 
articles take a humanitarian perspective on the county farm; often profiling the activities 
used to entertain those in residence.  In recent years, there has been a focus on the 
country farm with a myriad of newspaper articles concerning the property.  The emphasis 
of these articles has been on the Caretaker’s House.  The controversy surrounding the 
removal of the Caretaker’s House seldom discusses the conditions or the people at the 
poor farm (outside of caretakers).  The only thing that shows up in later newspaper 
articles is the historic integrity of the building and preserving a monument. 
 
 

APPLICATION OF NATIONAL REGISTER CRITERIA 
 
 

One cannot say that the Winneshiek County Poor Farm or any of its structures are 
associated with a significant person of the past (Criterion B).  Additionally, this property 
is not likely to yield information important to prehistory or history, that is, it is unlikely to 
answer questions based on its continued existence (Criterion D).  We are left then with 
two NRHP criteria that might be applied to this property and its associated structures.  To 
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qualify for the NRHP, a property must be associated with an important historic context 
(Criterion A) or it must be architecturally important (Criterion C), and must retain 
historic integrity of those features necessary to convey its significance (National Park 
Service 1997:3). 
  
Criterion A specifically applies to properties “That are associated with events that have 
made a significant contribution to the broad patterns of our history” (National Park 
Service 1997:2).  As some of the buildings/structures at the property are part of the 
Winneshiek County Poor Farm, for Criterion A to apply, the district as a whole must be 
considered.  Individually, the buildings/structures are simply the aspects of a district that 
might contribute to its potential significance.  The statewide historical context of county 
poor farms has been addressed in the preceding pages.  What can be gauged from the 
context is that county poor farms in Iowa served as government facilities charged with 
caring for the poor, mentally ill, physically disabled, and elderly.  These county-
sponsored facilities, no matter their reason for development, served the public at-large 
and were an important aspect of how people in the region chose to care for those in need 
of aid.  These types of properties can be significant at national, state, and local levels.  
While these types of properties can be significant, it does not mean that the Winneshiek 
County Poor Farm is a significant property.  Simply being associated with historic events 
or trends does not make a case for significance, rather, the property’s specific association 
must be considered important as well (National Park Service 1997:12).  To evaluate the 
property under Criterion A, it must be determined if the property specifically contributes 
to the broader context and the integrity must be assessed.  There is little information 
pertaining to this county poor farm so it is difficult to address how this particular farm is 
significant to the greater context of county poor farms in Iowa.  In other counties, more 
information exists that would support stronger ties to the historic and cultural context of 
these property types.  To assess integrity one must look at location, design, setting, 
materials, workmanship, feeling, and association.  Each of these aspects of integrity is 
described below. 
 
Location.  The location of the farm has not changed, that is, the structures that remain 
standing have not been moved.  If, for instance, the Caretaker’s House had been moved, 
the structure would lose its location integrity.  While resources within the district have 
changed, all of these changes have occurred on the original plot of land attributed to the 
county poor farm.  In this regard, the Winneshiek County Poor Farm maintains its 
integrity of location. 
 
Design.  This aspect of integrity is the “combination of elements that create the form, 
plan, space, structure, and style of a property” (National Park Service 1997:44).  The 
original county poor farm is no longer visible at the property.  It is shown only in the 
Winneshiek County Poor House (which has been altered by additions) and the 
Caretaker’s House.  The majority of the property contains Wellington Place and absent 
from the property are the barns, asylum, supporting structures, and original steward’s 
house.  Most of the buildings/structures that once existed on the property are absent.  The 
Winneshiek County Poor Farm does not maintain its integrity of design. 
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Setting.  Concerning the setting of the property, this location was chosen for its 
agricultural potential (Alexander 1911:9) and possibly through cronyism (C.E. 
Dickerman was the Decorah Township Supervisor).  This area maintains agricultural 
potential (as does much of the Iowa landscape), and it is nearly surrounded by 
agricultural lands.  The property remains on terraces of the Upper Iowa River, and in 
areas without concrete, grass is still present but the relationship between buildings has 
changed drastically.  Most of the original buildings are now absent from the property.  
One cannot state that the setting of the Winneshiek County Poor Farm retains integrity 
because most of the buildings/structures that once occupied this farm are absent.  Thus, 
even though the property is contained near farmland there is no relationship between the 
original farm and the currently plowed land.  Much of the open space (grass and trees) 
has been replaced with concrete, asphalt, and gravel. 
 
Materials.  There are few of the original materials left at the property because most of the 
original structures are gone.  For instance, one cannot find the bricks that were used to 
construct the asylum nor can the wood used to construct the barns/sheds be found under 
the gravel parking lots.  Most of the materials on the property are modern and associated 
with Wellington Place.  In only two instances are historic materials present on the 
property.  The poorhouse contains original materials, as does the Caretaker’s House.  
Both of these buildings have been updated with modern materials and additions have 
been made, so the original configurations of these buildings have changed.  Because there 
is an absence of original materials across most of the Winneshiek County Poor Farm due 
to building/structure removal, the property has little integrity in this regard. 
 
Workmanship.  Of the resources at the property, only the Winneshiek County Poor House 
and Caretaker’s House show evidence of original workmanship.  The workmanship at the 
Caretaker’s House indicates mass production and examples of this type of construction 
can be found in every town across the Midwest.  The Winneshiek County Poor House 
appears to have the most integrity in workmanship but because the structure was not 
entered by the writer, it is difficult to determine if the exterior workmanship applies to the 
interior of the building.  Most of the property is encompassed by Wellington Place.  This 
building does not have historically significant workmanship and most of the buildings 
and structures that were once associated with the original county poor farm have 
vanished.  Outside of the poorhouse and Caretaker’s House, the property does not retain 
much historic workmanship.  Given that the Winneshiek County Poor Farm once 
contained at least 17 buildings/structures, the 11.8% of remaining original resources 
suggests that the district as a whole does not retain its integrity of workmanship. 
 
Feeling.  The Winneshiek County Poor Farm no longer feels like a farm.  It does not give 
a person a sense of stepping back in time.  Instead, the modern Wellington Place is a 
distraction to the historic feeling of the property.  The historic character of this district is 
not self-evident.  The district does not maintain its integrity in this regard. 
 
Association.  While this property was a county poor farm, and county poor farms are 
potentially significant property types, the Winneshiek County Poor Farm is not 
“sufficiently intact” and it does not “convey that relationship to an observer” (National 
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Park Service 1997:45).  If additional structures were present and the property was not 
dominated by a modern care facility, the association would be different.  Instead, the 
association of this property is with modern care of the infirm and elderly. 

 
Outside of being a former county poor farm, this district does not contribute much to the 
context of county poor farms in Iowa.  There is simply too little information concerning 
this property and no relationship to legislation or historical attitudes concerning this 
property type could be drawn.  Furthermore, this property only retains full integrity in its 
location.  One could argue that the integrity of workmanship is present in some buildings, 
but overall, the district does not retain workmanship integrity.  As a historic farm district, 
the most important aspects of integrity are location, design, setting, feeling, and 
association.  Mostly, this property does not retain integrity in these areas.  There are 
examples of county poor farms that retain integrity in Iowa.  For instance, on a road trip 
to Waterloo using U.S. Highway 63, the primary author noted a sign for the Bremer 
County Poor Farm and decided to investigate.  At this poor farm, the integrity of location, 
design, setting, workmanship, feeling, and association remain, and for the most part, the 
materials have not changed.  The main poorhouse/asylum is the first structure 
encountered (Figures 89 and 90), which looks much the same as it did historically.  
Looking around the property, nearly all of the associated farm buildings (Figure 91) and 
associated steward’s house (Figure 92) are visible.  Comparing the 1950s aerial 
photograph and a modern aerial photograph of the farm, many of the farm structures 
remain and only a few additional farm structures have been added (Figures 93 and 94).  
The main poorhouse/asylum is under construction, but the building is greater than 50 
years old and thus potentially eligible for the NRHP.  In other words, there are county 
poor farms that are in much better condition and retain more of their historic integrity to 
contrast with the Winneshiek County Poor Farm. 
 
The Winneshiek County Poor Farm (96-00658) and its historically original buildings (96-
00644 and 96-00659) are recommended not eligible for the NRHP under Criterion A. 
 
Criterion C is applicable to architectural characteristics.  To be eligible for the NRHP 
under Criterion C the resource must “embody the distinctive characteristics of a type, 
period, or method of construction, or that represent the work of a master, or that possess 
high artistic values, or that represent a significant and distinguishable entity whose 
components may lack individual distinction” (National Park Service 1997:2).  Through 
Criterion C, it is possible to determine individual significance to resources within a 
district, and in some cases, apply Criterion C to the district as a whole.  For the 
Winneshiek County Poor Farm, it is easily stated that the district as a whole is not 
significant under Criterion C although some of its parts might be individually eligible.  
Bishop (2010) made the case for the significance of the Caretaker’s House under 
Criterion C because she associated the house with the Prairie School of architecture, the 
Craftsman-style, and because the house is an American Foursquare.  Additionally, Bishop 
(2010) attributed John H. Austad as the architect of the property.  Christian (2010) from 
SHPO disagreed that the Caretaker’s House was eligible for the NRHP under Criterion C.  
To illuminate the applicability of Criterion C to the resources in the district, each of the 
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resources attributed to a site inventory number is evaluated below.  Resources not given a 
site inventory number are evaluated at the district level. 
 
Caretaker’s House (96-00644).  While there may be borrowed Prairie School elements in 
American Foursquare design, this house is very different from notable Prairie School 
buildings.  A Prairie School architect did not design this house.  Unlike houses designed 
by Frank Lloyd Wright, this house is functional and does not have an open design.  The 
“Craftsman-style” is a misleading name.  The word “Craftsman” implies well built and 
possibly ornate.  “Craftsman” in an architectural sense refers to “mass-produced” and 
built in features such as occur with bungalows.  While the Caretaker’s House has 
Craftsman-style elements, the Craftsman-style itself is often not a significant architectural 
style when considering the large number of Craftsman homes (i.e., bungalows) dotting 
the landscape of the United States.  The American Foursquare house is one of the most 
common homes in the Midwest.  One can easily find examples of this style because they 
were inexpensive, the plans were purchased from mail-order services, and they could be 
delivered by rail.  It is easy to find better American Foursquare examples that have not 
been altered and are in finer condition.  As was found in the county supervisor records, 
John H. Austad was not an architect.  Instead, Mr. Austad was a contractor that likely 
received the plans for the house through mail-order, making the true architect/engineer a 
nameless employee of a company like Sears, Roebuck and Company.  While Mr. Austad 
is attributed with a couple of prominent building projects in Winneshiek County, to 
suggest that he was a significant builder at the National level is questionable.  One can 
find examples of American Foursquare architecture in better condition almost 
everywhere, and the house was not constructed by a significant architect/builder.  The 
Caretaker’s House is recommended not eligible for the NRHP under Criterion C. 
 
Winneshiek County Poor Farm (96-00658).  None of the major buildings associated with 
this district are potentially eligible for the NRHP.  The two sheds that are greater than 50 
years old have been altered and are common across the Iowa landscape.  The Winneshiek 
County Poor Farm is recommended not eligible for the NRHP under Criterion C. 
 
Winneshiek County Poor House (96-00659).  This building has some utilitarian Victorian 
style as well as some Italianate style.  This building was reportedly brick at the time of 
construction; therefore, the stucco was a later addition.  Steel additions have been added 
to this building, detracting from its historical character.  Christian (2010) from SHPO 
believed that this building had lost its integrity.  Because of the changes to the 
Winneshiek County Poor House, it is recommended not eligible for the NRHP under 
Criterion C. 
 
Wellington Place (96-00660).  This building was constructed in 1976.  Because it is less 
than 50 years old, it is not eligible for the NRHP. 
 
While the application of NRHP criteria to the property indicates that the county poor 
farm and its associated buildings are not eligible for the NRHP, this does not mean that 
this property is without value.  This property is of some interest to local residents, 
particularly those that once had family members residing at the county farm.  While it is 
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unlikely to be a hotbed of tourism in Winneshiek County through the coming years 
(mostly because people avoid places reminding them of growing old, sick, insane, or 
poor), there are some aspects of this property that might be useful at the local level.  
Therefore, there are some considerations for the future of this property. 
 
 

DIRECTIONS FOR THE FUTURE 
 
 

This property does have some usefulness concerning county and local history.  People 
might inquire about the conditions of relatives that were once housed at the facility or 
researchers doing a generalized study concerning county poor farms might be interested 
in the architecture and history of the property.  Preservation of portions of this property 
will not likely be funded by State and Federal agencies because the property is not 
eligible for the NRHP. 
 
While there is little available information concerning this property from a historical 
perspective (missing county records, little mention of it in local papers, etc.), there is 
some information yet to be obtained from the soon to be last remaining structure, the 
Winneshiek County Poor House.  Additional documentation of this building would be 
advisable particularly if it is ever slated for destruction.  While not architecturally 
significant, this type of documentation might be useful in the future for those interested in 
the history of the farm and to add to the knowledge of county facilities that were once 
integral parts of the community. 
 
Tearing down a building/structure for salvage or scrap that might be of local interest is no 
way to preserve history.  In fact, it is the antithesis of preservation.  For future 
considerations it would be best to develop management plans concerning historic features 
of the Winneshiek County landscape, identify the reasons why a particular resource is 
significant (because not all properties are), devise a specific plan for use, and secure some 
funding for preservation efforts.  It is difficult to persuade county supervisors to preserve 
a property if a case is not made for why the property is important, how it will be 
preserved, how it serves the community, and most importantly, how it affects local 
economics.  Preservation for the sake of preservation is not sustainable.  Part of the allure 
of Winneshiek County is the history of the communities nestled in the bluffs and 
destroying this aspect of the county truly disrupts the charm of communities such as 
Decorah.  The scenic vistas coupled with historic buildings are something few areas in 
the Midwest can boast.  In many counties across Iowa, historic buildings have been 
acquired to house historical societies and museums.  For instance, abandoned train 
stations are frequently used as county museums, and in Howard County, the NRHP listed 
Kellow House was utilized as a museum and is an area attraction listed on 
iowabeautiful.com.  In the Decorah area, the only historic property listed on the 
aforementioned website is the Porter House Museum (although the Vesterheim Museum 
is also listed).  While Winneshiek County has the Vesterheim Museum, it does not have a 
historical society museum, an oddity among Iowa counties. 
 



57 

Simply put, the continued destruction of historic properties throughout Winneshiek 
County is slowly eroding a major reason why people flock to the area on warm summer 
days.  An investment in historic properties has the potential to increase tourism and 
business revenues (as an example, Galena, Illinois, seems to do quite well for historic 
tourism; a town with half the population of Decorah), and a concerted effort should be 
made to develop Winneshiek County’s historic tourism industry.  This will not only lead 
to more structures being preserved for future generations but it will likely also make the 
county more prosperous. 
 
This report documented the current and past condition of the Winneshiek County Poor 
Farm, developed historical contexts of the property, and focused on the architectural 
aspects of the Caretaker’s House; a structure currently under demolition.  It has been 
shown that the development of these types of properties is correlated with Victorian ideas 
concerning the poor and their care intermixed with a Western culture of capitalism 
wherein those that contribute economically to society are viewed as virtuous while others 
that cannot contribute economically are socially stigmatized and viewed as an economic 
drain on the community at large.  While perceptions concerning the poor, mentally ill, 
physically disabled, and elderly have changed over time, there remains a segment of the 
U.S. culture that perceives individuals that cannot contribute directly to the economy as 
social deviants.  It has also been shown that aging is a deviant practice (albeit, 
uncontrollable) as it concerns the relationship of the consumer, laborer, and production 
controller.  While care for people in need has transferred mostly to taxpayer supported 
private institutions, the goal of separating the poor, elderly, disabled, and mentally ill 
from the ranks of everyday society persists. 
 
While the Winneshiek County Poor Farm and its associated structures are not eligible for 
the NRHP, the property does maintain value at the local level to those that wish to know 
more about the property and for those that once had family members in the facility’s care.  
Additional documentation of the poorhouse is needed prior to deconstruction of the 
building (whenever that might occur in the future). 
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Figure 1.  Topographic coverage of the Winneshiek County Poor Farm.
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Figure 2.  Soil map of the Winneshiek County Poor Farm (NRCS 2006).

-Winneshiek County Poor Farm

0

0

91 m

300 ft

1:3600

178

2671

177C2

85

41D

178

178B

175B

63B

175B

178

2671

177C2

85

41D

178

178B

175B

63B

175B

Winneshiek County Poor Farm

70



-Winneshiek County Poor Farm

0

0

305 m

1000 ft

1:12000

Figure 3.  1849 map of the Winneshiek County Poor Farm (GLO).
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Figure 4.  1875 map of the Winneshiek County Poor Farm (Andreas).
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Figure 5.  1886 map of the Winneshiek County Poor Farm (Warner and Foote).
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Figure 6.  1905 map of the Winneshiek County Poor Farm (Anderson and Goodwin Company).
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Figure 7.  1915 map of the Winneshiek County Poor Farm (Webb Publishing Company).
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Figure 8.  1894 fire insurance map of the Winneshiek County
Poor Farm (Sanborn Company).
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Figure 9.  1902 fire insurance map of the Winneshiek County
Poor Farm (Sanborn Company).
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Figure 10.  1914 fire insurance map of the Winneshiek County
Poor Farm (Sanborn Company).
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Figure 11.  1942 fire insurance map of the Winneshiek County
Poor Farm (Sanborn Company).
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Figure 12.  Pre-1899 photograph of the Winneshiek County Poor Farm
(on file, Winneshiek County Historical Society).

Figure 13.  1911 photograph of the Winneshiek County Poor Farm
(Fromm and Anundsen 1998).
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Figure 14.  1930s aerial photograph of the Winneshiek County Poor Farm.
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Figure 15.  1950s aerial photograph of the Winneshiek County Poor Farm.
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Figure 16.  1990s aerial photograph of the Winneshiek County Poor Farm.
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Figure 17.  2006 aerial photograph of the Winneshiek County Poor Farm.
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Figure 18.  2011 scale map of the Winneshiek County Poor Farm.
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Figure 19.  Hamilton Home from 1908 Sears, Roebuck and Company catalog (Sears Archives 2011).
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Figure 20.  Hamilton Home from 1916 Sears, Roebuck and Company catalog (Sears Archives 2011).
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Figure 21.  South façade of the Caretaker's House.  View to the
northwest (6/10/11).

Figure 22.  Original foundation of the Caretaker's House.  View to the
west (6/10/11).
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Figure 23.  Doric columns on the front porch of the Caretakers House.
View to the east (6/10/11).

Figure 24.  Front porch roofline at the Caretaker's House.  View to the
east (6/10/11).
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Figure 25.  Front door at the Caretaker's House.  View to the south (6/10/11).

Figure 26.  Dormer on south façade of the Caretaker's House.  View to the
northwest (6/10/11).
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Figure 27.  East façade of the Caretaker's House.  View to the west (6/10/11).
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Figure 28.  Addition on the east and north façades of the Caretaker's House.
View to the west (6/10/11).

Figure 29.  Foundation of the addition of the Caretaker's House.  View to the
west (6/10/11).
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Figure 30.  Addition on the east and north façades of the Caretaker's House.
View to the south (6/10/11).
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Figure 31.  North façade of the Caretaker's House.  View to the
south (6/10/11).

Figure 32.  Cellar door on the north side of the Caretaker's House.
View to the south (6/10/11).
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Figure 33.  West façade of the Caretaker's House.  View to the east (6/10/11).

Figure 34.  Dormer on west façade of the Caretaker's House.  View to the
east (6/10/11).
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Figure 35.  Entryway of the Caretaker's House.  View to the north (6/10/11).
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Figure 36.  Linoleum in the entryway of the Caretaker's House.  View to the
north (6/10/11).

Figure 37.  Staircase in the entryway of the Caretaker's House.  View to the
north (6/10/11).
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Figure 38.  Parlor of the Caretaker's House.  View to the west (6/10/11).

Figure 39.  Parlor of the Caretaker's House.  View to the south (6/10/11).
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Figure 40.  Pocket door between the parlor and the living room
at the Caretaker's House.  View to the north (6/10/11).
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Figure 41.  Living room of the Caretaker's House.  View to the
north (6/10/11).

Figure 42.  Living room of the Caretaker's House.  View to the west (6/10/11).
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Figure 43.  Baseboard trim in the living room of the Caretaker's House.
View to the north (6/10/11).
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Figure 44.  Kitchen and addition at the Caretaker's House.  View to the
northwest (6/10/11).

Figure 45.  Kitchen at the Caretaker's House.  View to the north (6/10/11).
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Figure 46.  Addition at the Caretaker's House.  View to the
northeast (6/10/11).

Figure 47.  Linoleum in the kitchen and addition of the Caretaker's House.
View to the north (6/10/11).
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Figure 48.  First-floor bathroom at the Caretaker's House.
View to the east (6/10/11).
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Figure 49.  Dining room at the Caretaker's House.  View to the
south (6/10/11).

Figure 50.  Dining room at the Caretaker's House.  View to the east (6/10/11).
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Figure 51.  Second-floor hallway at the Caretaker's House.  View to the
north (6/10/11).

Figure 52.  Second-floor hallway at the Caretaker's House.  View to the
south (6/10/11).
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Figure 53.  Second-floor hallway at the Caretaker's House.  View to the
east (6/10/11).
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Figure 54.  Southwestern bedroom at the Caretaker's House.  View to the
south (6/10/11).

Figure 55.  Southwestern bedroom at the Caretaker's House.  View to the
north (6/10/11).
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Figure 56.  Northwestern bedroom at the Caretaker's House.  View to the
west (6/10/11).

Figure 57.  Northwestern bedroom at the Caretaker's House.  View to the
east (6/10/11).
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Figure 58.  Profile of door trim in the northwestern bedroom at the
Caretaker's House.  View to the east (6/10/11).
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Figure 59.  Northeastern bedroom at the Caretaker's House.  View to the
north (6/10/11).

Figure 60.  Northeastern bedroom at the Caretaker's House.  View to the
south (6/10/11).
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Figure 61.  Closet in northeastern bedroom at the Caretaker's House.
View to the northeast (6/10/11).
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Figure 62.  Southeastern bedroom at the Caretaker's House.  View to the
south (6/10/11).

Figure 63.  Southeastern bedroom at the Caretaker's House.  View to the
north (6/10/11).
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Figure 64.  Second-floor bathroom at the Caretaker's House.  View to the
east (6/10/11).
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Figure 65.  Attic at the Caretaker's House.  View to the east (6/10/11).

Figure 66.  Floor of the attic at the Caretaker's House.  View to the
northeast (6/10/11).

115



Figure 67.  Roof from the attic interior of the Caretaker's House.  View to the
east (6/10/11).
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Figure 68.  Center room in the basement of the Caretaker's House.  View to
the north (6/10/11).
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Figure 69.  West room in the basement of the Caretaker's House.  View to the
south (6/10/11).

Figure 70.  West room in the basement of the Caretaker's House.  View to the
north (6/10/11).

118



Figure 71.  Foundation wall in the west room in the basement of the
Caretaker's House.  View to the west (6/10/11).
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Figure 72.  East room in the basement of the Caretaker's House.  View to the
north (6/10/11).

Figure 73.  Interior wall of the east room in the basement of the Caretaker's
House.  View to the west (6/10/11).
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Figure 74.  East façade of the Winneshiek County Poor House.  View to the
west (6/10/11).
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Figure 75.  North façade of the Winneshiek County Poor House.  View to the 
south (6/10/11).

Figure 76.  West façade of the Winneshiek County Poor House.  View to the
east (6/10/11).
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Figure 77.  North façade of Wellington Place.  View to the
southeast (6/10/11).

Figure 78.  West façade of Wellington Place.  View to the east (6/10/11).
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Figure 79.  Picnic shelter at the Winneshiek County Poor Farm.  View to the
west (6/10/11).
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Figure 80.  Shed 1 at the Winneshiek County Poor Farm.  View to the
north (6/10/11).

Figure 81.  Shed 2 at the Winneshiek County Poor Farm.  View to the
west (6/10/11).
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Figure 82.  Scale map and surface model in the vicinity of the Caretaker's House (5 cm contours).
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Figure 83.  Feature 1 at the Caretaker's House.  View to the north (6/10/11).
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Figure 84.  Feature 2 at the Caretaker's House.  View to the east (6/10/11).

Figure 85.  Feature 2 at the Caretaker's House.  View to the north (6/10/11).
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Figure 86.  Scale map and surface model in the vicinity of the Caretaker's House (1 cm contours).
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Figure 87.  Feature 3 at the Caretaker's House.  View to the north (6/10/11).

Figure 88.  Feature 3 at the Caretaker's House.  View to the east (6/10/11).
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Figure 89.  Bremer County Poor Farm.  View to the east (6/22/11).

Figure 90.  Bremer County Poor Farm.  View to the west (6/22/11).
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Figure 91.  Bremer County Poor Farm.  View to the south (6/22/11).

Figure 92.  Bremer County Poor Farm.  View to the north (6/22/11).
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Figure 93.  1950s aerial photograph of the Bremer County Poor Farm.

Shed

Shed

Swine Building
Barn

Care Facility
(Under Construction)

GaragePump House

Chicken Coop

Barn

133



0

0

61 m

200 ft

1:2400

Figure 94.  2010 aerial photograph of the Bremer County Poor Farm.
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Site Inventory Form State Inventory No. 96-00644   New   Supplemental 
State Historical Society of Iowa  Part of a district with known boundaries (enter inventory no.) 96-00658  
(November 2005)  Relationship:    Contributing      Noncontributing 
  Contributes to a potential district with yet unknown boundaries 
 National Register Status: (any that apply)  Listed   De-listed   NHL   DOE 
 9-Digit SHPO Review & Compliance (R&C) Number  
  Non-Extant  (enter year)  
 
1.  Name of Property 
 
historic name  Caretaker’s House  
 
other names/site number  Winneshiek County Home Caretaker’s House, Steward’s House, Superintendent’s Home  
 
2.  Location 
 
street & number  2479 River Road  
 
city or town  Decorah    vicinity,    county  Winneshiek   
Legal Description: (If Rural) Township Name Township No. Range No. Section Quarter of Quarter 
 
  Decorah  98N  8W  14  SE  SE  
 
 (If Urban) Subdivision   Block(s) 29 Fannon Addition  Lot(s) 1–4  
3.  State/Federal Agency Certification [Skip this Section] 
4.  National Park Service Certification [Skip this Section] 
5.  Classification 
Category of Property (Check only one box) Number of Resources within Property     
   building(s) If Non-Eligible Property If Eligible Property, enter number of: 
   district Enter number of:  Contributing Noncontributing 
   site 1   buildings       buildings 
   structure    sites        sites 
   object    structures        structures 
     objects        objects 
 1   Total        Total 
 
Name of related project report or multiple property study (Enter “N/A” if the property is not part of a multiple property examination). 
Title Historical Architectural Data Base Number 
 
Scott et al. 2012, see continuation sheet  96-022 
6.  Function or Use 
Historic Functions (Enter categories from instructions) Current Functions (Enter categories from instructions) 
 
01A01 Single dwelling residence  70 Vacant/not in use  
 
01E03 Staff housing    
 
    
 
7.  Description 
Architectural Classification (Enter categories from instructions) Materials (Enter categories from instructions) 
 
09A06 Four-Square (2-Story Hipped Roof)  foundation 10B Poured Concrete  
 
  walls 03 Brick  
 
  roof 08A Asphalt Shingle  
 
  other   
Narrative Description (  SEE CONTINUATION SHEETS, WHICH MUST BE COMPLETED) 
8.  Statement of Significance 
Applicable National Register Criteria (Mark “x” representing your opinion of eligibility after applying relevant National Register criteria) 

 Yes  No  More Research Recommended A Property is associated with significant events. 
 Yes  No  More Research Recommended B Property is associated with the lives of significant persons. 
 Yes  No  More Research Recommended C Property has distinctive architectural characteristics. 
 Yes  No  More Research Recommended D Property yields significant information in archaeology or history. 



County Winneshiek  Address 2479 River Road  Site Number 96-00644  
City Decorah  District Number 96-00658  
  
Criteria Considerations 
  A   Owned by a religious institution or used  E   A reconstructed building, object, or structure. 
 for religious purposes.  F   A commemorative property. 
  B   Removed from its original location.  G   Less than 50 years of age or achieved significance within the past 
  C   A birthplace or grave. 50 years. 
  D   A cemetery 
 
Areas of Significance (Enter categories from instructions) Significant Dates 
 Construction date 
  1915   check if circa or estimated date 
 Other dates 
     
 
Significant Person Architect/Builder 
(Complete if National Register Criterion B is marked above) Architect 
    
  Builder 
  J. H. Austad  
Narrative Statement of Significance (   SEE CONTINUATION SHEETS, WHICH MUST BE COMPLETED) 
9.  Major Bibliographical References 
Bibliography   See continuation sheet for citations of the books, articles, and other sources used in preparing this form  
10. Geographic Data 
UTM References (OPTIONAL) 
 Zone Easting Northing Zone  Easting Northing 
1        2       
3        4       
 
  See continuation sheet for additional UTM references or comments 
11. Form Prepared By 

name/title  Branden K. Scott  

organization Bear Creek Archeology, Inc.   date  July 8, 2011  

street & number P.O. Box 347   telephone  563-547-4545  

city or town Cresco    state  IA   zip code  52136   

ADDITIONAL DOCUMENTATION (Submit the following items with the completed form) 
FOR ALL PROPERTIES 
1. Map: showing the property’s location in a town/city or township. 
2. Site plan: showing position of buildings and structures on the site in relation to public road(s). 
3. Photographs:  representative black and white photos.  If the photos are taken as part of a survey for which the Society is to be 

curator of the negatives or color slides, a photo/catalog sheet needs to be included with the negatives/slides and the following 
needs to be provided below on this particular inventory site: 

Roll/slide sheet #   Frame/slot #   Date Taken   
Roll/slide sheet #   Frame/slot #   Date Taken   
Roll/slide sheet #   Frame/slot #   Date Taken   

  See continuation sheet or attached photo & slide catalog sheet for list of photo roll or slide entries. 
  Photos/illustrations without negatives are also in this site inventory file. 
FOR CERTAIN KINDS OF PROPERTIES, INCLUDE THE FOLLOWING AS WELL 
1. Farmstead & District: (List of structures and buildings, known or estimated year built, and contributing or noncontributing status) 
2. Barn: 
 a. A sketch of the frame/truss configuration in the form of drawing a typical middle bent of the barn. 
 b. A photograph of the loft showing the frame configuration along one side. 
 c. A sketch floor plan of the interior space arrangements along with the barn’s exterior dimensions in feet. 
State Historic Preservation Office (SHPO) Use Only Below This Line 
Concur with above survey opinion on National Register eligibility:    Yes    No    More Research Recommended 
    This is a locally designated property or part of a locally designated district. 
 
Comments:   
 
Evaluated by (name/title):     Date:   
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Caretaker’s House Winneshiek  
Name of Property County  
2479 River Road Decorah  
Address City    
 
The Caretaker’s House holds true to the American Foursquare architectural design in almost every way.  The American 
Foursquare style was greatly popularized from the mid-1890s to the late 1930s as a more practical, utilitarian home design 
to the Victorian-style in vogue during the mid- to late 1800s.  These homes were mass-produced and were frequently 
constructed from cheaper materials.  The central tenants underlying the building of an American Foursquare home was 
simplicity, economy, and functionality.  This style (along with the Bungalow-style) were so common and inexpensive to 
produce, that the plans and often the houses themselves could be purchased through mail-order, with the most commonly 
used companies being Sears-Roebuck and Aladdin (with other companies including Radford, Sterling Systems Homes, 
Lewis Manufacturing, C. L. Bowes, and Montgomery Ward).  In fact, comparable floor plan/designs to the Caretaker’s 
House were found in Sears-Roebuck catalogs as the “Hamilton” home.  Based on the floor plan and design of the 
Caretaker’s House, it is quite possible that the design plans (absent from the Winneshiek County offices) either precisely 
match those from a mail-order catalog or they are a variation of a mail-order house.  These homes, more often than not, 
were not designed by architects.  Given the financial constraints of most county governments and the desire for “plainness” 
for government structures associated with the poor, this type of design would have been a practical choice for the County 
Board of Supervisors. 
 
According to the Winneshiek County Assessor, the Caretaker’s House was constructed in 1920 (although historic 
documentation places the construction of this house in 1915).  The house sits on a lot that is 36.6 x 76.8 m (120 x 252 ft).  
The home is a single-family, two-story frame house in “poor” condition.  It has a hipped roof covered with asphalt shingles.  
The interior flooring is reportedly carpet and vinyl and the foundation is mixed concrete and concrete block.  The exterior 
material is brick and the interior material is plaster.  The house has eight rooms, four of which are bedrooms.  There is a full 
bathroom and a toilet room.  The home does not have central air and it has radiant heat.  The house has a full, unfinished 
basement.  The total living area is 230.8 m2 (2,484 ft2), the basement has an area of 110.4 m2 (1,188 ft2), and there is a 
single story addition comprising 10 m2 (108 ft2).  As will be shown, some of the county assessor records are incorrect or too 
generalized to describe the house adequately. 
 
Upon arrival at the Caretaker’s House, one is greeted by a large brick home with the most obvious characteristics being the 
elevation of the home and the large front porch.  The exterior foundation is comprised of formed concrete that gives the 
appearance of natural stone.  The concrete extends upward giving the appearance of cut limestone for the bases of the Doric 
columns supporting the porch roof.  In sum, there are 10 such columns on the porch, equally distributed.  The front steps are 
constructed from poured concrete and have iron railings on both sides.  The porch has an accentuated roof overhang with 
the rafters extending to the edge of the roofline (rafter tails).  Cornice-line brackets are absent.  The first floor on the front 
façade has four double-hung windows.  The front door is a mixture of wood and glass with fixed windows on either side.  
Each of the windows adjoining the pine or fir doorframe has five panels/lights.  The second floor exhibits two large mulled 
double-hung windows.  In the center of the house, two smaller double-hung windows are present.  The larger mulled 
double-hung windows have a 1/6 pattern, while the smaller windows have a 4/4 pattern.  The roof is hipped with a hipped-
roof dormer on the front façade.  The dormer has three fixed windows each with nine lights.  Again, on both the main roof 
and dormer roof, the rafters extend to the ends of the accentuated eaves and cornice-line bracing is absent.  Embossed 
brickwork occurs in two lines below and above the second floor windows (belt courses).  The windowsills are wood and no 
lintels are present above the windows.  Moving to the east façade of the house, the brickwork, eaves, and general foundation 
type continues in the same manner.  On the original structure, the southeast corner of the house has double-hung, 1/4 
windows (distributed between the first and second floors), while the northeast corner of the house has a 1/1 double hung 
window on the first floor and a 1/6 double-hung window on the second floor.  Additionally, a 1/6 double-hung window is 
present in a bedroom above the kitchen.  The kitchen and one of the upstairs bedrooms extend outward to the north from the 
basic foursquare design, suggesting that this is a modification (albeit original) allowing for a modern kitchen.  The roof 
form has a valley on the northeast corner.  An addition is present on this and the north side of the house.  The addition was 
constructed on a concrete block foundation and using wood balloon framing.  The addition is sided with lapboard.  Three 
casement windows are present on this side of the addition as well as a modern entry door.  The stoop leading to the door 
was formed with poured concrete and it has two iron railings.  The addition does not correspond with the original house 
styling.  The addition continues to the north façade (back of the house) and four casement windows are present.  The 
aforementioned change in hip roof form is prominent on this façade.  The brickwork, foundation type, and window types of 
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the original house continues on this side of the house.  The main floor has a small double-hung, 1/1 window in the kitchen 
and a larger, double-hung, 1/4 window in the living room.  The second floor has two double-hung 1/6 windows at each of 
the two bedrooms.  Along the foundation, a rotted wood slanted cellar door is present.  The foundation around this cellar 
door is poured concrete and does not have the same formed concrete foundation as the rest of the original house.  Finally, 
the west façade of the house retains the original brickwork, hipped-roof design, and concrete foundation as the rest of the 
original house.  A west-facing dormer, the same as is found on the front (south façade) of the house, is present.  The west 
façade has a mulled double-hung, 1/4 window on the north side and a double-hung 2/4 window to the south (replacement 
window).  The second floor has two double-hung 1/6 windows, one for each of the bedrooms. 
 
When entering the house from the front door, a small entryway with linoleum flooring and a pine staircase leading to the 
second floor is encountered.  Craftsman-style trim work decorates the staircase, particularly on the exterior of the stair 
risers.  A large radiator is present on the west side of the staircase.  Two doorways occur in this room, with one leading to 
the parlor (to the west) and the other leading to the dining room (to the east).  The walls in this room were constructed using 
plaster and lath.  Generally (outside of the dated linoleum), the condition of this room is good.  Moving to the west, one 
enters the parlor.  The parlor is lit by a modern ceiling fan.  This room has painted wood trim and three double-hung 
windows.  The wall and ceiling was formed with plaster and lath.  The floors are softwood pine or fir.  A radiator is present 
below the west window.  A pocket door that has swelled and could not be moved during the investigation leads from the 
north side of the room into the living room.  The floor trim is relatively plain, but the window and door trim follows the 
Craftsman-style and was frequently encountered throughout the house.  This room is in moderately poor condition.  
Entering the living room from the parlor, a mulled double-hung window to the west and a double-hung window to the north 
are present.  This room has a softwood pine or fir floor that was once carpeted and is presently worn.  The baseboard trim is 
plain and painted white.  The window and door trim is of the Craftsman-style.  A light once existed in this room, but the 
fixture has been removed.  A radiator is present in the northwest corner of the room.  The walls and ceiling of this room are 
comprised of plaster and lath.  A door in the southeast corner of the room leads to the kitchen.  Overall, this room is in 
moderately poor condition.  The kitchen is positioned on the northeast corner of the house.  The room is split between the 
original kitchen area and the addition to the kitchen.  Formica countertops and cabinets (poor quality wood with veneer) 
dominate the kitchen.  The countertop extends along the former exterior wall and begins to wrap into the addition.  The 
counter is lit with 6” recess lighting.  The door to the basement is on the south wall.  The linoleum in this room is dated and 
generally in poor condition.  The kitchen appears to have been remodeled, and the walls and ceiling are likely drywall.  
Additionally, two modern light fixtures are present in the ceiling of the room.  The addition has a slightly lower ceiling than 
the rest of the kitchen and the walls are covered with drywall.  A pillar is present in the center of the addition.  The kitchen 
is heated with electric baseboard heaters that are present along the walls of the addition.  The addition also has a small 
closet adjacent to the exterior door.  The kitchen is naturally lit by a small double-hung window and the addition has six 
casement windows.  While functional, the kitchen is in moderately poor condition.  A bathroom is also included in the 
kitchen addition.  The bathroom has a small linen closet and the room is entered through a modern hollow interior door.  
The bathroom is cozy (cramped) and the wall-to-wall vanity with a single sink is Formica.  The toilet is positioned behind 
the door.  The floor is covered with linoleum.  A modern light in the center of the room and a small double-hung window 
provide light.  The final room on the first floor is the dining room.  This room can be entered either from the south-central 
part of the kitchen or eastward through the entryway.  The room is lit by double-hung windows on the south and east walls 
and a large, retro-style fixture.  A radiator is present under the eastern window on the south wall.  The room was once 
carpeted, covering the softwood fir or pine floor.  The door leading to the entry way is made from pine or fir, but the trim 
surrounding the doors and windows is cheaper, composite or oak trim having minimal profile that can be purchased in bulk 
at low cost from any home improvement store.  The walls are covered with particleboard paneling, giving the dining room a 
1950s/1960s feel.  This room is in poor condition. 
 
After arriving at the second floor through a series of stair landings, multiple bedrooms attached to a central hallway are 
encountered.  Nearly all of the woodwork on the second floor is stained/polyurethane pine or fir.  The floors on the second 
floor in all of the bedrooms and hallway are comprised of softwood fir or pine.  The hallway is lit with a single-hung 
window and two modern fixtures.  The hallway is “L” shaped and extends northward before turning east to the bathroom.  
An attic door and a closet are present on the east wall of the hallway.  The hallway is in moderate condition.  Upon arriving 
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at the second floor, one can proceed westward into the first bedroom.  The room has two double-hung windows and the 
walls are plaster and lath.  The closet for this room is on the north side, sharing a wall with the closet of the second 
bedroom.  The closet has a sloped roof, indicating a staircase to the attic.  A modern light fixture is in the center of the room 
and a radiator is below the south wall window.  The trim work (Craftsman-style) is painted.  The floor is softwood fir or 
pine and was formerly carpeted.  This room is in moderate condition.  The second bedroom is positioned on the northwest 
corner of the house.  This room has two double-hung windows, one on the north wall and one on the west wall.  The walls 
were constructed from plaster and lath and the floor is softwood fir or pine.  The woodwork in this room is exquisite pine or 
fir and the door/window trim profile is a good example of the Craftsman-style.  A modern light is positioned in the center of 
the ceiling and the closet is on the south wall.  The closet has a sloped ceiling indicating that there is an attic staircase 
above.  The radiator in this room sits in the northwest corner along the north wall.  This room is in moderate condition.  The 
third bedroom occurs on the northeast corner of the house.  Much like the other rooms in this house, the walls are plaster 
and lath and the floor is softwood fir or pine.  The room is lit by a modern light fixture and two double-hung windows.  This 
room is oddly shaped, and the closet is angled and on the east side of the room.  The plaster in this room is in poor condition 
and cracking is evident on the walls and is prevalent on the closet ceiling.  The trim in this room is painted.  The radiator 
sits just west of the north window.  This room is in poor condition.  The fourth bedroom occurs on the southeast side of the 
house.  The room has a softwood fir or pine floor that was formerly covered with linoleum.  A modern light is positioned in 
the center of the ceiling.  The walls were constructed using plaster and lath.  Two windows are present.  Both are double-
hung and occur near the south corner of the east wall and along the south wall.  A radiator is present underneath the south 
wall window.  The closet is along the west wall and contains a double-hung window.  The closet extends into the stairwell.  
This room is in moderate condition.  The bathroom sits on the far eastern end of the hallway.  The bathroom is relatively 
modern and contains a bathtub on the north wall, a vanity on the south wall, and a toilet on the south wall.  Much like the 
downstairs bathroom, this room is “cozy”.  The floor is covered with linoleum.  The walls are a mixture of plaster and lath 
as well as ceramic tile.  A small double-hung window is present on the east wall and a radiator is present in the alcove 
between the bathtub and window.  This room is in moderate condition. 
 
Upon entering the attic, the dormers on the west and south walls are immediately noticed.  The floor of the attic is mostly 
covered with wood.  The roof consists of a mixture of 2” x 4” and 2” x 9” rafters.  The mixed materials (modern and 
original) indicate that much of the roof has been replaced.  Additionally, plywood sheathing is present below the asphalt 
shingles.  A brick chimney is present in the eastern part of the attic.  No formal fireplace was identified within the house, 
and this chimney likely functioned for ventilation of the boiler.  The wiring is nearly all updated Romex.  The attic is 
insulated with blown cellulose. 
 
The basement is partitioned into three sections: a west room, a center room, and an east room.  The basement is accessed 
through a door on the south wall of the kitchen.  After a series of landings, the center part of the basement is accessed.  The 
center room has a poured concrete floor and the walls seem to be poured concrete as well.  The concrete might not comprise 
the entire wall, that is, along the east wall of the room the wall is made of brick with a concrete veneer.  The center room 
contains two water heaters, a water softener, and a sink positioned in the northeast corner of the room.  The cellar door 
exiting the house is along the north wall.  The east room is accessed by a single door in the northern half of the east wall and 
the west room is entered by two doors on opposite ends of the west wall.  The west room has a poured concrete floor walls.  
The concrete walls were formed in layers as is represented by the impressions of wood forms on the concrete surface.  The 
room is lit by four small windows.  The floor joists are 2” x 9”.  The electrical breaker is found on the north wall west of the 
window.  The west room is not rectangular, and the northeast corner is consistent with the atypical “square” of the upper 
floors.  This room has a poured concrete floor and mostly poured concrete walls.  The interior wall was formed with brick 
covered with concrete.  The room has three windows.  In the center of this room, an updated boiler is present.  Just to the 
west of the existing boiler, the chimney occurs and has capped holes for the former boiler vents.  Most of the plumbing in 
the house is carried through steel pipes, and only the new plumbing associated with the updated boiler appears to be copper.   
 
At present, the house is in moderate condition.  To return the house to its condition at the time of construction would require 
refinishing of the woodwork/floors, installing period woodwork in some of the rooms, plaster repair, replacing existing 
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Caretaker’s House Winneshiek  
Name of Property County  
2479 River Road Decorah  
Address City    
 
fixtures, removing the addition, and changing some of the newer windows with ones that better match early twentieth 
century styling. 
 
The Winneshiek County Poor Farm district (96-00658) was recommended not eligible for the National Register of Historic 
Places under Criterion A (Scott et al. 2012).  Information pertaining to the historic context of poor farms can be found in the 
aforementioned volume.  While the Caretaker’s House has Craftsman-style elements, the Craftsman-style itself is often not 
a significant architectural style given the quantities of Craftsman homes (i.e., bungalows) dotting the landscape of the 
United States.  The American Foursquare house is one of the most common homes in the Midwest.  Examples are easy to 
find because they were inexpensive, the plans were purchased from mail-order services, and they could be delivered by rail.  
It is easy to find better American Foursquare examples that have not been altered and that are in finer condition.  As was 
found in County Supervisor records, J. H. Austad was not an architect.  Instead, Mr. Austad was a contractor that likely 
received the plans for the house through mail-order, making the true architect/engineer a nameless employee of a company 
like Sears-Roebuck.  The Caretaker’s House is recommended not eligible for the NRHP under Criterion C. 
 
Scott, Branden K., Lloyd Bolz, Derek V. Lee, and David G. Stanley 
 2012 An Architectural and Historical Analysis of the Caretaker’s House at the Winneshiek County Poor Farm, 

Decorah Township, Winneshiek County, Iowa.  BCA Special Report 1.  Bear Creek Archeology, Inc., Cresco, Iowa. 
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Photograph of the Caretaker's House.  View to the north (4/12/11).

Photograph of the Caretaker's House.  View to the southeast (4/12/11).
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Photograph of the Caretaker's House.  View to the northeast (4/12/11).



Site Inventory Form State Inventory No. 96-00658   New   Supplemental 
State Historical Society of Iowa  Part of a district with known boundaries (enter inventory no.)  
(November 2005)  Relationship:    Contributing      Noncontributing 
  Contributes to a potential district with yet unknown boundaries 
 National Register Status: (any that apply)  Listed   De-listed   NHL   DOE 
 9-Digit SHPO Review & Compliance (R&C) Number  
  Non-Extant  (enter year)  
 
1.  Name of Property 
 
historic name  Winneshiek County Poor Farm  
 
other names/site number   
 
2.  Location 
 
street & number  2479 River Road  
 
city or town  Decorah    vicinity,    county  Winneshiek   
Legal Description: (If Rural) Township Name Township No. Range No. Section Quarter of Quarter 
 
  Decorah  98N  8W  14  SE  SE  
 
 (If Urban) Subdivision   Block(s) 29 Fannon Addition  Lot(s) 1–4  
3.  State/Federal Agency Certification [Skip this Section] 
4.  National Park Service Certification [Skip this Section] 
5.  Classification 
Category of Property (Check only one box) Number of Resources within Property     
   building(s) If Non-Eligible Property If Eligible Property, enter number of: 
   district Enter number of:  Contributing Noncontributing 
   site 5   buildings       buildings 
   structure    sites        sites 
   object 1   structures        structures 
     objects        objects 
 6   Total        Total 
 
Name of related project report or multiple property study (Enter “N/A” if the property is not part of a multiple property examination). 
Title Historical Architectural Data Base Number 
 
Scott et al. 2012, see continuation sheet  96-022 
6.  Function or Use 
Historic Functions (Enter categories from instructions) Current Functions (Enter categories from instructions) 
 
01E Institutional Housing  11C01 Nursing Home  
 
11A2 Mental Hospital    
 
11C02 Rest Home    
 
7.  Description 
Architectural Classification (Enter categories from instructions) Materials (Enter categories from instructions) 
 
09 Other  foundation 10 Concrete  
 
05 Late Victorian  walls 03 Brick  
 
09A06 Four-Square (2-Story Hipped Roof)  roof 08A Asphalt Shingle  
 
  other   
Narrative Description (  SEE CONTINUATION SHEETS, WHICH MUST BE COMPLETED) 
8.  Statement of Significance 
Applicable National Register Criteria (Mark “x” representing your opinion of eligibility after applying relevant National Register criteria) 

 Yes  No  More Research Recommended A Property is associated with significant events. 
 Yes  No  More Research Recommended B Property is associated with the lives of significant persons. 
 Yes  No  More Research Recommended C Property has distinctive architectural characteristics. 
 Yes  No  More Research Recommended D Property yields significant information in archaeology or history. 



County Winneshiek  Address 2479 River Road  Site Number 96-00658  
City Decorah  District Number   
  
Criteria Considerations 
  A   Owned by a religious institution or used  E   A reconstructed building, object, or structure. 
 for religious purposes.  F   A commemorative property. 
  B   Removed from its original location.  G   Less than 50 years of age or achieved significance within the past 
  C   A birthplace or grave. 50 years. 
  D   A cemetery 
 
Areas of Significance (Enter categories from instructions) Significant Dates 
 Construction date 
  1866   check if circa or estimated date 
 Other dates 
   1915- Caretaker’s House, 1976- Wellington Place Care Facility  
 
Significant Person Architect/Builder 
(Complete if National Register Criterion B is marked above) Architect 
    
  Builder 
  J. H. Austad  
Narrative Statement of Significance (   SEE CONTINUATION SHEETS, WHICH MUST BE COMPLETED) 
9.  Major Bibliographical References 
Bibliography   See continuation sheet for citations of the books, articles, and other sources used in preparing this form  
10. Geographic Data 
UTM References (OPTIONAL) 
 Zone Easting Northing Zone  Easting Northing 
1        2       
3        4       
 
  See continuation sheet for additional UTM references or comments 
11. Form Prepared By 

name/title  Branden K. Scott  

organization Bear Creek Archeology, Inc.   date  July 8, 2011  

street & number P.O. Box 347   telephone  563-547-4545  

city or town Cresco    state  IA   zip code  52136   

ADDITIONAL DOCUMENTATION (Submit the following items with the completed form) 
FOR ALL PROPERTIES 
1. Map: showing the property’s location in a town/city or township. 
2. Site plan: showing position of buildings and structures on the site in relation to public road(s). 
3. Photographs:  representative black and white photos.  If the photos are taken as part of a survey for which the Society is to be 

curator of the negatives or color slides, a photo/catalog sheet needs to be included with the negatives/slides and the following 
needs to be provided below on this particular inventory site: 

Roll/slide sheet #   Frame/slot #   Date Taken   
Roll/slide sheet #   Frame/slot #   Date Taken   
Roll/slide sheet #   Frame/slot #   Date Taken   

  See continuation sheet or attached photo & slide catalog sheet for list of photo roll or slide entries. 
  Photos/illustrations without negatives are also in this site inventory file. 
FOR CERTAIN KINDS OF PROPERTIES, INCLUDE THE FOLLOWING AS WELL 
1. Farmstead & District: (List of structures and buildings, known or estimated year built, and contributing or noncontributing status) 
2. Barn: 
 a. A sketch of the frame/truss configuration in the form of drawing a typical middle bent of the barn. 
 b. A photograph of the loft showing the frame configuration along one side. 
 c. A sketch floor plan of the interior space arrangements along with the barn’s exterior dimensions in feet. 
State Historic Preservation Office (SHPO) Use Only Below This Line 
Concur with above survey opinion on National Register eligibility:    Yes    No    More Research Recommended 
    This is a locally designated property or part of a locally designated district. 
 
Comments:   
 
Evaluated by (name/title):     Date:   
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Winneshiek County Poor Farm Winneshiek  
Name of Property County  
2479 River Road Decorah  
Address City    
 
The Winneshiek County Poor Farm consists of multiple buildings/structures including the Caretaker’s House (96-00644), 
the Winneshiek County Poor House (96-00659), the Wellington Place care facility (96-00660), two sheds, and a picnic 
shelter.  The property was started as a poor farm in 1866.  The original farm contained many farm buildings and an insane 
asylum in addition to the Caretaker’s House and the poor house.  At present, only the poor house and the Caretaker’s House 
are original to the property.  Most of the property is dominated by Wellington Place, a care facility erected in 1976.  While 
county poor farms are a significant property type, this property has lost most of its integrity because nearly all of the 
original buildings have been removed.  Only the location retains integrity.  Furthermore, the two historical buildings on the 
property are either mundane (such as the foursquare Caretaker’s House) or have been altered in the recent past (the poor 
house).  Because most of the farm has been destroyed, this district is recommended not eligible for the National Register of 
Historic Places.   
 
Scott, Branden K., Lloyd Bolz, Derek V. Lee, and David G. Stanley. 
 2012 An Architectural and Historical Analysis of the Caretaker’s House at the Winneshiek County Poor Farm, 

Decorah Township, Winneshiek County, Iowa.  BCA Special Report 1.  Bear Creek Archeology, Inc., Cresco, Iowa. 
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Photograph of the Winneshiek County Poor Farm (96-00658).
View to the southwest (6/13/11).

Photograph of the Winneshiek County Poor Farm (96-00658).
View to the south (6/13/11).



Photograph of the Winneshiek County Poor Farm (96-00658).
View to the west (6/13/11).

Photograph of the Caretaker's House (96-00644).
View to the north (4/12/11).
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Photograph of the Poor House (96-00659).
View to the south (6/13/11).

Photograph of Wellington Place (96-00660).
View to the southeast (6/13/11).



Site Inventory Form State Inventory No. 96-00659   New   Supplemental 
State Historical Society of Iowa  Part of a district with known boundaries (enter inventory no.) 96-00658  
(November 2005)  Relationship:    Contributing      Noncontributing 
  Contributes to a potential district with yet unknown boundaries 
 National Register Status: (any that apply)  Listed   De-listed   NHL   DOE 
 9-Digit SHPO Review & Compliance (R&C) Number  
  Non-Extant  (enter year)  
 
1.  Name of Property 
 
historic name  Winneshiek County Poor House  
 
other names/site number Dormitory  
 
2.  Location 
 
street & number  2479 River Road  
 
city or town  Decorah    vicinity,    county  Winneshiek   
Legal Description: (If Rural) Township Name Township No. Range No. Section Quarter of Quarter 
 
  Decorah  98N  8W  14  SE  SE  
 
 (If Urban) Subdivision   Block(s) 29 Fannon Addition  Lot(s) 1–4  
3.  State/Federal Agency Certification [Skip this Section] 
4.  National Park Service Certification [Skip this Section] 
5.  Classification 
Category of Property (Check only one box) Number of Resources within Property     
   building(s) If Non-Eligible Property If Eligible Property, enter number of: 
   district Enter number of:  Contributing Noncontributing 
   site 1   buildings       buildings 
   structure    sites        sites 
   object    structures        structures 
     objects        objects 
 1   Total        Total 
 
Name of related project report or multiple property study (Enter “N/A” if the property is not part of a multiple property examination). 
Title Historical Architectural Data Base Number 
 
Scott et al. 2012, see continuation sheet  96-022 
6.  Function or Use 
Historic Functions (Enter categories from instructions) Current Functions (Enter categories from instructions) 
 
01E03 Poor House  99 Other: Storage  
 
11C02 Rest Home    
 
    
 
7.  Description 
Architectural Classification (Enter categories from instructions) Materials (Enter categories from instructions) 
 
05 Late Victorian  foundation 10 Concrete  
 
09D02 Gable Roof  walls 06 Stucco  
 
99 Mixed  roof 08A Asphalt Shingle  
 
  other   
Narrative Description (  SEE CONTINUATION SHEETS, WHICH MUST BE COMPLETED) 
8.  Statement of Significance 
Applicable National Register Criteria (Mark “x” representing your opinion of eligibility after applying relevant National Register criteria) 

 Yes  No  More Research Recommended A Property is associated with significant events. 
 Yes  No  More Research Recommended B Property is associated with the lives of significant persons. 
 Yes  No  More Research Recommended C Property has distinctive architectural characteristics. 
 Yes  No  More Research Recommended D Property yields significant information in archaeology or history. 



County Winneshiek  Address 2479 River Road  Site Number 96-00659  
City Decorah  District Number 96-00658  
  
Criteria Considerations 
  A   Owned by a religious institution or used  E   A reconstructed building, object, or structure. 
 for religious purposes.  F   A commemorative property. 
  B   Removed from its original location.  G   Less than 50 years of age or achieved significance within the past 
  C   A birthplace or grave. 50 years. 
  D   A cemetery 
 
Areas of Significance (Enter categories from instructions) Significant Dates 
 Construction date 
  1866   check if circa or estimated date 
 Other dates 
   1976-Additions to Wellington Place care facility  
 
Significant Person Architect/Builder 
(Complete if National Register Criterion B is marked above) Architect 
    
  Builder 
    
Narrative Statement of Significance (   SEE CONTINUATION SHEETS, WHICH MUST BE COMPLETED) 
9.  Major Bibliographical References 
Bibliography   See continuation sheet for citations of the books, articles, and other sources used in preparing this form  
10. Geographic Data 
UTM References (OPTIONAL) 
 Zone Easting Northing Zone  Easting Northing 
1        2       
3        4       
 
  See continuation sheet for additional UTM references or comments 
11. Form Prepared By 

name/title  Branden K. Scott  

organization Bear Creek Archeology, Inc.   date  July 8, 2011  

street & number P.O. Box 347   telephone  563-547-4545  

city or town Cresco    state  IA   zip code  52136   

ADDITIONAL DOCUMENTATION (Submit the following items with the completed form) 
FOR ALL PROPERTIES 
1. Map: showing the property’s location in a town/city or township. 
2. Site plan: showing position of buildings and structures on the site in relation to public road(s). 
3. Photographs:  representative black and white photos.  If the photos are taken as part of a survey for which the Society is to be 

curator of the negatives or color slides, a photo/catalog sheet needs to be included with the negatives/slides and the following 
needs to be provided below on this particular inventory site: 

Roll/slide sheet #   Frame/slot #   Date Taken   
Roll/slide sheet #   Frame/slot #   Date Taken   
Roll/slide sheet #   Frame/slot #   Date Taken   

  See continuation sheet or attached photo & slide catalog sheet for list of photo roll or slide entries. 
  Photos/illustrations without negatives are also in this site inventory file. 
FOR CERTAIN KINDS OF PROPERTIES, INCLUDE THE FOLLOWING AS WELL 
1. Farmstead & District: (List of structures and buildings, known or estimated year built, and contributing or noncontributing status) 
2. Barn: 
 a. A sketch of the frame/truss configuration in the form of drawing a typical middle bent of the barn. 
 b. A photograph of the loft showing the frame configuration along one side. 
 c. A sketch floor plan of the interior space arrangements along with the barn’s exterior dimensions in feet. 
State Historic Preservation Office (SHPO) Use Only Below This Line 
Concur with above survey opinion on National Register eligibility:    Yes    No    More Research Recommended 
    This is a locally designated property or part of a locally designated district. 
 
Comments:   
 
Evaluated by (name/title):     Date:   
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Winneshiek County Poor House Winneshiek  
Name of Property County  
2479 River Road Decorah  
Address City    
 
Only one of the original structures from the 1866 poor farm remains on the Winneshiek County Poor Farm (96-00658) 
property.  The poor house is located north and east of the Wellington Place nursing home and is attached to the modern 
nursing home by a steel addition.  This two-story building was erected on a cinderblock foundation and has a footprint of 
297.3 m2 (3,200 ft2) and a basement of equal size.  The exterior is stucco, with some embossing near the cornice, giving the 
structure an almost Italianate appearance.  The building is heated with radiant heat.  The roof is gabled and covered with 
asphalt shingles.  Newer ramps are present on both the east and west sides of the building and they detract from the 
utilitarian Victorian form of the building.  The windows on the first and second floors are double-hung 1/1 and are much 
taller than wide.  The windowsills are wood, but each window has an arched lintel.  Round windows, resembling rose 
windows of Romanesque cathedrals, are present on both the east and west façades.  This detail occurs frequently (in varying 
sizes) on other Victorian structures.  Unfortunately, this structure was not accessed, and therefore, there is no clear 
understanding of the interior as of yet.  Because the district (96-00658) was recommended not eligible under Criterion A, 
the poor house is also recommended not eligible under this criterion.   
 
This building has some utilitarian Victorian style as well as some Italianate style.  This building was reportedly brick at the 
time of construction; therefore, the stucco was a later addition.  Steel additions have been placed on this structure, detracting 
from its historical character.  Christian (2010) of the State Historic Preservation Office believed that this building had lost 
its integrity.  Because of the changes to the Winneshiek County Poor House (96-00659), it is recommended not eligible for 
the National Register of Historic Places under Criterion C. 
 
Christian, Ralph J. 
 2010 Eligibility Review, National Register of Historic Places, 96-00644.  On file, State Historic Preservation Office, 

Des Moines, Iowa. 
 
Scott, Branden K., Lloyd Bolz, Derek V. Lee, and David G. Stanley 
 2012 An Architectural and Historical Analysis of the Caretaker’s House at the Winneshiek County Poor Farm, 

Decorah Township, Winneshiek County, Iowa.  BCA Special Report 1.  Bear Creek Archeology, Inc., Cresco, Iowa. 



USGS 7.5' Quad
Freeport, IA (1981)

T98N, R8W

-Winneshiek County Poor Farm

0

0

610 m

2000 ft

1:24000

Iowa Site Inventory Form
Continuation Sheet

Iowa Department of Cultural Affairs

State Historical Society of Iowa Site Number

Related District Number

Page

Name of Property

Address

County

City

96-00659

96-00658

Winneshiek

Decorah

Winneshiek County Poor House

2479 River Road

2

Topographic coverage of the Winneshiek County Poor Farm.

Winneshiek County Poor Farm (96-00658)

Poor House (96-00659)



-Winneshiek County Poor Farm

0

0

61 m

200 ft

1:2400

R
IV

E
R

 R
D

R
IV

E
R

 R
D

Shelter

Shed 2

Shed 1

2011 scale map of the Winneshiek County Poor Farm.

Winneshiek County Poor Farm (96-00658)

Caretaker's House (96-00644)

Poor House
(96-00659)

Iowa Site Inventory Form
Continuation Sheet

Iowa Department of Cultural Affairs

State Historical Society of Iowa Site Number

Related District Number

Page

Name of Property

Address

County

City

96-00659

96-00658

Winneshiek

Decorah

Winneshiek County Poor House

2479 River Road

3

Wellington Place (96-00660)



Photograph of the Poor House.  View to the south (6/13/11).

Photograph of the Poor House.  View to the east (6/13/11).
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Site Inventory Form State Inventory No. 96-00660   New   Supplemental 
State Historical Society of Iowa  Part of a district with known boundaries (enter inventory no.) 96-00658  
(November 2005)  Relationship:    Contributing      Noncontributing 
  Contributes to a potential district with yet unknown boundaries 
 National Register Status: (any that apply)  Listed   De-listed   NHL   DOE 
 9-Digit SHPO Review & Compliance (R&C) Number  
  Non-Extant  (enter year)  
 
1.  Name of Property 
 
historic name  Wellington Place  
 
other names/site number   
 
2.  Location 
 
street & number  2479 River Road  
 
city or town  Decorah    vicinity,    county  Winneshiek   
Legal Description: (If Rural) Township Name Township No. Range No. Section Quarter of Quarter 
 
  Decorah  98N  8W  14  SE  SE  
 
 (If Urban) Subdivision   Block(s) 29 Fannon Addition  Lot(s) 1–4  
3.  State/Federal Agency Certification [Skip this Section] 
4.  National Park Service Certification [Skip this Section] 
5.  Classification 
Category of Property (Check only one box) Number of Resources within Property     
   building(s) If Non-Eligible Property If Eligible Property, enter number of: 
   district Enter number of:  Contributing Noncontributing 
   site 1   buildings       buildings 
   structure    sites        sites 
   object    structures        structures 
     objects        objects 
 1   Total        Total 
 
Name of related project report or multiple property study (Enter “N/A” if the property is not part of a multiple property examination). 
Title Historical Architectural Data Base Number 
 
Scott et al. 2012, see continuation sheet  96-022 
6.  Function or Use 
Historic Functions (Enter categories from instructions) Current Functions (Enter categories from instructions) 
 
11C01 Nursing Home  11C01 Nursing Home  
 
    
 
    
 
7.  Description 
Architectural Classification (Enter categories from instructions) Materials (Enter categories from instructions) 
 
09A07 Ranch  foundation 10 Concrete  
 
99 Mixed  walls 03 Brick  
 
  roof 08A Asphalt Shingle  
 
  other   
Narrative Description (  SEE CONTINUATION SHEETS, WHICH MUST BE COMPLETED) 
8.  Statement of Significance 
Applicable National Register Criteria (Mark “x” representing your opinion of eligibility after applying relevant National Register criteria) 

 Yes  No  More Research Recommended A Property is associated with significant events. 
 Yes  No  More Research Recommended B Property is associated with the lives of significant persons. 
 Yes  No  More Research Recommended C Property has distinctive architectural characteristics. 
 Yes  No  More Research Recommended D Property yields significant information in archaeology or history. 



 

 

County Winneshiek  Address 2479 River Road  Site Number 96-00660  
City Decorah  District Number 96-00658  
  
Criteria Considerations 
  A   Owned by a religious institution or used  E   A reconstructed building, object, or structure. 
 for religious purposes.  F   A commemorative property. 
  B   Removed from its original location.  G   Less than 50 years of age or achieved significance within the past 
  C   A birthplace or grave. 50 years. 
  D   A cemetery 
 
Areas of Significance (Enter categories from instructions) Significant Dates 
 Construction date 
  1976   check if circa or estimated date 
 Other dates 
     
 
Significant Person Architect/Builder 
(Complete if National Register Criterion B is marked above) Architect 
    
  Builder 
    
Narrative Statement of Significance (   SEE CONTINUATION SHEETS, WHICH MUST BE COMPLETED) 
9.  Major Bibliographical References 
Bibliography   See continuation sheet for citations of the books, articles, and other sources used in preparing this form  
10. Geographic Data 
UTM References (OPTIONAL) 
 Zone Easting Northing Zone  Easting Northing 
1        2       
3        4       
 
  See continuation sheet for additional UTM references or comments 
11. Form Prepared By 

name/title  Branden K. Scott  

organization Bear Creek Archeology, Inc.   date  July 8, 2011  

street & number P.O. Box 347   telephone  563-547-4545  

city or town Cresco    state  IA   zip code  52136   

ADDITIONAL DOCUMENTATION (Submit the following items with the completed form) 
FOR ALL PROPERTIES 
1. Map: showing the property’s location in a town/city or township. 
2. Site plan: showing position of buildings and structures on the site in relation to public road(s). 
3. Photographs:  representative black and white photos.  If the photos are taken as part of a survey for which the Society is to be 

curator of the negatives or color slides, a photo/catalog sheet needs to be included with the negatives/slides and the following 
needs to be provided below on this particular inventory site: 

Roll/slide sheet #   Frame/slot #   Date Taken   
Roll/slide sheet #   Frame/slot #   Date Taken   
Roll/slide sheet #   Frame/slot #   Date Taken   

  See continuation sheet or attached photo & slide catalog sheet for list of photo roll or slide entries. 
  Photos/illustrations without negatives are also in this site inventory file. 
FOR CERTAIN KINDS OF PROPERTIES, INCLUDE THE FOLLOWING AS WELL 
1. Farmstead & District: (List of structures and buildings, known or estimated year built, and contributing or noncontributing status) 
2. Barn: 
 a. A sketch of the frame/truss configuration in the form of drawing a typical middle bent of the barn. 
 b. A photograph of the loft showing the frame configuration along one side. 
 c. A sketch floor plan of the interior space arrangements along with the barn’s exterior dimensions in feet. 
State Historic Preservation Office (SHPO) Use Only Below This Line 
Concur with above survey opinion on National Register eligibility:    Yes    No    More Research Recommended 
    This is a locally designated property or part of a locally designated district. 
 
Comments:   
 
Evaluated by (name/title):     Date:   



Iowa Department of Cultural Affairs 
State Historical Society of Iowa Site Number 96-00660   

Iowa Site Inventory Form Related District Number 96-00658  

Continuation Sheet 
 
Page 1   
 
Wellington Place Winneshiek  
Name of Property County  
2479 River Road Decorah  
Address City    
 

 

Wellington Place is the active nursing home on the Winneshiek County Poor Farm property (96-00658) and replaced the 
county run facility.  The care facility is located at 2479 River Road.  The facility currently has 51 beds.  The facility has an 
area of 7,279 m2 (78,355 ft2) in addition to the attached original poor house.  This structure is very large and was 
constructed in 1976.  The nursing home is constructed from brick on a block concrete foundation.  This single story building 
has radiant heat, central air, and the roof is a mixture of asphalt shingle and wood.  The roof has a mixed gable and hip style.  
An addition was made in 1976 connecting the main facility to the old poor house.  The addition is single story and 
constructed from sheet metal.  Overall, the Wellington Place has a spread-out ranch design.  This building does not add to 
the historic character of the district and it is a non-contributing building. 
 
This building was constructed less than 50 years ago and is therefore not eligible for the National Register of Historic 
Places. 
 
Scott, Branden K., Lloyd Bolz, Derek V. Lee, and David G. Stanley 
 2012 An Architectural and Historical Analysis of the Caretaker’s House at the Winneshiek County Poor Farm, 

Decorah Township, Winneshiek County, Iowa.  BCA Special Report 1.  Bear Creek Archeology, Inc., Cresco, Iowa. 
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Photograph of Wellington Place. View to the southeast (6/13/11).
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APPENDIX C 
Historic Architectural Database Form 



Historical Architectural Data Base  
Data Entry Form for Studies and Reports 

(1/28/97)                                                                                                               Doc. No.: 96-022 
 
File Location:  Report Series (County)    Report Series (Multi-County)   
  Site Inventory files with Site Inventory #:   96-00644, 96-00658–96-00660 
Source of Study:  Certified Local Government Project      Section 106 Review & Compliance Project 
   Historical Resource Development Program Project     Other 

 Project Reference #:  BCA Special Report 1 

 
Authors/Editor/Compiler/Originator: 
Scott, Branden K., Lloyd Bolz, Derek V. Lee, and David G. Stanley 

Author Role:  Consultant     Private Researcher/Writer     Teacher     Student 
   Project employee/volunteer     Site Administrator     Other:        

 
Title of Work: 
An Architectural and Historical Analysis of the Caretaker's House at the Winneshiek County 

Poor Farm, Decorah Township, Winneshiek County, Iowa 

 

Year Issued: 2012 

Type of Work Performed:   
(check one only) 
 Survey:  
    Windshield survey minimum level documentation 
     Reconnaissance survey to make recommendations for intensive survey(s). 
     Intensive survey 
     Mixed intensive and reconnaissance survey 
 
 Plan:  
     Planning for Preservation/Survey 
     Community Preservation Plan 
 
 Property Study: 
     Iowa Historic Property Documentation Study   Historic Structure Report 
     Historic American Building Survey (HABS)    Feasibility/Re-use Study 
     Historic American Engineering Record (HAER)   Architectural/Engineering 
     Management or Master Plan           Plans and Specs. 
 
 National Register: 
     Multiple Property Documentation Form 
 

 Other (e.g., private research, school project, video):        



Kind of Work Produced: 
(fill in one section only: Report or Monograph or Chapter, etc.) 
 Report: Published/produced by:   Bear Creek Archeology, Inc. 

  Place issued:   Cresco, Iowa 

  Client:        

  If applicable, include: 

  Series Title:  BCA Special Reports 

  Volume #:         Report #:   1 

 Monograph: Publisher Name:         

  Place:        

 Chapter: In:          First pg. #:          Last pg. #:         

 Journal: Name:         Vol.         No.          Pages:         to        

 Thesis: Degree (check one):   Ph.D.     LL.D.     M.A.     M.S.     B.A.     B.S. 

  Name of College/University:        

 Paper: Meeting:        

  Place:        

 Other:       
 
Geographic Scope of Study: 
  City/town   Township(s)   County   Region of Iowa   Statewide   Other:       

 State: IA          

 County:  Winneshiek                   

 Town:  Decorah                   

 Township:   98N                   

 Range:  8W                   
 
Time Focus:  (check any decades that receive particular attention) 

 before 1830    1830s    1840s    1850s    1860s    1870s    1880s    1890s 

 1900s    1910s    1920s    1930s    1940s    1950s    1960s    1970s    1980/later 
 
Keyword: (Index of any subjects, topics, or people given prominent attention in the report) 
 Poor Farms        

 Asylums       

 Nursing Homes       

 American Four-Square       

 County Farms       
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APPENDIX D 
AutoCAD Drawings 



Basement of the Caretaker's House viewed from the southwest corner.



Basement of the Caretaker's House viewed from the northeast corner.



Dimensions in the basement of the Caretaker's House.

West Room

East Room

Center Room



First floor of the Caretaker's House viewed from the southwest corner.



First floor of the Caretaker's House viewed from the northeast corner.



Dimensions in the first floor of the Caretaker's House.

Living Room

Parlor

Dining Room

Kitchen

Kitchen Addition

Bathroom



Second floor of the Caretaker's House viewed from the southwest corner.



Second floor of the Caretaker's House viewed from the northeast corner.



Dimensions in the second floor of the Caretaker's House.

Bedroom 2 Bedroom 3

Bedroom 1 Bedroom 4

Bathroom

Hallway

H
al

lw
ay

Attic Access



Attic of the Caretaker's House viewed from the southwest corner.



Attic of the Caretaker's House viewed from the northeast corner.



Dimensions in the attic of the Caretaker's House.



Exterior of the Caretaker's House viewed from the southwest corner.



Exterior of the Caretaker's House viewed from the northeast corner.
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