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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

There is a vitality and a sense of urgency that mark the recent 

interest and concern for America's nineteenth-century architecture. 

The realization is upon us that any nation is impoverished or enriched 

according to how it uses its physical resources. Heretofore, the 

neglect and resultant insult that have too often characterized the 

attitude toward our nation's physical heritage, especially our build

ings and neighborhoods, have been costly in terms of aesthetics, 

energy, and a sense of historical continuity that binds communities 

and generations together. 

The nineteenth-century domestic architecture of communities in 

Iowa has not been spared, and that of Decorah is no exception. A 

Winneshiek County community named for Waukon-Decorah, a prominent 

chief of the Winnebago Indian tribe, Decorah was settled in 1849 by 

the William Day family of Virginia. Elected county seat in 1851, the 

city and surrounding area were rapidly inhabited thereafter by immi

grants, especially Norwegians who sought the familiar hills, fertile 

valleys and forests of their homeland. The history of all immigrants 

and the community they established can be found in its most tangible 

form in the domestic architecture they constructed. The structures 

they built became not only places of shelter, but expressions of the 
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aesthetic, economic, political, religious, social and technological 

forces of the time. Many of the homes of Decorah settlers became a 

product of Victorian America and the architectural styles that 

flourished then. Today they all too often fall to neglect and 

destruction. The following words of Christopher Tunnard are signifi

cant when considering the value of an in-depth study and a resulting 

permanent record of early Decorah homes: 

There is a need in every generation to study the past, 
to absorb its spirit, to preserve its messages. There 
is an enrichment of life to be found there which cannot 
be recreated artificially or by searching for it in our 
own world. It is a collaboration of ourselves and our 
ancestors, the result is a deeper understanding for 
individuals and in consequence, a broader culture for 
the nation. 

Documentation of Decorah's nineteenth-century homes, including an 

analysis of their form and structure, is needed to aid in their 

preservation for present and future generations. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to survey and analyze the develop

ment of domestic architecture in Decorah, Iowa, from the first evi

dence of white settlement there in 1849 to 1900. 

Specific objectives were: 

(1) To provide written and photographic documentation of 

characteristic nineteenth-century domestic architec

ture in Decorah. 

The quotation from the works of Christopher Tunnard has been an 
important guiding concept in this study. The source is unknown. 
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(2) To designate the architectural styles of nineteenth-

century homes in residential Decorah. 

(3) To encourage an appreciation and understanding of 

nineteenth-century domestic architecture as a tangible 

social and aesthetic legacy from nineteenth-century 

Americans. 

Assumptions 

The following assumptions were made: 

(1) Because Decorah did not develop an industrial economy 

leading to significant community wealth, the architec

ture constructed would be that of the middle class, as 

opposed to the high style mansions of the extremely 

affluent. 

(2) For this reason, the homes studied would be classified 

as vernacular architecture; that is, they would not 

precisely reflect all the pure ornamental and structural 

characteristics of their stylistic designations, but 

rather would show a midwestern interpretation of those 

designations. 

(3) Much of the domestic architecture would display charac

teristics of historic architectural styles because of 

the tendency of the owners and competent but unsophis

ticated builders to create "remembered forms" to give 

them security in a new, unfamiliar locale. 
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Hypotheses 

The following hypotheses were developed: 

(1) The domestic architecture of Decorah would show charac

teristics of the popular styles of nineteenth-century 

American architecture. 

(2) The styles of the architecture would be similar to 

those found in earlier studies of nineteenth-century 

home architecture in Iowa. 

(3) Vernacular interpretation of architectural styles would 

be evident, including that of Norwegian influence. 

(4) A combination of design characteristics from various 

stylistic traditions, often termed eclecticism, would 

be evident in a majority of the houses. 

(5) Little evidence would be found to indicate the use of 

professionally trained architects in residential design. 

Delimitations 

The following delimitations have been made: 

(1) The study was limited to the investigation of domestic 

architecture within the city limits of Decorah, Iowa. 

(2) Only exteriors of the houses were studied. 

(3) The time period of the study was limited to the years 

1849 through 1900. 
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Limitations 

The following limitations existed: 

(1) Because of the scope of the investigation, only forty 

homes representative of Decorah's nineteenth-century 

architecture could be chosen for the in-depth study. 

Selected for study were the forty houses pictured in 

the booklet "Picturesque Decorah," an 1899 publication 

of The Decorah Public Opinion. 

(2) Because many of the forty houses either were unrecog

nizable due to extensive remodeling, were non-extant, 

or were untraceable in legal documents, the 1899 photo

graphs had to be relied upon for description of the 

houses. The angle of the photographs and, in some 

prints, obscuration by foliage, limited the details 

that could be discerned. 

Procedure 

In order to develop a working knowledge of architectural styles 

and characteristics, the study was commenced with a review of litera

ture concerned with nineteenth-century architecture. The nomenclature 

developed in Keyes' study of nineteenth-century architecture of Iowa 

City was chosen for use in this study. References consulted for the 

identification and description of architectural elements were: 

Margaret N. Keyes, "Nineteenth Century Home Architecture of 
Iowa City, Iowa" (Ph.D. dissertation, Florida State University, 1965), 
pp. 5-6. 
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"Amateur's Guide to Terms Commonly Used in Describing Historic Build

ings"; Blumenson, Identifying American Architecture; Keyes, "Nine

teenth Century Home Architecture of Iowa City, Iowa"; Pevsner, 

Fleming and Honour, A Dictionary of Architecture; Poppeliers, 

Chambers and Schwartz, What Style Is It?; and Saylor, Dictionary of 

Architecture. 

A perusal of the literature of Decorah and Winneshiek County was 

undertaken to gain information on the development of the city and 

surrounding county. 

Houses exhibiting characteristics of nineteenth-century architec

tural styles were selected and photographed as potential research sub

jects in a street-by-street survey of the city. The forty houses 

included in the 1899 booklet "Picturesque Decorah" were selected for 

in-depth study as being representative of Decorah's nineteenth-century 

2 

domestic architecture. Inclusion in "Picturesque Decorah," pub

lished by The Decorah Public Opinion to commemorate the fiftieth 

anniversary of Decorah, was solicited through advertising. This 

volume was described as follows in an advertisement in the sponsoring 

"Amateur's Guide to Terms Commonly Used in Describing Historic 
Buildings" (Rochester, N.Y.: The Landmark Society, 1970); John J.-G. 
Blumenson, Identifying American Architecture (Nashville: American 
Association of State and Local History, 1977); Keyes; Nikolaus 
Pevsner, John Fleming and Hugh Honour, A Dictionary of Architecture 
(Woodstock, N.Y.: The Overlook Press, 1966); John Poppeliers, S. 
Allen Chambers and Nancy B. Schwartz, What Style Is It? (Washington, 
D.C.: The Preservation Press, n.d.); Henry H. Saylor, Dictionary of 
Architecture (New York: John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 1963). 

2 
"Picturesque Decorah" (Decorah, Iowa: The Decorah Public 

Opinion, 1899). 
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newspaper: 

It contains one hundred and fifty elegantly printed half
tone cuts of beautiful scenery, public buildings, stores, 
residences, etc., etc. The whole city condensed into a 
handsomely printed and bound book for the center table. 
The only work of its kind ever issued in this part of 
Iowa. Send copies to your friends. It will tell them 
more than you could write in a year.^ 

Legal records and historical documents of Winneshiek County and 

the State of Iowa were examined to determine addresses, original 

owners and building dates for each of the houses (insofar as this 

was possible), property ownership changes and fluctuations in valua

tion, as well as any other information pertinent to the study. Docu

ments investigated included county assessor's, auditor's and 

treasurer's records, nineteenth-century county histories, county and 

state atlases, fire insurance maps, and plat books. 

The archives of The State Historical Society, The Division of 

Historic Preservation, and The University of Iowa libraries, all 

located in Iowa City, were explored for relevant materials. Also 

consulted were the archives of Decorah Public Library and Luther 

College Library, located in Decorah. 

The exterior of each extant house was studied and rephotographed, 

and present owners of many homes as well as interested Decorah resi

dents were interviewed to obtain additional relevant material. 

An analysis of the data completed the study. 

The Decorah Public Opinion, 28 June 1899, p. 8. 
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Review of Literature 

Few books have been devoted to the study of nineteenth-century 

architecture in Iowa. Margaret N. Keyes surveyed the nineteenth-

century homes of Iowa City in her 1965 doctoral dissertation which 

was published as a monograph in 1967. Several nineteenth-century 

Iowa homes were recorded in The Iowa Catalog: Historic American 

2 
Buildings Survey. Melba Widmer documented the nineteenth-century 

domestic architecture of Mount Pleasant in an unpublished master's 

thesis, and D. Kent Sissel recorded the octagon form in nineteenth-

3 
century Iowa home architecture in his unpublished master's thesis. 

No books devoted to the nineteenth-century architectural styles 

of Decorah have been published, although various homes have been dis

cussed in several publications. Many homes were featured in Self 

4 
Guiding Tour of Decorah, a 1971 publication of Luther College Press. 

The Iowa Catalog: Historic American Buildings Survey referred to the 

Bucknell House in its survey of historic Iowa architecture. The 

Margaret N. Keyes, Nineteenth Century Home Architecture of Iowa 
City (Iowa City: The University of Iowa Press, 1967). 

Lesley I. Shank, The Iowa Catalog: Historic American Buildings 
Survey (Iowa City: The University of Iowa Press, 1979). 

3 
Melba Rae Widmer, "Nineteenth Century Home Architecture of Mount 

Pleasant, Iowa" (master's thesis, The University of Iowa, 1969); and 
D. Kent Sissel, "The Octagon Form in Nineteenth Century Domestic 
Architecture of Iowa" (master's thesis, The University of Iowa, 1968). 

George Knudson, Self Guiding Tour of Decorah (Decorah: Luther 
College Press, 1971). 

Shank, p. 15. 
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Porter House and the Greene House were pictured in William Plymat's 

photographic essay, The Victorian Architecture of Iowa. D. Kent Sissel 

investigated the octagon house in his 1968 unpublished master's 

2 
thesis. William Dikis also studied the octagon house, the Porter and 

Greene Houses, as well as pioneer log homes, in his 1967 unpublished 

master's thesis. Several other authors discussed the pioneer cabins 

of Decorah, in particular the Egge Cabin. Those include Historic Mid

west Houses, The Diary of Elizabeth Koren, and "The Norse in Iowa to 

1870," an unpublished doctoral dissertation. 

Iowa, A Guide to the Hawkeye State and Iowa History Reference 

Guide included no reference to the nineteenth-century domestic archi

tecture of Decorah. 

A check of the indexes of Iowa historical periodicals at The 

State Historical Society revealed few articles making reference to 

William Plymat, The Victorian Architecture of Iowa (Des Moines: 
Elephant's Eye, Inc., 1976), pp. 13, 45. 

2 
Sissel, pp. 76-79. 

3 
William Melvin Dikis, "Iowa Architecture: An Historical Over

view and Guide to Certain Cities" (master's thesis, Iowa State Uni
versity of Science and Technology, 1967), p. 242. 

4 
John Drury, Historic Midwest Houses (Minneapolis: The University 

of Minnesota Press, 1947), pp. 125-126; David T. Nelson, trans, and ed., 
The Diary of Elizabeth Koren (Northfield, Minn.: Norwegian-American 
Historical Association, 1955), pp. 97-98; and H. Fred Swansen, "The 
Norse in Iowa to 1870" (Ph.D. dissertation, State University of Iowa, 
1936), p. 42. 

Federal Writers' Project, Iowa, A Guide to the Hawkeye State 
(New York: The Viking Press, 1938); and William J. Petersen, Iowa 
History Reference Guide (Iowa City: The State Historical Society of 
Iowa, 1952). 
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Decorah's homes. Annual indexes for the years following those cited 

also were consulted. 

The files of Professor Margaret N. Keyes, Department of Home 

Economics, The University of Iowa, produced information relevant to 

the investigation. Included in those files was the undergraduate 

study of nineteenth-century Decorah architecture by Dawn Eberle which 

2 
proved useful in the investigation. 

Summary of the Review of Literature 

The review of literature, while revealing some publications 

which documented and discussed Iowa's nineteenth-century domestic 

architecture, showed an absence of works concerning Decorah's 

nineteenth-century homes. The lack of publications indicated a need 

for conducting research in this area while Decorah's important 

nineteenth-century architectural assets remain intact. Those cul

turally valuable structures have made, and continue to make, an 

important and lasting contribution to Decorah's heritage and character. 

John Ely Briggs, ed., Cumulative Index to The Palimpsest, Vols. 
1-10 (1920-1929) (Iowa City: The State Historical Society of Iowa, 
1941); Ruth A. Gallagher, ed., Cumulative Index to The Palimpsest. 
Vols. 11-21 (1930-1940) (Iowa City: The State Historical Society of 
Iowa, 1942); Ruth A. Gallagher, ed., Iowa Journal of History and 
Politics Cumulative Index, Vols. 1-40 (1903-1942) (Iowa City: The 
State Historical Society of Iowa, 1944); Jacob Van der Zee, comp., 
Annals of Iowa Index (1963-1909), n.d., typescript. 

Dawn Eberle, "Nineteenth Century Architecture--Decorah, Iowa" 
(student research paper, The University of Iowa, 1966). 



11 

CHAPTER II 

A BRIEF HISTORY OF DECORAH 

The history of white inhabitants in the territory now known as 

Winneshiek County can be dated as early as June 2, 1840, when the 

United States Government began building, under the supervision of 

General E. V. Sumner, a fort for the military supervision and protec

tion of the Winnebago Indians from hostile and predatory tribes 

surrounding them. Fort Atkinson, named for General Henry Atkinson, 

a hero in the Black Hawk War, overlooked the site of the Winneshiek 

County village that now bears its name. A. R. Young, a soldier at 

the fort, remained in the area after the garrison was abandoned in 

1848 and thus can be considered the first white settler of Winneshiek 

County. The county was named for the ruling chief of the Winnebago 

Indians at the time the tribe was moved from Wisconsin to the Iowa 

reservation. 

June 10, 1849, is recorded as the date of the first permanent 

2 
white settlement on the site of the present-day city of Decorah. 

After a year of travel from Tazewell County, Virginia, nine members of 

w. E. Alexander, History of Winneshiek and Allamakee Counties, 
Iowa, 1882 (Sioux City, Iowa: Western Publishing Company, 1882; re
print ed., Decorah, Iowa: Moneek Press, 1972), p. 52. 

2 
Ibid., p. 142. 
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the William Day family arrived in the area that had until the previous 

year been a village of the Winnebago tribe. A hastily constructed 

shelter, sixteen feet square, served as temporary dwelling for the 

summer months while a permanent home for the Day family was under 

construction. It was described by an early county historian as follows: 

Before winter, however, a more commodious building was 
erected, the main part 20 x 25, with a wing attached. 
This was made of logs, shingled, lathed and plastered,— 
really, for its time, quite an imposing structure. This 
is the building known as the "old log house," . . .1 

A second family, that of William Painter, who were natives of 

Green County, Ohio, settled in the area soon after. In February 1851, 

a third family by the name of Morse selected the future site of 

Decorah as their home. This village was named for Waukon-Decorah, 

a prominent chief of the Winnebagos. In August and September of 

1852 Morse built the first frame building in the village. Reverend 

Ephraim Adams, a Congregational clergyman who became Decorah's first 

resident pastor in 1857, described the 1851-52 Decorah scene: 

Let us see what we have: Three log cabins, one hotel, 
a lawyer and two merchants, partners in trade; with 
other families that might be named, though the census 
would not be large; the water power beginning to be 
improved; regular preaching once a month by two different 
denominations; and a county seat with, of course, regular 
sessions of the county court.2 

Charles Sparks, History of Winneshiek County with Biographical 
Sketches of Its Eminent Men (Decorah, Iowa: J. A. Leonard, 1877), 
p. 88. 

2 
Edwin C. Bailey, Past and Present of Winneshiek County, Iowa, 

Vol. 1 (Chicago: The S. J. Clarke Publishing Company, 1913), p. 190. 
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Decorah did not legally exist until 1853 when the village was 

first surveyed and platted, the eastern half by William Day on 

August 17 and the western half by William Painter on September 7. 

The Morse family laid out and platted West Decorah, the land that lay 

2 
on the west side of the Upper Iowa River. That same year the first 

schoolhouse was built and the first teacher was Theodore W. Burdick. 

Decorah in 1854 was described again by Reverend Adams as ". . .a 

little village of fifteen to twenty buildings, counting hotels, 

3 
stores, stables, shops and buildings of all kinds." 

An act of the Iowa Legislature on January 15, 1851, established 

4 
Winneshiek County and appointed John L. Carson as organizing Sheriff. 

Under Carson's auspices, the county seat was to be chosen by a vote 

of the people. A federal census taken in 1850 showed the population 

of the area to be 570. Decorah and two other towns, Lewiston and 

Moneek, were chosen as polling places for the April 7, 1851, elec

tion. Previous to that date, requisite poll books had been dis

patched to the voting points. The poll book destined for Moneek 

somehow did not arrive in that town and, as a result, election returns 

from that area did not conform to legal requirements. In that elec

tion, which was to have its legality disputed for five years and its 

propriety questioned for many more, Decorah became the county seat of 

Winneshiek County. Organization of the county continued, and on 

1 2 3 
Ibid. "Picturesque Decorah," n.p. Ibid. 
4 5 
Alexander, p. 55. Ibid., p. 121. 
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August 4, 1851, the following were elected to serve as county 

officials: 

David Reed, County Judge 

George Bachel, Sheriff 
Francis Rogers, Supervisor 
John N. Kline, Supervisor 
Daniel Kuykendahl, Recorder and Treasurer 
E. W. Aldrich, Coroner! 

In 1856 a proposition was carried for a $6,000 county loan to 

build a county courthouse in Decorah, and by 1858 the new structure 

2 
was completed. This, in combination with the establishment by 

Congress in March 1855 of a United States Land Office for the Turkey 

River Land District, permanently established Decorah as the political 

3 
and commercial capital of Winneshiek County. 

On June 30, 1857, Decorah was incorporated as a village under 

state law, and E. E. Cooley was chosen president of the incorporated 

4 
government. The town was governed by a board of five aldermen 

elected from the village at large. When the 1860 Federal Census was 

taken, Decorah had grown to a population of 1,219. The 1870 Census 

showed a population of 2,110, sufficient to qualify Decorah as a city 

of "the second class." It was so incorporated in 1871 and was 

divided into four wards, each represented on a city council by two 

aldermen. The Census showed a population of 2,951 in 1880 and 3,777 

in 1900 with the addition of West Decorah which had been incorporated 

in 1879.7 

1Ibid.., p. 73. 2Ibid., p. 147. 3Ibid., p. 151. 

Ibid., p. 156. Ibid., p. 191. Ibid. Ibid. 
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Crucial in the development and growth of Winneshiek County and 

the city of Decorah was the large and permanent settlement of foreign-

born people. Of note was the English colony whose settlement began 

circa 1867. Most of the English immigrants were retired officers from 

the English army and East Indian service, sons of wealthy English 

gentlemen. Since few suitable occupations were open to these young 

men in England, they emigrated to become "proper" and moneyed gentle

men farmers. 

The most influential immigrants to the area were the Norwegians. 

Difficult economic conditions, religious and educational ferment, and 

affairs of state in their homeland were instrumental in the decision 

of many Northern Europeans to emigrate during the closing years of the 

eighteenth century and the larger part of the nineteenth century. 

The first immigration of Norwegians to Winneshiek County took place 

2 
on June 20, 1850. Twelve families moved from the Norse settlement in 

Dane and Racine Counties, Wisconsin, to Washington Prairie. Soon 

thereafter another group arrived from Rock County, Wisconsin, and 

3 
settled at Whiskey Grove. This was the beginning of the influx of 

Norwegians whose Winneshiek County population, which numbered 85 in 

1850, increased to 1,451 by 1856. Winneshiek County and Decorah 

assumed the most prominent place in the settlement of Iowa by the 

Norse. 

1Alexander, p. 121; H. Fred Swansen, "The Norse in Iowa to 1870" 
(Ph.D. dissertation, State University of Iowa, 1936), p. 17. 

2Swansen, p. 28. Ibid. Ibid., p. 31. 



16 

Typical of the early pioneer homes in the Winneshiek County 

Norwegian colony was the Egge cabin, built in 1851-52. During the 

winter of 1853-54, the cabin became the first Norwegian Lutheran 

parsonage west of the Mississippi River when Reverend Vilhelm Koren 

and his wife Elizabeth lived with the Egge family after a long journey 

2 
from Norway to minister to the new immigrants. The cabin was 

described by a chronicler of nineteenth-century Norwegian settlements 

in Iowa as follows: 

. . . [it] was fourteen by sixteen feet in size. Openings 
between the logs were filled with slabs of wood and 
sealed against the elements with mortar of clay and mud. 
The floor was covered with rough boards; the roof with 
clapboards. 

The interior was divided by a curtain into two rooms. 
In one of these were two beds which were equipped with 
rope "springs" and straw ticks. These stood along one 
wall and were separated by another curtain. The remain
ing space served as kitchen, dining room, and parlor. 
Windows, adorned with white curtains, were at opposite 
ends of this part, one facing north, the other, south. 
The entrance was also on the south side. . . . A steep 
staircase behind the entrance led to the loft which pro
vided room for storage and additional sleeping quarters. 

The cabin is currently part of the exhibit at the Norwegian-American 

Museum, Decorah. 

Closely associated with the history of Norwegian immigrants to 

Winneshiek County and Decorah was the founding of Luther College. The 

College was established in 1859-60 and opened in a vacant parsonage 

near LaCrosse, Wisconsin, with the expressed purpose of providing a 

Christian education for young men who would later receive theological 

"**Ibid., p. 42. ^Ibid., pp. 42-43. ^Bailey, 1:134. 
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training and become pastors in the Lutheran Church. In 1862 the 

Norwegian Lutheran Synod of North America transferred the College 

to Decorah, where its permanent home was established on a beautiful 

thirty-two-acre site on the northwestern border of the city, which 

had been chosen for the College by Reverend Vilhelm Koren. Under 

the guidance and leadership of its first president, Laur Larsen (1861-

1902), Luther College eventually grew into an independent liberal arts 

college that culturally and intellectually enriched the lives of the 

citizens of the area, in addition to fostering the city's ethnic 

character and pride. The College continues to influence all facets 

of Decorah's community life. 
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CHAPTER III 

ARCHITECTURAL STYLES OF NINETEENTH-CENTURY 
HOUSES OF DECORAH 

A visual perusal of Decorah by automobile revealed a wealth of 

architectural styles. These styles conformed closely to Professor 

Margaret N. Keyes' research of Iowa City homes. Thus, styles of 

nineteenth-century Decorah homes have been subdivided into the same 

categories that Keyes used in order to discuss their stylistic charac

teristics. Those styles are: Gothic Revival, Anglo-Italian, Franco-

American, and Neo-Jacobean. 

The photographs from "Picturesque Decorah" served as visual 

evidence for forty Decorah homes as they appeared in 1899. These 

photographs provided a basis for describing architectural character

istics and changes that time has wrought by 1982. Contemporary 

photographs have been included for the purpose of comparison. 

Each house has been identified by the original owner/builder and 

building date whenever possible. Winneshiek County legal records 

generally identified original owner/builders and, in some instances, 

building dates. Otherwise, dates were assumed from legal descrip

tions or by comparison with another house where building date had 

been established with certainty. 

Outstanding architectural features or elements of a specific 

style have been identified. When a feature or element no longer 
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exists, the past tense has been used in the description. If the 

element exists in 1982, the present tense applies. 

Influences of homes in Midwestern states to the east of Iowa and 

in older and larger Iowa cities can be detected in many nineteenth-

century Decorah homes. This influence can be traced to two main 

sources: the endeavor of many settlers to build familiar styles of 

architecture or "remembered forms" as soon as economic status per

mitted, and the availability of popular nineteenth-century builders' 

handbooks and architectural guides. 

It was established early in the process of data collection 

through an interview with Dr. Marion Nelson and a search through 

Iowa historical publications that few Norwegian architectural tradi

tions existed in Decorah after circa 1860. However, log cabin 

pioneer homes of Norwegian Immigrants provide a fine example of 

direct transfer of Norwegian culture to the Midwest. Several of 

these homes are preserved on the grounds of the Norwegian-American 

Museum in Decorah. 

Houses of the Gothic Revival Style 

Instrumental in promoting the growth and development of the 

Gothic Revival style in the United States were the romantics, part of 

a movement that was influential in the late eighteenth and early 

Interview, Dr. Marion Nelson, Professor of Art History, 
University of Minnesota, and Director of the Norwegian-American 
Museum, Decorah, 17 February 1981. 
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nineteenth centuries. To their minds, medieval Christian structures 

were ideal examples of ecclesiastical architecture. The style, which 

was never as popular here as in England, was, nevertheless, frequently 

used for churches, other religious buildings and schools. 

The style was first used in American domestic architecture in 

1799 when Benjamin Henry Latrobe built Sedgeley near Philadelphia. 

The style was popularized thereafter by the writings of Andrew Jackson 

Downing, landscape architect and designer of rural cottages. Also 

influential were the plans and designs of Alexander Jackson Davis, a 

2 
prolific architect. The style, which reached Iowa in the 1850s and 

was frequently used in the 1860s and 1870s, also gained wide accep

tance with the invention of the jigsaw which permitted inexpensive 

and fast production of Gothic details. In addition, the accessibility 

of wood allowed those who could not otherwise afford elaborately 

carved and decorated stone houses to build "Carpenter Gothic" homes. 

General characteristics of the style included asymmetrical plans 

and facades, picturesque and irregular massing, and steeply pitched 

gable roofs often with lacelike bargeboards. Other decorative fea

tures included jigsaw-cut brackets, spandrels and balusters. Roof 

crestings, pendants and finials, foliated ornaments, tracery and 

Andrew Jackson Downing, The Architecture of Country Houses 
(New York: D. Appleton and Company, 1850; reprint ed., New York: 
Dover Publications, Inc., 1969); and Cottage Residences (New York: 
John Wiley, 1853). 

2 
Alexander Jackson Davis, Rural Residences (New York: to be had 

of the architect at the New York University, and of booksellers 
generally throughout the United States, [1837?]). 
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leaded stained glass were other ornamental characteristics of the 

style. 

Wall openings were typically long and narrow and had pointed 

headings. Bay and oriel windows were frequently used. Towers, 

verandas, turrets, porte-cocheres, conservatories, and clustered 

ornamental chimneys were often added. 

In the following discussion seven houses of the Gothic Revival 

style in Decorah are included. 

Mrs. J. M. Greene Residence 

The current residence of Mr. and Mrs. Edward E. Nugent, 503 West 

Broadway, was constructed in 1863 by Dr. John M. Greene. Dr. A. F. 

Barfoot acquired the property in 1906 and it remained in the Barfoot 

2 
family until it was sold to the Nugents in 1945. Dorothy Barfoot, 

daughter of Dr. Barfoot, told of being present when a secret, con

cealed room was discovered circa 1915 in the basement on the west side 

of the house. The room, plastered and painted a dark brown, was 

thought to have been built into the house by Dr. Greene, a Quaker, for 

3 
use as a station for slaves escaping to Canada. 

"Transcript of Cassette Tape Recording of Interview with 
Ms. Dorothy Barfoot in August 8, 1974, in the Living Room of Mrs. Lu
cille Price" (Typewritten), Luther College Library, n.p.; Vera B. 
Harris, "People and Old Houses in Decorah," Decorah Public Library, 
n.p.; Winneshiek County Assessor's Book, 1863, n.p.; Winneshiek County 
Assessor's Book, 1865, n.p. 

2 
Transfer of Lots Winneshiek County, Book D, p. 75; Transfer of 

Lots Winneshiek County, Book G, p. 63. 

3 
Barfoot, n.p.; Harris, n.p. 



22 

1899 

1982 

Plate 1. Mrs. J. M. Greene Residence. 
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The one-and-one-half story painted brick house utilizes more 

characteristics of the Gothic Revival style than any other house in 

Decorah. These include the original cruciform plan, the use of many 

steeply pitched gable forms with bargeboards, and numerous other 

decorative details. 

The windows, which were shuttered on the second story, include 

single and paired double-hung and larged fixed panes with fixed tran

soms of leaded glass. Most have flush stone lintels and slightly 

projecting stone sills. The doors also have stone lintels. 

The delicate lacelike bargeboards at the gable ends and the 

elaborate crestings on the roof ridges are outstanding decorative 

features of the house. The design of the bargeboards on the main 

gables differs from those on the dormers. Above the apex of each 

gable is an acroterion with a flame-like finial complemented by a 

pendant with large sphere. The acroterion and pendant were combined 

as one form at the end of each eave. The finials and pendants at the 

lower ends of the bargeboards have been removed. The two tall orna

mental chimneys have been simplified. 

The front porch which spans the street facade and continues to 

the left side of the house has an elaborate balustrade with goose

neck railing below which is found lattice work. The slender turned 

columns have fan-shaped brackets under a band of turned wood spindles 

which form a frieze. Giving visual support to the porch roof are 

pierced jigsaw brackets. Above the main entrance to the front porch 

is a very intricate pierced pediment which is set at an oblique 
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angle in the corner of the porch. Many of the same decorative features 

reappear on the rear porch. 

Dr. F. W. Daubney Residence 

Located at 210 West Main Street, the F. W. Daubney residence is 

the one-and-one-half-story brick house (now covered with contemporary 

siding) now belonging to Austin and Alta M. Nelson. No building date 

can be determined for the house although it may predate 1856 since a 

9 

building appeared on that property on a local map of that date. How

ever, the brickwork of the windows and the cut shingles of the gables 

were features which may date the house to circa 1889 when there was an 

3 
increase in property value and an ownership change. Dr. Daubney, who 

acquired the house in 1889, came to Decorah in 1883, soon after 

4 
receiving his medical degree from The State University of Iowa. 

The roof of the house combined gabled forms with elaborate crest-

ings along the ridges, finials at the peaks and pierced gable orna

ments. The decorative features have all been removed. Two chimneys 

with decorative caps rose above the main roof ridge. 

The porch which spans the asymmetrical street facade has two 

pediments, one over each of the two front entrances. The pediments 

Transfer of Lots Winneshiek County, Book G, p. 31. 

2 
H. Averill, Map of Decorah The County Seat of Winneshiek 

County, Iowa (n.p., 1856). 

3 
Winneshiek County Assessor's Book, 1889, p. 18; Transfer of Lots 

Winneshiek County, Book D, p. 40. 

4 
"Red Book Notes," The Decorah Journal, 29 November 1979, p. 2. 
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1899 

1982 

Plate 2. Dr. F. W. Daubney Residence. 
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were faced with cut wood shingles. Decorative details of the porch 

included a frieze with turned spindles and x-shaped designs, and an 

elaborate balustrade with goose-neck railing with sawn cut-work below 

and pointed, vase-shaped finials on the main posts. 

The windows in the house had segmental-arched brick architraves. 

These have been changed. 

J. W. Daubney Residence 

Built in 1876, the brick house at 912 Maiden Lane and owned by 

Leo B. Bruening became the home of restaurateur J. W. Daubney in 1889. 

Gothic Revival characteristics utilized in the house include the asym

metrical plan, the porch set into the angle formed in the plan, the 

steeply pitched gable roof and the long, narrow window openings. The 

sash-type windows have arched lintels with shutters used at either 

side of the street facade windows. The doors also have segmental 

arches. 

The roof of the entrance porch is supported by slender square 

piers which have brackets lengthened to form flattened arches over 

porch openings. On the roof of the porch was a balustrade with 

pointed finials topping the posts. The balustrade had no function 

other than a decorative one since there was no access to the roof 

from the second floor of the house. This feature has been removed. 

Winneshiek County Assessor's Book, 1875, n.p.; Winneshiek County 
Assessor's Book, 1877, n.p.; Transfer of Lots Winneshiek County, Book 
D, p. 289; Transfer of Lots Winneshiek County, Book G, p. 282; City 
Directory 1896 Decorah, Iowa (n.p.; National Census Company, Pub
lishers, 1896), n.p. 
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1899 

1982 

Plate 3. J. W. Daubney Residence. 
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The basic form of the porch has been changed from an L-shape to a 

rectangular form. 

Two chimneys, one on each roof ridge, had decorative caps. One 

chimney has been removed and the other simplified in recent repairing. 

Ed Hovden Residence 

The Ed Hovden residence, 609 East Water Street, was probably built 

1 2 

in 1868. It is currently owned by Clarence 0. and Arlene A. Moen. 

The one-and-one-half story brick house with an asymmetrical plan 

is now stuccoed. The window openings vary from floor to floor. Those 

on the first story have segmental-arched headings while those on the 

second floor are round-arched. Both are of the sash type and have two 

over two lights. Shutters were used at either side. 

The front porch, which has been shortened in remodeling, featured 

a lacelike bargeboard, typical of the Gothic Revival style. This 

decorative feature has been removed. 

Two tall chimneys originally rose above the roof, one at the 

crossing of the gables and the other to its right. Both had very 

decorative caps. 

Mrs. G. R. Willett Residence 

The structure which was once the home of Judge and Mrs. G. R. 

Willett is today non-extant. A building date cannot be determined 

Winneshiek County Assessor's Book, 1867, n.p.; Winneshiek County 
Assessor's Book, 1869, n.p. 

2 
Transfer of Lots Winneshiek County, Book G, p. 105. 
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1899 

1981 

Plate 4. Ed Hovden Residence. 
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1899 

Plate 5. Mrs. G. R. Willett Residence. 
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for this house, which stood on Lot 13 of SW,SE,16-98-8 of the original 

survey. A building appeared to be on that property on an 1856 map of 

Decorah, while legal documents indicated a major increase in the value 

of the property between 1877 and 1879. 

Outstanding Gothic Revival features of the one-and-one-half story 

brick house were the long, narrow paired windows on the second-floor 

street facade that were triangular-shaped at the top. Corbeled brick 

architraves repeated the pointed form of these paired windows and the 

segmental-arched form of other windows. A bay window projected from 

the left side of the house. 

The front porch had slender turned columns with scrolled capitals 

and pierced brackets that were lengthened enough to give the impression 

of flat arches over porch openings. The flat porch roof was visually 

supported by another set of brackets. While the house lacked the 

decorative bargeboards so frequently associated with domestic archi

tecture of this period, the perforated ornaments in the apex of each 

gable added decorative interest to the exterior. 

Dr. E. Cartwright Residence 

Lots 4 and 5 of Averill's Addition marked the building site of 

the Dr. E. Cartwright residence. The Vernon Street home, which is 

today non-extant, was probably constructed in 1868-69 when there was 

2 
a significant rise in property value. Cartwright, a physician, 

a. Averill, Map of Decorah; Winneshiek County Assessor's Book, 
1877, n.p.; Winneshiek County Assessor's Book, 1879, n.p. 

Winneshiek County Assessor's Book, 1867, n.p.; Winneshiek 
County Assessor's Book, 1869, n.p. 
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Plate 6. Dr. E. Cartwright Residence. 

32 



33 

purchased the property in 1874. The structure was razed to make room 

for a school on property which the Independent School District 

2 
acquired in 1922. 

Because foliage obscured the house in the 1899 photograph, only 

a few details can be discerned. The gable roof was steeply pitched 

and featured a lacelike bargeboard and a finial at the peak of the 

gable. Both characteristics are typical of the Gothic Revival style. 

Fenestration on the street facade employed a pair of round-arched 

windows on the upper story and segmental-arched windows with project

ing brick architraves on the first floor. 

Henry Potratz Residence 

No mention of Henry Potratz can be found in late nineteenth-

century legal documents of Winneshiek County and the location and 

building date of his residence thus cannot be determined. 

The modest L-shaped frame house can be identified with the Gothic 

Revival by virtue of the decorative vine-like bargeboards on the 

facade gable. Otherwise, the low, broad proportions, the wide angle 

of the gable, and the small upper window all indicate that this house 

was a survival of the Colonial-Greek Revival tradition. The triangular 

lintels also suggest the classic tradition as does their balanced 

placement in the end wall of the main block. 

Transfer of Lots Winneshiek County, Book D, p. 450. 

2Ibid. 
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Plate 7. Henry Potratz Residence. 
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Two panels of lattice-work added decorative interest to the front 

door, which appears to have been set in a wall of the one-story wing 

at the left side of the house. This side structure originally may 

have been a porch that was enclosed and clapboarded, perhaps at the 

same time the bargeboards were added. 

Because of the obstruction by foliage in the 1899 photograph, 

other features cannot be seen and discussed. 

Houses of the Anglo-Italian Style 

Drawing upon the architecture of Italy for inspiration, the 

Anglo-Italian style in the United States developed in the mid-

nineteenth century. Known variously as Italian Villa, Italianate, 

American Bracketed Villa, Tuscan Villa, Lombard, Round, or even the 

American Style, Anglo-Italian designs were advocated and popularized 

in the writings of leading theorists and tastemakers of the time, 

including Alexander Jackson Davis, Andrew Jackson Downing and 

Richard Upjohn. 

General characteristics of the Anglo-Italian style which were 

used in varying combinations, usually on square or rectangular struc

tures, included low-pitched hipped roofs with overhanging eaves sup

ported by large, decorative single or coupled brackets; square towers 

often one story taller than the house; prominent verandas, frequently 

Davis; Downing, The Architecture of Country Houses, and A 
Treatise of the Theory and Practice of Landscape Gardening Adapted to 
North America (New York: A. O. Moore, 1858); Richard Upjohn, Upjohn's 
Rural Architecture (New York: George P. Putnam, 1852). 
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arcaded, which often wrapped around several sides of the house; hooded 

and balustraded balconies; corner quoins; cupolas, observatories, 

widow's walks or belvederes. Fenestration of the houses usually 

employed tall single and paired round-arched windows with caps or 

hoods. Bay windows were also popularly used. 

Eight Decorah homes of the Anglo-Italian style have been included 

in the following discussion. 

R. F. Gibson Residence 

The Robert F. Gibson residence at 501 West Broadway is one of 

Decorah's oldest structures. Alonzo and Eliza Bradish erected a two-

room structure in 1863 on land that once was United States school 

property. The builder apparently was Deacon Francis, an early day 

2 
promoter. The house has been remodeled several times. A large 

increase in the value of the property in 1870-71 indicates that the 

original two-room structure probably was enlarged at that time to its 

3 
1899 appearance. The square brick house which was laid in a running 

4 
bond pattern was stuccoed in 1926. The home is currently owned by 

T. R. and Helen L. Anderson. 

Transfer of Lots Winneshiek County, Book D, p. 75; Interview, 
Lucille Price, 3 March 1982; Vera B. Harris, "People and Old Houses in 
Decorah," Decorah Public Library, n.p. 

2 
Harris. 
3 
Winneshiek County Assessor's Book, 1869, n.p.; Winneshiek County 

Assessor's Book, 1871, n.p. 

4 
Interview, Lucille Price. 

Transfer of Lots Winneshiek County, Book J, p. 55. 
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1899 

1982 

Plate 8. R. F. Gibson Residence. 
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An outstanding Anglo-Italian feature of the house was the low-

pitched hipped roof with overhanging eaves supported by coupled 

brackets. The brackets were superimposed over a plain cornice board 

with an ornamental brick treatment below. Chimneys with ornamental 

caps have been removed. 

The tall windows had pressed tin hoods and stone sills. While 

it cannot be discerned from the 1899 photograph whether the original 

entrance had a fanlight above the door, this would not have been 

unusual for this era. The present pedimented entrance is an obvious 

remodeling. The house has a projecting two-story section at the left 

and a one-and-one-half-story wing at the rear. 

J. H. Mackenstadt Residence 

The residence at 302 Fifth Avenue in West Decorah was built circa 

1874 according to Darrell Henning, Curator of Decorah's Norwegian-

American Museum. His parents, Bert and Elsie Henning, owned the 

2 
house from 1940-1972. The house is presently owned by Christina and 

3 
William Moorcroft. J. H. Mackenstadt, who bought the property in 

1876, was a tailor and used what is now the kitchen as his tailor 

4 
shop. The house, which was built in two parts, has a double thick 

wall where the two sections of the structure are joined. 

Interview, Darrell D. Henning, 2 March 1982. 

2 
Transfer of Lots Winneshiek County, Book E, p. 3. 

3 
Transfer of Lots Winneshiek County, Book H, p. 1. 

Transfer of Lots Winneshiek County, Book E, p. 2; interview, 
Darrell Henning. 

Interview, Darrell Henning. 
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1899 

1982 

Plate 9. J. H. Mackenstadt Residence. 
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The original square building, which is constructed of brick in a 

running bond pattern, has a wing at the rear and a new addition on the 

left (west) side of the house. Anglo-Italian characteristics of the 

home include a hipped roof with wide overhang and louvered rectangular 

cupola, and tall sash-type windows with six over six lights that have 

projecting segmental arches. The windows have stone sills and were 

shuttered. A bay window on the first floor may be found on the 

right side of the house. The main cornice is plain and unbracketed. 

Also typical of the style was a veranda which spanned the street 

facade. The roof of the porch was supported by slender square posts 

with brackets flattened to give the impression of an arcade. A 

segmental arch above the doorway features a fanlight. A porch behind 

the bay window has been enclosed. 

E. I. Weiser Residence 

No exact building date can be determined for the E. I. Weiser 

residence at 314 West Main Street. The property was valued at $1,400 

in 1867, indicating that the home existed at that time. No evidence 

of a structure on that property can be found on an 1856 map of 

2 
Decorah. The stuccoed house which exists on the property today was 

built around walls which remained after fire destroyed the original 

3 4 
home circa 1917. The property is owned by Grant Woldum. 

Winneshiek County Assessor's Book, 1867, n.p. 

2 
Averill. 

3 
Interview, Mr. and Mrs. Grant Woldum, 27 August 1982. 

4 
Transfer of Lots Winneshiek County, Book D, p. 36. 
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1899 

1982 

Plate 10. E. I. Weiser Residence. 
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The two-story square house was constructed of brick in a running 

bond pattern. The low-pitched hipped roof had a wide overhang with 

plain, unbracketed cornice. The shuttered windows had stone sills and 

broad stone lintels. A large one-story bay window was found on the 

right side of the house. 

A veranda which spanned most of the street facade featured a 

balustrade which was divided into two registers. Turned spindles 

were used in the upper portion and the lower half had panels with 

pierced circular designs. Ball finials were found on the terminal 

balusters. Similar finials were found on the corner posts of the 

balcony balustrade. The roof of the veranda was supported by 

slender square posts with decorative pierced brackets. 

H. J. Green Residence 

The Harry J. Green residence, 502 Winnebago Street, was 

probably constructed in 1878. Green, a highly regarded, public-

minded citizen of early Decorah, was owner and editor of The Decorah 

Public Opinion and, upon the death of Mayor F. W. Daubney in 1912, was 

2 
elected mayor of Decorah. The house is currently owned by Olavus 

Holm. 

The square brick structure, which is now covered with stucco, has 

a low-pitched, truncated hipped roof and an unbracketed plain cornice. 

Winneshiek County Assessor's Book, 1877, n.p.; Winneshiek 
County Assessor's Book, 1879, n.p. 

2Bailey, 2:16ff. 

3 
Transfer of Lots Winneshiek County, Book G, p. 346. 
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1899 

1981 

Plate 11. H. J. Green Residence. 
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Anglo-Italian features included the tall windows with pressed tin 

hoods, a first-story bay window on the right side of the house, and 

an entrance porch with pierced balustrade and slender turned columns 

with decorative capitals under a frieze of turned spindles. An 

enclosed porch now spans the street facade, the window hoods have 

been covered by stucco, and the bay window has been removed. No 

fenestration is found on either side of the house at the second-story 

level. 

E. S. Gjellum Residence 

No building date can be determined for the residence at 

407 Montgomery Street although it probably predates 1886 since a 

structure appeared on that property on a Decorah map of that date. 

Erick S. Gjellum, who purchased the property in 1889, was an editor 

2 
on The Decorah Posten. The home is currently owned by Kristina J. 

3 
and Barry R. Kamm. 

The large square frame house with hipped roof had its overhanging 

eaves supported by coupled brackets. Also featured on the roof were 

a small widow's walk and decorative chimneys. These have been removed. 

The sash-type windows with two over two lights are simply framed. 

An outstanding Anglo-Italian characteristic of the building was 

the veranda which spans the street facade and continues on the right 

George E. Warner and C. M. Foote, Plat Book of Winneshiek County, 
Iowa (Minneapolis: Warner & Foote, 1886), pp. 16-17. 

2 
Transfer of Lots Winneshiek County, Book D, p. 470; City Direc

tory 1896 Decorah, Iowa, n.p. 

Transfer of Lots Winneshiek County, Book J. p. 473. 
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1899 

1982 

Plate 12. E. S. Gjellum Residence. 
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side and across the facade of the rear one-story wing. Decorative 

features included slender pillars with lacelike brackets which were 

flattened enough to give the appearance of an arcade. An elaborately 

pierced balustrade on the porch roof formed a deck. The balustrade 

had no function other than a decorative one since there was no access 

to the deck from the second floor of the house. The decorative per

forated grill in the area below the porch floor remains intact. 

A. Bernatz Residence 

The Anthony Bernatz residence at 306 Decorah Avenue is an 

example of a square frame house with Anglo-Italian features. Bernatz, 

who was identified as having milling interests in Decorah, started in 

business with his father, then joined his brother and eventually 

founded the firm A. Bernatz & Sons, which operated two flour mills. 

The Bernatz home, which is surfaced with weatherboarding, was 

described by an early county historian as ". . .a handsome, modern 

residence . . . which stands in the center of ten city lots or one 

2 
block." No building date can be determined for the house, which is 

currently owned by Mabel White. It probably predates 1886 since a 

3 
structure appeared on that property on a local 1886 map. The 

property value in 1877 was high enough to indicate that a structure 

4 
probably existed there that early. 

^Bailey, 2:118ff. ^Ibid., p. 123. 

3 
Warner and Foote, pp. 16-17. 

Winneshiek County Assessor's Book, 1877, n.p. 
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1899 

1981 

Plate 13. A. Bernatz Residence. 
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The house remains virtually unchanged except for the enclosed 

porch which spans the street facade and continues back on the right 

(east) side of the house to the projecting rear wing. A balustrade 

on the veranda roof has been removed. Another two-story wing now 

projects from the rear (north) side of the house. 

The low-pitched, truncated, hipped roof has a wide overhang. 

The tall windows, segmental-arched on the street facade, have pedi-

mented dog-eared cornices. The front door also has a pedimented 

frame and features two separate panes of glass in the fanlight. 

E. W. Hoyt Residence 

An interpretation of the Anglo-Italian style in a frame house is 

the Olson-Fjelstul Funeral Home at 306 West Main Street. The build

ing, which is owned by Kathryn B. Olson, was probably built in 1878.1 

The house, which has changed very little from its 1899 appearance, 

has a two-story main section with a two-story wing to the right (east) 

side. A one-and-one-half-story section is placed into the angle of 

the plan. An original veranda, which has been altered, began at the 

front entrance and continued around the one-and-one-half-story section. 

Its decorative features included a balustrade of turned spindles. 

Because of the addition of a lean-to wing and an insert within the 

porch area on the right front corner of the house, the present porch 

spans only the facade. The overhang on the hipped roof is supported 

by coupled brackets superimposed over a plain cornice. 

Transfer of Lots Winneshiek County, Book D, p. 36; Winneshiek 
County Assessor's Book, 1877, n.p.; Winneshiek County Assessor's 
Book, 1879, n.p. 
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1899 

1982 

Plate 14. E. W. Hoyt Residence. 
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The fenestration of the house is varied. The two-story bay 

window is an outstanding feature of the facade. Framed panels form 

geometric designs in the bay. The center window in the upper story 

has an interesting pedimented wood frame with a keystone and raised 

half-rosette design. Other double-hung sash windows in the house 

have elaborate segmental-arched dog-eared cornices that have incised 

keystones and slightly projecting incised squares below the bottom 

corners. Some windows are simply framed and others have pedimented 

architraves. Two fixed windows on the right side of the one-and-one-

half -story section have leaded stained glass in the upper pane. 

J. J. Marsh Residence 

No longer standing is the J. J. Marsh house, 508 Fifth Avenue. 

No building date can be determined for the residence, although a 

structure appeared on that property on an 1886 map of Decorah. The 

property was valued at $2,750 as early as 1877, indicating that a 

2 
building of some importance existed there. An early Winneshiek 

County historian described J. J. Marsh as a prominent businessman who 

dealt extensively in agricultural machinery. His home was described 

3 

as elegant. 

Decorative details of the Anglo-Italian style which were visible 

on the frame house included a shallow hipped roof with bracketed 

Warner and Foote, pp. 16-17. 

2 
Winneshiek County Assessor's Book, 1877, n.p. 

3 
Alexander, p. 172. 
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Plate 15. J. J. Marsh Residence. 
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overhang, a cornice pierced at intervals by small rectangular windows, 

a widow's walk with delicate metal balustrade and bay windows on the 

street facade and right side of the first story. Other fenestration 

of the house employed double-hung sash windows whose frames featured 

decorative lintels. 

The front porch, which had slender columns with decorative capi

tals and a balustrade of turned spindles, began at the front entrance 

and continued back to the right and across the set-back portion of 

the street facade. A deck on the roof of the veranda featured a 

balustrade of turned spindles with round finials on the main posts. 

A rectangular transom was found above the front double doors. 

A House of the Franco-American Style 

The Franco-American style, known also as the Second Empire 

style, was popular from 1860-1880 with the height of fashionability 

circa 1870. The source of the architecture of this style lay in the 

buildings which Napoleon III (1852-1870) constructed to transform and 

modernize Paris into a beautiful, fashionable, grand city. Those 

buildings had derived their forms and decorative details from 

seventeenth-century Baroque architecture, notably the work of Francois 

Mansart who developed the mansard roof. That distinctive double-

sloped roof, which can be either straight, concave, convex or s-shaped, 

became the distinguishing characteristic of the Franco-American style. 

The style was frequently employed in civic and commercial buildings 

but is also associated with domestic architecture. 
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Primary characteristics of the style include the mansard roof, 

which is almost always cut by dormer windows to provide light in the 

additional usable floor created by the form, deep cornices supported 

by brackets, and prominent projecting and receding surfaces. Decora

tive features employed included roof crestings, tall chimneys with 

ornamental caps, corner quoins, and classical pediments and moldings. 

Tall first- and second-story windows, frequently paired, were many 

times flanked by columns or pilasters. Porches often spanned the 

facade and frequently extended around to one side of the house. 

One house of the Franco-American style in Decorah is included 

in the following discussion. 

C. J. Weiser Residence 

The Franco-American mansion built in 1872-73 at the corner of 

Broadway and Grove Street by Horace S. Weiser is today non-extant. 

Constructed with imported materials and workmen for approximately 

$10,000, the home was occupied by the Weiser family, owners of the 

2 
Winneshiek County Bank, until the bank failed in 1932. At that time 

it was sold for $15,000 to the Decorah College for Women for use as a 

3 
dormitory, administration building and President's home. Indicative 

of the style of living to which the Weisers were accustomed while they 

occupied the home is a bill of sale listing items sold to the College 

for one dollar along with the house. Included on the list is a French 

"'"Alexander, p. 154. Interview, Lucille Price, 27 August 1981. 

3Information in file entitled "Decorah College for Women Papers 
1929-1937," Luther College Library, Decorah, Iowa. 
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dinner set with eighteen-piece place settings, a French china plum 

pudding set, an 1876 plated tea set, drawing room pictures and several 

Oriental rugs. 

The brick house was two-and-one-half stories high, had a sym

metrical facade and employed a central projecting pavilion which 

extended above the roofline to form a tower. The mansard roof, the 

distinguishing feature of the residence, had a concave slope and was 

cut by pedimented dormers with round-arched windows. The wide cor

nice below the overhang was decorated by heavy coupled brackets. The 

roof of both the main section and the towered pavilion was topped by a 

delicate iron cresting. 

The tall windows on the first and second stories were headed by 

bracketed cornices with the exception of the front pavilion windows 

which had projecting triangular pediments. A low balustrade on the 

roof of the projecting bracketed hood over the front doors formed a 

balcony on the second story of the pavilion. A second-story deck was 

placed on the roof of the veranda which extended along the entire right 

side of the house. 

Houses of the Neo-Jacobean Style 

The Neo-Jacobean style, which became popular in Decorah in the 

1880s and 1890s, was developed in England largely under the influence 

of Richard Norman Shaw (1831-1912). Known also as Queen Anne, the 

style was basically a revival combining medieval, Tudor and Jacobean 

1Ibid. 
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characteristics and using rural English houses as models. Combining 

freedom, individual expression and a picturesque quality, the Neo-

Jacobean was essentially a residential style. 

Characteristics of the style included asymmetrical and informal 

plan and massing; complex interesting rooflines which combined 

gabled, hipped, jerkin-head and pent forms with dormers and gables; 

projecting wings and bays, towers and turrets; and elaborate and 

large chimneys. Exterior wall surfaces combined contrasting materials, 

textures, patterns and colors: clapboard, a pseudo half-timber tech

nique, and cut wood shingles often used with brick and stone. 

2 
Verandas or porches with balustrades and soffit grills often spanned 

the facades of houses and continued back on either side. Decorative 

features of the style included pierced gable ornaments, finials and 

roof crestings. 

Many homes of the Neo-Jacobean style were built in Decorah. 

Twenty-four were featured in "Picturesque Decorah" and are included 

in the following discussion. 

The pseudo half-timber technique, sometimes termed paneling or 
banding, refers to horizontal, vertical and, oftentimes, diagonal 
boards that divide exterior walls into panels, suggesting half-timber 
construction. 

2 
The term "soffit grille" was used by Keyes, p. 233, and Wilbur 

D. Peat, Indiana Houses of the Nineteenth Century (Indianapolis: 
Indiana Historical Society, 1962), p. 152. Current dictionaries indi
cate that the word "grille" can be used with or without an "e" ending. 
Modern usage appears to prefer "grill." 
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A. C. Baker Residence - Prospect Place 

Located high on a hill on a fourteen-acre site overlooking the 

city of Decorah is the A. C. Baker residence, an elaborate house of 

the Neo-Jacobean style. Baker, originally a New Yorker of English 

descent, built the house for his five children in 1897 for $40,000.1 

He traveled daily from his homestead near Castalia, Iowa, to "Pros-

pect Place" to supervise work. A local newspaper article of the 

time described building progress on the Baker mansion: 

Those who are watching the nice improvements about the 
city will find south Decorah leading all other quarters. 
The basements of the Holway and Baker (A. C.) homes are 
done, and indicate how mansion-like these residents 
[sic] will be when completed. They will be as modern 
as good taste, skill and liberal expenditures of money 
can make them, that of Mr. Baker especially. It will 
be a dwelling that will adorn one of the best sites in 
the city.^ 

The foundation of the house, which rises high to the level of the 

floor of the second story, has walls of red granite which are twenty-

six inches deep. The granite was shipped to Decorah by rail from 

4 
South Dakota. A polished granite slab to the left of the front door 

is inscribed, "A. C. Baker 1897." The upper stories of the house are 

brick in a running bond pattern. 

An outstanding Neo-Jacobean feature of the home is the three-

story round tower with a cone-shaped roof which terminates in a 

cast-iron finial. Colorful shingles in diamond patterns decorate 

Interview, Caroline Weis, 5 March 1982; Tax List City of 
Decorah, 1898, p. 7. 

2Ibid. 3The Decorah Republican, 13 May 1897, p. 4. 

4 
Interview, Caroline Weis. 
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the roof of the tower which is supported by Doric columns in the open 

area on the third story. The main hipped roof, cut by dormers, fea

tures apex finials at peripheral points. The gabled dormers are faced 

by shingles which repeat the diamond pattern from the tower roof. 

The broad cornice area incorporates brackets under the eaves and 

three rows of lighter colored brick. The lighter bricks also form a 

stringcourse encircling the building above the tops of the second-

story windows, all of which are framed by the same bricks. 

Window-openings in the house vary from the double-hung of various 

widths with lintels of dressed stone to large fixed vertical rec

tangles with upper panes of leaded stained glass. On the right (west) 

side of the house a fanlight with small square panes is featured above 

paired double-hung windows with elaborate leaded stained glass pat

terns. 

The porch, which extends across the facade and back on the left 

(east) side of the house, has a balustrade of turned spindles and 

coupled and tripled Ionic columns which support the roof. A pediment 

above the entrance is decorated with an applied "B" and elaborate 

scrolling patterns. 

Although this survey is limited to exteriors, mention should be 

made of the interior woodwork, which shows the same exceptional 

craftsmanship as the exterior. Seven different kinds of wood are 

used: cherry, red birch, sycamore, white oak, maple, pine and cedar. 

The house is currently owned by James and Caroline Weis. 

1Ibid. 
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B. Anundsen Residence 

Constructed in 1890-91 by B. Anundsen, the large house at 

709 East Main Street is one of Decorah's most elaborate Neo-Jacobean 

homes. Built around a smaller structure, the house is now owned by 

Mr. and Mrs. B. B. Anundsen, son of the builder. B. Anundsen, an 

outstanding and influential citizen of early Decorah, was born in 

Norway in 1844 and emigrated to Canada at the age of twenty. He 

arrived in Decorah in 1874 and founded The Decorah Posten, described 

in a history of the time as ". . . a publication ideal in its per

ception, of powerful influence on mind and character, a true family 

paper, its circulation far extending over Winneshiek county, over 

the state, over the United States, even into other parts of the 

world."3 

The projecting sections of the large brick structure, now 

painted, produce a complicated roof contour which combines gable, 

jerkin-head and mansard forms, all frequently used in the Neo-Jacobean 

style. The mansard roof of a towerlike projection which incorporates 

the main entrance on the first floor has a bracketed cornice. Just 

below the cornice is an interesting band of projecting square blocks. 

An elaborate iron cresting topped by scrolled finials has been re

moved. Gable forms head the oblique angles on the two-story bay 

"Winneshiek County Assessor's Book, 1889, p. 3; Winneshiek County 
Assessor's Book, 1891, p. 3. 

o 
Interview, Mr. and Mrs. B. B. Anundsen, 5 March 1982; Warner and 

Foote, pp. 16-17. 

3Bailey, 2:5. 
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Plate 18. B. Anundsen Residence. 



62 

section which projects from the left side of the house. The pierced 

decorations in the points of those gables have been removed. 

The fenestration of the house employs the use of tall single and 

coupled arched windows with projecting caps. A veranda extends across 

the projecting section of the street facade. Its decorative details 

included turned posts and a pierced soffit grill. Those details have 

been replaced. Another porch with a second-story deck is placed on 

the left side of the house. That porch is now enclosed and the balus

trade has been removed. 

J. M. Lennon Residence 

Built in 1896-97 as a farm residence, the J. M. Lennon home at 

602 Montgomery Street is currently owned by the Carlson Material 

Company. The house is constructed of siding with some areas showing 

the use of decorative half-timber technique. A shingled pent roof 

separates the first and second stories and cut wood shingles also 

appear in the areas beneath the first-story windows. The pent roof 

continues as a canopy over the entrance porch. 

An outstanding Neo-Jacobean characteristic of the house is the 

roof with the variety of contours produced by the gabled dormers 

which project from each side, and by the two projecting bays on the 

street facade, each of which has five tapering areas which splay out

ward. The dormers have pierced gable ornaments and the dormer windows 

are round-arched with a scallop design surrounding the arch. The 

Tax List City of Decorah, 1896, p. 40; Tax List City of 
Decorah, 1897, p. 41. 
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roof, which was elaborately shingled with colored bands, triangular 

and rosette patterns, was crested by a delicate iron grillwork with 

fleur-de-lis finials. The frieze beneath the cornice combines a 

design of vertical grooves and two bands of small ogee brackets above 

and below. Coupled and single scrolling brackets with pendants are 

superimposed over the horizontal bands of the cornice. 

A front porch at the main entrance between the two bays had an 

elaborately pierced soffit grill with turned spindles and rosette 

designs. The porch roof repeats the outward flare of the pent roofs. 

The sash-type and large facade "picture" windows have interesting 

lintels featuring large brackets at the sides, with a band of small 

ogee brackets above another band of shield-shaped applications. 

Shingled panels which repeat the patterns on the pent roof can be 

found beneath the first-story windows. 

D. P. Hawes Residence 

One of the most elaborate Neo-Jacobean houses in Decorah is the 

D. P. Hawes residence at 406 Winnebago Street. Built with money won 

in the Irish Sweepstakes, the house, probably constructed in 1874-75, 

2 
is currently owned by Opal I. Smith. 

A varied textural quality is achieved on the exterior wall sur

face of the building by a combination of clapboard, cut wood shingles 

Although the connotations are modern, the term "picture" is used 
to describe a large window that cannot be opened. 

2 
Interview, Opal I. Smith, 5 March 1982; Tax List City of 

Decorah, 1873, n.p.; Tax List City of Decorah, 1875, n.p. 
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and decorative half-timbering. Adding to the complex character of the 

house is the multi-gabled roof, one gable terminated by a delicate 

cast-iron cresting and the street facade gable topped by a cast-iron 

finial (now removed). An arched window with small square lights in 

the fan, surrounded by cut shingles at the top and sunburst designs at 

the sides, decorates the street facade gable. Other varied window 

treatments include an oval oculus with four keystones in its frame, 

first-story bay windows which project on the right side of the house, 

and a pedimented projection on the facade which contains three tall 

narrow windows. A small one-story projection is built into the corner 

of the plan on the left front of the house. This projection has a 

frieze with dentils under the cornice and paneling above the founda

tion. 

Another interesting Neo-Jacobean characteristic of the house is 

the front porch area. The steeply pitched roof rises to meet the 

paneled cornice board of the main gable end. A bargeboard, curved 

and pierced at the end with a scroll design, is repeated from the main 

gables. Decorating the triangular area on the facade above the porch 

are diamond-cut and fish-scale shingles. Directly below this area is 

a soffit grill of short spindles with centered round knobs. Turned 

spindles formed the balustrade for both the porch and the balcony 

which rested on the porch roof. A projecting gable supported by large 

curved brackets forms a hood over part of the balcony. Another porch 

is found at the right rear of the house. 
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E. W. D. Holway Residence 

Built in 1897 by E. W. D. Holway, cashier of the Winnebago County 

Bank, the house at 918 Pleasant Avenue, now owned by the Ralph Holm-

berg Estate, has a three-story octagonal tower as its outstanding 

Neo-Jacobean feature. The tower, which rises from the porch roof, 

has an eight-sided and cone-shaped roof with a cast-iron finial at 

the apex. Tripled narrow windows are found on four sides of the tower 

in the area over the roof line, with horizontal windows in the second-

story area. Panels of shingles are found on the tower corners between 

the windows at both levels. In the area between the two bands of 

windows are molded horizontal panels. A deck with shingled balustrade 

which conforms to the shape of the tower rests on the roof of the 

veranda. The veranda extends across the street facade and around the 

tower area to the left. 

An interesting feature of the roof is a steeply pitched roofed 

dormer with shingled balcony. The gable area is decorated by vertical 

panels. 

A newspaper article of the time gave the following description 

of the plans for the large clapboard structure with cut limestone 

foundation: 

W. S. Bucknell is completing details for plans for the 
remodeling of E. W. D. Holway's house, and when carpenter 
Fred Siihring turns the home over to Mr. Holway along the 
latter part of the summer it will practically be entirely 

Tax List City of Decorah, 1898, p. 32; City Directory 1896 
Decorah, Iowa, n.p. 
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new. It will cover the greater part of a space 40 x 60 
and will be two stories and an attic. On the first floor 
provision is made for a large hall, parlor, dining room, 
kitchen and store rooms; the second floor will contain six 
commodious bed rooms and a bath room while the attic will 
be "Mr. H's" den and library, besides two large store rooms. 
Under the whole a splendid cellar, affording space for vege
tables, heater and coal, is arranged for. From the plans, 
which are models in neatness and execution, one may readily 
see that it will be an elegant and home-like residence and 
an ornament to the city. 

A. F. Anundsen Residence 

Carrie M. Lee's house at 507 West Main, built for Arthur F. 

2 
Anundsen and his wife Mabel, was probably constructed in 1894. 

Anundsen, president of the Metzger Medicine Company, was the son of 

3 
B. Anundsen, founder of The Decorah Posten. 

A complicated roof contour which combines dormer, gabled, 

jerkin-head and pent forms is seen on the large house, which is con

structed of siding of two different widths and has a narrow, pent-

like overhang at the division of the first and second floors. The 

roof's wide overhang is visually supported by brackets. The Neo-

Jacobean characteristic of beveling structural corners may be seen in 

the projecting bays on the left side of the house and the second-story 

level of the street facade. 

Outstanding features of the house are the gable facade infill 

areas which have a large pointed arch recessed into each of them and 

The Decorah Republican, 11 March 1897, p. 4. 

2 
Tax List City of Decorah, 1894, p. 3; Tax List City of 

Decorah, 1895, p. 3. 

3 
Bailey, 2:5; City Directory 1896 Decorah, Iowa, n.p. 
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are faced with cut wood shingles of various patterns. The street 

facade area uses diamond, square and fish-scale patterns while the 

left gable has shingles of fish-scale shapes. Repeating the diamond 

pattern of the shingles in the facade gable are the large diamond-

shaped panes in each of the paired windows which are set into the 

arch. The windows are separated by a Doric column. The left gable 

has paired windows with square panes. A single pointed arch window 

with square and diamond-shaped panes may be found on the dormer on the 

right side of the house. Other fenestration of the house employs 

single and paired double-hung windows, an oval form to the rear of the 

left bay and, on the facade, a large fixed window with an upper pane 

of leaded stained glass. 

The entrance porch is derived from classical sources, although 

the use of engaged and free-standing slender coupled and tripled 

Doric columns supported by paneled pedestals is not an authentic 

interpretation. However, the columns themselves are classic in their 

characteristics. The shallow triangular pediment above the cornice 

repeats the use of the cut shingle design and recessed arch. An un

roofed continuation of the porch has been removed. 

N. H. Adams Residence 

Built in 1886-87 by N. H. Adams, operator of a wholesale seed 

store, the house at 402 West Broadway is currently owned by Donald E. 

and Betty Lou Dowe. 

Winneshiek County Assessor's Book, 1885, p. 3; Winneshiek 
County Assessor's Book, 1887, p. 2; Bailey, 2:501; Transfer of 
Lots Winneshiek County, Book J, p. 51. 
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The large square frame house with hipped roof and gable projec

tions combines weather boarding and cut wood shingles on the exterior 

surfaces. A band course separates the two stories. The gable roofs 

were terminated by cast-iron crestings and the hipped roof section 

was topped by a cast-iron finial. The pierced decoration at the apex 

of the street facade gable is set into a projecting triple-bracketed 

extended gable which forms a roof for an oriel window. The gable is 

again bracketed just above the curved ends of the bargeboards. The 

gable is faced with diamond-cut shingles. This arrangement is 

repeated on the right and left sides of the house. 

The cornice across the gable combines two sections, one a row of 

small brackets which visually support the slightly projecting gable 

area, and the other a plain board angled upward in the center to meet 

the base of the oriel window. A rosette is applied directly below 

the center of the oriel window and between the two center second-

story double-hung windows which are headed by applied scrolling 

designs. Some of the windows on the first floor area are headed by 

bracketed projecting pediments. These windows have decorative panels 

below them which feature incised scrolling designs. 

A veranda spans the facade of the house. The elaborate soffit 

grill featured x-shaped areas with rosettes at the crossings. Arched 

areas with pendants remain intact. The eave treatment features 

pierced brackets and the pedimented area above the entrance is 

decorated with an applied shield and scroll design. A porch on the 
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right rear has been enclosed, and a two-story wing has been added to 

the back of the house at the left. 

Dr. C. Hoeg Residence 

Now owned by H. J. Van Peenen, the house at 409 Center Avenue 

remained in the Hoeg family from the time it was built in 1898 until 

it was purchased by Barbara Van Peenen in 1974. A newspaper article 

of the time described the planning of the house by a local architect: 

W. S. Bucknell has recently completed plans and 
specifications for a $2,500 house to be built on Curtin's 
addition [sic] to Decorah by Dr. Hoeg. The contract for 
erection was let last week to Helgesen & Hanson. Mr. Buck
nell has been fortunate with orders for his services as an 
architect this season. 

The Winneshiek County Tax List for 1898 indicates that a new 

building was completed that year in Park's Addition with taxable value 

3 

of the building at $500 and land value at $40. 

Neo-Jacobean characteristics of the frame house include a 

recessed corner formed within the gabled sections which, with the 

addition of a square cupola above the main roof at the third floor 

level, gives the appearance of a tower. The veranda with balustrade 

extending around the recessed portion has slender round turned posts, 

scrolled jigsaw brackets and a perforated grill under the cornice. The 

Transfer of Lots Winneshiek County, Book D, p. 500; Transfer of 
Lots Winneshiek County, Book G, p. 488; Transfer of Lots Winneshiek 
County, Book J, p. 515. 

2 
The Decorah Republican, 9 September 1897, p. 4. 

3Tax List City of Decorah, 1898, p. 35. 
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angled corners on the first floor gabled extensions have brackets with 

drops that give visual support to the second floor cantilevered 

corners. Other decorative details of the gabled sections include the 

fish-scale shingles at the attic level and the perforated ornaments 

with fan-shaped design at the apex of the gable. Those gable orna

ments have been removed as has an elaborate cast-iron cresting at the 

roof ridge as well as a slender finial that topped the steeply pitched 

cupola roof. The window openings vary from the most extensively used 

single and paired double-hung to the small fixed rectangular windows 

in the attic. The facade "picture" window has a fixed transom of 

leaded stained glass. 

Anton Arneson Residence 

The large square frame house at 605 Decorah Avenue was built in 

1 2 

1897 by Anton Arneson. It is currently owned by William H. Losen. 

Designed by local architect W. S. Bucknell, the house combined the 

use of decorative half-timbering and cut wood shingles on the 
3 

exterior surfaces. A variety of roof contours combining hipped, 

gabled, and jerkin-head forms adds interest to the structure. Other 

Neo-Jacobean features include the gable ornament (now removed), the 

first story bay window which is angled across the right corner of the 

street facade, and the leaded glass fixed transom above the large 

Tax List City of Decorah, 1898, p. 1. 

2 
Transfer of Lots Winneshiek County, Book G, p. 469. 

3 
The Decorah Republican, 9 September 1897, p. 4. 
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street facade window. The front entrance porch has been extended 

around the chamfered corner on the left side of the house, while the 

turned posts and spindles in the balustrade and soffit grill have been 

removed. 

Edward Larson Residence 

The residence at 409 River Street, owned at present by Lester 

Ellingson, was constructed in 1897 by Edward Larson, insurance agent. 

The cross-shaped frame house combined the use of siding, horizontal 

boarding and diamond-cut wood shingles. The house has been covered 

with contemporary synthetic shingles. 

Within a recessed corner of the cross at the right side of the 

house a hip-roofed tower rises above the second-story roofline. The 

left arm of the cross has a first-floor bay window. The front arm of 

the cross features a perforated ornament within the gable apex and a 

chamfered corner on the first-floor level at the left side. 

A typical Neo-Jacobean veranda with turned posts and pierced 

soffit grill once extended across the street facade and around the 

left side of the projecting section. The balustrade on the porch was 

divided into two registers employing turned spindles on the lower por

tion. The screened area between support piers below the porch floor 

was treated with an elaborately pierced grill. A second-floor balcony 

Tax List City of Decorah, 1896, p. 41; Tax List City of 
Decorah, 1897, p. 42; Transfer of Lands, 2 Range 8, p. 290; City 
Directory 1896 Decorah, Iowa, n.p. 
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which rested upon the roof of the veranda had turned spindles in the 

balustrade and arched grill. 

Other features of the building which have been removed were a 

finial at the apex of the tower roof and a cresting with decorative 

ornaments at peripheral points which concluded the gabled rooflines. 

N. R. Groff Residence 

The N. R. Groff residence at 408 Center Avenue is an example of 

a square frame house with characteristic Neo-Jacobean projections. 

The building combines exterior wall surfaces of clapboard and several 

patterns of cut shingles. This house, built in 1897, is currently 

owned by Gerald F. and Ruth L. Bruce. 

A veranda, now partially removed, extended across the front of 

the house. Its decorative details included a balustrade and soffit 

grill of turned spindles. A bracketed cornice and pediment with intri

cate applied scrolling design above the entrance still remains. A 

second-story balcony is recessed in the left corner of the street 

facade. A bracketed pent roof is used above the projecting bay of the 

right side of the house. The corners of the first floor are cham

fered. A pent roof also extends across the gable ends of the attic 

story. 

Three windows are placed in the gable facade to form a Palladian-

type window. A keystone is applied in the center arched window and 

Tax List City of Decorah, 1896, p. 25; Tax List City of 
Decorah, 1897, p. 25; Transfer of Lots Winneshiek County, Book J, 
p. 370. 



81 

1899 

1982 

Plate 27. N. R. Groff Residence. 



82 

contains a sunburst design. A swag design with incised leaf, floral 

and scrolling designs is placed beneath the windows. A fixed tran

som of leaded stained glass is placed above the large window pane on 

the first-story facade. 

J. E. Payne Residence 

The frame house built by J. E. Payne in 1897 at 409 Winneshiek 

Avenue is currently owned by Martin and Florence Luren. The building, 

now stuccoed, has a projecting gabled facade with characteristic 

chamfering of structural corners on the first floor. The canti-

levered corners have decorative pierced scrolled brackets and pendants 

under the second-story overhang. The balcony above a slightly pro

jecting bracketed window on the left side at the second story has 

been removed. 

An interesting feature of the street facade is the shed roof 

which extends from the gabled facade wing to the half hip-roofed 

porch. An applied rosette medallion and a rectangular stained glass 

window with elaborate patterns appear at the front facade. Leaded 

stained glass also appears in the fixed transom above the large 

first-story facade window. 

A. L. Abbey Residence 

No building date can be determined for the Aaron L. Abbey resi

dence at 110 Western Street in West Decorah. However, a building 

Tax List City of Decorah, 1896, p. 51; Tax List City of 
Decorah, 1897, p. 53; Transfer of Lots Winneshiek County, Book J, 
p. 370. 
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1899 

1981 

Plate 28. J. E. Payne Residence. 
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1899 

1982 

t 

Plate 29. A. L. Abbey Residence. 
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appeared on that property on an 1886 map of Decorah.1 Abbey was an 

insurance agent and was described by an early county historian as 

being a very highly respected member of the Decorah community.2 The 

house is currently owned by Oletta B. Ellickson and her son, Vernon E. 

3 
Ellickson. 

The typical Neo-Jacobean projections on the house produce ir

regular rooflines combining jerkin-head and gabled forms. The lack 

of coordination of rooflines appears to indicate additions at unspeci

fied dates. The perforated ornaments in the front gable apex and left 

gables feature a scalloped half-wheel design with drops and scrolling 

brackets. Fenestration is varied and includes single and paired 

double-hung windows, fixed square and rectangular forms and a bay 

window which projects from the street facade. The paired facade 

windows have pedimented lintels with applied scrolling forms. The 

wall surfaces are clapboard. Decorative details of porches on the 

right street facade and right rear include filigree-like scrolling 

brackets. Another porch is found on the left side of the street 

facade. 

R. Schrubbe Residence 

An example of a Neo-Jacobean frame residence based on the square 

with projections and bays is the house now owned by Depot Outlet, 

Warner and Foote, pp. 16-17. Bailey, 2:232ff. 

3 
Transfer of Lots Winneshiek County, Book H, p. 67. 
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1899 

1982 

Plate 30. R. Schrubbe Residence. 
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Inc. The house at 301 East Water Street, built in 1899 by Richard 

Schrubbe, is now almost unrecognizable due to extensive remodeling. 

According to a Winneshiek County history of the time, Schrubbe was 

" . . . the proprietor of the only store of its kind in Decorah, 

handling books, fancy goods, stationery and wallpaper, and enjoying 

2 
an extensive patronage." 

The roof contour of the house was achieved by placing gabled 

projections in front and dormers on each side of the hipped roof. An 

eyebrow dormer also pierces the front of the roof. A band of classic 

dentils under the cornice once encircled the house. 

A triangle of lattice-work appeared at the apex of the street 

facade gable with shingles facing this gable. The upper portion of 

the right gabled section projected to form a roof over a recessed 

balcony which rested on the two-story bay window. 

A veranda with a cornice which included a band of dentils 

extended across the street facade. Over the porch entrance was a 

projecting triangular pediment filled with a crest and intricate 

scroll and leaf designs. Single, paired and tripled slender columns 

were supported by paneled pedestals. The pedestals also separated a 

balustrade of spindles, with knobs at various heights on each spindle, 

and panels of lattice-work at the foundation level. 

Windows on the street facade gable still have the original 

leaded glass panes in the upper sash. An interesting heart-shaped 

Transfer of Lots Winneshiek County, Book J, p. 103. 

2 
Tax List City of Decorah, 1899, p. 61; Bailey, 2:227. 
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scrolling motif, now removed, was applied under the central rectangular 

window on the second-floor street facade. 

A. R. Severson Residence 

The square frame house at 502 West Main Street, surfaced with 

weatherboarding and cut wood shingles in the gable areas, was built 

in 1893 by A. R. Severson, restaurant owner. It is presently owned 

2 
by Effie Anderson Lofstuen. 

The hipped roofs of both the two-story main section and the one-

story wing which projects from the left side of the house have wide 

eave overhangs. Gable projections in the hipped roofs of the main 

and wing sections had elaborate ornaments which combined a half-wheel 

design, turned spindles and scrolled brackets. 

The upper corners of the wide window frames feature projecting 

corner blocks with incised circles. A front porch which has been 

removed began at the main entrance and continued around the corner 

and across a portion of the one-story wing. It had turned posts and 

a curved perforated soffit grill. A sunburst design was placed in 

the pediment over the entrance. A one-story bay window at the right 

side of the house has also been removed. 

Tax List City of Decorah, 1892, p. 61; Tax List City 
of Decorah, 1893, p. 56; City Directory 1896 Decorah, Iowa, 
n.p. 

2 
Transfer of Lots Winneshiek County, Book G, p. 23. 
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1899 

1982 

Plate 31. A. R. Severson Residence. 
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Frank Sayre Residence 

Built in 1898, the house at 503 Center Street in West Decorah is 

currently owned by Madge (Mrs. George) Donielson. It was built by 

attorney Frank Sayre who closed his law office during the construction 

of his house to supervise all aspects of the building. Every piece of 

lumber in the double-walled structure was examined for knot holes 

2 
before it was used. 

Clapboard is used on exterior wall surfaces of the first story 

with extensive use of painted wood shingles on the second story. A 

slightly projecting area in each gable, covered by shingles cut in a 

diamond pattern, forms a pointed arch, the most prominent feature of 

the house. The pointed arch feature is repeated in the panes of the 

upper sash of the double-hung windows. 

A front porch, now enclosed, spans most of the street facade. 

A deck with boxed balustrade rests on the veranda roof which is sup

ported by Doric columns. 

Martin Christopher Residence 

No exact building date can be determined for the residence at 

410 Mechanic Street, now owned by Gavin Sampson. Evidence of a house 

3 
on that property can be found on an 1886 map of Decorah. 

Tax List North Half Winneshiek County, 1898, p. 10; Tax 
List North Half Winneshiek County, 1899, p. 9. 

2 
Interview, Madge (Mrs. George) Donielson, 2 March 1982. 

3 
Warner and Foote, pp. 16-17. 
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1899 

1982 

Plate 32. Frank Sayre Residence. 
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1982 

Plate 33. Martin Christopher Residence. 
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The large square house with hipped roof is surfaced mostly with 

weatherboarding. Wood shingles are used to face the gables and to 

form a band that encircles the house to separate the first and second 

stories. 

Interesting features of the house are the two balconies, screened 

by lattice-work with large circular openings and set under gable pro

jections. The street facade balcony rests on the roof of the veranda, 

the right balcony on the bay window projection. Other Neo-Jacobean 

characteristics include the second-story double-hung windows with 

decorative panes in the upper sash, one set into an oblique angle on 

the right corner of the facade. Other decorative glass panes are 

found in the fixed transoms above the large windows on the street 

facade and in the right bay, in the vertical rectangular window to 

the left of the front entrance, and in the gable windows (now 

louvered). An applied scrolling design is found in the pedimented 

area above some of the first-story windows. Pierced brackets give 

decorative and visual support in the second-story chamfered corner 

and the veranda which spans the street facade. 

J. J. Hopperstad Residence 

The two-story frame structure at 406 West Broadway, currently 

owned by Nancy Alice Henning, was probably constructed in 1886. 

The multi-gabled roof, front door and single and paired tall sash-type 

Winneshiek County Assessor's Book, 1885, p. 52; Winneshiek 
County Assessor's Book, 1887, p. 52. 
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1982 

Plate 34. J. J. Hopperstad Residence. 
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windows with applied scrolling design in pedimented lintels gave 

interest to the exterior. The decorative details and enclosed entry-

way have been removed. Other Neo-Jacobean features are the first-

floor projecting bay window set at an oblique angle at the right 

corner of the facade, and the porch with paired columns set on square 

bases. An interesting diamond pattern was incised into the pedestals. 

These columns have also been removed. 

W. E. Teskey Residence 

The W. E. Teskey residence, 507 Franklin Street, was built in 

1892-93 and is today owned by James C. and Elaine M. Hippen. Indica

tive of the Neo-Jacobean heritage of the clapboard structure was the 

use of cut wood shingles in the facade gable area, and the porch which 

is set into the angle formed by the plan. The house, which has a 

chamfered gabled projection on the right side, has been re-sided and 

has a one-story wing added to the left side. 

The steeply pitched roof of the inset porch rises to meet the 

cornice board of the main roof. Of particular note on the porch were 

the turned posts and very elaborate soffit grill with sunburst 

brackets. The large street facade window has a fixed transom of 

leaded stained glass. 

Winneshiek County Assessor's Book, 1891, p. 55; Winneshiek 
County Assessor's Book, 1893, p. 64; Transfer of Lots Winneshiek 
County, Book J, p. 130. 
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1982 

Plate 35. W. E. Teskey Residence. 
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Dr. C. L. Topliff Residence 

The residence at 910 Maiden Lane was built in 1895 by a dentist, 

Dr. C. L. Topliff. It is currently owned by Philip C. and Evelyn 

2 
Mae Halse. 

Neo-Jacobean characteristics which may be found on the plainly 

constructed two-story clapboard structure are the bay window, the 

gable ornament, the shingle-faced triangular design beneath the facade 

"picture" window, and the band of cut wood shingles which separated 

the two stories. That band has been covered by the addition of an 

encircling veranda which spans the street facade and continues on 

both sides of the forward wing of the house. 

L. L. Couse Residence 

Now owned by Gladys Borsheim, the modest home at 704 River 

3 
Street was probably built in 1878. 

A one-story wing projects from the main one-and-one-half-story 

gabled section, the street facade of which is symmetrically arranged 

with sash-type windows. The window lintels had a shallow triangular 

pedimented form, which was repeated on the front door centered in 

the wing facade. A large "picture" window is found to the right of 

the door. Neo-Jacobean characteristics of the house were the 

intricate roof cresting and the gable apex ornaments featuring a 

Tax List City of Decorah, 1894, p. 67; Tax List City of 
Decorah, 1895, p. 60. 

2 
Transfer of Lots Winneshiek County, Book J, p. 278. 

3 
Winneshiek County Assessor's Book, 1877, n.p.; Winneshiek 

County Assessor's Book, 1879, n.p. 
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1982 

Plate 36. Dr. C. L. Topliff Residence. 
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1981 

Plate 37. L. L. Couse Residence. 
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suspended horseshoe arch with pendant. An interesting scalloped 

half-wheel design was placed in the apex of the gable above the 

projecting front entrance. These have been removed and the house has 

been covered with contemporary synthetic shingles. 

Professor Laur Larsen Residence 

The High Street residence in West Decorah of Professor Laur 

Larsen was built for him in 1897 as a gift from old students and 

friends. Larsen served Luther College for forty-one years as its 

2 
first president. His home is currently owned by the College. 

Neo-Jacobean characteristics of the plainly constructed home 

with generous proportions are the veranda and deck with goose-neck 

railing above turned balusters and urn-shaped finials (now removed), 

the hip-roofed dormers with tripled windows that cut the hipped 

roof, and the two-story bay windows that project from the right and 

left sides of the house. The smaller left bay window is three-sided 

and the larger right bay is five-sided. 

O. M. Drexel Residence 

Destroyed in a flood in 1902, the residence which once stood on 

Lots 4 and 5 of Block 4, Curtin's Addition, was built in 1899 by 

3 
Otto M. Drexel. 

Tax List City of Decorah, 1898, p. 7; Bailey, 2:8. 

2Bailey, 2:8. 

3The Decorah Republican, 22 May 1902, p. 2; Tax List City of 
Decorah, 1900, p. 21. 
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1899 

1982 

Plate 38. Professor Laur Larsen Residence. 
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Plate 39. O. M. Drexel Residence. 
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The modest gable-roofed house was constructed of weatherboarding. 

A five-sided bay window projected from the gabled facade. Applied 

beneath the bay windows were decorative horizontal panels. Other 

windows were shuttered and simply framed with flat lintels on the 

first floor area and shallow pedimented lintels on the second. The 

entrance featured a bracketed hooded overdoor with large pendants. A 

veranda with square posts spanned the facade of the left wing. 

Rev. Henry Grant Residence 

A modest house of clapboard, the residence of Rev. Henry Grant is 

today non-extant. No building date can be determined for the struc

ture, although it probably predates 1886 since a house on the Iowa 

Avenue property in West Decorah appeared on a local map of that date. 

The one-and-one-half story gabled street facade was asymmetrically 

arranged with a one-and-one-half story right wing. The gable roof of 

the wing did not rise to the roof ridge of the main section. A 

veranda with scrolled pierced brackets as the only decorative feature 

of the house spanned the wing facade. 

Warner and Foote, pp. 16-17. 



104 

Plate 40. Rev. Henry Grant Residence. 

1899 
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CHAPTER IV 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

Summary of Findings 

Of the one hundred and twenty nineteenth-century Decorah houses 

that were originally photographed as potential research subjects, 

forty of those were selected for study because they were representa

tive of Decorah's residential architecture of that century and 

because period photographs of them were available in the publication 

"Picturesque Decorah." Examples of four distinctive substyles of 

Victorian home architecture were observed among these forty houses: 

Gothic Revival (seven), Anglo-Italian (eight), Franco-American (one) 

and Neo-Jacobean (twenty-four). 

Original and subsequent owners were traced quite easily in the 

county auditor's records. Building dates were rarely indicated in 

primary sources; occasionally "New Building" or "N B" would be entered 

into the county treasurer's records to indicate a new structure. 

Building dates for the majority of the houses were assumed where a 

substantial increase in the property value was recorded in county 

assessor's or treasurer's books. 

The four nineteenth-century styles observed are summarized in 

the following paragraphs in order of evolution in Decorah. 
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The Gothic Revival Style 

Of seven houses of the Gothic Revival style which were pictured 

in "Picturesque Decorah," two of those are non-extant. Six of the 

houses were constructed of brick; one was wood frame. The oldest of 

the houses, the F. W. Daubney residence, may predate 1856. Other 

building dates ranged from 1863 through 1878-79. Characteristics of 

the style which were frequently used in the homes included an asym

metrical interpretation and irregularity of plan and form, steeply 

pitched gable roofs, porches or verandas with bracketed columns, and 

decorative details including roof crestings, finials and gable orna

ments. Only one of the houses (Mrs. G. R. Willett residence) had 

pointed windows, and only three of the homes (Mrs. J. M. Greene, 

Dr. E. Cartwright and Henry Potratz) featured lacelike bargeboards. 

Both of these features were frequently associated with domestic 

architecture of this period. 

The Anglo-Italian Style 

Most of the eight houses of the Anglo-Italian style were con

structed during the 1870s. The earliest building date was 1863 

(R. F. Gibson residence) but legal records indicated that the early 

structure was remodeled in the early 1870s to become a house of the 

Anglo-Italian style. The Italianate movement assumed a number of 

variations, but most of the houses studied showed Anglo-Italian 

features applied to a basic rectangular form. Four houses were of 

brick, four wood frame. Characteristics common to many included a 
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low-pitched roof with brackets supporting broad eaves, tall arched 

windows with arched or pedimented hoods or caps, and porches or 

verandas across the front. None of the houses were elaborate 

towered mansions with cupolas or widow's walks and other very 

decorative features often associated with the style. 

The Franco-American Style 

The one Franco-American house included in this study was built 

in 1872-73 and is today non-extant. Franco-American features used 

on the towered three-story brick mansion were typical of the style. 

Those included a mansard roof cut by dormers, a wide overhang sup

ported by brackets, iron roof cresting, and tall windows with 

bracketed cornices. 

The Neo-Jacobean Style 

The Neo-Jacobean style was apparently the most popular Victorian 

substyle in Decorah. The twenty-four houses included in this study 

showed a wide variety of form and design elements and individual 

expression. Typical characteristics observed were asymmetry and 

complexity of plan and form, exterior wall surfaces combining contrast

ing materials, textures, patterns and colors, encircling porches and 

verandas, irregular roof contours and numerous decorative details. 

The majority of the houses were built in the 1890s with the earliest 

dated 1874-75 (D. P. Hawes residence). 
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Conclusions 

The assumptions made at the beginning of this study were sup

ported by the findings: 

1. The majority of the houses studied were characteristically 

those of a middle-class population since sufficient wealth to build 

mansions in any number was not present. Several great fashionable 

homes did exist, such as the C. J. Weiser residence of the Franco-

American style and the A. C. Baker home of the Neo-Jacobean style, 

but these mansions were in the minority. 

2. Also, because there was little significant community wealth, 

few people could afford to employ architects. Evidence of professional 

help in the design of a home was positively recorded in only three 

cases, the E. W. D. Holway home, the Dr. C. Hoeg residence, and the 

Anton Arneson home. As a result, few of their homes showed a con

scious, concentrated effort to employ the characteristics and details 

of a pure style. Rather, a majority of their homes reflected a cer

tain individuality and personal expression where the needs and 

tastes of the builders were accommodated. 

3. Although no documentary evidence was found to indicate that 

homes were built to include actual features of the owner/builder's 

earlier residences, influences of homes in neighboring eastern states 

can be detected in many nineteenth-century homes of Decorah. It was 

a natural tendency for immigrants to be influenced by their familiarity 

with previous residences, or "remembered forms," when erecting their 

new homes in Decorah. 
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Four of the five hypotheses developed for this investigation 

were fully confirmed by the data obtained: 

1. The forty houses included in this study reflected four of 

the major nineteenth-century substyles of American domestic archi

tecture: the Gothic Revival, the Anglo-Italian, the Franco-American, 

and the Neo-Jacobean. The Greek Revival style was not represented 

although its architectural elements were reflected in several 

nineteenth-century Decorah homes. 

2. Wherever comparison was possible, a similarity was found 

between the findings in Keyes' study of nineteenth-century domestic 

architecture of Iowa City and that of Decorah homes. The houses of 

Decorah tended to be less architecturally sophisticated than those of 

Iowa City with less conscious effort and attention given to the 

inclusion of details characteristic of a style. 

3. Although the nineteenth-century homes of Decorah showed 

traditional concepts in their styling, vernacular interpretations 

were evident in most of the houses. This was especially evident in 

the homes of the Anglo-Italian style where the houses studied were 

much simpler than the elaborate, stylistically "correct" Italianate 

homes. Although Norwegians built many nineteenth-century Decorah 

homes, evidence of specific Norwegian influence was not readily 

discerned on building exteriors. 

4. Most of the houses did not exhibit a "pure" style, but 

rather were eclectic, combining stylistic details and elements from 

more than one style. This was evident, for example, when classical 
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details were added to Neo-Jacobean houses (the classically inspired 

entrance porch on the A. F. Anundsen house), and Anglo-Italian 

features were included in Gothic Revival homes (the round-arched 

windows on the Dr. E. Cartwright residence). 

5. Evidence of the use of the professional services of an archi

tect, W. S. Bucknell, was found in only three houses, all of the 

Neo-Jacobean style built in the late 1890s. 

Recommendations for Further Research 

1. Because of the scope of this study, many fine examples 

of nineteenth-century domestic architecture in Decorah had to be 

excluded. Further research would provide supplementary information 

on the forty houses investigated as well as on additional extant and 

non-extant homes. 

2. Additional studies of home architecture of urban and rural 

areas within Iowa would reveal information on the development of 

nineteenth-century domestic architecture within the state. 

3. The scope of the study restricted the examination to the 

exteriors of houses. Investigation of the interior design of these 

homes would produce an overall picture of the personal concerns, 

motivations, aspirations and values, as well as personal well-being 

and lifestyle issues, that nineteenth-century Decorah citizens con

sidered when they built edifices to house themselves. 

4. A study focusing on the ways Norwegians adapted to the Anglo-

American culture in the built environment would be valuable. 
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5. A study of the twentieth-century architecture of Decorah 

would add to the comprehensive picture of its architectural 

evolution. 
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