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"Imagine the despair of traveling 10,000 miles -- or even 1,000 miles -- to make a new start. At last the pioneer reached the selected land on the Nebraska plains. He had a wagon drawn by two horses, a few supplies, an ax, a plow, a shovel, a barrel or two, a canary, a wife and three kids. With this he had to build a home. There was not a tree to be seen - in fact, none had been seen for three days. There were no rocks, no stone outcroppings. There was absolutely nothing but sky and grass." - Roger Welsch, "Sod Walls." 

Today's families might despair in that situation. Maybe families of the late 1800s did too, but they found a solution.



They used the material that was most abundant to them --sod.



If you can't believe a house can be made of sod, the Shaw Nature Reserve at Gray Summit has something to show you. Earlier this fall, the Reserve staff finished constructing their own sod house on the edge of the tall grass prairie along the Brush Creek Trail.



The small structure -- just 12- by 16-feet -- is meant to be an interpretive tool for visitors, said Barb Troutman, who did all of the research for the project and also designed the plans, made up a materials list and recruited volunteers to help.



"It's to show folks how people lived out west at this time," she said. "They used what was there."



Unlike other forms of construction, the sod house is "an American form, through and through," Welsch writes in the preface of his book.



"While our barns often have European antecedents and log houses clearly stem from Scandinavia, the sod house is indigenous to the American plains. It is a clear display of ingenuity and the folk process," he said.



"The sod house . . . was not only an adequate solution but also a comfortable one. It transcended the level of mere shelter and became a home; in some cases it was a comfortable and clean as the homes the pioneers left in the East -- and it was constructed at a fraction of the cost.



"As the sod house developed it became clear that it could successfully meet the climatic and geographic limitations of the plains," he said. "Its thick walls and roof provided a perfect insulation against the intense heat of Nebraska summers and the cold of winters."



The era of the sod house is a narrow time frame, said Troutman. It was after the Civil War when people started moving west, for the most part between 1880 and 1900, she said.



The majority of sod homes were actually built in tall grass states like Nebraska and Kansas, said Troutman, explaining in Missouri there was more access to trees so people built more log homes here. But there definitely were some sod homes in the Show-Me state.



"When the Europeans came here, Missouri was 80 percent tall grass prairies, mostly in the northern and the western parts of the state," said Troutman.



At Shaw Nature Reserve, there's over 250 acres of tall grass prairie, which made a sod house a logical addition to the property. The idea was born out of planning sessions for the Reserve's annual Prairie Day event.



"We talked about doing it back in 2002, but we never did anything with it," said Troutman. "This year the idea resurfaced, and John (Behrer, director of the Reserve) just said to go with it."



Researching the background and how to build a sod home wasn't easy, said Troutman. There just isn't much information out there.



The book "Sod Walls" by Roger Welsch (quoted at the beginning of this story) was her best reference. It includes detailed information about preparing the site, laying the walls, framing, roofing and even some diary-like entries of letters people who lived in sod homes sent back east explaining the living conditions.



"I found out that construction is pretty simple, but there are lots of variables," said Troutman, noting she read through Welsch's book twice and took lots of notes.



Here are some of the things she found:



* The best building time is fall when native grasses are woody and tough with wire like roots. It's best to cut the grass to four inches or shorter.



* Most sod houses were simple rectangles, frequently south-facing with walls aligned with the North Star on a clear night.



* They varied in size. Many were smaller than the one the Nature Reserve built, intended for a single man or maybe a couple. As a family grew, they built additions to make an L- or T-shaped structure.



Nature Reserve staff and volunteers began building the sod house in early August. All but the roof was ready when Prairie Day was held Sept. 11, but the structure was complete in time for the Harvest Festival earlier this month.



The How-To



A traditional sod cutter didn't work for this project because it didn't cut deep enough, so Nature Reserve volunteer Gregg Caldwell built one that would. Ribbons or "bricks" of sod were cut four inches thick and 18 inches long, said Troutman.



They were laid grass side down and layered just as bricks are in masonry construction. In fact, one of the volunteers Troutman recruited for the sod house project was Leonard Doorack, a retired bricklayer.



"He helped us establish a way to keep the walls straight," said Troutman.



Yet, no mortar was used, Troutman noted. Holes were filled in with loose soil.



The walls are two rows of sod thick with vertical layers staggered. As the walls reached the point where they were above waist high, the staff and volunteers used a wagon as a platform to work from.



One of the difficulties in building the sod house was that all of the materials had to be on hand from the beginning because the window frames and door frame had to be installed as the building process progressed, said Troutman.



"It's not like modern construction where you can frame a space for the door or window and just pop it in later," she remarked.



The staff used cedar logs found on the Nature Reserve for the wood used in the door, windows and roof, Troutman noted. It was typical to use cedar for wooden parts whenever possible, she said.



Most sod houses had windows on all sides, she said, which makes sense because otherwise the interior would be very dark.



"Only the crudest sod houses had unfinished inner walls," Troutman said. "The ceilings were rarely left open to the rafters. The most common covering was a white muslin sheet tacked to the horizontal chord beams and wall plates. Canvas or heavy brown paper was also used."



The Nature Reserve, however, decided to leave its sod house's ceiling open so visitors can see how it was constructed, said Troutman.



Welsch notes in "Sod Walls" that it generally took about a week to build a modest sod home. It took the Nature Reserve staff and volunteers a couple of months because they only were able to work at it sporadically and with varying numbers of helpers.



Because the sod house is located on Brush Creek Trail, it will be in the path of hikers at the Reserve, said Troutman. But the staff is still working on ways to utilize the new structure in programs or for other events.



"One of our staff plans to use it in educational programs for kids," said Troutman.



How long the sod house will last is anyone's guess, Troutman said, but it will likely be around for years.
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