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Statement of Significance:

The Pioneer Log Cabin (WAB1085) on the campus of Western Kentucky University, in
Bowling Green, Kentucky, is eligible for listing on the National Register of Historic Places under
Criterion C. It is significant as a type of construction: New Deal-era log revival architecture.
Built in the 1930s on the campus of Western Kentucky State Teachers College (now Western
Kentucky University), the cabin was constructed as a cooperative effort between the college and
the Federal Emergency Relief Administration (FERA). Louisville architect Brinton B. Davis,
who had demonstrated his ability to work in a variety of architectural revival styles in previous
campus structures, designed the cabin. Touting it as a “realistic copy of [a] pioneer dwelling,”
the college built the cabin to commemorate and evoke the experience of Kentucky’s early
settlers.! Rather than depicting an authentic early Kentucky dwelling, however, Western’s
Pioneer Log Cabin conveys a 1930s image of a pioneer cabin. It falls within a broad tradition of
commemorative log cabins constructed by New Deal agencies in Kentucky and across the nation.

New Deal Log Architecture

Horizontal log construction, associated with a variety of regional and ethnic traditions,
has long been a staple of vernacular building in the United States. Among the most widespread
and enduring of these traditions, log building in the Upper South flourished for over a century.
Although commonly associated with pioneer lifestyles, the method of building survived well
beyond that era, supported largely by the cooperative labor traditions of rural communities.
After 1900 the construction of log dwellings dwindled considerably, although a brief revival
occurred during the Depression years, as hard pressed rural communities reached back into their
building traditions to provide housing for their families. The construction of log barns and
outbuildings proved far more tenacious in parts of the Upper South, and knowledge of log
construction survived in living memory well into the mid-twentieth century.

Even as traditional log construction flourished in the nineteenth century, the log cabin
began to take on mythic proportions in the American consciousness. Beginning in 1840 with the
presidential campaign of William Henry Harrison, politicians used the image of the cabin to
denote humble beginnings and egalitarianism. The campaign of Abraham Lincoln revived this
imagery. In the late nineteenth century, America’s fascination with its pioneer past grew; during
the early decades of the twentieth century that interest manifested itself in historical pageantry
and the development of museums and historic shrines. As his state of birth, Kentucky stood at
the center of the developing cult of Lincoln, which began in the late nineteenth century. In 1909,
the Lincoln Farm Association began construction of a memorial to Lincoln at his birthplace near
the town of Hodgenville, Kentucky. After completion of the Beaux-Arts classical granite and
marble memorial building in 1911, a log cabin, purported to be Lincoln’s birthplace, was
reconstructed within.?
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Stylistic developments also fueled America’s fascination with the log cabin. In response
to the industrial revolution and profound cultural change, during the late nineteenth century the
Arts and Crafts Movement and related architectural styles gave rise to an interest in
craftsmanship and rusticity. Log buildings became especially popular for recreational purposes
and following the publication of William S. Wicks’s Log Cabins: How to Build and Furnish
Them in 1889, a spate of pattern books and magazine articles provided instruction for Americans
to build their own log cabins. Although the design antecedents were eclectic, many attempted to
evoke the quaintness of a frontier cabin. By the 1920s, the aesthetics of rustic design, which
include horizontal log construction, had also become fully entrenched in the building plans of the
National Park Service.’

Although log cabin revival architecture was well underway during the 1920s, the era of
the Great Depression gave it special impetus. With the era’s glorification of the “common man,”
nationwide interest in America’s pioneer days grew especially strong. Statues memorializing the
Pioneer Mother were erected in many states; grade school students built elaborate replicas of
pioneer cabins out of paper and cardboard; and, with the advent of the New Deal, the federal
government sponsored the construction of log pioneer cabins throughout the country. The
Civilian Conservation Corps built a number of log structures during the 1930s, as well as
restored olds ones in the national and state parks. In 1933, the Federal Emergency Relief
Administration, one of the first federal relief programs of the New Deal, began a variety of
programs, including construction and engineering projects. FERA continued until 1935, when it
was superceded by the Works Progress Administration. Both FERA and the WPA promoted
building through cooperative projects with governmental and educational agencies, with the New
Deal agencies providing support for labor costs. Many of the log museum and memorial
buildings constructed during the 1930s were funded through either FERA or the WPA.

A comprehensive study of New Deal era log construction projects has not yet been
undertaken, but examples are numerous. In nearby Tennessee, the CCC and WPA constructed a
notched-log, two-room cabin to represent Grinder’s Inn, the site of Meriwether Lewis’s death.
The reconstruction aimed to be “typical of that period, but not intended to be a replica of the
original.”* Outside Nashville, the WPA in conjunction with the Ladies’ Hermitage Association
undertook several projects at Andrew Jackson’s home, including the quasi-restoration of the
original log buildings. In 1935, south of Charleston, Illinois, the CCC reconstructed Thomas
Lincoln’s two-room log house, based on historic photographs of the original, which had been
dismantled and moved for the Columbian Exposition in Chicago.

Not all log house museums were associated with specific historic individuals. The
Pioneer Memorial Log House Museum in Houston, Texas, was built by the Daughters of the
Republic of Texas, who eschewed public money in building their tribute to their pioneer
ancestors. Dedicated in 1936, the building originally served as a hospitality center for those who
came to the city for the Texas Centennial. Similar to many other log revival structures of the era,
the construction of the Pioneer Memorial Museum recycled historic materials, in this case stones
taken from structures associated with famous Texans.
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In all of these efforts, the degree of authenticity varied considerably. While some, such
as the Lincoln Cabin, attempted to more or less reconstruct a historic building, most attempted a
historic feel, without necessarily reproducing typical vernacular house plans or technology.
More often than not, the structures better represented the National Park Service’s “government
rustic style” than actual historic vernacular traditions. Indeed, it seems the 1930s gave birth to a
new vernacular tradition, the sentimental log cabin.

Even revival log cabins with explicitly commercial functions harkened back to romantic
notions of pioneer life. Among the most notable examples in Kentucky is the complex built in
the late 1930s by John Lair at Renfro Valley, country music’s first auto-tourism site. Among the
first structures built by Lair were small log tourist cabins to house visitors. Although he used
traditional building techniques and local labor, he advertised that the cabins had all the modern
comforts, thereby offering “the quaint charm of early pioneer days with all the conveniences of
the modern age.””

The end of the New Deal did not signal by any means the end of log structures
celebrating the mythic age of the pioneer. However, the decade of the 1930s represents a golden
age in this particular revival. In the Upper South, this material manifestation of the
mythologizing of the log cabin took place in the same decade that the construction of traditional
log dwellings took its last breath. While hard times drove some to revive the traditional
construction method that had sustained rural communities for a century, it led others to join the
federal relief programs which help support construction projects which represented the log cabin
as an artifact of the romanticized past. Notably, the architect- designed revival cabins seldom
drew on the living traditional knowledge of log construction in their buildings.

The Pioneer Log Cabin’s History
Western Kentucky State Teacher’s College originally intended the Pioneer Log Cabin as

an extension of the Kentucky Building and Museum. The Kentucky Building was a dream
conceived in the late 1920s by Western’s President Henry Hardin Cherry. The expressed goals
for the building match the spirit of the rhetoric later developed for the Pioneer Cabin:

Kentucky, the possessor of the richest and most varied historical background, is

highly deserving of a permanent place in which those things that are sacred to the

memory of her greatness may be preserved. Such a place is the Kentucky Building

... dedicated by the present as a memorial to the past and an inspiration to the future

Kentucky. ... This spot, where the dreams and hopes of the future may be

strengthened by the traditions and achievements of the past, is the common meeting

place of all.®

The proposed building was to house a library of books written by Kentucky authors, galleries of
artwork by Kentucky artists, and collections of artifacts that reflected Kentucky’s history and
resources. Among these galleries would be a Pioneer Room stocked with objects representative
of Kentucky’s early history. Although the college broke ground on the building in 1930, and the
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exterior shell of the building was completed by 1931, it was not until 1939 that the interior was
finished and the museum and library opened to the public.

While records show that the Kentucky Museum planned for a Pioneer Room as early as
1930, a separate cabin was probably not envisioned until sometime after 1932. Landscape plans
for the Kentucky Museum drawn up in 1930 and 1932 by New York architect Henry Wright
show no indication of the log cabin.® The earliest known reference to the cabin dates from
October 18, 1934. On this date, President Cherry placed an order for materials for “the proposed
log house to be built on the Kentucky Building grounds.” The order included eighty-six poplar
logs, thirty cedar poles, and five chestnut poles “to be suitable for construction . . . as planned by
Captain Brinton B. Davis.” The total cost came to $224.10, with payment and delivery to be
made no later than December 1, 1934.°

At this time the College already had one log structure, the Senior Building (now known
as the Faculty House), built in 1920-21 by students. In his dedication of that building, Cherry
noted, not the evocation of pioneer spirit, but the “spirit of service.”'®  In the design for the
new log cabin, President Cherry once again turned to Louisville architect Brinton B. Davis,
dubbed the “Hill Builder” by a local paper. Between 1909 and 1939, Davis built most of the new
structures on campus, including the Greek Revival Van Meter Hall in 1911, the Italian
Renaissance Revival Snell Hall in 1924, the French Renaissance style Library in 1927, the
Federal Revival style President’s Home in 1931, the Georgian Revival styled Kentucky Building
finished in 1939, and the Classical Revival Cherry Hall, built with support of the Public Works
Administration in 1937.

In December 1934, shortly after Cherry’s order for materials, the college’s alumni
magazine picked up the story of the proposed cabin. Its article, which included a black and white
artist’s rendering of the cabin, focused on the building’s appearance and future landscaping:
“The style will conform to the old traditions with its ‘shake’ roof, spacious rooms, generous size
fireplace with hearthstone and chimney of old weathered stone.” The yard would include “an old
stone stile-block, ash hopper, wash-kettle, rain barrel and well-sweep” as well as fruit trees and
an herb garden. Native trees such as dogwoods, sassafras, and pawpaws, and old-fashioned
shrubs would tie the cabin’s yard to the nearby old-time garden. According to the article, the
College Heights Foundation would pay for the materials, while the federal government would
pay for the labor. The author notes that the yellow poplar logs had already been delivered to the
Kentucky Building grounds and were seasoning.''

The next mention of the cabin comes four months later, in an April 1935 article in the
campus newspaper, The College Heights Herald. Repeating verbatim most of the language from
the previous article, this journalist added that a stone foundation had been built, the stones of
which “were obtained from a dilapidated cabin in Allen County.” The article also included the
detail that FERA would be financing the labor costs. In this article, we see the first mention of
the commemorative function of the building and a focus on the cabin’s perceived authenticity.
Entitled “Log Cabin to be Realistic Copy of Pioneer Dwelling,” the article observes that it will
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be a “real cabin” in a “real setting,” and will be “an institution to the memory of our Kentucky
forefathers.”'?

A month later, an article in The Students’ Weekly featured the optimistic headline “Log
House Now Being Finished.” This article provides a fuller picture of the cabin’s intended use by
describing plans for the interior. Furnishings mentioned include a “great open fireplace” with a
crane and pot, a long rifle with pouch and horn to hang above the mantel, a spindle, loom and
hackle, and “crude but substantial furniture.” It becomes clear from this article that the cabin will
be a museum where “the traditions of the past, the struggles and hardships of [the] pioneer, as
well as the simple comforts he loved, enjoyed, and protected, will be vividly portrayed.” The
article reported the expectation that the cabin would be completed “before the summer has
reached the dog days.”"

Despite the airy confidence of the May article, work on the cabin does not appear to have
progressed with much speed. A December 1935 article in the Teachers College Heights made no
direct mention of the progress on the construction, but did claim a sacred mission for the project:
“Here will be . . . recreated a typical log cabin of the early days, thus providing a shrine to which
those who boast pioneer ancestry may come and see for themselves how their courageous
ancestors lived while laying the foundation of the Commonwealth.”'* The future tense employed
in the article suggests that not much work had occurred since May.

Although a January article reassured readers that the log cabin was “rapidly nearing
completion,”"” in February the Herald reported that work on the cabin had halted because of bad
weather and because the cabin’s workers were needed for the demolition of Recitation Hall.
Recitation Hall, also known as Potter Hall, was an academic building that dated to 1889. The
college decided to tear it down and replace it with a modern building. The February Herald
article reported that a Mr. Smith, almost certainly Mr. L.T. Smith, head of the Manual Arts
Department'® was doing the stonework on the cabin. According to the article, he was
contemplating using some of the stone from the recently demolished Recitation Hall to complete
the cabin’s stonework. Despite the delay, the article reported spring as the cabin’s expected date
of completion.'’

Construction on the cabin continued to lag, most likely due to a number of different
factors. As the above article observed, the cabin’s workers were needed for other projects.
Recitation Hall’s demolition required labor, but so too did the building of its replacement, Cherry
Hall. Perhaps the cabin’s workers contributed to this construction project. In addition, temporary
classrooms were needed until the completion of Cherry Hall. The Kentucky Building, an
unfinished shell, was commandeered as classroom space. Mr. L.T. Smith supervised the
installation of flooring, plumbing, heating, and lighting in the Kentucky Building,'® and
partitions were erected to create makeshift classrooms. All of this took time away from work on
the cabin. Since the cabin was intended as part of the Kentucky Building complex, it may have
not been a priority to finish the cabin until the Kentucky Building itself was completed.

In November of 1936, an article in The Student Weekly claimed that the “Western Pioneer
Cabin Progresses.” This article focused on the pioneer experience, offering extensive quotes
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from Alexis de Toqueville. The author focused on the cabin’s ability to evoke the past: “Today
the log home with us stands as a symbol of the hardships, plain living, self-reliance, adventurous
spirit, unanswered courage, and determination of those men and women who founded and
established the commonwealth, breathing a spirit of democracy so precious to the hardy
settlers.”"” The article concluded by repeating an earlier article’s description of the cabin as a
shrine to the memory of pioneer ancestors.

A year passed by without any further mention of the cabin in the press. Estimates from
heating companies, and an invoice from a plumbing company in August and September of 1937
indicate that work had indeed progressed by that time.*’ In January of 1938, another Herald
article announced, “The Pioneer Cabin . . . is practically completed.”' This article repeated
much of the same romantic language of the earlier articles and did not report on any specific
progress.

It is not clear exactly when the cabin was completed, but reports show that it was in use
by the spring of 1939, albeit in a different capacity than originally planned. Sometime during the
1938-1939 school year, the Pioneer Cabin was put into use as overflow office space. Cherry Hall
had been finished in September of 1937 and was dedicated in honor of the college’s founding
president, Henry Hardin Cherry, who had died unexpectedly in August. With Cherry Hall open,
the Kentucky Building was no longer needed as classroom space. By January of 1939, the
necessary work to complete the Kentucky Building project finally commenced. The temporary
classrooms were dismantled, and the College Heights Foundation and Office of Personnel, which
had been using the Kentucky Building for office space, were left without a home.*

According to an April 1939 College Heights Herald article, the completed Kentucky
Building would once again house the offices of the College Heights Foundation and the Director
of Personnel, as well as the College Heights Herald. In the meantime, the Pioneer Cabin served
as home to all three. The article, entitled “Unique Cabin to House Kentucky Pioneer Museum,”
assured readers that this arrangement was only temporary, and that after the Kentucky Building
opened, the “cabin will be completely furnished as a pioneer home and will stand as a memorial
to the home which is the foundation of our great land.”** The 1939 college yearbook, The
Talisman, provides visual evidence of the cabin’s status in the spring of 1939. It includes a photo
of the cabin’s exterior, as well as a photo of the Herald staff crowded into one of the cabin’s
rooms. A caption underneath reads, “The Herald Office is temporarily located in the Pioneer
Cabin until the completion of the Kentucky Building.”**

The Kentucky Building opened to the public in September of 1939, but even then, the
Pioneer cabin did not become a museum. An article from the Teachers College Heights in
January 1940, which copied the November 1936 Student Weekly article nearly word for word,
continued to give the impression that the cabin would soon be open to the public as a furnished
“shrine.”* Five months later, however, the cabin became museum staff housing, and it continued
to serve as housing exclusively until 2003.

Why did the cabin never become a museum as originally intended? The answers may lie
partly in changing priorities within the Kentucky Museum as well as in changing national and
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international priorities. One decision that changed back and forth was whether Kentucky’s early
settlers should be memorialized in a Pioneer Room in the museum or in the separate Pioneer
Cabin.

Documents from 1930 show that the museum originally planned to include a Pioneer
Room in the main Kentucky Building. An article in the Kentucky School Journal by Miss
Elizabeth Woods describes the Pioneer Room in terms very similar to those later used to describe
the proposed cabin:

The pioneer room with its crude hand-hewn furniture will reflect the simple and frugal

life of our forefathers . . . Here a wide-throated chimney with flagstone hearth will give a

real picture of the intimate life of our pioneer ancestors, for on the broad hearth will be

seen the dutch ovens, the long-handled waffle iron, warming pan and trivet, and, from a

crane 12% the chimney, will hang the copper teakettles and many iron pots of a past

mode.

An undated “Estimate of Equipment for Kentucky Building” report indicates that the
museum’s plan had evolved. Instead of a Pioneer Room in the main museum building, a separate
cabin would be built. This report lists the projected costs for each room in the museum. Under
Pioneer Room, the only entry is “Cost of Building Cabin on grounds, $2,000.” By the end of the
1930s, the situation had reversed itself again. Although the cabin had been completed, the
Kentucky Museum chose not to furnish it when the main museum building opened to the public
in September of 1939. Instead, the old Pioneer Room idea was revived. An April 1939 letter
describing plans for the Kentucky Museum to the editor of 7he Museum News mentions a room
that was to be “finished in logs to resemble the interior of an old log home. In it will be placed
the museum items of the pioneer period.””’

While this elaborate plan never came to fruition, the museum implemented a scaled-down
version in the relic room in December of 1940: “the wall spaces and display boards were covered
with brown wrapping paper over which were painted artificial logs. An imitation stone fireplace
was also constructed and the entire division made to resemble as nearly as possible the interior of
an old cabin home. In this section we placed our museum materials from Kentucky’s early
days.”*® This description sounds very much like paper pioneer cabins that were created in the
fourth grade class at Western’s teacher training school that same year.” A January 1941
Kentucky Museum report claimed the simulated cabin “had been said to be our most effective
exhibit.”*’

If anyone knew why the Pioneer Cabin did not become a museum, it was Gayle Carver.
Carver was the supervisor of the WP A-funded project that cataloged the Kentucky Museum’s
collections and created the initial exhibits. He worked in that position from 1938 to 1942,
returning to the museum as curator in 1947, a title that he held for twenty-five years.’ Ina 1973
interview Carver gave two reasons why the museum chose not to use the pioneer log cabin as
exhibit space. He said the museum did not have sufficient funds to hire a full-time staff member
to work in the cabin, and he also cited the prohibitive expense of installing a heating system.
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Since the cabin was used for staff and faculty housing instead, the lack of heating seems like an
implausible reason, although Carver may have been more concerned about maintaining an
appropriate environment for the artifacts than for the staff members or visitors. Records from
1937 show that the museum had solicited estimates for two different heating systems, but do not
indicate when a heating system was ultimately installed.” Quoted in a 1965 College Heights
Herald article, Mrs. Grace Overby of the Alumni Placement Office remembered that the cabin
was heated only by the fireplace during the time that it served as office space and was very cold
in the winter.”* Carver also remembers rain coming in through the walls and creating puddles on
the floors, which may have made him reluctant to keep items from the museum’s collection in
the cabin. Carver also noted that the cabin was not an accurate reproduction.®” It is unknown
whether he held that view in the 1930s and ‘40s, and whether that affected his decision not to use
the cabin as a museum.

Carver’s early ambivalence about the cabin appears in a letter to L.C. Everard, editor of
The Museum News. Writing to Everard on April 3, 1939, Carver downplays the cabin’s original
intentions. He mentions first that the cabin was intended as a “home for the care-taker of the
Kentucky Building and garden,” noting next that “one room [is] reserved for exhibition
purposes.” This is the first known document that describes the cabin as staff housing. Carver also
stresses the cabin’s exterior visual impact, rather than its interior. He says those in charge felt it
“would be appropriate in the setting of an old-fashioned garden, and, at the same time, show the
people of today the type of building in which our ancestors lived.”*

A more personal reason may have colored Carver’s views on the cabin. In May of 1939,
one month after writing to Everard, Carter moved into the caretaker’s quarters in the cabin. He
remained there until he left his position in 1942. Perhaps he simply did not want to share his
home with hordes of visitors.

National and world events may also have affected the cabin’s future. With the advent of
the Second World War, priorities may have shifted away from the museum’s needs, and post-
War housing shortages may have provided pressure to keep the cabin as a residence rather than a
museum. For the next six decades the cabin served as a home for faculty, staff, and international
students. In at least one case, the cabin was used as a dwelling for the family of an African
American faculty member, who, because of segregation in Bowling Green, could not find
suitable housing near campus. However, the cabin is now most frequently associated on campus
with filmmaker John Carpenter, creator of the horror film “Halloween.” The son of a faculty
member, Carpenter spent part of his childhood living in the cabin. The structure is currently
being renovated and in 2004 will become the home of the WKU Center for Folk Studies and
Cultural Resource Management.
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Western Kentucky University’s Pioneer Log Cabin exemplifies New Deal-era log revival
building in many ways. In its intended purpose, it commemorated a mythic pioneer age. Rather
than draw strictly from log building traditions still surviving within living memory, an architect
designed the structure, only approximating regional vernacular house types and construction
technique. Instead the house more clearly reflects the aesthetics of a style often referred to as
“government rustic.” As is typical of many revival log houses of the era, the building utilizes
recycled materials from other historic structures. Finally, a New Deal relief agency provided
part of the funding, making the construction of the cabin feasible.
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