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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (if known) PHYSICAL. APPEARANCE

The Gardner Cabin remains basically unaltered on its original 
site. • It is a small two-story log cabin, with a basement which is 
now,, sealed. The loM is empty and now unused. The structure was 
ersfcted in July of j.856 by Rowland Gardner one of the earliest settlers 
in Dickinson County in the Okoboji Lakes region. The cabin passed to 
J.S. Prescott by premption in l85>8 following the massacre of the 
Gardner family (excepting Abagail), and was used as a residence. In 
1891 Abagail Gardner Sharp (Rowland's daughter) purchased the property 
and operated the cabin as a museum until her death in 1921. Due to its 
continuous use as a home and museum the cabin has remained intact and 
relatively well preserved. The windows, chinking, and shingle roof 
are in reasonable repair, although the foundation is weak in places. 
The site was acquired by the State of Iowa in 19l;2 and passed to the 
State Historical Society in 19^9. Since that time a protective over 
hang roof of pole-type construction has been placed over the cabin. 
All traces of Mrs. Sharp's museum have been removed and the interior 
of the cabin has been restored with pre-l8£? furnishings including a 
bedstead, trundle bed, spinning wheel, churn, implements, table, and 
chairs. Adjacent to the cabin are the Spirit Lake Massacre Museum 
built in 1961-2 and a memorial monument commissioned by the State of 
Iowa in 1891.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Gardrier Cabin was the scene of a major
and white settlers in the Upper Midwest. On March 8, l857~lf~small band 
6f Sioux under the leadership oJS/Tnkpaduta ("Scarlet Point'r ) killed 
twenty white settlers and captured d young white girl, (Abagail Gardner). 
The following day the band attacked and killed twelve more settlers and 
captured three additional women.^ The incident has been generally referred 
t» as the Spirit? Lake Massacred

The Indians iprolved were a band of brigands alienated from their 
tribal str"ucture^(wahpekuta Sioux) and outlawed by every feahd. They 
were responsible for a series of depredations on settlers and Indians 
alike over a thirty year period. Particularly vicious, they found easy 
prey in the three groups of settlers who had moved into the Okob«ji 
Lakes region in 1856. The settlers lead by Rowland Gardner were rela 
tively inexperienced in frontier life, although living on the fringe of 
an agricultural settlement. Through a series of rapid moves westward 
they found themselves isolated in the Spring of 1857 from other settle 
ments and unaware of rising difficulties with the Sioux (especially 
Inkpaduta's band). The 1856-7 winter had been particularly hard for 
whites and Indian alike and dissension over recent land cession treaties 
had strained relationships.

"While the killing actually began at another cabin, the Gardner 
residence received the most notoriety because/A-bagail Gardner flater 
Sharp) survived her captivity and was ransomed to authorities by the 
Yankton Sioux. Her published account of the massacre and her captivity 
stirred interest which has continued until today. She lateE regained 
possession of the-cabin where her family was murdered and operated a 
museum on the premises. The Gardner Cabin also served as part of the 
setting for McKinley Kantor's novel, Spirit Lake. The incident itself 
hastened government attempts to remove the remaining Sioux from Minnesota 
and Iowa and served to deter white settlement for some time. Thus the 
site commemorates an unpleasant but important part of Iowa history.



Contemporary Accounts
Books 

Charles E. Flandrau, The Ink-Pa-Du-Ta Massacre of 185?
(St. Paul: H.N. Smyth, 1895). 

Abagail Gardner, History of the Spirit Lake Massacre
(Des Moines: Iowa Printing, 1885J [eight other eds.]. 

Lorenzo P. Lee, History of the Spirit Lake Massacre
(New Britain, Conn.: L.P. Lee, 3-857) [reprinted by 
State Historical Society of Iowa, 1971] . -- ^ -.;•.
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