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The Severson Barn is a two-story structure of irregularly-cut limestone (locally 
obtained) measuring 30' x 32'. Walls are 18 inches thick, the stones held in place 
by a lime mortar. The gable roof was once covered with wood shingles, recently 
replaced with cedar "shakes". Rafter ends project beneath the eaves.

There is a. variety of window and door openings. On the west side are a double-door 
entrance (wide to accommodate animals), and an opening to the hay loft above. The 
long sides feature small, almost square openings framed in wood, for ventilation 
purposes. On the east side are a door and two very small openings, on the south 
another opening to the loft and several of the small, square openin'gs. Rectangular 

pieces of metal, set at irregular heights below the eaves, indicate tie rods. All 
the door and larger window openings have lintels of hewn timber. The loft is 
supported by similar heavy timbers, a number of which are still in place. The 
ground level has a dirt floor, the loft flooring was originally of planks.

The barn is set near the Deer Creek, in a grassy area surrounded by woodland. There 
are a number of frame buildings in the area, but they are later and are not included 
in the nomination.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

This stone barn is a remnant from one of the easiest settlements in Mitchell 
County. Newburg Township, in which the barn is located, was first settled in 
1854, largely by Norwegians, possibly members of the Norwegian immigration movement 
led by the Reverend C.L. Clausen, whose colonizing efforts in Wisconsin, Minne­ 
sota and northern Iowa are an important part of the .region's history. Among 
these Norwegians were brothers Ole and Nels Severson. Ole is said to have 
built a log house on Deer Creek, probably near the site of this barn, which 
was built by his brother Nels in 1867. Ole died in 1854, shortly after his 
arrival, but Nels lived on to have a large family, serve in the Civil War with 
the 13th Iowa Infantry, and hold "several local offices".

Severson f s barn was one of the few (and possibly the only) stone structures 
in the area of this Deer Creek settlement. For this reason, and because of 
its relatively large size, the early white inhabitants may have considered it 
an ideal shelter, or defensive structure, in the event of Indian attack. Al­ 
though such danger never materialized (indeed, the periods of greatest Indian 
unreast in the area, the Spirit Lake massacre and the New Ulm uprising, had 
occurred years before, in 1857 and 1862), local tradition invested the structure 
with the name "fort", by which it is known today. Such a military designation 
for a structure built essentially for wholly different purposes was not uncommon 
on the American frontier -- objects as disparate as a church, a farmhouse, or 
a hastily-erected arrangement'-of sod walls also bore -- and bear -- the desig­ 
nation "fort".

Because it was situated along the road from Northwood (Minnesota) to St. Ansgar 
(Iowa), it has been suggested that the barn may have served as a stage-coach 
stop and shelter for wagon teams. Local tradition also says that travellers 
were accommodated in the barn, but its construction (no chimney or fireplace, 
in particular) does not effectively corroborate this. Possibly a nearby 
frame structure, long gone, was the actual inn.

These traditions, although lacking contemporary corroboration, contribute much 
to the local affection for Nels Severson's barn. With or without them, the 
barn is a lovingly Grafted instance of frontier building, using local materials 
in a simple, enduring way.
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