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The Pilgrim Holiness Church at Arthur, Nebraska is a unique church 
structure built in 1928 of baled rye straw. The simple rectangular 
building is one-and-one-half stories in height and measures 9.65m by 
17m (32 x 56 feet). The walls, which are 60cm C2 feet) thick, are made 
of rye straw bales which have been stuccoed on the outside and plastered 
on the inside (see photo #7). A small vestibule protrudes from the 
front or south facade of the church.

The interior of the church is simply furnished with seven rows of 
pews situated on a floor which slopes downward to the altar-platform 
(see photo #5). Behind the platform are two small rooms, one of which 
is a kitchen, the other a parlor. An enclosed stairway rises from the 
kitchen to two sleeping rooms above. According to local informant Joe 
Monhart, the rear part of the building served as the pastor's residence. 
Regular services are no longer held in the church which has attracted 
visitors from all over the world.

The Arthur County Historical Society owns the building and completed 
some restoration work on the exterior in 1976 with the assistance of 
a grant from the Nebraska Bicentennial Commission. A new wooden roof 
was laid and the exterior was re-stuccoed and painted.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Pilgrim Holiness Church represents a significant folk architec 
tural response to the vast Nebraska Sandhills environment a distinct, 
semi-arid ecology of sand dunes stabilized by grass cover and characterized 
by the almost total lack of traditionally suitable building materials. 
While materials were available locally throughout the region for sod 
construction, the ecology in a general sense was not suitable for its 
use. In the words of Roger Welsch (1970, p. 17), the Sandhills

11 ... magnified the difficulties of the previous homestead 
lands: they were even more barren of trees and the weather 
was even more hostile. Furthermore, the sandy soil made poor 
construction sod, for if it did not disintegrate during 
cutting and handling, it would soon crumble after being 
laid up in walls."

Sandhills grasses, however, when cut and baled, and protected with stucco 
or plaster proved to be a suitable material capable of withstanding gross 
environmental stresses for a considerable if not indefinite length of time.

The era of baled hay construction was basically that of the Kinkaid 
Homestead, an era which saw the closing of the western Nebraska, high 
plains and Sandhills frontier. Lands available under the old Homestead 
Act were not sufficient for farming purposes in this semi-arid region. 
In 1904, through the leadership of Moses P. Kinkaid of O'Neill, Nebraska, 
President Roosevelt signed the Kinkaid Act which made homestead lands 
of 640 acres available to the public in 37 western Nebraska counties. 
As a result, homesteading and farming activities in the area increased 
substantially in the following decades (Olson: 1966, pp. 258-59).

Along with the homesteaders came the need to build suitable houses 
and farm buildings. As stated above, baled-hay proved suitable and 
became a significant construction material, widely known and used par 
ticularly throughout the Kinkaid Sandhills (Welsch: 1970, p. 14). 
Pilgrim Holiness Church stands as the only known church built of the 
material anywhere and exists as a structure significant to the folk 
architectural traditions of Nebraska.
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