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DESCRIPTION

The Moyce/Steffens house sits on a 90 by 145 foot town lot of outlot
1081 in Fort Madison. Alternately known as the Prench Creek House,
this sobriquet  derives from the name of a stream that flows north to
south along the eastern boundary of the property, known as “French
Creek." The house measures 30 feet on the south ( front) and north
facades, and 26 feet on the east and west facings. There are four -
rooms representing three successive building phases. fThese comprise
a single-pen structure completed in the mid-1840's, a one-room addition
on the north of the original house, added during the 1850's, and a
tWwo-room western addition of the early 1890's. A gallerled porch
overextends the entire south face. '

The Single-pen Section (kitchen on plan)

The small-scale, one-room plan of the single-pen original structure,
measuring 15'S" by 12', is typlcal of an early settlement period

house in BEastern Jowa, and of the method of comnstructlon and the
material used. These features include oak studs, some with bark adher-
ing to partly-sawn, partly-hewn outer tree facings used in framing the
sill and rafter plates, The corner posts are supported by. diagonal
braces which tie the vertical posts to the rafter and sill plates. The
studs and corner posts are mortised into the rafter and sill plates.

In Eastern Iowa, brace framing was contemporary with log construction.

Kerf marks on the studs and corner posts appear to derive from the use
of a two-man pit-saw, a device that may have been utilized on the
western frontier of Eastern Towa into the 1840's.

The cellar framing of the single-pen section consists of hewn oak
timber floor Jolists mortised into the side wall sllls which are also
of hewn oak. Many joists have been replaced with sawn timbers,

The roof framing of the single-pen section has been altered from the
orlginal pitch on the north to overshoot the later addition to the
house at that side. Original hewn rafters, some retaining bark, are in
situ on the south side of thls sectlon of the roof, and others have
been incorporated in the north sidé rebuilding.

The window framing of the single-pen section are smaller than those
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from post-1850 era houses, The double-hung sash-welghted cases, each
holding a single pane of glass, are replacements.of probable six-over-
six paned window lights which otherwise only survive in the two rooms on
the buillding's north facade. Sash-welghted windows, as these, where only
the bottom section moved, and with fixed top sashes, were common until

the 1850 Se

The ashlar-bonded cellar foundation walls beneath the single-pen house
section, are laid with random and regular-coursed limestone blocks. The
walls are exceptionally well-made for this modest house built on a low
economic scale. MNapy wall stones display a finely smoothed ‘surfacing.

Several kinds of Spanish-brown paint were applied to the original trim
and caslings of the windows and doors of the single-pen room section.
This earlier trim comprising a relative narrow Pederal era style molding,
was later overlaid by a thick Greek Reviwal or early-Victorlan-era trim,
The Spanish-brown paint appears to be milk-based, utilizing natural
. ochers in its preparation, a type commonly used until oil- based paints
became avallable after the 1840's or early 1850's,

Hand-struck soft bricks used in the internal wall nogging of the single-
pen section, exhibit large surfaces of unrefined tempering and varying
degrees of oxidation resulting from uneven firing temperatures.

Filling the internal wall spaces with brick nogging was an early 19th
century vernacular bullding practice adopted from Northern-Eurpoean
traditions in Britain, Germany, Northern Prance, and other countries.

The chimney stack for the single-pen sectiorn is cantilevered at (a) onithe
west wall., Such stacks were used with small iron stoves after 1830.

The plaster of the single-pen section is of good quallity although
unevenly applied in the common, 19th century three-step process.
Microscopic analysis shows that red ox hair was used as a binder in

the plaster. O0x halr served as a common binder regionally until the 1850's

The Northesstern Room:(back room on plan)

The northeastern room addition to the house measures 15'4" by 9'7T".
fhe framing of the south wall utilizes the north wall of the
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pre-existing section. Mllled pine studs frame milled sill and rafter
plates of the remaining walls., There is no diagonal brace framlng.

Hand-struck soft bricks are used for the internal wall nogging of the
addition. The bricks are notably more evenly fired than those utilized
for the nogging in the single-pen house sectlon.

The plaster of the northeastern room is unvenly applied -and utilizes
the 19th century three-step process. A vegetablé matter, perhaps
prairie hay, was used as a binder. Lath, cut in standard lengths, was
used only on the ceiling. As in the single-pen section, plaster is:
applied directly onto the nogging of the northeast additlon. .

The one window with si:—o?er-six paned lights, is slip-silled, double-
hung, and utillzes sash-welghted cases, a feature, as noted earlier
above, that remained common until the 1850's.

The fire-polished cylinder glass of the window, the glass thickness,
" color, and optlical properties, are characteristic of a type not common
after the mid-1850's.

The horizontal crown board that forms the trim over the northeastern
room window, 1s drawn to a shallow polnt at the center. Gable window
crowns are characteristic of both the Gothic Revival and Italianate
architectural styles in the United States, and generally are to be
dated between the 1840's and 1880°'s.

Astalr at the southwest corner of the south wall in the northeastern
room addition, leads to a gabled attic above. The steep risers, treads,
and casing of the stair appear to be original. The three-board,
batten-type door on the stalr entrance peint, is typical for the 1850's
as are the cast iron hinges'of: the stair door.

The Western Additien-(bedroom and living room on -plan)

The two-room western addition to the house, extends north to south,

the exact width of the two eastern rooms. The southern room of the
western addition measures 13'9"™ by 10'7". The addition utlilizes the
balloon-frame system that eliminates hewn mortised joints, nogging

and brace framing, for closely-spaced two-inch studs of varyling width,
Jolined only by wire nails, fThis system, which provided cheaper and more
rapid construction, became increasingly popular by the Civil: ﬂar, and
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largely replaced mortised framing in more settled areas, by the 1870's.

The double-hung windows of the western additions have sashes with only
one glazed unit each, In common with the windows of the two eastern
sections of the house, the windows are sash welghted in which only

the bottom section moves, a late use 6f this older casing style.

The plaster is evenly applied in a two-step process. Horsehair 1is
utllized as a binder. The lath, cut in standard lengths, serves as
a backing for both wall and celiling plaster. _

A detalled "birds eye" lithographic view of Fort Madison, published

in 1889, which is accurate in all other known bullding representations,
shows this house as only one-pen wide east to west. The earliest
avallable Sanborn fire map for the relevant location, dated 1894,
provides an outline plan of the house at its present dimensions. From
this evidence and given the architectural styling and building
characteristics of the western addition, we may reasornably deduce that
this part of the structure was erected sometime between 1889 and 1894,

The Porch

The overshot porch of the house en the south face, forms an unbroken
continuation of the house roof along the entire facade. Alternatively
identified as galleried porches, this roofed adjunct was apparently
bullt or redbuilt on an extended vlan when the two western rooms were
added to the house during the late 19th century.

The present porch supports, slender Tuscan columns characteristic of

the Colonial Revival style, are probably ca. 1910 replacements of the
original square posts with chamfered edges, three of which were

apparently reused in the house cellar where they serve as supports for

a sagging foundation sill plate. They are painted the exact shade of brown
as earlier.layers on the house siding, and will be restored to the porch.

Pfesent Oondition

The house siding is of broad-width, milled clapboard. Most of the-
clapboard 1s presently overlaid with vinyl siding, but otherwise
avpears to be intact. Plaster lacking in several areas of iwo -
interior rooms can be replaced. All interior trim survives.

Previous archltectural surveys with written reports on this structure

were undertaken by Hansman (1991), Larson (1993), and Ingalls (1995).
All reports are listed in the Bibllographye.
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SIGNIFICANCE

The Moyce/Steffens House 18 of local and perhaps wider significance,
under Criterion C because of 1lts age, methods of construction, and
utilization of bullding techniques associated with French, German,

and Bastern American settlers in the Mississippl River valley.
Constructed in the early mid-1840's, added to during the 1850's, and
further enlarged in the early 1830's, thls house illustrates to a
remarkable degree the propensity of 19th century buillders and designers
to experiment and borrow freely from other cultures, in their search
for solutions to design and construction problems relative to the
climate, the availablility of bulilding materials, and to other concernms
in the Mliddle West. This type of experimentation, a form of 19th
century architectural multiculturalism, reflecting Iowa's diverse social
and ethnic heritage, should be viewed as an important factor in the
evolution of distinctive local, regional, and national bullding forms
and styles. Largely intact and possessing a high degree of structural
intergrity, the Moyce/Steffens House stands as a virtual textbook of
19th century construction methods with its several sections featuring
braced timber framing with mortised joints, brick fachwork or nogglng;
and balloon framing,.

The State Historical Society of Iowa recognized the architectural
importance of the Moyce/Steffens House in 1988 when Soclety officials

"authorized a special grant from its discretionary emergency fund, to
provide half the purchase price for this buillding, thereby preventing
its imminent demolition.

Significant constructional features of the original, single-pen section
of the house include use of brace framing, unevenly-hewn.and pit-sawn
mortised timbers, and red ox-hair plaster binder. These indicators
together with the use of a milk-based Spanish brown paint for the
earliest interior trim of this part, collectively suggest a bullding
date in the early or mid-1840's.

At that same period the property on which the house stands was owned
by John Moyce, an immigrant stonemasom: from Scotland, who purchased
this parcel of land in 1842,

In 1847 Moyce joined the only Iowa Company, musteied'at Fort Madison,
that participated in the Mexican War. Within months following his
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discharge from the army in 1848, Moyce moved to Illinois.

If, as seems axlomatic, according té our dating criteria, the original
single-pen sectlion of the house, was constructed during the period of
Moyce's ownership of this property, the extremely flnely-hewn stone
cellar walls could be understood as being laid by thls master stone-
mason who took pride in applying his skill to the limestone cellar
walls of hls own house. More substantial brick houses of this period
in Port Madison, geherally display less finished cellar walls largely
constructed of roughly-hewn, flattish limestone which contrast
markedly with the large-block coursings of highly finished limestone
utilized for the cellar walls of present discussion. The suggestion
has been advanced that Moyce may have been employed as a mason on the
first cellhouse of Iowa State Prison in Fort Madison, construction of
which commenced in 1839 and continued for some years thereafter. Under
this postulation Moyce could have purchased and shaped the larger stone
blocks used in the construction of his cellar walls, from prison
building supplies. If this were so, at one perlod of his local
residency at least, Moyce 1s also known to have accepted contract work.

The single~pen house section may be viewed as the only known survivor
in Southeastern Iowa of a once fairly common frontier vernacular

. building. It 1s a diagnostic folk interpretation of a popular national
trend of early 19th century bullding techniques collectively utilizing
brace framing with plt-sawm and hewn oak timbers, mortised Jjoints, and
brick nogging. These and the developing constructional features of
later additlons, place the house in a special category as attesting, in
one structure, the evolution of an important American building type.

In 1852, four years after John Moyce moved to Illinois, hls Fort Madison
property was sold to Hermann Steffens, a carpenter's laborer. In

Section 7 of this report we have deduced, on the evidence of evolving
constructional features, that the northeastern single-room addition

to the original Moyce house, was most llkely completed during the decade
of the 1850's, These features. includéd: the use of milled studs in
place of .the pit=sawn and hewn studs of:the ‘earlier single-<pen' house, :and
an absence of brace framing of the original structure., Mortising and
noggling, however, continued to be utilized. This and other evidence
dates that addition to the early period of Hermann Steffens' residency.

Following Steffens' death in 1882, his widow Anna continued to live
in the Hoyce/steffens house until her own demise in 1904, We have earlier

R e = e
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considered historical and architectural evidence suggesting that the
final addition to the house was completed between 1889 and 1894 while
Anna Steffens continued to reside there. The addition may have been
built to house part of her famlly or as a rental unit, since both
halves of the house are provided with separate front and rear doorse.

Whatever the reason for the second enlargement of this residence, the
western addition features further advancements in 19th .century
wood-frame construction. These include the use of balloon framing in
which the studs and corner posts are secured with wire nails, rather
than mortised to the rafter and foundation sill plates as 1s
characteristic of the earlier two units of the house, and where the
brick nogging of the earlier parts, has been eliminated.

The Moyce/Steffens House thus documents, in one extended building,
popular construction advances of much of the 19th century in South-
eastern Iowa. Not only is the Moyce/Steffens house a rare, if
perhaps unique regilonal example of a significant pioneer style of
folk architecture, it preserves the only surviving ovérshot - »
19th century galleried porch presently recorded within the state.

The galleried porch was adopted by 18th and early 19th century ethnic
French settlers in much of the Southern and Middle Mississippl Wwlley,
from a general architectural bullding style that evolved on various
Caribbean islands. Later German, English, Eastern American, and other
immigrants to the Mississippi Wwlley, adopted the galleried porch from
the French who preceeded them in those parts. Thus, whatever the

date or dates of construction of the galleried poich at the Moyce/
Steffens House, the ultimate source of this building style, in the
Mississippl Wlley at least, would have been the relevant ploneer
French settlers of that wider region.

Subsequent to its extended occupation by the Steffens family, the

house has vassed through numerous owners and tenants. "The PFrench

Creek House Preservatlon Corporation is currently viewing several <
options as to how this structure may be best utilized, following its
restoration, to preserve the entire bulldlng for future generations. The
Corporation has been granted a not-for-profit status by the Iowa
Seeretary of State, and is tax exempt under both federal and state
designation.

- . e e W ATRRRAT
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VERBAL BOUNDARY DESCRIPTION:

A part of outlot 1081 in the City of Fort Madison commencing at a
point on tihne north line of Avenue H 213 feet east of the southwest
corner of said outlot 1081, thence north 145 feet; thence east 90
feet; thence south 145 feet to the north line of Avenue H; thence west

90 feet to the place of beginning.

BOUNDARY~JUSTIFICATION:

The original Moyce property comprised the entire outlot 108l. Lots
were gradually sold off leaving the present boundaries described
above as the only remaining part of outlot 1081 historically
assocliated with the house,
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Moyce/Steffens House, Lee County, Iowa
PHOTOGRAPHS: Moyce/Steffens House

1615 Avenue H
Fort Madison, Lee County, Iowa

All photographs of the Moyce/Steffens House were taken in April 1996

by Richard Bohnenkemp., All negatives are held by the French Creek

House Preservation Corporation, 408 7th Street, Fort Madison, Ia 52627,

#l1 Exterior: Facade, looking northeast showing overshot porch.

#2 _ Facade, looking southwest, showing six-over-six windows.

#3 Interior: Southeast corner of 1840's single-pen section showing
hewn oak corner post, hewn, angled bracing, and nogging.
Bracing only partly exposed behind plaster.

#4 ‘ Northeast corner of 1850's addition showing milled pine
studs and brick nogging. No cornmer bracing.

#5 A detail in attic of stud mortised into a rafter plate.
Note parallel kerf marks on stud created by pit-sawing.

#6 East facade of cellar wall showing large limestone
block coursings with smoothed surfaces. At left and
right are squared posts with chamfered edges, originally
utilized as porch supports, but cut down when removed

to serve as bracing for foundation plates in cellar,.




