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On the Harder Ranch in the Palouse country of southeastern Washington is a circular corral 
made with heavy strap iron railing on locust tree posts. It is one mile east of the 
abandoned Mull an Road, a major supply route used by miners, stockmen, and settlers 
for a period of many years beginning in 1885. The corral is only accessible by 
travelling several miles of dirt roads through sparsely populated scablands. This is 
in a range area fenced with barbed wire. Other than bunchgrass there is almost no 
vegetation, and there are no signs of civilization visible for miles in all directions, 
with the exception of some fencing and a distant railroad trestle.

The corral is approximately 100 feet in diameter. It consists of upright split 
wooden posts and two inch by three-eighths inch strap iron with small holes for nailing 
at intervals of two feet. Along one edge the strapiron is worn or rounded in places — 
confirming that it once served as a cap for the wooden tracks of a primitive railroad. 
The posts are sunk in the ground with a close, almost random spacing. Cut nails 
are spiked through the holes in the iron into the posts and clinched on the opposite 
side. All the strapiron is in twenty foot lengths and spaced vertically on the uprights 
about one foot apart. The posts are mostly gnarled and bent, extending to various 
heights beyond the top rail which is roughly six feet above the ground.

The corral has changed very little since it was built. Some new posts may have been 
added later to reinforce the structure, but it has never been altered substantially. 
The original posts show no obvious signs of decay.

A wooden loading chute has been built on at the gate outside the circular enclosure 
to aid in loading and unloading livestock on trucks. It is a minor intrusion, clearly 
separate and smaller than the corral itself.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Strap Iron Corral was built in the late 1870's by "Uncle Jim" Kennedy, an early 
Adams County rancher in the Cow Creek area of the lower Palouse Valley. Kennedy came 
west from Missouri during the gold rush in 1849. He brought with him his father's 
farewell gifts ~ two yolk of oxen, a wagon, clothing and enough provisions to sustain 
him for two years. After prospecting from California to British Columbia, packing 
provision to miners in Idaho and driving sheep and cattle from Washington and Oregon 
to Montana, Kennedy settled on Cow Creek in 1877. For his ranch he chose a location 
a short distance from the Mull an Road. This was once a military road constructed 
between 1855 and 1862 — before and during the Civil War. It was intended to connect 
Fort Walla Walla with Fort Benton providing a passable road between the headwaters 
of the Columbia and Missouri Rivers. The Mull an Road became a major supply route 
from Walla Walla to the mines in northeastern Washington and northern Idaho. In the 
1870's it provided the principal access to that territory for a growing number of 
farmers and stockmen who would return along the same route to bring their crops and 
livestock to market in Walla Walla.

The first railroad in Washington Territory used for purposes other than portage was the 
Walla Walla and Columbia River Railroad, built between 1872 and 1875. This was the 
enterprise of a private corporation formed by Dr. Dorsey S. Baker and seventeen others. 
It was financed by an issue of capital stock totaling $700,000. The railroad was to 
run about thirty miles from Wallula on the Columbia River to Walla Walla — at that 
time the largest city in the territory. To economize on the trackage, Baker attempted 
to use four-by-six inch wooden rails instead of iron. Discovering that these wore 
out faster than new track could be laid, he ordered strap iron three-eighths of an 
inch thick and two inches wide to cap the wooden tracks. This worked well enough 
except that occasionally the iron would work loose and poke through the floor of a 
railroad car, endangering passengers and nearly stopping the train.

A small seven-and-one-half ton locomotive pulled the trains at a speed little faster 
than a brisk walk. Because the route passed through open range country, cattle were 
often encountered lying or standing on the tracks in the path of the oncoming train. 
The engine was never provided with a "cow catcher", so Baker trained a bull-terrier 
to ride the locomotive and watch for livestock. Upon spotting a cow the dog would 
run ahead of the train and snap and bark until the animal moved from the roadbed. 
He would then jump back on board and continue to ride until the next obstruction.
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On October 14, 1873, the Walla Walla and Columbia River Railroad hauled 24 tons of 
wheat nine miles to Wallula, the first ever transported by rail in the Inland Empire.

The strap iron capped wooden tracks were replaced in 1875 with 1,000 tons of con 
ventional iron rails. The used materials were then scrapped and sold. "Uncle Jim" 
Kennedy bought a considerable quantity of strap iron and transported it to Cow Creek 
by wagon over the Mull an Road on a return trip from Walla Walla, a distance of 60 miles. 
He built a unique enclosure from the salvaged material for use as a holding and 
branding pen. This was one of the firt corrals on lower Cow Creek.

Kennedy died in 1917 in the town of Washtucna not far from his old ranch and corral.

The Strap Iron Corral has been in continual use since it was built without major repairs 
or modifications. It was constructed in an apparently haphazard fashion, while at 
the same time it is incredibly strong — perhaps an interesting commentary of Kennedy's 
purpose in building it and his personal idiosyncrasies. Although the corral shows no 
concern whatever for craftsmanship, it would be tremendously difficult to cut through 
that fence. His choice of strap iron was in spite of the expense and difficulty in 
transporting it, and it may have been selected for security reasons.

The corral is an important, virtually unaltered structure representative of an early 
period in the Eastern Washington stockmen's industry. It is also built with the 
only known materials remaining from Washington Territory's first railroad.
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