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DESCRIBETHE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

In the year 1859, fourteen years after he built his log cabin in 1845, James Newell 
built a barn on his farmstead at Turkey Foot Forks, Washington Township, Black 
Hawk County, Iowa, from black walnut timber on his land.

The barn is constructed of black walnut beams from Newell f s timberland, hand-hewn 
with a broad axe. The roof is supported by poles that have been flattened on 
one side to receive the roof. The poles meet with mitred ends at the top of 
the roof (no ridgepole). The barn is two stories high with a foundation of native 
limestone, 19" thick and 7 ? above ground. The lower floor is 7*9" high. There 
are four hand-hewn black walnut beams, one foot square, under the overhang at 
the front of the first floor which are supported on the ground by granite 
boulders (now reinforced by cement), Joists under the overhang are black walnut 
logs, some with bark remaining. The upper and lower floors are divided in thirds 
lengthwise. The upper floor is used for a haymow and the lower floor has 12 
stalls for horses and cows and a pump. It is sided with sawed boards.

The barn is located on a knoll overlooking Turkey Foot Forks, so named long ago 
by the Indians because the junction of the West Fork and Shell Rock rivers with 
the Red Cedar river resembled the foot of a wild turkey. Higher on the knoll 
is the limestone foundation of Newell's eight room, two story house, built of 
black walnut timber in 1854, and near it is the foundation of a circular shaped 
well of native limestone. The house burned down in 1961.

The barn is still surrounded by virgin prairie, including native grasses and 
wildflowers, and timberland where small animals and birds are numerous. A 
clearing not far from the barn is the site of an Indian campgrounds long ago.

The barn stands on its original site and appears to have had no major alterations. 
It is basically sound, but needs some minor repairs. It has been in continuous 
use for agricultural purposes from the time it was built, 117 years.

The new owners, Mr. and Mrs. Y. M. Cowlishaw of Hudson, Iowa, who have a second 
home in this area, are nature and history enthusiasts who bought the barn and 
twenty-five acres surrounding it in March, 1976, for the purpose of preserving 
it and to prevent the building of a summer resort by a potential buyer. The 
Cowlishaws plan to make the minor repairs needed on the barn as soon as possible, 
in accordance with its original appearance, and then keep it in excellent 
condition. For security reasons, there is restricted access.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The James Newell barn, built in 1859 at Turkey Foot Forks, Black Hawk County, 
Iowa, is a splendid example of barn architecture of the pioneer period, still 
standing on its original site, unaltered and basically sound.

James Newell was the first settler in Washington Township, Black Hawk County, 
Iowa, and the first to move to the county with the intent of settling there. 
He was born in 1809 in Ohio, and came to Louisa County, Iowa, in 1837 after making 
several earlier trips to the area for exploration. He lived there for nine 
years and kept in mind his conversation with Nathan Boone in 1838 who told him 
about the beautiful area at Turkey Foot Forks, He explored the site in the fall 
of 1845, staked out a claim of 514 acres (later he owned 1100 acres, all bought 
from the government at $1,25 per acre), built a cabin, and returned to Louisa 
county. In the spring of 1846, he moved his family to the new cabin, arriving 
May 19. He lived there until his death May 30, 1875, and was buried in the 
family cemetery on his land.

James Newell was a remarkable pioneer for reasons other than his barn. His 
papers and letters attest to the respect and friendship he enjoyed with the 
Indians living in the vicinity and their equally high regard for him. In his 
notebook, he writes his beliefs and reasons for befriending the Indians, leaving 
a message which is as valid today as it was then: "They are part of God's 
people and my belief is that God did not put us on the earth to hate each 
other, but to love and assist each other in getting through life."

The existing woodland around the barn at Turkey Foot Forks is one of the prime 
assets of the site. It is extensive and varied, representative of various plant 
associations, including prairie grasses and wild flowers, more than fifty in 
number.
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