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By all accounts, the earliest housing in 
Champaign County consisted of crude oak 
log walls and floors of logs split from ash, 
oak, or linden trees. The roofs were of bark 
peeled from linden trees in nearby Big 
Grove. Window openings were covered with 
greased muslin, and the fireplace was fash­
ioned from mud, cement, and boulders. ' 
Jacob and Margaret Beatty Smith, newlyweds 
from Shelby County, Kentucky, came to Il­
linois in October, 1833, and settled about 
one mile east of modern-day Urbana where 
they built a sixteen-foot-square log cabin. As 
Margaret recalled, "We first lived in this 
cabin with two rooms and a leanto with a 
lynn bark loft, puncheon floor, no windows. 
We were happy and thought we were fortu­
nate in having such a good house." They 
built their second house in 1837; the 

"flooring was sawed by a whip saw, and the 
lath was made by hand, all by Mr. Smith." 
The Emigrant's Almanack for 1850, pub­
lished in England and Scotland in 1849 and 
1850, estimated that the cost of a "comfort­
able log cabin such as first settlers generally 
occupy" would be approximately $50. The 
Farmer's and Emigrant's Hand-book by Josiah 
T. Marshall, published in New York in 1845, 
estimates that a "suitable dwelling" could be 
built in twenty days for $25. That price in­
cluded $5.00 for "ten days' hired work." 

The population of Champaign County 
grew quickly. The United States Census of 
1850 recorded 2,649 inhabitants and 480 
dwellings; of that number, 252 resided in 
the town of Urbana. Along with the in­
creasing population came the demand for 
more and better housing. Local historian 
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J. O. Cunningham noted in 1876, "As the 
ability of the Inhabitants increased the 
character of their houses changed for the 
better and soon the presence of saw-mills 
and brick yards made frame and brick 
dwellings possible." No doubt the con­
struction of frame dwellings was facilitated 
by close proximity to Big Grove, "a fine body 
of timber, containing about 12,000 acres" 
and yielding oak, walnut, hickory, linden, 
elm, ash, and sycamore, but no poplar or 
beech.'' Later, oak, cypress, black walnut, 
and poplar would arrive by rail from the 
forests of southern Illinois. In addition, 
Chicago was one of the largest lumber mar­
kets in the country, and all kinds of specialty 
woods were available there. Pine, if needed, 
could be shipped down from Wisconsin.' 

The 1850 federal census lists six carpen­
ters in Urbana even before the city was 
chartered in 1855. Included in the group 
were thirty-year-old Thomas Lindsey and 
twenty-nine-year-old Moses D. Harvey, both 
from Pennsylvania. Lindsey, later a cabinet­
maker, came to the area in 1841 and worked 
there through 1891. Harvey had arrived in 
1839 and "assisted in building nearly all of 
the early dwellings and business buildings of 
Urbana." Although he briefly dabbled in 
other occupations over the next fifty-five 
years including farming near Mahomet and 
owning a meat market in Tolono, the city 
directory for 1895-1896 listed Harvey as a 
carpenter residing on West California 
Street. In addition, the 1850 census lists 
forty-five-year-old New York native Calvin 
Higgins as a house joiner. John Cantner, 
carpenter and cabinetmaker, worked in 
Urbana through 1883. Another cabinet­
maker, David Cantner, settled in 1842 and 
cont inued working in Urbana until his 
death in 1879; among his commissions in 
1856 was the Masonic Temple. Thirty-eight-
year-old William Park is reported in 1850 to 
have owned the first steam-driven saw and 
gristmill in the county. 

During the following decade, at least 

seven other carpenters settled in Urbana-
Champaign. John C. Denton arrived in 1851 
from Somerset County, Pennsylvania, to 
begin a thirty-six-year career. In the March 
17, 1860, Urbana Clarion, Denton advertised 
that he had teamed up with Martin W. 
Kaucher to practice the trade of carpenter 
and joiner. In addition to building struc­
tures for homes and businesses, Denton is 
said to have built at least thirty-eight 
schoolhouses in Champaign County. 
Zachariah E. Gill arrived from Shelby 

Frances E. Roehm, "Champaign County, Illinois, 
1850: A Historical Overview," TS, p. 24, Champaign 
County Historical Archives, Urbana Free Library. 
Urbana was chartered on Feb. 14, 1855; West Urbana 
was organized in 1857, and the name was changed to 
Champaign in 1860, when the residents voted in favor 
of a municipal government (Stewart, ed., I, 369-70, 
429). 

Cunningham, p. 17. 
Illinois State Gazetteer and Business Directory for 1858 

and 1859 (Chicago: George W. Hawes, n.d.), p. 216. 
By 1876, Big Grove in central Champaign County had 
been nearly depleted by the demand for building 
materials , fuel, fencing, and rai lroad ties 
(Cunningham, p. 3). 

Illinois Central Directory, Containing Brief Historical 
Sketches of the Various Towns Located on the Lines of the 
Illinois Central Railroad (n.p.:Jas. P. Crawford, 1869), 
p. 9. 

Roehm, pp. 41-45; Mathews and McLean, pp. 26, 
37-38; Hardie and Scharle's Champaign and Urbana City 
Directory, 1895-96 (n.p., 1896), p. 57 (hereafter cited 
as City Directory, 1895-96). According to Cunningham, 
Williams Harvey built the second courthouse, a frame 
one-story building, in 1840 for the sum of |346 (pp. 
11-12). Mathews and McLean claim that Moses and 
his brother Williams Harvey built the courthouse 
(p. 37). 

Roehm, p. 44; Champaign and Urbana City Directory 
and Gazetteer of Champaign County, 1883-84 
(Champaign: Signal Printing, 1883), p. 103; Mathews 
and McLean, pp. 9-10; Cunningham, p. 14. 

Mathews and McLean, p. 34; Illinois State Gazetteer 
and Business Directory, 1888 (Chicago: R. L. Polk and 
Co., 1887), VI, 1346; Urbana Clarion, March 17, 1860, 
p. 2, col. 6. 


