Monuments to Their Skill
Urbana-Champaign Carpenters, Contractors,

, and Builders, 1850--1900
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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 II-
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 goed house.” They
built their second house in 1837; the
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“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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