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Before you begin…

This paper was originally written as an attempt to pinpoint the date of the cabin that was “brought down the hill” to the White Spring Ranch in about 1914.  I was completely incapable of doing this for many reasons.  I was, however, able to attempt to compile a family history of the cabin, and create a list of suggestions as to what might be done in order to preserve the historical value of this very rare piece of Idaho History.  Much of what is written here may not be new to some of the family, but it was an attempt to gather the various bits of knowledge about the cabin into one larger description of what this cabin is and should be preserved as.

In no way do I claim to be an expert on any of this.  I have done everything in my power to produce an honest and informed account of the history behind this cabin, and how that history may be preserved so that your children—and mine—may be able to enjoy it as I have.  Because of this, as time goes on, and new bits of knowledge are found, please add to or subtract from anything that cannot be corroborated by the best research available.  

Also, because I have relied so heavily on Harrison Goodall’s book entitled Log Structures, Preservation and Problem-Solving, it is my belief that it would be in the best interest of the Lorang family to check out or even purchase a copy of it so that they can see it first hand.  I cannot express how much it will help in the family’s endeavor to preserve the history involved with the cabin.  I would also encourage the family to seek the opinions of the several professionals cited within this paper.  They make their living by determining the dates and uniqueness of cabins throughout the United States.  Since Jennifer Eastman Attebury published her books through the University of Idaho Press, I believe she would be the best place to start.


Finally, I have attempted to cite every bit of information to the best of my ability.  There were several things that I am sure were not done correctly, but I could find no standard to guide me through the citation of some of these very unique situations.  Otherwise…Here it is.

White Spring Ranch…The Cabin

The man truly was an enigma.  John Lorang was a pioneer to this county, he loved his children, he loved to work hard with his hands, he loved to pose for photographs, and he had an insatiable curiosity to learn everything that he could while on this planet.  This curiosity led John to collect some of the things that were most interesting to him—an early petting zoo of some sort, an antique (and very rare) coin collection, a large collection of birds’ eggs ranging from the mammoth ostrich egg to various hummingbird eggs, and many home-stuffed birds and animals.  According to his obituary in the Spokesman Review, by 1926, John Lorang had been using the farm as somewhat of a museum for some time.  “The Lorang farm consisting of 280 acres, known as White Spring Ranch, is a show place, being unique because of its museum, two buildings being devoted to rare collections of curios from both hemispheres.  A zoological garden of North American animals and birds of all descriptions was maintained” upon the ranch for quite a while.
  According to the Lorang family website, John Lorang was so much the naturalist and so intrigued with his work with curios, the federal government allowed him to hunt and (live) trap as much as he saw fit, “knowing that he would never abuse the privilege.”

Perhaps the greatest thing about John is that, above all things on earth, he recognized how small the present is within the frame of History.  John recognized that the time in which he lived would not be preserved and remembered if people, like himself, didn’t make conscious efforts to gather and to protect their stories.  This is why John ultimately brought so many things back to his curio cabins.  He wanted people to have a hardcopy of what things were really like.  Ironically, this is probably what John intended to do with one of his curio cabins as well.  Most likely, John bought the homesteader cabin from a neighbor in order to preserve it as part of Idaho’s History along with his collection of the various other historical exhibits at White Spring Ranch.  

The Lorang family has known for many years that the old homesteader’s cabin on the Northern face of the farm was not original to White Spring Ranch.  Until recently, family members knew only that “John and his son Charles numbered each log, carried it [the cabin] down the hill by wagon and reassembled it on his farm.”
  They had originally thought that over the hill meant the cabin had come from the old Borgen Homestead about a half-mile away.  A map of the outlying areas around White Spring Ranch done by the 1914 census suggests that the Borgen family had homesteaded this place in 1882.  Though this does seem to be the right timeframe and location for the cabin to come from, a more recent examination of Dan Lorang’s notes, written ca. 1990 suggests that Dan’s grandfather bought the cabin from a Mat Kambitsch who had moved on to and bought the homestead of “Mr. Seabert A. Bachelor.”
  The map cited earlier shows a Mathias Kambitsch that owns a sizable farm due north of White Spring Ranch in 1914.

One major concern of the Lorang family has been to attempt to date the cabin.  This is very difficult for two major reasons.  First, according to Eastman, an expert on log construction in Idaho, it is hard to properly date most cabins because “the nineteenth century is too remote for people to speak from direct experience (oral history interviewing) and instead are recounting second-hand information.”
  Because oral traditions/histories rely so heavily upon the telling of stories and the recounting of them by others, history is unfortunately reliant upon the accurate memories of multiple people in the chain of each oral history.  Second, the physical attributes of the original White Spring Cabin are very rare in northern Idaho.  Of all of the cabins still standing north of the Salmon River in 1984, only 14% were constructed with hewn logs, 2% with full dovetail notching, 0% with a shallow pitch (which it does not have at this point, but may have had originally), and 2% that were covered with tarpaper.
  Theses are some of the attributes of the White Spring cabin as it stands today.  Unfortunately, I am not enough of an expert to determine just how much the cabin had been altered from its original construction when John Lorang reassembled it at White Spring Ranch.  

The logs of the cabin are definitely hewn with a broad ax,
 and the notches are exceptionally dovetailed.  See Fig 1. Dovetails were a rarity in the west because they were extremely difficult to make, and not very many early pioneers in the Rocky Mountain West were entirely sure that they would be in the area long enough to justify all of the labor and time that it would take to build such a complicated structure.  In fact, most of the time, North Idaho builders preferred to use the easiest and most simple notches when trying to construct their cabins. This would account for the fact that out of all of the cabins surveyed by Eastman in Northern Idaho, only 2% had full dovetail notching and only 3% had half dovetail notches (which are considered to be easier to construct).
  The notching alone makes the cabin a true rarity of Northern Idaho.  Even today dovetail notching is very rarely employed in log construction though it is perhaps the sturdiest joint, and requires few, if any, extra fasteners to hold it together.  

It is also interesting to note that it appears that the roof was very shallow when it was originally built.  It raises only a foot or so in the approximately 7.5 horizontal feet between the wall and the ridgepole purlin.  This is all evident from the rear view of the cabin.  See Fig 2. It is highly likely, though, that when John Lorang moved the cabin to his ranch, he built it up in the front, put a new roof above the original structure using a rafter system, and tried to match the original hewn logs of the cabin.  See Fig. 3.  This would have been a welcome challenge to John, an expert woodworker.  Though many men in those days could have fashioned something functional with a broad ax, a crosscut saw, and maybe an auger,
 John was more than capable of matching newer logs to his older cabin.  Later, in the early 1970s, Dan built a new roof over the cabin in an effort to better preserve its historical appearances.  Also, Dan’s notes suggest that the roof was covered with “a round tar paper roof”
 prior to his rebuilding it, but this may not have been the original covering because occurrences of tarpaper coverings were very rare until the 1910s and 1920s.  In fact, it appears that prior to 1910, 0% of all North Idaho cabins had tarpaper roofs, but by the end of the 1920s, nearly 100% of all cabins had “tarpaper or other composition” roof coverings.
  It seems likely that the tarpaper covering would have been what John decided to use when he moved the cabin to White Spring Ranch.  Because the cabin was more than likely built in the mid-late 1880s, it is possible that the cabin originally had cedar shakes, but more likely, asphalt shingles.  These rarities really make the White Spring Ranch cabin even more of an historical work of art.  Unfortunately, they make it hard to accurately date, too.

Though it is very difficult to accurately pinpoint the date of the cabin’s original construction, it is possible to figure out a window in which it was most likely built.  The style of construction that the cabin follows is similar to others in the Rocky Mountain States.  This “form appears to have developed during the 1880s into a gable-front house with a front roof extension, a type which archaeologist Mary Wilson has named the Rocky Mountain Cabin.”
 Earlier cabins in the Northwest and cabins in the Eastern United States tended to follow either the Scotch-Irish or English plans.  Both of these patterns placed the door in a wall that ran parallel to the roof.  Later, as the frontier moved westward, the door moved to one of the gabled ends.  Now, this cabin style is often called the Anglo-Western cabin.  As the frontier met the Rocky Mountains, though, cabin-builders began to extend their gables out over the door.
 This seems to be the original floor plan followed by the cabin builder.  This information, matched with family tradition suggests that the cabin was most likely built somewhere between the mid to late 1880s and 1900.

It is somewhat easier for one to attempt to figure out when the cabin was “brought down the hill.”  According to family tradition, Charles helped his father move the cabin from its original location and rebuild it at White Spring Ranch.  Charles A. Lorang was born in 1902.
  Though it is unreliable as a dating source, an assumption could be made that Charles would not have been able to do much of the heavier physical labor until he was at least ten years old.  Some of the family tradition holds that the cabin was moved to the ranch in about 1914.  This would make Charles twelve, and seems plausible.  Also, there were many photographs of the ranch taken (especially in 1910), and none of them show the cabin, so we can know that the cabin was definitely not moved to the ranch until after the photos were taken in 1910.  Unfortunately, there are no photographs of the entire ranch that also show the cabin for the period between 1910 and about 1920.  So, at this point, all we of the information that we have to pinpoint this date comes from the oral history of the family.  Hopefully, as they look through the pictures they can find one that more concretely dates the cabin to the ranch.

Something else that has concerned the Lorang family is the prospect of effectively preserving the cabin’s history while making it as true to historic form as possible.  This really is the greatest struggle for anyone attempting to preserve history.  There is a fine line between historical buildings which have merely been preserved and historic monuments which have been completely modified in ways that simply do not fit into the historical purpose of the structure.  Ultimately, there are two major courses of action that can be taken when trying to preserve the historical value of the cabin as a monument.  This will ultimately come to a decision as to what the end goals for the cabin are.

According to The Secretary of the Interior’s Historic Building Website, there is a difference between preservation and restoration.  Preservation is considered to be less invasive than restoration, and it deals mainly with recognizing the things needed to merely stabilize and protect the building as it is.  Under the preservation stage, a building should not necessarily have the alterations that have occurred over time removed or returned to their original state.  The actual guidelines for the preservation of historical buildings clarify that the major points of preservation are to “Identify, Retain,…Preserve,” stabilize, and protect all “Historic Materials and Features.”
  It is very important to recognize the significance of each part of the cabin.  This will easily become the most important part of the preservation of the cabin at White Spring Ranch.  Once the significance of the cabin has been noted, it is important to remain loyal to the historical structure itself.  Try to alter the building as little as possible.  “Repairing by stabilizing, consolidating, and conserving is recommended.  Preservation strives to retain existing materials and features while employing as little new material as possible.”  Because of this, preservation would only allow alterations to occur in order to protect, stabilize, or otherwise make the building safe from outside influences.  Only when the original structure proves inadequate to perform these actions is it permissible to replace historically significant pieces with visually and physically matching replacement parts.  Under Preservation, then, the end result would be a cabin that has been stabilized and protected from the elements and is mostly (if not entirely) all original in construction.  This would allow visitors to see what the cabin has become over the years, how it was modified over time, and how the time has taken its toll on the building itself.

Restoration is usually more invasive than preservation, but it is still done as a means to preserve the historic value of many buildings in the United States.  Restoration is usually performed when a single period is identified as being more significant than another and/or re-enactment is of an interest to the owners of the monument.  Restoration, like preservation requires that the historical significance of the monument be noted and retained, but things are altered somewhat more in order to restore the building to what it had been during a certain period.  This allows visitors to see what the building looked like in a certain timeframe, and possibly see what it had looked like when it was first built.  Again, restoration does depend on using the actual historic materials whenever absolutely possible, but it also recognizes changes that have been made on the building.  These changes are usually recorded, then removed or altered to help the building maintain its historical appearance.
  

Ultimately, the Lorang family will have to decide what their goals for the cabin will be.  If they are interested in merely stabilizing the structure as it is today, and protecting it from the weather, then preservation looks to be the answer.  However, if the family wants to take the cabin in as more of a snapshot of what life was like in a certain period, then they would need to restore it to that period.  If re-enactment is a priority, then restoration is probably the answer.  Perhaps the re-enactment could actually be of people coming together and using various hand tools to hew and notch cedar logs to replace the old and decaying logs of the cabin, itself!

What to do now?  Regardless of the family’s decision as to whether they will preserve or restore the cabin, some legwork must be done to identify what really is historically significant, and what is not.  Also important to identify is what might need done immediately to protect the cabin, and what might be put off for a while longer.  There are obviously two things that come to mind when thinking of protecting or stabilizing the cabin at White Spring Ranch—its foundation and its roof.  These should be the more immediate considerations for the Lorang family at this point.

As is evident by simply walking into the door, the cabin is beginning to sag into the mud in the Southeastern corner.  This is really not that uncommon for cabins to do in the northwest because log cabins really do not usually require very large foundations when being built.  Because of this, a small log cabin can actually be put on a foundation of as little as four rock piles located at the corners.  Unfortunately, if the footings for these piles don’t reach past the average level of permafrost for the area, winter swelling and spring sogginess can take their toll, and the corners of the cabin can sink into the mud.  This isn’t always a problem, though.  As long as the corners sink at the same rate, then the integrity and durability of the cabin will hold itself level.  This only becomes a problem when the footings sink at different rates as they must have for the cabin at the Ranch.

Fortunately, this doesn’t seem to be a huge problem as long as there are no other major damages to the cabin.  As long as the structural integrity of the cabin has remained intact, it is usually possible to simply jack a cabin up (or dig under it) to allow a new foundation to be put beneath it.  Harrison Goodall’s book entitled Log Structures, Preservation and Problem-Solving is a must read before one undertakes a foundation change for a cabin.  Goodall suggests several methods for restoring foundations beneath cabins, and discusses the benefits for using either continuous or pier type footings.  The major benefit for using the pier system is that it can be used to restore the historic appearance of the original foundation.
 

As stated earlier, the roof of the Cabin needs to be a consideration of the Lorang family when they decide to reconstruct it according to its original plan.  In the case of preservation, the roof could theoretically be left as is, only repaired to better protect the cabin from the weather.  However, if historical integrity is to be preserved to a specific, then it is imperative that the family decide for which period they intend to restore the cabin to.  If they intend to restore the cabin to its original state, then the entire new roof, and probably the upper wall of the front gable may need to be completely removed.  This means that the Potlatch-brand plywood and the truss-supports must go.  On the other hand, if the family intends to recreate the cabin as a part of early 20th century living, then the cabin will merely need to be fixed with materials that matched the cabin in 1914.  In either case, it might be a good idea, to consider building a larger roof over the entire cabin so that it would be better protected from the heavier snows of winter.  This is most likely why John Lorang added the new roof to begin with.  In his interest of history, he was probably concerned that the original roof was getting too old to hold against the snow for much longer, and wanted to make sure that it would remain intact for future visitors and family to see.

Finally, what else will need to be done in order to honor John Lorang’s efforts to preserve the history of this rare and interesting cabin?  Goodall, again, will be an excellent source for determining what the cabin will need.  He has put a checklist for assessing cabin structure in his book between the pages 23-26.  This chart will help immensely when the family attempts to identify necessary alterations and repairs for the cabin.  After identifying the problems in the cabin, Log Structures… will help to solve most of them including problems with log replacement, windows/doors, structural damage, and chinking/daubing repair.  

It would be a terrible injustice to the founder of White Spring Ranch to let this cabin go to waste.  It is as significant a piece of Idaho history as anything else on the Ranch.  John’s interest in the cabin must have been more than simply a desire to fill it with his museum of curios.  I believe that John was interested in the history of the Cabin, itself.  He must have recognized the rarity of the cabin’s construction, and he must have wanted to have it preserved as a monument to just what an Idaho farm-boy was capable of doing with his hands long before the advent of the chainsaw.
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Figure 1


Note the Intricate pattern of the dovetail.  This design is frequently used to join dresser drawers together, but is often considered to be too complex for larger scale operations.  Most dovetail joints, however, are self sustaining, and require  little extra support.  This makes them ideally suited for building log cains.





Figure 2


Note the slope of the original roof, and the much steeper slope of the new roof.  Also notice that the newer roof is made from materials much newer than the original cabin.  It is possible, after reviewing both this picture and the one before that the original slope matched this one, and that Dan simply removed all of the original roofing materials when he replaced the roof in the early 1970s. 





Figure 3


The cabin looks very different here than it does today.  The porch seems to be built much higher up, but the overall structure is similar to what is now at White Spring Ranch.  Notice the building to the far left.  This picture was definitely taken at the Ranch, most likely just after its completion.  Also notice the very thick daubing in the cracks between the logs.  It is also possible to see the upper wall of the front gable in this picture.
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