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INTRODUCTION
This report details the documentation of a mid-nineteenth-century-era Three-Bay
Threshing, or English, Barn that was located at the Norton-Eaton Farmstead in rural Plainfield,
Will County, Illinois. The farmstead is located on land owned by the Illinois Department of
Natural Resources (IDNR) and currently leased to the Plainfield Township Park District. The
Three-Bay Barn was the oldest extant building on the farmstead and had been poorly maintained
in recent decades. By 2000, the barn was considered a significant enough safety risk to warrant
demolition. The Illinois Historic Preservation Agency (IHPA) determined the barn was not
eligible for inclusion onto the National Register of Historic Places. This determination applied
only to the barn and not to either the farmstead or any other buildings located upon it (Haaker
2000). Even though the IHPA did not regard the barn as National-Register eligible, IDNR
consented to the documentation of the building prior to its demolition, since it represented an
excellent example of an early northern Illinois barn type. The barn is referred to as the Norton
Barn in this report, rather than the Norton-Eaton, since it was Benjamin Norton who built the
structure in circa 1843-1853. The farmstead remained in the hands of the Norton Family until
1928 when Clayton Eaton acquired the property (Lambert 2000). The only other building on the
farmstead that dates from the nineteenth century is a small stone smokehouse.
The purpose of this project is to document the physical structure of the Norton Barn,
provide a site history, and place the building in its proper historical context. The field
investigation was conducted in November 2000. Documentary research on the property was
done more recently and was carried out primarily at the Illinois State Archives and Illinois State
Library. Information on the various barn types in Will County was obtained from two sources:
the 1873 Combination Atlas Map of Will County, Illinois (Thompson Brothers and Burr 1873),
which has detailed lithographs of farmsteads in the county, as they appeared in the middle-to-late
nineteenth century; and the Rural Historic Structural Survey of Wheatland, Plainfield, and
Lockport Townships, which provides contemporary survey data on the surviving barns in the
vicinity of the Norton-Eaton Farm (Wiss et al. 2000). Another source utilized during the project
was the Preliminary Assessment of the Buildings and Site at the Norton-Eaton Farm, Plainfield,
Illinois (Lambert 2000). The latter report provides documentary and oral history concerning the
Norton and Eaton families, as well as description of the other buildings at the site.
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NORTON-EATON
FARMSTEAD

Figure 1. United States Geological Survey (USGS) topographic map showing the location
of the Norton-Eaton Farmstead. The water-covered lands lying east of the Du Page River
have been surface mined for sand and gravel (USGS Normantown, IL Quadrangle 1993).
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GEOGRAPHICAL AND HISTORICAL SETTING
The Norton-Eaton Farmstead is located on the NW1/4, NE1/4, Section 3 of Plainfield
Township, in western Will County, Illinois. The farmstead lies on the south side of 135th Street,
one-half mile east of Illinois Route 159, and occupies a low ridge on the west bank of the Du
Page River. Due to the growth of Plainfield in recent years, the farmstead now lies on the
northern fringe of that village, whereas during the nineteenth century the farm and town were
separated by several miles of open country.
Will County is located in northeastern Illinois and is one of the so-called “collar
counties” that rings Cook County. Although this title is a modern one, coming into usage with
the growth of suburbia radiating out from Chicago, Will County has been intimately connected
with Chicago, in respect to trade and transportation, since the earliest period of Euro-American
settlement. The Des Plaines River, which flows through the northern and western portions of the
county, was a key component to the network of waterways connecting the Great Lakes region
with the Illinois River Valley and the Mississippi River beyond. Established by Native
Americans, this route later was utilized by the French after they penetrated the Illinois County
during the late seventeenth century.
Although frequently traversed by Europeans in previous years, Will County did not begin
to be actively settled by whites until the late 1820s. James Walker has the distinction of being
the first permanent settler in Plainfield Township, as well as in what is now Will County. A
native of North Carolina, Walker established a claim along the banks of the Du Page River in
Plainfield Township in 1828. He subsequently erected a saw mill on the Du Page, roughly onemile south of the future site of the town of Plainfield, and this mill supplied the first sawn lumber
in the area. The large stand of timber surrounding the mill site thereafter was referred to as
“Walker’s Grove” –a name that also was applied to the surrounding settlement for a number of
years. By the end of 1830 several other American families had settled in the area, including
those of Reuben Flagg, Timothy B. Clark, and Thomas Covel (Le Baron 1878:478, 481).
Settlement in the region was relatively slow until Indian claims in northern Illinois were
extinguished through a treaty signed at Chicago in 1833, in the aftermath of the Black Hawk
War. During the war, the Walker’s Grove settlers had erected a crude stockade for their
protection. Named Fort Beggs, this fortification consisted of a line of stakes surrounding the
cabin of Reverend S. R. Beggs (Le Baron 1878:480).1
The majority of settlers who eventually came to Will County were Northerners hailing
from New England and the Mid-Atlantic states, though Southerners and immigrant elements
were represented as well. Wheatland Township, which bordered Plainfield on the north, was
considered to be one of the most diverse rural areas in respect to population, and it had a number
of very distinct regional and ethnic-based settlements within its borders. A group of Scottish
families, for instance, established homesteads in the southwest corner of the township, and this
locality became known as the “Scotch Settlement.” Similarly, the northwestern part of the
township primarily was settled by Vermonters and was referred to as the “Vermont Settlement.”
More numerous still were the Pennsylvania Dutch, who by 1878 represented nearly half of the
1

Archaeological investigations have recently been conducted at this site (Bird and Porubcan 2001).
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families in Wheatland Township. The remaining population in Wheatland in 1878 was
composed of forty American, forty Scotch, twenty-four English, and two or three Irish and
French families (Le Baron 1878:537).
In 1831 the Cook County Commissioners arranged for the laying out of road between
Chicago and Ottawa, at the mouth of the Fox River. This road passed through Plainfield
Township and followed an established Potawatomi route that was known as the “High Prairie
Trail.” This trail ran westward from Chicago, crossed the Des Plaines River at the present site of
Riverside and then proceeded southwest towards Walker’s Grove, where it forded the Du Page
River. Much of the road’s route between Riverside and Plainfield followed what would later
become State Route 126 and later Interstate 55. In 1834 the road began to be used by the
Chicago-Ottawa stage (Quaife 1968:76-77). That same year (1834), the town of Plainfield was
laid out on Sections 10 and 15 of Plainfield Township, a short distance east of the point where
the Chicago-Ottawa Road crossed the Du Page River (Le Baron 1878:487). Even though
Plainfield was destined to go without a railroad for many years, the town was serviced by a
number of good roads fairly early in its history. Besides the Chicago-Ottawa Road, Plainfield
had two plank roads by 1851. One of the plank roads ran due east to Lockport, while the other
ran southeast to Joliet (Rees 1851). Joliet and Lockport were located along the Des Plaines
River, but more importantly, they were positioned astride the Illinois and Michigan (I&M)
Canal. The I&M Canal provided a continuous waterway between the Illinois River and Lake
Michigan and was finally opened to commercial traffic in 1848, after twelve years of
construction. Though soon rivaled by railroads, the canal nonetheless played a major role in
Chicago’s subsequent growth and fostered the development of smaller urban centers along its
route (Stratton and Mansberger 2001:6-7).
Joilet, which was the county seat, developed into an important manufacturing and
commercial center. One of its principal businesses was the Joliet Steel Works. Joliet also was
the site of the Illinois State Penitentiary, which provided considerable (albeit less savory)
business for the city, and had an extensive building stone industry. Stone quarries were located
all along the Des Plaines River Valley in Will County, with Lemont and Lockport being two
other centers for the trade. The county’s stone industry received a major boost following the
Chicago Fire of 1871, when large quantities of stone were shipped in to the ravaged city. A
number of stone quarries were opened around Plainfield and were considered to provide building
stone of a good quality. Lacking the direct rail and canal connections available to the quarries
along the Des Plaines, however, the Plainfield quarries were exploited only for local building
projects (Le Baron 1878:493). The gravel and sand resources around Plainfield also were
exploited for construction purposes. One of the finest sand pits in the area was located on the
Norton Farmstead, on Section 3 (Le Baron 1878:994; Historical Directory Publishing Company
1884:379). During the twentieth century, a large swath of land lying east of Plainfiield was strip
mined to extract sand and gravel.
Another prominent industry in the county during the late nineteenth century was coal
mining. Large-scale shaft mining was initiated in 1870s and centered in the southwestern part of
the county, around the towns of Braidwood and Braceville. Both of these communities were
located along the Chicago and Alton Railroad.
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Agriculture, however, was by far the largest and most important industry in Will County
during the nineteenth century. Like elsewhere in Illinois, the early agricultural economy in the
county was focused on wheat production, since wheat represented a valuable and easily
marketable cash crop. Corn also was grown in abundance; indeed, with a higher yield per acre,
corn production typically surpassed that of wheat on any given farm. However, corn was less
valuable and bulkier to transport than wheat. Hence, it primarily was used as feed for livestock,
particularly for fattening hogs. By the 1850s, however, wheat yields in Illinois had begun to
drop due to diminished soil fertility and increased exposure of the crop to blights and insect
infestations. The winter wheat crop was especially poor between 1847 and 1852 (Bogue
1994:124-125). Will County farmers reacted to the diminishing yields by shifting their emphasis
from wheat to dairying and stock raising, which meant an increase in the number of livestock
and a corresponding expansion in hay, corn, and oat production and acreage devoted to
pasturage. This shift, while gradual, was in full swing by the 1870s. The decline of wheat
cultivation in Will County is well illustrated by agricultural figures for 1878. Only 1,797 acres
had been devoted to wheat production that year, 1,684.5 acres of which was spring wheat and
112.5 acres was winter wheat. These figures were smaller than the total number of acres devoted
to Irish potatoes in the county, which was 2,650.35 acres. In contrast, 132,332 acres of land in
the county had been planted with corn. Oats, with 60,796 acres, was the second most prevalent
crop. Corn and oats, of course, were feed grains for livestock (Le Baron 1878:346-7). The grain
production on the Norton Farm between 1850 and 1870 generally reflects these countywide
trends.
The following figures characterize the dairy industry in Will County in 1878: 17,366
milch cows, 787,012 pounds of butter sold, 57,860 pounds of cheese sold, 10,060 gallons of
cream sold, and 1,322,646 gallons of milk sold (Le Baron 1878:349). One year later, Will
County farmers sold 2,116,036 gallons of milk to butter and cheese factories. In addition,
1,571,251 pounds of butter and 8,390 pounds of cheese had been made for consumption on the
farm. The acreage devoted to hay production was 82,732, on which some 115,513 tons of hay
had been cut. The increase in the number of livestock in Will County between 1850 and 1880
was equally remarkable: the number of milch cows had increased from 5,868 to 25,686; other
(i.e. beef) cattle from 9,628 to 33,718; and swine from 8,650 to 51,539. In contrast, the number
of sheep in the county had decreased during the same period, dropping from 21,703 in 1850 to
8,598 in 1880. There had been 9,352 head of cattle and 37,500 swine sold for meat in 1879-1880
(Historical Directory Publishing Company 1884:243-5).
Will County’s dairy and meat products found a ready market in the burgeoning city of
Chicago and other urban centers, and the shipment of these goods was facilitated by the
extensive network of railroads radiating out from Chicago. By 1878, Will County was crossed
by four rail lines. One of these lines, the Chicago and Alton Railroad, passed through Reed
Township, in the southwest corner of the county. The soils in Reed were sandy and considered
poor for row crops. Yet, these same lands were well suited for grazing and dairying. In 1877 a
creamery and cheese factory were established in the coal town of Braidwood. One year later,
this factory was producing 150 pounds of butter and 900 pounds of cheese each day. These
products were shipped on the Chicago and Alton Railroad, the cheese going to Chicago and the
butter to St. Louis (Le Baron 1878:477).
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Farmers in Du Page Township, located in the northeast corner of the county, were
especially involved in dairying. The 1878 county observed that, “The quantity of milk produced
is, perhaps, greater than in any other township of the county.” Some of the local milk was
consumed at the two cheese factories then operating in the township, but a great deal of it also
was shipped into Chicago by rail out of Romeo Station (now Romeoville), which was noted as
“one of the best milk stations along the Chicago and Alton Railroad.” The two cheese factories
in the township had been established in 1870 and 1877 (Le Baron 1878:535). Other cheese
factories were constructed around the county during this period as well. In the spring of 1877,
for instance, Clark and Company erected a frame cheese factory on the outskirts of Plainfield.
This factory had the capacity to consume 20,000 pounds of milk per day and turned out an
average of sixty cheeses each week, each weighing 52 pounds. Cheese was the principal product
at the factory, though a small quantity of butter was produced as well (Le Baron 1878:486-7).
By 1880, the business had been renamed the Clark and Simmons Creamery and Cheese Factory.
Between June 1, 1879 and May 31, 1880 it consumed 976,496 pounds of milk collected from
200 cows (U. S. Bureau of the Census 1880c:30).
A large commercial stock farm, named Caton Farm, was located three miles southwest of
Plainfield. This farm was situated adjacent to the Elgin, Joliet, and Eastern Railroad and
supplied beef cattle to the Chicago market (Ogle 1893). Judge John D. Caton (1812-1895) was
the original owner of the farm. He came to Will County from New York in 1833 and
subsequently served on the Illinois Supreme Court between 1842 and 1864. The last seven years
Caton was with the court, he served as Chief Justice (Dunne 1933:27).

6

Figure 2. Detail of the 1851 map showing the area around the Norton-Eaton Farmstead
(indicated by the red circle). Even though this map provides no site-specific information on
the farmstead, it well illustrates the physical features, towns, and early transportation
routes in the surrounding area. Note the Village of Plainfield, which initially developed
around the point where the Chicago and Ottawa Road crossed the Du Page River and later
had several plank roads pass through it. Walker’s Grove, the site of the earliest American
settlement in Plainfield Township, is shown to the south of Plainfield (Rees 1851).
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BARN TYPES IN WILL COUNTY
A wide variety of barn forms were constructed in Will County during the nineteenth
century. These structures differed in respect to form, size, and methods and materials of
construction, depending upon their intended use and the background of their builders. Barns also
evolved over time in response to changes in the agricultural economy. Unfortunately, we have
no comprehensive architectural survey data on Will County’s rural landscape from the late
nineteenth century --the period that this rural landscape arguably was at the peak of its
development. The closest source we have is Thompson Brothers and Burr’s 1873 Combination
Atlas Map of Will County, Illinois, which includes lithographs of individual farmsteads around
the county. Although the lithographs are quite detailed and illustrate a range of barn types, we
recognize their limits as survey data. Considering that landowners paid for the privilege of
having their farmstead illustrated in the atlas, it is possible that the data is skewed in favor of
larger, more affluent farms. Artistic license also comes into play, since features significant to the
classification of a barn (such as the forebay on a Pennsylvania German Barn) may have been left
out in some instances, and these barns might then be misinterpreted. Another problem with the
lithographs is that they usually provide little to no indication as to the internal layout of the barns
depicted (The same can be said of modern windshield surveys). Nonetheless, we feel that the
1873 county atlas does provide a representative sample of the barn types present in Will County
during the late nineteenth century. In truth, the atlas is certainly more representative than the
modern rural survey data available for Plainfield, Wheatland, and Lockport Townships, since the
modern survey –while comprehensive-- covers only those barns that have survived after nearly a
half-century of rural decline and suburban growth in the area.
One barn form that appears in the 1873 atlas but apparently is absent from the modern
rural landscape is the Double-Crib Log Barn (Wiss et al. 200:VI-6). This barn type has a floor
plan characterized by two rectangular, log-walled cribs (pens) separated by a central runway, or
drive. Both cribs and the runway are covered beneath a common roof that typically is side
gabled. The cribs were used for storing grain and/or housing livestock, while the runway
provided a sheltered, open-ended drive that could be used as a threshing floor (Glassie 1965;
Noble 1984:3; Price 1980:140-160). Simple in design and method of construction, Double-Crib
Log Barns would have been one of the earliest agricultural buildings constructed in Will County
and would and would have been one of first to disappear as agricultural production intensified.2
Two surviving examples of this barn type are illustrated in the 1873 atlas on the farms of
Franklin Barber and H. Boardman (Thompson Brothers and Burr 1873:6, 12). Both of these
farms were located in Du Page Township (see Figures 3 through 5).
The Three-Bay Threshing Barn, like the one at the Norton-Eaton Farmstead, probably
was one of (if not the) most prevalent barn forms in Will County during the middle nineteenth
century. This barn, which also is referred to more simply as the “Three-Bay” or “English”

2

Double-Crib Log Barns tended persist longer in regions that were less conducive to large-scale agriculture of the
kind practiced in Will County. In hilly Calhoun County, Illinois, for example, this barn form was especially
commonplace and continues to be utilized in the present era (Price 1980:140-160).
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Barn,3 is a one-story-with-loft, side-gabled structure that is defined primarily by the internal
division of its first floor into three bays. The bays are aligned parallel to the roofline, thus
making the barn three-bays long and one-bay deep. The central bay has large, double doors on
both ends, which allowed wagons to enter the building (thus facilitating the storage of hay and
the handling of grain) and also created a draft through the bay. The latter point is important,
since the center bay, or runway, historically was used as a threshing floor where cut grain was
processed. Processing the grain involved two steps: first, the grain was threshed (separated from
the straw) by being beaten with a hand flail; it then was winnowed by being tossed in the air,
causing the lighter chaff to separate and blow away from the heavier grain (Noble and Cleek
1994:49-51). Kniffen (1986:11) notes that this barn form first was introduced in New England
and then moved westward “with remarkably little change.” In Great Britain, the Three-Bay
Threshing Barn was devoted entirely to the processing of grain. Cut grain was first stored in one
of the side bays, threshed in the center bay, and the resulting grain and straw were then stored in
the other side bay. By the time the barn form was introduced to the Midwest, however, one of
the side bays commonly was devoted to livestock and had stalls on the first floor and a hayloft
above. It also was not unusual for wagons or equipment to be stored in the barn (Noble and
Wilhelm 1995:45; Noble and Cleek 1994:50-1). A number of Three-Bay Threshing Barns are
illustrated in the 1873 atlas of Will County (see Figures 5 and 9 through 13).
Even though the Three-Bay Threshing Barn was multi-functional, it did not provide the
space required by farmers who were heavily involved in dairying or the raising of livestock, as
was the case for an increasing number of Will County farmers during the 1860s and 1870s.
These farmers often constructed barns with basements beneath them, thus adding a whole other
floor to the building that could be used for the feeding and stabling of livestock. There are
several barn forms with basements, including the English Banked Barn, the Raised Barn, and the
Pennsylvania German Barn. These barn forms differ from one another principally in respect to
how their upper story is accessed, though there are differences between their floor plans as well.
The English Banked Barn is essentially a Three-Bay Threshing Barn placed on top of a full
basement that has been built into a hillside. The hillside setting of this barn allows both the
basement and main floors to be accessed at grade, from opposing sides of the building. The
Raised Barn has a full basement beneath it but, unlike the English Banked Barn, is not built into
a hillside; hence, its main floor is accessed by means of a ramp erected along one side of the
building (see Figures 14 and 15) (Noble and Cleek 1994:54-58). Based on the lithographs
included in the 1873 atlas, Raised and English Banked Barns seem to have been fairly popular in
Will County. Rather than having merely three bays on their main floor, the barns that are
illustrated appear to have as many as six, with two of the bays having double doors (see Figures
16 through 20).
The Pennsylvania German Barn is 2-1/2-story structure (with basement) that can either be
raised or banked. It is distinguished from the Raised and Banked Barn principally by the manner
in which its main floor is cantilevered out over the foundations on one side of the building. This
overhang, which is referred to as a forebay, served a practical purpose in sheltering the livestock
and basement doors from inclement weather and drifting snow. The forebay typically had chutes
3

We have chosen to follow Noble and Cleek (1994:50) in using the term “Three-Bay Threshing Barn.” They
emphasize the appropriateness of this term, since it not only describes the morphology of the building but also its
principal original function.
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in its floor through which hay could be thrown down from the main level into the feed lot below
(Ensminger 1992:52-5; Noble 1984:25). This barn form was especially prevalent in Wheatland
Township, which had a large population of Pennsylvania Dutch. The 1873 atlas of Will County
illustrates three different Pennsylvania German Barns in Wheatland, all built of stone and owned
by the Fry Family. One of these barns was located on the farmstead of Zacharies Fry, while
another was located at the home farm of Jacob Fry. The third barn was at a tenant farm owned
by Jacob Fry (see Figures 22 and 23). Jacob Fry was of German decent and had been born in
Lancaster County, Pennsylvania in 1816. He moved to Wayne County, Ohio in 1841, before
coming to Wheatland Township in 1854 (Le Baron 1878:818).
Hay production increased in conjuncture with the expansion of livestock holdings, and
this bulky commodity took up an ever-growing share of a barn’s interior. To address the need
for increased hay storage, some Will County farmers utilized Three-Ended (or Three-Gabled)
Barns. These barns were distinguished by their T-shaped footprint, cross-gabled roof, and by a
rear wing that was utilized primarily as a hay and straw shed. Some of the Three-Ended Barns
may have been built in a single episode, while others may have started as Three-Bay Threshing
Barns and had the hay shed wing added at a later date (Noble and Korsok 1971:101; Wiss et al.
2000:35). Additional, but apparently less prevalent, barn forms illustrated in the 1873 atlas have
been included as Figures 26 through 28.
It is important to note the multi-purpose main barn rarely appeared in isolation on
farmstead historically. Surrounding it were a variety of specialized outbuildings, possibly
including a horse barn, one or more corn cribs, milk house, chicken house, and a variety of
sheds. Horse barns often were quite large (see Figure 29), and when present, they (along with
farm residence and main barn) were part of a “suite” of principal buildings around which a
farmstead was organized.
The rural survey that was conducted in Wheatland, Plainfield, and Lockport Townships
in 1999 identified a total of ninety barns. The majority of these structures were located in
Wheatland Township, which is the most rural of the three. Over a third (n=32) of the surviving
barns were Three-Bay Threshing Barns, and the Norton Barn was one of eight examples of this
barn type that were then extant in Plainfield Township. The survey also identified twenty-four
Erie Shore, eleven Wisconsin Dairy, eight Pennsylvania German, six Hay, three Banked, three
Raised, two Three-Ended, and one other barn whose form was not classified (Wiss et al. VI:6).
The Erie Shore, Hay, and Dairy Barns identified in the survey represent more recent barn
forms than the others discussed above, and most of the surviving examples date to the early
twentieth century. The Erie Shore Barn is a moderately sized, one-story-with-loft, frontgambrel-roofed barn. The key feature of this barn form is its unique floor plan. A driveway
extends the width of the barn, but instead of being centered, the drive is positioned to one end of
the building and only has one doorway. The bulk of the first floor is devoted to stabling, and this
area is separated from the driveway by a series of granaries and equipment rooms. Noble
(1995:44) describes the Erie Shore Barn as a “rather specialized barn, limited mostly to the
Midwest.” Considering the importance of the interior plan to the identification of this barn form,
one wonders whether some of the buildings identified as Erie Shore Barns during the Will
County Survey might actually be more generic gambrel-roofed barns. The Wisconsin Dairy
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Barn also represents a specialized barn form. It is a large and exceptional long barn form,
typically with a front-gambrel roof, whose first floor primarily is taken by two rows of milking
stanchions divided by a central aisle. Horse stalls and other storage rooms might be located
towards the rear of the first floor. Hay lofts in Wisconsin Dairy Barns occupy of full story and
their space is maximized by their tall roofs, which are framed with lightweight trusses (Noble
1995:45-6). The “Hay Barns” identified in the survey include both hay and feeder barns, and are
identified by their long, low profile and usually have front-gabled roofs (refer to Figure 28, for
an example) (Wiss et al. 2000:II-34-6). Table 1 summarizes the barn results from the Will
County rural survey. The number of Three-Bay Threshing Barns identified has been highlighted
for clarity.
Table 1
Surviving Barn Types in Wheatland, Plainfield, and Lockport Townships,
2001
BARN TYPE
Three-Bay Threshing
Banked
Raised
Pennsylvania German
Three-ended
Erie Shore
Hay
Wisconsin Dairy
Other
Totals

WHEATLAND
17
1
1
7
2
13
6
5
1
53

PLAINFIELD
8
1
1
1
0
9
0
1
0
21

LOCKPORT
7
1
1
0
0
2
0
5
0
16

TOTALS
32
3
3
8
2
24
6
11
1
90

*Table taken from the Rural Historic Structural Survey of Wheatland, Plainfield, and Lockport Townships, Will County,
Illinois (Wiss et al. 2000:VI-6).

11

Figure 3. The Franklin Barber Farmstead (Section 2, Dupage Township, Will County, Illinois (Thompson Brothers and Burr
1873:12). This 1873 illustration depicts two generations of farmstead. Although it is questionable whether or not both
farmsteads were intact as drawn in 1873, this figure illustrates several aspects of the changing character of farmsteads and the
rural landscape during the early to middle nineteenth century. Not only were individual structures (such as the barn and
house) becoming larger and more sophisticated over the years, but the farmstead itself was exhibiting similar changes in size
and complexity –changes that were associated with an increased mechanization and commercialization in agriculture during
the middle century.
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Figure 4. Detail of the Franklin Barber farmstead illustrating the early component. This
first generation farmstead consisted of a traditional dogtrot log house (complete with mud
and stick chimney) and double crib log barn (Thompson Brothers and Burr 1873:12).
Construction of these log structures required minimal sawn lumber and manufactured
goods and were typical of the early pioneer farmsteads associated with the initial settlement
wave.
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Figure 5. Comparison of the first and second-generation barns at the Franklin Barber
farmstead, rural Will County, Illinois (Thompson Brothers and Burr 1873:12). The first
generation barn was a double crib log barn. The second generation structure was a slightly
raised, Three-Bay Threshing Barn. Both barns were traditional structures associated with
the pre-Civil War settlement landscape. With time, several shed-roofed additions were
construction onto the later Three-Bay Threshing Barn.
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Figure 6. This double crib log barn was illustrated with the residence of a Mr. H.
Boardman, whose farm was located in Section 4, Dupage Township, Will County, Illinois
(Thompson Brothers and Burr 1873:6).
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Figure 7. Representative example of a Three-Bay Threshing Barn. Key identifying
features on the exterior of this barn form include its one-story-with-loft, side-gabled form
and the large double doors centered along the long axis of the building (Noble and Cleek
1994:51). The primary interior characteristic of the barn form is the placement of a single bay
each side of a central drive (which functioned as a threshing floor).
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Figure 8. Isometric and plan views of the Three-Bay Threshing Barn located at the Perry
Farm, in Bourbonnais, Kankakee County, Illinois (Mansberger 1991:38-9). The framing of
this late-1830s-to-late-1840s barn is very similar to that used on the Norton Barn, and its
floor plan is representative of Three-Bay Threshing Barns in general.
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Figure 9. The Royal Corbin farm (located in Section 7, Florence Township, Will County) is
more typical of a slightly less successful –or at least less pretentious—farmer in Will
County at mid-century. The house is a similar Upright and Wing dwelling. Outbuildings
include a smaller Three-Bay Threshing Barn, and a companion gable-front structure.
Although difficult to determine from this illustration, the gable-front structure probably
represents a small horse barn, or possibly a corn crib (Thompson Brothers and Burr
1873:125).
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Figure 10. This is the traditional Three-Bay Threshing Barn located at the Deitrich
Brumund farmstead in Section 17, Frankfort Township, Will County, Illinois (Thompson
Brothers and Company 1873:39). Addition of shed-roofed extensions were a common
attribute of these structures. An interesting mid-century characteristic of the rural
landscape of Will County, which emphasizes the intensification of row crop grain
production (particular maize or “corn”) is the presence of the large corn crib. This
particular example has out flaring side walls which is a characteristic of the earlier
nineteenth-century cribs.
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Figure 11. (TOP) The Three-Bay Threshing Barn at the Horace Messenger farmstead,
located in rural Homer Township. (BOTTOM) The A. S. Thomas farmstead in rural
Wheatland Township (Thompson Brothers and Burr 1873:14, 34). The Messenger barn
has a slightly raised floor and two shed-roofed additions onto the gable ends of the barn.
The Thomas barn has a companion structure (bottom right) that represents an expanded
variant of this same barn type.
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Figure 12. The B. F. Morgan barn, located in Section 4 of Wesley Township, Will County.
An interesting aspect of this particular Three-Bay Theshing Barn is the incorporation of a
dovecote into the gable end wall. The Norton barn had a similar feature (Thompson
Brothers and Burr 1873:138)
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Figure 13. Barn lot of Henry Stoll’s farm (Section 32, Frankfort Township, Will County,
Illinois). Stoll was a breeder of Norman horses and Poland China hogs. Multiple ThreeBay Threshing Barns were constructed end-to-end to create a large courtyard for
specialized activities (Thompson Brothers and Burr 1873:14).
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Figure 14. (LEFT) Representative examples of a Raised Barn. (RIGHT) A Banked English Barn (Noble and Cleek 1994:54,
57).
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Figure 15. Representative basement plans for Raised and English Banked Barns (Noble
and Cleek 1994:58).
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Figure 16. This gambrel-roofed variant of an English Banked Barn was located at the
George Gooding Farm, in Section 6 of Wesley Township, Will County, Illinois. Although
the gambrel roof is often thought of as a decorative feature, its first appearance was
associated with loft improvements and increased hay holding capacity. In the early 1870s,
gambrel-roofed barns were rare (this is the only one illustrated in the 1873 atlas), and did
not become commonplace until the turn-of-the-century. During the first two decades of the
twentieth century, gambrel roofed barns were the most commonly constructed barns and
generally were equipped with hay tracks and forks and associated with new framing
techniques that opened the loft up creating increased hay storage capacity (Thompson
Brothers and Burr 1873:135)
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Figure 17. View of the Frank Hulett farmstead, which was located in DuPage Township, Will County, Illinois (Thompson
Brothers and Burr 1873:12). This farmstead, with its Upright and Wing house and variant of a Raised Barn, is typical of a
fairly well-to-do middle century farm family of northern Illinois.
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Figure 18. By the middle nineteenth century, with the commercialization of agricultural practices, barns (and other
outbuildings) often became specialized. Large variants of the Raised Three-Bay Threshing Barn such as that located on the
Frank Hulett farm, were often associated with dairy production during the middle nineteenth century years. Grains (such as
wheat and oats) and hay were processed and stored within the upper levels of this barn. The cows were stalled and milked
within the lower story. Note the workmen loading milk cans from the water trough onto the wagon bed. Horses, which were
vital to the farm operation, often had their own structure dedicated solely to their care. Specialized horse barns were often
gable-front structures such as the one located to the right in this illustration. Note the horse within its stall immediately inside
the gable-front doorway. The four small windows on the side of this structure suggest the presence of four stalls flanking each
side of a central aisle (Thompson Brothers and Burr 1873:12).
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Figure 19. A large example of a Raised Barn (Thompson Brothers and Burr 1873:14).

Figure 20. This is the Gorham Barn, located in Section 26, Homer Township, Will County,
Illinois. The main level of this Raised Barn has the same form as a Three-Bay Threshing
Barn but has a decorative front-facing gable and a cupola (Thompson Brothers and Burr
1873:34).
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Figure 21. A large Raised Barn on the John Haley farmstead, Section 35, Homer
Township, Will County, Illinois (Thompson Brothers and Burr 1873:32). There is a
marked disparity between the small house and substantial barn. Note the small
commercial blacksmith shop in the foreground.
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Figure 22. Two Pennsylvania German barns constructed by the Fry family in Wheatland
Township, Will County, Illinois (Thompson Brothers and Burr 1873:16). The top barn was
constructed for David Fry; the bottom barn was constructed for Jacob Fry. A similar
stone barn was located on the Zacharias Fry farmstead. There is a cluster of distinctive
Pennsylvania German barns in Wheatland Township.
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Figure 23. Stone Pennsylvania German barn located on the tenant farm of Jacob Fry.
Note the load of hay being transported into the upper level, as well as the hay already
stored in the side bay on the upper floor. The lower story housed animal stalls.
(Thompson Brothers and Burr 1873:16).
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Figure 24. Hay was of vital importance to Will County farmers, and the transportation
and stacking of this crop is one of the most common activities depicted in the 1873 atlas.
The intensification of dairying and stock raising in the county during the late nineteenth
century resulted in increased hay production and a corresponding need for expanded
storage space within barns (Thompson Brothers and Burr 1873: 8)
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Figure 25. Another barn form found in Will County was the Three-ended Barn, a Tshaped structure that added a rear wing to the traditional form of the Three-Bay
Threshing Barn. The rear wing typically was used for hay and straw storage. The ThreeEnded Barn shown on the right, in the view above, was located on the farm of F. P. Lilly, in
Will Township. The building to the left of the barn appears to be a corn crib (Thompson
Brothers and Burr 1873:113).
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Figure 26. The barn at the Seth Wescott farm, Section 10, Dupage Township, Will County,
Illinois (Thompson Brothers and Burr 1873:8). This large structure combines both a
posted forebay and off-center ramped entranceway. Note the farm hand loading hay into
the overhead loft door. Increased hay storage capacity in these barns was a critical factor
in the design and development of these agricultural structures.

34

Figure 27. Another distinctive barn form found in Illinois during the middle nineteenth
century is the variously named Dutch-Profile, Low-German, or Friesan-Barn. This
structure has a front-facing gable with the ridgeline running perpendicular to the long axis
of the building. The building is often very shallow with respect to its length, and the side
walls are characteristically very low. Although this barn form appears to be relatively rare
in Will County, it is present on the W. H. Olney farm in Manhattan Township (Thompson
Brothers and Burr 1873:89).
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Figure 28. Although these barns have a profile similar to the Dutch-Profile barn, the ridge
line runs parallel to the long axis of the building. These buildings are probably
Midwestern feed barns associated with the feed lot practices of their owner, Samuel
Goodspeed, who resided on Section 30, Peotone Township, Will County. A long corn crib
is located to the right of the barns. Also of note are the mounded hay stacks just beyond
the feed lots (Thompson Brothers and Burr 1873:115)
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Figure 29. Large gable-front barn with shed roofed addition running along one side of the structure. This barn was located
on the David Ryburn farm (Section 26, Plainfield Township) and may represent a large, specialized horse barn. The two other
front-gabled buildings shown in the lithograph appear to be a large granary and a corn crib (Thompson Brothers and Burr
1873:25).
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HISTORY OF THE NORTON-EATON FARMSTEAD
The farmstead on which the Norton Barn is located was established by Benjamin K.
Norton in circa 1839-1843. Norton came to Will County in 1839. Prior to moving to Illinois, he
had lived in Tompkins County, New York, which is located in the Finger-Lakes area of that
state. He thus was part of the large wave of settlers who migrated from New England and the
Mid-Atlantic states to northern Illinois during the period 1830-1860 (Le Baron 1878:861;
Historical Directory Publishing Company 1884:861). Norton ultimately purchased the
Fractional NW1/4, Section 3 in Plainfield Township lying north of the Indian Boundary Line4
and selected a low ridge along the west bank of the Du Page River as the site for his farmstead.
Norton family tradition relates that the Potowatomie Indians had previously used the ridge as an
encampment site and that a fur trader’s cabin was present when Norton settled there (Lambert
2000). County histories differ as to the date that the farmstead actually was established. An
1884 history states that Norton settled on Section 3 in 1839, while an 1878 history indicates 1843
(Historical Directory Publishing Company 1884:379; Le Baron 1878:861). The truth may lie
somewhere in between these dates. Considering that the Fractional NW1/4 of Section 3 was not
purchased from the United States until November 27, 1839 and that another individual other than
Benjamin Norton made the purchase, 1839 seems too early, even though Norton reportedly had
arrived in the county by that time. On August 12, 1842, Norton purchased the SW1/4, SW1/4 of
Section 34 in Wheatland Township from the United States, paying the standard price of $1.25
per acre (Illinois State Archives n.d.). This tract abutted the north side of the Fractional NW1/4
of Section 3 in Plainfield Township, so it is very likely that Norton had already acquired the
latter property from its original purchaser, Charles S. Wood, prior to this date. Chain-of-title
research would determine exactly when he purchased the Fractional NW1/4 of Section 3.
The 1850 population census lists Benjamin Norton as a 41-year-old farmer who had been
born in New York. Harriet Norton, who was ten years younger than husband, had three children
by this date, all of whom had been born in Illinois: Harriet was her oldest at age 7; Henry was 5
years old; and Martin was only 1. A 15-year-old farm hand named William Goyes also was
residing with the Nortons (U. S. Bureau of the Census 1850b:35a).
The agricultural schedule that was compiled for the 1850 census indicates that Benjamin
Norton owned 125 acres of land, 80 acres of which were improved. The cash value of the farm
was $2,000, and Norton’s farming equipment was valued at $100. His livestock holdings were
failry modest and consisted of two horses, four milch cows, two meat cattle, and four swine,
which considered as a whole, were valued at $190. Agricultural production over the previous
year had yielded 300 bushels of wheat, 300 bushels of corn, 200 bushels of oats, 60 bushels of
Irish potatoes, 200 pounds of butter, and 10 tons of hay (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1850a).
Agricultural statistics on the Norton Farm for 1850 and subsequent census years are provided in
table 2 below.

4

The Indian Boundary Line defined the 100-mile-long corridor along the Illinois and Des Plaines Rivers that was
ceded by the Indians to the United States in 1816 for the purposes of constructing what ultimately would become the
Illinois and Michigan Canal.
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It is of note that the next two households that follow Benjamin Norton’s in the 1850
population schedule were those of his parents, Sylvester and Sarah Norton , and his brother Levi.
Another brother, Cyrus, was still living with his parents (U. S. Bureau of the Census 1850b:35a).
Neither Sylvester nor Levi are reported as owning any real estate in the population schedule,
though Sylvester is reported to have worked a 26-acre farm valued at $400–presumably as a
tenant—in the agricultural schedule (U. S. Bureau of the Census 1850a). Later county atlases
suggest that one, if not both, of the residences occupied by the extended family were located
immediately adjacent to Benjamin’s own.
In addition to farming, Benjamin Norton also operated a sand pit on his farm. Norton
initially opened this pit in 1845-1846 after he discovered a deposit of sand that proved to be
excellent for building purposes (i.e. for mortar). The pit remained active through Benjamin’s
lifetime and later would be operated by his son Henry (Historical Directory Publishing Company
1884:379; Le Baron 1878:994; Lambert 2000).
Benjamin and Harriet Norton subsequently added two more children to their family.
Another son, named Luther, was born in 1850 or 1851, and a daughter named Mary arrived in
1855 or 1856. Thus by 1860 their household consisted of themselves and six children. No livein farm hands or domestics were reported in the 1860 census. Benjamin Norton’s acreage in
1860 remained essentially unchanged from a decade before, though the value of those lands had
increased significantly, as had the number of improved acres. The 123 acres Norton was
reported as owning had an estimated value of $4,700 (compared to $2,000 in 1850), and only 3
acres remained unimproved. Besides his real estate holdings, Benjamin’s assets included
personal property valued at $900, $200 worth of farming equipment, and livestock valued at
$650. His livestock holdings in 1860, though modest compared to other area farmers, had
increased significantly since 1850 and included four horses, six milch cows, fourteen beef cattle,
and five swine. Grain production on the farm over the previous year was fairly limited and
consisted of 100 bushels of wheat, 500 bushels of corn, and 300 bushels of oats. In addition to
these crops, 5 bushels of peas and beans, 30 bushels of Irish potatoes, and 50 tons of hay were
harvested and 700 pounds of butter were produced on the farm. Also, $100 worth of animals had
been slaughtered for home consumption (U. S. Bureau of the Census 1860a:21-2; 1860b:143).
Like the previous census, the 1860 population schedule lists the households of Benjamin
Norton’s parents and brothers immediately after his. Sylvester Norton had died during the
intervening decade but his residence was still occupied his widow Sarah (age 80) and son Cyrus.
Sarah Norton was reported as owning real estate valued at $660 in the population schedule, but
was not listed as a farm owner in the accompanying agricultural schedule. Levi Norton occupied
a separate, but adjacent residence, along with his wife and four children. Levi and Cyrus both
were listed as farm laborers in the census, rather than free-holding farmers, and it is possible that
they were working on their brother Benjamin’s farm (U. S. Bureau of the Census 1860b:143).
Benjamin Norton’s land holdings and farmstead are illustrated on an 1862 map of Will
County. This map shows the majority of Norton’s property as lying in the NW1/4 and NE1/4 of
Section 3 of Plainfield Township, all west of the Du Page River. He also is designated as the
owner of the SW1/4, SW1/4 of Section 34. A residence is depicted on the west bank of the Du
Page, positioned south of the public road running along the line separating Plainfield and
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Wheatland Townships. An additional residence, or two, might be shown on the property on the
map but are obscured by the dark shading used to mark the township border (Burhans 1862).
By 1870, the Norton household had been reduced to Benjamin and Harriet, their eldest
son Henry (now age 24), and Henry’s wife Matilda (age 18) (U. S. Bureau of the Census
1870b:20). Henry and Matilda had only recently married on March 23 of that year (Historical
Directory publishing Company 1884:379). The neighboring extended family households also
had shrunk in size by this date, and one had been eliminated altogether. Cyrus Norton, still a
bachelor, had moved in with his brother Levi after the death of their mother. The resulting
household was comprised of Levi, his wife Jane, and Cyrus; none of Levi and Jane’s children
remained at home. Cyrus and Levi Norton were still employed as farm laborers. Neither was
reported as owning any real estate in 1870 (U. S. Bureau of the Census 1870b:20). The 1873
atlas of Will County illustrates two residences on the Norton Farm, aligned north/south of one
another, parallel to the Du Page River. Benjamin Norton occupied one of these houses, and his
brothers likely lived in the other (Thompson Brothers and Burr 1873).
The 1870 agricultural schedule reported Benjamin Norton as owning a total of 117 acres
of land, 112 acres of which were improved and 5 acres which were wooded. This real estate was
valued at $5,600, while Norton’s farm implements and machinery were worth $300. His
livestock holdings consisted of seven horses, seven milch cows, ten beef cattle, fourteen sheep,
and four hogs, with a total value of $1,400. Agricultural goods produced on the farm over the
course of the previous year included 150 bushels of spring wheat, 800 bushels of corn, 500
bushels of oats, 60 pounds of wool, 150 bushels of Irish potatoes, $10-worth of orchard products,
700 pounds of butter, and 100 tons of hay. In addition, $180-worth of livestock had been
slaughtered on the farm or sold for slaughter. The total value of these various farm products was
$2,150. Norton also had paid out $50 in wages over the year (U. S. Bureau of the Census
1870:7).
Broadly speaking, the changes in agricultural production on the Norton Farm between
1850 and 1870 reflects a shift from wheat cultivation towards stock raising and dairying –a
general pattern followed by other farmers in Plainfield Township and Will County during the
same period. Hence, we see less wheat being grown on the farm and corresponding increases in
corn, oat, and hay production in order to feed livestock. Although the number of acres devoted
to pasturage is not indicated on the agricultural schedules for 1850-1870, pasturage likely
increased over this period as well. Norton made moderate, but significant, increases in the size
of his dairy herd, number of beef cattle and horses, and even dabbled in raising sheep for a time.
The number of swine kept on the Norton Farm always was limited, which suggests that the hogs
primarily were kept for home consumption rather than commercial sale.
Benjamin Norton died at his farm on October 17, 1874. Henry S. Norton subsequently
assumed direct ownership of 50 acres of his father’s former property --land he was reported to
have “principally earned by his own labor” (Le Baron 1878:861). The remainder of his father’s
land holdings remained in his mother’s name, though Henry farmed them.
The 1880 agricultural schedule reported Henry Norton as farming 105 acres of land. The
total value of the farm (including land, fences, and buildings) was $3,791, and the machinery and
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implements used on the farm were valued at $200. Eighty acres were classified as cultivated, but
a good share of this apparently lay fallow in 1879-1880. Norton reported only fifteen acres of
corn, five acres of oats, and a half-acre of potatoes as having been planted. Non-tilled lands
included ten acres set aside as a mown meadow and a one-acre apple orchard planted with
seventy-five trees. Farm products yielded from the farm over the previous year included 800
bushels of corn, 250 bushels of oats, 60 bushels of potatoes, 25 bushels of apples (worth $4), 7
bushels of clover seed, 5 cords of wood (worth $1), 300 dozen eggs, and 140 pounds of butter.
The total value of these products was $1,000. The number of livestock kept on the farm had
dropped dramatically since 1870, except in regard to horses. Norton had six horses, one milch
cow, one calf, one swine, and fifty barnyard poultry, worth a combined value of $500 (U. S.
Agricultural Schedule 1880a:9). Production seems to have dropped down almost to the level of
home consumption on the Norton Farm in 1879-1880, and one wonders whether Henry Norton
was devoting more time to his sand operation during this period rather than to farming. He
carried an advertisement in the 1878 county history, announcing “Building Sand of the best
quality, in any quantity, 50 cents per load, 2 cents per bushel. Ten per cent off on quantities” (Le
Baron 1878:994). A later county history observed that, “The Norton sand quarries were held in
high repute among builders since 1846.” Quality gravel also was obtained from the quarries
(Historical Directory Publishing Company 1884:379). Local business directories carried
advertisements for the sand and gravel pit as late as 1900 (Lambert 2000).
The population schedule of the 1880 census indicates that Harriet Norton had moved out
of her son’s household into an adjacent residence and was living alone by this date. Her
relocation may have been spurred by the expansion of Henry and Matilda’s family, which now
included four children, all born since 1870: Alice, age 9; Frank, age 6; Hattie, age 5; and Earle,
age 1. Harriet likely was living in the house that was formerly occupied by Levi and Cyrus
Norton (U. S. Bureau of the Census 1880b:9). Both of these residences are illustrated on an
1893 atlas of Will County. This atlas designates Harriet Norton as owning the 50 acres
immediately surrounding the farmstead (and two residences), while Henry S. Norton is noted as
the owner of 75 acres lying to the west and south of his mother’s tract. The small tract in Section
34 of Wheatland Township had been sold by this date (Ogle 1893:18). By 1909 Harriet Norton
had died and Henry Norton had absorbed his mother’s land holdings into his own. A county
atlas published that year indicates Norton as the owner of these lands. Like the 1893 atlas, this
publication also illustrates two residences at the farmstead (Ogle 1909:91).
By 1910, Henry Norton had retired from farming, and he and his wife were living off
their own income. Their son Frank had assumed management of the farm and was residing in an
adjacent residence (U. S. Bureau of the Census 1910:12B, 1920:4B). Frank Norton operated a
slaughtering house and rendering operation on the farm for a number of years. Henry Norton
died in 1920 and was followed by his wife Matilda six years later. Frank Norton had moved to
Plainfield at some point after 1920 and died in 1927. Clayton Eaton started renting the old
Norton Farm in 1926 and purchased it two years later. Eaton remained on the farm until 1990 or
1991, when he relocated to a retirement home. He died in 1995 (Lambert 2000).
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Table 2
Agricultural Schedule Summary for the Norton Farmstead
1850-1880
IMPR
1850
1860
1870
1880

1850
1860
1870
1880

ACREAGE
UNIMP. TOTAL

80
120
112
80

LIVESTOCK
VALUE
$190
$650
$1,400
$500
WHEAT

1850
1860
1870
1880

45
3
5
25

300 bu.
100 bu.
150 bu.
0

125
123
117
105

HORSES
2
4
7
6

CORN

REAL ESTATE
VALUE

PERSONAL ESTATE
VALUE

$2,000
$4,900
$5,600
$3,790

MILCH
COWS
4
6
7
1
OATS

300 bu.
500 bu.
800 bu.

200 bu.
300 bu.
500 bu.

800 bu.
(on 15 acres)

250 bu.
(on 5 acres)

IMPLEMENT
VALUE

N/L
$900
$2,500
N/L

OTHER
CATTLE
2
14
10
0

CATTLE
SOLD
N/L
N/L
N/L
0

PEAS
AND
BEANS
0
5 bu.
0

IRISH
POTATOES

0

60 bu.
(on ½ acre)

60 bu.
30 bu.
150 bu.

RES. FARM
LABORERS

$100
$200
$50
$200

CALVES
DROPPED
N/L
N/L
N/L
1
HAY

10 tons
50 tons
100 tons

1
0
0
0

SHEEP

WOOL

0
0
60 lbs.
0

SWINE

0
0
14
0
EGGS

N/L
N/L
N/L
300 doz.

WAGES
PAID

FARM PRODUCT
VALUE

N/L
N/L
N/L
$250 (for
52 weeks)
POULTRY

N/L
N/L
$2,150
$1,000

VALUE ANIMALS
SLAUGHTERED
$100?
$100
$180
N/L

4
5
4
1

N/L
N/L
N/L
60

BUTTER

ORCHARD
PRODUCTS

200 lbs.
700 lbs.
700 lbs.
140 lbs.

FOREST
PORDUCTS

N/L
N/L
N/L

N/L
N/L
N/L

40 bu. Apples
(75 trees on 1 ac.)

5 cords, worth
$15
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Figure 30. An 1862 map of Will County showing the location of the Benjamin Norton
Farmstead. The shading on the township line obscures the residence(s) at the farmstead.
The diagonal line extending across Section 3 is the Indian Boundary Line, which defined
the western edge of the 100-mile-long purchased from the Native Americans in 1816 for the
purposes of building a canal between Lake Michigan and the Illinois River (Burhans 1862).
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Figure 31. Location of the Norton family landholdings in Wheatland (top) and Plainfield
(bottom) Townships, Will County, Illinois in 1873. Note the presence of two residences on
the property (Thompson Brothers and Burr 1873:13, 21).

44

Figure 32. Detail from an 1893 map of Plainfield Township, showing the location of the
Norton Farmstead. Harriet Norton still retained 50 acres of her deceased husband’s land
holdings, while her son Henry owned 75 acres. Henry Norton, however, farmed both tracts
of land (Ogle 1893:18).
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Figure 33. Detail of a 1902 land ownership map of Will County, showing the residences
and land holdings of Henry S. and Harriet Norton (Hixson 1902).
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Figure 34. Detail from a 1909 map of Plainfield Township, showing the location of the
Norton Farmstead. Harriet Norton had died by this time, and her son Henry had
consolidated her former land holdings into his own (Ogle 1909:91).
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Figure 35. United States Geological Survey (USGS) map, published in 1923, showing the
location of the Norton Farm. By this date, the southern of two houses illustrated on the
earlier maps had been destroyed and new house had been constructed at the site (USGS
1923).
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GENERAL DESCRIPTION OF NORTON-EATON FARMSTEAD
At the time of the field investigation, there were eleven buildings and structures at the
farmstead, one of which was the circa 1843-1853 Norton Barn. The remaining buildings at the
site included the following: a two-story frame residence (circa 1915); a one-story frame garage
(circa 1940); a stone smokehouse (circa 1855); a frame tool shed (circa 1945); a one-story,
gable-roofed pumphouse (circa 1900); a frame corn crib with gambrel roof and headhouse (circa
1952); a gambrel-roofed frame barn with attached silo (circa 1920); frame livestock pens; a
nineteenth-century privy; and a chicken coop (circa 1935). The proposed construction dates for
these buildings have been taken from the preliminary assessment report on the farmstead
prepared by Lambert (2000). An earlier frame residence, dating to 1843, reportedly was located
west of the existing residence. Thus, the site as it exists today reflects more of an early-tomiddle-twentieth-century farmstead than a nineteenth-century one. A site plan is included below
as Figure 36.
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B-1:
B-2:
B-3:
B-4:
B-5:
B-6:
B-7:
B-8:
B-9:
B-10:
B-11:

Residence
Garage
Smokehouse
Toolshed
Pumphouse
Corncrib
Norton Barn
Circa 1920 barn
Livestock pens
Privy
Chicken coop

HS -1:
HS -2:
HS -3:
HS -4:

Potential Site of Potowatomie encampment
Potential Site of fur trader’s cabin
Potential site of Norton sand and gravel pit
Site of circa 1843 house

Figure 36. Site plan of the Norton-Eaton Farmstead, taken from Lambert (2000). A
building key has been added to the original plan for clarity. Future survey work for the
potential Potowatomie encampment and trapper’s cabin would be of interest.
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Figure 37. (TOP) The residence at the Norton-Eaton Farmstead. This residence has been
dated to circa 1915 and possibly was constructed for Frank Norton. It later was occupied
by Clayon Eaton. (BOTTOM) View of the farmstead, looking south. Moving from left to
right, the buildings shown in the photograph are the garage, corn crib, circa 1843-1853
Norton Barn, and the circa 1920 barn (FRR November 2000).
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Figure 38. Front and rear views of the stone smokehouse at the Norton-Eaton Farmstead.
The use of stone for this otherwise diminutive and utilitarian building is indicative of
widespread use of local building stone in this part of Will County (FRR November 2000).
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PHYSICAL DESCRIPTION OF THE NORTON BARN
The Norton Barn is a relatively large Three-Bay Threshing, or English, Barn that is of
timber-frame construction. Based on the site history and the materials used in the construction of
the building, we have conservatively dated the barn to circa 1843-1853, a period that spans the
first decade that the farm was occupied. However, it is possible that the barn could have been
built during the first years that the farm was occupied (1843-1844). Lambert (2000) provides a
circa 1845 date for the structure. The barn measures 32’-4” (north/south) by 45’8” (east/west) on
its exterior5 and is covered with a low-sloped, side-gable roof with an east/west running
ridgeline. The sides of the barn are covered with vertical plank siding, though most of the siding
had been removed from the east and north walls of the barn prior to the field investigation. On
its first floor, the barn is divided into three bays aligned parallel to the long axis of the building.
Characteristic of this barn form, the bays are formed by four bents, two of which are positioned
on the gable-end walls while the other two are positioned on the interior of the barn, flanking the
center bay.
The barn was remodeled extensively during the twentieth century. Alterations made to
the barn included the replacement of its original stone foundations with poured-concrete ones,
the replacement of its original sill, and the complete removal of the floor system and interior
partitions on the main level of the barn. In addition, several mow doors were added to the barn.
Understandably, these modifications have compromised the barn’s integrity and make the
historic interpretation of the building very difficult. However, sufficient physical evidence
remains (particularly in the ceiling on the first floor) for us to derive an adequate understanding
of the original layout of the barn and define the activity areas within it.
In contrast to very early examples of Three-Bay Threshing Barns, which were designed
exclusively for the processing of small grains, the Norton Barn appears to have been a multifunctional building from the date of its construction. Whereas the central drive and west bay
retained their traditional roles for processing grain, the east bay of the barn was used for the
sheltering and feeding of livestock, having stalls on its main floor and a hayloft above (see
Figure 42). Livestock were moved into the east bay through two opposing doorways located on
the north and south sides of the barn. An aisle extended between these doors along the east side
of the bay, while the western two thirds of the bay was taken up by livestock stalls and feed
bunks. There were a total of six stalls. Though all varying in width, the stalls fell into three
basic sizes. The southern stalls were the narrowest, measuring 2’-8” to 2’-10” wide, and may
have been used for milking, since the confined space would have restricted the cows’ movement.
The center three stalls were wider, measuring 4’-2” to 4’-6”, while the northernmost stall
measured 7’-10.” The stalls were framed with studs (4”x4”) that were tenoned into the ceiling
joists above them. Although the studs were removed, their locations were easily determined
based on the mortise holes left behind in the underside of the ceiling joists. In a similar fashion,
round dowels or slats were fitted into the underside of the ceiling plate in the runway bent, in
order to frame the rear side of the feed bunks (facing the central drive); these too have been
removed but the holes in the plate remain. Hay was stored in the loft above the stalls and could
5

Going from corner post to corner post, the barn measures 32’-2”x45’-6”.
53

be tossed down below through holes cut into the loft floor. (The loft floor was punctuated by a
series of holes positioned above the stalls). The slats used for the feed rack prevented hay from
falling into the central drive and yet facilitated air movement and allowed light into the east bay.
A narrow aisle was located along the north side of the east bay. This aisle was distinguished
from the stall by the absence of holes in the ceiling plate and by a line of large machine-cut nails
nailed into the ceiling joist above it. These nails may have been used as a tack rack (see Figure
43).
The central bay of the Norton Barn originally had tall double doors on its north and south
sides. The purpose of these two doors was two-fold: one, they transformed the central bay into a
drive, or runway, that allowed hay and grain to be moved into the building; and two, they created
a strong enough draft through the bay to separate the chaff from the heavier grain during
winnowing. The bay may have had a wooden threshing floor, which may have been removed at
the same time that the new foundations were poured. However, the bay may also have had a
hard-packed dirt floor. Originally, the central bay would have been open to the rafters, so that
hay and straw could be moved into the lofts above the east and west bays. Once the side lofts
were filled, a temporary loft, framed with log sleepers and sawn planking (see Figure 44), could
be laid across the central bay. This loft could be dismantled and reassembled as needed. Access
to the lofts was provided by several ladders, whose framing was integrated into the runway
bents. The ladders were framed by aligning a stud adjacent to the center post of the runway bent,
drilling holes in the two members, and then inserting dowels between them for rungs (see Figure
45). Glassie (1974:207) noted a similar practice in his study of timber-frame barns in Otsego
County, New York.
The west bay of the barn is the least understood of the three, on account of the extensive
remodeling that has occurred and the amount of debris that was present during field
investigation. However, evidence suggests that it had a tripartite division and was used to store
both unprocessed and processed grain. The north half of the bay was open to the rafters and is
suspected to been used to hold grain not yet threshed. The southern half of the bay seems to
have been divided into two chambers, one or both of which served as bins for threshed grain.
Grains stored in the bins would have included wheat and oats, and possibly even ear corn, though
corn cribs were not commonly integrated into barns of this kind. The southern of these two
chambers could be accessed from the exterior of the barn through a personnel door located on the
west elevation. A loft was positioned above the potential grain bins, and this may have been
used to store the straw gathered during threshing.
Although many Three-Bay Threshing Barns have bays that are roughly similar in size
(Noble and Wilhelm 1995:45; Noble 1984:17), this is not the case with the Norton Barn. All
three bays have the same depth, but their widths are slightly different. Moving from east to west,
the bays measure 13’-3”, 14’-3”, and 15’-3”. It is unclear whether the difference in width among
the bays is in some way a reflection of their different functions. The floor plan of the Norton
Barn is very similar to the Three-Bay Threshing Barn at the Perry Farm, in Bourbonnais,
Kankakee County, Illinois, which was documented by Fever River Research for IDNR in 1991.
The Perry Barn probably was constructed between the late 1830s and late 1840s and measured
approximately 32’x43’. Like the Norton Barn it too had unequal bays: the eastern bay,
measuring approximately 14’-5” wide, may have held livestock; while the west bay was only 10’
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wide and probably was used for grain storage (Mansberger 1991:13). One difference between
the two barns is that the Norton Barn provided more space for grain storage than livestock, while
the Perry Barn did just the opposite.
As discussed above, the Norton Barn originally had a full-sized loft located above the
east bay and a partial loft positioned over the southern half of the west bay. Hay and straw
originally were moved into the lofts from the interior of the barn, by way of the central drive. At
a later date, mow doors were added in the west gable and along the south elevation of the barn.
No hay track was ever installed in the building.
The barn principally was constructed with vertical-sawn white pine lumber, though some
circular-sawn pine and hand-hewn oak stock was utilized as well. It is the presence of circularsawn pine that make us suspect that the barn dates later in the proposed construction period
(1843-1853) rather than earlier. Except for a few 2”x4”s used as nailers for the siding, all of the
framing members were mortised-and-tenoned together. The bents have 6”x8”, vertical-sawn,
pine corner posts that are joined by an 8”x8”, hand-hewn, oak beam running between them. The
8”x8” beam is supported from below by a central vertical post, which measures 6”x9-½” to 10½” and was pine. Two sets of lower beams, measuring 4”x6”, extend to either side of the central
post; in the east bay, the lower of these beams serves as a plate supporting the floor joists for the
hay loft. Diagonal corner braces, set at a 45 degree angle, run between the beams and corner
posts; these are 4”x4” vertical-sawn pine. The bents are tied together by 6”x6” to 7” hand-hewn
oak beams that also served as the rafter plate. The use of oak for the rafter plates and the upper
beams of the bents was very practical, since these were the framing members that tied the four
bents together; if they failed, so would the barn as a whole, and oak provided both greater
strength and rot resistance than white pine. However, another practical reason for the use of oak
for these pieces was the ease of transport; as the longest framing members in the barn, they
would have been much easier to hew from oak on site, rather than be moved from a distant saw
mill or lumber yard. The rafters in the barn are white pine, measure 2”x4” to 5”, and generally
are placed 2’ on-center. The roof is supported by a purlin system that resembles the main
framing bents in respect to construction. An H-shaped queen-post truss comprised of two 5”x6”
vertical posts and a connecting 4”x4” horizontal beam is set on top of the upper beams in each of
the bents. This framework supports the purlins (which measure 4-½”x6”) and is stabilized by
4”x4” diagonal bracing. Scaled drawings and photographs of the framing system used on the
Norton Barn are included below (see Figures 46 through 52).
At some point during the early-to-middle twentieth century, the stall partitions in the east
bay of the barn were torn out and the first floor of the barn was converted for use as a livestock
feeding and loafing area. A long feed bunk was added along the east side of the east bay.
Another change that was made to the first floor was the enclosure of the northern half of the west
bay for use as a hay bunk (see Figure 54). Figure 53 illustrates the condition of the first floor at
the time the field investigation was conducted.
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Figure 39. Views of the Norton Barn, looking southwest (TOP) and northwest (BOTTOM).
Much of the siding on the north and east elevations of the building was removed prior to
the field investigation (FRR November 2000).
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Figure 40. Views of the Norton Barn, looking northeast (top) and southeast (bottom) (FRR
November 2000).
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Figure 41. Exterior and interior views of the dovecotes in the east gable of the Norton
Barn. Three of the boxes in which doves or pigeons would nest are still present. The upper
dovecote, which is cut into the shape of a cross, is the only decorative element on the
exterior of the barn (FRR November 2000).
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Figure 42. First floor plan of the Norton Barn, showing it as originally constructed.
Dashed lines indicate partitions and features that have been removed (FRR 2000).
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Figure 43. (TOP) View of the ceiling in the east bay, showing one of the mortise holes left
behind after the stall studs were removed (indicated by arrow) and the holes into the loft
floor so that hay could be tossed down to the stalls below (note dashed lines). (BOTTOM)
View of the ceiling above the north aisle in the east bay. The large machine-cut nails in the
ceiling joists likely were used to hang harness or other equipment on. Note also the mortise
hole cut into the underside of the joist (FRR November 2000).
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Figure 44. View of the log ceiling joists, or “sleepers,” that carry the loft positioned over
the central drive. This loft probably was assembled or dismantled, as needed, depending
upon the amount of hay stored in the barn. The log sleepers simply rested on top of the
floors in the east and west hay lofts and were not permanent (FRR November 2000).
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Figure 45. The lofts in the east and west bays of the barn originally were accessed by
means of ladders whose construction was integrated into the interior bents of the barn.
The ladder shown in this view is located in the west bay (FRR November 2000).
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Figure 46. Drawing of the east bent of the Norton Barn, illustrating the character of the
framing (FRR 2000).
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Figure 47. Drawing of the west bent of the Norton Barn (FRR 2000).
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Figure 48. North elevation of the Norton Barn, illustrating the character of the framing. The original foundations and wood
sill of the barn have been replaced with poured concrete ones and a section of the central drive has been infilled with modern
materials (FRR 2000).
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Figure 49. (LEFT) View of the center post in the east bent. This post was severely deteriorated and had to be stabilized with
modern framing. The diagonal braces extending off it are original, however. (RIGHT) The north corner post of the west
runway bent.
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Figure 50. (TOP) Interior view of the northeast corner of the barn, showing the character
of the corner framing and the purlin system that carries the roof. (BOTTOM) Detail of
the end post supporting the purlin. Note the use of hand-hewn timber with sawn lumber
(FRR November 2000).
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Figure 51. View of one of the center posts supporting the north purlin. Note the diagonal
braces extending off the post (FRR November 2000).
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Figure 52. (TOP) Detail of the previous view, showing the juncture of the post and purlin.
The purlin sections are joined with half-lapped joints, which are fastened with treenails.
(BOTTOM) View of the juncture between the rafters and plate. Once again, we see a mix
of sawn lumber with hand-hewn timber. Note the manner in which the plate has been
notched to receive the rafter ends (FRR November 2000).
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Figure 53. First floor plan of the Norton Barn, showing conditions in 2000. Most of the
original partitions on the first floor were removed when the barn was converted for use as
a livestock feeding and loafing area and for hay storage (FRR 2000).
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Figure 54. View of the bin in the northwest corner of the barn. This bin is not original to
the barn and was used to store bails of hay. Originally, we suspect this corner of the barn
to have been used to store cut grain awaiting threshing (FRR November 2000).
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CONCLUSIONS
The structural investigation of the Norton Barn resulted in the detailed documentation of
an early example of timber-frame, Three-Bay Threshing Barn –a barn form that, though once
common in rural Will County, is rapidly disappearing from the landscape. Admittedly, the
Norton Barn had experienced extensive modifications to its interior over the years and lacked
sufficient integrity to warrant listing on the National Register of Historic Places (as per criterion
C). Yet, enough physical evidence remained for the barn to be of interest in regard to the
information it contained. We obtained a good understanding as to the original interior layout of
the barn and identified activity areas within it; this was especially true in respect to the stalls and
feed bunks originally present in the east bay of the barn. The investigation also yielded valuable
information regarding timber-framing methods. The considerable data gathered from the
investigation of the Norton Barn illustrates the utility of closely examining early barns, even
when the integrity of those structures has been compromised. Much of the documentation that
has been done on barns in Illinois is in the form of windshield surveys. While these surveys
have an obvious utility, they primarily provide exterior data and only a superficial understanding
of the interior usage of a barn. As such, we stress the importance of conducting research similar
to that done on the Norton Barn in the future, should the opportunity arise.
Documentary research also indicates the presence of a middle-nineteenth-century
domestic site lying a short distance south of the existing Norton-Eaton Farmstead. This site is
believed to have been occupied by Benjamin Norton’s parents and brothers and to have persisted
into the early twentieth century. Local tradition holds that a Potowatomie encampment and a fur
trader’s cabin were located in this same vicinity. Future survey work at the Norton-Eaton might
be directed toward determining the presence and/or locations of these sites.
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