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Of all the United States's distinct contributions to vernacular architecture, perhaps only 

the log house managed to achieve mythical status.1 But the sheer ubiquity of this imagery implies

a kind of homogeneity—a suggestion that the log cabin is one kind of thing. This is not the case. 

Even a thing as superficially simple as log construction can be, in reality, quite diverse. Different 

groups, in different regions and at different times, pioneered different styles of log architecture, 

all of which varied in form, construction method, and finish detail. In central Pennsylvania and 

northeastern Ohio, some builders abandoned conventional notching for a hybrid log–frame 

construction system, in which horizontal timbers were mortised into heavy vertical posts. In the 

Upper Midwest, Scandinavians—Finns, Swedes, and Norwegians—used complex types of 

corner notching entirely absent elsewhere in the United States. What this essay calls the 

“overhanging plate” belongs to this multifarious cornucopia.

The overhanging plate has no recognized name. It is at once widely known and little-

pondered. It receives scant attention in books, journal articles, and survey reports—even those 

which give emphasis to log buildings. Most scholars only skirt the subject, if that. Some 

inventories and National Register nomination forms attempt a description, but they leave the 

impression that their authors find the overhanging plate sui generis, on the one hand, or so 

commonplace as to be trifling, on the other. To date, no study or article has addressed the subject 

at length. To be fair, such a task might seem unthinkable. Those who assembled their homes  

from logs left behind almost no records explaining their decisions, and uneven survival rates 

mean that all data collected now scarcely represents what once existed. The commonplace has 

become the unusual. Still, the architectural historian has little choice but to speculate—for 

1 William Henry Harrison's 1840 presidential campaign may have been responsible for introducing the log cabin, 
as an image, to the American consciousness. For a longer treatment of this subject, see Hutslar's The Architecture
of Migration, which contains a chapter about log architecture's symbolism.
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speculation, second-best though it may be, is sometimes the only recourse. This essay is not an 

exhaustive survey of buildings which use the overhanging plate. Such an endeavor would require

years of fieldwork. It is, rather, an attempt to introduce a subject thus far overlooked by 

American architectural historians and cultural geographers. It seeks only to describe the feature, 

propose a few tentative theories about its origin, and trace its spread from the Upland South to 

immigrant communities farther north.

A Brief Etymology, and a Description

The term “overhanging plate” comes from Donald Hutslar's The Architecture of 

Migration, a book-length description of log architecture's history in Ohio. More than likely, 

Hutslar invented the term for his own purposes. “Cantilevered plate” would be as useful a 

moniker, and so would “log-supported plate.” Others speak of merely “plates” and “box 

cornices.”2 For consistency's sake (and to honor Hutslar, who passed away recently), this essay 

uses “overhanging plate.”

The overhanging plate is but one of several ways early builders handled the important 

juncture between a structure's roof and walls. In the majority of log buildings, the various rows 

of timbers, notched at the ends, simply end at the wall plate, which is essentially identical to 

other wall logs. A roof structure is erected atop this log core, with rafters only skirting the plate. 

In other situations, the rafters are mortised into the plate, as in the Warren County, Ohio, example

in Figure 1. Better-finished (and early) log buildings, by contrast, often have a more complex 

eave design, in which the joists supporting the attic floor jut past the wall surface. The rafters' 

ends are mortised into these extended joists, and the entire structure is enclosed with boards and, 

2 Typical is a photo caption included in the National Register nomination for the Bennett Hiatt House (1828) in 
Rockcastle County, Kentucky. The caption reads, “South view of boxed cornice.” In reality, the Hiatt House has 
quite prominent overhanging plates.
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in some cases, crowned with trim (Figure 2). Such box cornices are standard eighteenth- and 

early-nineteenth-century fare, and common to log, frame, brick, and stone buildings alike. Some 

examples also feature a “false plate”—a narrow board, set on the joists, which runs horizontally 

across the facade. (The false plate is discussed elsewhere in this paper.)

In a few ways, the overhanging plate differs from the systems described above. For one, 

the “boxed” portion of an overhanging-plate eave is not a hollow enclosure built around joists, 

but a solid and unalienable part of the wall structure itself. In buildings which use this method of 

construction, the uppermost side-wall logs extend slightly past the front and rear walls (like the 

joists in a box cornice). The plate, usually a log of typical dimensions, is rotated 90 degrees and 

placed on the projecting side logs, often within a shallow notch (Figure 3). The roof's rafters are 

mortised into the plate log, or they might extend beyond it. (An unusually well-finished Ohio 

farmhouse, built by Quakers, features both overhanging plates and open eaves with exposed, 

decoratively shaped rafters (Figure 4).) Carpenters sometimes trimmed or chamfered the side 

logs, giving them a triangular, polygonal, or rounded profile. Because of their design, 

overhanging-plate eaves cannot not be hidden behind siding—thus, their presence is a giveaway 

that a particular building is, in fact, log.

More complex, hybrid systems were also used—though exactly how frequently is 

difficult to determine. One log house in west-central Ross County, Ohio, appeared to have a 

standard box cornice. In fact, this cornice consisted of an overhanging plate, albeit one not 

supported by the usual jutting side-wall logs. Instead, the plate was directly attached, perhaps by 

mortise-and-tenon joinery, to the walls below. The house has been razed, alas, so a more detailed 

inspection is impossible.
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The Distribution of Overhanging Plates

Naturally, overhanging plates are confined to portions of the country where log buildings 

exist in great numbers—and, more particularly, portions of the country settled by waves of 

migration from the eastern seaboard. (A separate tradition of log-building developed in the plains

and Rocky Mountain states, but it is irrelevant to this paper.) Almost no nineteenth-century log 

structures stand in New York, New England, and other areas of Yankee influence.3 In the 

Delaware Valley, where Scandinavian and Germanic settlers likely introduced log construction to

North America, overhanging plates are wholly absent. The situation is similar in northern 

Virginia and the Chesapeake coast, as in western Pennsylvania. Kentucky, by contrast, boasts 

many examples of overhanging-plate construction. A survey of rural Bourbon County located 37 

log and likely log houses, seven of which (18.9 percent) have overhanging plates.4 In Scott 

County, five (15.2 percent) of 33 log dwellings boast the feature; in Fayette County, three (25 

percent) of twelve do.5 Examples also exist in Ohio, albeit in lesser numbers, and almost 

exclusively in portions of the state settled by immigrants from the Upper South. (Exceptions to 

this rule are noted below.) In Virginian-dominated Highland County, for instance, at least four 

examples are known (of 20 confirmed log buildings).6 By contrast, Butler County—peopled by a

diverse group of Mid-Atlantic, German, and Southern settlers—also contains three buildings 

with overhanging-plate eaves, but within a slightly larger pool of 34 log structures.7 In the 1930s,

Frances Benjamin Johnston and the Historic American Buildings Survey documented several 

3 In this case, “Yankee” describes the New England-derived culture of New York, northeastern Ohio, and the 
Upper Midwest. In such areas, braced frame was the preferred antebellum method of construction.

4 Author's research, with the aid of Property Valuation Administrator's websites. For survey methodology, see the 
attached appendix.

5 Ibid.
6 Ibid.
7 Ibid.
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overhanging-plate-endowed slave dwellings, tenant houses, and subsistence farmhouses within 

the Appalachian foothills, in southwestern Virginia, the Carolinas, and northern Georgia and 

Alabama.8 Examples exist as far west as Missouri and Arkansas.9 Members of several immigrant 

communities—Germans in the vicinity of Evansville and Jasper, Indiana, and also in Seneca 

County, Ohio; and French near Versailles and Russia, Ohio—also adopted the construction 

method.

The overhanging plate, then, correlates strongly with the subregion often called the 

“Upland South,” which forms a roughly semicircular arc extending from southwestern 

Pennsylvania to Missouri and Arkansas. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the states which lie at this 

region's center, Kentucky and Tennessee, can claim the greatest number of surviving examples of

overhanging-plate construction, while the states at the periphery contain fewer. Log buildings are

relatively common in Pennsylvania and West Virginia, but few, if any, examples employ the 

overhanging plate.

Dating the Overhanging Plate

The feature's chronological development is less traceable than its geographic spread. Its 

absence from structures along the eastern seaboard, in log construction's “hearth” area, suggests 

that it emerged somewhere farther west—perhaps in or beyond the Appalachian mountains. If 

historical dating is any indication, the overhanging plate developed relatively early. A log 

dwelling in Anderson County, Kentucky—the Benjamin Wash House (Figure 6), dated to 1791—

began as a single-pen structure with overhanging plates, and was later enlarged with flanking 

8 See Frances Benjamin Johnston's photographs of the McIntire House (Mecklenburg County, North Carolina) or 
the “Old Log Barn” (Rockingham County, North Carolina), or HABS documentation for the Womack–Crenshaw
Plantation (AL-690-A, Butler County, Alabama) or the first Taylor–Cunningham House (AL-377-A, Lauderdale 
County, Alabama).

9 For example, the Samuel H. Smith House (HABS MO-1208, Monroe County, Missouri) and the Jacob Wolf 
House (NRHP 73000380, Baxter County, Arkansas).
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pens, both of which also boast overhanging plates.10 (The Washes relocated from Louisa County, 

Virginia.11) That said, most dated eighteenth-century log buildings, even in Kentucky, seem to 

lack overhanging plates. By far, the greatest number of extant examples cluster in the second 

quarter of the nineteenth century. Another triple-pen log house (Figure 7) in northern Fayette 

County, Kentucky, uses multiple roof framing systems. The building's central two-story block, 

likely erected first, lacks overhanging plates, but both flanking pens have the feature.12 Though 

its construction date is impossible to corroborate, the central pen likely dates from the eighteenth 

century.13 Other area log homes have similarly complex histories, with inconsistencies between 

construction and finish details.14

In Ohio, pinpointing the technique's introduction is a more difficult task—partly because 

of the paucity of examples, but also because settlement did not begin to accelerate until after 

1800. As in Kentucky, most known examples were constructed during the nineteenth century's 

first half, with the greatest cluster in the 1820s, 1830s, and 1840s. One of the state's earliest 

overhanging-plate-adorned structures is the James Galloway House, built in 1803 in rural Greene

County, but relocated to nearby Xenia in 1937. Other well-documented examples include the 

Amos Hartsook House (also in Greene County) and the John Wilson House (Scott Township, 

Adams County), both built about 1832 or 1833.15

In the Southern coastal states—Virginia and the Carolinas—overhanging plates are 

concentrated within the Appalachian foothills, and many examples date from the mid-nineteenth 

10 National Register of Historic Places, Old Wash Place, Anderson County, Kentucky, 75000731, 2.
11 Ibid., 3.
12 National Register of Historic Places, Bates Log House, Fayette County, Kentucky, 82002683.
13 Ibid.
14 See the Nathaniel Dunn House (79001015), for instance.
15 National Register of Historic Places, John T. Wilson Homestead, Scott Township, Adams County, Ohio, 

77001039.

https://npgallery.nps.gov/AssetDetail/NRIS/77001039
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century. (It is possible, though impossible to confirm, that knowledge of the construction method

flowed backward from the Upland South to bordering areas in the ex-colonies.) That said, a few 

early examples do exist. One is the Irvin–Hamrick House (Figure 8), likely built between 1794 

and 1800 in Cleveland County, North Carolina, not far from the South Carolina border.16 

Assuming the reported construction date is correct, the building displays a few features which, 

elsewhere, would point to a mid-nineteenth-century origin. These include rounded ends of the 

side-wall logs, but also half-dovetail notching.17 Such quirks, then, may have an origin in the 

southerly Piedmont region.

Both the lack of useful data and the difficulty of establishing construction dates for log 

buildings make tracing the overhanging plate's development and dissemination a difficult task. 

Whether it originated in the colonial South, the Upland South, or multiple places at once, it 

became a part of the vocabulary of westward migration. Equally interesting, but no more 

answerable, are the questions, “Why did some builders choose to use the overhanging plate?” 

and, “What purpose, if any, did it serve?” A few theories are worth proposing.

The Butting-Pole Hypothesis

Unless he belonged to one of a select number of ethnic communities, or unless he 

possessed both immense wealth and a means of transporting building materials, the average 

newcomer to the western frontier fashioned his first home from round logs. Such structures—

small, single-pen abodes built of unhewn timber, with exterior log (“stick”) chimneys and 

clapboarded roofs—came to be called “cabins.” (Centuries before log construction's introduction 

to Anglophones, the word “cabin,” descended from a Latin noun meaning “hut,” simply denoted 

16 National Register of Historic Places, Irvin–Hamrick Log House, Cleveland County, North Carolina, 80002811.
17 In Ohio, Kentucky, and Pennsylvania alike, steeple (or saddle) notching was the favored method in the 

nineteenth century's first few decades.

https://npgallery.nps.gov/AssetDetail/NRIS/80002811
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a tiny or crude residence.18) The log cabin's typology had been set in the eighteenth century, well 

before legal settlement in Kentucky, Tennessee, and the Northwest Territory began in earnest. 

The cabin filled a niche created by frontier conditions. It allowed settlers to obtain shelter 

quickly, cheaply, and without need for a large labor force. It also made use of a material which 

existed in abundance, and which resulted naturally from large-scale land clearance.19 Reverend 

Joseph Doddridge (1769–1826)—whose family relocated from Bedford, Pennsylvania, to a 

community in far-western Washington County—left behind a detailed description of the cabin-

building process, no doubt informed by his personal experiences. One part of this passage 

explains cabin roof construction, and it makes reference to an element which bears some 

resemblance to the overhanging plate. As Doddridge writes:

At the square, two end logs projected a foot or eighteen inches beyond the wall to receive 
the butting poles, as they were called, against which the ends of the first row of 
clapboards were supported. The roof was formed by making the end logs shorter until a 
single log formed the comb of the roof[.] On these logs the clapboards were placed, the 
ranges of them lapping some distance over those next below them and kept in their places
by logs . . .20

Like the overhanging plate, the “butting pole” rested on cantilevered logs and formed an integral 

part of the roof's support system.

Still, Doddridge's description is not without its ambiguities. The “end logs” he mentions 

may, in fact, be roof purlins, since clapboards were aligned vertically, and therefore required a 

horizontal supporting surface. A 1912 photograph (Figure 9) of a crude log structure in 

18 “Cabin,” OED Online, Oxford University Press, accessed November 26, 2018.
19 By and large, early-nineteenth-century settlers had no affection—no romantic or aesthetic appreciation—for the 

country's vast forests. Rather, they perceived woodland as both a source of danger and a barrier to agricultural 
development. One account of New Hampshire's settlement, in Belknap's 1812 History of New-Hampshire: 
Volume III, praises “the more able sort of husbandmen,” who “choose the method of clearing the land at first, by 
cutting down all the trees without exception.” Such an attitude is typical.

20 Joseph Doddridge, Notes on the Settlement and Indian Wars of the Western Parts of Virginia and Pennsylvania, 
from 1763 to 1783 (Albany, New York: Joel Munsell, 1876), 158–159.
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southwestern Delaware County, Ohio, seems to confirm this.21 The image shows a traditional 

clapboard roof resting on purlins; the roof is cantilevered, perhaps by several feet, over the 

entrance. The building in question may have been a reconstruction, but its appearance so closely 

matches Doddridge's text that—despite the great geographic distance between Delaware County 

and southwestern Pennsylvania—the construction method Doddridge outlines must have been 

widely used in the Northwest Territory (and beyond). That said, the existence of overhanging 

butting poles was not universal. Two Paulding County, Ohio, log homes—built in the 1880s by 

members of the Renollet and Parker families—featured purlin-supported, clapboarded roofs, but 

lacked obvious butting poles.22 Paulding County belongs to Ohio's Great Black Swamp 

microregion, and it remained sparsely populated until the final decades of the nineteenth century,

when the construction of drainage ditches and tile drains rendered its land arable. Being so 

chronologically distant from the “frontier” period, the Renollet and Parker homes, then, may 

have been outliers. Unfortunately, the almost complete disappearance of first-generation log 

buildings makes collecting data about construction techniques impossible. Only a few 

descriptions (like Doddridge's), along with a handful of images, allow the researcher glimpses of 

a once-ubiquitous part of the frontier landscape. Given vernacular architecture's conservative 

tendencies, it is possible (albeit conjectural) that overhanging plates are vestigial butting poles—

a remnant of cabin construction retained even in the absence of the roof system which required 

it. If the triglyphs and mutules of the high Doric order are “stylized and conventionalized . . . 

version[s] of a timber prototype,”23 decorative (or, at the very least, non-functional) elements of 

21 The photo, labeled “Carr and Liggett Reunion,” exists in the collection of the Delaware County Historical 
Society. Members of both the Liggett and Carr families lived in and around Ostrander, Ohio. The first Liggett to 
relocate to Delaware County did so in 1817, and he hailed from Virginia.

22 Standard Atlas of Paulding County, Ohio (Chicago: George Ogle, 1917), 53 and 55.
23 James Stevens Curl, Classical Architecture: An Introduction to Its Vocabulary and Essentials, with a Select 

Glossary of Terms (New York: Norton, 2001), 18.
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American vernacular architecture may well have similar origins. The overhanging plate could be 

among them.

Runoff: A Simpler Explanation

Perhaps the oldest description of the overhanging plate, as such, occurs in Hugh 

Morrison's Early American Architecture, published in 1952. In a chapter devoted to log 

construction, Morrison details a double-pen log house in North Carolina's Appalachian foothills:

The Gregg House . . . shows how, somewhat later, the logs were hewn thinner—indeed 
almost like wide, thick planks—and so carefully dovetailed at the corners that no 
chinking was needed between them. The topmost logs at the ends of the cabin were 
projected to carry the wall plate forward, thus offering a modicum of protection from rain
to the lower wall. Rain could still gather in an ordinary dovetailed joint, and builders soon
evolved an ingenious form of dovetail in which all jointed surfaces sloped outward, thus 
draining any water that might penetrate the joint.24

This saddlebag-form house (Figure 10), photographed by Frances Benjamin Johnston in 1938 for

her Carnegie Survey of the Architecture of the South, stood near Blowing Rock, Caldwell 

County,25 and has almost certainly not survived. The house and Morrison's account alike are 

interesting, for a few reasons. First, Morrison is correct to note that the building's tall, plank-like 

logs mark it as a relatively recent structure. Such a method is either local in origin or a 

chronologically late development, and is thus hardly representative of the majority of surviving 

log houses—particularly in Ohio, Indiana, and Kentucky, where overhanging plates are common.

More relevant to this paper is Morrison's assertion that projecting plates existed to shed 

rainwater. Though unsupported, this claim is reasonable in context (it appears within a passage 

devoted to ways builders dealt with water, that perennial menace), and it offers a plausible 

24 Hugh Morrison, Early American Architecture: From the First Colonial Settlements to the National Period (New 
York: Oxford UP, 1952), 168.

25 Frances Benjamin Johnston, photographer, “Gregg Log Cabin, Blowing Rock vic., Caldwell County, North 
Carolina,” photograph, 1938, from Library of Congress: Carnegie Survey of the Architecture of the South, 
accessed November 26, 2018.
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explanation for the overhanging plate's existence.

Log buildings are exceptionally sensitive to the elements. Water can erode the daubing 

between timbers and foster the growth of mildew, mold, and lichen. Variation in humidity brings 

about the expansion and contraction of logs, further threatening a building's ability to remain 

watertight. Unsurprisingly, insect damage (and termite infestations, in particular) often plagues 

log structures, which, after all, are little more than stacks of felled trees. In the absence of gutters 

and downspouts, a slightly cantilevered roof might do wonders for a building's long-term (or 

even medium-term) survival.26 If Morrison is correct, the presence of overhanging plates may 

signal that a building's logs were intended to be left exposed. The popular image of unfinished 

log structures, with timbers laid bare, does not hold true for every building. In a great many 

cases, the logs functioned only as a means of support—something to be hidden beneath siding 

and woodwork, as timber frames were.27

Several early log dwellings in and near Lexington, Kentucky—the Adam Rankin House 

(1782), the John Stillfield House (ca. 1805), the Abel Headington House (ca. 1810), and the 

Offutt–Cole Tavern (ca. 1790), all built during the settlement period—feature box cornices, but 

do not employ overhanging plates. These box cornices, like overhanging plates, project far 

enough over walls to shield them from rainwater.28 But they differ in their place within the 

structural system as a whole. Whereas overhanging plates are an integral part of a log building's 

support system, box cornices are often formed merely by the enclosure of projecting attic joists 

26 That the butting pole doubled as both a way of anchoring roof clapboards and a means of shedding water is not 
out of the question, either.

27 William J. MacIntire, The Pioneer Log House in Kentucky (Frankfort: Kentucky Heritage Council, 1998), 18.
28 Interestingly, the need to protect gable-end walls from runoff seemed to be less of a concern. Until the Greek 

Revival period, the Southern and Mid-Atlantic building traditions overwhelmingly favored rake boards—narrow 
strips of wood sealing the gap between the roof and gable wall. Such buildings have no obvious roof overhang 
on their sides.
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or roof rafters. In other words, the cornice itself was added to the log structure, rather than being,

in essence, built-in. Erecting a log building with overhanging plates, then, was unnecessary so 

long as carpenters intended to finish its exterior—with siding, trim, a cornice, and the like. Three

of the houses mentioned above are early urban examples of log construction. Given this context, 

early Lexingtonians' preference for well-finished log abodes is hardly surprising. Indeed, 

overhanging plates predominate in isolated rural areas—precisely those places where unsided log

buildings outnumbered their clapboarded counterparts.

A Broader Look at Eaves

Overhanging plates bear a superficial similarity to other construction methods employed 

in America (and elsewhere) before the Civil War. Cantilevering, in general, was a widely 

scattered practice. So-called “false plate” construction—defined by the use of non-structural, 

horizontal boards (or timbers) spanning a building's long wall and providing a nailing surface for

rafters—has an established history in the Chesapeake region, and the method may be an 

antecedent for overhanging plates. In a few locales, German and Germanic carpenters built log 

homes whose side logs extended far forward and backward, at the first-floor level, to give 

support to front and rear porches. Nestled under the roof's continuous slope, such a porch is 

structurally integral, rather than independent (as is more often the case).29 Perhaps more relevant,

though, are the cantilever-supported cornices peculiar to certain antebellum brick buildings—in 

particular, those with parapeted gable ends. In these cases, several courses of brick step forward 

at the corners; the cornice itself terminates at these projections. In the United States, this quirk 

seems to be most common in areas settled by Pennsylvanians, or by Germans who arrived before

29 The so-called “Acadian” cottages built by French residents of the lower Mississippi River valley have similar 
porches, and are similar, in form, to their Germanic counterparts farther north.
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mid-century.30 Examples also exist in Scotland, England, the Netherlands, and Germany proper. 

Somerset, an Ohio village whose denizens hailed overwhelmingly from the Keystone State, 

boasts several buildings of this type. A circa-1839 house (Figure 11) in Waynesville, Ohio, 

illustrates the extent to which cantilevered brickwork can resemble overhanging plates. More 

than likely, the relationship between the two methods of construction is superficial (instead of 

essential), but, still, they suggest that early builders were prone to using cantilevering in their 

structural systems. The overhanging plate may have sprung from this impulse.

Adoption and Dissemination

The overhanging plate's genesis undeniably lay in the Upper South, an area whose 

inhabitants descended, by and large, from colonists native to the British Isles. Here, Continental 

European cultural influence was considerably lesser. Nevertheless, the overhanging plate made 

its way to immigrant communities outside the Upper South. The first of these is the French 

colony which coalesced around Versailles and Russia, Ohio, in Loramie Township, Shelby 

County, and Wayne Township, Darke County. This pocket of French settlement, perhaps Ohio's 

most concentrated,31 resulted in a cultural landscape which blends seamlessly with surrounding 

German Catholic communities—small, intensively cultivated farms; numerous Catholic churches

(hence the name “Land of the Cross-Tipped Churches,” used popularly to describe this western-

Ohio region); and, by the turn-of-the-century, an architectural vocabulary dominated by such 

features as brick construction, segmental-arched windows, and nationally popular forms. In 

30 The city of Hermann, Missouri, platted in 1837, contains myriad examples.
31 In the nineteenth century, other French communities existed in Stark, Wayne, Holmes, Highland, Scioto, 

Clermont, and Williams counties. The latter three were too small to leave a noticeable cultural footprint, and the 
former three had been overwhelmed by expanding Amish settlement by the mid-twentieth century. Only 
Nimishillen Township, Stark County, vies with the Darke–Shelby region for French cultural influence.
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recent years, during a building boom brought about by increased agricultural prosperity, many 

farmers in this area have razed their historic homes, barns, and outbuildings. Thankfully, the 

immediate area is well-documented.

A 1970s-era survey conducted by Wright State University staff inventoried buildings in 

Loramie Township and Wayne Township.32 The effort uncovered 25 log residences in the two-

township study area—twelve in Wayne, and thirteen in Loramie. For the most part, these log 

houses differed considerably from the nationwide norm. Their proportions tended to match late-

nineteenth-century standards.33 Many were divided by load-bearing log walls, and many had 

been enlarged and remodeled multiple times—some were indistinguishable, on the exterior, from

balloon-frame buildings. A few made use of the overhanging plate. A two-story house (Figure 

12) in Wayne Township, owned by a member of the Francois family, was representative of the 

locale's log structures. A log wall divided the home into two equally sized units, with a chimney 

placed at the center. The structure's overhanging plates were chamfered and partly hidden behind

a wide board. Like other log buildings in the township, it made use of steeple notching.

A majority of the area's French-built log houses likely date from the 1840s, 1850s and 

1860s (or even later). Foreign immigration to Loramie Township (settled, first, by a mixture of 

Pennsylvanians and Marylanders) did not begin until about 1837.34 The French newcomers 

hailed from a cluster of villages in northeastern France—in Alsace, Franche-Comté, and 

Lorraine, mostly. While they lived close to Germanic areas, the settlers—with names like Didier, 

32 Online Mapping System, Ohio History Connection.
33 With the advent of balloon framing, proportioning changed slightly (albeit perceptibly). Whereas 18 feet was, for

reasons unknown, the most common side-wall dimension before the Civil War among single-pile buildings, 16 
feet grew in popularity after the war.

34 History of Shelby County, Ohio, with Illustrations and Biographical Sketches of Some of Its Prominent Men and 
Pioneers (Philadelphia: Sutton, 1883), 306–307.
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Pepiot, Pilliod, Francois, Peltier, and Gasson—were culturally Gallic.35 In the villages whence 

they migrated, masonry construction predominated. It is unlikely that any of Darke and Shelby's 

French residents had native knowledge of log construction. They must have learned the 

technique from those already living in the United States. But from whom?

A biography of Nicholas Didier (1807–1881), who settled in Loramie Township, provides

one possible answer:

Mr. and Mrs. Didier settled in their native country, remained until December, 1851, when 
they with a family of eight children started for America, landing in New Orleans. From 
there they continued their journey northward until February 22, 1852, when they reached 
Shelby County, Ohio . . .36

No doubt, the Didiers' “journey northward” involved ferry or flatboat travel on the Mississippi 

and Ohio rivers, and the family probably tarried at riverfront communities like Louisville and 

Cincinnati—well within the overhanging plate's sphere of existence. Assuming other French 

settlers took a similar path, they were well-positioned to learn construction techniques from 

Ohioans, Kentuckians, and Indianans. After all, replicating familiar masonry residences in the 

timbered, deep-soiled37 wilds of Shelby County was all but impossible. If the French learned to 

build with logs in the greater Louisville–Cincinnati region, they may well have assimilated 

knowledge of the overhanging plate.

Another cluster of continental-European ethnic communities—these ones in southwestern

Indiana—give evidence of a similar phenomenon. Overhanging plates occur in both 

communities, albeit more so in Vanderburgh County, west and northwest of Evansville. A 1994 

survey of Vanderburgh County unearthed at least 22 log houses, four of which featured 

35 Many of Ohio's French-born inhabits were, in fact, culturally Germanic, and they hailed from German-speaking 
portions of eastern France and Switzerland.

36 Ibid., 316.
37 Because of the thickness of glacial drift, western Ohio is lacking in easily accessible building stone.
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overhanging plates.38 As of 1860, most residents of Perry Township, one of Vanderburgh 

County's most densely Germanic subdivisions, hailed from Prussia, with sizable minorities from 

Bavaria, Baden, and Hesse.39 The log buildings (Figure 13) constructed by these German 

immigrants are distinctive in form—quite tall and wide (and often divided by interior log walls), 

with steeply pitched roofs and, in some cases, “saltbox”-shaped rear additions. Because of their 

size and sophisticated finish,40 these log homes can be difficult to distinguish from frame 

structures. Unlike the French settlers of western Ohio, Vanderburgh County's German-born 

inhabitants seem, if scattered reports in a county history are any indication, to have followed 

varied paths. Christopher Kamp arrived in the United States at New Orleans,41 but Philip 

Nonweiler disembarked at New York City,42 and William Schnakenburg spent a few years in 

southern Ohio before relocating to Evansville.43 Other anecdotes describe similarly varied 

journeys. Still, if a significant number of soon-to-be Indianans approached Vanderburgh County 

from the east, they, too, would have been in a position to learn about overhanging-plate 

construction from the builders of northern Kentucky and southwestern Ohio.

Germanic immigration also peopled another locale in southwestern Indiana—a hilly, 

marginal region extending northward from Spencer County into Dubois, Perry, and Crawford 

counties. In this area, log construction followed a slightly different pattern. Barns and houses 

alike—the barns typically double-pen, and the farmhouses often single-pen structures divided by 

a central log wall—relied on a system of cantilevering (Figure 14) described by Warren Roberts 

38 State Historic Architectural and Archaeological Research Database, Indiana Department of Natural Resources.
39 Data from the 1860 decennial U.S. census, aggregated by FamilySearch.
40 The louvered, round-arched attic vent in Figure 13 is a typical feature of both log and frame farmhouses in the 

vicinity.
41 History of Vanderburgh County, Indiana (Madison, Wisconsin: Brant and Fuller, 1889), 645.
42 Ibid., 437.
43 Ibid., 173.
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in a 1986 article:

The most striking detail of these Dubois County log houses in a construction feature 
normally hidden. When the siding is removed from one of these log houses it is possible 
to see that a log extends from each end wall and from the center wall beyond both the 
front and rear walls. The log projecting to the front supports a roof for the front porch. . . .
The log protruding to the rear supports the roof for the rooms of frame construction. . . . 
These projecting logs, or cantilevers, demonstrate clearly that the two rooms of frame 
construction built as a lean-to across the rear of the house . . . were part of the original 
construction as was the front porch.44

These cantilevered support logs differ from overhanging plates in two ways—they extend much 

farther from the facade, and they occur much lower within the walls. Still, even in this region, 

the overhanging plate makes an occasional appearance. A superlatively “Germanic” log house 

pictured in Roberts's piece appears to have both cantilevered logs and overhanging plates.45 This 

suggests that, in the Dubois County context, the feature served little utilitarian purpose. A 

cantilevered porch is better-suited to protecting a dwelling's walls from runoff than even an 

overhanging plate is, and the roof framing system used by most Dubois County builders did not 

require overhanging plates. Why, then, did carpenters build them? It is impossible to say.

Indeed, this essay raises more questions than it answers. A few more years of fieldwork, 

and a correspondingly broader dataset, would go a long way toward a better understanding of 

precisely where, and precisely when, overhanging plates first became a viable construction 

method. But no amount of photographing, measuring, and drawing buildings—no amount of 

combing through deeds and tax records—can satisfy the perennial question, “Why?” We may 

know the overhanging plate's material, formal, and efficient causes (as Aristotle might say), but 

its final cause shall remain mysterious. Were builders motivated by a need to protect their 

44 Warren E. Roberts, “German–American Log Buildings of Dubois County, Indiana,” Winterthur Portfolio 21, no. 
4 (1986), 268.

45 Ibid.
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creations from nature's hostile entropy? Were they merely indebted to an inherited tradition? A 

bit of both? Neither? One thing, however, is clear. The overhanging plate, like a microcosm of 

log construction generally, became inextricably linked to westward expansion in antebellum 

America.
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Surveying Historic Buildings: A Brief Methodology

Several sections of this essay rely on data collected by the author between summer 2016 

and autumn 2018. A fraction of this information—particularly the information about Indiana 

buildings—comes from state architectural inventories. Most, however, is self-collected. This 

amateur survey project involves several steps: dividing large geographic subdivisions into 

manageable units (e.g., townships or areas bounded by certain roads); locating all pre-World War

II buildings within said units; finding visual evidence of those structures (with county assessors' 

websites, public mapping systems like Google Maps or Bing Maps, and other online resources); 

and including, in the final dataset, those buildings which meet a threshold for intactness, rarity, 

or historic significance. (All known log structures are included.) The process is unscientific, of 

course, and not truly comprehensive. Its purpose is more to pinpoint an area's je ne sais quoi than

to study every building in existence. Still, for the purposes of this essay, it provides useful data. 

Links to the data can be found on the author's blog (ohiohistoricarchitecture.blogspot.com), or at 

https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/0B84COYPjAsqwMm5aUk5lejJqVUU?usp=sharing. The 

project is a work in progress, admittedly in need of revision.

https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/0B84COYPjAsqwMm5aUk5lejJqVUU?usp=sharing


 
Figure 1. Eaves, log house (c. 1803). Salem Township, Warren County, Ohio. Photo by the author, March 2014. 

 

 
Figure 2. Box cornice, John Stillfield House (c. 1805). Lexington, Fayette County, Kentucky. Photo by the author, 

August 2018. 
 
 



 
Figure 3. James Galloway House (1803). Xenia, Greene County, Ohio. Photo by the author, March 2014. 

 

 
Figure 4. Eaves, Amos Hawkins House (c. 1819). Massie Township, Warren County, Ohio. Photo by the author, 

December 2014. Note the projecting log’s rounded end. 
 
 



 
Figure 6. Benjamin Wash House (c. 1791). Anderson County, Kentucky. Photo by Winston Clifton, circa 1975, for the 

National Register of Historic Places. 
 

 
Figure 7. Bates House (1790s?). Fayette County, Kentucky. Photo by Richard S. DeCamp, April 1982, for the National 

Register of Historic Places. 
 
 
 



 
Figure 8. Irvin–Hamrick House (c. 1795). Cleveland County, North Carolina. Photo by Linda H. Pinkerton, February 

1980, for the National Register of Historic Places. 
 

 
Figure 9. Log building. Delaware County, Ohio. Precise location unknown. Photo, 1912, from the collection of the 

Delaware County Historical Society. 
 
 
 



 
Figure 10. Gregg House. Caldwell County, North Carolina. Photo by Frances Benjamin Johnston, 1938, for the Carnegie 

Survey of Architecture of the South. Digitized by the Library of Congress. 
 

 
Figure 11. South gable, Francis Williamson House (c. 1839). Waynesville, Warren County, Ohio. Photo by the author, 

March 2014. 



 
Figure 12. Francois Log House. Wayne Township, Darke County, Ohio. Photo by Jean Easton (?), 1979, from the 

collection of Donald and Jean Hutslar. 
 

 
Figure 13. Log house. Perry Township, Vanderburgh County, Indiana. Photo by Charles Cushman, 1944, from the 

Indiana University collection. 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Figure 14. Log barn. Spencer County, Indiana. Photo, 1998, from the Indiana Historic Sites and Structures Inventory. 

 

 
Figure 15. Log house with overhanging plates. Eastern Ohio or northwestern West Virginia; precise location unknown. 

Photo by Albert J. Ewing, circa 1900, from the Ohio Historical Society collection. Digitized by Ohio Memory. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Figure 16. Miller–Smith House. Sycamore Township, Hamilton County, Ohio. Photo by the author, June 2014. 

 

 
Figure 17. Distribution of overhanging plates in Ohio. 
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