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Sod house gives guests feeling of Plains history

The Minor Family Sod House
Bed and Breakfast, owned by Fred
and Lesa Juenemann of Brewster, is
on property owned by her family for
nearly 97 years.

Tom and Mary Minor moved into
the year-old sod house in Rawlins
County in 1909. The land along the
Beaver Creek was originally a tim-
ber claim of Samuel Dunlap and had
later been owned by his widow
Icyphene, her mother-in-law, three
children and new husband John C.
Welch, a school teacher.

Icyphene sold the property to C.P.
Dewey, a Chicago banker, owner of
the giant Oak Ranch and father to
Chauncey Dewey of the Dewey-
Berry Feud fame. From 1903 to
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1906, there were several ownership
transfers recorded by Dewey, his
wife and several of his business as-
sociates.

In October 1906, John Forrest
bought the property. He sold it to
Sidney Gravesin 1907, and Graves
sold it to Tom Minor in January of
1909, with a*“1-year-old” sod house
onit.

The soddy was built at a time
when most people were putting up
wood homes or expanding their sod
houses, Fred Juenemann said, and
was probably built because having
wood and other materials shipped
in was expensive.

They wouldn’t have to buy any
wood, he said; most of the materi-
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Kansas, the Cheyenne Hole Massa-
cre, Fort Wallace and Sheridan, the
wickedest little town in Kansas.
There are also books telling about
sod houses and how they were built.

The soddy, which served as a post
office and was on the map as Minor,
Kan., is on the National Register of
Historic Places for two reasons,
Fred Juenemann said: because it’s
an original sod house and because
there was a post office on the prop-
erty for 10 years.

The post office was in the sod
house for part of that time, he said,
and was in a separate building that
was also a grocery the rest. The
Juenemanns have a post card ad-
dressed to Lela Minor (daughter of
Tom and Mary Minor) at Minor,
Kan., with the post mark.

There is no television in the

house, but there is radio, a record
player and cassettes of old-time ra-
dio shows. People love the calm and
quiet, said Fred Juenemann, and the
sunsets and stars.

Some have enjoyed the storms,
and others have enjoyed buffalo
hunting at Ken and Laurie Klem’s
ranch. There has only been one
couple whodidn’tlike staying inthe
soddy, Juenemann said; they were
kind of a “yuppie” couple who re-
ceived the stay as a gift.

Others have enjoyed the trip back
in time, and many have written in
the guest book how much they liked
the soddy. A family that stayed in
the soddy during a fierce dust storm
last year enjoyed their experience
so much they came back and told
others about the place.

They went into the house when
the wind came up, Lesa Juenemann
said, and they stayed inside until the
storm was over. When they went

out, she said, there were tree
branches down all around their ve-
hicle and a pile of dust had come in
through one of the doors, but that
didn’t ruin their trip. They thought
it was neat to see, Fred Juenemann
said, and couldn’t wait to come back
to see what other sights the Kansas
weather has in store.

A woman who had worked in the
inner city in Chicago wrote in the
guest book that the dark and quiet
at the soddy rivaled the fear of the
inner city.

“As I read that,” he said, “I
thought, ‘Oh, no. She hated it,” but
asIreadon, she said sheenjoyedit.”

A couple came on the hottest,
dirtiest day of the year three years
ago, Lesa Juenemann said; they
were from Kansas City, and he was
president of a big hotel there.

They turned down the steak dinner,
she said, and went to the town hot-
dog/watermelon feed in Brewster.

“I'thought they would hate it —
they were used to luxury,” she said,
“but they loved it; they couldn’t
say enough about whata greattime
they had.”

The family lived in the soddy
until the early 1950s, Lesa
Juenemann said, and it was re-
stored in the early *60s. It was full
of antiques, but had to be cleaned
outinthe *80s because thieves and
vandals had broken in..

“Then Fred came along and said
we were going to do a bed and
breakfast,” she said. “We thought
he was crazy.”

“I thought mom would support
me,” Fred Juenemann said, “but
she thought I was crazy, too.”

Butthey spentayear working on
the soddy before opening the bed
and breakfast in 2001.

Ithas been fun, Fred Juenemann
said, and it’s been a great way to
keep up a piece of history.

Fred and Lesa Juenemann use an old, electric washing machine to decorate a corner in the Minor Sod House Bed and Breakfast.
They have acquired several treasures for the soddy from antique stores and auctions. Photo by Sharon Corcoran/The Goodland Star-News

als were right there. Construction
would have been a lot of work,
though, because sod bricks are
heavy.

The Minors had wed in
Maryville, Mo., on May 16, 1878.
He was22;shewas 15. They had 12
children, six born in Missouri and
six in Nebraska.

They moved from Maryville to
Nance County, Neb., to a farm near
Fullerton in 1890. He not only
farmed but also ran a butcher shop
and grocery.

Land was cheaper to buy in Kan-
sas, and Tom Minor, then 53,
wanted toraise cattle and horses and
alfalfatomakehay. The six younger
children moved with them to the

Gov. requestsaid for storm effects

After receiving a final damage
report, Gov. Kathleen Sebelius has
requested federal assistance to help
Sherman and 17 other counties re-
cover from the effects of the winter
storm just after the Thanksgiving
holiday.

The winter storm left over 1,200
homes and businesses without
power, including police depart-
ments, fire departments and hospi-
tals, and stranded motorists during
one of the busiest travel weekends
of the year.

“Local emergency responders
and the National Guard should be
commended for the assistance they
provided to residents and travelers

caughtinthe storm,” said Sebelius.

“I’m requesting federal help in
the recovery effort because of the
damageto local infrastructure, par-
ticularly power lines and transform-
ers.”

The total estimated eligible dam-
ageinthese 18 counties is more than
$10 million.

In addition to Sherman, other
counties included are Cheyenne,
Decatur, Edwards, Ellis, Graham,
Gove, Hodgeman, Ness, Norton,
Pawnee, Phillips, Rawlins, Rooks,
Rush, Sheridan, Thomas and Trego.

Four state agencies helped with
response and recovery, as well did
the American Red Cross.

The Kansas National Guard and
relief agencies created temporary
shelters for about 1,600 stranded
travelers in western Kansas, and
mutual aid agreements between lo-
cal rural electric cooperatives were
activated to get power on.

Sebelius asked for Public Assis-
tance Program help to restore dam-
aged infrastructure under the
Stafford Disaster Relief and Emer-
gency Assistance Act.

These damages include such
things as power lines and poles and
extensive debris. Power has been
restored to almost all affected areas,
although many of the repairs are
temporary.
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soddy.

They were five daughters, Clara,
16;twins, Lulaand Lela, almost 14;
Viola, 11; Dorothy, 6; and a son,
Harold, 9. Clyde, 29, Pearl, 28, and
Will, 27, were married. Charley,
almost 24, Guy, 22, and Rose, 18,
had jobs in Nebraska.

Eight horses, six cows, furniture
and the family dog were loaded into
box cars at Fullerton. Guy and Rose
rode along to help. The cows and
horses had to be taken out to be fed
and watered. At one stop, the dog
got away. It arrived back home in
Nebraska a week later.

At 18°X40’ and with four rooms,
the sod house was bigger than most.
It had 2-foot walls, wood floors,
glass windows and wood shingles
on the roof. When Mary Minor saw
the soddy, the family says, she
wanted to go home.

But they tore off the course plas-

ter from the walls and covered them
smooth, built a wood frame addi-
tion to the east side of the house (a
kitchen pantry and bedroom) and
added a“Round Oak” stove for heat
and a “Home Comfort” coal/wood
stove for cooking, baking and heat-
ing.

After Tom’s death in 1944, Mary
continued to live in the soddy until
1949, when she moved to Goodland
to live with Harold. Their daughter
Dorothy and husband Jess Yankey
lived in the soddy until they builta
house just south of it on the prop-
erty. In 1955, they moved to Arkan-
sas, Jess’s home state.

They sold the farm to Buell and
Ruth Briney, son of Lula (Minor)
and Bernard Briney. Several years
went by, and Lula decided she
would like to restore the soddy, so
she, Buell and Ruth made plans and
redid the stucco on the outside
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walls, took the wood floors out and
replaced them with concrete, re-
placed the wood shingles with tin
and replastered the inside walls. A
large square in the parlor was left
unplastered and covered with a
pane of glass so the real sod would
show.

Lelaand Harold also helped with
the restoration. All of the walls were
painted, some of the old furniture
was brought out and glued and re-
finished. A tablecloth, bedding,
dishes, cooking utensils, telephone
and otheritems were added to make
the soddy as it was years ago.

Electricity was added as aconve-
nience. When all this was com-
pleted, an open house was held in
June 1964.

Lesa Juenemann is the daughter
of Buell and Ruth Briney. Buell still
lives afew miles from the soddy, but
Ruth died October 18, 2004.
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