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The Gannon house, located on the 900 block 

of Mandan Street in Bismarck, North Dakota 

has character.  The original owners, Clell 

and Ruth Gannon, designed it themselves in 

what they called a “Norman Cottage” style. 

In contrast to its neighbors, it sits far back 

on its lot, partly shrouded by spruce. It has a 

steeply-pitched roof covered in wood-

shingles in a textured pattern that mimics 

thatch.  The walls are constructed of local 

fieldstone, lending to its rustic and inviting 

aesthetic. When it was completed in 1935, 

the Gannons named it “the Cairn,” a Scot-

tish term for a pile of rocks stacked to mark 

a place of importance.  

 

In 2012, Deb J. of Bismarck, purchased  the 

house on Mandan Street. With an enthusi-

asm any preservationist would envy, she has 

taken on a role as  the Cairn’s new steward, 

reviving much of its charm.  

 The Next Chapter  

By Deb J. (Introduction by Editor) 

 

Grael calls it The Cairn. It reminds me of a 

little stone cottage. This is most likely the 

difference of opinion between an elderly 

gentleman’s life-long family home, and a 

middle‐aged graphic artist. Somewhere be-

tween two people discussing the future of 

this home, regardless of the description, was 

the person credited for the creation of this 

little gem, Clell Gannon and his wife, Ruth. 

Over the years, I look forward to collecting 

other stories of how this little home came to 

be, and the people who were part of its his-

tory. 

 

I am not sure when this home first caught 

my attention, it just seems I have always 

been fond of it. As part of a drafting/
(Continued on page 3) 
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The Metis: The culture, the history, the archeology 

 
Local archaeology enthusiasts are holding a tour in the NW quad-

rant of North Dakota. 

 
August 8 & 9, 2015—Archaeology buffs in the Pembina/Walhalla area invite 

you to explore the archaeology, history, and historic preservation of the region. 

 

For more information contact:   

Charlie Bremseth  

charlie@listencenter.org 
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architecture class in high school, we 

were required to produce a drawing of 

what we would imagine our ideal home 

to be. What would we design and build 

if we could? The drawing I submitted 

was covered in stone with a shingled 

roof surrounded by trees. It was not ex-

actly the same style, but featured the 

same finishes and setting as the home 

on Mandan Street.  Nearly 40 years 

later, I would be living in a home very 

similar to that drawing. 

 

I am not sure what finally gave me the 

courage to contact Grael Gannon, the 

owner of the cottage on Mandan Street, 

but I mailed a letter telling him how 

much I had appreciated his home over 

the years, and if he had the time or an inkling to tell 

the story of his home, I would like to hear it. If not, 

he should toss my letter and think nothing more of it. 

I assumed he was not one to draw attention to him-

self, as there was very little sign of life at the home 

for many years. It seemed odd to me that a house with 

so much personality was so quiet, and I shared those 

feelings with him in the letter I sent. 

 

Grael responded to my letter, and we had a chance to 

visit in his home. He talked of times when it was his 

home, and the talents each of his parents contributed 

to the community. I could see many signs of his fa-

ther’s creativity, and it felt like a place where an artist 

would be quite happy. I could also see that someone 

needed to help restore the home, and felt that Grael 

was open to the idea, but he simply did not know 

where or how to begin.  

 

After colorful discussions with neighbors, friends and 

people interested in helping find a way to do some-

thing with the little cottage, plans were formed and 

changed until the opportunity arose to possibly be the 

one to try to take ownership and see some of those 

plans through to completion. I was not sure I could 

tackle a project of this scope. This was a home that I 

had adored for many years. How could it finally be 

available, and how could I have the good fortune and 

opportunity to purchase the home? 

 

On September 11, 2012, I received word that if all 

paperwork could be completed by October 26, the 

little stone cottage would be mine. I don’t think I will 

ever be able to explain the emotions I felt when I re-

ceived that phone call. With help and encouragement 

from some truly wonderful people, the deadline was 

met, and the dream became a reality. 

 

The time had finally come to do something with the 

little stone cottage on Mandan Street that would bene-

fit the neighbors, preserve the home’s historic signifi-

cance, and honor the family who built and lived in it. 

I was given the opportunity to meet many wonderful 

people who wanted to see something good happen, 

and get all of this started. That was the beginning of 

‘The Next Chapter’ for the little stone cottage on 

North Mandan Street, fondly known to the Gannon 

family as “The Cairn.” 

 

Since October 2012, many cosmetic changes have 

taken place, and many more are yet to come. ‘The 

Next Chapter’ will continue to be a life-long invest-

ment of time and infusion of creativity by a fellow 

artist, gardener and outdoor enthusiast, adding to the 

story started by Clell and Ruth Gannon many years 

ago. Many thanks to everyone who has helped do so 

much with this wonderful home in such a short 

time.□ 

(Continued from page 1) 
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A History of the Gannon House 
By Emily Sakariassen with credit to Grael Gannon 
 

Clell Gannon is remembered as a poet and painter. 

His works include the beloved vestibule murals in 

the Burleigh County Courthouse   and bound col-

lections Songs of the Bunch Grass Acres and How 

Christmas Came to North Dakota. Clell was born in 

1900 and was raised near Underwood, North Da-

kota. According to his son Grael, he was a 

“profound lover of nature, wildlife, and art” from an 

early age. He attended the Art Institute of Chicago 

for two years and, feeling homesick for North Da-

kota, returned in 1923.  He found work as secretary 

for the Soo Line Railway in Bismarck and later 

worked as an artist for Provident Life Insurance Co. 

Through a mutual friend, Russell Reid of the North 

Dakota Historical Society, Clell met Ruth Margaret 

Johnson. The two were married in 1932. At the time 

they met, Ruth was working at the State Library 

Commission. She is fondly remembered in the Bis-

marck community as the long-serving Spanish in-

structor at Bismarck Junior College.  
 
Clell wanted to build a home for his new family on 

open prairie. He set his sights on the hill top over 

north Mandan Street. The land was owned by the 

great Pittsburgh financier Andrew Mellon and Clell 

was told Mellon would never sell Nevertheless, 

Clell felt it was worth a try and wrote him an offer. 

Mellon sold the two and a half city lots for $40 

each; Clell later purchased the adjoining half lot for 

$60.  
 
The Gannons were active participants in not only 

the design but the construction of the Cairn. In part, 

they had to be. They hired a Mr. Aune as the pri-

mary contractor—a man Ruth described as “rather 

dishonest.” Their mason, a Mr. Anderson, while 

competent and experienced, had never before built a 

fireplace—it was completed with the aid of a De-

partment of Agriculture brochure as a guide. 

 

Stories of the Gannon’s involvement add to the 

charm of the Cairn. The young couple made a game 

of collecting the glacial boulders that would form 

the walls of the house. They made frequent trips 

into the country to gather materials. Among the 

stones they collected is one Harold Schafer took 

from the Chateau de Mores at Medora on a trip with 

the young adults group at the First Presbyterian 

Church. The unusual gift was used to pave the 

Gannon’s hearth. The Andirons for the same fire-

place, as well as some of the exterior hardware, was 

salvaged from the old territorial capitol building.  
 

As the Gannon family grew, so did the house. In 

1938, a lean-to sunroom was added at the rear, 

overlooking the terraced gardens planted with na-

tive species. In the early 1950s, the two-stall garage 

was added to the north, with a living room, kitchen-

ette, and bathroom to the rear and bedroom loft 

above.  

 

The 1938, the volume dedicated to North Dakota in 

the American Guide Series of the depression era 

Works Progress Administration, listed the Cairn as 

the only private house to look at in Bismarck apart 

from the old Alexander McKenzie house and the 

former governor’s mansion. In the 1990s, the house 

was formally recognized for its significance when it 

was listed on the National Register of Historic 

Places as part of the Cathedral Area Historic Dis-

trict.□ 

 
“The Explorers,” George Will, Sr., Clell Gannon, and 

Russell  Reid, c. 1925, photo courtesy of the State His-

torical Society of North Dakota (10190-00640). 
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A Review of Buildings of North Dakota 

by Steve C. Martens and Ronald H. L. 

M. Ramsay  
By Janet Daley Jury, freelance writer and editor in 

Bismarck, North Dakota  

 

Buildings of North Dakota is the twentieth and lat-

est in the series of books documenting the buildings 

of the United States published by the University of 

Virginia Press. The Society of Architectural Histo-

rians founded the project that will eventually in-

clude sixty volumes. To date, trained architectural 

historians have surveyed significant buildings in 

fourteen states and three cities (Washington, D.C., 

Boston, and Pittsburgh).  

 

The authors, Steve Martens and Ron Ramsay, are 

associate professors of architecture at North Dakota 

State University, each with more than four decades 

of teaching and exploring the state’s built environ-

ment. Their book includes more than 400 entries 

organized within six geographical regions. What the 

black-and-white photographs lack in color they 

make up for by the large number of accompanying 

images—more than 250, as well as many maps. 

Each entry includes address or location of the build-

ing, date of construction, name of the builder and/or 

architect, and its original and current use. The brief 

descriptions are lively and informative, highlighting 

the architectural features that make it distinctive, as 

well as placing it in the history of the town or city. 

The authors also draw attention to interior attrac-

tions, such as the 1939 mural inside the Langdon 

Post Office. Their description of the “Indians De-

manding Toll from Wagon Train for Crossing Their 

Land” makes any reader want to stop in and take a 

look. 

 

This book is a treasure for North Dakotans who of-

ten know very little about the movers and shakers 

who created the Main Streets, churches, factories 

(now often turned into boutiques, restaurants, and 

bars), schools, and residential buildings that make 

their hometowns interesting and beautiful. It also 

serves as a tribute to and acknowledgment of the 

architects and builders who brought styles of archi-

tecture widely used throughout the country but per-

haps new to North Dakota. For example, the au-

thors note that the 1927 Beaux-Arts building now 

known as Richard H. Barry Hall at NDSU “reflects 

[William F.] Kurke’s growing fascination with the 

unadorned International Style.” They describe other 

Fargo buildings as Renaissance Revival, Art Deco, 

Romanesque Revival, Victorian Gothic, and Queen 

Anne. A helpful glossary in the back of the book 

defines these terms, but the authors’ narratives and 

well-selected photographs speak for themselves to 

give readers an understanding of what makes each 

style unique from the other. 

 

On a visit home to Walsh County in June, I carried 

this book with me as I traveled through the familiar 

streets and roads, stopping to read the entry for sev-

eral buildings as I passed them. It was a revelation 

to see these structures through a professional archi-

tectural historian’s eye. The imposing St. Stanislaus 

Church Complex in the tiny hamlet of Warsaw is a 

“cruciform-plan Gothic Revival church . . . built of 

red brick, and reinforced with three-step brick but-

tresses with tan-colored limestone caps. A tall 

(Continued on page 6) 
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square tower in the center of the gabled front is 

topped with a robustly proportioned steeple.” The 

adverb “robustly” delighted me.  

There are many such descriptions in the narrative 

that create a sense of appreciation for these buildings 

still so well maintained and preserved throughout 

our state. The now-vacant bank in Forest River is 

described as “architecturally adventuresome.” Con-

trasting the courthouses in Sheridan and Benson 

Counties, the first, in McClusky has a “rather severe 

Moderne appearance,” while the latter, in Minne-

waukan, gives a “ponderous, fortress-like impres-

sion.” 

 

Buildings of North Dakota offers an invaluable re-

cord of North Dakota’s history, from the ethnic in-

fluences that shaped the architecture of several 

elaborate Catholic churches in small towns in south-

ern North Dakota (designed by Anton Dohmen) to 

the many structures built during the Depression 

when the Works Progress Administration hired men 

to build community auditoriums, parks, and swim-

ming pools. The authors do not neglect the earliest 

people to live in the area, the Native Americans 

whose settlements are preserved and interpreted as 

archaeological sites across the state. As an armchair 

read or a travel guide, Buildings of North Dakota is 

an important and valuable book, written in a style 

that will appeal to the general reader and so well re-

searched that every historian and library should have 

it on their shelves.□ 
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Prairie Barns of North Dakota available for 

$24.95 at: 

http://www.preservationnorthdakota.org 

Or  

Preservation North Dakota 

911 N 9th St 

PO Box 3096 

Bismarck, ND 58502 

 

Next Issue: Updates on PND’s Grass-

roots grants at the Foley House, Buck-

stop Junction, Bismarck  window re-

pair and Gill School roof repair.  

 

Have a great construction season all 

those who are repairing and renovat-

ing old buildings!  


