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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

Located in rural Otoe County, Nebraska, the two octagon houses are
across a road from each other in the farming area atop the bluffs
approximately a mile and a half from the Missouri River. Both octagon
houses were built and owned by George F. and Betsy S. Lee. The brick
octagon house, built in 1872, is of frame construction veneered in brick.
The frame octagon house has been covered with asbestos siding.

Both octagon houses are similar in size and design, although they
are not identical. The residences are each two stories tall with stone
foundations and central chimneys. A small gable-roofed front porch is
attached to the front of each house and a one-story kitchen addition is
attached on the back. The window arrangement varies for each house;
however, there are one or two windows on each side of the octagon.

The floor plan consists of four rooms on first floor,with a small
vestibule and four rooms on second. The staircase rises from the front
entrance hall straight to the center of the second floor. There is a full
basement.

The original setting of each octagon as a rural farmhouse with out-
buildings clustered around still exists, even though the outbuildings have
changed. The brick octagon house is vacant and deteriorating. The front
porch and brick veneer is falling off in places. The original chimney
remains, although it is covered in stucco. The frame octagon is still
in use as a residence. It is in good condition aside from the modern
alterations which include new porch posts and steps, a kitchen addition,
an air-conditioner placed in an exterior wall and the asbestos siding.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

George F. Lee, who built both octagon houses, was a farmer, carpenter
and active in politics and the Congregational Church. Born in Guilford,
Conn. on December 16, 1830, Lee was raised in Ohio and worked there as a
farmer and carpenter until the autumn of 1856. At that time he and his
brother, Elford E. Lee, came to Otoe County, Nebraska and each claimed
160 acres of land. George F. Lee retained his land until 1887, and the
frame octagon house is located on this property. In 1872, George Lee
moved across the road to the land he had previously purchased, and built
the brick octagon house. He and his wife, Betsy Strong Lee, lived there
until their deaths in 1899 and 1900, respectively. The barn and outbuildings
on his farm were also octagon shaped, but none remain.

As an active member of the Congregational Church, Lee helped organize
two churches in Nebraska. The Nebraska City congregation was chartered in
1862 and Lee's home neighborhood of Camp Creek organized a church in
1868. Over the years he served the Camp Creek church as Deacon, Clerk,
Trustee, and Superintendent of Sunday School. As one of the incorporators
of the Camp Creek Cemetery Association, Lee donated the land for the
cemetery. The General Association of Congregational Churches in Nebraska
appointed Lee to a committee in 1871 which recommended that a Congregational
college be established in Crete, Nebraska. Doane College was founded and
Lee raised funds for construction of the new school. Lee served on the
Doane Board of Trustees from 1874 to 1883 and after his death, a new building,
the Lee Memorial Chapel, was named in his honor (see National Register
nomination, Doane College Historic Buildings, Crete, Nebraska).

Politically, Lee was a Republican and later a Prohibitionist. He held
several political offices and was active in campaigns. In 1858 he was
elected to the House of Representatives in the Fifth Territorial Legislature.
As Justice of the Peace, Lee served sixteen years and also served the county
as county commissioner, road superintendent, special commissioner and

registrar of voters.

The popularity of octagon houses throughout the United States in the
1850's was due to the book A Home for All, or the Gravel Wall and Octagon
Mode of Building, written by Orson Squire Fowler, innovator, phrenologist,
marriage consultant and sex scientist. Fowler asserted that the octagon
house was more healthful, economic and natural than the traditional house
for rich and poor. The octagon house was more economical with space, creating
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one-fifth more floor space for the wall area. The saving of steps,
increased amount of window area, better heating were all advantages.
Fowler felt every man could be his own architect and builder, and gave
detailed construction information. Concrete was also advocated as the
cheapest and safest building material.

A few octagon houses were built in Nebraska, and currently three are
known to be extant. The octagon plan was also used in barns, sales
pavilions, a church, corn cribs and other agricultural outbuildings through-
out the state. The George F. Lee brick octagon house was built in 1872,
later than the national trend. No date of construction is known for the
frame octagon house. Fowler included several floor plans in his book,
and one is very similar to the floor plan of the brick house (Fowler, p.92),
the exception being the staircase beginning from the front entry instead
of his plan, in the center of the house. The low-pitched roof on both
houses is the type suggested by Fowler as the easiest to support. The
George F. Lee Octagon Houses are two of the three currently known in the
state of Nebraska. Many of Orson Fowler's ideas on octagon houses are
incorporated in these residences.
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Photo 3. View to the east. Photo by J. Jeffries, 1977, NSHS (7701/1:9)



