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IOWA HAYBERG  

By Kevin DeReus 

My great-grandparents, Robert & Hendreka Van Essen, moved to this 80 acre farm near Otley, 

Iowa in the spring of 1921.  My grandfather, Nicholas Roy Van Essen, was only 7 years old.  He 

lived in the same house until he died in 2001 at the age of 87.  His parents moved to town when 

he got married.  I have many fond memories of staying with my grandparents when I was 

young.  Grandpa kept his horse-drawn machinery even after the switch to tractors.  The corn 

binder, hay loader, dump rake and cultivator were some of my favorites.  I would sit on the one-

row cultivator for hours and pretend that I was driving a team. 

One farm building that dates back to the horse era is the ñhaybergò.  As a child I thought 

grandpa called it a ñhay birdò.  My great-grandpa built this hayberg sometime in the 1920ôs.  He 

set the four 25-foot poles all by himself.  Grandpa canôt remember how his father accomplished 

this alone.  But grandpa does remember that, as a young boy, he had to crawl up on the roof to 

give it a coat of red paint. 

Construction was simple and functional.  Four 25-foot poles were set five feet into the ground.  

With 20 feet above ground, holes were drilled every 12 inches from six up to 19 feet.  The 

bottom framework for the roof is made of 2x8ôs, each 20 feet long.  The corners are bolted 

together by a 90-degree piece of iron.  The inside of each corner had a 3x12 bolted in place.  

This formed a triangle around each pole.   

The roof could be raised, one corner at a time, to any desired height by using a home-made jig 

and handy-man jack.  The process involved jacking one corner up 12 inches and inserting an 

iron rod through the next hole.  This was slow, but it worked.    

The rafters and horizontal bracing were made from 2x4ôs.  The center peak is seven feet above 

the bottom framework.  One rafter went up from each corner and one from each side.  All eight 

met at the center peak.  The roofing appears to be Cyprus wood. 

Back when my grandpa put up loose hay, two doors would open on one side of the roof.  A track 

was attached from the peak of the roof to an A-frame over the wagon.  This contraption allowed 

them to pull the loose hay into the barn with a hayfork and rope. 

As a child, I watched my dad and grandpa put small square bales under the hayberg.  By this 

time an elevator replaced the hayfork and rope.  The horses were gone too.  Grandpa only had 

eight cows and calves, so this was sufficient hay to last through the winter months.  Most 

haybergs disappeared when their owners passed away.   



My wife and I moved to grandpaôs farm in 2002.  I hope to keep the farm looking much like it did 

in the 1940ôs and 50ôs.  All of the buildings are considered obsolete by the tax man.  However, 

minor repairs and a coat of paint can keep them looking good for years to come.  This is one 

farm that will continue to have a hayberg. 

Kevin DeReus lives near the Dutch community of Pella, Iowa. 

 

Notes from NBA Newsletter Editor- 

Before Barns, hay was often stored in óHay Barracksò, piles on the ground covered 

with a thatched roof that could be raised or lowered dependin g on the amount of 

hay. Hay barracks are still in use in the Netherlands and many other countries. For 

the best information, visit this website  www.skhn.nl 

Best book, 200 pages, many photos, www.blurb.com/bookstore/detail/154378  

Also see     www.hvva.org   www.dutchbarns.org   
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