
 

 

Every Artifact Tells a Story: 

 

The “Necessary"or simply “That Little House Out Back “ 

 

 

 

 
After more than a decade of local lore and history topics covering many Lake County moments, it is with 

a tongue-in-cheek smirk that this month I write about a structure that was critical to the life of all early 

settlers, families, businesses, schools, farms, lighthouses, sailing vessels and more.  With respect to our  

semiquincentennial, Roosevelt’s ‘WPA’ initiative, the Lake Metroparks children’s nature program 

‘Everything poops’ and the well-known adage ‘what goes in, must come out’ we examine the history of 

‘the necessary, the ‘privy’ or simply that house out back. Even your experiences with current outhouses 

may rear up. 

 

Early pioneer outhouses were rudimentary.  Land based privies deposit one’s waste into a pit dug into the 

ground; this may or may not be emptiable.  Some used a box, retrievable from the back, that allowed for 

removal and dumping elsewhere.  Offshore ‘necessaries’ were simply built to hang out over the water 

below, definitely not environmentally friendly but effective.  A carved moon-shaped opening in the gable-

end allowed for light to enter and offered some minimal ventilation.  Outhouse lore said the carved moon 

on the front indicated the privy was for women- the moon being the symbol of the Roman goddess Luna.  

Sun-shaped were for men as it honored the Greek god Apollo.  Other 

decorative symbols like a heart were not uncommon. Separate 

‘necessaries’ were commonplace at least in some locales.  Squatting in 

the dirt, partaking of a privy or the invention of a flush toilet or ‘crapper’ 

spanned many millennia. 

 

 

 

Beyond the utilitarian purpose, outhouses have an archeological 

connection.  The ‘necessary’ often provided a glimpse into all other 

aspects of early life.  The pit was used for garbage dumping and 

interesting artifacts have often been gleaned from excavating old farm 

properties and homesteads. These structures shed light on the daily items 

used by 19th century Lake Countians. In Lake County, Ohio outhouses 

were essential sanitation fixtures before the availability of widespread 

indoor plumbing.  Typical of the day, these ‘little houses out back’ were often placed far from domestic 

wells or home gardens, barns and such. Occasionally the ‘privy’ was not a standalone building and were 

attached to a barn, woodshed or doghouse.  Ceramic plates, nails, buttons, old whiskey bottles, blue 

marbles and a lamp chimney have been found and displayed at local museums. 

 

Outhouses continued to be part of 

Lake County life from 1840 through 

the early years of the Great 

Depression.  

From 1933-

1945 

President 

Roosevelt 

embarked 



 

 

on a ‘WPA’ / Works Progress Administration 

endeavor to introduce the standardized ‘Roosevelt 

toilets’ to rural Ohio.  The goal was to vastly 

improve public health and sanitation.  These 

modernized two or three hole structures used 

concrete and screened ventilation throughout.  

Roosevelt had crews travel the countryside to 

build / rebuild privies.  Holes were typically of 

different sizes to accommodate all family 

members.  Outhouse lore is full of tales of users 

who ‘fell in, hid inside or other anecdotal 

drownings.  In the twelve year period before the 

end of WWII over 2,309,239 outhouses were built.  Post WWII saw Lake County develop a modern 

infrastructure and Sanitary Sewer Division. Today the ‘little house out back’ 

has passed mostly into nostalgia and history.  Some examples are still seen at 

various lighthouse, parks or century homes.  I conclude this trip down memory 

lane with two requests. 

 

First- take a trip down memory lane on Spotify and 

listen to the 1964 hit song by Billy Edd Wheeler 

entitled ‘The Little Brown Shack Out Back.’  Second, 

if you have any old time photos of an outhouse from 

Lake County, send it to me at 

dmaxson@concordtwp.com to be used in a county 

museum display asap. 

 

Testimonial from Lake County resident:   I have fond memories of times spent 
in the house out back in my grandparents cottage in Michigan reading the 

Sears catalog. It served double duty if you happened to run short of corn cobs (Ouch!) 
 

 
Source-Cartoon from 2023  March-April edition of Lighthouse Digest.  Past Lake County History Center archives, 

displays. 

 

 

Submitted by. Dan Maxson - Local Lore by Max, 2010-2016 - The News-Herald, Community Media Lab - 

Volunteer Docent , Curator - FHHS / Fairport Harbor Lighthouse & Marine Museum - Volunteer Curator / Docent - 

Old Stone School, Concord Township  
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