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FOREWORD


FOR HUNDREDS OF YEARS, building with logs was the primary method of home construction in Europe and North America. The Dutch and Swedes introduced the log-building tradition to the Philadelphia area in the late 17th century, and it was the larger German population that disseminated the tradition, with the Scots-Irish helping to carry it to the frontier. By the time of the Revolution, it had become the dominant method of house construction in the colonies. In fact, a 1786 survey of 140 houses in the Shenandoah Valley of Virginia showed that one house was of frame construction, one was stone, and 138 were built from logs.


As early as 1803, a distinction was noted between a log cabin — a temporary dwelling built from rounded logs — and a log house, which was built from hewn or squared-off logs and was meant to be a permanent dwelling. Few, if any, original log cabins exist today, whereas a multitude of log houses, often embedded in later structures, dot the countryside.


Preserving the heritage of the hewn-log building tradition evokes a nostalgia for those dwellings of our forefathers; it is a vanishing art that needs to be preserved. Charles McRaven is a consummate craftsman with a vast knowledge of this art. His 50 years of experience are represented here in The Classic Hewn-Log House, the definitive guide for building, restoring, and preserving hewn-log structures. From choosing the site and design to selecting materials and demonstrating techniques, McRaven provides easy-to-follow directions written in a highly readable style that conveys the author’s hands-on experience.


In this third edition, Charles McRaven has expanded on his lifelong study of the restoration of hewn-log dwellings, reinforcing his reputation as the country’s leading authority on log construction and restoration. Just as Thomas Jefferson described Andrea Palladio’s I quattro libri dell’architettura as the bible of classical architecture, one could say that McRaven’s The Classic Hewn-Log House is the bible of hewn-log construction.


— K. EDWARD LAY
Professor Emeritus of Architecture
University of Virginia





INTRODUCTION


Hewn Logs and Houses


WITH THIS THIRD EDITION, it is now a quarter-century since the original writing, and we have built and restored and worked on hundreds of log houses all over the United States. The focus has shifted from hewing new wood in the mid-South to restoration and rebuilding in the East and other regions. But the principles are the same, the techniques true.


With so many available publications on building your own shelter, using everything from plywood to old car bodies, it seemed to me that a detailed work on traditional log houses was in order. Of course there are log cabin books in every bookstore, but these invariably deal with the round-log, “modern” cabins. Somehow, we have come to accept these pole cabins of sapwood logs, stacked schoolboy fashion, as the shelters America grew up in.


Not so. Historians and folklorists have established reliable records of the growth of log housing in this country, beginning not long after the settlement of Jamestown and Plymouth. With few exceptions, the pioneers built hewn-log houses.


Although its origins may be traceable to Scandinavian mead halls or old English half-timbered cottages, the squared-log homesteader’s house of this country’s uplands is an architectural form entirely its own.


The use of round logs was limited mostly to temporary cabins, barns, forts, and hastily thrown-up shelter. Our forebears built with much more skill to house their families. Hewing, adzing, notching, mortising, and riving — all these skills reached a high level in the building of a settler’s permanent home.


And the labor involved was staggering. If there is a single reason hewn-log houses are so rarely built today, it is that just too much work is required. Everyone who attempts a log house today tries to avoid the very investment in painstaking, hard work that gave (and still gives) the hewn-log house its heart. Builders devise crack-brained schemes to shape logs mechanically into identical, fit-together games. The purveyors of log cabin kits peddle their wares to nostalgia buffs who want their houses assembled quickly, if not authentically.


The hewn-log house survived the seasons and the wear of generations because it was best. Best for the needs of the people, in best harmony with the land, the best use of the materials at hand. With its easily rotted sapwood hewn away, its corner notches locked rigid, its thick walls holding heat in or out, it stands as a beautiful part of our heritage, best because it has lasted so long and served so many.


Of course, today we can render those same massive logs into skinny 2×4s, plywood, fiberboard, particle-board, and fake paneling, and build several dwellings. I can only say that a log house I build will house many generations, as have those of the pioneers. The modern thin-walled, thin-roofed, thin-floored house may shelter one or two.


To build or restore a hewn-log house today, you must first come to terms with the materials and the way they must be worked. Study the settlers themselves; by understanding their way of life, you can come to understand their homes. Do not make the common mistake of assuming that you have the advantage of modern machines and technology. Or that, if done well with hand tools and limited knowledge in 1800, it will be done much better today.


The very use of machines has dulled our self-reliance, our inventiveness, our ability to think in harmony with the materials and with the earth. When you can learn to select the right wood for each purpose, knowing how it can be worked, how it responds to shaping, stress, seasoning, and dampness, you have only begun. You must then learn to cut that particular tree, hew or rive your timber, shape, smooth, fit it to its use, all by hand, before you begin to achieve the viewpoint necessary for this kind of work.


Then you must learn thousands of long-forgotten building pitfalls that were common knowledge to those same settlers. You must make mistakes serious enough to be remembered.


Not all of us will shape and drive a wooden peg equally well. Some of our forefathers, too, were terrible at building, and most of their flimsy efforts have fallen down. Those that remain are usually the best, and you can learn from them.


If you plan to build, start with something simple. Try shelves, a doghouse, or a small barn. You may in the process remove all doubt that you are indeed a bumbler, and only the cows will know.


Do not hurry. Almost all the problems modern owners of hewn-log houses encounter stem directly from their own frenzy to get inside. We are too conditioned to paying our money for instant gratification. Even the kit houses must be given time to settle, although their buyers may not be told this. Allow a year. Or two. Take time to savor this experience; you may not repeat it.


When I begin a hewn-log house, it does not matter that this is one of many I have raised or restored. The thrill of beginning a new affair returns, in the feel of worn tools in my hands, in the sight of new foundation stones rising from the ground. And the first long broadaxe strokes wake an old fever inside me. My hands harden again to the feel of wood and stone. And I look forward to the long months of building.


I tell first-time builders to begin in the fall, when the sap is down, when the crisp air makes handling the broadaxe a form of joy. Hew a few logs at a time — maybe one a week, or one a day. Work through the cold months. When the ground is too frozen to dig foundations, the big axe will have you in shirtsleeves. By spring you’ll have a pile of hewn logs, partly seasoned, lighter in weight, ready to be notched and raised on your new foundation stones.


Settling and shrinking will go on through the summer as you labor. Roof as soon as possible, but leave verticals like door and window facings, staircase uprights, and studs for the lean-to until a year has passed. Two years is better, but most of the settling will be over by the second fall. Chink last, when the logs are completely seasoned.


If you plan to restore, try to find a solid, aging pioneer cabin to move or restore on the spot. Or you may locate old hewn logs from a fallen house or a dismantled barn that can be bought and used to create your own house out of materials with their own history. Much of the work I do with logs today is with antique wood. The old axe marks always have a story to tell.


It has always been this tuning in to history that has moved me to work with logs. It is not hard to re-create the lives of the pioneers from the marks they left for us. The old wood tells softly of settlement, of taking new land, of the simple magic of creating a home. It is easy to understand the desire to extend the life of such an old house into your own.


The driving of the final wooden peg, the placing of the last chimney stone, is for me never an occasion of pure joy. It is inevitably an anticlimax — an aimless gathering of tools, leftover pieces in the unaccustomed quiet, a sad time of leave-taking. I become quite involved with my houses, to the extent that I am somewhat demanding when I restore or build for a client. It’s something like the relationship an antique car enthusiast has with his treasures.


The chapters are arranged in a sequence to yield information about this very American house: its origins, types, and locations. Then the business of how to build or restore a log house is dealt with, from site selection to final details such as plumbing and utilities. In this revision, there is more emphasis on restoration. This is designed to be the source book as well as the handbook of hewn-log building and restoration.


I tell you about the evolution and growth of this type of house, its sizes, shapes, traditions. I tell, piece by piece, how to build one, and why it must be done this way. I have swung an axe since I was nine, and have made all the mistakes I warn of, rejecting systematically the methods that did not work.


I have built and restored many hewn-log houses over the years (and a few round-log ones) and there is no part of the work I do not do myself. I’ve forged nails and hinges, hewn logs and riven shakes, laid the stone and raised the beams by hand. I’ve gone into the forest with an axe and built from the standing trees.


I have dismantled, moved, rebuilt, and restored everything from corncribs to Victorian farmhouses hiding cores of hewn-log houses underneath. I do work to National Historic Register standards and I build workshops of logs. As long as we can be true to the material and the heritage, we continue the tradition.


My writing is from experience, from blisters earned and judgment sharpened in use. I do not work from someone else’s plans. My tools are old tools, partly because I like old things and partly because, like the log houses themselves, old tools seem to work best.


But I learn many things anew each time I begin the labor of long love with the first foundation stone of another log house. I rediscover truths perhaps known by my ancestors, facing the forests of the frontier.


I must confess that, from the laying of the first stone for a log house, I work in close harmony with images of my own great-grandfathers. One, David Saxon, traveled from South Carolina in the 1850s to hew out a pine-log house among the low hills near Camden, Arkansas. Another, Daniel McGraw, left the cottonsun of Mississippi in 1878 to settle a long slope of mountain above Arkansas’s Mulberry River near Turner’s Bend, in a cabin with a deerskin for a door.


And generations before them, west from Virginia and the Carolinas, the ghosts of earlier ancestors move through the forests on silent feet, axes on their shoulders, into the new land, up the lost creeks and the narrow hollows, sometimes to the very hillsides where I have hewn long after.


We may meet them, you and I, in some clear October dusk down in a beechwood glade, among the smell of clean wood and the bright chips scattered. They will look long at the work of our hands, measuring in the wisdom of their incredible years. And we will need no words.


Buck Mountain
Albemarle County, Virginia
January 2005
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Roark Creek cabin, 1977
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Roark Creek, 1992
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Buck Mountain, 2005












CHAPTER ONE


The American House


THE SETTLER WHO SWUNG his long axe in the clearing to shape the logs for his pioneer home established a tradition curiously American: the log cabin. Even the term calls up mental pictures of open fireplaces, long rifles, and coonskin caps. It has launched presidential aspirations, and been the setting for a hundred years of hillbilly stories. But in this age of temporary housing, it retains its dignity.
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Beginnings


The American log house is, by historic definition, a structure of hewn logs, corner-notched to form one or more pens, chinked with split boards or thin stones and mud or mortar, roofed on top with split shakes. It has one or more fireplaces, stone, brick, or mud-and-stick chimneys, and is intended as a permanent home.


The log cabin, by contrast, is often of round logs, and is of less-careful construction, being generally built as a temporary or occasional residence. Size has little to do with the basic difference between house and cabin, although this is the definition basis most people today would use — our “bigger is better” society speaking.


Cabin is from the Old French term caban. In Pioneer America, Eugene Wilson writes that the earlier “capanna,” which may be the forerunner of these names, has Neolithic connections. American cabins have been mostly one-room structures, evolving from the “bay” or “rod” dimension — about 16 feet — of English rural housing.


The 16-foot measure, perhaps originally from the width required by four oxen, recurs again and again throughout the growth and spread of log housing. That’s largely cultural; the isolated pioneer as often measured his house using his three-foot axe handle. But the fact remains that logs of greater length were heavy and awkward for the lone settler to handle. His need was for quick shelter, so a small structure of the materials available — logs — filled that need best.
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This cabin restoration with stone and catted chimney is at Montebello, Virginia, built by the late black-powder gunsmith Rodney Harris.





This settler often dreamed of a substantial country house like those of the gentry that rose along the rivers of the East. This log building would be temporary, and when his fields ran wide and the roads reached out from the teeming towns, he would build again. And the log house would be put aside for use by visiting relatives, or as servants’ quarters — eventually even to be stuffed with hay.


D. A. Hutslar offers a historic comparison of log house versus log cabin in the journal Ohio History. Cabins, he notes, were of unhewn logs, chinked with rails and moss, straw and mud. Roofs were covered with long staves with weight poles, which are poles laid on the split roof shakes to hold them in place. There were no windows or chimneys. Log houses, on the other hand, were hewn, with stone and plaster in the chinks. The roofs were shingled; there were glass windows and chimneys.


It’s a bit difficult to imagine a cabin with no chimney, yet the early ones often had no more than a hole in the roof for the smoke from the dirt-floor firepit to escape through. This was common in the peasant cottages of Britain. The gable-end fireplace so common in America developed in 15th-century England. Shortly thereafter, with the upper area now free of smoke, the use of loft space for living quarters became common. In central Europe, the chimney was usually in the center of the house.


The settlers from the tall ships anchored off Jamestown and Plymouth had been, for the most part, town dwellers. Although many were skilled carpenters with tools at hand, they had no knowledge of, or experience with, log construction. They set about reducing the formidable forest trees to whipsawn boards and riven clapboards to nail onto hewn timbers, just as they would have done in Europe. Housed temporarily in huts of sailcloth, branches, and thatch, they endured rain, cold, and Indian depredation while laboriously fashioning the kind of houses with which they were familiar.


They could have had snug, safe quarters of logs almost from the first, had they so chosen. Most historians are of the opinion that these immigrants just didn’t know how to build with logs until the Swedes, Finns, and Germans brought their skills with them later in the 17th century.


However, because logs were used early for stockade walls, forts, and even jails, it’s more likely that the first settlers clung to their complicated house-construction practices as a link with a culture they feared would soon fade into the wilderness. History is full of accounts of civilized people thrust into the wilds, clutching remnants of their ordered, familiar pasts.


The very persistence of hewn logs instead of round logs in the houses of the pioneers is as much a cultural matter as a practical one, given the relative labor and skill involved in building this way. Barns, corncribs, even temporary dwellings and hunters’ shacks could be of round logs, but not the house in which the pioneer wife was to keep and raise her children. This house must have some pretensions to gentility, if only flat walls.
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Cabins today are being restored, often with added logs and modern additions. This one in Missouri was moved twice, with replacements both times.





Remember, the wife was probably the moving force behind those pioneers-turned-planters, who rose from owning nothing but wild land to the ranks of the new gentry. And until she had her painted rooms and her plastered walls, she’d have them hewn as smooth as possible, thank you.


But of course the availability of so much timber, and soon the influx of log-wise Scandinavian and Middle European craftsmen, saw the log house emerge as the frontier structure. It could be built with only an axe if need be, and built well with an axe, auger, broadaxe, drawknife, hammer, and nails. No whipsawn boards, complicated mortising, or carefully finished woodwork went into the average frontier log house, although some finely crafted specimens were built.


Early Log House Construction


The settlers of New Sweden, on the Delaware River, are credited with the beginning of log house construction in America. Fort Christina, at what is now Wilmington, was built in 1638. In his book The Log Cabin in America, C. A. Weslager writes that half of the first settlers in New Sweden were Finns, whose building techniques were closer to the later styles here than those of the Swedes. Log houses were built inside a log stockade wall for protection, and soon others spread out into the countryside.


It takes some imagination today to envision this land blessed with straight trees that fit so well into the building traditions of these new Americans. Picture these settlers venturing farther and farther from the fort’s walls to raise their log houses and establish their farms: up the Delaware, out into the waiting wilderness, the Indians, the wild game, the good land.


Some of these earlier dwellings were of round logs, some of hewn. Corner fireplaces were a Scandinavian feature different from either the German or Scots-Irish log houses soon to appear.


The influx of Germans into Pennsylvania and the advent of large numbers of Scots-Irish into the region by 1700 combined with the spread of the Scandinavian influence to create the log house as it has become known. Fred Kniffen, in his article “Folk Housing: Key to Diffusion,” makes the significant statement that “Building with logs was a mode of construction, not an architectural type. Log, frame, stone or brick may all be the material for a type.”


But it wasn’t that simple: Corner-notched log pens just about mean square or rectangular houses or sections of houses, so the choice of types is somewhat limited. I do know some zealots who’ve built odd, multisided log houses in an attempt to be “different,” but some other material would have been better. I think the materials — logs — influence type considerably. More about this later.


In Folklore Today, Warren Roberts discusses similarities in and differences between Scandinavian log houses and those in America, and concludes that there is little resemblance overall. Montell and Morse, in their book Kentucky Folk Architecture, write that the Pennsylvania Germans introduced the classic American log house. Henry Glassie, in “The Appalachian Log Cabin,” states that “the log cabin stands as a symbol of this meshing of German and Scotch-Irish cultures.”


We can safely say that the cultural building patterns of the Scandinavians, Germans, Scots-Irish, English, and even the Dutch underwent some necessary modifications to fit the conditions and materials available. The New Sweden houses were not of the careful oval-log, tightly fitted, chinkless style Roberts found where these people came from.


The Scots-Irish must have been overjoyed at tall, straight trees to build with, instead of the mud and stones and thatch of Ulster. And the Germans set to work building those wonderful barns of log and stone, along with their substantial American log houses with the Old Country touches in decorative beading, mitering, and even painting. In this land of trees, our ancestors naturally used them freely.


The spread of log housing followed the flow of settlers to new territory. Germans, traveling to the Shenandoah Valley in 1732, passed through Maryland, and of course many settled along the way. The Scots-Irish moved into western Virginia, too, and to the Carolinas. Ohio, Kentucky, Tennessee, and north Georgia were penetrated as the 1700s wore on. Even during the Revolution, thousands of land-hungry pioneers moved west, into the rich lands of the Tennessee River basin, fighting their own battles with Indians, the ever-encroaching forest, and the elements.


By 1800 the tide had reached into Alabama, where Eugene Wilson, in his book Alabama Folk Houses, divides the folk house types into first, second, and third generations. He identifies first-generation houses with fine craftsmanship, built with skill, and made to endure. These were built until around 1840, when sawmills, commercial hardware, windows, and doors appear in the second generation. Less attention to craftsmanship is evident here. In the dogtrot house, Wilson notes a shift from the front door in each pen to entryways off the open passage during the period from 1840 to 1890. Third-generation houses, to 1940 or so, embody most of the modern rural building techniques.
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This dogtrot log house has entry doors off the breezeway. Its irregular roofline is a later addition. The dogtrot is a double-pen log house that has two separate rooms with usable space between the pens.





Log House Styles


Mention of the dogtrot house brings us to the question of log house types or styles. Beginning with the basic one-room structure of one story, with gable-end chimney and door on the side parallel to the ridge, the types evolved in several directions.


A loft was the feature most often added, requiring perhaps three more courses of logs above the ceiling joists and a combination ceiling and upstairs floor. Given a relatively steep roof pitch, the living area was essentially doubled with the loft addition. These one-and-a-half-story, single-pen houses were built from the 1600s onward until perhaps the 1940s, when traditional log construction can be said to have ended.


That’s a date out of the air, but it’s close. Certainly during the Depression many hungry folks back from the city hacked out log houses for themselves on the folks’ back forties. There, as before, that loft was the place the kids were stowed. Being a child of that period, I probably escaped sleeping in the loft of the cabin my father built only because the loft was never finished. We always had a lot of other projects to pursue.


Single- and Double-Pen


A full two-story, single-pen log house required only a few more logs, and these became common as permanent farmhouses, principally in the East and west into Ohio and Indiana. Like the loft house, the two-story required a peg ladder or narrow stair for reaching the upper floor.


Double-pen houses were logical expansions, given the weight of the logs. By building two separate pens, the settler could enlarge his house with easily managed short logs. He either built directly against his existing house at the gable end or set up the second pen some distance away and connected the two with one roof — the dogtrot.


A double-pen log house joined at the gable opposite the chimney is called just that, a double-pen house, although it can have other names. The double-pen house usually has two front doors, and a second chimney may be added at the gable end of the new pen. An example I am quite familiar with is the Beaver Jim Villines house at Ponca, Arkansas, preserved by the National Park Service as part of the Buffalo National River. The original pen logs are of hewn oak; the added pen is of cedar. Other houses are scattered throughout the South and East, some with both pens built at one time, some with the second pen added.
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The one-and-a-half-story, single-pen log cabin was the basic pioneer structure in America. The saddlebag is a double-pen log house with a chimney between the pens. Often, the central chimney is open to both pens. The saddlebag does not have a usable room space between the two pens. When built at the same time, the saddlebag house often shared the fourth, internal log wall built with a complicated notch. It also usually has two front doors.







Saddlebag


When the added pen was joined at the chimney end, the house was called a saddlebag, putting the chimney in the center of the house. Sometimes the second pen was set up the chimney-depth apart from the original. In this case, there was usually a boxed-in passageway between the two pens. The chimney was often rebuilt or added to, to allow a fireplace to open into each pen. Double-pen houses of all kinds were often built all at once. The double fireplace is a good reason why, because it’s harder to add a second chimney later in the center of the house. Sometimes the two pens shared the fourth interior log partition wall, which served to brace the full-length logs at midpoint.


Dogtrot


This practice of building all at one time was also, as often as not, the case with the dogtrot house, which has the two separate pens joined by a common roof. This type has become the classic log house, which allows a maximum of space for the logs used. It has become my favorite house.


Montell and Morse tend to believe both halves of the dogtrots they studied in Kentucky were built at one time. However, I know of as many dogtrot log houses with pens built at different times as I know of those built all together. Quite often a second pen would have different notching, indicating either another date or even transfer of the pen from another site. It should be pointed out that the more hard-nosed scholars insist that a true dogtrot have pens of identical dimensions and that the breezeway be floored. Because it is a colorful pioneer house type, modern rebuilders have certainly taken far-fetched liberties with non-dogtrot cabins to achieve the general effect. Many dogtrots have been closed in for more living space, and many have been boarded up entirely in complete camouflage
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The Jacob Wolf dogtrot was used as an early courthouse, tavern, Indian agency, store, and dwelling in Norfolk, Arkansas. Its second-story logs are joined with triple notches.





Wilson points out that the early Norse often utilized separate buildings for separate functions, and that these were often joined with a covered passage. Certainly the open-passage house was known prior to its appearance in this country as a log house.


The earliest example in the Ozarks region is the Jacob Wolf house in Norfolk, Arkansas, built in the 1820s. The dogtrot log house is generally considered a later development in this country, seen mostly in Alabama, Georgia, Kentucky, and Tennessee. The few examples of dogtrots in the older colonies on the East Coast are generally post–Civil War.


However, Terry Jordan, in American Log Building, notes that the Morton house, a now enclosed dogtrot log structure in Prospect Park, Pennsylvania, dates from 1690. Calling it an example of “Fenno-Scandia” building, he shows the unusual placement of the chimneys, on the inner-facing walls, off-center of the ridge. I have seen and read of examples in the Tennessee basin in the late 1700s. But whatever its origins, and whether built together or separately, the double-pen dogtrot house has become the stereotype of the substantial pioneer farmer’s dwelling.


I consulted with the architect Tommy Jameson in 2000 on the restoration of the Jacob Wolf house. A mystery regarding dendrochronology dating came up — why were the logs cut over a six-year period? Close study showed the same craftsman hewed all the logs of this large house (left-handed hewing, which is my own natural approach although I’m right-handed). Whether it was Jacob Wolf himself, a slave, or Indian help, the same distinctive strokes were clear. We concluded that, with his blacksmithing skills, Indian agency work, homesteading, clearing, farming, hunting, it had just taken that long. Even such an ambitious dwelling apparently wasn’t Jacob’s highest priority.


Evolution of Styles


J. Frazer Smith, in his book White Pillars, sees the type as an evolutionary link between single-room log cabin and central-hall plantation house. With the passageway enclosed, and perhaps two rooms on each side of the hall thus created, you do have the basic planter’s house of Tennessee. But the English Georgian houses of Sir Christopher Wren and their counterparts in Virginia had already set the pattern for the central–hall “big house” of the upland South.


A prime example of yet another form of the double-pen house, and somewhat of a riddle in itself, is the Whitaker-Waggoner log house, which stood in Morgan County, Indiana, before its removal to Indiana University. This house was of two V-notched pens across the front, with a common log partition notched by means of a combination V- and half-notch, into the joined double-length logs of the front and back. In American Folklife, Warren Roberts dates the house reliably at about 1820, at which time apparently a rear wing, partially of frame and partially of log with single dovetail notching, was also built. Interlocking foundation stones place the coincidence of construction dates, and Roberts conjectures that perhaps the rear-log portion of the wing was moved from another site on the property. An old barn on the farm was of similar notching.


As a stonemason, I must point out here that interlocking foundation stones are not conclusive evidence of concurrent building. We often join foundation stones and duplicate mortar in our restoration work for an indistinguishable blend. In rebuilding and enlarging a slave cabin at Ash Lawn-Highland, President James Monroe’s estate in Albemarle County, Virginia, we did this. We found the original quarry — from which the current owner let us take stone — and locked in our replacements with the originals. Few other stonemasons can detect the new work.


The Whitaker-Waggoner house showed a high degree of craftsmanship in several features. The joined interior log partition was rare, as was the continuous foundation, which could also have meant an earlier or original wing. Extended top gable-end logs supported the 18-inch-wide plates, which extended outward to form overhanging eaves. The rafters were fitted to these plates. The plates were kept from bowing out under the roof weight by timbers mortised and pinned between them, at each end of the front section and in the center over the partition. Roberts gives no details regarding a doorway between the upstairs rooms, because this timber would have spanned the building at the plate height of four feet. Perhaps a separate stair or ladder, not shown in the plans, gave access to the second upstairs room. This arrangement is common in eastern log houses.


This house also furnished convincing proof that many Indiana log houses, at least, were sided soon after construction. Clapboarding here went on before the end chimneys, and when removed showed little weathering of the logs underneath. This seems to have been a practice that rarely reached into the central states, although boards were quite often nailed over the logs in later years to keep out drafts and unwelcome fauna.


The late-1700s Page Meadows house in central Virginia had been sided at construction, with unmortared brick nogging between the logs. (Nogging is a clay filling used within hollow walls to increase mass and energy efficiency.) This is encountered in many Virginia houses, and is generally attributed to Thomas Jefferson’s advocacy of the practice for “insulation” — actually more wall mass.
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DOGTROT. The classic dogtrot floor plan of two separate pens, here showing a porch across the front.
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SADDLEBAG. Double chimney in the center was also typical of New England post-and-beam houses. Historians credit the central chimney to a German influence.
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SINGLE-PEN LOG HOUSE. The basic one-room log cabin, shown with addition and porch floor plan. This was the departure point for most log cabin designs.
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DOUBLE-PEN LOG HOUSE. This often had a second chimney at the opposite end. The two front doors were typical.
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This is the plan of the mid-southern planter’s house. Its central passage is also typical of the earlier Georgian houses.
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When additions were made to log houses, they were often separated by an open passage that was roofed over. This is a rear-wing addition to a dogtrot house, which has its own porch.





The mid-1700s Fischer brothers log house that stood near Winchester, Virginia, had its massive oak logs nicked to hold stucco, in another practice of covering the logs. Research by its restorer indicated that this house was built by the German Fischers for Lord Fairfax on land George Washington surveyed. The house was for an English family of new settlers named, coincidentally, Fisher. It was rebuilt near Slate Mills, Virginia, in the late 1980s.


The interior-partition log house, whether two full pens or with a common wall, is often referred to as a hall-and-parlor house. It has two rooms on the ground floor, and may or may not have a loft.


Two-story versions of the double-pen house fall into the “I” house type. This house is one room deep and two or more long, but is always two-story. It has gable-end chimneys, and in the early versions asymmetrical plans, according to Glassie in his book Pattern in the Material Culture of the Eastern United States.


Fred Kniffen calls the “I” house (not necessarily the log version) “the most widely distributed of all folk types” and sees it as the “symbol of economic attainment as a rural dwelling.” The “I” plan often evolved as the earlier small farmers grew prosperous and wanted more pretentious dwellings. It is significant that this basic plan is also seen very early in French Louisiana, with a liberal use of galleries and French windows for circulation of air. Here the upper level became the main floor, with utility rooms brick- or tile-floored near ground level to contend with periodic flooding.


Additions


All the basic types of log houses were added to in other ways. The rear wing of the Whitaker-Waggoner log house, with its ridgeline at a right angle to that of the main house, is typical. This rear wing was usually aligned with one pen of the double-pen house to form an ell, and was almost always one-story. Similar wings were added to single-pen houses as well. Usually the rear unit was separate from the main house, because it was difficult to join logs to an existing structure. Another reason for a breezeway between the main house and rear wing was for fire protection, since the rear wing was often used as a kitchen.


A shed-roof lean-to was another addition common to all the basic log house types. It, too, often became a kitchen, but was invariably attached directly to the house. The lean-to was usually of rough-sawn lumber.


The lean-to wasn’t limited to log houses. This logical appendage appears on frame houses, brick houses, and even barns. I do wish that whoever sold that brick-patterned tar paper, which is plastered over so many lean-tos, had stopped earlier.


Just as the log house itself emerged as the logical house type for the new country, peculiar local treatments evolved. Social custom and tradition mixed necessity, skill, and available tools and materials to produce local characteristics. As a general rule, with the passage of generations, less care was given to log building techniques. As sawmills became common, fewer craftsmen learned the finer points of hewing and shaping wood. And the use of hardware, milled doors, and windows lessened the need for close work. Probably because fewer log houses were being built as permanent dwellings by the “modern” farmers, finished work was saved for the ultimate frame house. Logs in houses became smaller in general, too, whether for lack of good timber or for ease of handling.
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The log gable with roof purlins was an early treatment. No rafters or slatting were used, the split shakes being laid directly over the lengthwise log purlins. This style persisted into the late 1800s.





But there are peculiarities from region to region. Glassie tells of the uniqueness of “catted” or mud-and-stick chimneys in the Ouachita Mountains of Arkansas, an area of excellent building stone. So does Nancy McDonough. The half-dovetail notch was almost universal in log buildings of the Midwest and mid-South, whereas the V-notch was prevalent farther east. An exception is the square notch, favored in the White River Valley around Batesville, Arkansas, where many house logs were also hewn evenly on all four sides.


Beaded ceiling joists and beaded or mitered window and door trim occur more in the East. Elaborately forged ironwork is also an eastern feature.


Log house roof pitches were predominantly 45 degrees or a 12-inch drop in 12 inches (12/12), but Hutslar reports the Ohio average as a nine-inch drop in 12 inches (9/12). Some historians try to link roof pitch to age, but this, as with notching methods, is at best inconclusive. Flatter, two-story pitches of 6/12 exist in Virginia and throughout the East in all periods.
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The catted chimney was often built along with the log house, to be replaced in many cases with stone or brick when the material and craftsmen became available. The log frame was lined with dried clay blocks that were replaced periodically.
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A white-pine log house from near Sugar Grove, West Virginia. The outline of the original chimney can be seen in the siding, which apparently was applied when the cabin was built in the early 1800s. The chimney had been relocated inside the walls and later collapsed.





In a given locale, builders might have favored the log gable with purlins (mostly evident in early buildings), the lengthwise poles or timbers on which roof shakes were laid. Elsewhere the gables are framed. In Kentucky, Montell and Morse found windows in the fireplace gable ends of many houses, but Roberts states in American Folklife that this was rare in Indiana. It was also rare in the Ozarks, except in more recent houses. It was often a case of the window glass itself being rare.


The custom of covering newly built log houses with siding seems clearly to have been practiced in areas where sided frame houses were common. It was seldom, if ever, done on the early frontier, for the obvious reason that siding was not available to the harried hunter-settlers. Where siding was later applied in the more remote areas, it is usually easy to see the weathering of logs underneath, long unsided and exposed.
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By the 1820s, hand-forged nails had generally been replaced by the square-cut nails. By the 1890s, the round wire nail had replaced it. Both the forged and cut nail were driven so that the chiseled point would cut across the grain to avoid splitting.







Determining House Age


Perhaps a discussion of determining log house age is in order here. You will find that local inquiry unsupported by responsible records is almost worthless for houses built before the generations now living. Common responses are “It’s way over one hundred years old” (200 years in the East) or “My granddad remembered that house when he was little, and it was real old then.” Any building weathered gray is taken as being old, and folks have a fondness for perpetuating myths about the age of things. Let me warn you that they may also become vehement and even violent about the veracity of their pet versions of history (as any of you who have researched local precedent already know).


In general, there are a few obvious things to look for if no reliable records exist. For instance, round wire nails came into use around 1890, although cut nails can be found in houses built later. (They can still be bought today.) The cut nails generally appeared around 1820, although there were machines for cutting them earlier. Of course hand-wrought nails were used on the frontier after 1820, but (nails being a high-priority item of trade) they were rare. Cut nails are those tapered, blunt-ended ones with two rounded sides and a symmetrical oval head. Wrought nails will show the hammer marks on the irregular heads and are flattened at the point, to cut across the wood’s grain without splitting it.


Consequently, a log house peppered with round nails dates since 1890, unless they were added later — and their application will tell you that. Cut nails in strategic places, such as in original door facings, put your house roughly in the 1820–90 range. Pegging of rafters and window and door facings, with maybe a few forged nails, can mean you have a really historic log house — that is, if it’s located in an area of early settlement. Or it can simply mean the area was remote or the builder poor.


In the 1970s, I dated a log house near my home at 1850 at the latest, because two of its four layers of roof were nailed with cut nails and the shingles were of heart cedar. This wood easily lasts 40 years, if properly applied, so even if the second roof had been put on in 1890, I shouldn’t be far off. This house was also of pine logs, in an area where only the earliest houses were built of pine, because this wood is rare here now. Of course, the house could be older. But back to the roof. The one layer of shingles fastened with round nails would have deteriorated around, say, 1930, and the latest roof of corrugated iron was still serviceable, with probably 45 years of age on it. The original circle-sawn (probably since 1840) slatting over the cedar-pole rafters was also from large pine trees, and showed the marks of just those roof nails mentioned.


The use of lime mortar in chimney stones and chinking means either that a house was built before modern concrete (1880–1920, roughly) or that it could be much older, because lime and sand mortar have been used for centuries. Mud chinking could mean only that the house was remote or that its builders couldn’t afford lime.


Pegging usually dates a log house before mass-produced hardware was readily available in that specific area. Again, the penury of the builder is a factor. Cast door locks became common around the 1840s, as did the pointed wood screws for attaching such things as locks and door hinges. (Before this, the screws looked as if they’d been cut off at the tips.) Look for evidence of original doors, hinges, latches, and fastenings. Many of these will have been replaced, but you will almost always be able to detect this in hinge strap mortises and perhaps old peg holes.


Many log houses were moved, or recycled, because it is much easier to disassemble and reassemble than to start from scratch. My own log house in southwest Missouri had both oak and cedar logs, hewn differently, and both half- and full-dovetail notching. I suspect the few full dovetails are evidence of reworking during an early reassembly.


We often find that log pens have been reassembled. Telltale signs are split-off dovetail or V-notches, common when handling the old wood. Or inside-out aging patinas on wall logs, indicating replacements. Or an out-of-sequence log, such as one with joist notching reused as a common wall log. Sometimes we actually find Roman numerals cut into the logs, an almost sure sign that the house was reassembled at some time.


Log gable ends instead of frame were used in early houses, with lengthwise roof poles, or purlins, for the shakes to be fastened to. I know of a few late (1870s) examples of this type, however, so the method is not sound for determining age.
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Pegged door and window facings can indicate a very early cabin, a remote location, or simply a builder who could not afford spikes. Pegs were made of locust or a similar hardwood, well seasoned to avoid shrinkage.
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These “bucks” are vertical facing pieces at windows and doors, and were hand hewn. Pegs were square, driven into round holes to help hold them tight.





Whipsawn boards almost always identify a house as being built before 1850. True, some vertical sawmills were in use afterward, but the circle saw, with its efficiency, had replaced most of them by then. Straight, uneven cuts indicate a man-powered pit saw; regular patterns mean mechanical power, usually water or steam. I know of many houses from the 1850s with rough, circle-sawn boards and beams.


Also, during the Civil War era, three-inch beams were replaced by two-inch lumber. Older houses have 3×4 rafters, where later ones will have 2×4 or 2×6 rafters and often two-inch-thick joists.


Older houses had almost no eave, whereas 20th-century versions project all around. The exception was the early house with a catted chimney, where the builder often projected the eaves on the chimney gable end only to keep the mud dry.


Study the history of the area to determine settlement dates. A claim of 1790s age in an area not settled until 1840 is obviously far-fetched. Sometimes early houses were built in isolated areas, in advance of settlement. An abstract of the actual property will determine the homestead date, if nothing else.


Hutslar mentions the science of dendrochronology, or comparison of log growth rings to established regional patterns. If a log’s rings extend to the bark edge at any point, the exact year of its cutting can be established by matching the pattern of growth to age-known wood. Seasonal irregularities will be similar, allowing close comparison. You can assume that the original construction, or at least the hewing, took place the same year, because no log hacker in his right mind tackles seasoned timber. Check your state university for a possible growth scale.


Perhaps the most involved search for a log house’s origins was that concerning Lincoln’s birthplace. Weslager traces it through moves, reassemblies, rebuildings, and changes of hands to its present, largely accepted status as Abe’s first home.


Whatever its age, its origin, or location, the hewnlog house has become a classic emblem of the pioneer era in the United States. It is a symbol of an age of timber, of craftsmanship, of our country’s broad-shouldered youth.





CHAPTER TWO


Pioneer Building


IN THE LONG MOVE WESTWARD, the custom of building the hewn-log house came into the new territory along with the settler’s hunting skills and his other crafts for survival. He might camp for months on his new land in any sort of easily constructed shelter, clearing and planting, building rail, stone, or pole fences for his stock. But his permanent dwelling — whether in the Blue Ridge Mountains, the Smokies, the Alleghenies, the Tennessee basin, the bluegrass, or on into the White River Ozarks to the west — was of hewn logs.
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A pioneer could and often did build his entire log house with one tool — the single-bit axe. This tool is a broad hatchet used for hewing and notching.





Tools


Certainly the earliest houses of this type in the new country were built with only the simplest tools. We know of settlers who put up houses with only an axe and no hardware. Others usually added to that tool at least one auger, and, if at all possible, nails for the shakes on the roof. Indeed, many settlers possessed or had access to the tools of blacksmithing, which made available nails and even hinges and the swinging crane for the fireplace. Plowing the new ground, replacing the axes, knives, shovels, parts of harness, horseshoes, and wagon tires all depended on a smithy somewhere within reach.


We know the split shakes of early cabins were held in place with no nails, being weighted with butting poles, weight poles, and knees, or they were wedged under saplings laid across them and bound at the ends with rawhide. But my experience with shake roofs in wind- and rainstorms leaves me no doubt that these cabins were drafty and damp.
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Some broadaxe types. The axe head is a 20th-century design that was still available in the 1960s. The narrow-faced axes are probably the oldest style pictured. None of the handles is authentic. The originals would have been about two thirds this length with no reverse curve.








PIONEER BUILDING TOOLS


The broadaxes shown here have their handles curved away from the flat cutting edge to protect knuckles from the log when hewing. Most such axes could be changed from right-handed to left-handed by inserting the appropriately curved handle into the head from the other side.
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The building of the hewn-log house was usually done with a limited but useful set of tools, and with handmade or cut nails at least for the roof. With a felling axe, broadaxe, froe, augers, hand plane or drawknife, chisel, hammer, shovel, knife, and perhaps a saw, adze, and prybar, the pioneer could construct a house that was quite adequate and comfortable.


Site


The site chosen was usually on a rise of ground, above high water of a creek or river. Rarely was it placed in a level spot with good soil and, indeed, it appears that the site most chosen was the one least desirable for cultivation. A rocky bank above a spring was a favored spot, or rough ground between newly cleared fields. Outbuildings were scattered nearby — barn, smokehouse, corncrib, root cellar, henhouse. The hewn-log house was only one of several structures necessary to sustain the settler.
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