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Praise for 
THE LOG CABIN YEARS

“With The Log Cabin Years, Cindy Ross has joined an elite order of wilderness homesteading writers that would include Helen and Scott Nearing (Living the Good Life), Richard Proenneke (One Man’s Wilderness), Allan and Mary Mackie (Building With Logs), Calvin Rutstrum (The Wilderness Cabin), Helen Hoover (A Place in the Woods), and Anne LaBastille (Woodswoman). Making use of warm, often humorous anecdotes, Ms. Ross gently inquires, in effect: Why would anyone want to pilot the complex, arduous process of constructing a permanent dwelling of whole logs? This begs the question of relationship dynamics: How will a married couple with a handful of occasional volunteer helpers successfully get along with one another during the long, stressful period it takes to complete such a daunting undertaking? Among the many practical, helpful tips included in the book is this gem: ‘The skills you learn while navigating your relationship will mean just as much to your future happiness as a solid, beautiful home.’ I predict that The Log Cabin Years will stand out as a classic in the American back-to-the-land literary genre of the late twentieth century.”

—RON BRODIGAN, log house building teacher, restoration consultant

“The Log Cabin Years is one part how-to and two or three parts why and wherefore and wow. In this truly captivating read, we get a sense of the setbacks, the trials, the tribulations, and the deep, enduring satisfaction of building your own home—a home that fits the Thoreauvian ideal of a life welllived. Working with her husband Todd, Ross discovers that building a log cabin turns out to be a ‘training ground’ for marriage and a life together, one sawed, peeled, and hoisted log at a time. Among the book’s many attractions are Ross’s lovely and detailed drawings as she literally sketches in all the steps of the building process. It’s a pleasure all its own, as rich as the pleasures of the text itself, to follow the story told by the sketches in the book until the cabin, taking shape job by job, emerges by book’s end as a main character, evolving from hopeful idea to house to home.”

—IAN MARSHALL, author of Walden by Haiku and Story Line: Exploring the Literature of the Appalachian Trail; editor of Reading Shaver’s Creek: Ecological Reflections from an Appalachian Forest

“At the heart of this engaging biography of building a log cabin from raw trees is a couple daring to live the life they imagined for themselves. Ross skillfully includes the reader in this unconventional journey through writing that touches both the senses and the heart. She pragmatically explains the daily challenges of the project while at the same time nurturing a vision of living ‘more connected to place, living lighter on the planet, and with more intent.’ The Log Cabin Years is an excellent read for anyone searching for insight on how to build a more simple and sustainable life. What resonates most in this inspirational story, however, is recognizing the human capacity to accomplish the seemingly insurmountable—one step, or log, at a time.”

—GRACE L. COGGIO, PhD, associate professor and sustainability fellow at University of Wisconsin-River Falls

“Creating a life as a married couple entails more than building a house together, or a log cabin in this case. But it’s a good place to start as there might be no better way to get to know who you’re planning to spend the rest of your life with than dealing with your partner’s cranky exhaustion or annoyingly can-do optimism as you figure out how to get honest-to-god five-ton trees up the slope to the building site. While working a full-time job. And pregnant. Taking breaks only to do 2,000-mile hikes to remind yourself you can start big projects and see them through to the end. If this sounds daunting, it is. But the result—a magnificent, magical 2,500-square-foot home which is sturdy enough to withstand an earthquake and contain and nurture four creative lives—is worth it. I have a confession: the story made me cry. Not because Todd and Cindy occasionally brawled—I knew they would figure things out—but because it’s a heroic story of a young couple taking a chance on a life that would be worth living for them, not a life that others prescribed. Cindy provides notes and tips at the end of each chapter, which are useful if you’re inspired to build a log cabin yourself, but the real tips are in the story of how they found the will and the courage to be electrically alive on this planet.”

—BATHSHEBA MONK, author of Nude Walker

“Reading The Log Cabin Years was an inspirational joy. Establishing their own interpretation of Helen and Scott Nearing’s Living The Good Life, Cindy and Todd erected a living monument to their love and shared values. Their roots are strong; their soil is fertile; and the fruits of the magnificent tree they have planted and nourished over three decades represent a modern-day taste of sweet simplicity and healthy effort. The world needs their story now and I believe it will become a classic in the literature of sustainability—both physical and spiritual.”

—WARREN DOYLE, PhD, founder/director, Appalachian Folk School

“In a world that is wrought with consumerism and materialistic lifestyles, The Log Cabin Years is a refreshing reminder that happiness can be found through our experiences and relationships with others rather than through money and power.”

—ALICIA SPROW, PhD, associate director for sustainable communities, Alvernia University

“Many dream of adventure. Some plan for and set out on adventures. A few even occasionally manage to have one. Then there’s Cindy Ross—who is adventure. In her latest book—a housebuilding, marriage-making, child-rearing, life-living how-to—Ross shares the adventure in exquisite and revelatory detail. With high energy and deep spirit, she grabs our hands and invites us along. She insists we all hang out and hew a log or two (or twenty) before having a sweat in the sauna and hatching a new escapade: long-distance wilderness trekking with toddlers, anyone?”

—MARYALICE YAKUTCHIK, author and editor

“I have read several books about building log homes. The Log Cabin Years is more than just a how-to book on log-home building. Cindy Ross discusses in detail and with great sensitivity and humanity the range of emotions she and Todd experienced as they designed and built their log home on twelve wooded acres in rural Pennsylvania. Any individual or couple thinking about building their log home would be wise to consider the emotional aspects of such an undertaking and read The Log Cabin Years before they get started.”

—DANIEL NELLIS, lifelong experiential educator and woodworker


Praise for 

THE WORLD IS OUR CLASSROOM

“A love of the natural world and an understanding of our place in it are vital for humanity and all other life. Knowing we are part of nature and not outside it is vital for the future. The importance of this comes across strongly in The World Is Our Classroom. Ross taught it by doing rather than telling. Experience rather than theory. This is a book that shows just what is possible, a book that gives hope for the future.”

—CHRIS TOWNSEND, award-winning author of Out There: A Voice from The Wild

“School teachers are largely bound by classroom walls and the Internet; parents have no such constraints. As Cindy Ross reveals in The World Is Our Classroom, the unbounded opportunities in nature should inspire every parent to create memories and powerful experiential learning opportunities. Significant emotional encounters can be transformative. When children are allowed to explore, and use their curiosity to discover the seemingly magical things in nature, it changes them as no passive learning can. In this rapidly changing world, we must foster a love of nature in every child as they must soon confront profound ecological disruption and play a vital role in restoring, replenishing and relocating elements of biodiversity to retain some aspect of system integrity upon which all life depends.”

—LARRY SCHWEIGER, author of Last Chance: Preserving Life on Earth

“Navigating the best educational options for your children can feel like you are lost amid a dense wilderness. The World Is Our Classroom cuts a path through that wilderness and gives the reader a map of how to teach their children the resilience, compassion, and problem solving that is part of adventure-based learning.”

—JENNIFER PHARR DAVIS, author and National Geographic Adventurer of the Year

“Cindy Ross is one of today’s most eloquent and thoughtful writers on the connection between human and the natural world. The World Is Our Classroom shows how all of us invite humility and wonder into our lives, not only through great adventures, but through everyday communion with the rest of nature.”

—RICHARD LOUV, author of Vitamin N, The Nature Principle, and Last Child in the Woods: Saving Our Children from Nature-Deficit Disorder

“We are encouraged to treat our children as if one tumble from the monkey bars or spiteful remark from a friend can cause a lifetime of pain. How exciting it is to see two parents put the world in front of their kids from such a young age, believing their kids will rise to the occasion. This book, The World Is Our Classroom, will explode some disabling myths about how fragile our kids are!”

—LENORE SKENAZY, founder of the book, blog, and movement Free-Range Kids

“In a culture increasingly alienated from nature and dependent on technology, Ms. Ross’s book shows how our love for the world can be reanimated.”

—AUDREY PETERMAN, president and co-founder of Earthwise Productions, Inc.

“Someone once said of Ginger Rogers: ‘She does everything Fred Astaire does, but backwards and in high heels.’ For me, that’s what it’s like watching Cindy Ross. She and I have both walked across countries, traveled all over the world, maintained freelance careers, and authored books. But in addition, Cindy and her husband Todd built their own log home with their own hands, and raised and schooled two children. Cindy’s kids grew up with the world as their classroom. Want to live a big life? The World Is Our Classroom takes you on the journey of how one family did it, and it doesn’t get any bigger, wilder, and better.”

—KAREN BERGER, author of Great Hiking Trails of the World and the New York Times-bestselling America’s Great Hiking Trails

“Cindy and her husband Todd have succeeded in accomplishing one of life’s noblest goals—‘to make one’s avocation, one’s vocation, as our two eyes see as one.’ They have exhibited the courage, fortitude, and just plain old hard work, to create a life they fervently believe in and then effectively sharing it with their two children. The message in this book carries the truth born from actual experience. Read it, think about it, feel it, and then get on with making, rather than earning, a life for yourself and your loved ones.”

—WARREN DOYLE, PhD, 36,000-miler and founder of the Appalachian Long Distance Hikers Association & the Appalachian Folk School

“Whether tightrope-walking a fogged-in Knife’s Edge, ascending through the mist of Half Dome, or traversing slopes in grizzly country, Cindy and Todd present their children with breathtaking experiences that instill a sense of wonder, creativity, resilience, and self-confidence. The mental health benefits and lifelong lessons that come from extended time in nature resound through the book. Read this book before your children get sucked into the video-game vortex.”

—LEO WALKER, president and co-founder of HIKE for Mental Health

“The World Is Our Classroom is an enthralling education in itself for anyone eager to intimately experience the mysteries of the natural world. Cindy Ross has given us a treasure of environmental consciousness, empathy, and gratitude for the life we share on this Earth.”

—GAIL D. STOREY, author of I Promise Not to Suffer: A Fool for Love Hikes the Pacific Crest Trail, winner of the National Outdoor Book Award

“Cindy raised her family with a real consciousness of the value of being in nature and adventure. Cindy and her husband Todd have shown that getting kids outside early makes them better people in the long run and it makes us better parents. The World Is Our Classroom is not about completely flipping your life upside down but making the time to take you and your children outdoors. It’s a lot easier to hand your child an iPad instead of going on a hike but it is ultimately much more fulfilling.”

—COREY RICH, film director and adventure photographer, author of My Favorite Places—Great Athletes in the Great Outdoors

“The World Is Our Classroom is a fascinating discourse on creativity and learning. This book will help parents find ways to nurture creativity in their children—particularly by taking them into stimulating nature and giving them the freedom to explore and wonder. In these pages, parents will come to understand how necessary it is to spend lots of quality time with their children. Building a strong and effective hands-on relationship between parents and their children is the best way to minimize negative effects from challenges such as drug use.”

—MICHAEL KESSLER, acclaimed contemporary artist

“Schooling, too often, is a world where teachers and schools are encouraged with ‘drill and kill’ methods. This development of a new culture of schooling in America seems to mean that ‘successful’ students must learn to operate their digital apparatuses and attach themselves to their computer screens, or else risk failure. The online computer-based testing begs the question about which priorities are most important; test taking on a computer screen or true learning from experience and adventure as advocated for by Cindy Ross’s book, The World Is Our Classroom? Cindy’s belief in experiential education for her children, in teaching children to have sense of place, belief in ‘The Nature Principle,’ and having great adventures is well worth contemplating.”

—MONTY THORNBURG, PhD, educator and president of the John Muir Geotourism Center
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Introduction

When we build, let us think that we are building forever. Let it not be for present delight, nor for present use alone. . . . Let it be such work that our descendants will thank us for. And let us think, as we lay log upon log, that a time is to come when those logs will be held sacred because our hands have touched them, and that men will say, as they look upon the labor and wrought substance of them, “See! This our Father’s did for us!”

—John Ruskin

IN THE SUMMER OF 1978, I departed for the National Scenic Appalachian Trail (the AT) for Georgia with my sights set on reaching the summit of Maine’s Mount Katahdin 2,100 miles later. When I finally stood atop that northern terminus of the AT, it was easy to believe that I could do anything if I wanted it badly enough. I felt that with passion and hard work, I could have any life I imagined. This was a monumental message for any person, but especially a young person who had their whole life ahead of them. This accomplishment had a profound impact on the adult that I was destined to become, and it has affected every decision I’ve made since. It happens to nearly everyone who thru-hikes a trail.

Three years later, I went on to hike the 2,600-mile National Scenic Pacific Crest Trail (the PCT). My hike was divided into two summers and the second year was spent with my husband, Todd Gladfelter, also a long-distance hiker. We spent many months living in the wilderness and were exceedingly happy.

On the AT and the PCT, we walked for many months, needing nothing to survive except for what we carried in our backpacks. Life was distilled down to the simple act of walking in profound beauty. Our bodies became amazingly strong and our heads clear. We saw that many of the material trappings of the modern world, which were absent out there in the woods, did not contribute to our happiness. Quite the opposite: acquiring things seemed to necessitate becoming enslaved to a process of generating more and more money to purchase and maintain them. As a result of this minimalist lifestyle, our needs in life became few and simple. We developed definitions of needs and wants that were very different from the rest of society. Freedom and independence, on the other hand, turned into requirements for our happiness.

Todd and I explored how we could design a minimalist, close-to-the-earth life after the trail. We looked for ways to incorporate those same ideals and principals we came to enjoy so completely in our trail life—ways that would give us the freedom to choose how we spent our time, to keep ourselves out of debt, to work at independent occupations, to create art, and to live close to nature.

We determined very early in our life together that we could either figure out a way to make more money or figure out a way to need less. By creating a lifestyle where only one full-time income could support both of us (thereby allowing us to work part-time with the remaining hours given to pursuing other interests), we could each have a manageable workload. We adopted this philosophy from Helen and Scott Nearing, authors of Living the Good Life: How to Live Sanely and Simply in a Troubled World, who were the de facto leaders of the back-to-the-land movement of the 1970s and 1980s.

As young people, Todd and I were no different from others who seek to discover what they like to do and who they are. We just chose an unconventional path. We designed a life where we were not buried under debt, we acquired skills that fostered independence, and we worked at occupations that gave us control of our time.

As a first step, we decided to look for land near the Appalachian Trail so that this important trail could remain in our lives as our family grew. We then decided to build our own home and learn to do every job in its creation ourselves. Todd wanted to learn as many homebuilding skills as he could and have that massive knowledge bank to invest in his adult life. He would take the lead and I would help as best I could.

Todd and I attended a ten-day log building school in northern Minnesota called the Great Lakes School of Log Building, where we learned the basics of log building. When we returned to Pennsylvania to begin to take steps to build our own home, we lived in a tiny rental bungalow (for fifty dollars a month) outside Kutztown, Pennsylvania, and then a house right in Eckville along the Appalachian Trail. The National Park Service, which oversees this long trail, had acquired it with a land parcel purchase. We were offered the opportunity to become “volunteers” in the park and manage a hostel for the long-distance hikers traveling through. Neither dwellings had plumbing nor central heating and there was no insulation in the walls. It was so cold in the park service house during the winter that the urine in my pee bucket froze overnight. But it was a sacrifice we made to save money, as we paid no rent. For seven years we gave up creature comforts for what we valued more: independence and freedom from debt.

The logs for our home were purchased from a local logger, and we taught ourselves how to do every job inside and out—from peeling the bark to scribing the logs to hoisting them in place using a skyline that we stretched between two large oak trees. We learned to lay the block foundation, do the roofing and build a chimney. We did everything except dig the foundation, put in our driveway, and drill the well. All these skills Todd picked up from books and a helpful friend here and there. (This was during the 1980s—before the widespread Internet and the wealth of information available from YouTube videos.) He also made most of our handcrafted wooden furniture, as fine furniture making was the occupation that he was trained in. Except for the logs (which only cost $2,000 in total), we used a lot of salvage that we got from my uncle who had a demolition company. Out of over forty windows, only the skylights were bought new. The bricks in the chimney were street pavers that we recycled. The slate roof was taken from a building that was going to be demolished. The cost of our entire home (including those services contracted out) came to just $20,000. Accomplishing all these jobs ourselves, of course, saved us money, but they also bolstered our confidence. Before we knew it, we were living a more independent lifestyle, saving money and getting an education. This massive building project stretched four full years. Todd also worked a second job at a kitchen cabinet factory all but the last year.

We accomplished building our log home for two reasons. We wanted to create a handcrafted home that we designed ourselves, one where we could have total creative control. We wanted to do it our way and not the bank’s way, without a thirty-year mortgage, so in order to retain our power, we had to do it without a loan. We did not think that we could be really free to live the life we imagined if there was debt hanging over our heads. We were fortunate that during this time period, we had no building code in the rural county of Pennsylvania that we were living in. We only had to conform to an electrical code, and to pass inspection.

Of course, everything is a compromise. Four years of hard physical labor during which Todd and I had to learn how to bully thousand-pound logs into place were not easy. In the thick of our work, my three siblings, who worked “traditional” jobs and lived more “traditional” lives, used to ask me if all the physical labor and sacrifice was worth it. It was easy for us to answer affirmatively, for seeing our dreams come true has always been a top priority for us. Having a stunning, one-of-a-kind home and no mortgage was definitely worth it.

In retrospect, building a log home with a partner involved many facets of human life. In addition to the overwhelming job of learning the mechanics of solid timber construction, Todd and I had to quickly learn new methods of communication, methods that not only enabled us to do such intensive work for four long years, but to happily stay by each other’s sides through it all.

Our log building teacher told us that some couples who try to build a log home together lose their marriage in the process. It quickly became easy to see how that could happen. There were new kinds of stress, insurmountable problems, questions without answers, and no place to turn for help. We each saw entirely new dimensions in our personalities that we hadn’t known existed previously, and we didn’t know how to react to them initially. But we vowed to build this home together and hoped to build an amazing relationship in the process.


THE FIRST YEAR

1985


1

Shaky Beginnings

I PLACE MY HANDS ON my knees and hang my head between my legs, trying to stop the world from spinning and fading into blackness. Sweat drips off the tip of my nose. My blond braid sticks to my neck. Gnats and mosquitoes buzz around as the August heat envelops me. “Are you ready?” a voice asks. I look up to see the swaying image of my husband, timber carrier in hand, ready to pull another red pine log up the hill.

“I’ve got to take a break,” I announce, and go over to a spot of shade and collapse. Logging in the dog days of summer: close to 100 degrees Fahrenheit and 80 percent humidity, wearing long pants and long-sleeve shirts—buttoned at the neck and cuffs to keep poison ivy oil off our skin, as the plant covers the forest floor and the hairy vine grows on every pine we handle.

Todd and I are clearing land for our future neighbors, Rob and Barb Mull, for a view for them and a log sauna for us—a practice building before we tackle the monstrous job of constructing our own log home. After a few minutes of rest, we walk down the roughed-out “road,” through clipped briars and between stumps to the pile of logs Todd had previously cut into “manageable lengths.” Manageable for whom? A team of oxen? We kick the pointed hooks of the timber carrier, a tool that resembles an antique ice hook with handles, into the scaly bark and yank on the sixteen-foot log. The hook digs in deeper as Todd and I pull up on the wooden handles. With straight rigid arms, we begin the drag up the hill. But the handle acts as a lever and because Todd is much stronger and faster than me, he forces his end forward and my end backward. “Hold it!” I yell and stop in my tracks. “We have to pull together!” His silent eyes stare at me, screaming frustration. Our heads feel ready to explode from the heat, and so do our tempers. What he needs is another strong man or a team of horses, not a far weaker, annoyed wife.

Luckily, it doesn’t take long to figure out that there has to be a better and easier way. With seventy-five logs to clear in the woods, we put our heads together and come up with one. The next day Rob arrives on the logging scene with a hood from a Volkswagen Beetle that he talked a junk car dealer into giving him for free. His plan is to use it as a skidding sled. We flip the hood upside down and punch a hole in the narrow end. We pull a chain through it with a skidding thong attached to one end. The other end hooks onto the bumper of Rob’s old, step-side, red International truck. We place a log butt inside the inverted, curved hood, kick in the hooks and yell, “Take it slow!” The little truck’s engine whines as Barb cautiously pushes the accelerator pedal to the floor and coaxes the log up the hill. In a few seconds, we see the hood approach two protruding stumps. Before we can scream, “Hold it!” we watch in amazement as the hood’s flexible sides fold up to accommodate the narrow passage, then uncurl back into shape after it moves through the stumps. Cheers resound through the red pine forest as we celebrate overcoming the first challenge of this log building endeavor. Many more lie ahead.
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Once the logging for our sauna is complete, the logs are delivered to our tiny, rental bungalow. This is the first of two properties that we will live in while building our home. Delivery is made via my Uncle Iggie’s dump truck.

Uncle Iggie is my Sicilian uncle. He has a blacktopping and excavating business and also does demolition work. Uncle Iggie keeps me abreast of any available salvage in the buildings he demolishes. We gather not only building materials such as bricks, lumber, and a massive slate roof but also interior goodies as well: built-in hutches, antique lighting, beveled glass windows and doors, wood flooring, and on and on. We crowbar the goods out and store them in a rental cottage on a friend’s property that is twice the square footage of the bungalow that we live in. Uncle Iggie always whispers that I am his favorite niece, but I hear my other siblings receive this same affectionate message. He has a fierce old-country sense of loyalty to his family and an endearing roughness that makes him my favorite uncle, especially with all the gifts he bears.

The next evening, we go out of our bungalow to our log pile by the driveway, excited to move the first log back to our construction site and begin our log sauna project. When we finally move up to our land into our completed log home years from now, this sauna will have to be relocated. In the meantime, it gives us a place to practice our new skills while we look for much larger trees suitable for a house, as well as a piece of land.

We kick in the timber carriers and try to yank the top log off the pile. It moves an inch. When I try to brace my foot and pull, I fly backward onto the ground as the timber carrier releases its bite, chipping off a hunk of bark. “Let’s try the come-along,” Todd suggests, but there are no available trees to attach it to. “How about using the truck to pull it?” I ask. But the driveway is too steep and covered with loose gravel and all the tires do is spin and smoke. I drift the truck back to get a runny and accidentally slam into the pile, denting the tailgate and jamming it into the log pile. Now we can’t go forward or backward, and the very top log—our very first log—still hasn’t budged from the pile.

We go into the bungalow, our hearts heavy and our eyes brimming with tears. We sit on the worn love seat and stare ahead, saying nothing. All we can hear are the honeybees buzzing in the wall by our heads. If they find the uninsulated hollow walls of our old bungalow a good home, I think, maybe we should be satisfied, too.

After a long moment of silence, Todd asks, “How are we ever going to build a huge log home and move forty-foot logs twenty-five feet into the air if we can’t figure how to move one skinny, lousy sixteen-foot sauna log?” I say nothing. What is there to say? The immensity of the task is suddenly startling. And this is a tiny task compared to the tremendous problems we will be up against later. The reality of it all hits us like a sharp, stinging slap to the face. Where did we get this crazy idea that we two humans could build such a house? Who put this dream into our heads? I can trace mine back to tenth-grade English class and blame Sister Dolores for making us read Henry David Thoreau’s Walden. His powerful message, “Live simply!” changed the course of my life. I began back then, to feel like a handmade house of trees was the only home for me.

For many years following, the only log cabins that entered my life came as gifts from friends and family: cabins embroidered on throw pillows, cabins silkscreened on ceramic trivets, cabins needlepointed on wall hangings: trinkets to hold me over until the real deal. Years later, I learned of a hands-on log building school in northern Minnesota through an article in one of my father’s Popular Mechanics magazines. I tore out the pages, filed it under L for log in my file cabinet, and put the dream on hold. First, I needed to grow up. Then, I needed to find a partner.

I found Todd Gladfelter in Port Clinton, Pennsylvania, back in 1980 when he was thru-hiking the Appalachian Trail. I was in his boots the following year and after moving near the trail, would frequently pick up hikers and bring them home to administer trail magic like so many had done for me: a hot meal, a shower, laundered clothing.

Todd’s dream of a log cabin home began on our first date a few years later. As we walked in the Pennsylvania woods one autumn day, kicking leaves and sharing dreams, I proudly announced, “I’m going to build my own log cabin,” to which he enthusiastically replied, “I’ll help you.” Looking at his six-foot frame with wide shoulders and strong arms, I believed that he could. I took him up on the promise. We got married in 1983. I was twenty-seven years old; Todd was twenty-three. We immediately began to plan how to turn our log cabin dream into reality.

I reach over on the sofa and take his hand. “We’ll figure it out, honey. No one ever said it was going to be easy, but that doesn’t mean we can’t do it.” He manages to turn his mouth up into a half smile, but his dark, sullen eyes shadowed by their long lashes tell me he’s not convinced.
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We’ve never done things the easy way in our short, young lives. When we wanted to experience the mountains of eastern America, we walked through the woods and over the summits from Georgia to Maine on the Appalachian Trail, carrying everything we needed on our backs in a backpack. We went into town every week or so to resupply, get a shower and a big meal, and then we’d be on our way. When we wanted to get to know our western mountains, we backpacked from Mexico to Canada across the Sierra and the Cascades for more than 2,600 miles. People told us it would have been easier and faster to go by car, but the experiences we had along the way could never be rivaled. For similar reasons, log kit homes were not for us. We wanted something a little more challenging, a little more original. We wanted to draw up our own design and plan, stay out of debt, learn skills, and create a home that exists nowhere else on earth. The Great Lakes School of Log Building appealed to us—a hands-on, intensive course where for ten days we learned the best way we could: by actually participating in building a solid timber log home.

After mailing in our registration form, we sent for logging and woodworking catalogs and pored over features of tools and prices. Weekends found us at antique markets talking with dealers and examining their tools.

The UPS man brought strange-shaped boxes with long handles sticking out their ends. After weeks of delivery, his curiosity got the best of him, and my deliveryman asked, “What’s in here?”
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“Pickaroons, peaveys, pike poles, adzes, slicks, and log dogs,” we informed him, his question still not answered. It was Greek to us then, too.

A prerequisite for attending log building school was to read Canadian Allen Mackie’s book, Building with Logs, considered the bible of log building. Mackie and Ron Brodigan, our instructor, teach the Scandinavian scribed fit method of log construction. The log walls are grown by placing each new log above the existing wall with a gap of about two inches in between. An instrument called a scribe is used, with a metal point on one end and an indelible pencil secured in the other. It opens like a draftsman’s compass. A plumb and level bubble are mounted on it. As you trace the curves and bumps of the upper log, while holding the bubbles steady, they are drawn on the log below. The scribe is run down both sides of the log and around the areas to be notched. Once the upper log is rolled over, a groove is cut in it, following those lines precisely. The wood is then removed to create a flyway so that when it is rolled back into place on top of the lower log, it fits like a glove. There is no mortar chinking in a Scandinavian scribed fit log home, no gap or airspace. The logs are worked green so as the house dries, shrinks, and settles, the joined logs tighten all the more. This method is more time consuming and requires more skill than other forms of log construction, but it is considered by many to be superior.
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Part of what Todd and I quickly learn that first day on the sauna log pile is that although our teacher may have most of the answers, we couldn’t possibly anticipate, in ten short days, all the questions that might arise. The log house on which we worked at school was at one stage of its construction. Steps like the foundation and the roof system had to be covered on the blackboard. As we are discovering, every individual situation has its own unique problems. Although Ron discussed various methods of moving logs at school, we primarily used a crane or the combined strength of sixteen able-bodied students. Todd and I are all we have to build our house. We have to rely on our imagination and ingenuity to make up the difference.

Another thing we have to remember is not to overwhelm ourselves with the monumental end result—a finished log home. It is enough to learn how to pull out this one individual log today. Our strength will build, as well as our tool kit of methods to move weight as the months and years of building go by. It is important, in times like this, to draw on our past life experiences and wisdom. I tell Todd, “We never would have gotten to Maine if we let all 2,100 miles of the journey overwhelm us at the very start. We climbed one mountain at a time, put our miles in each day, and before long, reached Mount Katahdin in Maine. Just as we reached the monument at the Canadian border on the Pacific Crest Trail. Let’s tackle today’s challenge: moving our first sauna log. That is enough.”

When a situation looks hopeless and all energy, physical and creative, is devoured by that one defeating thought, “We can’t do this,” the only thing left is to distance yourself from the problem. Todd and I pull out the log building books onto the patchwork floor of carpet samples we tacked down for a rug. We stay up late, paging through books until Todd finally finds an illustration of a two-wheel contraption for transporting timbers.

The next day he fetches the snow tires that we kept when I totaled my old Datsun pickup in a car accident. In a chunk of oak log, he makes an axle for the tires, a little wider than our widest diameter log, and carves a notch in it for the log to sit in. The log, when positioned and balanced on the wheels, rolls easily by hand to the building site. But the problem of removing the top log from the pile and onto the wheels still remains. With his refreshed mind, Todd is able to see beyond our problem to a big tree across our blacktopped road (which wasn’t obvious in his distressed and clouded vison the day before). He fastens one end of a rope to the top log and the other across the road to the tree. He puts me on traffic duty to stop cars, and easily come-alongs the log off the pile and onto the wheels. The system works perfectly. We get over the first mountain, but we begin to realize that a Himalayan mountain range lies before us.

[image: images]

Some people think we are foolish for taking the time to build this log sauna. The way Todd and I figure, we are going to make building mistakes, maybe even big ones. Why not perfect our skills on a small project that’s not as overwhelming as a 2,500-square-foot home, nor as crucial? We don’t have our house logs to begin building, but when the opportunity arose to get these smaller logs from our neighbor’s land, we thought it wise to practice our recently learned log building skills.
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The Great Lakes School of Log Building is located deep in the wilderness of northern Minnesota. There is no plumbing, electricity, nor central heat. Bathing is done the traditional Finnish way, in the dry heat of a log sauna—community style. In Finland they often sauna with family and friends, a tradition much like that of breaking bread together. The sauna room, kept pitch black for privacy and comfort, is heated by a woodstove. Cedar benches line the walls on two levels. The 200-degree, dry, penetrating heat relaxes every muscle in your body; the cold outdoor shower or plunge in the lake revitalizes every nerve. Going back and forth from heat to cold time and again gives you an incredibly healthy and relaxed feeling. After our first bath at log building school, all the students agreed that a sauna should be their first log building project. Finns build their saunas before they build their homes so they have a place to bathe and relax after a hard day of physical labor on their log house. It makes perfect sense to us, and it certainly seems more worth our time and energy than a log garden shed or an outhouse!

Ron Brodigan is the master log building instructor at the Great Lakes School of Log Building, which he started in 1975. He studied with Allan Mackie, the father of modern log home construction, and was a guest teacher at the Mackie School in 1983.

Ron possesses all the necessary skills plus more to make a chainsaw do magic. He demonstrates chainsaw techniques like brushing, feathering, and carving, that to us rookie firewood cutters, seem impossible. With a formal education in anthropology, Ron not only understands human beings intimately, but possesses the necessary communication skills to be a stellar teacher. In the 1960s and 1970s, Ron was a professional wood and metal sculptor, which is evident in his attention to detail and his craftsmanship. While he instructs, I write down nearly every word, draw diagrams, ask tons of questions, and shoot hundreds of photographs. Minnesota is a long way to go for help, and we don’t expect a conventional building contractor back home will be able to give us one sentence of advice. I gather information at log building school like a squirrel gathering nuts. Todd watches intently and practices diligently. We each have our jobs at school as we do in every aspect of our relationship.

We practice, learn, and leave, buoyed by the knowledge that our fellow students, who had come from all parts of the country with the same dream, were now back in their states starting their dream just like us. This gives us confidence as we stumble through each step of the building process back home on our own.
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Back home at our sauna building site, we select our logs, cut them to length, and raise them off the ground on skids. The next step is removing the knots and bark. We straddle the log, bend over, and pull heavy antique drawknives toward us, catching the bark and stripping it off. Sticky sap sprays my face and mats the hairs on my bare upper thighs. When we think of the seventy-five fourteen-foot logs we must peel to build the sauna and the three hundred twenty-five footers for the house, we realize it’s a job we’d like to become friends with. After peeling three logs however, the pain in my lower back argues otherwise, and I retreat to a sawed-off stump in the shade to read through my notebooks.

I read Todd step-by-step instructions on how to cut his first notch. Before long, our first logs—our sill logs or base logs—are notched into place and the walls of our sauna begin to rise. The walls grow taller as we execute a few major tasks: the logs are scribed, the groove and notch are carved with a chainsaw, and then hand tools are used to clean it out and finish the log smoothly and exactly. The two most important steps are scribing and sawing. I easily fall into the job of scribing, maybe from so many years of holding a paintbrush steady as I created paintings. With Todd’s strength and strong back, both essential to long hours of extensive sawing, the bulk of the cutting becomes his job. If I draw the line incorrectly, it doesn’t matter how precisely he cuts. If my line is perfect but he can’t cut well, the log fits poorly and needs to be redone. On the rare occasion that a log doesn’t fit perfectly, Todd has a “built-in safeguard,” he says in jest. He can take his indelible pencil and draw another line on the edge of the groove, after he sloppily cuts the right one off and puts the blame on me!
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Friends come periodically to help with the building. They are curious to see how it is done and entertain the idea of starting their own log project. All are men. Either they feel totally incompetent and fear they’ll create more work from their mistakes, in which case they just peel (which thrills me), or they want to get their macho hands on that saw and try to make it dance like Todd can. After all, they’ve “been cutting firewood for years.” The two techniques, however, are really opposites. In firewood cutting, downward pressure is applied to the chainsaw bar where the cutting teeth of the chain move around. In log building, you suspend the bar’s weight and touch the teeth down gently only where you want the wood removed. Of course, they can’t skillfully carve a notch without a lot of practice, so the next attractive job they want to try is scribing. After having to redo our friends’ sloppy scribing by rolling the log over four times to correct the damage, that job, too, is removed from the list of helper opportunities.

When we consider the time it takes to teach our visitors, the energy we put out to correct their mistakes, only to have them usually never return, Todd and I realize we are better off doing those important jobs ourselves. Log building sounds glamorous, but it is difficult, skilled work and sometimes dangerous work. It can’t be learned in a day, and progress is very slow. This frustrates many of our helper friends, as instant gratification has become a way for younger folk to measure an experience’s value and worth. They expect to see the equivalent of an Amish barn raising occur, and if major progress isn’t made, they often lose interest. More patience and perseverance are necessary to see the log building through than most folks possess. Living in our fast-paced world where things are done quickly and results wanted immediately, building a log home like this is even more challenging.
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