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To get a better understanding of archeoplogical sites and artifacts in the 

hollows of Rockbridge County, the ways in which a log building was built and 

the tools used for it's construction should be understood. Also, such processes 

as grid planning and artifact classification can be greatly sped up by knowing 

construction techniques and the tools that the builder used. For example, 

virtually every log cabin is either square or rectangular. Thus, the archeologist 

can look for such things as straight logs, squarely cut stone, and stones that 

lie at right angles to one another. IF he finds one of these things, he can 

place his grid accordingly so the most efficient excavation may take place. 

Also, knowing construction tools will help to classify artifacts more easily. 

Much of the metal dug up at a sight is classified as "unidentified." Maybe 

some of this type of metal is a piece of an old tool that is not well known, possibly 

a rare tool used in log cabin construction. If the artifact can be classified 

as such a tool, it helps the anthropologist to better understand the culture 

of the site's previous inhabitants. Thus, the knowledge of log cabin construction 

and tools is important in helping to substantiate or rej ect hypothesis proposed 

by anthropologist in such places as the hollows in Rockbridge County. 

There are five main aspects in the construction to a log building. These 

are the building of the foundation and sills, a floor, the walls, the fire

place and chimney, and the roof. Special tools are used to help do some of 

this construction, and they are listed later in the paper. 

There are two main types of log cabin foundations. The first is referred 

to as the "solid rock" foundation. It is composed of stones, usually layed 

in a trench a f oot or so deep, then piled on top of each other, held together 
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by mortar. "Limestone and sandstone rocks, both hewn and unshaped, are the 

most popular means at supporting the foundation sills and girders in house and 

barn construction. 111 "The foundation should be at least 18 11 high (above 

the ground) as there is a prevalent belief that termites will climb no higher 

than 1811 . 112 The logs that lie on the foundation are called sills. "The sills 

almost invariably run along the two longest walls of the building. 113 The top 

of the solid rock foundation is usually very flat so the sills lie flush along 

their entire length. 

The other kind of foundation is the type where the sills and end logs are 

supported only on the corners. In this case, a pile of uncut stones, not held 

together by mortar, support the entire building. Site 44RB113, the Taylor 

Brothers' cabin, has a foundation of this type. 

The sills used with either type of foundation are usually squared logs. 

"Normally hewn on all four sides, the sills are thicker than logs above them, 

ranging from eight to as much as eighteen inches square. ,.4 They are often 

notched at each end to provide for a snug fit with the end logs, which run across 

the width of the building at each end. This notch is usually a square notch, 

which is made by squaring of half the end of each log back about twelve inches. 

Then, the two squared sides lie flush against each other. No nails or pegs 

are used to help keep this joint together. 

Once the foundation is completed and the sills and end logs are in place, 

the floor is constructed. "The sleepers are the floor beams of the cabin. They 

usually run the width of the building, their ends resting on the sills. 115 

They are usually spaced about two feet apart. A lap joint is cut so the top 

of the floor beam is level with the top of the sill." Occasionally, a third 

sill is present, situated halfway between and parrallel to the others, adding 

more stability to the floors. 116 This will also help to ensure a level floor. 

The actual floor planks, or puncheons are then set in place. "A puncheon is a 
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7 short, thick board that reaches from the center of one sleeper to the next." 

These puncheons are secured to the sleepers with nails. At site 44RB113, two 

and one half inch round headed nails were used for this job. After the floor 

is secured, the construction ·of the walls must be initiated. 

The three main aspects of wall construction were hewing the big logs, 

notching their ends, and chinking in the gaps that are created when the logs 

were pieced together but were not quite flush. If all these were done correctly, 

the walls fit together very snugly and solidly. 

"The more skilled preperation of logs involves 0 hewing" or squaring, 

accomplished by cutting off two or more rounded sides to produce flattened sur

faces. 118 This was done primarily with a broadaxe, chalkline, and adze. Hewing 

resulted in a log about a half a foot thick, but it exposed the logs heartwood, 

because the bark and sapwood were cut off. This exposure makes the cabin more 

weather resistant. "The remaining two sides of a planked (two sides hewed) 

log, the top and bottom, are left rounded, usually with the bark intact. 119 

"If any single element can properly be called the key to log construction, 

it is the corner notch, the joint where logs from adjacent walls are attached 

to one another . Not only is the notching weight bearing but it also holds 

the walls laterally in place by preventing slippage. 1110 The dovetail notch 

has a "peculiar design which pulls each wall log toward the inside of the house 

locking it in place and making it impossible for one of the wall logs to kick 

out and roll. 1111 This was the type of notching used in the 44RB113 cabin, also, 

there are eight other major types of notches. These are the half dovetail, 

the square, the "V", the saddle, the semilunate, the double, the half, and the 

half-notched false corner timbering. 

"The walls of a hewn-log house were commonly built up of solid logs and 

openings for doors, windows, and the fireplace cut only later. 1112 The compass 
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saw was good for this job because it had a small skinny blade. Various planes 

were used to form the specific pieces of the door and window frames. Ordinary 

boards were used in the frame and metal locks and hinges were also used at the 

Taylor brother's cabin, al lock system is still intact on one door. It was 

made in 1888. 

Chinking, "a substance which was used to cover the fillers and to seal 

13
the crevices between the logs" was an important part of the log cabin 

construction process. Chinking could be made of many things, but it was usually 

clay, mortar, cement, or a mixture of these with either wood or small slabs of 

limestone. Before chinking, clapborads were nailed 	to the inside of the walls 

to cover the gaps. Then, the chinking was pushed in from the outside to form 

a solid wall. Chinking greatly helped the cabin to 	protect from harsh weather. 

The Taylor brothers cabin was chinked with mortar and small pieces of wood. 

Constructing a working fireplace and chimney was very complicated for the 

log cabin builder. The hardest part was to make the chimney "draw11 the smoke 

from the fire. "The almost universal solution was to make sure of two things. 

(1) The troat could be any size as long as the space behind it and above it 

(the 	"scotchback") was larger. (2) The chimney should close down near the top 

14to approximately the smae dimensions as the throat." The Taylor brother's 

cabin has a chimney much like E in.figure 12 and a fireplace much like B 

in figure 11. After the walls and chimney were constructed, the roof was built. 

The construction of the roof consists of making "plates", putting together 

rafters and putting some type of covering on the very top. After this was 

completed, the basic parts of the cabin was built. 

The logs immediately below the eaves were called "plates", and they supported 

the rafters. 1115 The plates were often cantilevered so the rafters could be 

firmly joined to them and they were also notched so the joists could fit nicely. 

The "plates" were the same size as the sills, and also ran the length of the 
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house. The rafters, sometimes squarely hewed and othertimes simply debarked 

lumber, were notched on the bottom so they fit snugly up against the top side log. 

Sometimes, the top end log would have to be notched to accomadate for the angled 

rafter. The Taylor brother's roof was built almost exactly the same way as 

the 	roof in figure 15. (the only thing missing were the vertical supports.) 

On most cabins, covering the rafters and gables were shingles. "generally, 

16the 	individual farm owner made his own shingles." This process is described 

in figure Metal was also used as a covering for the rool. It was laid 

overlapping, like large shingles would be, then nained to the rafters and 

gables. 

Now 	 that the basic building is finished, such things as stairs may be 

built. "The stairs, which often had the cabins only closet under it, was built 

17in a 	corner or along one wall, usually that opposite the fireplace." This 

was 	true of the babin on sit 44RB113, where the fireplace sat on the south end 

in the middle of the wall, and the stairs were built in the northeast corner. 

The 	following part of the paper is a listing of some of the tools used 

to build log cabins . 

Tools Used In The Production of A Log Cabin 

1. 	 The Standard Felling Axe. 
2. 	 The Froe-The Froe was used for controlled splitting of logs. It has a dull steel 

blade, which faces away from the handle. 
3. 	 The Froe Club-it was used to drive the froe into a log. It was usually made 


hard wood, like hickory. 

4. 	 The Froe Horse-a Forked limb which holds the log upright which will be split 


by the froe into shingles. 

5. 	 The Shingle Cutter-a large blade which moves up and down in a wooden frame. 


It was usually used for cutting soft woods. 

6. 	 Wedges-wood and iron wedges were used to split stumps. 
7. 	 The Maul-a large hammer used to drive wedges and large wooden pins, or 


connect two wall logs at the corner. 

8. 	 The sawmill 
9. 	 The Pitsaw or Whip Saw- a saw used by tow men to cut boards from a log. 

10. 	 Cross Cut Saw-The cross cut saw was used to cut the logs to the correct 
length for walls. Contrary, to popular belief, the standard felling 
are not used for this purpose very of ten. 

11. 	 Chains and Hooks-used to drag logs to the building site. 
12. 	 The Sled-It was used to hold one end of a large log while it was being 
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hauled to the site, or it could be used to carry many small logs. 
13. 	 The Cant Hook-used for log rolling. 
14. 	 The Crow Bar-used for prying. 
15. 	 The Chalk line-if held tightly at the two ends, the chalk coated string 

could be lifted in the center and snapped back down creating a straight 
hewing line along the length of a log. 

16. 	 The Plumb Line and Plumb Bob-used to see if walls were vertical. 
17. 	 The Square-used to test for right angles. 
18. 	 The Miter Square-used to mark 45° angles. 
19. 	 The Bevel-It's two arms can be set at any angle and remain at that angle. Used 

to create and test the reproduction of an angle. 
20. 	 The dividers-used to create arcs and circles and to scribe a line of an 

irregular surface on its adjoining board. 
21. 	 The Marking Gauge-used to mark a line on a board that is parallel to the 

edge of the board. 
22. 	 The Scratch Awl-used for marking boards. 
23. 	 The Rule- used for measuring lengths . 
24. 	 The Level-used to create and test horizontal lines. 
25. 	 The Straight Edge-creates straight lines. 
26. 	 Try Sticks-two small straight edges that were layed on top of a hewed log 

and looked over so the builder could see if the log was planed correctly 
or if it had a twist in it. 

27. 	 The Workbench-served many widely known purposes 
28. 	 The Vise-used to hold several pieces together or hold a single piece to so 

as to free both hands of the worker. 
29. 	 The Holdfast-made of iron and was also used to hold pieces to the workbench. 
30. 	 The Catch-it was put through a holein the workbench and could hold a board 

that was pushed against it. It was also made of iron. 
31. 	 The Sawhorse-two sawhorses could be used to hold lumber or could be turned 

into a builder's platform by placing a board across them. 
32. 	 The Clamp-used to hold small pieces together. 
33. 	 The Hook-used to test the snugness of a joint or for knocking out wooden 

pins used in joints. 
34. 	 The Dog-a piece of iron used to hold a timber in place while it is being hewed. 
35. 	 The Miter Box-used to help cut 45° angles. 
36. 	 The Broadaxe-used to most of the hewing 
37. 	 The Broad Hatchet-used for hewing small timbers. 
38. 	 The Shingling Hatchet-used as both a cutting tool and hammer. 
39. 	 The Lathing Hatchet-it's top edge is flat so lath can be nailed into the top 

edge of a wall. 
40. 	 The Carpenter's Adze-used to finish levelling the surfaces of sleepers and 

other floor pieces. 
41. 	 The Drawknife-used for taking off more wood than a plane but less than a 

broadaxe or adze. 
42. 	 The Shaving Horse-used to hold pieces of wood so a drawknife can be used 

to shave them down. 
43. 	 The Jack Plane-shaves a small trough with ridges out of wood when it is 

run across of. 
44. 	 The Smooth Plane-used to even cut the trough and ridges left by the jack 

plane's curved iron. 
45. 	 The Jointer Plane-used on the edge of floor boards so they fit together snugly. 
46. 	 The Rabbit Plane-used for window and door frames where a notch should be 

cut out of one edge of the board. 
47. 	 The Match Planes-used to cut tongues and groves into floor boards. 
48. 	 The Sash Plane-used to create the parts of the window sash that will actually 

hold the window panes. 
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49. 	 The Molding Planes-used to shave boards and create many different types of 
molding. They come in many different sizes, and can create detailed mantel 
peices, doors, and baseboards. 

50. 	 The Wood Rasp-a small metal tool used to clean joints and to smooth ends 

of boards. 


51. 	 The Scraper-a thin peice of metal used to create a smooth surface 
52. 	 The Handsaw-used to cut small pieces of wood. It has 26 teeth per inch and 


should be used to cut across the grain of the wood. 

53. 	 The Rip Saw-its teeth are bigger than that of the handsaw, and it is used 


to cut with the grain of the wood. 

54. 	 The Compass Saw-its skinny blade was perfect for cutting the frames of doors 

and such because it could fit in the gaps in the walls of the cabin. 
55 . 	 The Dovetail Saw-used to make small joints. The rib on the top of it's thin 

blade prohibits deep cuts , and it has very fine teeth. 
56. 	 The Firmer Chisel-a general purpose chisel used in many ways . 
57. 	 The Paring Chisel-it is a very sharp chisel used for delicate work. 
58. 	 The Mortise Chisel-a large, heavy chisel driven with a mallet to make 

mortises. 
59. 	 The Mallet-it is made of wood to protect from breaking the handle of the 

chisel 
60. 	 The Brad Awl-used to make a small starting hole into which a nail will be 

driven 
61. 	 The Auger-ahole drilling device 
62. 	 The Brace and the Bit-drills holes slightly smaller than the auger 
63. 	 The Nail-a fastener 
64. 	 The Claw Hannner-same as today's 
65. 	 The Nail Punch Set-used t o set the nail i n the wood so the head does not 

stick out 
66. 	 The Wood Screw-a fastener, usually had a blunt end. 
67. 	 The Screwdriver-same as contemporary, except they were made from worn down 

files. 
68. 	 The Pin-used for many types of fastening. 
69. 	 Notched Crow Bar-used to pull out nails. 
70. 	 The Pincers-also used to pull out nails. 
71. 	 The Grindstone-us ed for sharpening purposes . 
72 . 	 The Whetstone-used for final sharpening. 
73. 	 The Saw File-used to sharpen saws. 
74. 	 The Saw Set-used to sharpen saws. 
75. 	 The Saw Vise-also used to sharpen saws . 

All of the above taken from: 
Warren E. Roberts, "The Tools Used For Building Log Houses In Indiana" 

Pioneer America, 9, No. 1 (1977), 32-61. 
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FOOTNOTES 

1William Nontell, Kentucky Folk Architecture (Lexington: University of 
Kentucky Press, 1976), p. 43. 

2Eliot Wigginton ed., TheFoxfire Book (New York: Doubleday, 1972), p. 55. 

3Ibis., p. 56. 

4Terry G. Jordan, Texas Log Builders, ~Folk Architecture (Austin: University 
of Texas Press, 1978), p. 36 .~-

5wigginton, p. 61. 

6Jo rdon, p • 39. 

7Ibid., P· 83. 

8Ibid. , p. 35. 

9Ibid., p. 36. 

lOibid., 49.P· 

11Wigginton, p. 64. 


12
warren E. Roberts, "The Tools Used For Building Log Houses in Indiana," 
P±oneer America, 9, No. 1 (1977), 52. 
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14
w· · 111igginton, p. . 

15Jordan, p. 39. 

16Montell, p. 45. 

17Henrie Glassie, "The Types of the Southern Mountain Cabin, 11 in The 
Study E!. American Folklore, ed. Jan Harold Brvnvard (New York: W. W. Norton 
and Co. Inc., 1968), p. 342. 
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