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The axeman

in the twentieth century

displaying this determination

to find peace

and sanity

is [oined in history

to every pioneer

who set himself to carving

a homestead

in a new world.




Most Canadians think of themselves as natural born axemen. Indeed, they are entitled to this image even though they may never have seen
a tree felled, for it is still possible in this country to develop with pride these skills which were practised by our surprisingly recent ancestors.

This book is intended to encourage those Canadians who would leave the suburban reservations to live part of their lives at peace with nature,
and those who admire solid timber construction as one of the strongest, most durable, and beautiful building forms known.

There are three prime reasons for using logs in house construction. First, a log house is one of the most aesthetically satisfying in which to
live. Logs bring the natural world back into our lives in a way that is becoming more necessary than ever to our survival as thoughtful human beings.
There is a deep sense of peace, living in a house made of natural trees. No stripped, chipped, cooked, treated, compressed, or otherwise manufac-
tured product of industrial technology can give you, the builder, such an awareness of each living tree as it once stood. You will remember long
after your house is built, whether its trees had few limbs or many because of where it grew. You'll know how it looked as it fell to the ground. A
scar may remind you of the day the logs were skidded to the building site. The length of time it took you to build will be recorded in the faint
darkening of the rising logs as they became drier and less easy to peel. You will remember a log that chased you down the skids or one that humped
its back before it was subdued and fitted into place. The scrubbing, oiling, and perhaps varnishing will warm the colours and highlight the textures
of the new walls — revealing curbes, limb lines, perhaps the lacework of bark beetles or the clawmarks of a bear — all signs of nature to be saved
and treasured. In the end, the family that builds a log house knows their home as a work of art. They can savour it as no other.

None but the log house provides its own sweet incense of sap and resin. Solid timber walls have an acoustic quality that makes music sound
richer. Harsh household clatter does not strike, echo, and bounce as they do from plaster surfaces. Logs also can absorb nails, to hold up a picture
or a fireplace poker, concealing the holes again if, later, the nails are removed. The natural brown tones are restful to the eye. Above all, there
is a quality of snug security in the fortress-thick walls. Perhaps this comes from log construction being old in Canadian history. A log building ties
time honoured tradition into our sometimes uncertain todays, giving a sense of continuity and stability that is unusual in modern housing.

The second advantage of log construction is durability. With a good foundation to protect the wood from the composting urge of earth, and
a wide overhang to shelter against rain and snow soakings, the log building will rival concrete in its long life. Very few frame structures can com-
pare, and these only when the timber framing approaches the stoutness of logs. In style, the log house has an amazing durability. Pressures of fashion
have never succeeded in making the log house look outdated. It is In timeless good taste even in a most simple building as well as in the dramatic
designs in logwork coming into being. This harmony is due entirely to the logs themselves, the most appropriate building material in any landscape.

Third: log construction is the only contemporary construction method which enables an individual to exchange his own labour and ingenuity,
rather than cash or a mortgage debt, for a home to be proud of. Building with logs does require hard work but it is pleasant and healthy work and,
if undertaken at a pace that permits full appreciation of the undertaking as a once in a lifetime experience, it is work not at all beyond the strength
of most families. The house sketched on the back cover of this book was built at Southbank in 1953 for a total cash outlay of two hundred dollars.
The only purchased items were glass, roofing, spar varnish, and rough lumber. The rest was accomplished with a good deal of innovating, trading,
scrounging, and neighbourly cooperation — all activities which are still permissible in many parts of this country.

But where the use of logs requires not only the purchase and delivery of all materials but also the hiring of the builders, the log house will
be as costly as frame or masonry construction. This should not deter the family able to afford what pleases them most. And savings will occur both
in the centuries-long durability and in the very low cost of building maintenance.

Let us begin the discussion of how to build with logs, knowing it to be a discussion, for there are always different ways to do each task.
Every axeman will find many new answers of his own. This is part of the craft. It Is what helps to make each house unique ... a work of art.



THE TREE, AS BUNDING MATERIAL

I am going to ask that this discussion of log building begin with a close look at the tree as it stands, before a hand is laid upon It. Many of us,
have two hang-ups: agrarian and cultural. In the agrarian past, the tree was an enemy. It constantly threatened to invade fields and pastures, or it
already was using land which could otherwise provide food crops. Farmers waged a constant war to eradicate them from the land and, in the past, it
was more of an equal battle. But with the bulldozer, the farmer gained the upper hand. In fact, the agrarian instinct is so strong in most people, we
ruihed headlongaboutthelandscapetopplingtrees,heapingthemup, burningthemaswewouldburnrubbish. Ourenthusiasmcarried useveronward,
< tearing and breaking forest lands which should never have been expected to grow anything else but timber. But our ancient urge for land is not easy to
Curb. And | often wonder if this urge is, in fact, resurfacing now as a thoughtless, unconscious contempt for the tree. That is one hang-up. The other
one I've called cultural for, with industrial technology, we've been shaped to believe in a finished product. It is difficult for us to accept the possibility
Ity that one of life's necessities could be found, perfect, in nature. A few years ago, they began to put wax on turnips, for example. They were thought
to look better, when they arrived at the grocery store. And so it is that some people approach the building of a log house with the idea that the tree as
it stands is not quite right, that it should have (as a longtime logger said to me) "some kind of finish". A close look at the tree's physical properties will
help overcome both these hang-ups. First, the body of the tree is composed of hollow cells, either tube-like or brick-shaped, packed closely together.
Under a microscope, they resemble a honeycomb. When the tree is felled and the vital fluids have dried, these tiny airpockets seal — becoming a most
peile< My insulated building material. This Is why a log house remains so cool during the summer, and why it takes many days to chill off if left for a few
days during the winter. It is also why sounds are absorbed, and why music floats softly through the rooms of a log house. Vapour control is taken care of,
too; household moisture is not absorbed to any degree by the log and yet, any which does exist will find its way out as it always did, via the log ends
llierefore, the tree as it exists in nature is already an almost perfect building material. As for "finish", if the tree is peeled carefully, so that only the

barl" Il removed but no gouging, scarring, or scratching of the wood itself is allowed to occur, the wood will dry to the sort of satiny finish that invites
hands to stroke it, fully to appreciate the smoothness. If, next, the log is washed free of dirt, allowed to dry again, and given a single oiling with
boiled linseed oil, the surface becomes not only satin-smooth but waterproof. | know of no sawn or cut wood of any kind, capable of this — and it is

my opinion that this tree is the product of millions of years of tree-trial, proven successful. It is for us to grant the tree the respect it deserves.

THE TREE, AS A DOOMED SPECIES

It is also good to keep in mind, as we approach the study of solid timber construction, that the log builder is in an enviable position where
he can preserve what is being harvested of an endangered species. During the summer of 1972, | travelled from one end of Canada to the other and
kept asking, "Where are the trees?" And good, big trees are hard to find even in the regions of the legendary lumberjack. The forests are vanishing.
For trees as a species are not equipped to survive the competition with machinery, with human encroachment, with chemicals, and above all, with
llie need for profit to supply assembly-line employment. A tree is far too much like the buffalo, the trumpeter swan, the sea otter, and the whole
IWeet-natured peaceful legion of beings who brought swift cash to the men who thought such plenty could never end. Like all those others, now
almost extinct, the tree has no self-defence. It is slow-growing. If a tree can be brought from seed to harvest in only 50 years, that is considered
a triumph of forest technology; it usually takes 100 to 150 years for the trees we are now harvesting to have grown. Even so, we tend to forget
that In a virgin forest, trees continued for perhaps 500 years to reach maximum growth so large we can scarcely comprehend the yellowing photos
of them. And that harvest was in full swing less than a century ago, in British Columbia. So, the tree as we know it, and use it, is incapable of
[Ultalnlng the pressure, obviously. And the tree is slow to reproduce. Unlike herbs which can reach maturity and spread seed within a single
season, trees must havo many seasons to mature before reproduction is possible. There is no point expecting human nature to change. People will
demand employment, lalhoi than work, and government will be lon ed lo ask industry to provide employment — with natural resources as the raw



material from which are made the finished products — the newsprint, the wrapping paper and cartons, the toilet tissue and paper towels, the fake
w«il Iboard, and the lumber. The man who can take the equivalent of one logging truck load of timber and spend his labour shaping and fitting a

log house, does have the personal satisfaction of performing creative work and a valuable product is the result. His work will live on, preserving

I-i future generations the beauty and strength of the logs we still have. This, | realized when visiting the Convent of the Grey Nuns in St. Boniface,
| his fine, four storey building of hand-hewn oak stands as perhaps the only reminder the nation has of these oaks as they once grew on the banks of
llie Red River in Manitoba. It seemed to me a national tragedy, as | travelled this land of giant timbers, finding only such fragments of the mighty
chapter of architectural history that might have been written in Canada had the timbers been valued for the unique and beautiful building materials

that they are. Below are four photographs provided by the Provincial Archives of

British Columbia, showing the woods in the vicinity of Vancouver as the white man
first found them. There were no power saws in those days, either.

Left: August 1895. This Douglas Fir stood 417 feet tall with a clear 300 feet to its first
limbs. The circumference at the base was 77 feet, or a butt diameter of 25 feet.

Lower left: A western Red Cedar of similar size. Note the two-man crosscut saw held
across the top of the stump and the springboards on which the men stood to work in order
to be able to saw above the wide flare of the roots.

Centre: A stand of Douglas Fir, about 1900.

Lower Right: Putting the undercut in a western Red Cedar at Myrtle Point, B. C, about
1924. It requires a high level of axemanship to put in this kind of an undercut entirely
with an axe, these falling axes having long, narrow bits and handles up to 4 feet in
length. The back cut would be put in with a crosscut saw.
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