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Our Pioneer Ancestors and Their Log Cabins
They Accomplished So Much with So Little - Amazing!
Rev up your Husqvarna chainsaw. Cut a notch on
the side of the tree you want to hit the ground first.
On the other side of the tree, start a back cut a little
above the notch and continue it horizontally toward
the notched side to
create a hinge. As
your cut gets close to
the other side and the
tree starts to fall in
the direction you
want, enjoy the yell
of “timber.” (Or run
like hell if it doesn’t
go that way.) Limb
the tree. Cut it to
length. Repeat. And
repeat. And repeat.
I used to live in northern Minnesota, where I
heated my homes with wood, burning about six cords
each season. (A cord of wood is a stack 4’ x’ 4’ x’
8.’) So I learned how to cut timber.
I also learned how to build a home.
My family’s first home was of post and beam
construction, 4” x 4” posts on six foot centers with 4”
x 12” beams, pine flooring and all knotty pine interior.

I then built a geodesic
dome home, 33 feet in
diameter, a three frequency, five-eighths
sphere, generated
from an icosahedron. Struts were 2”
x 6”s, connected by
nuts and bolts through 3” diameter die-cast aluminum
hubs. We used cedar shingles on the exterior, and we
chased cedar paneling around the hexagons and
pentagons on the interior, with pine floors and knotty pine
paneling everywhere else.
Both homes were quite energy-efficient. But I still
learned the importance of keeping my chain sharp,
and my saw properly oiled and tuned in order to keep
us warm. I also learned the importance of a broad
array of power tools and power equipment, backhoes, and other accoutrements needed for building
modern homes.
As much fun (fun?) as I had protecting my family
from the occasional minus forty degree temperatures
(-61°F air, -89°F wind chill, was the coldest), my
skills and acumen paled in comparison to that of our
pioneer ancestors as they raced against time and the

elements to build housing for themselves and their
families. And they achieved it all with rudimentary
hand tools. Amazing.
The most important, and often only, tool they used
was a felling axe. It was straight-handled and razorsharp, and used to fell the trees, limb them, and then
cut them to length. The felling axe could also be used
to roughly square the timber, either by itself or in
conjunction with a broad axe. (The original Abner
Little cabin used round logs.)
They probably had some sort of a
hammer, either made of iron or
hardwood, used to drive wedges
for splitting logs or drive pegs
used as fasteners.
They may have had an
adze, a tool with its blade
at a right angle to the
handle, used to smooth out
rough surfaces.
There were other basic tools
they may have had – a froe or a
drawknife, for instance – but any tool in their
possession was a long way from those I used to build
my homes and cut my firewood.
How did they go about building a home?
Well, they started first by clearing the plot of land
on which the home would be built. For those in
Wethersfield, it was “relatively” simple, since they
were building on prairieland rather than in the
timberland to the north. So they only had to clear the
prairie grass and the occasional scrub trees.

The paper reported that the Wethersfield settlers
claimed that building a log cabin home was not so
arduous a task as might be imagined. It might take
only a week or so, assuming the timber was nearby,
and the builder had two helpers. Of course, that
would be for only the roughest sort of cabin, with a
dirt floor, one window and a door.
So three men working together would trek to Big
Barren Grove, only a few hundred yards to the north,
to find reasonably straight trees and then begin taking
them down. The paper reported that the three men
could cut down the logs for the walls, sill logs, and
sleeper logs in one day.
Because of the proximity of the logs to the home
site, the three men could haul them to the site over a
second day.
The next day, the men could begin putting the
cabin together. After the logs were cut to length,
either the day they were taken down or after they
were moved to the site, the men would need to notch
them at each end so the logs would fit together at the
corners. They might also peel the bark (the bark was
left on the logs for the Little cabin). If only one man
was building the cabin, he probably could only raise
it up to about six feet, limited by his ability to lift the
logs any higher. Three men could build the cabin
taller. The paper estimated that three men could put
the logs in place in the course of a third day.
The fourth day would be spent making the clap-

The July 6, 1839, Peoria Register and NorthWestern Gazetteer reported on the Wethersfield
Colony and how long each step in the log cabin
building process might have taken. We’ll intersperse
the paper’s estimates as we describe the process.
boards and putting them on the roof. Because of
the scarcity of nails, the roof boards often were
held down with small logs and lashed in place.
On the fifth day, they would cut out the door
and a window, maybe two (the Little cabin only
had one). They often were placed on the south
side to capture as much sunlight as possible. The
settlers frequently had no glass, and used
greased paper to cover the window opening.

They also would cut out the place where the chimney
would eventually be built of stone.

Some of the settlers, however, were fortunate to have
brought with them other furniture.

Finally, on the sixth day, they would chink and
daub the cracks between the logs with mud or clay.

There were no screens for the door or windows,
and the door was left open for ventilation, while
sometimes the chinking would be knocked out in
some locations to capture cross breezes. Of course,
with standing water in many nearby locations,
mosquitos virtually lived with the pioneers around
(and in) their cabins.

If a settler wanted a floor, it was another matter.
Logs would have to be hauled to a sawmill, possibly
30 or more miles away, and then probably wait a
week for them to be ready. It would take at least a
full day, if not two, to attach the rough boards to the
floor’s sleepers. Called “puncheon” floors, they were
rough, uneven wood boards, with cracks between
them (which could double as a spittoon for men).
Only three-legged stools could rest evenly on them.
Furnishings were equally sparse, at least in the
beginning. Maybe a bed or two. A trunk might serve
as a table, or two logs be might cantilevered from the
wall upon which a couple of boards would be placed.
A few three-legged stools might complete the setting.

Life was hard, very hard, for our ancestors. But
that life gave them a strength of character to continue
on in the face of those hardships. And there would be
many more.
Next time you walk through the Little cabin, ask
whether you could accomplish what they did with
what they had. Whatever your answer, I think you’ll
agree, they did us proud.

Haven’t been to the Abner Little cabin? Check out the
Kewanee Preservation Society’s website, located at
https://www.facebook.com/preservekewanee/, for
information about the cabin, the Society, and other cool
things about preserving the heritage of Kewanee and
Wethersfield.

