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Terminology 
 
In order to understand the basic construction of log homes, we need to first understand certain words and 
terms associated with the log home industry. 
 
I – Handcrafted Vs. Milled (kit) Log Homes 
 A – Handcrafted log homes are exactly what the name implies. Log homes crafted by hand. This is 
accomplished through the use of chain saws and various other power and hand tools to ensure that 
individual logs are fit together for the walls and the roof frame system. It is an art unto itself. 
Most handcrafted homes are made from larger logs of nine inches in diameter and up to thirty inches for 
some homes. Most handcrafted log homes will come in two basic log styles or shapes. Round or flat.  
Round logs can come in several corner-interlocking methods. Saddle notch being the most common. The 
length of these round logs is cut with either a “Swedish cope” cut or a variation of it. So depending on 
your corner design, you will see log walls where the top and bottom logs are in direct contact with each 
other, or there will be a space between the logs. This space is filled with material called “chinking”. 
Modern chinking consists of a flexible and pliable synthetic material. This comes in various colors to 
complement the finish of the log walls. 
  B – Milled log homes are homes made from machine-lathed logs. These are logs cut to various profiles 
or shapes when you are looking from the end of the log. These profiles can come in “D” shape. This is a 
log with the exterior of the log being round and the interior side flat. This makes it convenient for the 
homeowner to hang pictures, fixtures and cabinets on the interior walls but still maintain the look of a 
round log on the exterior. 
Other popular profiles are flat exterior with flat interior and chinking in between logs and dovetail cut 
corners. This style gives the look of pioneer log homes from the earlier history of our country. Round 
logs, although milled is another popular style. 
The length of these logs rarely comes longer than eight feet. So you will see these homes with walls that 
have staggered butt end joints throughout each wall.  
The size of milled logs is smaller than handcrafted logs. You will see logs that are six inches square up to 
eight inches square and any combination in between. Round milled logs may be up to nine inches in 
diameter.  
Along the length of these logs you will see tongue and grooves. Tongues on top with grooves on the 
bottom. These come in single, double or triple tongue and grooves, depending on the manufacturer. Or, 
the logs may be flattened on 2 sides (top and bottom) with the natural round on the interior and exterior.  
This style normally uses the corner lock notch—similar to the “Lincoln Logs” we had as kids. 
 



 
A variation of the milled log home is the insulated log homes. This consists of half logs  attached to a 
standard two by six frame structure with insulation. Then the inside walls can be attached with half logs, 
paneling or any other wall finish the homeowner wishes.  
 
In summary, you now know that there is two basic styles of log homes. The handcrafted log homes, 
recognized by their large logs and massive look. The milled log homes, noticeable by their finished look 
and smaller logs. 
 
II – Chinking 
       Both handcrafted and milled log home companies offer the Chinking look on their homes. 
Years ago, up to mid twentieth century, most log homes were made with variations of mud, mixed with 
straw, sand and other locally available material. This chinking mixture filled in the gaps that existed 
between the logs. This kept out the wind, rain, and pests. 
Today, a special synthetic material is utilized to fill in those gaps and provide the same protection. It also 
allows for the settling and shrinking of the logs as they move. 
 
III – Shrinking 
        When a log is cut from the tree, it will begin to lose moisture. This log will continue to lose moisture 
until it comes into equilibrium with its surrounding environment. During this lose of moisture; the log will 
actually shrink cross sectional, meaning across its diameter. Depending on the species of wood, the initial 
moisture content of the log, and the final area of the log home, this shrinkage can take years to occur. 
Most milled log home manufacturers will “kiln dry” their logs. This, along with the actual milling process 
removes enough wood to minimize shrinkage. Handcrafted log homes however are usually air-dried and 
less wood is removed during the handcrafted process. Therefore more shrinkage occurs. 
 
IV – Settlement 
         During log home construction and afterwards, the individual logs continue to dry and shrink. When 
logs are sitting one atop another, their shrinkage causes the entire wall system to settle. This settlement is 
more of a concern with handcrafted log homes then with milled homes. However, the settlement and 
shrinkage factors are provided for in the engineering and construction of each type of home. 
Settlement can be as small as three quarters of an inch for some milled homes up to six inches for some 
handcrafted log homes. Settlement can take up to five years or more. 
One method that virtually eliminates settlement in milled log homes is to connect the logs by driving 12” 
spikes, at opposing angles, every 24” through the log into the course below.  This creates a “box beam” of 
the entire wall where the shrinkage occurs between the courses. 
  
Review 
      Shrinkage is what happens to individual logs after they are cut and start losing their moisture. 
      Settling is what happens to a log structure after the log home is assembled, the logs shrink, causing the 
log walls to move downward from one to six inches. 



 
V – Fasteners 
      A – Purpose – Although a fasteners’ main purpose is to fasten one log to another, they actually have 
several functions 
         1 – They help position one log above another 
         2 – They pull the logs together to help straighten them 
         3 – They allow walls to act as a unit to resist exterior forces (high winds, quake, 
               etc.) 
      B – Types of Fasteners 
         1 – Spikes                  4 – Through Bolts 
         2 – Nails                    5 – Drift Pins 
         3 – Lag Bolts 
 
VI – Checking 
         Checking is the cracking that occurs in logs naturally and during the log home construction.  You 
will, undoubtedly see cracks in every type of log home you inspect. 
Though it will be less prevalent in milled log homes than handcrafted ones. 
 
VII – Butt Joints  
          Logs placed end to end are called butt joints. Logs used in handcrafted log homes can be twenty-
eight feet or longer. So you will see less logs joined together end to end or butt jointed along the walls 
then you will in milled log wall systems. These butt joints will be an area of concern during your 
inspection. You may observe variations of these butt joints. Such as overlapping joints. 
 
VIII – Log Courses 
           One layer of logs around the entire foundation of the home is called a course.  Additional courses 
are stacked one atop another. A milled log home can require up to eighteen or nineteen courses of logs. A 
handcrafted log home can require up to only five to eight courses depending on the diameter of the logs. 



 
 

The Inspection 
 
Exterior 
 
I – Grading 
      No different than conventional homes, there should be sloping away from the structure. This is even 
more important for log homes. 
       Vegetation – One to two feet between structure and bushes, trees, etc. 
 
II – Foundation 
      Most log homes can be found on any type of foundation that a conventional home can be. However, 
you may come across a log home on an All Wood Foundation. These walls are constructed as a 
conventional wall, but of course are in the ground. Because of this, the exterior walls are made with 
special treated plywood made for in ground contact. In addition, you may notice from inside the 
basement, if visible, the studs are made of metal rather than standard lumber. 
 
III – Log Walls 
        This is where most of your concerns will be found. Take your time in this area. 
Any concerns reported on log walls and corners should be referred to a log home restoration company. 
Never refer to a local contractor unless they have extensive experience with log construction and 
restoration. 
 
   A – Mold, mildew, or fungi 
          You will usually discover this problem at corner logs and the lower course of logs.  
          You may even find this at the bottom of upper logs. Another area to look for this is  
          on the north side of a home, which normally receives less sun and more wind and  
          moisture. 
   B – Checking (cracks) 
         All timber, larger than 6 x 6 will form cracks on at least one face of the wood.     
        Checks that are located at the top of the logs and facing up should be caulked with a  
        sealant recommended by the manufacturer. 
   C – Discoloration and graying 
          You will usually find this on the south walls of the home due to its more direct  
          exposure to the sun. The log color will change from a golden brown to gray over  
          time. Due to decomposition of surface wood cells, losing their strength and washed  
          away from rainwater, microscopic checks and cracks occur, allowing deeper   
          moisture  penetration.  
D – Butt Joints and Horizontal log joints.  
          At butt joints, and all other areas will logs join together top and bottom, look for  
          loose or missing caulking, and separation of joints/connection areas. Be especially  
         observant in the corners. This is the worst area for moisture accumulation. Most  
         manufacturers and handcrafters design their corners to shed any water away.   
         However, older homes may not have these designs. 



  
 
  E – Bleaching or staining on logs – Due to weather and possible lack of  
         maintenance.  
   F – Chinking  
         Check for cracking, tears, or holes in the chinking. This is caused by old or inferior  
         made chinking.  
         Separation of chinking from the logs. Caused by age of chinking, inferior chinking,  
         or the logs separating from one another. Stand back and observe the relationship of  
         each log course. Does one course look like it’s at an angle? 
   G – Downspouts/Extensions 
         Standard inspections for separation of downspouts and ensuring the extensions run  
         far enough away from the structure. This is more important on log homes because  
        of their very nature and the attraction of termites and other wood destroying insects. 
   H – Roof Overhang 
          All you can do here is observe the amount of roof overhang and note it. But for  
          informational purposes, milled log homes usually have an eighteen (18) inch  
          overhang, while handcrafted homes may have anything from a twenty four (24) to  
           thirty six (36) inch overhang.  
   I – Porches 
        As a general rule you’ll find more and bigger porches on log homes because they  
        help protect the log walls. 
        For handcrafted homes, you want to look at the vertical support posts, both under  
        and on the porches. These posts should have some kind of adjustable system to  
        allow for the settlement of the log walls. 
   J – Exterior Windows and Doors 
         1 – Cracked, or broken glass on handcrafted homes may indicate a settlement  
         problem. One way to verify this can be the operation of the windows and doors.  
         This may indicate hang up of log courses or not enough spacing allowed above  
         windows and doors for settlement. 
         2 – Windows and doors difficult to operate. Look for log courses next to windows 
          and doors. You may notice separation of logs or some logs at an angle. 
K – Termite Damage or Presence. 
          Most of us are not termite inspectors, but try and make note of the following during  
          your normal routine. 
         1 – Six to eight inches between the grade and the first course of logs. 
         2 – Termite shield on top of foundation. Normally produced from galvanized steel  
         or copper and at a 45 degree angled downward. 
         3 – Leaking gutters, wet debris, etc. 
         4 – Shelter tubes on concrete foundation or from soil to foundation and wood  
         supports 
         5 – I didn’t know this…some termites fly. Look for flying insects with bodies that  
         are not tapered in the mid abdomen like a flying ant would look. 
         6 – Termites are attracted to light. If you’re in a crawl space and notice any flying  
          insects flying toward your light source, observe carefully. 
    



 
 
L – Log Ends  
         Look for moisture damage, wood decay, and indications of termites. This is a very  
         important area where homeowners should ensure it is treated with a special wood  
         preservative that allows the logs to breath. 
M – Roof 
          Roof inspections are generally the same as a conventional roof. However you may  
          see wood shingle and metal roofs on some log homes. As a qualified home  
          inspector, you’ll recognize the condition of the roof. But also pay attention to the  
          roof overhang and gutter system as mentioned earlier. 
         You may also notice that there is counter flashing, especially at roof/log wall joints 
         that allow for the settling of the logs. 
 
Interior 
 
I  Log Walls 
   The interior log walls can also show signs of concern.  
   A - Separation of logs can sometimes be more readily discernable from the inside than the outside.  
      1 - Wherever you see any separation, place your hands over the area to see if you can feel air coming 
through.  
      2 - Look directly into the suspected area and look for light coming through from the outside. 
      3 – Inspect the joint where the partition walls come in contact with the log walls. 
            You may see separation of the two walls.  
      4 – As on the outside, the inside corners of the log walls are also a potential area for  
            leakage and separation. 
      5 – The area where the log walls and ceilings meet may also show concerns. In a  
            handcrafted log home, you may see minor cracks along the perimeter of the  
            ceilings if they are plaster. This is minor. However if you see larger cracks that  
            extend about a foot or two, this may be a sign of uneven settling of the log walls.     
            If the cracks appear old, the settling problem may have already corrected itself or  
            was corrected by the homeowner or contractor. Most log homes, whether  
            handcrafted or milled, will have the second floor gable end walls framed with half  
            logs or paneling, or a combination of both. 
 
II  Window and Door Framing and Trim 
     A – As mentioned earlier, in the “Terminology” section, log home windows and doors are framed with 
spacing above them. This allows the walls to settle without crushing the framework, windows or door. 
     B – In most cases, upper window and door trim is nailed to a log directly above the window or door. 
As the log walls settle the upper trims moves with it, and allowable space is made so this trim does not 
interfere with the rest of the trim work. There are variations of this setup. 
     C – Always observe the upper trim of windows and doors to ensure no binding is occurring. 



 
II  Ceilings 
     A - Some ceilings in log homes will have conventional eight-foot height with plaster or paneling of 
some type. 
     B - On other log homes you will observe cathedral or vaulted ceilings. I recommend a pair of 
binoculars or binoculars with a digital camera built in. If you do observe leaks or other problems, you’ll 
be able to snap a picture of it. 
    C – Cathedral ceilings in handcrafted homes will, undoubtedly, have large round or dimensional log 
rafters. Some of these are connected by metal plates called gussets. Sometimes you’ll see them 
interlocked by cutout notches held together by spikes or bolts. 
Observing them through binoculars will reveal any concerns that may exist. 
 
III  Electrical 
      Electrical wiring in log homes, especially in handcrafted homes, is approached a little differently. 
Depending on the manufacturer, builder, and homeowner, you may or may not observe any wiring at all, 
other than the outlets, switches, lights, etc. Do not be surprised if you see outlets in floors next to the 
perimeter log walls of some handcrafted log homes. If you’re in doubt whether it meets code, ask the 
seller if possible. Log homes are inspected by code inspectors just like any home. 
 
IV Plumbing 
     Now this can be an interesting area for discussion. But let’s start out with this fact. All plumbing below 
the sub-floor is stationary as in conventional homes. With that said, please let me know if you come 
across this situation differently. 
     A – In milled log homes, most plumbing is run through partition walls, closets, and false ceilings. 
Seems pretty much like a regular home. Right? 
     B – In handcrafted log homes, those partition walls are built to float from the first floor ceiling with a 
space between the floor and bottom partition stud. Or the stud wall is sometimes mortised into the log 
wall allowing enough space around the stud to for the main log walls to move down around it. When the 
walls settle, so do the upper floors. Along with the floors will be the plumbing also wanting to move. Slip 
joints or adjustable sleeves on the drain and vent piping accomplish this. Water supply piping is looped 
within stud walls and may also have flexible hose sections attached. 
 
V  Heating/A/C  
     A – In log homes using propane or natural gas, you may see ductwork running through closets, and 
possible two by six or two by eight partition walls. 
     B – Handcrafted log homes will require sleeves for the ductwork to move. 
     C – Second floor ceilings will have heating/air conditioning ducts that were run through an attic or 
false ceiling. Depending on the look of the first floor ceilings, a false panel or log ceiling can also hide the 
ductwork 
     D – Innovations in the heating and air conditioning industry, coupled with the ever growing log home 
market, has led to the use of flexible ductwork and small circular vents on the floors that look no bigger 
than a slightly flattened jar lid. 
     E – Another popular source of heat in log homes is floored radiant heating. 
       
        
       



 


