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Building a custom log house is an
exciting adventure—from the day
you start planning to make your

dream a reality, to your first night’s sleep
surrounded by cozy log walls. There are
many decisions to make along the way to
ensure that the process runs smoothly.
First and foremost, you must acquire
knowledge about financing, design and
construction. That way, you get the house
that fits your needs, budget and prefer-
ences. Being informed also helps when
your dream collides with reality, and you
encounter the inevitable: compromise.

Start by determining how much
house you can afford. You’ll probably turn
to your banker or a mortgage lender who
can assist you in two ways. First, they look
at your income, expenses and financial
situation to calculate how much money
you can afford to spend. Second, they will
help you establish a building budget. 

Most people who are building a
home will apply for a loan at some point,
so while you are thinking about finances,
check your credit rating. Your credit his-
tory is a snapshot of how you have repaid
borrowed money in the past. The rating
indicates to your lender the degree to

Prospective log home owners
should look at their finances—

realistically. The first step is establish-
ing a budget that fits your needs. It is
possible to create the rustic palace of
your dreams, complete with all the lat-
est amenities, with the aid of a financial
planner or money lender. 

When researching mortgage len-
ders, consider one with experience
financing log homes. If one is not avail-
able, you could run into a slightly more
involved process. Upon meeting with
your lender, find out how much you
can qualify for. It’s wise to apply for the
maximum amount of money you may
need; you can always borrow less.

Your loan can cover various parts
of the project: the land, the log home
package and the complete construc-
tion of your home. Current ownership
of the land eases the guidelines on
applying for a loan, provides built-in
equity and, as a practical matter,

reduces the cost of your project. 
To save money during construc-

tion, get involved. It is common for log
home owners to participate in the con-
struction process by doing some of the
work themselves. Should you have the
time and expertise, you could be your
own general contractor or a consulting
partner. The more you do yourself, the
less you will have to spend on labor.

Before construction begins,
obtain a line-item budget from your
builder so you have an idea of what
every facet of the project will cost. If
necessary, delete the nice-to-haves
that are not mandatory in order to
stay within your estimate. You can
add all the extra luxuries later. When
figuring the total cost of your log
home project, add about 20 percent
for any unforeseen overruns.

With your budget established, you’re
now one step closer to living in the log
home of your dreams. —John Farrell

Mind on the Money

which he is likely to be repaid in full and
on time. A credit history covers charge
accounts and other credit cards you
have, car loans and perhaps, past mort-
gages. There are several credit reporting
agencies. To find one that has your
records, ask the officials at your bank.

Once you have a clear picture of
your financial resources, focus on get-
ting information from the people who
will design and build your log house.
Then pose the following questions
when making your final decisions. 

Money

1How much does a log home cost?
This figure varies greatly, depending

on the size as well as the quality of the
building materials, finishes and fixtures
you choose.

Be aware that when a log producer
quotes you a price, it may cover only
the package you devise and there may
be additional expenses. Besides the pur-
chase of the land, there’s the prepara-
tion of the construction site. This can
include installing a driveway, leveling
the building site, laying the foundation,
drilling a well and hooking into local

utilities. To get an idea of these expen-
ditures, contact local builders and the
municipality where you plan to build.

Do, however, turn to the log pro-
ducer for a ballpark estimate of building
any package that interests you. They
have years of experience in the field
and can help you match the house you
want with your budget.

2How do I lower my costs? To get
the most for your money, set priori-

ties. Don’t skimp on building compo-
nents that move, such as windows, doors
and plumbing fixtures that are continu-
ally opened and closed, turned on and
turned off. When it comes to selecting
fixtures that get used daily, invest in the
highest quality you can afford. 

Once construction is underway, try
to stick to your original plan.  Changing
the design or the materials after you
begin building delays the project and
increases expenses. Also, log producers
and builders that are efficient with time
and materials save money. 

Design

3Who makes log homes? These are
companies collectively known as

log home producers; there are more
than 400 producers throughout the
United States and Canada.

The services they provide vary.
Some design and build houses, while
others only supply the logs necessary for
a design by an independent architect or
builder. In addition, some companies
are nationwide enterprises, usually
working via a network of distributors,
while others confine their business to
certain geographic locals.

Finding the producer that’s right for
you is a great educational experience.
Begin by gathering recommendations of
both producers and local building con-
tractors from friends who live in log
homes. Research the topic by looking at
magazines and producers’ web sites and
call for brochures. Then tour model
houses or recently completed homes
built by local companies. 

Whittle down your list by checking
the companies’ reputations. A good way
to begin is to get the names of recent
customers and talking to them about
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their experience: Did the log producer
do what he said he would? Was the
work completed on schedule? Would
you select that particular producer to
build another house? If not, why? Be
aware, however, that a company is
unlikely to give you the name of a dis-
satisfied customer.

Once you’ve narrowed down your
list, contact the Better Business Bureau
or the attorney general’s office in your
state regarding complaints and legal
action brought against the log producer
you’re considering. The Log Homes
Council, made up of log home produc-
ers and suppliers, is another resource
for names of companies in your area. 

4Where do I find a floorplan that’s
appropriate for me? Some people

have a fairly good idea of the look and
layout they prefer. Others may have
only a vague notion. 

Wherever you fall on that scale,
start by compiling a list of features you
must have in your new home; for exam-
ple, the number of bedrooms and baths. 

Second, supplement the must-
haves with the amenities you want to
include. You may prefer an open floor-
plan that combines the living and din-
ing areas into one large room. Even
more open is a great room, which
unites the living and dining areas with
the kitchen into one space. 

On the other hand, you may go the
traditional route of keeping these
rooms separate and distinct. What
about a family room in place of, or in
addition to, a living-dining area? Do
you want a den or a study? A bathroom
for every bedroom? What about a home
office? Also, reflect on the design of
your current home. What do you like
about the layout? What don’t you like?

5What will my house look like? The
design of your home depends on

what it will include, as well as your
preferences, budget and the limitations
of your building site.

Regarding appearance, is your
heart set on a two-story home? Are you
limited to one story because of local
building restrictions or health limita-
tions? Do building setbacks on your

plot affect the configuration of your
house? Questions along this line of
thinking let you separate your needs
and wants. You’re also establishing a
hierarchy, outlining what’s most impor-
tant to you so when you contact an
architect or log producer, the process of
designing the house is underway
already. Of course, the standard models
some log producers offer may be perfect
for you. Or, perhaps a slight tweaking of
an existing design will do the trick.

If you don’t already own land, look
at available sites that appeal to you and
your wallet—flat, rolling or on a hill-
side. Narrow the sites down to two or
three; then, if possible, have your
architect or designer visit them with
you. This gives them the opportunity
to mesh the building site and the
design of the house seamlessly.

Log 

6What type of wood goes into a log
home? There is no single best

species of wood for a log home. Some
types of wood work better with differ-
ent construction systems. Some cost
more than others, so your selection
may be a matter of economics. Still
others call for less maintenance over
the years. Your choice often boils down
to the type of wood your log producer
offers or suggests.

7Does the moisture content of logs
matter? There is no consensus on

this question. You essentially have the
following options: Timbers that have
dried naturally before being cut are
called standing dead logs. Cut logs that
have undergone a drying process are
kiln-dried or air-dried logs. Many peo-
ple build with “green” logs, which have
a high moisture content. 

Your choice of logs might have an
impact on the selection of other build-
ing materials, as well as on the con-
struction method. Ask the log producer
to advise you on your particular project.

8Are the logs treated with chemi-
cals? If so, what kind? Many log

producers apply a short- or long-term
preservative during the processing
stage. As a general rule, a short-term

preservative goes on areas subject to
high humidity so that the logs will
maintain their color during shipping
and construction. Even then, the appli-
cation is done only in warm months.
Other log producers apply long-term or
permanent preservatives. Usually, these
treatments are to prevent wood deteri-
oration caused by insects, mold,
mildew and fungus.

Preservatives sometimes affect the
selection of stains and caulking used to
achieve a specific look. Ask the pro-
ducer whether the logs for your home
will be treated and how long the pro-
tection will last.

9Do logs come already cut to size?
A log home package typically

comes in one of two ways. One of those
is the precut package. Logs are cut at
the processing plant and delivered
already sized so that the frame can be
constructed without saws and drills.
They also may include the convenience
of pre-drilled holes for electrical wiring.

The second kind includes logs that
must be cut to the correct length and
notched at the building site. Within
this second category, you have two
options: a partially precut package or a
random-length package. Partially pre-
cut logs require less preparation work
onsite than the random-length variety.

One method is no better than the
other. A prepared package is more
expensive but quicker to construct,
thus eliminating expensive onsite
work. If you are planning to complete
some of the work yourself, you may pre-
fer to spend less money upfront and
invest more time in hands-on work.

10What are log profiles? The term
“profile” refers to the shape of

the logs. The most common are round,
square, rectangular and what are called
D-logs. Often, these are embellished
with curves and beveled edges. 

The choice of profiles to a great
extent determines the appearance of a
log home. Ask to see examples of how
the logs will look after they are stacked.
This result is impacted by several fac-
tors: the height and width of the logs;
the butt joints, which are the vertical
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intersections created where the ends of
the logs meet; and the horizontal joints
established by the intersection of the
tops and bottoms of logs. 

Structural differences between var-
ious profiles usually are not a concern.
Log home producers tend to offer an
array of log profiles to increase their
product’s appeal to customers.

Production

11What does my log package
include? A complete list of what

is included in your package is part of
the bill of materials. It is a key element
of the contract you sign with the log
producer. Review the bill of materials
carefully. It should cite a specific and
detailed list of not only the materials,
but also the services for which you are
paying. Look for items such as:
• Wood species and grade for all struc-

tural components;
• Type of log profile;
• Degree of precutting;
• Moisture content of the logs when

they leave the plant;
• Preservative treatment;
• Type and number of fasteners;
• Type, amount and quality of sealants;
• Grading certificate for the logs, if

applicable;
• Quality, level or grade of all compo-

nents in the package you select;
• Number of sets of blueprints included;
• Cost of delivery and whether it is

part of the package price; and
• Cost of each item to compare them

with the price of local materials. 

12What are purchase agreements?
This is the contract you sign with

the log producer. It should incorporate
the price, payment terms and provisions
for canceling the deal. A bill of materi-
als is an important component, as it lists
the products and services you are pur-
chasing. The agreement should include
written verification of verbal promises
and commitments. Be sure the log pro-
duction company includes the warranty
and double-check that warranties for
any other products are included.

13How are logs delivered? Some log
producers include delivery in the

price of the package. Others charge for
delivery separately, usually as a flat fee or
a variable fee based on mileage. To track
the progress of your delivery, ask whether
logs are transported via common carrier
or by trucks the company owns.

Other questions will come to mind,
too. How far in advance does the log
producer notify you of the date and
time of delivery? Does the driver
unload the package, or are you respon-
sible for having the materials removed?
Who supplies and pays for equipment
to unload the truck? If the truck is late,
who pays for the overtime fees and
rental equipment? How much space
does the truck require for onsite
maneuverability?

Construction

14Who builds log homes? Think
of buying a log home package

and its construction as two separate
issues. Some log producers limit their
work to making and selling the pack-
age. Others not only make and sell the
package, but they also build it.

Selecting someone to build your
home may be a deciding factor in the
log producer you choose. For example,
if you already have a builder, or plan to
build the house yourself, you may want
a producer that only supplies the pack-
age. But, if you haven’t selected a
builder, you may choose a producer
that doubles as the general contractor. 

When talking to log producers,
find out about the services they offer. If
they don’t have a network of builders,

will they assist your builder? For a fee,
some will assemble the components.
Others will consult with your builder to
ensure the work is completed correctly.
This is an important service for owner-
builders to know about. 

15Is one building system better
than another? No particular log

construction method is sufficiently
superior to persuade you to reject all
others. Of all the log home producers in
North America, it’s doubtful that any
use the exact same combination of
methods and materials. Their products
have been incorporated into hundreds
and, in some cases, thousands of homes.

Instead of concentrating on the
technical details of log home construc-
tion, focus on how the method com-
plies with the building code in your
area. Also, inquire about how the sys-
tem accommodates settling and
whether the logs are graded. 

After discussing these points with
potential log producers, turn inward.
You likely have received “vibes” or had
gut feelings about the people you have
talked to. Do they strike you as being
straightforward, competent and hon-
est? Do you feel comfortable talking
with them? Can they communicate
clearly? Would you trust them to be in
your home when you aren’t there?
Check references and interview former
clients. Ask them directly—did the
producers do what they said they
would, when they said they would and
in the way they said they would?

Though your relationship with
your log producer and builder will be
brief, it will be intense. And the result
of your collaboration affects the way
you live for years, even decades. So,
take all the time necessary to make
informed, intelligent decisions. Listen
to experienced professionals, people
who have built their own home as well
as your own intuition. The result will
be a beautiful, functional living envi-
ronment that you can call home. 

This article is reprinted from our 2003 Log
Home Living Annual Buyer’s Guide
which can be ordered from our online
bookstore at www.loghomeliving.com

Instead of focusing
on the technical

details of log home
construction, focus
on how the method
complies with the
building code in 

your area.

Reprinted with permission of Log Home Living®

101_premium_rpp_q6.qxd  7/10/06  2:40 PM  Page 4


