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Problem statement

Cob houses and natural building materials offer 

an alternative building method with a variety of 

benefits. While this could benefit those interested 

in building their own home, many aren’t even 

aware of the option



What is cob?

Cob is an earthen building material comprised of 

four simple natural materials: clay (binder), sand 

(strength), straw (reinforcement), and 

water (to mix). 

There are many benefits to building with cob, 

including durability, greatly reduced environmental 

impact, and financial empowerment. 
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Linda Smiley’s ‘Heart House’, one of the first cob
houses built in the United States

This group is working to put a roof onto this 
partially completed cob house



Why cob?

The construction industry is a major cause of min-

ing and industrial processing, with all their at-

tendant pollution, ecological havoc, and social 

disruption. Modern building materials depend on 

mining: gypsum for drywall; iron for rebar, hard-

ware, and roofing; lime for cement. And every 

material used in a typical modern building is the 

product of energy intensive processing. The lum-

ber mills, the steel foundries, the factories making 

plywood and chipboard, the industrial plants using 

tremendous heat to turn minerals into cement –all 

consume vast quantities of power, supplied by the 

combustion of coal and oil, the damming of rivers, 

and the splitting of atoms.

These manufacturing processes release toxic 

effluent into the water and hazardous chemicals 

into the air. Once made, these materials depend 

on fleets of polluting trucks to deliver them, 

usually from hundreds of miles away. A major 

byproduct of all industrial construction and 

destruction is landfill waste, which comprises 

25 percent of landfill volume.

Seventy-five percent of all trees cut in North 

America are used in construction. The United 

States lost 15/16ths of its original forest, and 

the lumber industry is trying to cut down the

last sixteenth.

SOURCE
Ianto Evans and Michael G. Smith, The Hand-Sculpted House. 
White River Junction, Vermont: Chelsea Green Publishing Company, 
2002.
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By substituting earth for wood in the walls, fl oors, and fi nishes in a standard 2,000 square-foot house, 

we can save 60-80 percent of the lumber. Earthen construction generates no air or water pollution. 

Excess material goes right back into the ground, effectively unaltered.

25% 

of landfill volume

is comprised of

industrial construction

and deconstruction

byproducts

75% 

of all trees cut

in north america 

are used in

construction
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Natural builders

Cob houses can usually be built by the owner. 

You don’t need a degree in architecture 

or to be a structural engineer to build a cob 

home. Many people build their own homes 

after taking a one weeklong cob building 

workshop. It is very rewarding to be able 

to build your home with your own two hands.

The benefits cob has to offer can benefit anyone 

how has the vision to see its potential. Cob 

is a recent arrival in the United States. Except 

for adobe in the Southwest, earthen building 

is virtually unknown here. For that reason 

I decided it was important to keep the audience 

as broad as possible, and instead focus on 

spreading general awareness of the topic and 

making the benefits clear. 



Benchmarking
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Exisiting sites

By benchmarking existing websites that focus on 

cob houses and natural building, I was able to 

determine what resources already exist on the sub-

ject. This process also helped me to evaluate the 

strengths and weakness of existing sites to help me 

determine where improvements might be made. 

I was able to take away several lessons from bench-

marking these sites. Current resources contain 

information that is either a simplified overview of 

the subject, or extremely detailed information on 

the building process. There are few resources that 

bridge the gap between introducing the concept 

and learning detailed building techniques. Of the 

sites I evalutaed, the development of visual style 

varied and often tended to be somewhat unconsid-

ered and ultimately unengaging.



cob cottage co.
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PRos Cons

•	A large selection of cob related books and   	

DVD’s for sale.

•	 Information on cob workshops for those inter-

ested in-depth learning.

•	Galleries of pictures of all things cob, great for 

inspiration

•	Authors Ianto Evans and Linda Smiley brought 

cob to the United States for the first time in the 

1990’s.

•	 Introductory information is shallow and makes 

little mention of cob’s benefits.

•	Visual design is somewhat unconsidered.



This cob house
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PRos Cons

•	Contains good introductory information on cob 

and does a good job of explaining the benefits 

available, although the information is slightly 

buried.

•	This site offers workshops, consulting, and build-

ing plans and designs for purchase.

•	Blog has a lot of good articles on a variety of 

cob-related topics.

•	Gives visitors the feeling the site is trying to sell 

them something.

•	The only books for sale are written by site’s 

author.

•	While the visual design is slightly more consid-

ered than other sites it still leaves something to be 

desired.



cob cottage co.
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PRos Cons

•	Probably the most considered visual design of 

sites benchmarked. 

•	 Information on workshops for those interested 

in hands on learning.

•	Gallery contains interior and exterior pictures 

of several completed cob homes, great for inspi-

ration.

•	A short FAQ page provides little introductory 

information for those not familiar with this topic.

•	Only two articles available on the ‘Articles’ 

page. 



Early
Concepts
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These early sketches show wireframes. These wireframes helped me think 

through the placement and hierarchy of elements on the pages of the site. 



Above are several early attempts at designing a wordmark for my site. I fi rst 

tried experimenting with a more illustrative, blocky style imitating the blocks 

used to build cob. Later attempts made use of hand-crafted display fonts.
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These are some early attempts at designing a homepage for my site. I experi-

mented with different combinations of photography, type, and word mark 

treatments. These early explorations helped me start to define the aesthetic 

and visual style that I wanted to communicate through this site. 



Visual
Development
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When looking for visual inspiration, I decided to look to craft beer and coffee 

websites. The visual design of these sites did a good job of communicating a 

natural and handcrafted aesthetic; values that I also wanted to communicate 

through my design. These sites helped infl uence the colors, textures, type, and 

photography styles used in my site.



color selection
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typography & logo

Body Copy
17pt, Joesfin Sans, Regular

Bacon ipsum dolor amet cillum elit sausage esse, 
ut pork sirloin tenderloin lorem. Ground round meat
loaf sunt tail est, aliquip beef deserunt. Officia adipisicing 
pork belly aliquip, consectetur ut bacon. Pork chop 
reprehenderit ut brisket. Rump bresaola do turkey, brisket  .

Heading 1    
82pt, Cubano

COB 
HOUSES
For All

Heading 2
41pt, Josefin Sans, Bold

Natural,
Hand-crafted,
Friendly

Heading 3 (Display)
24pt, Woodland

Hello World (Bold),

Hello World (O utline),

Hello World (Thin)



Design
Iteration
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LOGO/ WORDMARK

What is Cob? Why Build with Cob? Plan your Cob Home Blog

What is cob?

Cob is an earthen building material comprised of clay (binder), sand (strength), straw (reinforcement), and water (to mix). 
Building with cob involves using the hands and feet to mix together ingredients. Cob can be used to build 

a wood �re oven, a bench, or sculptures in a way that is similar to sculpting with clay.
 In particular cob is useful as a building material for homes. 

A Brief History of Cob

Unbaked earth is one of the oldest building materials on the planet; it was used to construct 
the �rst permanent human settlements around ten thousand years ago. Because of its versatility 

and widespread availability, earth has been used on every continent and in every age.

How Cob is Made

Cob FAQs

Sand

Water

Clay

Straw

Cob in England

Historic England Cob

Cob in the United States

<Possible Collapsible content or Redirect to new page>

The word cob comes from an old English root meaning a lump or rounded mass. Cob building arose in England 
by the 13th century and became the norm in many parts of Britain by the 15th century. It remained that way 

until industrialization and cheap transportation made brick widely available in the mid-1800s. 
Cob was particularly common in southwestern England and in Wales, where the subsoil was a sandy clay and other 

building materials such as wood and stone were scarce. 

Thousands of comfortable and picturesque cob homes in England have been continuously occupied 
for many centuries and now command very high market values. In the late 1990s an estimated 

twenty thousand cob homes remained in use in the county of Devon alone. Cob cottages, with their 
thatched roofs are now valued as snug, historical, and picturesque home

In the early 1990s Ianto Evans and Linda Smiley began building some of the �rst cob houses in the United States. 
Inspired by a research trip to Ireland and Wales studying traditional cob homes and experience building 

fuel-saving cookstoves in Guatemala, Evans and Smiley built some of the �rst american cob homes in the state 
of Oregon. With recent rises in the price of lumber and increasing interest in natural and environmentally 

safe building practices, cob is enjoying a renaissance in the United States. In this age 
of environmental degradation, dwindling natural resources, and chemical toxins hidden in our homes, 

doesn't it make sense to return to nature's most abundant, cheap and healthy building material?

Orgeon Cob

<Scrolling Animation of Mixing Cob>

Left unprotected, a cob wall exposed to the elements will wash away over a long period time. Proper design with 
a large overhanging roof can easily prevent this from happening. A cob wall also needs a well-built, high foundation 

that will keep water from splashing up onto the lower parts of the wall. Taking the time to design 
a proper roof and foundation is known as having “a good hat and a good pair of boots.” Beyond that, an exterior 

plaster �nish will protect the integrity of the wall from any rain that blows sideways.

How long will a cob house last?
Cob as we know it originated in Wales and southern England. Many of these homes are over 500 years old! 

With proper design and regular maintenance, a cob home can literally last for centuries.

What is thermal mass?
Thermal mass is the ability to store heat and release it as the ambient temperature cools. This means that 

once cob is heated it stay warm long into the night. This works with cooling as well.

How large can cob houses be built?
The quick, silly answer to that question is “About as big as your check book.” There are 7-story earthen homes 

in the Middle East. Cob can go big! Our follow-up question, however is always the same:”How big of a house do you really need?” 
This question is meant to provoke both practical and philosophical consideration. It is an important 

question to be able to answer before taking on a building project. 
As Ianto once told Pat: “It is far better to live in a small �nished house than a large un�nished one.”

I have never built anything. Can I build my own home?
This is something only you can truly answer. We have seen many people who start out with no experience build 

incredibly beautiful, one-of-a-kind homes. If you are unsure, a workshop is a great place to start. 
While learning the basic skills for yourself, you will likely meet new friends who will be the �rst to line up when 

you need help on your own project. We have seen it happen time and time again.

How much will building a cob home cost?
If you are willing to do the work yourself, the materials are, as they say, are ‘dirt cheap.’ That said, it is safest to assume 

that the cost of your stunning, one-of-a-kind cob is roughly equivalent to building a stick-frame, nondescript rancher: 
Approximatey $150-$200 per sq ft. The materials (sand, clay, straw etc.) are notably less than what you would expect 

to pay with traditional building methods (i.e lumber, cement, plywood etc.), but mixing and building with 
cob is very labour intensive and hiring workers can add up quickly. Learning how to do the work yourself at a workshop, 

or enlisting the help of others through work parties, workshops, friends and family are all ways 
to help reduce your out�ow of cash.

How is cob di�erent from Adobe?
Cob is one of many methods for building with raw earth, the world's commonest 

construction material. It surpasses related techniques such as adobe, rammed earth 
pise, and compressed earth bricks both in ease of construction and freedom of design. 

Since you don't need straight forms or rectilinear molds, cob lends itself to organic 
shapes: curved walls, arches and vaults. Building with cob is a sensory and aesthetic 
experience like sculpting with clay. You can add on, cut out, or reshape at any time, 

even after the cob is dry. Unlike adobe, cob can be built in cool damp climates like the 
Paci�c Northwest: its resistance to rain and cold makes cob well suited in all but the 

coldest parts of America.

Why haven’t I heard of cob before?
Cob is a recent arrival in the United States. Except for adobe in the Southwest, earthen 

building is virtually unknown here. In other parts of the world, cob and similar techniques 
have been popular for millennia. Throughout Western Europe, many of the picturesque 
stuccoed or whitewashed buildings are actually made of cob. In England there are tens 

of thousands of comfortable cob homes, many of which have been continuously 
inhabited for over 500 years. The durability and comfort of these valuable houses has 
sparked a renaissance in traditional cob centers such as Devon, where cob homes are 

again being built.

Why doesn’t it wash away in the rain?
Cob is very resistant to weathering. Because of its porous nature, it withstands long 

periods of rain without weakening. However, too much exposure is best avoided by the 
"boots and cap" strategy: wide roof eaves to protect the walls and an impervious 

foundation. In windy areas a lime-sand plaster is traditionally used to protect exterior cob walls.

What about earthquakes?
No building system is earthquake proof under every seismic condition, but part of the 

Great Pyramids and the Great Wall of China are made of earth. The oldest inhabited 
structure in the U.S., Taos Pueblo, is earthen construction. A cob mansion in Nelson, 

New Zealand has survived without a crack, two major earthquakes which destroyed the 
town around it. In South Yemen, in a fault zone, there are Medieval earthen houses 13 
stories high. Since a cob building is one monolithic unit reinforced by straw, it has no 
weak straight-line mortar joints, making it stronger than brick or block. The curve and 

taper we give "Oregon cob" walls make them even stronger.

Isn’t it cold and damp inside?
Winter visitors to our cob buildings in Oregon often comment on how warm and dry they 

feel. Cob walls one to two feet thick provide immense thermal mass and adequate 
insulation, ideal for passive solar construction. Cob structures require little additional 

heating in winter and remain cool and comfortable on hot summer days. As it is �reproof, 
cob can be used for building ovens, stoves and chimneys. One of our favorite designs is 

a cob bench or bed heated by the �ue of a wood burning stove.

How fast can I build with cob?
The rate of building depends on weather and the size of your workforce; in dry weather 
we build up to a foot of height per day. In wood construction, the frame is a tiny part of 
the work, but a cob wall once built is �nished apart from the plaster. Pipes and wires are 

laid directly in place and there's no need for sheet rock, tape, spackling, sanding, 
painting, sheathing, or vapor barriers. But racing to build fast is missing the point and 

half the fun. Unlike conventional modern building with its frenetic pace, power tools, and 
scope for errors and accidents, cob-making is a peaceful, meditative and rhythmic 
exercise. Building cob is easier and more enjoyable with a crew, so it lends itself to 

community projects, building parties and workshops.

What about building codes?
Codes today protect the industrial manufacturers of building components better than 

homeowners. Not surprisingly, there is no code for cob, though nowhere is earthen 
building prohibited. Many cob builders choose not to involve building o�cials and have 

had no problems. Legally permitted cob buildings are beginning to appear; there's 
considerable expense and paperwork involved, as with any permit.

How much does a cob cottage cost?
Cob is one of the cheapest building materials imaginable. Often the soil removed during 

site work is enough to build the walls. The owner-builder can supply the labor, inviting 
friends to join in the excitement of hand sculpting a house. With inventiveness and 

forethought, the costs of other components (doors, windows, roof, �oors, etc.) can be 
extensively reduced. The Cob Cottage Company works primarily with recycled materials 

and handwork lumber. Using local materials such as poles, bamboo, stone, and cedar 
shakes, our second cottage was completed for $500.

Does cob building require an expert?
Absolutely not! Once the basics are understood, cob building is amazingly simple. In a 

week you can learn how to select materials, prepare a mix, and build a wall. We can 
show you everything you need to build your cob cottage: site selection, foundations, 

windows and doors, attachment of wood and other materials, detail work and �nishing. 
Many with no previous building experience leave our complex feeling con�dent and 

enthusiastic about building their own cob cottage.

<Possible Collapsible content or Redirect to new page>

What is cob? Why Cob? Build YOur Own BLog

what is cob?

Cob is an earthen building material comprised of four simple natural materials: 
clay (binder), sand (strength), straw (reinforcement), and water (to mix). 

Building with cob involves using the hands and feet to mix together ingredients. 
Cob can be used to build a wood fire oven, a bench, or sculptures in a way that is similar 

to sculpting with clay. In particular cob is useful as a building material for homes. 

CLay Straw

Sand Water

What is cob?

How cob is made

how it’s made

A brief history of cob

Unbaked earth is one of the oldest building materials on the planet; it was used to construct 
the first permanent human settlements around ten thousand years ago. Because of its versatility 

and widespread availability, earth has been used as a building material on every continent 
and in every age.

history of cob

F.a.q.s

cob in england

The word cob comes from an old English root meaning 
a lump or rounded mass. Cob building arose in England 
by the 13th century and became the norm in many parts 
of Britain by the 15th century. It remained that way 
until industrialization and cheap transportation made 
brick widely available in the mid-1800s. 
Cob was particularly common in southwestern England 
and in Wales, where the subsoil was a sandy clay and 
other building materials such as wood and stone 
were scarce. 

Thousands of comfortable and picturesque cob homes in England have been continuously 
occupied for many centuries and now command very high market values. In the late 1990s 
an estimated twenty thousand cob homes remained in use in the county of Devon alone. 
Cob cottages, with their thatched roofs are now valued as snug, historical, 
and picturesque homes.

cob in The United States

In the early 1990s Ianto Evans and Linda Smiley 
began building some of the first cob houses 
in the United States. Inspired by a research trip 
to Ireland and Wales studying traditional cob 
homes and experience building fuel-saving 
cookstoves in Guatemala, Evans and Smiley built 
some of the first american cob homes in the state 
of Oregon. With recent rises in the price of lumber 
and increasing interest in natural and 
environmentally safe building practices, cob 
is enjoying a renaissance in the United States. 

In this age of environmental degradation, dwindling natural resources, and chemical toxins 
hidden in our homes, doesn't it make sense to return to nature's most abundant, cheap 
and healthy building material?

STEP 1. Add clay

Clay is added to a tarp. 

STEP 2. Add Sand and Water

Sand and Water is added to the clay

until desired consistency is reached 

STEP 3. Add Straw

Straw is added to the mixture. 

STEP 4. Form walls

The mixture is then divided up into loaf shaped
“cobs”. The cobs are then stacked and 

sculpted to form walls.

frequently asked questions

Why haven’t I heard of cob before?

Cob is a recent arrival in the United States. Except for adobe in the Southwest, earthen 
building is virtually unknown here. In other parts of the world, cob and similar techniques 
have been popular for millennia. Throughout Western Europe, many of the picturesque 
stuccoed or whitewashed buildings are actually made of cob. In England there are tens 
of thousands of comfortable cob homes, many of which have been continuously inhabited 
for over 500 years. The durability and comfort of these valuable houses has sparked 
a renaissance in traditional cob centers such as Devon, where cob homes are again 
being built.

Why doesn’t it wash away in the rain?

How long will a cob house last?

Isn’t it cold and damp inside?

Is it well Insulated?

What is thermal mass?

Is it dirty inside?

Does cob work in humid climates?

Is cob earthquake proof?

Will termites eat the straw out of cob?

How is cob different from Adobe?

I have never built anything. 
Can I build my own home?

Does cob building require an expert?

how large can cob house be built?

how much will a cob house cost?

Site Created and Maintained by Dean Nellis 
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What is cob?

Cob is an earthen building material comprised of clay (binder), sand (strength), straw (reinforcement), and water (to mix). 
Building with cob involves using the hands and feet to mix together ingredients. Cob can be used to build 

a wood �re oven, a bench, or sculptures in a way that is similar to sculpting with clay.
 In particular cob is useful as a building material for homes. 

A Brief History of Cob

Unbaked earth is one of the oldest building materials on the planet; it was used to construct 
the �rst permanent human settlements around ten thousand years ago. Because of its versatility 

and widespread availability, earth has been used on every continent and in every age.

How Cob is Made

Cob FAQs

Sand

Water

Clay

Straw

Cob in England

Historic England Cob

Cob in the United States

<Possible Collapsible content or Redirect to new page>

The word cob comes from an old English root meaning a lump or rounded mass. Cob building arose in England 
by the 13th century and became the norm in many parts of Britain by the 15th century. It remained that way 

until industrialization and cheap transportation made brick widely available in the mid-1800s. 
Cob was particularly common in southwestern England and in Wales, where the subsoil was a sandy clay and other 

building materials such as wood and stone were scarce. 

Thousands of comfortable and picturesque cob homes in England have been continuously occupied 
for many centuries and now command very high market values. In the late 1990s an estimated 

twenty thousand cob homes remained in use in the county of Devon alone. Cob cottages, with their 
thatched roofs are now valued as snug, historical, and picturesque home

In the early 1990s Ianto Evans and Linda Smiley began building some of the �rst cob houses in the United States. 
Inspired by a research trip to Ireland and Wales studying traditional cob homes and experience building 

fuel-saving cookstoves in Guatemala, Evans and Smiley built some of the �rst american cob homes in the state 
of Oregon. With recent rises in the price of lumber and increasing interest in natural and environmentally 

safe building practices, cob is enjoying a renaissance in the United States. In this age 
of environmental degradation, dwindling natural resources, and chemical toxins hidden in our homes, 

doesn't it make sense to return to nature's most abundant, cheap and healthy building material?

Orgeon Cob

<Scrolling Animation of Mixing Cob>

Left unprotected, a cob wall exposed to the elements will wash away over a long period time. Proper design with 
a large overhanging roof can easily prevent this from happening. A cob wall also needs a well-built, high foundation 

that will keep water from splashing up onto the lower parts of the wall. Taking the time to design 
a proper roof and foundation is known as having “a good hat and a good pair of boots.” Beyond that, an exterior 

plaster �nish will protect the integrity of the wall from any rain that blows sideways.

How long will a cob house last?
Cob as we know it originated in Wales and southern England. Many of these homes are over 500 years old! 

With proper design and regular maintenance, a cob home can literally last for centuries.

What is thermal mass?
Thermal mass is the ability to store heat and release it as the ambient temperature cools. This means that 

once cob is heated it stay warm long into the night. This works with cooling as well.

How large can cob houses be built?
The quick, silly answer to that question is “About as big as your check book.” There are 7-story earthen homes 

in the Middle East. Cob can go big! Our follow-up question, however is always the same:”How big of a house do you really need?” 
This question is meant to provoke both practical and philosophical consideration. It is an important 

question to be able to answer before taking on a building project. 
As Ianto once told Pat: “It is far better to live in a small �nished house than a large un�nished one.”

I have never built anything. Can I build my own home?
This is something only you can truly answer. We have seen many people who start out with no experience build 

incredibly beautiful, one-of-a-kind homes. If you are unsure, a workshop is a great place to start. 
While learning the basic skills for yourself, you will likely meet new friends who will be the �rst to line up when 

you need help on your own project. We have seen it happen time and time again.

How much will building a cob home cost?
If you are willing to do the work yourself, the materials are, as they say, are ‘dirt cheap.’ That said, it is safest to assume 

that the cost of your stunning, one-of-a-kind cob is roughly equivalent to building a stick-frame, nondescript rancher: 
Approximatey $150-$200 per sq ft. The materials (sand, clay, straw etc.) are notably less than what you would expect 

to pay with traditional building methods (i.e lumber, cement, plywood etc.), but mixing and building with 
cob is very labour intensive and hiring workers can add up quickly. Learning how to do the work yourself at a workshop, 

or enlisting the help of others through work parties, workshops, friends and family are all ways 
to help reduce your out�ow of cash.

How is cob di�erent from Adobe?
Cob is one of many methods for building with raw earth, the world's commonest 

construction material. It surpasses related techniques such as adobe, rammed earth 
pise, and compressed earth bricks both in ease of construction and freedom of design. 

Since you don't need straight forms or rectilinear molds, cob lends itself to organic 
shapes: curved walls, arches and vaults. Building with cob is a sensory and aesthetic 
experience like sculpting with clay. You can add on, cut out, or reshape at any time, 

even after the cob is dry. Unlike adobe, cob can be built in cool damp climates like the 
Paci�c Northwest: its resistance to rain and cold makes cob well suited in all but the 

coldest parts of America.

Why haven’t I heard of cob before?
Cob is a recent arrival in the United States. Except for adobe in the Southwest, earthen 

building is virtually unknown here. In other parts of the world, cob and similar techniques 
have been popular for millennia. Throughout Western Europe, many of the picturesque 
stuccoed or whitewashed buildings are actually made of cob. In England there are tens 

of thousands of comfortable cob homes, many of which have been continuously 
inhabited for over 500 years. The durability and comfort of these valuable houses has 
sparked a renaissance in traditional cob centers such as Devon, where cob homes are 

again being built.

Why doesn’t it wash away in the rain?
Cob is very resistant to weathering. Because of its porous nature, it withstands long 

periods of rain without weakening. However, too much exposure is best avoided by the 
"boots and cap" strategy: wide roof eaves to protect the walls and an impervious 

foundation. In windy areas a lime-sand plaster is traditionally used to protect exterior cob walls.

What about earthquakes?
No building system is earthquake proof under every seismic condition, but part of the 

Great Pyramids and the Great Wall of China are made of earth. The oldest inhabited 
structure in the U.S., Taos Pueblo, is earthen construction. A cob mansion in Nelson, 

New Zealand has survived without a crack, two major earthquakes which destroyed the 
town around it. In South Yemen, in a fault zone, there are Medieval earthen houses 13 
stories high. Since a cob building is one monolithic unit reinforced by straw, it has no 
weak straight-line mortar joints, making it stronger than brick or block. The curve and 

taper we give "Oregon cob" walls make them even stronger.

Isn’t it cold and damp inside?
Winter visitors to our cob buildings in Oregon often comment on how warm and dry they 

feel. Cob walls one to two feet thick provide immense thermal mass and adequate 
insulation, ideal for passive solar construction. Cob structures require little additional 

heating in winter and remain cool and comfortable on hot summer days. As it is �reproof, 
cob can be used for building ovens, stoves and chimneys. One of our favorite designs is 

a cob bench or bed heated by the �ue of a wood burning stove.

How fast can I build with cob?
The rate of building depends on weather and the size of your workforce; in dry weather 
we build up to a foot of height per day. In wood construction, the frame is a tiny part of 
the work, but a cob wall once built is �nished apart from the plaster. Pipes and wires are 

laid directly in place and there's no need for sheet rock, tape, spackling, sanding, 
painting, sheathing, or vapor barriers. But racing to build fast is missing the point and 

half the fun. Unlike conventional modern building with its frenetic pace, power tools, and 
scope for errors and accidents, cob-making is a peaceful, meditative and rhythmic 
exercise. Building cob is easier and more enjoyable with a crew, so it lends itself to 

community projects, building parties and workshops.

What about building codes?
Codes today protect the industrial manufacturers of building components better than 

homeowners. Not surprisingly, there is no code for cob, though nowhere is earthen 
building prohibited. Many cob builders choose not to involve building o�cials and have 

had no problems. Legally permitted cob buildings are beginning to appear; there's 
considerable expense and paperwork involved, as with any permit.

How much does a cob cottage cost?
Cob is one of the cheapest building materials imaginable. Often the soil removed during 

site work is enough to build the walls. The owner-builder can supply the labor, inviting 
friends to join in the excitement of hand sculpting a house. With inventiveness and 

forethought, the costs of other components (doors, windows, roof, �oors, etc.) can be 
extensively reduced. The Cob Cottage Company works primarily with recycled materials 

and handwork lumber. Using local materials such as poles, bamboo, stone, and cedar 
shakes, our second cottage was completed for $500.

Does cob building require an expert?
Absolutely not! Once the basics are understood, cob building is amazingly simple. In a 

week you can learn how to select materials, prepare a mix, and build a wall. We can 
show you everything you need to build your cob cottage: site selection, foundations, 

windows and doors, attachment of wood and other materials, detail work and �nishing. 
Many with no previous building experience leave our complex feeling con�dent and 

enthusiastic about building their own cob cottage.
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what is cob?

Cob is an earthen building material comprised of four simple natural materials: 
clay (binder), sand (strength), straw (reinforcement), and water (to mix). 

Building with cob involves using the hands and feet to mix together ingredients. 
Cob can be used to build a wood fire oven, a bench, or sculptures in a way that is similar 

to sculpting with clay. In particular cob is useful as a building material for homes. 

CLay Straw

Sand Water

What is cob?

How cob is made

how it’s made

A brief history of cob

Unbaked earth is one of the oldest building materials on the planet; it was used to construct 
the first permanent human settlements around ten thousand years ago. Because of its versatility 

and widespread availability, earth has been used as a building material on every continent 
and in every age.

history of cob

F.a.q.s

cob in england

The word cob comes from an old English root meaning 
a lump or rounded mass. Cob building arose in England 
by the 13th century and became the norm in many parts 
of Britain by the 15th century. It remained that way 
until industrialization and cheap transportation made 
brick widely available in the mid-1800s. 
Cob was particularly common in southwestern England 
and in Wales, where the subsoil was a sandy clay and 
other building materials such as wood and stone 
were scarce. 

Thousands of comfortable and picturesque cob homes in England have been continuously 
occupied for many centuries and now command very high market values. In the late 1990s 
an estimated twenty thousand cob homes remained in use in the county of Devon alone. 
Cob cottages, with their thatched roofs are now valued as snug, historical, 
and picturesque homes.

cob in The United States

In the early 1990s Ianto Evans and Linda Smiley 
began building some of the first cob houses 
in the United States. Inspired by a research trip 
to Ireland and Wales studying traditional cob 
homes and experience building fuel-saving 
cookstoves in Guatemala, Evans and Smiley built 
some of the first american cob homes in the state 
of Oregon. With recent rises in the price of lumber 
and increasing interest in natural and 
environmentally safe building practices, cob 
is enjoying a renaissance in the United States. 

In this age of environmental degradation, dwindling natural resources, and chemical toxins 
hidden in our homes, doesn't it make sense to return to nature's most abundant, cheap 
and healthy building material?

STEP 1. Add clay

Clay is added to a tarp. 

STEP 2. Add Sand and Water

Sand and Water is added to the clay

until desired consistency is reached 

STEP 3. Add Straw

Straw is added to the mixture. 

STEP 4. Form walls

The mixture is then divided up into loaf shaped
“cobs”. The cobs are then stacked and 

sculpted to form walls.

frequently asked questions

Why haven’t I heard of cob before?

Cob is a recent arrival in the United States. Except for adobe in the Southwest, earthen 
building is virtually unknown here. In other parts of the world, cob and similar techniques 
have been popular for millennia. Throughout Western Europe, many of the picturesque 
stuccoed or whitewashed buildings are actually made of cob. In England there are tens 
of thousands of comfortable cob homes, many of which have been continuously inhabited 
for over 500 years. The durability and comfort of these valuable houses has sparked 
a renaissance in traditional cob centers such as Devon, where cob homes are again 
being built.

Why doesn’t it wash away in the rain?

How long will a cob house last?

Isn’t it cold and damp inside?

Is it well Insulated?

What is thermal mass?

Is it dirty inside?

Does cob work in humid climates?

Is cob earthquake proof?

Will termites eat the straw out of cob?

How is cob different from Adobe?

I have never built anything. 
Can I build my own home?

Does cob building require an expert?

how large can cob house be built?

how much will a cob house cost?
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