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hoosing barn materials is a balancing act involving 
appearance, cost, safety, durability, and personal prefer-
ence (fig. 8.1). It’s easy to take barn materials for granted. 
After all, a barn is a barn, right? Wrong. When building a 
barn for horses you need to consider their size, heft, and 
habits, which vary considerably from those of sheep and 
pot bellied pigs. 

Horses are nomadic, and when you thwart their basic 
urge to move by confining them to stalls or small pens 
without providing sufficient exercise their frustration 
will find an outlet. Walls act as barriers to keep horses in 
or out of specified areas, a task for which your choice of 
materials is especially critical. Any wall covering (panel-
ing, siding, lining) that horses can contact must be safe 
and durable. A restless 1,200-pound horse can unleash 
a lot of energy through chewing, pawing, kicking, and 
rubbing. These activities can damage facilities and injure 
the horse if materials are not chosen wisely and installed 
carefully. Wall covering should be smooth and hard, so 
there is no place for a horse’s teeth to get a purchase and 
there should be no sharp edges or protrusions that could 
cut a horse’s skin. There is a vast selection of materials 
for interior and exterior wall covering, but only a few 
are suitable for use with horses. 

Flooring materials warrant special mention because 
they determine the efficiency, enjoyment, and safety 
of all barn activities and largely define the character of 
the barn. An aisle floor should be smooth and level so 
a horse or handler doesn’t trip; yet it should have trac-
tion to prevent slipping. The softer and more shock-
absorbing a floor is, the less likely a person or horse will 
be injured if they fall. All floors should be easy to clean, 
and sturdy enough to withstand traffic, whether from 
vehicles or hooves. Stall floors present more problems 
because they must withstand extreme moisture from the 
gallons of urine a horse produces each day plus constant 
concentrated impact from hooves.

A roof has a large surface area that is vulnerable to air-
borne sparks and embers. A barn’s number-one defense 
against wildfire is a fire-resistant roof. The more com-
mon, but no less important, duty of a roofing material 
is to keep the inside of the barn dry. The number-one 

cause of building deterioration is moisture. Pay atten-
tion to roof slope when choosing roofing (see Roof 
Terms, p. 22). Low slope roofs, less than 4/12, require 
low-slope roofing, which is generally capable of holding 
standing water. Inappropriate roofing can allow water 
to back up under the roofing such as when ice or snow 
builds up at the eaves. Shingles, for example, are classi-
fied as steep-sloped roofing and are not generally recom-
mended for slopes of less than 4/12.

Making a choice
Choices of materials dictate not only how your barn will 
look, but also how it will sound and how safe it will be. 
Rubber brick or mats in the aisle, for example, will hush 
the clip clop of hooves, while concrete or wood will 
make hooves sing. Tile or asphalt roofing will muffle 
the sound of hail while steel roofing will amplify it like 
a thousand teenage drummers gone mad. 

Don’t be afraid to consider materials you are unfamil-
iar with. Seek advice and feedback from horse owners 
and builders of horse facilities in your area. 

Following are descriptions of materials used in horse 
barns and reasons why certain materials work better than 
others for various applications. In many cases, you will 
be limited by the selection of products available at your 
local building supply store. But if you know enough 

Chapter Eight 

Choosing Materials

8.1 Choose safe, durable barn materials that fit your environment, 
your horsekeeping style, and your budget.
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about a material to explain what you are looking for, 
most retailers will be happy to search their catalogs and 
order products they don’t normally stock.

natural flooring Materials
Earth and similar materials are often used as flooring 
because they are inexpensive and available, often being 
already in place. Dirt, road base, and clay can provide 
cushion and traction without being overly abrasive. 
The trouble is these natural floors are readily softened 
by urine. Holes and depressions can easily form where  
horses paw or habitually stand and turn. These materi-
als are slow to dry, promote odors, and are difficult 
to clean. Horses on damp footing are more likely to 
develop thrush and white line infections than if they 
were on dry footing.

native soil
Dirt is often used tempo-
rarily and ends up being 
the final floor by default. 
Depending on where you 
live, dirt can vary from 
loose and sandy to hard 
clay, from thick powder 
to hard as concrete, from 
dusty to muddy. Traffic 
patterns can result in an 
uneven floor with dips near 
doors and holes from paw-
ing horses. Maintaining a 
dirt floor is a never-ending 
task that includes filling 
holes, tamping or rolling to  
compact the fill, and leveling. 

sand 
Sand varies from clean masonry sand to dirty and dusty 
fill sand. It is inexpensive (being native soil in some 
areas), quiet, and perhaps the safest floor to fall on. But 
sand is constantly shifting underfoot and dust from sand 
can quickly cover everything in the barn. If sand is your 
native soil, mix it with dirt or road base and cover it 
with something solid.

Sand is an especially poor choice for stalls. Its loose 
surface allows feed, bedding, and manure to become 
churned into the sand. A horse eating off the stall floor 
will surely ingest sand, which can lead to sand colic, a 
potentially life-threatening condition. 

road base
This mixture of dirt and gravel varies in composition 
depending on location. Road base can be heavy in 
clay and can pack very hard or be loose and dusty. It 
has the same disadvantages as dirt and is unsuitable as a 
permanent floor but it does make a good base for almost 
any solid flooring. Road base is classified by size of the 
gravel it contains, with 3⁄4-inch being best suited for a 
barn floor base.

gravel 
Crushed rock comes in various sizes and purity grades. It 
drains extremely well and makes a good base for many 
types of solid flooring. But, like sand, gravel is unstable 
underfoot and is usually dusty, so is unsuitable as a  
finished floor.

In stalls, feeding on gravel can cause horses to ingest 
small particles, which can lead to mineral formation in 

their intestines called enter-
oliths. Plus, gravel can work 
into the bottom of hooves 
and cause abscesses.

Masonry/concrete
Masonry includes concrete 
block, brick, and stone—
individual elements that 
are held together by mortar. 
Concrete, often mistakenly 
called cement, is comprised 
of cement, sand, gravel,  
and water. It is poured  
into forms, sets hard as rock  
and is the most durable  

commonly used building material ever invented. Fiber 
cement is a mixture of Portland cement, sand, cellulose, 
silica, and additives, which are molded into siding and 
roofing products.

foundations
Because concrete can support an incredible amount of 
weight and is impervious to moisture, fungus, insects, and 
burrowing animals it is ideal for underground supports 
(footings and foundation walls), floors, and driveways.

framing
Masonry buildings are popular in hot climates because 
they tend to stay cool (fig. 8.2, see also fig. 4.13, p. 24). 
But they can be cold and damp in cooler climates if not 
properly engineered. Masonry generally costs more than 
other types of framing, but masonry buildings have mini-

the secret life of roofing

According the American Society of Home Inspectors, 
asphalt shingles generally last 15 to 20 years; metal 
roofing, 15 to 40-plus years; clay/concrete tiles, 20-plus 
years; slate, 30 to 100 years; wood shingle/shakes, 10 
to 40 years. 

The fire resistance of most roofing materials is catego-
rized by UL Class A, B, or C, with Class A being the 
most fire resistant. Class A or B roofing materials, such 
as asphalt shingles, slate, clay tile, or metal, are the best 
choice for a barn.
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Choosing Materials

mal upkeep and often qualify for lower insurance rates 
because of their fire resistance. 

Poured concrete, concrete block, and solid rock walls 
rest directly on footings and require no additional support. 
Brick and stone can be applied to the outside of these 
walls or can be attached to a wood framed wall. 

One thing to know about masonry: it is very unfor-
giving—if a horse kicks a masonry wall, serious injury 
could result to the horse.

siding
Fiber cement planks are typically 5⁄16-inch thick and can 
be smooth or have a wood grain texture. Panels are 
4-feet-wide by 8-feet, 9-feet or 10-feet long and come 
with a smooth, wood grain, or stucco finish. Smooth or 
textured soffit panels are also available. Fiber cement siding 
comes either primed or unfinished and holds paint well. 
Although it commonly comes with a 50-year guarantee, 
it is too brittle to be used on areas of a barn where a horse 
could kick it.

flooring
A properly installed concrete floor is permanent and 
maintenance free (fig. 8.3). It is waterproof and imper-
vious to insects and rodents. It can be finished with a 
smooth or textured surface, depending on intended use. 
A smooth floor would be appropriate in a feed room 
to make sweeping spilled grain easy but would be too  
slippery for an aisle, especially for shod horses and espe-
cially when wet. In traffic areas, a textured surface is  
better for traction, even though it is somewhat harder 
to sweep (see fig. 12.19, p. 158). Since concrete is so 
hard, it is the flooring most likely to cause injury should 
a horse or person fall on it.

Concrete is a good choice for any floor in a barn with 
the exception of stalls. As a stall floor, concrete is too hard 
for a horse to lie on or stand on for long periods. It must 

be used with at least 6 inches of bedding or covered with 
rubber mats. If mats are used, urine can seep between 
the mats and concrete and cause odor problems. 

Brick has been used as a paving material for over 
5,000 years. A floor of common unglazed paving brick 
has fair traction and if installed over a properly com-
pacted base will stay level and last decades (fig. 8.4). 
Many brick streets laid hundreds of years ago are now 
carrying auto as well as horse traffic. But if not installed 
properly, a brick floor can settle unevenly and become 
wavy. Vehicle traffic can result in two parallel troughs 
the length of the barn aisle. In high horse traffic areas, 
depressions can form from the surface of brick wearing 
away and from individual bricks being compacted into 
the base. An uneven brick floor can be difficult to sweep 
clean because of the joints between the bricks. 

roofing
Concrete and clay roof tiles come in a variety of col-
ors and designs and will outlast the life of most barns. 
Concrete tiles are less expensive than clay tiles. Quarried 
slate comes in different colors and grades, depending on 
its origin. It is virtually indestructible and more expen-
sive than other roofing materials and its application 
requires skill and experience. Masonry roofing products 
are heavy and require more support than other types 
of roofing. If you’re considering replacing a different 
type of roof with concrete tile, it’s important to have an 
engineer inspect the barn’s framing to make sure it will 
support the extra weight.

Fiber cement roofing products simulate the look of 
shingles, slate, and shakes. Initial products were very long 
lasting because they contained asbestos fibers. Around 
1990, however, the U.S. government crackdown on  
carcinogens in manufacturing forced roofing manufactur-
ers to switch to less durable cellulose fibers. Since that time, 
many fiber cement products have experienced early failure.

8.2 Masonry building. Note non-rusting aluminum grilles. 8.3  Concrete floor.
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asphalt
Asphalt is a heavy, brown-to-black mineral substance, a 
mixture of hydrocarbons called bitumens. It is obtained 
either from natural deposits (native asphalt or brea) or as a 
by-product of the petroleum industry (petroleum asphalt). 

flooring
Asphalt paving mixture is a dull black material, made of 
asphalt, sand, and powdered limestone. Asphalt is applied 
hot onto a compacted base, leveled, and then smoothed 
by a heavy roller. This is not a do-it-yourself project. 
Even though asphalt is cheaper than concrete, it’s also 
not as durable. It is hard and slick when cold, soft and 
tacky when hot, and can heave and crack during seasonal 
freeze/thaw cycles. As it cures over six to twelve months, 
oil rises to the surface and evaporates. The surface can be 
coated with a sealer containing sand to make it less slip-
pery, but only after the curing period.

roofing
Asphalt is used to impregnate fiberglass mat or organic 
(cellulose) felt, which is then coated with mineral granules 
to make roofing products. Asphalt roofing is relatively 
inexpensive, available in a range of colors, and easy to 
apply (fig. 8.5). Products based on organic felts have been 
around longer, but fiberglass-reinforced products now 
dominate the market. Asphalt roofing can last 20 years or 
more but it is more susceptible to damage by wind, cold, 
ice build-up, and extreme heat than other types of roof-
ing. And if not properly applied, some types of shingles 
tend to blow off in high wind.

Shingles are commonly 3-feet long 
and have three tabs or sections. Some 
shingles contain zinc granules to pro-
tect against algae, a common prob-
lem in hot, humid areas. Generally, 
fiberglass-based asphalt shingles have 
a Class A fire rating, while organic-
based shingles have only a Class C 
rating. Shingles are also rated by 
Underwriters Laboratories (UL) for 
impact resistance to hail. Ratings are 
from Class 1 through Class 4, with 
Class 4 offering the greatest hail pro-
tection. Some insurance companies 
offer discounts for roofs having a Class 
3 or Class 4 rating.

Asphalt rolled roofing is similar to 
shingles but comes in a 3-foot-wide 
continuous roll. Felt roofing paper 
(tar paper) has no granules and is used 
only as an underlayment, not as exte-
rior roofing.

luMber 
Lumber is made by sawing trees, commonly Douglas fir, 
pine, and hemlock, into boards. It is available as rough-
sawn (full-dimension) boards, which can vary 1⁄4 inch in 
dimensions, or as planed boards, which are smoother, 
thinner, narrower, and more consistent in dimensions. 
Poles and posts are made by turning tree trunks or large 
branches on a giant lathe to make them uniform in shape.

framing
Lumber is by far the most popular material for barn 
framing. It is readily available and easy to work with. 
It can rot, however, if subjected to moisture. Chewing 
horses and insects, mainly termites, can weaken wood 
framing and make it unsafe. Wood that has been chewed 
by horses is not only unsightly but the splinters can 
injure your horse’s mouth and intestines (see fig. 11.6, 
p. 144). Wood that is exposed to horses will likely need 
protection by metal “chew guard” edges (see fig. 5.9, 
p. 37 and fig. 12.7, p. 155) or by periodic application of 
an anti-chew product.

sheathing
Lumber is generally more expensive and takes more time 
to apply than either plywood or OSB to cover the same 
area. But it does make good sheathing and is especially 
applicable if a person has a supply of boards on hand or 
has access to a cheap source, such as a local sawmill. 

8.4 Paving brick lasts for decades and has a 
distinctive appearance and sound.

8.5 Asphalt shingles are the most  
common roofing material.
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