
Lesson Title Constructing Your Own Tabby 

BACKGROUND 

The Owens-Thomas House is largely made of an early building material called tabby,  

commonly found along the southeastern coast. Lime, produced by the burning of crushed shells, 

would be mixed with intact oyster shells, ash, sand, and water. The resulting material could then 

be poured and molded into a historic concrete-like material. Enslaved people were likely the 

ones making and building with tabby throughout pre-Civil War Georgia. This building process 

required labor-intensive work, involved knowledge of the process itself, and overall construction 

expertise.  

OBJECTIVE 

Students will construct a building material like tabby to understand engineering and  

cultural knowledge during the pre-Civil War period coastal Georgia.  

PRE-ACTIVITY DISCUSSION 

The process of creating the concrete-like material known as tabby would begin with the crushing 

and burning of oyster shells. The resulting ash would be rich with lime and would be used as the 

main binding agent. This ash would be added to a mixture of sand, additional oyster shells, and 

water, and could then be poured and molded. The resulting tabby created the perfect strong 

foundation, much like modern day concrete. The plumbing system at the Owens-Thomas House 

required large cisterns, or rainwater holding tanks, that weighed hundreds if not thousands of 

pounds, so tabby as a building material was pretty important. Start with a discussion about the 

use of tabby as a building material in the coastal southeast, using these framing pre-activity  

questions: 

1. Why do you think oyster shells and sand were chosen for this material? 

2. Why do you think this material would often be used to construct slave quarters specifically? 

3. Can you predict some issues you think builders would arise while using this kind of material? 

After this discussion, have students recreate tabby by using familiar materials (Rice Krispie treats 

and marshmallow fluff). 

GEORGIA STANDARDS 

VOCABULARY 

VA8.CR.2. Choose from a range of materials and/or methods of traditional and contemporary 

artistic practices to plan and create works of art. 

b. Produce three-dimensional artworks using a variety of media/materials (e.g., clay,  

papier-mâché, cardboard, paper, plaster, wood, wire, found objects, fiber). 

Tabby: a concrete-like building material found in the coastal southeastern United States,  

composed of lime made from burned oyster shells, whole oyster shells, sand, ash, and  

water 



DIRECTIONS 

POST-ACTIVITY DISCUSSION 

MATERIALS 

• Rice Krispies (8 individual treats per group, 60-pack  

accommodates 25-30 students) 

• Marshmallows (any size, can be substituted with  

marshmallow fluff) 

• Plastic wrap and cooking oil spray (for hands and surfaces) 

• Plastic cutlery (to use to distribute and spread  

marshmallows/fluff) 

• (Optional: pretzel sticks for door/window thresholds) 

Pre-activity prep: Melt 2-3 marshmallows per group in a 

greased bowl. If using a microwave, heat and stir in 10 second 

increments. Continuously stir on medium-low heat if using a 

greased pot on a stove/hotplate.) 

1. Print attached template and tape to desk. Use a piece of 

plastic wrap on top of sheet and tape in place. 

2. Provide 8 Rice Krispie treats for each group. Have the  

students mold and stretch the treats to fit the template. Each 

layer should be about an inch thick and tall. 

3. Students should repeat this process and use the melted 

marshmallows/fluff as a binding agent for the first and  

second levels. 

4. To add windows and doors, use pretzel sticks across the top 

of the threshold and apply more Rice Krispies and  

marshmallows for additional support. 

1. Were the challenges you predicted correct? What issues did you experience binding things  

together? 

2. What natural resources would you choose to use to create a foundation and why? 

3. What inferences can you make about who would be performing this type of labor? 

Finish by discussing the hardships enslaved laborers would face while performing this kind of work,  

especially while having to construct multiple buildings using the same process. Students may talk about 

dealing with heat and humidity, working long hours, less nutritious food/water, and strenuous physical  

labor. Conclude discussion by highlighting the expertise and skill of enslaved builders who were  

responsible for implementing this material throughout coastal Georgia. 
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