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What is a cord?  
Firewood quantities are sometimes difficult to estimate.  The official measurement of firewood is a 
“cord”.  To help you make an accurate estimate, here is how some common units of firewood 
measurement compare to the full cord.  

The most common firewood piece length is 16 in., or one-third of the width for a full cord, but 
other lengths are also available.   

A full cord is a large amount of wood.  When neatly and tightly 
stacked, it measures 4 feet high by 4 feet wide by eight feet long (4' x 
4' x 8') and has a volume of 128 cubic feet. 

                 Not neat or tightly stacked                       Neat and tightly stacked 

                        

 

 

 

 

 

Two full-size pick-up truck loads (8 foot box) equals one full cord, whether the wood is stacked 
carefully so it is about level with the truck box sides, or is thrown into the truck box with the top of 
the pile about as high as the cab. 

 

Full-size pick-up truck (8') 

x  

times 

2  

two  

=  

equals   

One full cord 
               

Four compact pick-up truck loads (6 foot box) equals one full cord of wood, whether the wood i
stacked carefully so it is about level with the truck box sides, or is thrown into the truck box with th
top of the pile about as high as the cab. 

 

Compact pick-up truck 
(6') 

x  

times 

4  

four  

=  

equals  

One full cord 

A frequently asked question by wood burners is the price of each cord.  Price is important; 
however agreement on a standard way to measure and transfer wood is equally important.  Both 
the buyer and seller must agree and understand the procedure.  
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Volume transfer: the cord 

Firewood must, by law, be sold by the cord or fractional part of a cord.  It must be accompanied by 
a bill of sale in accordance with requirements of the Virginia Department of Agriculture and 
Consumer Services.  As defined by the National Conference on Weights and Measures and 
Virginia rules and regulations, a gross cord of firewood is the amount of wood, ranked and well 
stowed, contained in a space of 128 cubic feet.  Ranked and well stowed means pieces are placed 
in a line or row with pieces touching on their ends and parallel to each other and stacked in a 
compact manner.  

Other descriptions of volumes of cordwood such as rack, rank, pickup load, and face cord must not 
be used.  The only legal terms are cord and fractions of a cord. 

To transfer a load of cordwood equitably, the buyer and seller must jointly measure the pile of 
wood.  This is probably best done when the wood (tightly stacked) is still on the truck or 
conveyance vehicle. 

A seller should prepare a price list, preferably on a printed sheet, to distribute to potential buyers 
(Example below). 

The suggested selling procedure for transferring cordwood is as follows:  

• Jointly measure the closely stacked pile on the bed of the truck.  Measure length, width and 
height in inches to the closest whole inch.  

• Multiply the length times width times height to get the gross volume in cubic inches. (L 
(inches) x W (inches) x H (inches) = Gross volume (inches3)  

• Divide "gross cubic inches" by the number of cubic inches in a gross cord minus 220,000. 
The answer is the number of cords or fractions of a cord. Round off the answer to two 
places past the decimal point.  

• Multiply the number of cords by the cost of the wood per cord given on the price list. This 
gives the retail cost of the wood. This does not include added services, such as special 
length, transfer or stacking.  

• Buyer pays seller and seller conveys "Bill of Sale" to the buyer (Sales invoice example 
below).  Seller "dumps load."  

 

Example of a complete transaction 

A buyer wishes to purchase 1-1/2 cords of wood.  After reviewing the pricing list, she decides the 
20-inch length is acceptable.  She tells the seller to dump the wood at the north end of the 
driveway.  She and her husband will transfer the wood to a backyard location and stack it as a 
weekend project. 

The seller arrives with his load on the appointed date.  The buyer and seller jointly measure the 
three dimensions of the load to the closest inch.  The load measures as follows: 
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• L = 120", W= 120", H = 24"  

• 120 inches x 120 inches x 24 inches = 345,600 in3 = Gross volume of load  

• 345,600 in3 ÷ 220,000 in3 = 1.57 cords  

• 1.57 cords x $85/cord = $133.45 (retail cost of the cordwood)  

The transaction is completed and the seller conveys "Bill of Sale" to the buyer and dumps load of 
wood.  

 

Wood selling tips 

• Do not randomly pile cordwood for measurement purposes.  You cannot estimate the 
volume of a randomly piled load to the needed degree of accuracy.  The wood must be 
tightly stacked and stowed piling.  

• Only sell cords of wood or fractions thereof.  A buyer may say he wants a rank of wood.  
When you ask him how much that is, he may reply "about a half cord."  At that point, you 
should tell him you would prefer to sell a half-cord and proceed with your transaction.  

• Measure pile dimensions in inches (not feet) to the closest full inch.  Practice the simple 
steps in calculating the cord or fractions of a cord to get a fair and measured cost.  

• Non-split pieces (smaller whole round branches) tend to be crooked, and therefore they 
reduce the net wood volume in a well-stacked pile.  

 
 
 

Fairfax County 
Department of Cable and Consumer Services 

Regulation and Licensing Branch 
12000 Government Center Parkway, Suite 127 

Fairfax, Virginia 22035 
 

Tel: 703-324-5966 
TTY: 711 

FAX: 703-449-8659 
Office Hours: Monday – Friday 

8:00 a.m. – 4:30 p.m. 

 
http://www.fairfaxcounty.gov/consumer/regulation_and_licensing/ 

 
dccs-ralb@fairfaxcounty.gov 

 
 

Fairfax County is committed to nondiscrimination on the basis of disability in all county programs, services and activities.  Special 
accommodations will be provided upon request.  For information call 703-324-5966, or TTY 711. 
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