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Timber Construction History.

Until the 1880’s all construction was primarily heavy timber and masonry. The US was 
covered with forests, and wood was both plentiful and cheap. Furthermore, practically 
everybody had basic carpentry skills, and many were skilled craftsmen. Most timber 
connections were made with wood (dowels, wedges, etc), and iron nails and other metal 
fasteners were expensive. It was common for a family that moved away from a village, to 
burn down their house in order to recover all the nails and fasteners.

Why are there so few timber projects today? Timber has become very expensive. The 
world’s demand for timber (Japan, China, Europe, etc) has driven up the prices of our own 
supplies. In addition, there are better structural materials available for residential and 
commercial projects.

In 1884, the Home Insurance Company building in Chicago became the first structural steel 
building in the world. Shortly after, the combination of concrete with steel reinforcing bars 
created another structural revolution in the construction industry. Both systems offered 
many advantages over timber:

- much longer spans were possible (from timber’s 15’ spans to > 100’ for steel),
- lighter structures,
- increased resistance to fire,
- greater versatility in shapes and uses, and most important,
- much more economical.



Timber construction is used today for buildings that seek to enhance their aesthetics or for 
special appearances, such as luxury residential, mountain restaurants and lodges, etc.

Fire Resistance

Exposed timber has a greater resistance to fire than unprotected steel. Type 4 – Timber is 
used for exterior walls with masonry or concrete, and requires minimum member sizes. The 
Type 5 - Light Wood Framing, is used with light wood framing.

Connection & Support Details.

Timber connections are designed to minimize the effect of differential shrinkage. Special 
attention is given to members that provide perimeter support, provide protection from 
decay, provide secure anchorages, and permit the timber members to be free to “ rotate” out 
of support wall so the wall does not topple.

Other considerations are the lack of concealed cavities for MPE rough-ins and insulation. 
Also, the span lengths are typically limited to 20 feet. These can be increased through the 
use of large laminated beams (glulam) or heavy timber trusses.
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