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Like a huge piece of furniture
By Carla Lucas
Editor
Timber framing is the joining and
pegging of beams to create a freestanding structure. A timber cut with
a mortise is inserted into a timber cut
with a tenon; a couple of pegs keep
the joint from slipping and gravity
holds everything in place. The exposed beams on the inside of a timber
framed house, create a sense of nature in the open living areas. The
walls and insulation (called the skin)
are added to the outside of the timbers. Timber framing is form, function, art and craft all at the same time.
Building a timber-framed house is
like building a really huge piece of
furniture, said Hugh Lofting, owner
of Hugh Lofting Timber Framing,
Inc., one of the first timber framing
companies in the area.
I got into the business 31 years
ago. I was making furniture and realized it would be too hard to make a
living doing custom furniture. Now
Lofting, his wife Anne, and his two
children, son, Hugh II, and daughter,
Elliott all work in the family business. The company designs and builds
timber-framed structures (houses,
barns, outbuildings, drawbridges, sun
porches, pergolas) for clients all across
the country.
To learn the craft of timber framing
thirty years ago Lofting studied timber-framed structures. I always loved
barns and traveled around the area to
study them, he said. From Ted
Bensons book, Timber Framing, and
Eric Sloans barn book, Lofting learned
the formulas and techniques needed
to build timber-framed structures. It

took a year and a half for Lofting to
sell the concept of constructing a timber-framed house to his first client.
The craft of timber framing came to
this country from Europe. There are
timber-framed structures in Europe
still standing after 600 years. A timber-framed structure is built on a balloon frame principle where all stability goes to the roof rafters.
When settlers arrived in this country there were huge trees available for
timbers. The settlers copied the timber-framing techniques that were used
in Europe for their first barns and
houses. There was so much wood
and such long timbers early builders
could build structures with bigger
spans, said Lofting. If the early
settlers had built their houses on good
foundations the buildings would still
be there.
When machines were created that
could cut wood quickly, stick framing replaced timber framing as the
preferred construction method. Stick
framing uses a platform framing
principle where stability comes from
framing the first floor and building up
from there.
You cant tell if it is a timber framed
house from the outside, said Amy.
There is an emotional reaction when
someone enters a timber-framed house.
When people walk in they want to
touch the wood. The space is open
but cozy at the same time.
A timber-framed house may be
more expensive to build, but it comes
with all your decoration done, said
Amy. You can build a smaller space
with a cathedral ceiling and still get
the feeling of a large room.
The process to build a timber-framed

house begins with the design. Ideally
a client should work with an architect
and timber framer as a team. The
calculations for the design are made
by the timber framer then reviewed
and approved by an engineer.
The actual building starts in the
wood shop where all the cuts are
made and all the work on the timbers
is done before the project leaves the
shop. The process is similar to a prefabricated house except each project
is different and each timber is cut to
its individual specifications.
Once the timbers have been cut, the
project is brought to the site. It only
takes three to five days to raise a
timber-framed structure.
Panels are placed over the framing
to enclose the space. The panels are

The interior of a carriage house
in Chester County.

(Left) Hugh Lofting sits on the
rafters of a shed built at his
cousins farm. All the timbers
and most of the wood for the
project came from six pine
trees that were planted by his
grandfather in 1936-37. The
trees fell down in a storm a
couple of years ago and the
shed was built. It is used as the
distribution shed for his
cousins farm co-op.
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like a sandwich with interior wall
surface on one side, three to ten inches
of insulation in the middle, and the
exterior plywood on the other side.
The exterior of the building can be
finished with wood siding, or stone
veneer.
There is a variety of wood that can
be used in timber framing. You can
build out of anything, said Lofting.
I like to build with oak for its beauty
and strength. You can get bigger timbers of Douglas Fir from the west
coast10 x 10 and thirty feet long.
These are great for bigger spans. Southern Yellow Pine from Virginia is another great local wood.
We use recycled woods, said
Lofting. Taking down an old barn in
one location and putting it up again
somewhere else is a great market.
Old timbers from a warehouse can be
re-cut and recycled into another building.
Our industry likes to be sustainable, said Amy Cornelius, business
manager. Regeneration of the forests is important; we must take care of
it. We are conscious about where the
wood comes from. There is even a
Forest Sustainability Certification
(FCS) that comes with the timbers we
buy.
The market for timber-framed structures is changing, said Lofting. Clients are interested in the look of timber framing and hybrid houses are
coming into fashion. Hybrid structures combine timber frame elements

A timber-framed house on the shores of Cape May.
Details of a mortise and tenon
joint used in timber framing.
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(i.e. a great room) with stick framing
for the rest of the building. Timber
framed porches and sunrooms are
being constructed as additions. In this
area timber-framed horse barns are
popular.
When deciding what kind of house
to build, Lofting suggests, Think
about seven generations ahead of you.
Will the house you are building still
be strong? If it is a timber-framed
building it will be.
Hugh Lofting Timber Framing Inc.
can be reached at 610-444-5382, or
online at www.hughlofting
timberframe.com.

