
Sunday, May 22, 1994

Timber framing is far from a lost

art. The architectural style "isn't

for everybody," says one builder,

"but it gives a well-made building

that is going to last."

Mark Dresden,
of Middle town
Township, opted
to use timber
framing for the
addition that houses
his pipe organ.

Old-fashioned craft
enjoys a renaissance

w
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h e n M a r k
D r e s d e n
w a n t e d to
add an over-

size music room to his
home in Middletown
Township, he chose to
use timber framing. It is
a type of construction that
dates back more than
2,000 years but appears to
be having a renaissance.

T i m b e r - f r a m e d
buildings have a skele-

ton of thick wood beams, usually widely
spaced full visible inside, instead of the
hidden two-by-fours and other relatively
skimpy lumber that are used for the frame-
work of most conventional houses.

"My hobby is playing pipe organs," said
Dresden, a retired pharmaceutical market
researcher. "I've seen some timber framing
and always liked it. From time to time, you
find churches constructed this way, and I
liked the open feel of it."

The interior of Dresden's 42-foot-by-
42-foot addition does have some of the
aura of a church. The additions 8-by-10-
inch oak structural timbers span the inside
of the sides and roof, the ceiling soars to 24
feet at the roof ridge and there is a huge,
arched window at one end.

Dresden's pipe organ, salvaged from a

closed-down theater, adds to the churchy
atmosphere, although the organ's pipes are
housed behind a partition. The room also
houses an electric organ and a grand piano
that plays piano rolls. The exterior of the
addition has rustic spruce siding with a
natural finish.

Dresden's addition was built by Hugh
Lofting Timber Framing Inc., of West
Grove. Lofting who founded his business
in 1981. was one of the area's first mod-
em-era timber framers and is still one of a
very few in the area who does his own
joinery or shaping of the intricate mortise-
and-tenon joints that mark timber framing.

Classic timber-frame joints, the type
used by Lofting, are held together in fin-
ished construction with wood pegs rather
than metal fasteners. "There's no question
timber framing is growing by leaps and
bounds," Lofting said.

John MacFarland, who owns Tohickon
Timber Frames, in Revere, agreed, saying,
"It looks like a busy year."

"There seems to be a lot of interest,
more than there was five or six years ago,"
said MacFarland, who makes his own
joints, sometimes using timbers salvaged
from old barns.

"Timber framing isn't for everybody,"
he noted, "but it gives a well-made build-
ing that is going to last."

Builder magazine, a trade magazine for

the National Association of Home Builders,
also took note of a "timber-frame revival"
with a feature article under that headline in
a recent issue, although the article conceded
that no statistics are available to gauge the
extent of the interest in timber framing."

Joel McCartey, a New Hampshire tim-
ber framer who is president of the Timber
Framers Guild of North America, a trade
group in Keene, N.H., said the guild's
membership "has grown dramatically" to
about 800 from a start-up membership of
140 in 1985. providing a clear clue to the
growing popularity of the building style.

According to a guild publication, the
timber-framing revival actually began
about^ 1970, after a post-Second World
War "period of really serious disrespect for
wood construction."

McCartey said many timber framers are
not only building homes and barns but
churches, stores, libraries and concert halls.
"There's also a growing movement to use
wood that is recycled," he said. "We often
tear down old buildings to build new ones."

Although even timber-framing purists
such as Lofting use some power tools to
help cut labor costs and stay competitive,
hand tools such as wood chisels and
drawknives, similar to tools that have been
around for centuries, are still used regularly.

Lofting said the surge in timber framing
has "some good and bad in it."



"A lot of them (framers) are dedicated
people but there is some shoddy work
being done," he said.

Lofting said he considers "real timber
framers" those who use mortise-and-tenon
joinery fastened with wood-pegs.

That definition, he says, eliminates some
of the kit-house companies that sell so-
called post-and-beam homes with precut
joints, which are sometimes assembled with
metal plates, nails and other metal fasteners.

"Timberpeg does a nice job, though. "
Lofting said, naming a West Lebanon,
N.H., company that sells kit-type post-and-
beam homes nationwide.

Other well-known manufacturers of kit-
type post-and-beam homes that are gener-
ally highly rated include Lindal Cedar
Homes Inc. of Seattle; Hearthstone Homes
of Dandridge, Tenn., and Deck House, of
Acton, Mass.

One of the best sources of names and
locations of timber framers in any area is
Timber Frame Homes 1994 Buyer's
Guide. The guide lists more than 350 tim-
ber framers and kit-home dealers through-
out the nation.

The guide also includes several articles
on timber-framing and a list of "10
Questions to Ask Before You Buy."

Even though timber framers use joinery
techniques said to have been developed
between 500 and 200 B.C., many framers,
including Lofting and MacFarland, have
blended the old technique with a new one,

producing buildings that are energy effi-
cient as well as attractive.

These high-tech timber framers cover
their frames with large, thick panels that
combine rigid-foam insu la t ion and
sheathing materials in a durable sandwich
wi th the insulation in the core. The panels,
used to cover both walls and roof, form a
"stress skin" that insulated, forms a t ight
seal against air in f i l t ra t ion , and provides a
nailing surface for siding and other f in ish-
ing materials.

Lofting said timber framing typically
costs "about 6 percent or 7 percent more"
than standard framing, "and we're proba-
bly inching up from that," He said timber
framing generally uses less wood that stan-
dard framing, however, because the heavy
beams are spaced so much farther apart
than two-by-four framing. In Mark
Dresden's addition, for example the side
and roof beams are 10 to 12 feet apart,
while two-by-fours are generally installed
at 16-inch intervals.

Stress-skin wall panels are more expen-
sive per square foot than a conventional
wall, but less labor is required to install
them, Lofting said. "The cost comes out
about the same but it (the stress skin) is a
whole lot better insulator," he said. "The
[finished building] is very functional and
efficient, and you can save money in the
long run from better energy efficiency."

Lofting does most of his joinery in his
ship in Kennett Square. The timbers are

then trucked to the building site, where
they are assembled on the ground into
"bents" or cross sections of the finished
building. The finished bents are raised into
position with a crane and fastened together
wi th more timbers, forming what timber
framers call bays or section (Dresden's
addition has four bays). When the speci-
fied number of bays are built , they form
the final skeleton of the building.

Timber framers remain so scarce and
are in such demand that Lofting has
worked in five states, Pennsylvania, New
Jersey, Delaware. New York and Virginia.

Lofting said he is negotiating for jobs
involving several homes, a church and a
shopping center. He said much of his work
comes through recommendations by for-
mer customers, but he also advertises in
the Timber Frame Homes Buyer's Guide
and Fine Woodworking magazine.

"How far we will go depends on the
job," Lofting said. "If we get excited about
it, we really pursue it."

For More Information
• The Timber Frame Homes 1994 Buyer's
Guide, priced at $3.95, is sold at some
newsstands or can be ordered by sending
$5.95 to Home Buyer Publications, Box
220039, Chantilly, Va. 22022
(telephone 800-826-3893).

Outside, Mark Dresden (left) talks with designer Hugh Lofting, who is regarded as one of the area's first modern-era timber framers.


