
In the frame
timber frames have been used in house building for centuries and they can last for 

centuries. two local companies have teamed together to build beautiful, hard-wearing 
and efficient timber-framed homes.
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If you’re thinking about putting an extension on 

your home, or even if you’re thinking about building 

a new home from scratch, in considering the look 

and feel of the place, it’s hugely important to 

consider the materials you might wish to use.

one popular option is a timber-framed building, 

which can give a home a great deal of character 

and warmth. Many people are also attracted to 

the fact that a timber-framed building can have a 

self-build element to it. Furthermore, a two-storey 

timber-framed building gives you more usable space 

because you can use the attic area.

luke and Jack from Alba Green oak Frames have 30 

years of experience building timber frames and they 

have been working with colin at the architecture 

practice low carbon Studio for six years. together 

they have designed and built new houses, 

extensions and garden studios as well as tackling 

everything from internal alterations to bridges, 

garages and car ports. they’ve even designed 

sculptures, memorials and forest classrooms.

“A timber frame gives a house a different quality,” 

says luke. “the structure is exposed, usually on the 

inside and it gives a sense of honesty to a building 

when you can appreciate how it was put together.”

there are lots of different frame types and 

arrangements; straight or curved timbers, or a 

mixture of both, with posts, beams and braces, ties, 

vertical and horizontal struts.

the design can be contemporary or traditional and 

a frame can be detailed and constructed to fit in 

with most designs and architectural styles. If you 

are seriously considering a timber frame, it’s best to 

start by incorporating it into the design rather that 

adding it later. the internal and external finishes and 

colours of a space can also be designed to suit any 

style of timber frame. 

the spacing of the structure can also affect the 

design, with a frame forming a skeleton of sorts. 

the positioning of internal walls, floors and 

windows needs to be carefully thought through to 

show off and correspond with the frame.

entirely self-supporting right up to the roof, the 

walls floors and roof are only required to keep the 

heat in and the elements out, and do not play a 

structural role in the building, giving you a greater 

degree of flexibility. the use of double-height spaces 

or a gallery or mezzanine level can also really show 

off the frame, something which can be enhanced 

further with the addition of some full-height 

glazing.  

“When it comes to your choice of materials, an 

oak or Douglas fir frame can last a long time, 

says Jack. “Indeed there are oak-framed buildings 

which are still standing after several hundred years. 

Also the timber can be exposed externally without 

there being an adverse effect on its durability so it’s 

incredibly flexible and hard-wearing.”

Different species of tree can be used to make a 

The structure is exposed, usually on the inside and 
it gives a sense of honesty to a building when you 
can appreciate how it was put together. ||
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frame; of course, oak and Douglas fir are the 

most common timbers. oak has a different grain 

and colour which many people find particularly 

attractive, while Douglas fir is grown locally in 

Scotland and is easier to work with. oak usually 

costs slightly more and is better for making curved 

timbers.

“When beginning the design process for a timber-

framed building, a site visit is essential before 

any sketch drawings are done,” says colin. “the 

topography and landscaping is important and the 

direction of the sun has an impact on how to lay 

out the building and the frame. Furthermore, for 

bigger structures a crane may be required to assist 

the raising of the frame so access for a large vehicle 

may be required.”

the frame is pre-fabricated and is usually cut off-

site. In warmer climates it can be cut and raised 

on-site but the weather is simply too unpredictable 

in Scotland to allow for this. Water can also stain 

the frame, which can be difficult to remove. 

“A green oak or Douglas fir timber frame is put 

together using a traditional technique that’s been 

around for hundreds of years, with pegged mortise 

and tenon joints,” explains luke. “Simple timber-

framed structures were used during the Iron Age 

and even earlier. the method of pegged joints 

appears to have been brought over to Britain by 

the romans but seems to have been lost until the 

technique re-appeared during the latter Middle 

Ages. Most people instinctively think of tudor 

houses, with their exposed oak frames, but it was 

probably the earlier Plantagenet’s who linked Britain 

to the north of France when framing re-emerged.”       

Mortise and tenon joints are all pre-cut and each 

element of the frame has a carpenter’s mark added 

so that the framer knows which part goes where on 

site. they can be erected in a matter of days, with a 

typical house frame taking a week or two to put up.

As a timber frame dries out, the frame shrinks 

which helps to tension the structure, thus giving it 

more strength. this will result in cracks or shakes 

appearing in all the timbers, which simply adds to 

the character. A Douglas fir frame tends to have less 

shakes compared to an oak frame which starts off 

with a higher moisture content.  

“externally, a frame can have timber boarding or 

an insulated render system on a soft wood timber 

construction,” says colin. “Stone work or brickwork 

can also be used and masonry feature chimneys are 

a common detail. the frame can also be glazed with 

double or triple-glazed units to form a feature wall 

with the glass directly fixed to the frame. the roof 

can be finished in slates, tiles, timber shingles or 

more modern sheet metal roofing.”

Most of the buildings produced by Alba Green oak 

Frames and low carbon Studio are designed to be 

sustainable, and timber frames fit well with this. In 

fact, a timber frame is one of the greenest building 

techniques available. compared to materials such 

as metal or plastic, timber requires only a fraction 

of the energy in its production. For example, a steel 

beam requires ten times the production energy of 

the equivalent timber beam.

combined with low-energy features including  

super insulated walls, roof and flooring; triple- 

glazed windows, locally sourced external weather 

boarding, sustainable drainage, and efficient use of 

space can result in a home that’s as efficient as it is 

beautiful. tc
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