TECHNOLOGY MEETS
BOUNDLESSDESIGN

Nicola Logworks

The words “Log Home” ore evocdtive, and conjure up unigue images in the minds of different pecple. And
those imoges fhat corme fo ming willinevitakcly yory greafly, ronging from small, simple or cozy fo the spronding
oy residence and everything in betveen. The appeol of log homes will also vory: Some maoy see them as
dairic, drafty and lonssome, others view them as the epifome of hearth, home, comfort and wanmiin.

And ol of the above canbe frus.

Hoowewer, whether the log homes are modest or extravogant, the success of any log structure will depend on
the skills of the builder and ther commitment o scund worcmanship. i will clso depend onthe guality and size
of the maoterials, and the offen overlocked procticalities of design. Good design fokes into consideration the
organic characienstics of the logs or fimbers and works with fthose characieristics rather than forcing o design
thot will compromise the integrity and longevity of the struciure.

Locaofion, and themsfore climate, are abko imporfant foctors ond may influence the species of wood thot will ibe
uzed. An offen cited example of succesiul log struocture: are the Stave churches of Moreoy — socme as old as 700
years. They wers bult with the climate n mind and thof, among other consderations, governed their design.

Hicola LogWorks, locofed in Memitt, Brtish Cokemnibia, sefs out to build useful and beoufiful struchures, keeping

the akbove-menficned faciors in mmd. Spoiight on Business Maogaozine spoke with owner John Boys about H
oy the structures he builds celekbrate both form ond function and efficiently serve their ntended u=e, fo be p ot
enjoyed oy generafion: to come. . =
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By John Allgire

working with wood has become a complets

end all-conzuming obsesszion. &nd not just
building besutiful structures, but also in devel-
oping methods and hybrid technologiss through
strategic partnerships to build beautiful wood cre-
stions.

Jﬂhn Boys admits that log homes and

How did you get started in log home building?
Take us back to the beginning.

The beginning! | grew up in Ottaws and went to
Trart University in Peterborough. Igot & degree
in Economics and Computer Sciemce. But my
summer job while | was at university was building
& stone building for some frisnds of mine south of
' Montreal in the Eastarn Townships.

When we finished the stons wallzs sfter thres
summars worth of work, we didn't know whet to
do next. We hed a vegue idea that thers nesded
to be soms kind of a timber roof on there. But we
didn't know how to maks it or sttach it.

So we laft the stone house for a while and | got a
job out west in the oil fields.

During some down time, | saw an ad for the Allan
Mackie School of Log Building in Prince George.
On a whim, | signed up for the course, and whan
| finizhed, the instructor offered me a job. | didm't
, really even know there was such thing az & career
_ in log building. My intention on taking the course
was to figure out how to put a timber roof on the
stone house we had built in Quebec.

| quit & really good-paying job in the oil fisld for a
really poor-paying job in the log building industry
gnd | reslly never locked back. This was way back
in 1784

| How long has Micola Logworks been around?
1989, We startad in BMerritt, BC. Actually. we came
to Merritt to help a friend of mine build some log
houses and | met a girl! And that was it. | never
really left.

* And now Ingrid iz my partrer in the business.

Ah, there's a girl in every story! So, there are
some very compelling pictures of your work on

" your website. What were your first structures

like?

When we started in the late 80z, slmost 100% of
what wa built went to Japan. & niche markst was
created at that time for handerafted log homes
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destined for the emerging Japaness market In fact,
bacause of the same Mackie School that | went to, a number
of Japanese studentz had enrolled and they went back to
Japan and created an industry.

Cns of the Japanese students went back home and started

8 log home magazine and it created & buzz about log
homes. The demand for the homes just exploded.

And they weren't able to mest the demand in Japan them-
selves. 5o they came back to British Columbia and found
SO |ng home builders hanging out bui|d|'n5 one or two
homes & year, like | was, and started ordering homes to be
built here and shipped thers.

“The Japanese market was
key to the creation of the log
home building indusiry in British
Columbia.”

The Japansse market waz key to the creation of the log
home building industry in British Columbia. The Japaness
revers wood, especially wood from other countries.

They always drove us hard on quality and design. So we were
focuzed entirsly on the Japanese market in the sarly days.

Your target market has changed Eigru'ﬁl::anﬂ]r at this
point though. When was the shift and why?

To be honest, we started finding scribe-fit structures —
you know, what you would stersotypically think of when
you think log homes — we were getting kind of bored with
them. We were building and shipping them all over the
world, but | started to find there were too many logs being
used in thern for my taste.

We want to build buildings that are really responsive to the
way pecple live and responszive to the environment they live in.
So we started switching more to a called log post-and-
beam. The Japanese market collapsed around the time of the
big Eobe sarthguake, and it never really recovered. 5o we zat
deown with our key people and figured out that we don't want
to be a largs log building company. We wanted to stay small
encugh to be responaive to our customers.

The second thing was we decided we didn't want to grow up!
And that was a business strategy! And it has served us quite
well. You can see it in the varisty of the work we do. Wa want to
anjoy our work every day. Or at least 9 days out of 10,

So explain "log post-and- beam™ and why that appealed
to you more than the traditional scribe log building?

Well, we switched over to maostly log post-and- beam, but we
still used organic shapes. But often mixing sguare timbers in
with it. Thiz kind of construction may have lesz login it But |
love & mix of stone and plaster and glass and views. It allows
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for quite a bit more expressive design bacause you're not con-
strained by the need to notch horizortal logs at corners. You
can creats ncta-gnna| shapes or whatever.

Poet-and- beam got more and more sophisticated. We did
a whole bunch of buildings for an interesting development
Merth Carclina where we hooked up with a really creative
architect who wae good at doing sketches, but not much
glze. 50 we tried to realize his vision without him having to
know how timber warks or how log homes are built. So it
worked out really well for both him and us.

What is the process like when you meet up with client?
Do you generally get drawings from them? Or does the
creative generally come from you?

It varies from clisnt to client. Quite often we're the first point
of contact. Thay know they want a log or timber structurs,
2o rather than going to asarch for an architect who might be
specialized in log and timber, which iz hard-to- find, they'll
come to us. We will have a discussion with them and send
them our design guestionnaire to try and slicit what they
need by the way of design assiztance. Do they have suffi-
cient budget? Are they thinking sbout the project in a prac-
tical way?

We are thers for the clients in the early days in whatever
capacity they need us to be. Some need a lot of help right
off the bat, others have a good idea of what they want. It
really is different project-to- project.

Your website shows a number of commerdial buildings.
Was that a consoous decsion to mowve into the commer-
cial market? Or did that land of fall in your Iap?

Well we sort of got bored doing the log structures. Com-
placency is your worst enemy in any businesz. One of the

firat jobz we did waz for Thompson Rivers University in
Kam]lnups- It was their auditorium and it waz a circular
structure. Mo square cornere. [t was a great job to do, but
it really taxed our abilities. We learned quite a bit from it,
mostly in process and how to deal with publicly-funded
projects.

The challenge with commercial werk is it tends to be high
stress, high risk — and the low bid gsts it, especially if it's
public construction. And often the low bid does not serve
the public purse well. It's not a smart way to build.

You often refer to working smarter by employing new
technologies. What's new in technelogies and maternials
that has revolutionized what you do?

One of the things that iz tranzforming the building
industry around the world — it etarted in Europe — is
engineered prefabricated timber. So, what I'm talking
about here iz cross-laminated timber. Basically you take
lumber, 2xds, 2xée, and you glue it up into big shesets in
alternating layers. Three ply, five ply, seven ply, nine ply,
whatever you need. The result is, we can uze an 8" x 40"
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roof panel and place it on top of a commercial building,
and we can secure one of these svery 15 minutes. So
you can imagine how quickly we can get a roof done
with this kind of advanced material.

And the precision it is cut to over that length is about a milli-
matre. We were able to put up substantially large buildings
that performed really well structurally, in a lot less time than
wa could previously.

S0 you have done standard log construction, you have
done multi-material construction and commercial
building. What is Nicola Logworks doing today?

Wa're trying to make log homebuilding more accessible
and efficient. And also to recognize that my crew is closer
to 50 years in age than 20. Hanging onto a chainsaw for
a nine-hour shift just isn't an option anymore. 50 our
latast employes is called ABBy, and she's a robot.

A while back, we developed what we call The Maching,
which is basically a very large shaping machine where we
could put large heavy logs in and turn, notch and shape
them with the assistance of automation. This Machine
became so useful to us that it became our major bot-
tlaneck. S0 we partnered with a fallow who is really into
robotics, and we decided to take the two slements and
have them work together.

“We want to build buildings that
are redlly responsive to the way
people live and responsive to the
environment they live in.”

%o one of the things we are doing now is, we are able to
scan logs with axtraordinary detail — we have actually
patented this process — and then we can merge the logs
togethor. And the technology creates the scribe path
with amazing accuracy. The contour of one log can be
imprinted onto another through the scan and then cut
with incredible accuracy. The robot was actually able to
do things we couldn't do by hand, or at least, not in an
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acceptable timeframe.

Is the future of Nicola Logworks in licensing your
technology? Or is the need to get your hands dirty
in interesting projects too strong?

It's funny, | think | would rather teach my people to learn
robotics than find someone who understands robotics

and try to teach them how to build a log home.

We have people here who are committed to the
company, and building is what we do. 50 we are going
to koep doing that. But we will find or create tools that
will assist us. It koeps us relevant.
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