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Nova Scotia Salvaged Elm: Cultural Heritage & 
Environmental Consciousness 

 
In the mid-1800s, Nova Scotia’s 
towns and roadways were planted 
with elm trees, which grew into 
large, shady canopies.  In the 
1930s, lumber affected with a 
fungus, known as Dutch Elm 
Disease was introduced to North 
America and by the 1940s had 
started to infect several species of 
elm trees in Eastern Canada. The 
fungus is spread by native and introduced beetles, which burrow into the 
cambium layer of the tree—going only deep enough to affect the trees’ 
ability to produce sap and thus killing the tree.   The iconic elms began to die 
across Nova Scotia through the 1970s and 1980s. In 2000, Natural 
Resources Canada embarked on an urban tree management program that 
would selectively cut the trees and, in an effort to keep the fungus from 
spreading to other healthy trees, burn or bury the wood.   
 
TimberhArt Woodworks, which has operated a timber framing and 
furniture- making business in Hantsport, NS since 1987, worked with 
Natural Resources Canada and the city of Truro, to stockpile and reuse the 

felled elm trees instead of 
destroying them.       
 
They transformed what was to 
be burned or buried waste into 
homes, flooring, and furniture 
for the last 12 years. As 
TimberhArt did not have live 
elms nearby that could be 
affected by the salvaged lumber, 
there was no danger of the 
disease spreading.  It took 
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considerable effort on their part to transform wood obtained from the urban 
tree management program into a usable product.  The trees can contain   
over a hundred years’ worth of hardware and other urban detritus that 
required a metal detector and careful excavation before milling. 
 
TimberhArt was approached by the Dominion project team architect during 
schematic design in 2011 to collaborate on an entryway into the Dominion 
office building that would make use of the culturally significant elm and 
reduce the need for virgin materials for the interior finishes.   
 
Not only would the use of the 
salvaged elm provide a unique, 
socially and ecologically-
significant entrance to the space, 
but the diseased elm had retained 
the essential properties that make 
it an outstanding choice for 
finished wood products—it is 
strong, has long undulating grains, 
and has unique wood grain.  
 
 

 
The wood was milled at the 
TimberhArt site, with particular 
attention paid to aligning the grain 
of disparate pieces so that there 
was less waste and an aesthetically 
pleasing flow to the panels once 
installed. Lower-grade elm was 
used behind the higher-grade elm, 
making use of every grade level of 
lumber.  Woodchips left over from 
the milling process goes to the 
chickens and pigs as a matter of 
course at TimberhArt and  
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unusable portions of the trunks are used as fuel to heat the structures  
at the site. In the end, very little of the tree goes to waste.   

 
TimberhArt is located 45 
minutes from the project 
site.  After the wood was 
made into panels, it was 
transported to the project 
site, where it was installed 
in the lobby using shiplap 
brackets. The panels have 
been shaped into smooth, 
curving strips that create an 
atmosphere reminiscent of 
being inside a ship—a 
Maritime tradition that is 

conjured by the space.  Approximately 2000 sq. ft of wood was salvaged and 
used in the lobby as panels.  Furthermore, benches made from large logs 
were added to the entryway for lobby 
seating.  The unique and artistic use of 
wood has transformed a problem for the 
communities affected by Dutch Elm 
Disease into a creative solution that is 
sparing virgin resources, showcasing the use 
of salvaged lumber in commercial building 
projects, and celebrating the arboreal 
history of this region.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


