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This expansion into the north of the state with the 
proliferation of mining fields saw a significant drop 
in transport costs due to the increase of transport 
infrastructure and subsequent availability of 
imported goods (Bell 2002, 10).  Sawn timber and 
corrugated iron become the preferred construction 
material within these mining towns (Bell 2002, 15). 

The timber stud frame and corrugated iron roof 
became the quickest and cheapest way to build a 
house in the late 19th century as these industrialized 
materials became available to the domestic market 
soon after being introduced by the mining boom 
(Bell 2002, 16). 

The building industry was growing in parallel with the 
mining boom and saw the emergence of many large 
vertically integrated building businesses such as 
Campbell & Sons. One outcome of this scenario was 
the prefabricated house, a standardised housing 
type that flooded the Queensland market. 

How have building materials changed over the 
last century within Queensland’s stand-alone 
housing typology? The following is a summary of 
a paper that analysed two case studies from the 
start and end of the 20th century, revealing how and 
why timber building materials are increasingly being 
substituted with steel alternatives. Findings reveal 
that the socio-economic environment of Queensland 
at both the start and end of the 20th century has 
been the primary influence of material selection. 
The following is an summary of the socio-economic 
environment of Queensland over the last decade 
and a comparison of two stand-alone predesigned 
and ready to assemble residential dwellings from 
either side of the century.

The case studies under analysis include a ‘redicut’ 
home from one of Brisbane’s earliest housing 
merchants, Campbell & Sons. The two-bedroom 
house named ‘The Warra’, was advertised throughout 
Queensland in the 1920’s (house histories). The 
contemporary equivaled under analyses titled, 
‘The Aussie Retreat’ is a kit home by a South East 
Queensland supplier ‘Sheds n Homes’. By using the 
written specification provided by Campbell & Sons 
for their ‘redicut’ home ‘the Warra’, a catalogue of 
building components and specified material has 
been created and compared with the contemporary 
equivalent dwelling in order to identify any material 
changes of standard building components over the 
last one hundred years. The identified changes are 
deemed to be entirely based on socio economics 
influences that have occurred over the last century. 
These changes possess certain pros and cons for the 
two material types such as strength, environmental 
impact, and lifespan.

Queensland early 20th century 
The evolution of the Queensland house with its 
diverse forms and building materials has been taking 
place since the 1820s as a continuously evolving 
product of geographical, social, and economic 
forces.

Agriculture and mining were the primary forms of 
economic trade that occurred in Queesnsland once 
free trade was established with the closing on the 
convict settlement in 1842 (Bell 2002, 4). 

During the period of convict settlement, buildings 
were built using stone, brick, and timber with little 
regard for cost, as the building industry did not 
conform to free market economics, hence utilised 
free labour from an unpaid workforce (Bell 2002, 1).

House Histories, James Campbell & Sons, The Warra.

Sheds n Homes, The Aussie Retreat.



Comparison of Case Studies by Material

Summary 

Perhaps Australia’s ever-growing and dependent 
relationship with mineral mining has resulted in 
an environment where steel can be produced at 
a cost that it can be marketed as an affordable, 
superior alternative to timber. With Australia being 
the world’s largest exporter of both iron ore and 
coal ‘the two primary ingredients in the production 
of making steel’ (world steel 2019), perhaps it is no 
surprise that steel is quickly becoming a popular 
alternative to timber for house framing.

Queensland early 21st century 

The socio-economic and geographical environment 
of Queensland in the 21st century is not dissimilar 
to that of the 20th century with mining and 
agriculture being primary industries. 

Queensland is best observed firstly as part of 
the country as a whole when looking at its socio-
economic environment in the 21st century. 

Australia is the number one global exporter of iron 
ore, coal, gold, and uranium, and is the world’s 
third largest exporter of mining and fuel resources 
(austrade 2020).

Mining employs only 2.6% of the working 
population however contributes disproportionally 
to the state’s economy by making the largest 
contribution at 11.8% followed by the construction 
industry at 8.8% (dfat 2019). 

As in the early 20th century, Queensland is still 
significantly contributing to the Australian timber 
market, supplying 13% of total national hardwood 
production and 15% of softwood production. It is 
also the largest producer of native cypress pine 
sawlogs, accounting for approximately 75% of 
Australia’s production (Queensland Forest and 
Timber Industry 2016).

Queensland has continued to rely on mining as its 
primary means of economic stimulation since free 
settlement was establish in the mid 19th century.

       
      

Geoscience Australia, Major mining and mineral deposists in 
Australia 2016.



A description of Queensland in the early 20th century 
by F. Corkling (Hancock 1970, 169).

“The Australian may live in a 
wooden house, in a wooden 
town, walk on a wood paved 
street, travel in a wooden 
carriage over wooden 
sleepers and wooden 
bridges; ship his goods from 
wooden wharves, shear, 
refine and manufacture in 
wooden sheds, enclose his 
land in wooden fences, and 
look forward to making his 
exit in a wooden coffin”
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