Baseball bats, building moisture control and the Forest Products Laboratory

Major league baseball players seeking better batting averages and more home runs have explored alternate bat configuration and woods species. Although Major League Baseball heavily regulates bat specifications, barrel and handle dimensions and substituting maple for the more traditional ash have been explored. Recently, bat breakage has increased and an explanation has been sought.

Guidance on this problem was sought from the United States Forest Service Forest Products Laboratory in Madison, Wisconsin. After examining more than 2,000 broken bats they concluded that the grain in the broken bats was off 3%. This seemingly small variation, which should have been caught inspection, substantially weakened the wood. Wall Street Journal August 10, 2011 PD6

The same laboratory had been consulted decades earlier when, with better building envelope seals, indoor air quality and mold, became an increasing problem and concern. It was questioned whether wood products, such as lumber or the paper on gypsum wallboard, on which mold would be sometimes grow was still a suitable material for construction. Anton TenWolde, a research physicist originally native to the Netherlands, researched this problem extensively. He found that it was the water not the wood that was the problem. Relative humidity of 80% for one month, 90% for one week, or condensation for 24 hours and temperatures between 40 and 100° F could promote the growth of mold—but below these levels the same surfaces had no visible mold. Understanding entire building systems, particularly related to the properties of water, can produce a design understanding and construction solution that solves or avoids many common building problems.

