
American Hardwoods 
Choosing the right wood for your project 



Hardwood vs. Softwood 
 

Hardwood  
Definition  Comes from angiosperm trees that are not monocots; 

trees are usually broad-leaved. Has vessel elements 

that transport water throughout the wood; under a 

microscope, these elements appear as pores. 

http://www.diffen.com/difference/Angiosperms_vs_Gymnosperms
http://www.diffen.com/difference/Dicots_vs_Monocots


Softwood 

Softwood  

 
Comes from gymnosperm trees which usually have needles 

and cones. Medullary rays and tracheids transport water and 

produce sap. When viewed under a microscope, softwoods 

have no visible pores because of tracheids. 

http://www.diffen.com/difference/Angiosperm_vs_Gymnosperm


Examples 

Examples Examples of hardwood trees 

include alder, balsa, beech, 

hickory, mahogany, maple, 

oak, teak, and walnut. 

Examples of softwood trees 

are cedar, Douglas fir, 

juniper, pine, redwood, 

spruce, and yew. 



Marketing terms 

Is Not Really Is 

ñChilean cherryò cherry lenga 

ñBrazilian cherryò cherry jatoba 

ñBrazilian mapleò maple pau marfin 

ñPatagonian mapleò maple pau marfin 

ñTasmanian oakò oak eucalyptus 

ñAustralian Heritage oakò oak eucalyptus 

ñMalaysian oakò oak rubberwood 

ñRose River gum ñ gum eucalyptus 

ñAustralian cypressò cypress pine 



Common uses 

Uses hardwoods are more likely to 

be found in high-quality 

furniture, decks, flooring, and 

construction that needs to last. 

About 80% of all timber 

comes from softwood. 

Softwoods have a wide range 

of applications and are found 

in building components (e.g., 

windows, doors), furniture, 

medium-density fiberboard 

(MDF), paper, Christmas 

trees, and much more. 

http://data.diffen.com/Hardwood_Floor


Hardwood vs. Softwood Density  

 

ÅThe denser a wood is, the harder, stronger, and more durable it is. 

Most hardwoods have a higher density than most softwoods. The 

chart below shows the density of some commonly used woods.  

 



Density  

Wood  Density (lb/ft3)  

Alder (Hardwood)  26-42  

Aspen (Hardwood)  26  

Balsa (Hardwood)  7-9  

Beech (Hardwood)  32-56  

Cedar (Softwood)  23  

Douglas Fir (Softwood)  33  

Hickory (Hardwood)  37-58  

Juniper (Softwood)  35  

Magnolia (Hardwood)  35  

Mahogany (Hardwood)  31-53  

Maple (Hardwood)  39-47  

Oak (Hardwood)  37-56  

Pine (Softwood)  22-35  

Poplar (Hardwood)  22-31  

Redwood (Softwood)  28-55  

Spruce (Softwood)  25-44  

Teak (Hardwood)  41-61  

Walnut (Hardwood)  40-43  

Yew (Softwood)  42  



Janka Rating System 

pressure in pounds to mar 
Species Pressure To Mar 

(Kiln-dried) (in pounds) 

Hickory, Pecan 1,820 

Hard Maple 1,450 

White Oak 1,360 

Beech 1,300 

Red Oak 1,290 

Yellow Birch 1,260 

Green Ash 1,200 

Black Walnut 1,010 

Soft Maple 950 

Cherry 950 

Hackberry 880 

Gum 850 

Elm 830 

Sycamore 770 

Alder 590 

Yellow Poplar 540 

Cottonwood 430 

Basswood 410 

Aspen 350 

    



Characteristics of Hardwoods Compared 

Comparison of Common Hardwood Characteristics 
 

Type of Wood Machining Nailing Screwing Gluing Finishing   Total 
Hard Maple 1 1 1 3 3   13 

Poplar 4 1 3 3 4   15 

White Oak 4 3 3 2 4   15 

Red Oak 4 3 3 3 4   17 

Ash 3 3 3 3 4   16 

Pecan/Hickory 1 1 1 1 2   6 

Cherry 4 3 3 3 4   17 

Black Walnut 4 3 3 3 4   17 

Beech 4 3 3 1 4   15 

Cypress 3 4 4 3 4   18 

               
               
Maximum possible score for each category is 4. i.e. 3 would be 3 out of 4 

               



How do we choose? 

ÅOften simply by availability 
ÅWe are fortunate to have good local sources. 

ÅCost 
ÅSometimes free or cheap is not a good idea. 

ÅBy what tools we have available to us  

ÅThe intended use of the end product 

ÅThe appearance 
ÅColor, grain pattern,  

 

 



How do we choose? 

ÅWill it be stained or painted? 

ÅWill it be exposed to the weather? 

ÅDo we need plywood to match the hardwood? 
ÅMost of the hardwoods have matching plywood available from our local 

suppliers. 

Å5ƻƴΩǘ ƻǾŜǊƭƻƻƪ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ƭǳƳōŜǊΦ  
ÅSouthern Yellow Pine found in larger 2x lumber is very strong and good 

looking 

ÅнȄпΩǎ ŀƴŘ сΩǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ƧƻƛƴǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǇƭŀƴŜŘ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǾŜǊȅ ŀǘǘǊŀŎǘƛǾŜ ǎƳŀƭƭ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎ 

 



HARD MAPLE 



Poplar 



White Oak 



Red Oak 


