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stairs & ramp safety

Watch Your Step
. & Hold Onl

WATCH
HOLD ON

A STORY IN STAIR & RAMP SAFETY
By Alvin Ubell & Lawrence Ubell

Stairs date back tens of thousands of years. The first
humans were motivated to climb to higher elevations to find
food and shelter and to escape from predators...or, perhaps,
just plain curiosity. Thenthey got creative. Very early on, they
started carving indentations, or rudimentary steps, into the
sides of mountains. Some footpaths and steppingstones
date back more than ten thousand years. Around five
thousand years ago, Egyptian architects started to formalize
stair design to make the climb more comfortable. The real
breakthrough came with the Romans who dramatically
improved stair technology about 100 BCE. Marcus Vitruvius
Pollio, an architect in the service of Julius Caesar, used
geometry and applied the Greek mathematician Pythagoras'
theorem (a2+ b2= c2) to develop what may be the world's
first stair design formula. Using Pythagoras' theorem to
calibrate his designs and by standardizing the proportions of
the treads and risers in relation to measurements to the
ideal human body, Vitruvius made stairs safer and more
comfortable and brought to the world the first formal study of
ergonomics. Over the years, stairs didn't just become a
necessity; they came to be associated with affluence and
power. It's rare to find a palatial home without a stair
centerpiece. In “Fiddler on the Roof”, the musical
adaptation of a Sholem Aleichem story, Tevya the milkman
dreams of being rich and “having a house with one long
staircase just going up and one even longer coming down...
and one that's going nowhere just for show”. Many of the
world's important public buildings use stairs as a primary
architectural feature. Think of the Capitol Building in
Washington, D.C., or the Metropolitan Museum of Artin New
York City. Stairs are ancient, necessary, commonplace and

wellrespected. But that's not the entire story. Think about it:
climbing is a physical endeavor working against gravity. Not
to misquote Sir Isaac Newton, but what goes up, must come
down and sometimes with a thud or broken bones or worse!
Stairs can be one of the most dangerous components in a
building or home.
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