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FOREWORD



When faced with something broken, Popular Mechanics readers aren’t the type to worry. Instead we roll up our sleeves and fix the problem. Since the magazine started in 1902, Popular Mechanics has been all about self-sufficiency. About knowledge and experience. But also about willingness—willingness to learn and ask questions and, most important, try.


We put this book together for people who hate to give up and who always think they can do things themselves. It’s a foundation of real knowledge based on more than a hundred years of providing expertise for nearly every DIY project you may encounter in your life. A definitive guide to the most important tools you can own, this book will give you more than inspiration. It will give you confidence.


At a time when fewer and fewer people actually know how to make and do things, by picking up this book you have made a commitment to taking care of yourself. You want to handle the issues that arise with owning a car, a home, a lawn you’re not ashamed of. And when you find something you don’t know how to do, you want to learn.


There are big rewards to knowing not only how to attack what needs doing but also what tools will help you get the job done. You’ll discover yourself turning to this book for everything. There’s something deeply satisfying about knowing you will be able to rise to the challenge of a leaky faucet, a decrepit front stoop, or a great tree without a tree house. You’re ready. It’s time to get your tools in order.


—The Editors of Popular Mechanics




















Introduction



BEFORE YOU BEGIN


It’s highly unlikely that this is the first page you turned to in this book. The other pages are a lot more fun, as is learning about the tools on those pages. For instance, do track saws cut as smoothly and accurately as the manufacturers claim? (They do. They’re fantastic, and the plunging mechanism is very handy when you want to cut a hinged top to a window seat out of a single sheet of plywood.) Maybe you’ve flipped the pages searching for reciprocating saws and are hoping to see if they’ve made any improvements on the classic you keep in the garage. (They have. You won’t be disappointed.) Then, some of you might take an interest in learning about low-angle block planes. They’re a surefire, low-tech tool that can’t be beat.


One thing we should cop to right now: Even though this book is called The Ultimate Tool Book, this is still an abridged list. You can always use more tools. At least, you can always want more tools. But we do stand by this idea: In a lifetime of everyday projects, these hundred tools are the ones you really need.


There’s simply no way to include every tool you might ever find a need for. We’ve left out niche tools (like a construction calculator, to help you lay out stairs or rafters quickly and with dead-on accuracy). You won’t find a section on laser measurers or digital tapes—even though they’re cool and are a must-have for any gadgethead. We’ve also neglected to talk about jacks or lifts of any kind. Nor will you find an oil filter wrench or feeler gauge for gapping spark plugs. It’s not that these tools aren’t handy, but we’re focusing on setting a solid foundation of tools you’ll use frequently. For anything else, you’ll just need to make sure you have a good neighbor.


Before getting too far ahead of ourselves, we’ve got to consider a few things. You can probably recall the shop safety maxim Norm Abram repeated at the beginning of every episode of The New Yankee Workshop. To that end, we’ve compiled a list of safety equipment and other supplies you’ll need along with your new tools. Before you start on any project, be sure your workshop is stocked with these.


Safety Equipment


[image: ] FIRST AID KIT


This is one tool we hope you’ll never have to use but that’s crucial to have nearby. You should have gauze, sterile bandages, adhesive bandages, hydrogen peroxide, tweezers, a magnifying glass, topical antibiotic ointment, tissues, cotton swabs, burn ointment, and some white medical tape.


[image: ] FIRE EXTINGUISHER


We hope you never have to use this tool, either, but it should be within reach at all times. Make sure your extinguisher is ABC rated and pressurized. If you ever do need to use it, aim it at the base of the flame and spray side to side to extinguish the fire. If you are working in a garage or basement shop, be sure to always have a clear evacuation plan in mind as well.



Supplies


[image: ] DUCT TAPE


There’s a reason why one of our other books is titled When Duct Tape Just Isn’t Enough. There’s so much you can do with it, and it’s great for temporary repairs, but it’s not a long-term fix.


[image: ] FIVE-GALLON BUCKET


Not only is this a great tool tote, but it also doubles as a seat, a collection basin when you need to drain a plugged sink, and an impromptu stepladder.


[image: ] SANDPAPER


You’ll want to keep several different grits and makes around. Garnet is soft and a terrific choice for final sanding on soft woods, but for metal, you’ll be better served grabbing a sheet of silicon carbide. When stripping layers of paint, a ceramic-tooth sandpaper will tear through old, hardened coats.


[image: ] GLUE


You’ll need adhesives to get some work done. While working with plumbing, the two-part primer and adhesive to run a PVC drain line is necessary. Type II carpenter’s glue is a nontoxic, inexpensive, weather-resistant, all-purpose wood glue. A bottle of superglue is terrific for some everyday repairs, with its quick-drying, superstrong hold. Superglue shouldn’t be used on porous materials, since it’s absorbed too quickly. Gel-style superglues are easier to work with, because they’re thicker and there’s less runoff. It’s also easier to see exactly where the glue has been applied.


For many jobs, a polyurethane glue, like Gorilla Glue, will solve many of your problems; it’s extremely strong and sticks to a variety of surfaces. The caveats to polyurethane glue are that it can be fatal if swallowed, it will stain your skin, and its expansion rate is generally 3:1, which can be difficult to estimate. For some specialty items, you’ll find the manufacturer’s proprietary adhesives to be the best choice.




[image: ] To help glue last longer in the bottle, squeeze out all the air before sealing the cap.





[image: ] SPRAY LUBE


An assortment of spray lubricants should be in everyone’s toolbox. Some penetrate rust; others act as a general lubricant; some leave behind a dry film that resists accumulating dust and dirt. Choose the right ones for you.


[image: ] SCREWS


An array of screws will keep you working. But don’t rely solely on drywall screws. Contrary to popular belief, these are not the end-all fastener. In fact, you should use them only on drywall and keep a good selection of specialty screws for your woodworking needs. Most hardware stores have an array of screws designed especially for trim work, decking, and general wood fastening. Unless it’s for aesthetic reasons, you should avoid using a Phillips-head and opt for either a square drive or star drive. These latter head designs offer more points of contact and a more equal distribution of torque, which lower the chance of stripping a screw’s head.




[image: ] There’s one other use for this book you won’t want to overlook. Come holiday season, birthday, or anniversary, leave this book out in a conspicuous place and make sure it’s open to the right page. It’s a hint as subtle as a sledgehammer—and just as effective.





[image: ] NAILS


Like screws, one type of nail doesn’t work for every application. Common nails are terrific for framing, and hot-dipped galvanized commons are a smart choice for outdoor applications, like framing decks and working with cedar. Finishing nails, roofing nails, underlayment nails, and the like are engineered and designed for their specific tasks. What supply box would be complete without a wide selection of nuts, bolts, machine screws, washers, and lock washers?
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Chapter 01
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BENCHTOP TABLE SAW



At the heart of woodworking is geometry, and geometry is filled with all kinds of shapes. In the case of furniture, we’re usually talking rectangles. And nothing makes rectangles like a table saw. It’s fast, it’s efficient, and if you follow the manufacturer’s instructions and use a push stick, it’s also perfectly safe.


A benchtop table saw consists of a metal table through which a 10-inch diameter blade projects. The motor, the blade, and the geared apparatus that raises and lowers the blade and makes it tilt is housed in a cabinet below the table. You can raise or lower the blade depending on the thickness of the wood you want to cut. Today’s 10-inch saws allow you to cut a piece up to 3 inches thick. Benchtop table saws make standard rip cuts and crosscuts out of the box, and once you have your saw accurately adjusted, you can use it to cut precise woodworking joints.




[image: ] PROVIDE STEADY LUBRICATION FOR BIG CUTTING JOBS


If you’re doing cutting that needs constant lubrication, like using a saw to cut through concrete, a five-gallon paint bucket is a handy tool. Gouge a hole in it near the bottom (about the diameter of a screwdriver will work), and fill it with water. If someone holds it above the cut, water will leak out at just the right rate to keep the saw blade wet.







[image: ]





BRICK TROWEL



In the hands of a skilled mason, a brick trowel is an amazing tool. It dispenses mortar into a joint to bond bricks together, taps bricks into position, and shaves off excess mortar for a clean joint. The diamond-shaped blade of the trowel is made of high-carbon steel, with an offset tang that connects the blade and handle. The best trowels are forged blade and tang from a single piece of steel, giving them a springiness that eases the burden of working with mortar.


To use a trowel, cut into the mortar as if you were serving it up like a slice of pie. When you tip the trowel sideways, the mortar sticks slightly, allowing you to shave off the mortar onto a brick in a slicing-sweeping motion. Brick trowels come in two basic shapes: London and Philadelphia. From above, the London pattern looks like the tip of a spear. The Philadelphia pattern is broader and holds a bit more mortar. Both are good. Choose the one that feels right for you.




[image: ] USE THE BUTT END OF A BRICK TROWEL TO GENTLY BUMP A BRICK INTO PLACE


It’s not unusual to place a brick in its mortar bed and find that you can’t shove it completely into position, which should be about 1⁄16 to ⅛ inch back from the mason’s line and level across its width and length. If you’re an amateur bricklayer, you’ll find that brick trowels with a bumper on the end of the handle are particularly useful. It may take a lot of bumping to nudge bricks into position.
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CARPENTER’S SQUARE



A carpenter’s square, also called a steel square or framing square, has been helping builders for the better part of forever. An L-shaped wonder, this tool is terrific for laying out rafters and stairs. There are two parts to this tool. The 2-inch-wide, 24-inch-long segment is the body of the square and where you’ll find the rafter tables and ruler etched in. The thinner and shorter section is called the tongue. The tongue measures 16 inches from the heel to the tip and is used to mark the plumb, or vertical, for example, cuts on rafters.


Stair buttons, sold separately, are hexagonal brass buttons which are clamped onto the square’s body and tongue at exact points to ensure consistency when marking stair stringers or when laying out rafters. These brass buttons act as stops for the square, so your layout is as accurate as possible.


When buying a carpenter’s square, you’ve got a choice between aluminum and steel. Either one works fine. Don’t buy chrome; a matte or painted finish will be easier to read in bright light. Having the increments etched into the blade is the best choice since this tool gets slid, flipped, and used on a number of surfaces—you don’t want them to wear off. While this is a pretty tough square, it isn’t impervious to damage. A good drop will knock it out of shape, as will twisting it. Handle it like the precision instrument it is designed to be.
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CHALK LINE



As technology goes, the chalk line is quite simple: it’s a cranked spool of string that runs through a reservoir of powdered chalk. But nothing fancy works better for marking a straight line when ripping long boards, cutting drywall, or laying out the position of wall plates while framing.


If you don’t have a helper to hold the other end of the chalk line for you and the hook end won’t hold, just make a notch in the wood or drywall with a razor knife, then cinch the line into the cut. Then it’s just a matter of pulling the string tight like a bow string and letting go.


Not all chalk is the same. The reliable standard is blue chalk, since it is easy to see and to remove. Red chalk is nearly permanent and can stand up to some weathering, but for truly permanent marking, use dark blue, crimson, or black. If you’re working with fresh concrete and don’t want it to get stained, skip the colors and stick to white chalk as long as the concrete is dark enough that you’ll get some contrast. For interior work like aligning wallpaper or trim details, white chalk is preferable, as it’s easiest to remove and won’t bleed through your work.


When the time comes to remove your mark, don’t wipe it; you’ll smear it into the work. Instead, blow on the chalk. And don’t mix colors in the reservoir. If you need to switch colors, you’re better off buying another chalk line.




[image: ] IRWIN MACH 6


Anybody who has reeled in an old-school chalk line could appreciate this high-speed model from IRWIN. Called the Mach6, it has a 6-to-1 metal gear assembly. For every turn of the handle, the drive gear spins six times. The line returns so rapidly, you’ve got to be careful to not whip yourself. You’ll also appreciate its impact-resistant aluminum body, wide double-prong hook, metal crank handle, and nicely designed chalk compartment for easy access.
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CIRCULAR SAW



With amperage ratings between 13 and 15 amps and armed with a 7¼-inch blade, these saws can cut nearly anything. Lock in a masonry blade and these saws will scream through concrete (this kicks up a ton of fine dust, so wear a respirator). With the right blades, you can knock through composite materials, plywood, and dimensional lumber in no time flat.


Aside from the importance of amperage (which correlates directly to the saw’s power) and weight (which correlates directly to user fatigue), you want your saw to be a real fit for you. Before buying one, hold the saw and get a sense of it. Make sure it will fit your gloved hand. Other things you’ll want to check are blade depth and bevel adjustments. You’ll want easy-to-read adjustment scales and easy-to-reach levers.


Circular saws span a great range of models. The most popular is the side-winder circular saw, which features good durability, is light weight, and is easy to use. Need more torque and toughness? Try a worm-drive circular saw. If maneuverability for cutting sheet goods, siding, and flooring is paramount, we suggest the light 4½-inch bladed trim saw.


A fourth model is a track saw, which is the saw of choice for many scrupulous cabinetmakers and finish carpenters. These saws come with a proprietary track system, allowing you to make rips and cuts with the accuracy of a table saw, but with one advantage: portability and ease. It’s far easier to push a 12-pound saw through a 95-pound sheet of medium-density fiberboard than it is to balance and push that same sheet across a table saw. If space is an issue, or just the bulk and weight of a table saw has you stalemated, a track saw is a great alternative.
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CLAW HAMMER



In 30,000 BC, someone altered the destiny of the human race by lashing a stick to a rock, a refinement that increased the user’s strike speed and accuracy. The hammer was born. Later, stone begat bronze, begat iron, begat steel—a material that could be forged into a ruthlessly efficient shape. Yet, after all these millennia, the wood handle remains, preferred by craftsmen for its light weight, shock absorbency, and balance. It was the post–World War II housing boom that finally transformed the profile of the modern hammer. Can’t-frame-’em-fast-enough carpenters on the West Coast needed still more speed, so they grafted elements of heavy rigging hatchets onto claw hammers. The result is the beefy, all-business, California-style framer, a swift, long-handled striking tool with a vicious claw.


Hammering is a repetitive act and lots of guys have suffered from carpenter’s elbow (like tennis elbow outside the country club). How do you avoid that? Get a titanium hammer from Stiletto Tools. A titanium hammer is lighter than your steel-headed counterpart and offers a significant reduction in recoil and vibration while delivering more swing force where it’s really needed: hitting the nail on the head. The design improvements on the tool include a magnetic nail starting slot, a side nail puller, and a rubberized titanium handle. They still make wooden-handled hammers with titanium heads, but these newer handles are slightly curved and specifically engineered to improve your striking force with a lot less effort. Titanium hammers are expensive, but once you heft one, it’ll be tough to put it back.




[image: ] HOW TO MAKE AN IMPROVISED RUBBER MALLET


For work that requires softer or non-marking impacts, a typical claw hammer can be transformed into a makeshift rubber mallet with a tennis ball. Use a utility knife to cut an X in the tennis ball, then slip it over the head of the hammer.
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COMBINATION SQUARE



Used for marking out, measuring, and testing the squareness of corners, this versatile and useful tool was invented by Laroy Starrett in 1877. Even today, the Starrett combination square is the Rolls-Royce of these tools.


While the 12-inch blade (the ruler portion) is the most common size, many manufacturers produce other options. Squares can have blades as small as 4 inches and as long as 24 inches.


We suggest looking for a matte finish on the ruler. While chrome looks great in a display case, it won’t under strong shop lights or when the sun is shining brightly. Look for a forged-steel head or cast-iron head rather than a plastic one. The forged steel is going to be more expensive, but it will be less brittle.


One of our favorites is the Starrett Combination Set (435 Series). This is not a budget tool, but this is also not a place to try to save money. The 435 Series is a versatile three-in-one with a 12-inch combination square that comes with a centering head and a reversible, adjustable protractor head. And its head is made out of durable cast iron to boot.


It’s easy to use. For maximum precision, first position your pencil (or the scratch awl stored in the head), then gently slide the square to the pencil (or awl) and strike your line. Check the tool’s accuracy by marking a line 90 degrees to a straightedge. Flip the square and make another mark next to the first. If the two lines are not parallel, the square is off by half the discrepancy. We suggest that you buy the best instrument you can afford and set it aside for demanding precision work.
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CONCRETE-FINISHING TROWEL



You know when you see a concrete slab that wasn’t well finished. The surface undulates and is coarse. It’s crude. And it was probably not made with a concrete trowel. This long, thin, rectangular piece of steel has a crank-like handle mounted above it. The beauty of this trowel’s design is that it allows you to move over the surface of moist concrete in a sweeping motion, leaving a smoothly finished surface in your wake.


Concrete-finishing trowels come in varying lengths, from 12 to 24 inches. The longer the trowel, the more mastery it takes to use it properly but the straighter and flatter the concrete surface you’ll be able to produce.




[image: ] HOW TO MAKE YOUR OWN WORKSITE GARBAGE CAN


On the site of many big indoor jobs like, say, a home renovation, you can find a dumpster stationed outside. But there isn’t always a good distribution of garbage cans near the work itself. Try this handy substitute: Since floor protection almost always arrives first, cut a sheet of the heavy cardboard (six feet usually does the trick), roll it into a cylinder, and use a spring clamp to both hold it in shape and hold open a contractor bag, creating a great on-the-spot refuse container.
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CONCRETE FLOAT



Those are two words you don’t see together every day. They seem mutually exclusive. But the fact is a concrete float is a necessary tool if you want to make a slab with a neat and flat surface. The concrete float consists of a handle attached to a hardwood board, a plastic slab, or a piece of magnesium. It’s moved over concrete in a sweeping motion, followed by a pass with a concrete finishing trowel to really make it neat. Unlike the finishing trowel, however, you have to put some muscle into using a concrete float, pushing gravel into the wet concrete, then flattening out and pushing down large bulges and bumps. When working on exterior concrete, sometimes you stop the finishing process after using the float. Known as a float finish, this provides an anti-slip surface. For even more texture, drag a coarse broom over the floated concrete as the last step.


Like concrete trowels, floats come in varying lengths from 12 to 24 inches. The longer the float, the flatter the surface it will produce—and the more skill and effort it requires to use. That’s why you’ll never see a mason with weak forearms.




[image: ] MARSHALLTOWN “THE HOG” MAGNESIUM FLOAT


The Marshalltown magnesium concrete float, aka The Hog, has a broad comfortable handle with an opening big enough to fit a gloved hand. And it’s got a silky smooth surface and just the right balance. It’s like a magic wand for concrete.
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CORDLESS DRILL



Cordless drills (commonly referred to as drill/drivers) readily combine speed, power, and portability. So for most of us, they’ve already replaced the corded variety. Some also come with a clutch that disconnects the drive mechanism when it reaches a dialed-in force setting, preventing the user from stripping the screw.


The lithium-ion batteries of today’s models allow these tools to be light, while still being workhorses. Although the 14- to 18-volt models can handle most jobs, some drills have voltages in the mid-twenties or even thirties for power that rivals that of the corded product.


If you’ll be working on plumbing and running wire, a right-angle drill will make your life easier. You won’t have to squeeze the drill and the bit between studs or joist bays any longer. A right-angle drill has a compact head and slim body for easy working in tight areas. Cabinetmakers might find this their drill of choice, since it’s ideal for getting into tight spaces.


The keyless chuck is nice for quick bit changing, and the adjustable clutch means we can control the drill’s torque. Many models are equipped with small lights. They might seem gimmicky, but they’ll come in handy. Often.


Many cordless drills have a hammer drill function, which is necessary when you’ve got to get through concrete or dense plaster. You’d be hard-pressed to find people who don’t drive screws or other fasteners with this tool. But when driving screws, change over from a Phillips-head screw to either a square drive (Robertson) or a Torx screw. You’ll be happy you did.
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DRYWALL KNIFE



This isn’t a knife in the normal sense. Rather, it’s a thin high-carbon steel blade on a handle that embeds drywall tape into a seam and then spreads an exceedingly thin layer of drywall compound over the tape. The knife is quite flexible. In fact, its springiness (combined with its smooth, straight edge) helps it leave a glass-like smooth surface in its wake. If it was too stiff, you wouldn’t get a sense of how much pressure to apply.


Drywall knives are used in combination with each other. A typical patch job begins with a 4-inch or 6-inch knife to push the tape into the drywall compound and strike off any excess. The next layer of compound is applied with an 8-inch knife, then a 10-inch or 12-inch. The result is a drywall seam covered in progressively wider layers of compound that form a very shallow mound—so shallow that it blends into its surroundings. The same holds for spreading compound over interior and exterior corners and screw cavities.




[image: ] ASK ROY


[image: ] The crack in the hallway comes back no matter how many times I patch it. What’s the right fix?


[image: ] Seasonal cracks in drywall and plaster are tough to repair. As they open and close, the surface around the crack crushes and grinds the patch material, or it pulls it apart. You need a super-flexible material that can bridge a wide gap, such as DAP ElastoPatch. It’s about the consistency of yogurt and should be applied with a 6-inch joint-taping knife. It’ll take you a few tries before you can produce a smooth finish, so experiment on an old piece of drywall first. Before you patch, use a painter’s 5-in-1 tool to rake out any old repair materials. Scoop out the patch and spread it on in thin layers. Wipe off any excess (you won’t be able to sand it down like joint compound), let the patch dry, then paint.
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DRYWALL SAW



Adrywall saw, or jab saw, is used for cutting holes for outlets and switches or, when used carefully, making a reasonably accurate hole for a recessed light. These dagger-like handsaws offer the perfect approach. After precisely transferring your measurements onto your drywall (to make the circles for recessed lights, use a compass like the one you had as a kid), push the tip of this saw through the drywall. Some tips are pretty dull but can be ground to a sharper point so that jabbing them through the drywall will be relatively clean.


The aggressive tooth is designed to cut on both the push and pull strokes. The handles are either wood, plastic, or rubberized. They all work, but if you plan on using this saw day in and day out, you might opt for a more cushioned rubberized handle. When cutting drywall where you have access to both sides of its surface, stay to the good side of the sheet, or the side that will face into the room. When you cut, it’s a good idea to back cut the opening, or cut on an angle so the back of the cut is a bit wider than the front. This gives you a little “extra” room without affecting the face of the drywall.


Not all jab saws are created equal. Many manufacturers make saws that are great on standard drywall but simply will not cut cement board or dense fire-rated drywall. Search out specific makes that the manufacturers rate for these materials.
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DRYWALL SQUARE



You know the T square—a big drawing tool, shaped, as its name implies, like a T. Its long blade helps you draw long, straight lines that are perpendicular to an edge. Now picture that same concept but made large enough to work on a sheet of drywall.


The blade of the drywall square has inch measurements marked on it to facilitate quick and accurate cutting. There’s no need to get your tape measure out. You can easily slide a utility knife along the blade to make nice clean score marks in the drywall. Score, snap, repeat. Done.


Since the blade is 48 inches long, you can crosscut a sheet of drywall in a single pass. But it gets better. The same attributes that help you quickly and neatly cut a sheet of drywall work just as well when it comes to marking plywood. If you think you can do without a drywall square, think again. It’s a great tool for both drywall work and carpentry.




[image: ] HOW TO START A NAIL ONE-HANDED


For all those times you’ve found yourself flying solo on what should be a two-man job, here’s how to start a nail with only one hand: Cup your hand over the top of the hammer, so your palm is against one side of the head. Use your fingers to hold the nail against the other side. (The nail should be perpendicular to the hammer’s handle.) Now place the tip of the nail where it ought to go, then push. Lean into it a little, if it’s safe (i.e., you’re not atop a ladder). With the larger surface of the hammer’s head to bear on, you should be able to get the nail started just enough that it will stay in place while you begin hammering in earnest.







[image: ]





EARMUFFS



Hearing damage is permanent, but, fortunately, it’s also preventable. Earmuffs, as opposed to earplugs or headphones, provide maximum protection. Really loud shop tools, such as chain saws and circular saws, operate above 100 decibels—and noise higher than 85 decibels begins to cause damage. OSHA (the Occupational Safety and Health Administration) requires employers to provide hearing protection if the environment noise level exceeds 85 decibels, for example.


Choose a product that has a high noise-reduction rating (NRR)—preferably in the range of 23 to 33. While earmuffs do provide optimum protection, they have to form a soundproof seal around your ears. So wearing safety glasses or having long hair will impinge on their noise-reduction ratings. Most NRRs refer to optimal conditions, so your actual noise reduction will be somewhat less than what the product is capable of achieving in a laboratory test setting.


Earplugs are not as good at sound reduction, but they aren’t compromised by glasses or your choice of haircut. If optimal eye and ear protection are a must, look to the setup used by many arborists for all-around safety: a headband equipped with earmuffs that also supports a full face shield and a hard hat.




[image: ] ALWAYS PROTECT YOUR EARS


According to NIOSH (the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health) and the CDC (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention), a continuous noise at 100 decibels can begin to cause damage in 15 minutes. And that exposure time is halved for every three decibels it increases—which means at 115 decibels, damage can occur in less than a minute.
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EXTENSION CORD



Most people buy an extension cord based on length, but there are other things to consider. Extension cords are rated for indoor or outdoor use. The jacket, or insulation, on the outdoor-rated version is made to withstand temperature fluctuations, moisture, and UV radiation. Indoor cords aren’t so hardy. Left exposed, an indoor-rated cord’s insulating jacket will deteriorate, raising the risk of life-threatening shocks or fire.


Extension cords carry an amperage rating based on the wire’s gauge and length. A wire’s gauge measures the wire’s diameter and determines how much current it can carry. The lower the gauge number, the larger the cable’s diameter and the more current it can carry.


The amperage rating tells you how much current you can draw with a specific cord. If you plan on using a number of tools at one time, it’s important to know how many amps you’re going to be pulling. Amperage information is provided by Underwriters Laboratories and is printed on your tool. A 10-gauge, 100-foot power cord is a heavy hitter and should be your choice if you are using high-amperage tools farther than 50 feet from your power source. For a 50-footer, look for a 12-gauge, 15-amp cord. For most jobs 25 feet from the power outlet, a 14-gauge cord with a 15-amp rating should do the job.




[image: ] GET THE BIGGER CORD


While the extension cord’s amp rating should match up to your tools, we suggest going up one wire-gauge size when in doubt. It’s best to use a cord with a little extra amp capacity (also known as ampacity).
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EXTENSION LADDER



Ranging in length from 16 to 40 feet in 2-foot increments, extension ladders put most projects safely within reach. To ensure you don’t buy a ladder that comes up short, the rule of thumb is to purchase one at least 7 feet taller than the height of the object you need to reach.


When using a ladder to get on a roof, you must extend the ladder 3 feet higher than the roof, which would be three full rungs. A fully extended 24-foot ladder leaning against a house, minus the 3-foot overlap, should be 21 feet high, and the foot of the ladder should be planted 5½ feet from the wall, at a 75-degree angle.


Be aware of electrical lines; even fiberglass ladders conduct electricity. When moving your ladder into position, plan your route beforehand. To lift, squat slightly and, with your dominant hand, grab a lower rung, then reach up and grab a rung with your other hand to steady the ladder. Watch the lower part of the ladder as you walk; it will tell you if you’re tilting and let you keep an eye on where you’re walking.


Clearly marked on every ladder sold today are their weight limits. When you’re climbing a ladder is no time to flatter yourself on your weight. And when you’re on top, don’t reach out to the side. If your belt buckle extends past the ladder rail, you’re overreaching. When working with tools, OSHA recommends using a hand line attached to a bucket and that you pull your tools up once you are in a safe working position.




[image: ] TRY THE COMBINATION LADDER


Do you need both a stepladder and an extension ladder? Consider Werner’s Telescoping Multi-Position Ladder. It converts into a scaffold as well, and features configurations for stairwells.







[image: ]





FLASHLIGHT



Working one-handed with a flashlight, or worse yet, with a light clamped between your teeth, is no way to operate. A camping headlamp is useful, since it holds the light for you and always aims where you’re looking, or there’s a variety of stationary lights with magnetic handles or movable necks that help, too.


We buy flashlights for one reason, and that’s to illuminate a dark space. So lumens, a measure of brightness, matter. The more lumens a flashlight boasts, the brighter and farther the light will shine. Some manufacturers still rate brightness in candlepower; one candlepower is equal to 12.57 lumens.


Bulb type matters in both longevity of the bulb and batteries. Incandescent and xenon lights are battery eaters, since they use battery power to create heat and light, though xenon lights do provide very bright light. LEDs, or light-emitting diodes, last longest of the bulbs and are easiest on the batteries, but the quality of light isn’t as good as xenon bulbs. Some LEDs produce clean white light, but many are tinted.
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