



[image: Cover: Beginner’s Guide to Backyard Building]








Welcome to Storey Publishing



We’re a community of doers who love to grow, build, create, and explore the world around us. We invite you to join us in the quest to enrich life through hands-on activities and experiences.

Storey's Fresh Picks Monthly Ebook Specials









[image: Beginner’s Guide to Backyard Building, simple step by step instructions for construction your own shed, studio, tiny house]









The mission of Storey Publishing is to serve our customers by publishing practical information that encourages personal independence in harmony with the environment.


edited by Carleen Madigan, Lisa H. Hiley, and Christine Maxfield


art direction and book design by HK Goldstein


cover and interior illustrations by © Lee Mothes, except here which is excerpted from Audels Carpenters and Builders Guide #4 by Frank D. Graham and Thomas J. Emery (Theo. Audel & Co., 1923)


photography by © Lee Mothes


text © 2026 by Lee Mothes


A version of this book was previously published under the title Keep Out! by Lee Mothes (Storey Publishing, 2013).




Be sure to read all of the instructions thoroughly before undertaking any of the projects in this book and follow all of the safety guidelines. Take proper safety precautions before using potentially dangerous tools and equipment.





All rights reserved. Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture. The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


The information in this book is true and complete to the best of our knowledge. All recommendations are made without guarantee on the part of the author or Storey Publishing. The author and publisher disclaim any liability in connection with the use of this information.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Storey books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. Special editions or book excerpts can also be created to specification. For details, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.


Storey Publishing


210 MASS MoCA Way


North Adams, MA 01247


storey.com


Storey Publishing is an imprint of Workman Publishing, a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc., 1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104. The Storey Publishing name and logo are registered trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.


ISBNs: 978-1-63586-960-6 (paperback); 978-1-63586-961-3 (ebook)


Printed in China by Toppan Leefung Printing Ltd. on paper from responsible sources


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data on file









To Virginia, Kathy, Chris, Chele, Jesse Manley, and Mr. Barnes. And to Mom, for enabling me to build that first clubhouse and everything after that.











Contents




	Cover


	Title


	Copyright Page


	Dedication Page


	Contents


	Preface: My Shelter-Building Adventures


	Introduction: You Can Build It!


	Part 1


	Getting Ready to Build


	Chapter 1: Tools and Techniques


	Chapter 2: Making Plans and Finding Materials


	Part 2


	The Classic Design


	Chapter 3: Building the Foundation and Floor


	Chapter 4: Framing the Walls and Roof


	Chapter 5: Finishing


	Chapter 6: Building It Bigger and Better


	Chapter 7: Making It Your Own


	Part 3


	The ENHANCED Design


	Chapter 8: Planning


	Chapter 9: Building the Foundation, Sills, and Floor


	Chapter 10: Building the Walls


	Chapter 11: Building the Roof


	Chapter 12: Finishing Up


	Glossary


	Metric Conversions


	Index


	About the Author












Navigation




	Cover


	Title Page


	Start of Contents


	Copyright Page


	Dedication Page


	Contents


	Preface


	Introduction


	Part 1 Getting Ready to Build


	Glossary


	Index












Page List




	1


	2


	3


	4


	5


	6


	7


	8


	9


	10


	11


	12


	13


	14


	15


	16


	17


	18


	19


	20


	21


	22


	23


	24


	25


	26


	27


	28


	29


	30


	31


	32


	33


	34


	35


	36


	37


	38


	39


	40


	41


	42


	43


	44


	45


	46


	47


	48


	49


	50


	51


	52


	53


	54


	55


	56


	57


	58


	59


	60


	61


	62


	63


	64


	65


	66


	67


	68


	69


	70


	71


	72


	73


	74


	75


	76


	77


	78


	79


	80


	81


	82


	83


	84


	85


	86


	87


	88


	89


	90


	91


	92


	93


	94


	95


	96


	97


	98


	99


	100


	101


	102


	103


	104


	105


	106


	107


	108


	109


	110


	111


	112


	113


	114


	115


	116


	117


	118


	119


	120


	121


	122


	123


	124


	125


	126


	127


	128


	129


	130


	131


	132


	133


	134


	135


	136


	137


	138


	139


	140


	141


	142


	143


	144


	145


	146


	147


	148


	149


	150


	151


	152


	153


	154


	155


	156


	157


	158


	159


	160


	161


	162


	163


	164


	165


	166


	167


	168


	169


	170


	171


	172


	173


	174


	175


	176
















· Preface · My Shelter-Building Adventures






My greatest feeling of accomplishment as a kid occurred the day I sat in an old wicker chair outside my newly completed clubhouse. We—two girls and two boys—had just finished nailing up shingles we had scrounged from a building site and hauled home in a wagon. I was beaming with pride at what we’d achieved, having built this entire structure ourselves without any help from grown-ups.


This was the third clubhouse that I had built. What drove me and my friends to do this, I believe, was a basic desire to have a place, a room, a shelter of our very own that was away from the scrutiny of parents. My bedroom at home was comfortable, of course, but it just wasn’t mine.


It all started when I’d become enchanted by a book in the school library titled Billy’s Clubhouse, and also by the stories that my mom used to tell me about her brother, Frank. Apparently, Frank had lived in a shack he’d built for himself across the street from their home (I assume with their parents’ blessing!). If he—and fictional Billy from my library book—could do that, then why not me?


Building a shelter became a mystery that had to be solved. In our Southern California neighborhood, I wandered through houses under construction trying to decipher the logic of how they were put together. This eventually led me to Mr. Barnes, a kind neighbor who was building his own house by himself. Instead of chasing me off (as some might do), he seemed genuinely amused by my curiosity. Every time I’d stop to watch, he’d pause what he was doing to show me how to use his tape measure, handsaw, and other tools. To an 11-year-old kid without a dad, these weren’t only revelations about construction, they were also signs of acceptance and encouragement from someone I looked up to. I soaked it up!


As fate would have it, I was given a rare opportunity to build my own bedroom when I was 16 years old. My mom and I had moved to the far reaches of Northern California where she was to be the property caretaker for her in-laws, Jesse and Louise. They provided us with a cottage to live in, but there was one big hitch—there was no bedroom for me! Jesse had generously offered to supervise me if I wanted to build a backyard bedroom, but only if I agreed to do the actual carpentry myself. I was both honored and humbled, since he had built their entire house and garage as well as the cottage. Jesse was often abrupt and had little patience if I bumbled about or asked too many questions, but what I learned from him was invaluable. By the time school had started, my room was finished, complete with a wood-burning heater.


During the next few formative years, I pursued my other passions of art and architecture at college. But my first love—construction—remained a constant fascination, and I would often build models of homes or draw house plans in my spare time.


This was all happening during the difficult days of the Vietnam War. Not only was I going broke and failing my classes after navigating different paths with my studies, but the local draft board also had me in their sights, so I decided to get my military obligation over with. I left school, enlisted in the US Army, and was shipped off to fight in the war—but in a stroke of luck that I’m forever grateful for, I was reassigned as a company clerk at the last minute. During my free time, I happened upon a house-building project in the village I was stationed in. A local Vietnamese family was constructing their entire house frame with just mortise-and-tenon joints (no nails) and using only hand tools. Once again, I was enchanted!


After returning to the States, I picked up where I left off with my art studies but soon drifted back into carpentry to pay the bills. With a beat-up VW bus for hauling tools and materials around, I first painted homes and repaired porches and decks, then moved on to room additions and eventually cabins—including my own—all in Northern California.


I was quickly realizing that all I really wanted to do was design and build small, self-contained homes, similar to the compact, shingled cottages that I’d often admired as a kid in my old beach-town neighborhood. After I graduated from art school, my construction dreams reemerged when I discovered the relatively unsettled Oregon Coast. I had found a vacant lot just two blocks from the ocean in Pacific City, and, while saving money for materials, I spent two years dreaming of what I might eventually build upon it.


This was to become my ultimate clubhouse—an actual two-story home with a kitchen, bathroom, living room, and single bedroom. I built it with used or odd-lot materials due to my itinerant-carpenter budget. (A bank loan was out of the question!) Only the framing lumber, plumbing pipes, and wiring were new, as per building-code requirements. The house took another two years to complete, and during that time, I found a like-minded community of other do-it-yourself homebuilders scattered around the area. (Or, I might say, they found me! Some of those friendships are still going strong now, 40 years later.)


In a twist of fate, I also met my wife, Vicki, when my house was nearly finished. We bonded (at least partly!) because of her willingness to help me enlarge the living room, from digging the foundation trenches to pounding a lot of nails. We’re still going strong today, but now living in Wisconsin where we have extensively remodeled and added to our Victorian-era house while raising our three daughters. Our oldest, Kate, is now helping me design a kind of “granny cottage” for her in the backyard, which we’ll break ground on next spring.


Building a backyard shelter is a joy that never ends, and one that I’m eager for you to experience as well!


[image: The author sitting on the porch of their cottage]

There’s nothing like a place of your own . . .

















· Introduction · You Can Build It!






Do you need more living space? Are your kids asking for a playhouse? Do you have a dependent relative who needs a room of their own, perhaps just a few steps from your back door? Or do you simply need a quiet space in which to write, compose, paint, create, or just sit and be? If you have some extra yard space and local zoning allows for an additional structure, there are so many possibilities!


There are countless YouTube videos and guidebooks that demonstrate every facet of house-building. It just takes a little time and patience to learn how to measure and safely cut a board, pound nails without bending them, and figure out which pieces go where. This book is intended to get you beyond the how-to videos and into the lumberyard with a materials list in hand.


Few things are more rewarding than building your very own custom shelter. Call it what you will—a granny cottage, she shed, man cave, clubhouse, or garden shed—it can be your own special place that you created.


Building can sometimes involve tedious work, but the reward is immeasurable. Getting some help to lift and carry heavy materials is often essential, so you might hire an occasional helper or, better yet, ask a family member who will benefit from the project to pitch in. I’ve found that most kids love the idea of helping to build a space of their own, although they might not always be excited about the actual grunt work! But participating in even a small room build can have a profound effect on its potential occupant.


Sometimes the most fun (and daunting) part is designing your shelter. How big should it be? How tall? Will it fit everything you want? You can have fun with this phase because all it takes is your time, but it is time well spent. Write down all the possible uses you can think of for your space. For instance, if it’s a music studio, what instruments will you want in it? Will larger instruments, like a keyboard, be added later? Where will you store all the mics, cables, and sheet music? Where will the outlets be to power everything up? Do you want a snack counter with a microwave and a mini fridge? Will you want lots of daylight, or some artificial lighting you can control for music videos? Such a list can be essential to help you envision the shape and size of the space that you will need.


The following pages include some ideas and designs for a variety of backyard structures, from a sturdy 6 × 8-foot hut to an 8 × 15-foot palace. You can always expand upon these designs or add more rooms to fit your needs later. However, keep in mind that any structure—and especially larger structures—may be subject to the local building code and zoning laws, so first check with the local building department to learn about rules and requirements that apply to your project. You may need to obtain a building permit, although this (usually) is not that difficult.






From Classic to Complex





Here are some design ideas to get your creative juices flowing. From a simple one-room shelter to a sprawling, multilevel space, you can build whatever you want, though you might want to start small while you hone your skills.




The Classic Design


The Classic Design is a simple, good-size space for most purposes. I’ll explain how to design and build this structure in Part 2.



[image: An illustration of the classic one-room cottage design]

[image: The 8 foot by 6 foot floor plan of the classic one-room design]






Many variations are possible. The doors and windows can go in different places, and you can decorate it however you want, inside and out.



[image: An illustration of an alternate one-room cottage design]

[image: 8 foot by 6 foot alternate floor plan]






Add a Patio


This is how a Classic Design structure might look with a brick patio and a trellis built out of 2×2s supported by two 4×4 posts and a 2×6 beam. Canvas, split bamboo fencing, or old bamboo blinds draped over the 2×2 framework would add more shade, if desired.



[image: An illustration of the classic one-room design with an added patio]

[image: 8 foot by 6 foot alternate floor plan with patio]






The El


This is a Classic Design with a room added and with the door and windows in different places. (See Chapter 6 for details on building a room addition.)



[image: An illustration of the classic design with an additional room and windows]

[image: 8 foot by 6 foot by 5 foot floor plan with additional room]






A Tiny House with Many Rooms


If you have the space and your loved ones all want to have a nook or alcove of their own, this is possible. Starting with a Classic Design, you can add rooms to the outside as you need to. In one of them, you can build a secret escape hatch for adventurous kids. You might also have space inside to add a partition. Just remember to build the added roofs with a slant so they don’t leak (that would put a damper on any fun get-together!).



[image: An illustration of a tiny house design with several additional rooms added to the Classic Design]

[image: Original floor plan with several additional rooms]






The Unconventional Building


People have built structures with bottles, cans, tires, newspaper (mixed with cement), cordwood, straw bales, and canvas. Others have used old boats, shipping pallets, and shipping containers. There is at least one house out there covered with license plates and another with a porch shingled with phonograph records. I once saw an entire floor built with old plywood road signs discarded by county highway departments. With a little imagination, you can use almost any materials for your backyard building instead of buying all new stuff (plus it’s better for the planet and your savings account!).



[image: An illustration of the classic one-room with odd decorations all over the exterior]






The Fun-with-Doors Design


If you can find about 6 to 10 solid-wood doors (not hollow-core or particleboard-core), you can use them to build a unique structure. Salvage yards sometimes sell old doors quite cheap. Doors with glass in them can also be used as windows. With a clubhouse made of doors, your inner circle can be the only ones who know which door actually opens (a fun party trick!).



[image: Illustration of the classic one-room design with many faux doors added to the exterior]






The Pile


A backyard building can evolve into something much different from your original design. The materials you find and location you wind up in can challenge your flexibility, and that can be a good thing: The result can be truly original.


It’s best to start with a plan, but it’s okay to modify that plan if you find six old doors or you simply get a new idea. You are the master of your design! It can be challenging to change your design to fit something new you found, so just relax and take your time. This is your space for applying your own creative vision, and it’s all right to make mistakes.






[image: The multi-room design with additional floors and a small tower with a flag on top]
















[image: decorative image]




Part 1 Getting Ready to Build






Backyard designs range widely. Much will depend on the materials you find and on your own ideas. Simple is good, especially in the beginning. The best way to start out is by building a one-room structure, as described in Part 2. To this classic clubhouse design you can add a room, a garden patio, or maybe a second story. You can also add interior walls (partitions) and do all kinds of things to the inside and outside to make it as comfortable or as unconventional as you’d like.


This section introduces you to the essential tools you’ll need to build your structure, discusses where and how to find the materials for it, and helps you figure out a design.













· Chapter 1 · Tools and Techniques






A backyard dwelling is essentially made of wood and nails, and to build one, all you need are a few common hand tools. In this chapter, I show you how to use these tools. For more experienced builders, I’ve added a few make-life-easier options, including some basic power tools.


If you’ve never done any building before, be patient with yourself as you learn how to hit nails and saw boards. You’re learning with your body as well as with your mind, and, as with dancing, tennis, or snowboarding, that takes a while. Once you learn the basics, you’ll find it relatively easy to master other carpentry tools and to build bigger or more complex structures.


[image: captioned image]
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[image: captioned image]
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[image: captioned image]
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[image: captioned image]
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The Nine Essential Tools





The first thing you’ll need before building anything is a set of simple, good-quality hand tools. Believe it or not, you can build an entire house with just the nine essential tools listed here. Having the right tools saves you time and money in the long run.




	A 16-ounce claw hammer. This is a finish hammer, which is lighter than a framing hammer and just right for new builders. A wood-handled hammer is fine, but a fiberglass-handled one will last longer.



	A 15-inch-long handsaw. This is often called a toolbox saw.



	A tape measure. A 12- or 16-foot-long tape is fine for smaller structures, while a 20- to 25-foot-long tape is more suitable for ambitious designs.



	A 7-inch rafter square or speed square. Use this for marking boards to make accurate saw cuts. Although shaped like a triangle, it’s called a square because it has two sides that make a right (90°) angle, which defines a square in geometry. Later, I’ll show you how to use the marks on this kind of rafter square to cut boards at angles.



	An ordinary pencil or a carpenter’s pencil. You’ll use this for marking boards.



	Screwdrivers. You can get a Phillips-head screwdriver (which has a cross-shaped tip) and a standard straight-slot, or flathead, screwdriver, or you can get a combination-style screwdriver with interchangeable blades. The combination screwdrivers include a set of smaller blades, but they have one drawback: The small snap-in blades can easily get lost. Make sure the blades or tips are made of hardened steel; cheap ones wear out fast.



	A level. Look for a 9-inch-long plastic “torpedo” level. These are quite accurate and can fit in any toolbox.



	A crowbar. You’ll need this to remove nails and pull apart mistakes (they happen!).



	Sawhorses. Sawhorses make building much safer and easier. The plastic fold-up kind are sturdy and a good height for experienced builders with power saws. Lower sawhorses are better for hand sawing and for new builders. You can assemble your own sawhorses with some common boards and these essential tools (see how on here).






One more sort-of-tool: A nail pouch or nail apron to hold a tape measure, pencil, and nails will be useful. Lumberyards sometimes give these away.


[image: captioned image]
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Safety Means Taking It Slowly





Before you begin, take a deep breath and relax. Building always takes longer than you think, especially if this is your first project. Nails get bent, saws cut crooked, thumbs get whacked, and splinters get under your skin. Most of these annoyances and injuries are the result of not focusing or trying to do something too fast. Regroup and then start again.


Here are a few things to remember about safety.




	Focus only on sawing when you saw a board. Find a helper to hold the board down, or use clamps, and saw slowly. Stop sawing if you want to talk.



	The same thing applies when you pound in nails: Focus only on the nail and where your hands are.



	Don’t leave nails sticking out of boards! Some barefoot person is bound to come around and step on the one board in the whole yard that has a nail sticking out. Pound them back through, pull them out, or bend them over flat. This also applies to nails that are poking through the inside of your structure’s walls.



	Wear gloves if you are handling recycled or rough-sawn lumber. Wood dries out over time and can get splintery.



	Wear safety goggles and a dust mask when you’re using a power saw. Also, unplug power tools if you are going away, even for only a few minutes.








Pounding a Nail



[image: A good start, ouch, missed nail, bent nail, trying to unbend the nail, take a break and try again later]













How to Pound a Nail and Measure and Saw a Board





Before you get started on your first building project, you’ll want to practice pounding nails, using a tape measure, and cutting a board. Think of this as rehearsal.






Pounding Nails





You’ve probably pounded a few nails in the past, but let’s pretend you’re doing it for the first time. Get your hammer, a few large nails, and a long, thick board like a 2×4, and get comfortable.


If you are right-handed, hold the nail with your left hand and the hammer with your right. If you are left-handed, do the opposite. Hold the hammer handle at the far end, away from the hammerhead, and tap the nail into the wood hard enough so it stands up on its own. Then move your nail-holding hand out of the way and drive in the nail. The drawings on here show the right way to start and what can happen if you miss. Just keep trying.




Unbending a Nail


Hook the claws just above the bend.



[image: Then twist the hammer sideways. This usually straightens the nail, but not always.]






Prying Up a Bent Nail


Push the hammer claws under the nailhead.



[image: Push the handle away from the nail to straighten it up.]






Pulling a Nail


If the nail is hopelessly bent, it’s not worth the effort. Pull it out, using a block of wood for leverage, as shown.



[image: captioned image]











Measuring a Board for Cutting





To mark a cutting line on a board, you’ll need a tape measure, pencil, and square. Hold these tools in your nail apron or tool belt.


All tape measures have numbers and small marks that show feet, inches, and fractions of inches. (Some tape measures also show centimeters and meters, but we’ll only use inches here.) The numbers tell you the feet and inches, and the small marks show the fractions of an inch, including halves, quarters, eighths, and sixteenths.


Get a board from your lumber pile—say, a 2×4. To find out its exact dimensions, hook your tape measure across the wide part of the 2×4. You’ll see that the board is actually about 3½ inches wide. (Why is it not 2 inches by 4 inches? See the box below.) Next, measure the board’s thickness; you should get about 1½ inches. As you build with these boards, you’ll be using these actual dimensions in your planning.


Now let’s mark the board to prepare it for cutting. Say you need some 6-foot-long 2×4s to support your floorboards (which you will), and you have 8-foot-long 2×4s in your pile. Put one of these 2×4s on your sawhorses (or chairs or a bench). Hook the tape measure at one end and pull the tape down the board until you reach 72 inches, which is 6 feet. The tape measure might say “6F” there, too, which also means 6 feet.


Using your pencil, make a mark on your board next to that mark on the tape measure, right between the 7 and the 2 in 72. Then set your square on the board, with its wide, or flanged, edge pulled tight against the bottom of the board. Set the square’s other edge to your mark and draw a cut line over your mark with your pencil, as shown on the next page.




Reading a Tape Measure


It shows feet, inches, and fractions of inches.



[image: Example: this mark is at 2 and five eighths.]






Why a 2×4 Isn’t Really 2" by 4"


At the lumber mill, logs are rough-sawn into boards that are 1 or 2 inches thick and 2 to 12 inches wide. The rough boards are then surfaced and smoothed with a planer, which makes the boards smaller. Therefore, a so-called 2×4 might have started out at 2 inches thick and 4 inches wide (its nominal size) but has been planed down to 1½ inches thick and 3½ inches wide (its actual size).


Older salvaged or unplaned boards might be closer to their nominal dimensions. Try measuring different boards to see what you get.


[image: Two by four is a name, not the actual dimensions. One and a half thick, three and a half wide]







Measuring and Marking a Board



1.Measure the length you want.


[image: Step 1 demonstrated]

2.Draw a cut line over your mark.


[image: Pull the flanged edge of the square tight against the board to mark a ninety degree angle]

3.Cut the board.


[image: Step 3 demonstrated]













Sawing a Board





Now that your board is marked, get your saw and sawhorses if you have them. (To build your own sawhorses, see here.) To start, see the drawing below to figure out how to hold down the board. You can have a helper hold the board for you, or use clamps if you have them.


Use a sharp saw. It will make life so much easier. Start by setting the teeth of the saw at the cut line, then pull up the saw to start the cut (see the drawing below). Saw with long, slow strokes. Leaning over your board as you work (careful to keep loose clothing out of the way), push and pull the saw along the line you drew. You’ll find that the push strokes do most of the cutting. If the saw wanders off the line, back up and slowly, patiently resaw toward the line. After a while, you’ll be able to saw on the line you’re following with ease. When you get near the end, saw the last stroke fast so the scrap falls off without taking a splintery piece of your good wood with it. In the meantime, it’s okay if the cut is off the line a little; don’t worry, this is still batting practice.




Setting Up for Sawing



[image: Always cut on the outside of the sawhorses. Saw on this side of you are left handed, saw on this side if you are right handed.]






Sawing a Board



[image: 1, rest your thumb against the side of the saw to guide it on the first stroke. 2, pull up on the saw to begin your cut. 3, push and pull with long, even strokes]

Caution: Don’t force the saw into the wood—it could slip out and bite you!

















How to Build Your Own Sawhorses





You will need some 2×4 and 1×6 boards, some scraps of ½-inch-thick plywood, and nails. Have your tape measure, pencil, saw, square, and hammer handy. Having a bench or other sturdy surface to cut wood on is helpful. Here is a list of what you need to make two sawhorses.






Sawhorse Materials





	Quantity


	Description











	2


	2×4s, 6 feet long







	2


	1×6s, 8 feet long







	1


	2 × 4-foot panel of ½-inch-thick plywood (or one 1×6, 4 feet long)







	1 pound


	6d coated sinkers or galvanized box nails







	1 pound


	8d coated sinkers or galvanized box nails







	1 pound


	12d or 16d coated sinkers or galvanized box nails















Homemade Sawhorses



[image: A pair of homemade sawhorses]




Step 1. For the sawhorse tops, cut four pieces of 2×4 that are each 36 inches long. To do this, measure to 36 inches from the end of each 2×4 with your tape measure. Mark the spot with your pencil, then use your square to draw a cut line at the mark. Saw along the cut line with a sharp handsaw.




Nail the Tops Together


Don’t worry if you miss; just keep pounding



[image: Step 1 demonstrated]




Step 2. Find a hard floor or concrete surface on which to nail these together. Nail the 2×4s together with 12d or 16d nails, as shown in the drawing at right. Use four or five nails for each pair.




Nail the Legs to the Tops



[image: Step 2 demonstrated]




Step 3. For the legs, cut eight 24-inch-long pieces from your 1×6 boards. Nail these to the 2×4 tops, using five or six 8d nails per leg.




Put on the Braces


Mark the end braces with a pencil and saw them off.



[image: Step 3 demonstrated]




Step 4. For the braces, hold a 1×6 board or a small piece of plywood against the end of the sawhorse, as shown at right. Draw lines where this board (the brace) covers the legs, then saw off the extra wood. Using three or four 6d nails per leg, nail the braces to the legs.


Building sawhorses is good practice and also kind of a test. If you hated every part of doing this, then now is the time to decide whether you really want to build your own backyard dwelling!











Make-Life-Easier Tools





As you gain practice using your nine essential tools, you’ll eventually feel the need for more tools to make building easier and safer. These tools will also be useful to put siding, roofing, and trim boards on your structure.








	Clamps. If you feel your board is wiggling too much when you’re sawing, and all of your helpers have left, you might want clamps to hold it down. Clamps are also great for gluing and other assembly. The modern, lightweight quick-grip clamps are much easier to use than the traditional iron C-clamps. I recommend a set of two 12-inch clamps or two 6-inch clamps.



	Pliers and wire cutters. A basic set includes standard pliers, wire-cutting pliers (great for biting off small nails that won’t pry out), and needle-nose pliers for all sorts of uses.



	A utility knife with a retractable blade. Use this knife for cutting tar paper or shingles for your roof, making cut lines for cleaner saw cuts, or shaving wood that’s too thin for a saw to cut off. Be careful—the blade is sharp!



	An awl or scratch awl. This is used for poking pilot holes for screws or for scratching a cut line if you don’t have a pencil. An awl is also handy to hold the end of a tape measure to a piece of wood.



	A nail set. To sink nailheads into wood, use a nail set, which you hit with a hammer. A medium size with a ³⁄₃₂-inch-wide point is good for most needs.



	A ¾-inch-wide wood chisel. The steel cap on the chisel allows you to hit it with a hammer, which is necessary for most chiseling. Watch for nails when chiseling—the hardened-steel blade will chip easily.



	A small hand plane or block plane. Planes are helpful for shaving wood, especially when fitting windows and doors. Make sure you don’t hit any nailheads while using the plane—it’s very bad for the blade!



	A sanding block and sandpaper sheets. Use these for knocking off splinters and smoothing wood before painting. Get 100-grit, or medium-grit, sandpaper to start with. Grit size is roughly the number of sand grains per inch. The lower the number, the bigger the grains. Sandpaper at 400-grit is very smooth, while 50-grit is rough.



	A toolbox. You’ll want one that is at least 19 inches long to put all your gear in.



	A longer level or a straight board. Once you start building bigger floors and higher walls, you’ll want a longer level. An alternate trick is to attach your torpedo level to a straight 6- or 8-foot-long 2×4 with rubber bands. Cut notches into the board where the rubber bands are placed so the board rests flat while you are leveling (see drawing on here).



	A 6-foot stepladder. Someone probably has one you can borrow if you don’t want to make the investment just yet.
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2. Pull up on the
saw to begin

your cut.
Rest your thumb

against the side
of the saw to
guide it on the
first stroke.

3. Push and pull
with long,
even strokes.
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