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Introduction


I’d always dreamed of having my own garden retreat. Not a little shed to put tools and plant pots in, but a stylish outdoor room where I could write, relax and snooze under the stars.


A traditional garden shed wasn’t the answer – they were all too small, too flimsy or too cold to be a decent year-round room. And at the other end of the scale there were the expensive, bespoke sheds. Well, for those, I’d have to sell a kidney first.


But then I got thinking. What if I could design and build a garden shed that was easy enough to make so that almost anyone could do it? And, what if it was designed so that it would fit into most gardens without needing planning permission or lots of expensive building materials?


How to Build a Shed is a book about making yourself a garden studio that’s simple but well crafted, easy to construct but great to look at. And, hopefully, is fun to build in the process.


This isn’t a cheap shed. Good-quality materials are worth the money. But it’s also not an expensive folly. I want to demonstrate that anyone can design, build and decorate a useful and beautiful garden structure at a fraction of the cost of a ‘posh’ garden retreat. It doesn’t matter if you’re new to DIY – the whole idea is that it’s a map for construction – just take it step by step. And, if you get stuck, there’s no shame in asking for help. In fact, even if you employed a joiner to build this shed for you (which would take about two weeks, not including the foundations and painting) it would still come in substantially less expensive than a bespoke retreat.


Some of the tools you might have to hire or borrow from a friend; others you’ve probably got sitting around in a toolbox. If you’re serious about getting into DIY it’s worth investing in a few key power tools – without them the job becomes much more arduous and less accurate. It’s a bit like trying to bake a cake with a hand whisk and an open fire.


Above all, this is a book about having a go. Lots of us, myself included, can feel intimidated by the build process. There’s no denying that practice makes perfect and you’ll probably make a few mistakes along the way. But the point is that it doesn’t matter. It’s about learning new skills and getting a smart-looking shed in the process.


HOW THIS BOOK WORKS


The premise is straightforward. Follow these instructions and you’ll have a shed at the end. There are a few bits in the book where it recommends you get professional help – like doing the electrics or fitting door locks – either because it’s the law or because it’s very tricky to get right, especially if you’re a DIY novice.


The shed is essentially a large 2.4 x 3.6m box with a sloping roof. It’s a mono-pitch roof because that’s easier to create if you’re new to joinery and it looks pretty cool too. To keep things simple there are no windows – just a pair of glazed doors at the front; this makes the build quicker and easier and, more importantly, it creates a space with three clear walls. This is a shed with maximum flexibility – sheds have so many possible uses and the layout variables are huge.


The shed is designed to not need planning permission, under normal circumstances. Rules vary depending on where you live but most planning authorities expect you to keep a shed no higher than 2.5m if it’s less than 2m from a boundary. You’ve got a bit more height to play with the further away from a boundary you go, but this is a shed that people can have whether they live on a small urban plot or a rambling country garden.


The beginning of the book covers some basic shed-building skills that you need to master before you tackle the build – things like how to countersink screws or check something is square. Hopefully by the end of the book you’ll have acquired some impressive DIY skills that’ll give you the confidence to tackle bigger projects.


The shed instructions lead you to a point where you can start personalising the building – they take you step by step as far as finishing the exterior, but the interior decor is up to you. That’s the really fun bit. There are lots of suggestions for ways to line and fill your shed, but ultimately that’s down to your specific needs. You choose whether you want the walls insulated or a wood-burning stove installed. The same goes for interior paints and floor coverings. This is essentially a recipe for a shed. It’s down to you to season it.


WHAT IS YOUR SHED FOR?


So, you know you want a shed. But what are you going to use it for? Ask yourself some basic questions about how you’ll utilise the space and it will help you figure out key elements to the build – such as where to put lighting and plug sockets, how to make the most of any natural light, whether you need insulation, heating, access to Wi-Fi, and so on.


It’s a substantial shed – not huge, but big enough to work in, sleep in, relax in and even entertain in. So, before you start, sit down with a pad and pen and make a few notes about what you’ll need to make the shed function properly. You may not have control over all the variables, e.g. orientation or proximity to neighbours, but it’s definitely worth getting a clear brief in your head and letting your shed ‘wish-list’ influence the process. Consider issues such as:




	Getting connected – will you need Wi-Fi, electricity or water? Plug sockets?


	Temperature – will the shed need heating or cooling? Extra insulation?


	Lighting – how much natural light and artificial light will you need?


	Floor covering – how robust, cosy or industrial should the floor surface be?


	Security and privacy – is the shed overlooked? Does it need to lock?


	Storage and shelves – how much are you planning to keep in the shed? Does storage have to be multi-purpose or moveable?


	Noise – will you be making a lot of noise? Do you need protecting from outside noise?


	Landscaping – how will the shed fit with the rest of your outdoor space?





WHERE WILL YOUR SHED GO?


There may be only one place your shed can go and that’s it. But for most people, there is a degree of choice over where to site a garden room. What you’re going to do in your shed will affect this decision – you might want to be hidden down at the bottom of the garden, away from the distractions of daily life. Or, you might like the shed tucked up neatly against the house, perfect for popping in and out of when the mood strikes.


The first consideration has to be finding an area that’s relatively level and big enough to fit the footprint of the shed. You can tackle slightly uneven ground with concrete foundations or adjustable piles (see Foundations here) but any more than a difference of 15cm between the highest and lowest levels on the ground starts to get complicated and expensive. The ground also needs to be relatively firm and not springy or boggy, which can affect the foundations. Other things to take into account include:




	Access – are there any issues about getting to and from the shed, especially if you have special requirements or heavy equipment to carry?


	Sight line – do you need to be able to see the shed at all times, e.g. if children are using it as a playroom? Or should it be hidden from view and private, e.g. if you are using it as a gym or occasional guest accommodation?


	Trees – is the site overshadowed or nicely shaded? Will any large branches damage the shed or might the shed cause problems for an existing tree you want to keep?


	Weather – where does the prevailing wind and rain come from? Do you want to face the direction of most sunlight?


	Neighbours – will your shed affect them and can you mitigate this somehow? Do you need privacy and quiet?





WHO WILL BUILD THE SHED AND WHEN?


Shed building in bad weather is no fun. This garden building is designed to be put together in situ (although you could construct all the frames in a workshop and bring them on site) so you need a run of dry days with little wind forecast. If you have to stop midway through, remember all the framework timber and sheet materials are untreated so they’ll need covering over to protect them from water damage.


This is a shed build for two people. While much of the construction work is easily done by one person e.g. building the frames and cladding, there are some parts of the process that are beyond the strength of one person. Jobs like lifting the frames onto the roof and carrying large sheets of plywood are more demanding than you might think. It’s also infinitely easier to fix long lengths of timber or manhandle materials if you’ve got a spare pair of hands.


Depending on your experience, elements of the shed build may need professional help. Installing an outdoor electrical supply, for example, will require building regulation approval and, even if this isn’t the case where you live, it’s always safer to get a qualified electrician to do this work. Similarly, fitting door hinges and mortice locks is a skilled job that’s often best left to a joiner, especially if you plan to keep valuable kit in your shed – otherwise there’s a strong chance you’ll damage an expensive set of double doors through inexperience.




General knowledge


The best approach is to read through the instructions first, decide where your level of comfort is and then, if necessary, outsource the few elements that you realistically don’t have the skills for.





WHAT TO BUILD THE SHED FROM?


The shed has been designed assuming you’ll use new timber and sheet materials. There’s a reason for this. Timber sizes aren’t often actually what they say they are.


NOMINAL SIZE versus ACTUAL SIZE


Buying timber for the uninitiated can be a nightmare for two reasons: firstly, most timber is still sold in imperial measurements (although merchants are supposed to show the metric equivalent). If you’re not used to dealing with inches and feet it can be confusing. Secondly, timber comes in two basic forms – rough sawn (the splintery finish straight from the sawmill) or regularised (which has been passed through a planing machine to smooth off the sides and make it uniform). This shed is constructed with regularised timber – it’s easier to handle and we needed accurate measurements.


When you buy a length of regularised timber you actually ask for the rough sawn size (nominal size) but get a finished piece of timber that’s approximately 5mm less (actual size). So, for example, you ask for 50 × 100mm but you’ll get something that is 45 × 95mm.


Even more confusing is that it’s probably described as 2 x 4in regularised, in its old imperial measurement. Even experienced joiners get caught out by the idiosyncrasies of the timber trade.


Just to add to the confusion, some of the larger DIY chains have started selling their timber in actual sizes not nominal sizes, so always check.


All the dimensions for the timber in this book are in their nominal sizes but you will be working with timber that’s actually 5mm less.


The descriptions for the cut lengths of timber are actual sizes, however. So, for example, when the book says 4 rails – 189cm lengths of 5cm × 10cm (2in × 4in) regularised timber, that means you need to cut four 189cm lengths of timber from a 4.5cm × 9.5cm piece.


If you want to use recycled or salvaged timbers, you’ll need to check that their sizes match up to the actual not the nominal sizes given in the instructions.
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Tools and Materials


Anyone who’s tried and failed at DIY will think it’s their fault. But nine times out of ten it’s because they haven’t got the right tools for the job. DIY is like any other practical task – you need the right kit if you’re going to get anywhere. Spend some time getting to know the materials you’ll be working with, visit a few DIY merchants or timber yards, and familiarise yourself with the different materials, such as plywood or regularised timber. And, if you haven’t got them already, borrow or buy good-quality tools – they’re a pleasure to use and will do half the work for you.


1.1 Essential tools


It’s amazing what you can achieve with a relatively small number of tools. Here are the essentials: a handful of hand tools, two labour-saving power tools and a smattering of extras. 


That’s it.
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Tape measure (5m)


To be used for measuring timber lengths plus marking up required dimensions.







[image: image]


Roofer’s square


A small metal square that you can use as a protractor, tri-square, mitre square and framing square.
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Mitre saw with stand (240V with 210mm blade) 


An electric saw made for cleanly cutting straight edges as well as angles. The stand keeps the saw secure and at a safe working height.
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Portable work bench (foldable)


This portable work surface is used for sawing and clamping lengths of timber. It can also be used to rest timber on when you’re sawing long lengths that don’t need to be clamped.
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Cordless combi drill (18V)


A vital tool for drilling pilot holes and screwing timbers together. Swapping between driver bits for drilling and screw bits is very straightforward with this tool.
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One-handed bar clamps (60cm)


These are very useful for when you need to hold an item down or clamp things together. Hold the material in one hand and tighten the clamp with the other.
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Handsaw (50cm)


This can be used for cutting sheet materials, insulation and, if you haven’t got a mitre saw, everything else. The handle also doubles as a right-angle square.







[image: image]


Spirit level (60cm)


This tool will show you how level (horizontal) or plumb (vertical) your timbers are in relation to the floor. When the bubble is centred between the two lines in the tube you know that your timber is at the correct angle. 
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Rip-claw hammer (450g)


A general all-round hammer, perfect for knocking in most nail sizes and for squaring up wooden frames. The claw of the hammer is used to pull out damaged nails.
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Sealant gun and cartridge


Used to stick, seal or fill gaps with a thin, even line of adhesive, silicone, or caulk.
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Pair of trestles


Portable supports that can hold sheet materials while you mark them up and cut them. Alternatively, you can add a table top to create an instant workbench.
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