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shop design
Take the high
road. A hillside
site afforded the
opportunity to
create access to
the storage loft by
way of a ramp, or
“high road,” saving
the shop space
that an interior
stairway would
have required.

Building a
barn shop
in Vermont
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y old shop, located in
the cellar of our 1830s
farmhouse in Fayston,
Vt., came complete
with gravel floor,
6-ft. clearance below
the hemlock floor joists, and my very
own springs percolating up from the
ground. Sheet goods had to be broken
down outdoors before I could get them
downstairs. Still, it was my shop, and
many decent pieces came out of it. Then,
on Christmas day in 2014, the outflow
pipe got plugged up and the basement
flooded. Forty-degree water steadily crept
up the sides of my new tablesaw, finally
rising over 20 in. dampness had been
a problem before, but this went beyond
the merely inconvenient. I needed
a new shop.
My criteria were these: It should be a
stand-alone structure whose architecture
was in keeping with the rural character
of the area, it should button up tight
against the winter chill, it should have
plenty of natural light, and it should be
built on a modest budget. oh, and one
more thing—there should be no rivers
running through it.
After much back-road driving to
photograph farm buildings, and after
delving into the great book An Age
of Barns by Eric Sloane (originally
published 1966, Funk & wagnalls), I drew
up elevations for a barnlike building
with a 24-by-18-ft. main structure and
an attached 24-by-10-ft. lean-to. This
gave me a shop roughly 23 ft. by 27 ft.,
completely open save for a single post
supporting the lean-to’s joist.

A TWO-PART STRUCTURE
The shop’s overall design can be viewed as two separate buildings joined together. The
primary structure utilizes standard truss design while the second, the lean-to, has a
conventional rafter design. To keep the work area as open as possible, the two sides were
tied together with an 18-in. LVL joist, supported in the center with a 6x6 post. While postand-beam construction would have been in keeping with history, Bauer opted for 2x6
studding, with cost being the deciding factor.
Bauer chose slate-gray channeldrain metal roofing to cap the
shop. Metal roofing is popular in
Vermont for shedding snow and
ice freely, and darker shades
increase solar gain, helping
keep heating costs down. He
had 16 in. of cellulose insulation
blown in between the rafters.
Spray foam around the rim joists
further increased the R-value.

Bauer rolled three coats
of water-based, industrial
concrete sealer on the
concrete slab floor. It
facilitates sweeping, and
most spills are easily
wiped up, leaving no stain.

The shop walls are sheathed with OSB inside
and out, with Tyvek vapor barrier wrapping the
exterior and R-21 fiberglass insulation sealed
within. Inside, the OSB was left exposed; outside,
local shiplap knotty pine clads the building.

The carriage doors can be
opened for oversize items (like
a forklift dropping off a planer),
and would allow a future owner
to convert the space from a shop
to a garage. Here and for the
entry door Bauer used the same
sandwich construction: 1⁄2-in.
exterior plywood faced on both
sides with 3⁄4-in. shiplapped knotty
pine. The strapping is 3⁄4-in. cedar.

The location of the entry
door creates a straight run
from truck to lumber rack.
Bauer built it oversize
(42 in. by 82 in.) to
provide passage for most
machinery and finished
projects. The window is a
custom, insulated, low-e
argon glass insert.
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continued

Versatile (and very big). The 50-in. by 90-in. MDF-topped
assembly table is well positioned for stacking lumber and
workpieces while milling. Outfitted with a vise and dog holes, it also
serves as an auxiliary planing bench.

The site
Siting the barn required balancing
several factors. There was the slope of
the land, the numerous springs nearby,
the proximity of power lines, the need to
maximize southeast exposure to capture
more sunshine, and the desire to make
the building be as good to look at—and
as good to look out from—as possible.
working with these thoughts in mind,
I situated the shop on the hill behind
our house at a 45° angle to the house,
a siting that gave the shop architectural
interest, the proper exposure, and direct
access to power. It also afforded great
views of the surroundings, including the
families of deer, turkey, and bear that
frequent our field.
Building into a hillside did present
some problems, but it also made for one
fun and creative solution. To keep the
floor plan open, I had decided to install
a drop-down ladder to the loft instead
of interior stairs, even though it would
restrict the size and weight of what I
could store up there. My son-in-law, kirk Strassberger,
who was the general contractor for the shop, suggested
we take advantage of the sloping site and build an
exterior ramp as the main access to the loft. There was
ample historic precedent for this—many old barns had
a “high road” that was used to access the hay mow. The
ramp preserved the open floor plan while providing full
access to the loft.
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Saw at the center. Located right at the heart of the shop, Bauer’s
tablesaw is equally convenient to his milling machines, workbench,
and assembly table.

The structure
All the framing, sheathing, and roofing were handled by
kirk. I did offer my services, but my habit of measuring in
32nds and 64ths was deemed detrimental to the momentum
of the build. So I channeled my energy into fabricating the
doors. well-proportioned doors are an architectural focal
point on many a barn, and designing the doors for mine
was a very enjoyable aspect of the project.
drawings: John Hartman

Knife-making. In this corner Bauer’s son Karl makes the blades for
Japanese-style kitchen knives, and Eric makes their handles and
wooden sheaths.

Hub of handwork. Bauer’s workbench is supplemented with builtin benches on two adjacent walls.

Miters and mortises. One run of counter accommodates Bauer’s chopsaw
and his hollow-chisel mortiser, which can be pulled forward for use.

The layout
My work can vary from the micro (laminated knife
handles) to the macro (up to 18 linear ft. of cabinets).
It was therefore imperative that the shop layout
accommodate the small and large, the simple and
complex equally well.
So where to start?
grizzly Industrial has
a workshop Planner
app (grizzly.com/
workshopplanner)
that’s very handy for
the initial phase. The
first thing you notice
when using it is that you
probably should have built a bigger shop! The planner
is set up for grizzly machines, but small differences
in dimensions are not important; this step is to see in
broad strokes what will fit where and
to establish a flow pattern. I developed
a plan so lumber flows from the wood
rack to the jointer, planer, and tablesaw,
while being cycled off a large (50 in. by
90 in.) assembly table. And I made sure
the primary machines could handle a run
of 10 ft., fore and aft.
I designed a dust-collection system
with dedicated ports at all major
machines, overhead 4-in. PVC pipe, and
a 30-gal. cyclone separator and 2-hp dust
collector. I put the cyclone and collector
in the loft, freeing up floor space in the
main shop and dampening the noise.
wood chips are taken out the “high
road” for storage outside until I use them
as mulch for our gardens. Incidentally,
I put offcuts in a bin at the end of my
driveway marked “free kindling.” My neighbors love it!
wrap-around benches tied into two walls of the
shop provide general workspace and support my
chopsaw and mortising machine; they also provide
ample storage below. All my shopmade benches and
the assembly table have sacrificial tops of either MdF
or 3⁄4-in. plywood. In keeping with the cost-conscious
construction, virtually all the built-ins and trim were
fabricated from lumber left over from the initial build.
Three years on, I’m very happy with how the shop
worked out. It’s warm in the winter and cool in the
summer, and with minor tweaks the layout has proved
efficient for a wide range of projects. Perhaps the most
satisfying feature of my shop is the corner dedicated to
my collaboration with my son karl, a chef who makes
Japanese-style kitchen knives. karl does the forging,
grinding, and finishing of the blades, and I make the
handles and wooden sheaths.
□
Eric Bauer works wood in Fayston, Vt.
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