Hand Hewn Beams and Sawn Beams

We have large quantities of Beams from all over the country. The “lots” change too often to picture them all
here every day, but we can get them for you.

Send us your materials list well in advance of your design drawings, if you can swing it
There are guidelines here so that we can create our list together.

Meanwhile, there are pictures of swing beams and wonderful monster beams here for your entertainment
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There are many discoveries to be made about the nature of antique beams.
Whether a beam was sawn or hewn, it is may be an example of extraordinary craftsmanship.
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-Hand Hewn Beams are generally square, not perpendicular. We’ll show you why.

It’s not true that hewn beams are necessarily old and sawn beams necessarily newer...

In days of old, the Hand Hewing of beams was the only process there was, especially in the wilderness.
Later, even though there were sawmills early on, the practice of hewing continued because it was
prohibitive to transport huge beams to the saw mill. Huge timbers continued to be hewn on site for many,
many years; however smaller timbers could often be transported to and from mills and were sawn there
when possible.

There were sawmills early on. Very early on; 1557. Just because a beam is sawn, it doesn’t mean it’s
“modern”. It could have been milled in days long gone by. You can often tell the age of a sawn beam by
the kind of saw marks it has. Circular saw marks are generally more modern; however, the circular saw
was old itself; it was invented in 1777 although not widely used until steam power was more common.
The Circular Saw was in common use from 1840 on. “Modern” may mean anywhere from 1840 until
today. 1840 was 170 years ago! A Sawn Beam may actually be very old. As such, an aged sawn beam
often has the tight grain of old growth timber, the density of which can be as strong as a hunk of steel.

-We’ll show you how to look for of saw marks on sawn beams, many of which are very early.

-We will also show you why there is a romance to the mortise pocket of an original beam.
Don’t miss it.
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Hand Hewn Beams are generally square, not perpendicular. Here’s why.

First, picture a round tree trunk, a round timber.



To get the most out of the timber, it was just common sense to carve a perfect square out of the circular trunk.
It produced the least waste and produced the most heft.

SNAPPING THE LINE

The Broad Axe
Each hewer had his own method of using a broadax. As it was beveled on only one side and the handle was curved to “hug”
the log that was being worked on, there were both right- and left-handed broadaxes. The general method of hewing was to
go down the rounded top of a felled log with deep notches; then, with the beveled edge of the broadax up, the wood
between each notch was hacked out. This went on until the rounded surface became flat; when four sides had been done,
the result was a square beam.”
From American Barns and Covered Bridges by Eric Sloan

Further refinements could be made&vith an Adze; most
often those beams were intendedbr a house.

Hand Hewn Beams are generabguareish:6 x 6, 8 x 8, 10 x 10, 12 x.12They do sometimes come in irregular,
more rectangular sizes, but it’s rare. Beams that are more rectangular than square, (1 x7 and 2 x 11...) are
generally sawn beams, which also may be old.

The moral of the storyWhen designing any structure, building code determines the heft dimensions of the
timbers that will “bear the load” of the upper floor structure according to modern lumber inventories. The beams
specified by code are almost always sawn beams, perpendicular beams. However, hand hewn timbers and many
sawn timbers are rarely going to come in those correlative dimensions. To use authentic timbers, it’s best to
locate the timbers first and then make the technical size conversions to meet code requirements well before
completing the drawing. We'll also need to give some attention to the weight the beams will introduce to the
mix in case we need to design support to carry them. We'll help you.

How to date Sawn Beams by looking at the Saw Marks



Sawn Beams
Sawn Beams can date from the 1600s
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Sawn beams have a more refined surface as they were created by a Sawing Process, sometimes water sawn, sometimes pit
sawn and sometimes early circular-sawn. Sawn Beams are often very, very old, of vintage old growth timbers. Some barns
are Entirely Sawn and some barns are a combination of Hewn and Sawn. Sawn Beams were often used in barns at higher
locations in the building because they weigh less. They also preferred in more refined locations, like a house. A Chamfered

Edge or a Bead can be added to the underside of sawn beams for a more primitive look.

Some Early Saw Mills

The sawmill

awmill

The first sawmill was patented in patented on December 15, 1593: Sawn Beams can be extremely old



The Romance and Craftsmanship of Mortise Pockets
And why you may want them...

Many of the professionals who deconstruct antique buildings in order to salvage and repurpose the materials become very
expert at assessing the history of an antique building’s construction and assembly history. There is sometimes an
unmistakable clue that makes it obvious that the building currently being deconstructed was in actuality made up of some or
many parts which were clearly themselves salvaged from a former building. The big tip-off is the presence of mortise pockets
that clearly don’t perform any function structurally in their new location but were once integral to another structure. Clearly,
the beams were once part of another building entirely. It’s rather a romance and an exciting, singular discovery about the
building’s history and the people who created it.

In truth, repurposing antique building materials and, indeed, repurposing entire buildings, has been going on since Medieval
Times. In fact, the junctions of timber frame buildings, called Mortise and Tenon joints, are often carved with a Roman
Numeral code (Marriage Marks) so that the building can be deconstructed and reconstructed in the future if need be. This was
first discovered in Medieval France. Back then, repurposing was common; no one had to tell a farmer or frontiersman to “go
green”. A tenon mark can either be seen as an awkward out of place misfit or as important evidence of a story of stewardship.
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The “Marriage Marks of Scribe Rule

The ancient way of noting which beam is wedded to which,
whether this is the initial construction OR the fifth re-construction

Today we are all alive to the common sense and stewardship of saving antique building materials responsibly.
Often today Antique Beams are used for a New to Look Old Project. There are two ways to approach the Repurposing:

First approach:
The design conceit can “pretend” that the Antique Beams in ——
the New Building were not taken from another building at all, el T L e —
but have always been there in their new location. In this case,
the materials list for hand hewn beams often stipulates that
there be no tell-tale mortise pockets. This order can often be
filled but it often does take time to assemble a large number
of significant beams whose purpose was not structurally
integral to its building at several key jointure positions.
Taking beams from several buildings may be necessary as
every single building will yield few beams that do not have
tenon pockets, as can be seen from the photograph.
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The other approach is to deliberately seek out and
acknowledge a certain number of tenon pockets, artfully
placed in their new home in order to tell the tale of
stewardship. You are in a position to leave a trail..... T

On a personal note, | wish in hindsight that | had been more intentional about seeking more tenon pockets and designing them
artfully in the design pattern in my new old house. | only really have one and | go out of my way to point it out as it tells the
story beautifully. It will continue to tell the story forever. | was a beginner and lacked the sophistication at the time. Now |
wish the story was more transparent.

SHOULDERED
MORTISE AND TENON

Mortise and tenon craftsmanship is remarkable in itself.

It’s especially exciting to see the instances when the timbers carry the unique marriage marks.



DOVETAIL TENON

SUPPORTEP

The creation of the Mortise and Tenon Joints was exceedingly meticulous and artful.” s an exampl e
at its best. These joints were created with amazing precision using fine woodworking techniques. They are so perfe
that the building can be completely disassembled and reassembled perfectly without the slightestsadgnt.

The assembly of tools alone that go into the precise artistry of creating the mortise and tenon joints is complex.

The operation necessitates a mortise gauge, a marking gauge, a wooden thumb screw, a timber scribe race knife,

a drag knife, a point and cutter, an auger, a forming chisel, a framing chisel, a joiner’s mortising chisel, a corner chisel, a
slick, a cylindrical-head mallet, a carpenter’s and joiner’s mallet, a shell auger.... quite an intricate craftsmanship.

If you have a mortise pcket showing in your new old house, you can point it out with pride.

Transported Mortise Pockets tell a story S =i
Amysteryst ory of the beam’ s

Deliberately dsplay the Mortise Pocketto tell the story of that beanis journey
and service

2 Unusual Hand Hewn Beams



Big Boy: 23” x 23” x 50’
A very unusual 5 sided 72" hand hewn ridge beam

A very unusual 5 sided 72' hand hewn ridge beam Big Boy: 23” x 23” X 50’

A “Swing Beam” or *“Bull B
It allows the barn design to eliminate several vertical posts. They are generally massive
If your building design wants to feature a signature piece
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Incorporate Beamsinto the Early Stages of Conceptual Design
Secure them first before finalizing the design if you can swing it

HandHewn Beams
Hand Hewn beams are generally square: the smallest seem to be 4” x 4”. More ordinary sizes are 6 x 6, 8 x 8, 10 x 10 and
12x12. They are created by a broad axe and sometimes an adze. They certainly come larger. Those sizes are becoming
more rare, but are still sometimes attainable. The most glorious use of hand hewn beams from an endangered building of
course, is when they can be used in the reconstruction of the original building in a new location, yet that is not always
possible. If Hand Hewn Beams are going to be used in a repurposing project, it is best to allow as much time as possible as
the effort may involve the time consuming process of locating an endangered building that is clearly failing and has hewn,
not sawn beams. Some barns are a mix of hewn and sawn and therefore yield fewer hewn beams.

Anatomy of a Post-and-Beam Frame

Generally Hand Hewn Beams available for repurposing are harvested from
Barns which are failing and cannot be reconstructed. They generally have

mortise pockets which appear at every joinery location. Sometimes the
mortise pockets can be “turned to the wall” but cannot be cut out entirely
without altering the original Square Conformation of the beam. When
Hand Hewn Beams are to be used decoratively and not structurally,
frequently the top 2” layer (called a “skin”) of a hewn side is used instead
of the full beam, which greatly reduces the weight which the walls or
ceiling must carry.

It is recommended to be in touch as soon as possible in the conceptual phase of
design process to allow time to fill the specs properly.

TheBroadaxand Hewing Lore

“Although most people think that the early American broadax was used for cutting down trees, this short handled monster
was more a “carpenter-shop” tool than a woodsman'’s.

Straight from the Middle Ages and weighing close to ten pounds, the broadax has one purpose and that was to make
already felled, rough logs into serviceable timbers; the process was called hewing. Here even the dictionary goes wrong,

For, if you were to say that you “hewed a tree down” as some dictionaries say is correct for “felling a tree”, your language to
a seventeenth century person would be strange and incorrect. “The axe that fells a tree,” goes an ancient proverb, “has not
the wisdom of the broadax that hews the timber.”

From American Barns and Covered Bridges by Eric Sloane
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