Restoration 3

Measuring Up

by Jonathan Poore

M easuringisalot likepainting. Sure, anyone
can hold a brush, but painting well takes
understanding, practice and skill (or haven't
you ever cut anything too short?). The same
holdstrue for measuring aroom or ahouseful
of rooms.

The first step in old-house restoration is to
make aplan of action, and that calsfor an ac-
curate plan of thebuilding. A set of measured
drawings or plans helps in severd ways:

— 1 It provides documentation of existing
conditions for anybody's future reference.
You'll need that, and maybe someday the pre-
sent or future owners (or even historians) will,
too.

— 2. Itisessential for planning aterations.
Accurate drawings and dimensions are amust
when planning a new kitchen or bathroom,
especialy if the spaceistight.

— 3. It provides clues to the house's past.

Of dl the good reasons to make measured
drawings, discovering hidden surprises is the
most exciting. Thicker interior walls in a cer-
tain area-of the house might indicate that an
extension was added, because it shows that
what was once an exterior structural wall
become an interior partition.

The drawings dso might suggest the ex-
istence of a hidden, seded-up fireplace, an
unused dumb-waiter or a closed back air.
From experience, | cantell you that you never
know what might suddenly strike you when
you look a meesured plans—even of the house
you've been familiar with for years!

Toprepareaset of plans, patienceismoreim-
portant than adegreein architecture. If you've
got rudimentary drafting skills and can reed an
architect's scae, this article will tell you
everything else you need to know.

Tools Required

If you'll bemeasuring only oneor two rooms,
a25-foot tapeis usually adequate. If you will be
measuring a whole house, a 100-foot tape is
useful because, to ensure accuracy, you'll want
to take continous, or running, dimensions.

The only other tools needed are a pad of
paper (grid paper, if it makesit eeser for you to
sketch) and plenty of sharp pencils. A helper

Of all the good
reasons to make
measured drawings,
discovering hidden
surprisesisthe most
exciting. You never
know what might
suddenly strike you
when you look at
measured plans.

is essentid to hold the end of the tape. Two
helpers are even better: One person holdsthe
end of the tape; another unreels and readsthe
tape; and the third person—someone who can
write small and legibly—records the dimen-
sions on the drawing.

TheBasePlan

Yau need abase plan on which to mark the
measurementsyou take. Thecdloser thisplanis
to scdle, theeasier it will beto use. The best base
plan, therefore, is aset of origina architectural
drawings of the house. If these are actua
blueprints, make a tracing of them on paper.

Thekey to any
accuratemeasuringis
taking running
dimensions.
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(It's hard to write on blueprint paper.)

It'smorelikely that abase plan will haveto
be drawn from scratch, by you, especidly if the
building has been atered since the origina
planswere prepared. Try to make your sketch
plan as accurate as possble, as this makes
measuring much essier.

Start by roughing out the basic room
volumes in the right relationship to one
another. Thenfill inthe details: closets, bumps
and jogs in the walls, doors, windows and so
on.

Basic Measuring Principles

The key to any accurate measuring is to take
running dimensions. Taking arunning measure-
ment means stretching the tape out adong a
series of points to belocated and then reading
thetape at each of these points—without ever
moving the tape.

In most cases, each reading can be rounded
offtothenearestinch. Dontworry—youwon't
introduce cumulative error this way, as you
would if you kept moving the tape for each
measurement. Evenif aplanisdrawn a ascde
of %% inchto 1 foot, thehalfinchyoumight be
offisnot much morethanapencil thicknesson
the drawing (and amoretypical scdefor aplan
is ¥4 inchto 1 foot. Eventhough eachreading
from the tape is being rounded off, no in-
dividual reading can beoff by morethanz
inch, because you're taking a single measure-
ment to that point.

Had the same dimensions been taken in-
dividually, by moving the tape each time,
enough cumulative error can creep into throw
the overd| dimensions off by severd inches. If
an entirebuilding ismeasured room by room
without running dimensions, the cumulative
error can amount to severd feet.

The superiority of running dimensions can't
be overemphasized. Whenever you move the
tape, error isintroducedbecauseyou can't hold
the tape exactly at the point where the previous
reading wastaken.

Let'ssay thetapeisoff amere ¥ incheach
time, and the tape hasto be moved 10timesto
accomplish one overdl dimension. That could
introduceasmuch as2 inchesof error overal.
You can'tround off, either; you haveto squint
and concentrate and take every dimension to
the nearest fraction of an inch.
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There'syet another disadvantage to one-at-
atime measuring. As the plan islater drafted
on paper based on those dimensions, even
moreerror isintroduced. Each time the scale
ismoved on the paper to the next dimension,
it'simpossible to place it exactly on the mark.
Cumulative errors of this type can throw the
overdl dimension off severa more (scae)
inches.

Y ou could add each of thedimensions
together before marking them with the scae,
but that's very tedious—and besides, it's too
eesy for arithmetic mistakesto creep in. Taking
running dimensions solves the problem
entirely.

Where to Start

Start measuring in areas with few obstruc-
tions and with intact exterior walls. Avoid
starting in an area where walls have been
paneled, furred out or otherwise atered. And
for every subsequent dimension, when you
have the option, start from an intact architec-
tural element such as an exterior wall or adair.

It's very important to hold the tape level and
straight. Pull it tight sothereisno sag. Ifthe tape
isn't straight and taut, you'll get considerable
error in the dimensions.

Next, measure each room, taking running
dimensionswherever possble. Alwaysmeasure
door openings on both sdes of the wall. This
accurately locates roomsin relation to the hall,
and it dso indicates wall thicknesses, which
cannot be measured directly. Measuring door

openings from both rooms aso shows whether
walls align—something you tend to misswhen
just walking from one room to another.

Todouble-check accuracy, takeafew redun-
dant dimensions—the same dimension, but
taken from a different starting point or from the
other end of the room.

When one or two minor offsets prevent tak-
ing uninterrupted running dimensions, take an
exact reading on the tape at the offset. Then
move the tape over to a position from which
you can continuethe running dimension. Be
sureto hold thetape at that exact reading. Try
to avoid making too many offset
measurements, of course, asthey can introduce
error if you're not exactly exact.

Know What You're Measuring

Doors and windows can be alittle confusing
to measure: Where do they begin and end?
Don't befooled by trim, and dways be conss-
tent from window to window and door to door.

Therule with doorsiis to aways measure to
thejamb. Don't include the projection of the
woodwork trim. It'sthejamb that indicatesthe
door opening and the wall thickness.

For windows, theruleisthat thereisnorule.
Just decidewhat dimensioniscritical and then
measure each window the same way.
Sometimesit helpsto make alittle sketch detail.

Coordinating Dimensions

Draw the plans for each floor on tracing
paper or drafting film—Dboth transparent. Then
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you can overlay them. A good way to coor-
dinate firgt-floor dimengions with second-floor
dimensionsisby locating the top riser of astair
in relation to both first-floor and second-floor
dimensions.

In some houses this may be awkward—
becausethestair isU-shaped, for example. If o,
go outside and see which windows aign floor
tofloor. (Sght by eye or use aplumb bob ifyou
need to.) Now that you know the relation of,
windows to each other, you can overlay the
plans and see what el lines up.

Coordinating the first floor with the second
may help you determine which walls areload-
bearing and which are not. It may aso show
you where there might be asuitable chase for
running wiring or plumbing (by looking for
walls or furred-out spaces that line up).

Vertical Dimensions

A ¥rinch Stanley "Powerlock” tape is in-
dispensablefor measuring heights. Tomeasure

atall celling, stand thetapein the corner ofthe
room and feed it right up the wal. With a
25foot tape" you can stand on the floor
(without a ladder!) and feed the tape up to a
15-foot ceiling height. The tape will even sup-
port itsdf freestanding in the middle of the
room—which is useful for measuring beam
heights, etc

For greater heights, feed the end of the tape
up the corner. Yar may need a helper with a
long stick to keep the tape from faling. Of
course, when al dsefails, go get aladder.

Now that you have a complete record of
dimensions in the building, you can draw up
actual architectura plansto scale. Draw inthe
same sequence that you measured: First, get
down thebig picture by drawing overall speces;
next, fill in the details. With an accurate st of
plans, you'l find planning to be vastly easier.

Jonathan Poore is an architect and an architectural
consultant to The Old-House journal.
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