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Got Goofs?

Check out this hilarious 

reader blunder, then 

send us your own!

  was w rkifig  fi     car 

w  fi my wif  cam         

  ll m    a      sifik was 

cl gg fi   fi  sifi   f     

fi  bl  sifik  afi ab    

4 ifi   f fiir y wa  r ifi i   

  rafi     fiisp sal,  

b   fi   ifig c afig fi  

  x ,   grabb fi a b ck   

afifi r m v fi      rap   

 gaifi, fi   ifig cam        

   fi   fiisc fifi c  fi  

    fiisp sal pip  fr m 

     rap—s ill fi   ifig  

  mafi  s r      p w r 

was  ff, p   my  afifi ifi   

    wa  r afifi  i  a  arfi 

s rfac :     s  pp r! 

 a  rally,   grabb fi i , 

b ca s  my wif   afi 

cl arly f rg    fi i  was  

ifi     sifik  B       

m m fi    r m v fi i , all 

    fiir y wa  r r s  fi     

rig   pas  my b ck   fr m 

    pr ss r   f     blas  

afifi  fifi fi  p all  v r     

b    m  f     cabifi    

W  fi     lfi my wif  

w a   app fi fi,   r fac  

  rfi fi r fi!    kifig back, 

i  was my fa l     s   lfi 

 av  c  ck fi   a  firs !  

—Robert Brown, Prescott, AZ

Let’s Talk Tile

I
’ve had my hands in clay since childhood, but tile-making became seri-

ous a few years ago when I was commissioned by the city of  Waukesha, 

Wisconsin, to create a large memorial tile wall. I rolled more than 1,400  

tiles and invited community members to personalize them. The two-year 

project was a labor of  love and a meaningful way to connect with others. 

In this issue, I team up with Waukesha ceramicist Codey Gallas to 

show you how to create your own artisan tiles, then put them to use on 

a colorful coffee tabletop. The possibilities throughout your home are 

endless—my next goal is a handmade kitchen backsplash. The secret is 

to have fun and always remember: Nothing is perfect, but you made it, 

and it’s one of  a kind. —Carmen De La Paz, Supervising Project Editor

 W

an Outdoor Fire Pit!an Outdoor Fire Pit!

 fi  l cky Family Handyman r afi r will wifi   fi  l cky Family Handyman r afi r will wifi  

a   l     v ® B fifir   ir   i , p rf c  f ra   l     v ® B fifir   ir   i , p rf c  f r

 fi aficifig afiy    fi  r livifig spac     arfi   fi aficifig afiy    fi  r livifig spac     arfi  
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Share your funny  

Great Goofs with us at 
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and tried
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Combine your shower and bathtub into one fully

waterproofed space to create a luxurious escape withinwaterproofed space to create a luxurious escape within

your home. “Wet rooms give a spa-like feel that manyyour home. “Wet rooms give a spa-like feel that many

homeowners are looking for these days,” says interiorhomeowners are looking for these days,” says interior

designer Adriena Daunt. “A bathroom is no longer just  designer Adriena Daunt. “A bathroom is no longer just  

a functional room, it’s a retreat where people can  a functional room, it’s a retreat where people can  

stay in the space longer and relax.” —Erica Youngstay in the space longer and relax.” —Erica Young

NOW TRENDINGNOW TRENDING

Wet Room RetreatWet Room Retreat



These sustainable swaps make it easy to cut 

waste, save money and protect the planet

Eco-Friendly Faves  

As someone who shops for a living, every so often  

I get my hands on something that really wows me.  

My Polywood dining set is one such item.

I first saw Polywood furniture at my neighbor’s 

house. I was impressed by how sturdy it felt, and  

I couldn’t believe it still looked new after three years  

of harsh New England winters and summer sun. 

Polywood sets are made in the United States from 

high-density polyethylene plastic “lumber.” The 

material is durable and weather resistant, and it  

is produced from recycled and reusable plastics  

in a 99% waste-free process. The finished pieces  

then last for decades, and when it’s time to retire  

them, they can be recycled again. 

I chose the Lakeside six-piece dining set for my deck. 

It’s the perfect size for my large family and has become 

our main table for meals, games and hanging out until 

the weather gets too cold. That’s how much I love it! 

Polywood has a 20-year warranty against splintering, 

cracks, chips, peeling and rot. With that commitment to 

quality in mind, I opted for upgrades like trestle legs 

and the brand’s Wirebrush finish, which mimics wood 

and hides scratches. My only complaint is that debris 

can get stuck in the tiny grooves. A sponge or cloth 

doesn’t do the trick, but a small dish brush and soap 

make it look good as new. —Marisa Hillman, shopping editor 

Polywood Lakeside Farmhouse Dining Set, $1,695 as 

shown; polywood.com

Second-Chance Patio Set 
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Paper towels make up most of  

my weekly trash and are among 

the most expensive items on my 

grocery bill. So when I learned 

about Grove Co.’s reusable “paper” 

towels (also called “paperless” 

towels), I put my regular ones away 

for a week and gave them a try.  

I tested two rolls in cute, stain-

hiding prints. The 100% organic 

cotton flannel is supersoft, and 

the towels come with a thick, 

reusable cardboard “roll” that fits 

most paper towel holders for 

grab-and-go convenience. 

The most important test, of 

course, is how well they handle 

spills, and these didn’t disappoint. 

The sheets felt sturdy and readily 

soaked up messes as well as a 

typical two-ply paper towel does.  

I actually prefer them now for 

kitchen and coffee bar cleanup. 

Being able to toss them in the 

wash with the rest of my laundry 

is the cherry on top. —Emily Way, 

shopping editor Grove Co. Reusable 

“Paper” Towels, $30; Grove.co

Wipe, Wash, Repeat

C
L

O
C

K
W

IS
E

 F
R

O
M

 T
O

P
 L

E
F

T
: V

IA
 G

R
O

V
E

 C
O

., 
V

IA
 Y

E
T

I, 
V

IA
 T

H
E

 G
A

D
G

E
T

 F
L

O
W

 F
O

R
 A

L
M

O
N

D
 C

O
W

, E
M

IL
Y

 W
A

Y
 F

O
R

 T
A

S
T

E
 O

F
 H

O
M

E

Over t  ye rs, Family Handyman editors have 

 d  o  re  wa  b  w  a d  o  re  wa  b  w  a

 ra  o  fe re  a  acce . A ra  o  fe re  a  acce . A

 all, o  t  p  i  Ye  R  b .  all, o  t  p  i  Ye  R  b . 

 t  Ye  re , t  R  ca  ke t  Ye  re , t  R  ca  ke

ce  d ks co  fo  days, h  scorc  hce  d ks co  fo  days, h  scorc  h

 d -wall va  i , a  s d -wall va  i , a  s

 t  dro .  t  dro . 

 R  co  i  f ve s , 2 , 3 ,  R  co  i  f ve s , 2 , 3 , 

 a  6  o  i  w ks fo  eve yo  fro a  6  o  i  w ks fo  eve yo  fro

 f  t  all- ay s rs. Yo  ca  a f  t  all- ay s rs. Yo  ca  a

 fro  f ve l ro  l  o  favo  are fro  f ve l ro  l  o  favo  are

 s raw ca  a  t  m  M  t s raw ca  a  t  m  M  t

ca , w  s ays w  yo  l  a  yo  d . Wca , w  s ays w  yo  l  a  yo  d . W

 w  s  o  core a  s  co rs, it’ w  s  o  core a  s  co rs, it’

 t  f  o  t  f  yo  s . “T  s rs  6 . R  i t  f  o  t  f  yo  s . “T  s rs  6 . R  i

 I l ke t  call my ’  s  wa  b ,’  says S I l ke t  call my ’  s  wa  b ,’  says S

 E  C ro  L ky. “T  i  ke  d ks co E  C ro  L ky. “T  i  ke  d ks co

 ice i  fo  h rs, eve  o  h  days.” ice i  fo  h rs, eve  o  h  days.”

Senior Shopping Editor Daria Smith is equally sold. “The 26-oz.  Senior Shopping Editor Daria Smith is equally sold. “The 26-oz.  

is my everyday water bottle, and I also own the 36-oz. and 46-oz. is my everyday water bottle, and I also own the 36-oz. and 46-oz. 

sizes,” she says. “These bottles are 100% spill-proof. I always  sizes,” she says. “These bottles are 100% spill-proof. I always  

throw them in a soft cooler to go to the beach—you can never be  throw them in a soft cooler to go to the beach—you can never be  

too hydrated in the sun.” For even more convenience, Yeti offerstoo hydrated in the sun.” For even more convenience, Yeti offers

accessories that allow you to attach the bottle directly to a Yetiaccessories that allow you to attach the bottle directly to a Yeti

co r. N  m  yo  ro , t  R  i  a d ra , s  aco r. N  m  yo  ro , t  R  i  a d ra , s  a

re  o  yo  ca  co  o . —Emily Way, shopping editor Yeti Rambler re  o  yo  ca  co  o . —Emily Way, shopping editor Yeti Rambler 

Water Bottle, starting at $32; Ace Hardware, Dick’s Sporting Goods, Water Bottle, starting at $32; Ace Hardware, Dick’s Sporting Goods, 

Tractor Supply Co. Tractor Supply Co. 

Water Bottle for a LifetimeWater Bottle for a Lifetime

After cutting back my dairy intake, I was so excited to discover the Milk 

Maker from Almond Cow. This countertop machine whips up homemade 

vegan milk from any nut, grain or seed—almonds, oats, coconut and more—

in just 60 seconds, with no added sugar or sweetener. It also dramatically 

cuts down on single-use cartons, which can pile up fast if you regularly buy 

plant-based milks.

The Milk Maker is pricey, but it quickly pays for itself. A 2-lb. bag of 

almonds from Sam’s Club costs about $9 and makes nearly 20 large jugs 

of almond milk—about $80 worth 

at the grocery store. Plus, the 

process uses no additives or 

preservatives, and the appliance 

takes up less kitchen real estate 

than a few store-bought cartons. 

After getting the hang of it,  

I tried making pecan pie milk with 

raw pecans, cinnamon, sea salt 

and maple syrup. It’s officially  

my new favorite coffee creamer!  

—Bryce Gruber, gift and shopping expert

Almond Cow The Milk Maker, $275; 

Amazon, Target, Williams-Sonoma

Save Money on Your Morning Latte
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Reel mowers are making a comeback among  

eco-conscious homeowners. They don’t produce

emissions like gas mowers, they’re ultra quiet, andemissions like gas mowers, they’re ultra quiet, and

they slice grass cleanly to promote a healthy lawn.they slice grass cleanly to promote a healthy lawn.

I took the Earthwise reel mower for a spin in myI took the Earthwise reel mower for a spin in my

backyard, where I’ve tested over 30 mowers. The backyard, where I’ve tested over 30 mowers. The 

first push took some effort, but momentum soon first push took some effort, but momentum soon 

carried it across the yard. The straightcarried it across the yard. The straight

handlebar made it a lot easier to stayhandlebar made it a lot easier to stay

on track than the T-shaped handles ofon track than the T-shaped handles of

other mowers I’ve tried. There isn’t a other mowers I’ve tried. There isn’t a 

good option for bagging clippings, butgood option for bagging clippings, but

that was OK—I often prefer lettingthat was OK—I often prefer letting

clippings return nutrients to a lawn. clippings return nutrients to a lawn. 

At 18 in. wide, the Earthwise mower is greatAt 18 in. wide, the Earthwise mower is great

choice for people with smaller lawns. Putting in a little elbow greasechoice for people with smaller lawns. Putting in a little elbow grease

provides a sense of pride in your yard that a pricey machine orprovides a sense of pride in your yard that a pricey machine or

landscaper can’t match. —Tyler Graham, lawn care and lawn tool enthusiastlandscaper can’t match. —Tyler Graham, lawn care and lawn tool enthusiast

Earthwise 18-In. 5-Blade Economy Reel Mower, $225; AmazonEarthwise 18-In. 5-Blade Economy Reel Mower, $225; Amazon
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It sure stinks when newly purchased produce spoils ahead of its time.  

But with a sea of produce keepers to choose from, finding the best one can 

be tricky. I scoured online reviews and tested top contenders against DIY 

storage methods, and Lille Home’s Stackable Produce Saver Bins stood out 

as the best option for tight fridge spaces. 

These compact, BPA-free bins stack easily, don’t retain odors and are 

dishwasher safe. Airtight seals with optional vents create a climate-

controlled environment that keeps small fruits and vegetables such as 

berries and cherry tomatoes fresher for longer in your fridge. In testing,  

the bins kept both greens and grapes fresh for more than 10 days. 

One of my favorite features is the removable colander that doubles as  

a berry bin. And between the small size and the airtight seal, these bins 

work great in the pantry too. —Emily Way, shopping editor Lille Home Stackable 

Produce Saver Bins (set of 3), $30; Amazon

Stackable Food Storage

Keeping fresh fruits and veggies in 

my fridge is a top kitchen priority, 

but they often spoil in the crisper 

before my family can eat them. 

That’s why I was thrilled to try  

the adorably packaged Bluapple. 

This apple-shaped container 

holds compostable packets that 

absorb ethylene, a naturally 

occurring gas released by produce 

as it ripens. Ethylene can make 

sensitive foods such as berries, 

lettuce and cucumbers spoil 

prematurely, leaving you with  

a moldy disappointment. 

To test, I placed the Bluapple on 

a lower door shelf. With the door 

closed, it sat next to a crisper full 

of nectarines, which are major 

ethylene producers. Then I put  

a box of ethylene-sensitive 

strawberries on the same shelf. 

After eight days, the nectarines 

were still fresh and juicy, and the 

strawberries looked as good as 

they did on day one. Everything 

lasted longer than I expected, 

enough for the Bluapple to pay  

for itself after preserving a few 

cartons of strawberries. 

After about three months, all you 

need to do is pop in new packets to 

enjoy weeks of extra shelf life all 

year round. —Bryce Gruber, gift and 

shopping expert Bluapple Classic 

2-Pack Produce  

Saver, $17;  

Amazon

No More  
Moldy Berries

Is the Grass Really Greener?
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Misfits M  ket  

is   g oce y, 

p oduce  ndp oduce  nd

 ome goods ome goods

de i e y se  icede i e y se  ice

de oted to et ic  , de oted to et ic  , 

sust in b e p oducts. T ei  “misfit” f uits  nd sust in b e p oducts. T ei  “misfit” f uits  nd 

 eggies   e discounted up to 30% f om typic   supe m  ket p ices eggies   e discounted up to 30% f om typic   supe m  ket p ices

bec use of mino  cosmetic f  ws. G oce y sto es st ugg e to se  bec use of mino  cosmetic f  ws. G oce y sto es st ugg e to se  

p oduce t  t   s co o  o  size inconsistencies, but it t stes just  s p oduce t  t   s co o  o  size inconsistencies, but it t stes just  s 

good. My f mi y of se en   ppi y  te ou  w y t  oug  f es  me on, good. My f mi y of se en   ppi y  te ou  w y t  oug  f es  me on, 

be   peppe s,      iety of s   d g eens  nd t e best o g nicbe   peppe s,      iety of s   d g eens  nd t e best o g nic

b  ckbe  ies I’ e e e  t sted. b  ckbe  ies I’ e e e  t sted. 

Getting st  ted is e sy. A quick quiz  e ps you c oose you Getting st  ted is e sy. A quick quiz  e ps you c oose you 

de i e y f equency  nd t e types of p oduce you w nt in you   de i e y f equency  nd t e types of p oduce you w nt in you   

box. Misfits M  ket wi   st  t you  c  t wit  cu  ted g oce y picksbox. Misfits M  ket wi   st  t you  c  t wit  cu  ted g oce y picks

 nd t en you c n fu  y customize it f om   700-p us-item on ine nd t en you c n fu  y customize it f om   700-p us-item on ine

ke ce. T      yo     e t  d  i  p    d  e  d y   tke ce. T      yo     e t  d  i  p    d  e  d y   t

ow,   b  H  t y e    o  yo  d  s . —Bryce ow,   b  H  t y e    o  yo  d  s . —Bryce 

Gruber, gift and shopping expert Misfits Market, $15 minimum per box Gruber, gift and shopping expert Misfits Market, $15 minimum per box 

(varies by location); misfitsmarket.com (varies by location); misfitsmarket.com 
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Go Organic 
Outdoors
De  ing wit  weeds  

is  n ine it b e p  t of 

y  d c  e. H nd-pu  ing  

is g e t fo  t king c  e  

of   few st  ys, but it c n 

quick y become    osing 

b tt e once   jung e of 

weeds t kes o e . In 

t ose inst nces, it’s often 

e sie   nd mo e efficient 

to  e c  fo     e i b e 

weed ki  e . 

M ny t  dition   

p oducts,  owe e ,  e y 

on    s  ing edients 

suc   s g yp os te, 

w ic  c n pose s o t- 

 nd  ong-te m  e  t  

 isks  nd  educe 

biodi e sity in you  

b cky  d  nd beyond.  

If you’ e  e dy to switc   

to  n o g nic weed  

ki  e  t  t’s s fe  fo   

t e en i onment, you  

f mi y  nd you  pets, 

we’ e got you co e ed. 

Wit  guid nce f om   

  wn c  e expe t, we 

cu  ted    ineup of fi e 

nontoxic f  o ites m de 

wit  essenti   oi s, s  t, 

 ineg    nd ot e  g een 

ing edients. 

Pe fect y
Impe fectImpe fect
P oduceP oduce

My kitc en pet pee e is 

   ing to w est e wit  

p  stic w  p. W en it 

sticks to itse f o  won’t 

te   off c e n y, I wind 

up  e c ing fo    food 

sto  ge b g inste d,  nd 

my p  stic w ste g ows. 

St s e ’s si icone st etc   ids p omise    eus b e, no-  ss e   te n ti e.

T e  ound, t in si icone co e s    e    ip t  t st etc es o e  bow s, 

p ns, opened c ns  nd e en t e cut edges of f uit. Like p  stic w  p, 

t ey c e te  n  i tig t se   to keep  efto e s f es . 

Afte  unboxing t e  ids, I st etc ed t em to c eck t ei  st engt   nd 

found t em to be p e s nt y p i b e, but t e fi st  e   test c me wit   

   efto e  s   d. Inste d of g  bbing   b g, I simp y pu  ed t e    gest 

St s e   id o e  t e bow . It   d   nice  mount of st etc  w i e sti   

 ugging t e bow  tig t y. I e en f ipped t e bow  upside down wit out 

 ny spi  s.

T e  ids   e mic ow  e s fe  nd  o d up we   on t e top   ck of t e 

dis w s e . In t e mont  I’ e   d t em, I’ e used t e  ids on ne   y 

e e y bow , j  , cup  nd c n in my kitc en. Conside  me   

si icone  id con e t! —Emily Way, shopping 

editor Stasher Stretch Lids 4-Pack, 

$20; Amazon, Walmart

Kick P  stic 
W  p to  
t e Cu b 

Naturally Tough
Head to our website  

to see our five favorite 

organic weed killers.
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What’s New Mini Makeovers
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From pruning to planting, these easy outdoor  

improvements make your yard more beautiful  

while keeping maintenance manageable  

Landscape Upgrades
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How to Prune a Tree
With the right tools and techniques, you’ll get the job 

done safely and keep your tree healthy and strong

TRIM IT

B
efore you begin pruning, 

it’s important to under-

stand how all the parts of   

a tree work together.

The trunk, also known as  

the central leader or main stem, 

runs water between the roots 

and the leaves and provides the 

tree’s core strength. 

The bigger, thicker branch-

es form the tree’s framework. 

When you’re pruning, remove 

as little as possible from the 

framework. Keep in mind 

that the goal of  pruning is to 

maintain a natural, balanced 

shape and good flow. Profes-

sional tree trimmers, known as 

arborists, strive to maintain a 

natural shape by leaving prop-

erly spaced branches spiraling 

up the trunk. And there’s one 

bedrock rule: Never just lop off 

the top without considering the 

overall look and health of  the 

tree! 

The following tips will help 

you approach pruning strate-

gically, using the appropriate 

tools and making only essential 

cuts while keeping your tree 

healthy and attractive. 

1
PRUNE FROM THE GROUND UP

Using bypass pruners, start  

by cutting any small suckers 

growing from the base of the  

tree, the trunk or the roots. 

Suckers are vigorous shoots that 

often indicate the tree is under 

stress. Besides being unattractive, 

they compete with the tree for 

water and nutrients and should  

be removed.

2
CUT DEAD, DISEASED  

AND BROKEN BRANCHES 

As you work your way up the trunk, 

identify all branches that “must 

go”—ones that are obviously dead, 

broken or diseased. Work your way 

from the bottom up as high as you 

can go comfortably and safely 

without a ladder. This is where 

battery-operated shears with an 

extendable pole truly come  

in handy.

3
THIN OUT THE CANOPY 

Water sprouts (the stems  

that sprout and grow vertically 

from major branches) can divert 

energy from the rest of the tree. 

They eventually rub and damage 

branches and ruin the tree’s 

BY CARMEN DE LA PAZ
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appearance. Look for and remove 

some of the water sprouts, but 

don’t remove them all at once—

doing so can result in even  

more sprouts. 

Next, look for and remove any 

crossing branches that might 

eventually rub on and damage 

branches you intend to keep. 

These branches can also block 

light from healthy branches. 

Never cut more than 25% of the 

total branches in the tree. For an 

easy estimate, remove no more 

than one out of every four to five 

branches. Focus on removing those 

with a narrow angle between the 

trunk and branch, and keep those 

with a strong, wide angle. The goal 

is to create a strong framework 

with room for growth. Loppers, 

battery-operated shears or a 

handsaw will all work for this step.

4
CUT LARGE BRANCHES  

ABOVE THE COLLAR 

When you’re identifying larger and 

more mature branches to be cut, 

look for a slightly swollen bulge 

where the branch connects to the 

trunk—called the branch collar—

and cut just outside it, leaving the 

branch collar intact. Never cut off  

a branch collar, and never cut a 

branch flush to the trunk. 

You can think of a branch collar 

as if it’s a turtleneck that protects 

the tree. Protective chemicals that 

help prevent decay from moving 

into the trunk are concentrated 

near branch collars. Preserving the 

branch collar reduces the size of 

the pruning cut and encourages 

faster wound closure.
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What’s New Mini Makeovers
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Your Pruning 
Toolkit 

GEAR UP

Arm yourself with the right tools for clean 

cuts, a safer reach and healthier trees

1. Bypass  
Hand Pruner 
Most gardeners prefer  

a bypass pruner over  

an anvil pruner because 

it has an upper curved 

blade that passes next 

to the lower blade, 

resulting in a cleaner 

cut. Use a bypass hand 

pruner for branches up 

to 3/4 in. thick.

2. Bypass Lopper
Essentially a bypass 

pruner but with long 

handles and bigger 

blades, a lopper works 

best for branches up to 

21/2 in. thick. With the 

3 4

2

1

leverage of the long 

handles, you can cut 

through a thick branch  

in a single squeeze.

3. Pruning Saw
A saw is helpful for 

pruning branches up  

to 5 in. thick. It’s a solid 

choice if you need to 

prune from a ladder 

because it can cut on  

the pull stroke. That way, 

you’re not pushing your 

body away from the tree 

and risking a fall. 

4. Battery-Operated 
Pruning Shears
Many battery-operated 

pruning shears come 

with extendable pole 

attachments (or have 

compatible poles sold 

separately) for higher 

and hard-to-reach areas. 

These useful tools are 

surprisingly strong and 

can handle 1-to-11/2-in.-

thick branches.

5. Long Pole Pruner
Ideal for reaching dead 

and broken branches 

that are 1 to 2 in. thick, 

a long pole pruner 

eliminates the need  

for a ladder. Most have 

an extendable handle 

and two cutting options. 

Jameson’s Hollow Core 

Tree Trimming Kit, 

shown above, includes 

both a 13-in. saw blade 

and a heavy-duty 

pulley-operated pruner. 

5
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What’s New Mini Makeovers
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LAY IT

Master Mulch
Put an extra layer on your garden to retain water, stop erosion  

and insulate plant roots. Here are some of the most common 

materials—choose the one with the biggest benefits for your yard. 

Cocoa Bean Hulls 
A useful byproduct of the chocolate 

industry, cocoa bean hulls work 

well in a variety of landscaping 

styles and don’t compact over time. 

Use a 1-in. layer to help suppress 

weeds. If you have dogs, find 

another option—just like chocolate, 

the hulls are toxic for them.

Evergreen Needles
If you have conifers on your 

property, the fallen needles make 

excellent mulch. Rake out the 

excess from under the tree and 

transfer a 1-to-2-in. layer to your 

beds. Contrary to popular belief, 

evergreen needles do not  

make soils more acidic.

Wood Chips 
Wood chips come in many 

forms, stay in place in windy 

conditions and can be very 

inexpensive. Ask your local 

municipality or utility 

company—it may give chips 

away for free. Pile on a 3-in. 

layer for weed-fighting benefits. 

Autumn Leaves 
For a quick way to put nutrients 

back into your beds, use your 

fallen leaves. Shred them with a 

lawn mower and use a 1-to-3-in. 

layer. Leaves may blow away,  

so consider taking the time  

to create a simple leaf  

compost for better results.

Bark Chunks 
Look for medium and large chunks 

for the base of trees and shrubs. 

Bark is very attractive, comes in 

many colors and offers excellent 

weed resistance. Just keep the 

bark a few inches away from plant 

crowns and buildings to prevent 

damage from ants and rodents.

Rock or Gravel 
Great for plants that need lots of 

drainage, rock or gravel is an 

attractive option that requires 

little maintenance. The downside: 

Unlike organic mulches, these 

materials don’t improve the soil 

structure, add nutrients or 

regulate temperatures.

http://familyhandyman.com
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4 Flowering Shrubs

PLANT IT

These summer-blooming specimens 

add color and texture to your landscape 

while attracting hummingbirds and 

butterflies all season long

1. Spirea
Spiraea, Zones 3 to 8

For an easy-to-grow summer 

flowering shrub that does best in 

full sun with exciting color, look 

for a spirea at the garden center. 

Spireas provide several seasons 

of interest, but it’s the summer 

blooms that are truly impressive. 

While the individual flowers are 

tiny, together they pack a punch. 

Be sure to choose a cultivar that’s 

right for your space—some grow 

only 18 in. tall, while others can 

grow to several feet.

2. Mock Orange
Philadelphus, Zones 3 to 8 

Once you see mock orange, you’ve 

got to have it. In early summer, 

these flowering shrubs bear 

gorgeous pure-white flowers  

that last for weeks and smell 

delicious. Most grow up to 6 ft. tall, 

but you can also find compact or 

dwarf varieties. Grow this shrub  

in full sun.

3. Crape Myrtle
Lagerstroemia indica, Zones 7 to 9

Crape myrtle is a year-round 

favorite in the South, where  

it thrives in the warmth and  

blooms from July to September. 

The spectacular flowers are a  

magnet for butterflies, bees and 

hummingbirds. You can even 

remove the first wave of flowers 

to encourage a second bloom. 

Grow this heat-tolerant beauty  

in full sun, and it might get to  

be 10 ft. or more.

Know Your Zone

Understanding your plant 

hardiness zone makes it easier 

to choose plants that will thrive 

in your area. Visit our website  

to find yours. 

4. Viburnum
Viburnum, Zones 2 to 9

Among the most popular of 

ornamental shrubs and small 

trees, viburnum is sought after  

for three reasons: It’s handsome, 

it’s versatile and it’s easy to  

grow. Truly a year-round shrub,  

it rewards you with flowers in 

spring or summer, appealing 

foliage in fall and berries from  

fall to winter. Grow in full sun  

or part shade. 
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Learn how to achieve an artisan 

look with approachable 

techniques and materials

BY CARMEN DE LA PAZ 

O
ne of  the first rules of  working with clay is  

to expect a few surprises along the way. Even 

when you carefully knead out air pockets, 

roll and measure your tiles, fire the kiln just right 

and follow a consistent process, tiles can curl as 

they dry, warp or break in the kiln, or emerge a 

different color than expected after glazing. But those 

variations are normal. In fact, they’re the signature 

of  something handmade.

With patience, practice and a little willingness 

to experiment, you’ll start to understand how clay 

behaves and how to work with it, not against it. 

Remember: The challenge is half  the fun, and the 

Handmade 

Tiles

A BEGINNER’S GUIDE TO 

What It Takes

TimeTime

   y    y 

CostCost Skill LevelSkill Level

ToolsTools

•

  y f   y f 

c   c   

•     

•

•

• R   R   

        

• T x   T x   

c c 

• T x   T x   

        

•

T
M

B
 S

T
U

 
IO

14    April/May 2026    FamilyHandyman.com

http://familyhandyman.com


FamilyHandyman.com    April/May 2026    15

http://familyhandyman.com


T
M

B
 S

T
U

D
IO

reward is a set of  one-of-a-kind tiles tailored to 

your taste. 

Ceramic tile can be used throughout your home, 

but you don’t have to tackle a full room or backsplash 

right away. For an approachable way to build confi-

dence in your technique, start with a smaller project 

such as our colorful tile-top coffee table on page 20. 

Getting Started with Ceramics
If  this is your first ceramics project, fear not—work-

ing with clay is a continuous learning process. To 

help guide beginners, I consulted Codey Gallas, an 

award-winning sculptural ceramicist and artist edu-

cator at South High School in Waukesha, Wisconsin.

Gallas emphasizes the welcoming nature of  the 

pottery community: “Ask questions, start slow and 

do tests. There are numerous Facebook groups, 

pottery shops, high school teachers and college 

professors who would be happy to help with any 

project. We in the ceramics field are a welcoming 

group who love to help others.” 

He also recommends starting with small test 

batches rather than immediately firing tons of  tiles 

for a major project: “It’s better to do a few small 

firings before you fill the kiln. With time and a cou-

ple of  firings under your belt, you will be confident 

knowing what you put in will come out how you 

want it to.”  

Purchasing Clay
For this project, purchase a mid-range stoneware 

clay with grog. Grog is finely ground, previously 

fired ceramic material added to raw clay to improve 

strength and stability. It helps reduce shrinkage, 

speeds drying and prevents cracking. This type of  

clay is ideal for hand-building, including creating 

large sculptures and tiles.

Gallas suggests avoiding earthenware clay: 

“Earthenware is not vitrified when glazed and 

fired, meaning it will hold and retain water. That 

would wreak havoc if  used for a table or back-

splash,” he says.

Finding a Kiln 
Most pottery studios offer kiln sessions for a rea-

sonable cost. Contact your nearest pottery studio  

to inquire about fees and scheduling.  

It’s possible to make ceramic tiles without a kiln, 

but there are significant trade-offs. Air-dry clay, 

commonly used for simple crafts, can be formed 

into tiles, but it isn’t food-safe or waterproof. Tra-

ditional clay can be fired in outdoor setups such  

as a woodstove, fire pit or fireplace, but tempera-

ture control is difficult. These methods also rarely 

reach the 1,800 degrees F and higher temperatures 

needed to create true ceramic hardness, also known 

as vitrification.  

16    April/May 2026    FamilyHandyman.com

Many pottery

studios offer  studios offer  

firing services  firing services  

for communityfor community

members. Here,members. Here,

ceramicist Codey ceramicist Codey 

Gallas handsGallas hands

Carmen a glazed Carmen a glazed 

tile straight fromtile straight from

the kiln at South the kiln at South 

High School  High School  

in Waukesha,in Waukesha,

Wisconsin.Wisconsin.
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1 
SECTION OFF A 

WORKABLE PIECE 

Open your bag of  clay 

and cut a 3/4-to-1-in.-

thick slice off the block 

with a clay-cutting 

wire or tool.

Knead and compress 

the clay to remove air 

bubbles. Air pockets 

left in the clay may 

damage the tiles when 

they’re fired in the kiln.

2 
ROLL OUT THE CLAY 

Roll out the wet 

clay into a 3/8-in. slab 

using a slab roller or a 

rolling pin with 3/8-in.

wood guides to ensure 

nva  c

Ceramic glaze

 s

Scrap wood piece

ware c ay w  gro

Materials

2B

an even thickness. Use 

a canvas cloth to pro-

tect the clay from get-

ting all over the rolling 

pin or slab roller.

3 
CUT THE TILE

Cut the rolled 

clay slab into your 

preferred shape with 

a tile plunge cutter. 

Plunge cutters for clay 

come in many shapes 

and sizes and work 

like cookie cutters: 

Press the metal edges 

through the clay slab, 

then release the shape 

from the cutter by 

pressing down on the 

plunger.

4 
CLEAN UP  

THE EDGES

Once you’ve popped 

the clay out of  the 

plunge cutter, you may 

find imperfections 

3B

PLUNGER

METALMETAL

EDGEEDGE
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from the edges curling 

or sticking to the side 

of  the cutter. This is 

inevitable but very 

easy to fix.

Use a small piece of  

wood to help straight-

en and reshape any 

sides of  the tile. Rub 

your finger along the 

edges to smooth and 

round over rolled-up 

edges. Clay is very for-

giving; work the shape 

until you’re satisfied 

with it.

NOTE: Tiles from 

smaller plunge cutters, 

such as 2-in. squares or 

diamonds, have a high-

er tendency to deform 

as they’re being cut.

5 
ADD A TEXTURE OR 

PATTERN (OPTIONAL) 

You can add a texture 

or pattern to your tiles 

using a stencil, silicone 

mat or a wood roller.

Texture with a stencil 

or silicone mat: When 

you roll out the tile 

with a rolling pin or 

slab roller, place the 

stencil or silicone mat 

directly on the clay, lay 

the canvas over it and 

roll it out again.

You will need to test 

the first few passes to 

determine the optimal 

pressure required to 

imprint the design of  

the stencil or silicone 

mat. Clean the stencil 

or silicone mat after 

each roll to prevent it 

from becoming clogged 

with wet clay and to 

keep your pattern crisp.

Texture with a wood 

roller: When using a 

wood roller to imprint 

a tile with texture, first 

roll the clay through 

the slab roller to get an 

even thickness. Use a 

plunge cutter for the 

desired shape. Then 

roll the texture into 

your tile. Be sure to 

maintain even pressure 

as you roll it over the 

wet clay. 

Your clay tiles may 

distort slightly as you 

roll the texture on; 

to refine the shape, 

use the plunge cutter 

again, being careful not 

to press down too hard 

on the plunger and 

potentially flatten the 

texture/pattern. Do a 

few test rolls until you 

find the right balance 

between pressure and 

reforming the tile.

6 
LET THE TILES DRY

Allow the tiles to 

air-dry for five to seven 

days until they are 

“bone dry” and the clay 

has lost all its mois-

ture. This process can 

take shorter or longer 

based on the humidity 

in your region. Bone-

dry tiles will be lighter 

in color, weigh less, 

and feel room tem-

perature—not cold and 

damp to the touch.

Clay tiles tend to curl 

as they dry. To prevent 

this, place a flat object 

on top of  the wet tiles 

with a bit of  weight or 

pressure. Not so much 

weight that it squishes 

and flattens the tiles, 

but enough to keep 

them from curling 

as they dry. Ensure 

that air can circulate 

around them as they 

dry. Because clay also 

shrinks as it dries, you 

may notice slight im-

perfections or uneven-

ness from tile to tile.

7 
BISQUE-FIRE

Your tiles will 

need two firings in  

5

76

4

WOOD

OLLEROLLER
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the kiln. Bisque firing 

is the initial lower- 

temperature firing that 

essentially bakes out 

all the water in the 

clay, leaving it perma-

nent and durable for 

handling, but still po-

rous for glazing. Each 

firing takes about 

24 hours to complete, 

including the time to 

return to a working 

temperature.

Check the packaging 

of  your clay for the 

recommended firing 

range; we bisque- 

fired our mid-range 

stoneware clay at  

the middle of  the  

suggested range.

8 
APPLY THE GLAZE

Once the tiles 

have been bisque-fired, 

apply the glaze. Brush 

or spray the glaze 

onto each tile’s face 

and edges, building up 

layers to ensure solid 

coverage.

When the glaze has 

set, use a wet sponge 

to wipe away any drips 

that have dried on the 

bottom of the tiles. This 

will prevent the tiles 

from sticking to the 

interior of  the kiln.

9 
GLAZE-FIRE

Place your glazed 

tiles in the kiln and fire 

at the setting recom-

mended for the glaze 

being used (not for the 

type of  clay, as was 

the case for the bisque 

firing). 

Let the tiles cool fully 

and remove them from 

the kiln. Some of  the 

glazed edges may be 

very sharp and could 

require light sanding or 

filing. Then your tiles 

are ready to install.T
M

B
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Prefer Ready-Made Tile? 
If you love the look of handmade tile but don’t 

want to shape, glaze or fire it yourself, you 

have options. It’s possible to get the character 

and natural variation of artisan tiles without 

ever touching clay or firing a kiln.

Start with local pottery studios, craft 

schools or artisan markets. Many can connect 

you with ceramic artists who sell tiles directly 

or take custom orders. Visiting a showroom 

lets you compare styles and see textures, 

colors and finishes up close. Nothing suitable 

nearby? Some studios, such as Minneapolis-

based Clay Squared to Infinity, offer free 

catalogs and online inventories so you can 

shop from anywhere. 

For a wider selection, check online artisan 

and specialty tile vendors 

such as Clé Tile, Fireclay 

Tile and Zia Tile. Note lead 

times and order samples 

before committing, and 

check return policies for 

larger orders—you’ll want 

extra tiles on hand to 

account for size or color 

variations.

If availability, price and 

ease of installation matter 

the most, try handmade-

look tiles from a home 

center. These mimic the 

qualities of handmade 

versions but are more 

affordable and uniform, 

and easier to match later. 
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Clay Squared to 

Infinity’s Andromeda 

Cosmic Cloud tiles, 

made by tile artist 

Josh Blanc, feature 

three layered glazes. 

Combined with 

smaller field tiles  

in matching colors, 

they create eye-

catching accents in 

the studio’s Aquila 

pattern (top of page). 
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What It Takes

TimeTime

l  y l  y 

CostCost Skill LevelSkill Level

ToolsTools
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Flex your tiling skills with a mixed-material

project that brings a pop of color to your home

BY CARMEN DE LA PAZ 

Tile-Top Coffee Table

’ve been making tiles for years, 

literally crafting thousands for allliterally crafting thousands for all

kinds of projects. This time, I wantedkinds of projects. This time, I wanted

to showcase them on a colorful coffeeto showcase them on a colorful coffee

tabletop. From the start, I knew thetabletop. From the start, I knew the

challenge would be working with thechallenge would be working with the

organic imperfections that come withorganic imperfections that come with

handmade tile. If you’ve made clay tileshandmade tile. If you’ve made clay tiles

before (see page 14 for the full process), before (see page 14 for the full process), 

you know there are bound to be fewyou know there are bound to be few

surprises when they come out of the kiln.  surprises when they come out of the kiln.  

 t  f  t  va ,   t  f  t  va ,  

I decided to let them shine, embracing theI decided to let them shine, embracing the

artisanal, rustic feel of handmade work.  artisanal, rustic feel of handmade work.  

I am happy to share the steps for thisI am happy to share the steps for this

versatile table, and I hope it inspires youversatile table, and I hope it inspires you

to celebrate the little imperfections thatto celebrate the little imperfections that

make every project unique.make every project unique.

FamilyHandyman.com    April/May 2026    21

http://familyhandyman.com


1 2

1 
CALCULATE TABLETOP 

DIMENSIONS

To get started, lay out 

your tiles with ¼-in. tile 

spacers to determine 

the size of  your tabletop 

understructure. Your 

calculations will work 

from the tile layer in: 

The size of  your tile 

layout determines the 

size of  the backer board 

layer, which in turn 

determines the size 

of  the wood frame to 

which the backer board 

is adhered. 

NOTE: Handmade 

tiles won’t all be exactly 

the same size or shape, 

so be prepared to ac-

commodate some vari-

ation. If  perfect grout 

lines and uniform tiles 

Item Qty.

 t  s  e s

1/44  ood do els

 x 3  x 5  b  e
 d d

11/44 ba  e  boa d 
s  e s

 x 6  x 1  a 1

2xX x 10' 1

   s  e s

34  ood s  e s

 x 6   e a  t

64 x 64  e ami  tiles

 s

Clean shop  ags 

 g o

S  ap  ood

Tile masti 

Tu  o

Wood glue

Materials

Cuts

Key Qty. Dimensions Pa t Mate ial

A 1 1  x 1  x 3  B  e  b  d1 1  x 1  x 3  B  e  b  d  b  d b  d

B 2 1/44 x 21/2” x 371/44 Ba  e  boa d 
long side

Cement boa d

C  x 2  x 1  B  e  b  d x 2  x 1  B  e  b  d
 s s

 b  d b  d

D 2 11/24 x 21/24 x 363/44 Long f aming 2XX

E  x 2  x 1  S  f a x 2  x 1  S  f a 2

F X 13/44 x 13/44 x 1X3/44 Up ight Ash

G  x 1  x 8  O x 1  x 8  O

H 6 13/44 x 13/44 x 151/24 C oss b a e Ash

J  x 1  x 1  S  e x 1  x 1  S  e T
M
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Figure A

Tabletop Ove vie 

are a priority, consider 

purchasing premade 

tiles (find shopping sug-

gestions on page 19). 

2 
CUT THE  

BACKER BOARD

Using a large T-square 

and a pencil, draw the 

measurements for the 

backer board top (A), 

long side (B) and short 

side (C) on the backer 

board. Use an angle 

grinder with a masonry 

blade to cut the pieces.

3 
CUT AND  

ASSEMBLE THE 

TABLETOP FRAMING

The backer board top 

(A) should be ½ in. 

wider and longer than 

the wood frame it’s 

attached to, leaving 

a ¼-in. overhang all 

around. This ensures 

that the backer board 

sides (B and C) tuck 

in under the top and 

leave a clean edge for 

the tile to attach to.

Cut the long (D) 

and short (E) framing 

components to length 

at the miter saw, then 

rip them to 2½ in. wide 

at the table saw. The 

2½-in.-wide framing 

components accommo-

date the width of  the 

side tiles while still 

leaving room for mas-

tic and grout to create 

a clean edge. Screw the 

long (D) and short (E) 

framing components 

together using 2½-in. 

screws. 

4 
ATTACH THE 

BACKER BOARD  

TO THE FRAME

Secure the backer 

board top (A) and sides 

(B and C) to the fram-

ing components (D and 

E) with 1¼-in. backer 

board screws, starting 

with the backer board 

sides (B and C). Due 

to the ¼-in. overhang 

on each side of  the top 

(A), the sides (B and C) 

A

D

B

E

C

1/4" SPACERS
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5B

should finish flush to 

the outside edge. Space 

the backer board screws 

6 to 9 in. apart. To pre-

vent splintering, do not 

install screws within 

3/4 in. of  the backer 

board’s edges.

5 
ATTACH THE TILES 

TO THE TABLETOP

Use a 1/4-in. notched 

trowel to evenly spread 

mastic over the backer 

board top (A). Hold the 

trowel at a consistent, 

steep angle (about 

45 degrees) as you pull 

it across the surface to 

capture the maximum 

peak of  the notches. 

Transfer your tile 

layout to the mastic- 

covered backer board 

top (A). Use a long 

straightedge and 1/4-in. 

tile spacers to keep 

your layout as evenly 

spaced as possible. To 

ensure full contact  

between the mastic 

and the back of  the 

tile, nestle the tiles 

into the mastic as you 

lay them into place. 

If  your handmade 

tiles have a curve that 

prevents them from 

making full contact 

with the mastic, 

apply more mastic to 

the back of  the tile 

to ensure complete 

support. This is called 

“back-buttering” the 

tile. The goal is to pre-

vent voids between the 

tile, mastic and backer 

board because they 

increase the likelihood 

of  the tile cracking 

under stress or excess 

weight.

Once the top is 

complete, let it set up 

overnight. If  you have 

to back-butter multiple 

tiles, give it two days to 

ensure the mastic has 

hardened. Move on to 

the backer board sides 

(B and C) only after 

the top tiles are secure, 

as you may need to use 

tape to hold the edge 

tiles in place while 

their mastic dries.

Once the edge tiles 

are attached, let the 

mastic dry and harden 

for another 24 hours 

before proceeding to the 

grouting stage. During 

this time, make the legs.

6 
CUT THE WOOD  

FOR THE LEGS

Use a miter saw and 

a table saw to cut the 

table leg pieces (F-J) 

to the dimensions in 

the cuts list. All the leg 

components are cut 

from the same 13/4-in.-

square stock, so label 

them as you go to keep 

5A

6

D

E

A

E

B

D

C
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7D

each upright (F), out-

rigger (G), cross brace 

(H) and stretcher (J) in 

order for assembly.

7 
ASSEMBLE THE 

LEGS WITH DOWELS 

The table legs (see 

Figure B) are assem-

bled with doweled butt 

joints. To ensure the 

doweled joints line up 

correctly, use dowel 

centers. This process 

will take time and 

requires some proto-

typing and practice if  

you haven’t built with 

dowel joinery before.

To create a joint 

using dowel centers:

• Drill two 1/4-in. holes, 

a little deeper than 

half  the length of  

your dowels, on one 

of  the two pieces you 

will be joining. If   

you are not confident 

about drilling these 

holes straight, use a 

drill press.

• Place the dowel 

centers in the drilled 

1/4-in. holes. 

• Bring the second 

piece you are joining 

into position so the 

sides are aligned  

and flush.

• Tap the end of  the 

second piece with a 

rubber mallet. This 

will cause the points 

of  the dowel centers 

to leave divots on the 

second piece.

• Use the divots as 

center points to drill 

corresponding 1/4-in. 

holes, a little deeper 

than half  the length 

of  your fluted dowels, 

in the second piece  

of  wood.

• Dry-fit the joint to 

ensure it is square 

and the sides of  the 

pieces are flush.

• Once the pieces  

fit well, glue and 

clamp the joint with 

clamping squares  

to ensure it stays 

square as the wood 

glue cures.

Work joint by joint 

until you have two 

three-dimensional 

“L” legs made of  the 

uprights (F), outrig-

gers (G) and cross 

braces (H). Leave 

the legs separate for 

now—the stretchers 

(J) will be attached 

later, when you attach 

the legs to the under-

side of  the table.

8 
SAND AND SEAL  

THE LEGS

Once the glue has fully 

dried on all the joints 

of  the legs, sand the 

assembled legs and 

loose stretchers (J) T
M

B
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Figure B

Table Legs Overview

7B
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9

using a palm sander. 

Step through the grits, 

starting at 120-grit and 

finishing at 220-grit. 

Vacuum the legs to 

remove any sanding 

dust once finished.

Use a paintbrush to 

apply a generous coat 

of  tung oil to the sand-

ed leg components. Let 

the tung oil absorb into 

the wood for a few min-

utes, then wipe away 

any excess with a shop 

rag. Apply two to three 

coats and let it dry in 

between. Tung oil  

will develop a sheen  

as the coats build up.  

To keep a matte or 

stain sheen, be sure  

to wipe back each coat 

with a rag.

9 
ROUT A REVEAL

Use a router 

equipped with a 1/2-in. 

straight-cut router bit 

to rout a 1/2-in.-wide 

x 1/2-in.-deep rabbet 

along each outside 

edge of  the outriggers 

(G) and the top of  the 

uprights (F) they are 

doweled to. Clamp a 

scrap piece of  wood to 

serve as a guide for the 

router. You can also 

use a router table to 

create the rabbets.

The rabbets will com-

pensate for any curves 

or imperfections along 

the bottom edges of  

your side tiles, making 

the attached legs look 

as if  they are floating 

below the tile top.

10 
ATTACH THE LEGS

To connect the 

legs to the tabletop:

• Lay the tiled top 

upside down on a 

furniture pad or 

blanket to protect the 

tiles as you work.

• Start at one end. 

Secure one “L”  

of  the legs to the 

framing, holding it 

in 1/4 in. from the 

edge of  the outside 

short framing (E) 

piece. Predrill 

countersunk holes 

through the leg 

outriggers (G) and 

cross braces (H)  

into the framing 

components (D and 

E) of  the tabletop. 

Use 3-in. screws to 

secure it.

• Bring together both 

sets of  legs with the 

stretchers (J) at the 

top and bottom of the 

leg assembly. Connect 

the stretchers (J) 

centered on the cross 

braces (H) at the top 

and bottom with 

dowels and wood glue.

• While the glue in the 

8A

10A

G

F

J

1/4" FROM 

EDGE OF 

FRAMING
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stretcher (J) dowel 

joints is still wet, use 

clamps to hold the leg 

assembly together as 

you attach the second 

“L” of  the legs to the 

framing at the other 

end of  the tabletop, 

again predrilling 

countersunk holes 

and using 3-in. 

screws. Have a damp 

shop rag handy to 

wipe away any glue 

drips and squeeze-

out. This can be a 

stressful part of  the 

build. Take your 

time—wood glue does 

not dry instantly.

• Let the wood glue 

fully dry.

Once the legs have 

been secured and the 

glue has dried, get help 

to flip the table over (it 

will be very heavy). 

11 
APPLY GROUT TO 

THE TABLETOP 

Remove all the 1/4-in. 

spacers from between 

the tiles. Mix the 

grout in small batch-

es to prevent it from 

hardening before you 

can spread it. Using a 

rubber tile float, work 

the grout into the 

joints, forcing it all the 

way to the bottom of  

each crevice.

Let the grout set for 

a few minutes, then 

wipe away excess from 

the tile surfaces with a 

damp sponge, rinsing 

frequently. Work in 

stages—let the grout 

firm up between pass-

es so you don’t pull it 

out of  the joints. Grout 

is very forgiving, so 

take your time.

12 
CLEAN THE  

TILE HAZE

Once you have wiped 

away the excess grout, 

you will notice a  

buildup of  grout 

powder drying on the  

surface of  the tiles. 

Let it dry and become 

chalky. Then, with  

a clean, dry shop rag, 

rub away the haze. 

You will have to do 

this several times 

for the haze to fully 

disappear. 

For best results, the 

rag should be clean at 

the start of  each wipe 

down. If  the haze is 

not fully cleaned off 

within 24 hours, it 

will cure and become 

permanent. This step 

is crucial to make the 

tile project look crisp 

and clean. I usually do 

several passes with a 

clean rag, then do one 

final pass the next day 

to ensure all the haze 

is gone.

13 
APPLY GROUT 

SEALER

Once the grout has 

fully cured, use a 

grout sealer to pre-

vent dirt and stains 

from building up on 

the grout between 

the tiles. Use a small 

artist paintbrush or 

applicator to apply the 

grout sealer directly 

to the grout, being 

careful not to let it 

build up and dry on 

the tiles. 

NOTE: Grout sealer 

will yellow over time 

and become noticeable 

on the edges of  the 

tiles. It is good prac-

tice to reseal grout  

every 12 to 18 months.
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Piece by Piece 
Visit our website to 

watch Carmen lay out 

her tiles and assemble 

the tabletop. 

11B

11A
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Let the 

Sunshine In
Maximize natural light and add square

footage to your home with a bright andfootage to your home with a bright and

airy sunroom. In this ultimate guide,airy sunroom. In this ultimate guide,

contracting and design experts  contracting and design experts  

weigh in to help you get the  weigh in to help you get the  

most from your space.most from your space.

BY ALLY CHILDRESS
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T
he word sunroom is a catch-

all term for a glass-enclosed 

room that bridges the gap 

between indoors and outdoors. 

The key word there is glass: Sun-

rooms are “designed to bring in 

as much natural light as possible,” 

says Justin Olewack, founder 

and president of  Bolt Builders, a 

custom home building and remod-

eling company in the Washington, 

D.C., area.

Sunrooms typically have multi-

ple walls of  windows (sometimes 

floor to ceiling) and a solid or 

glass roof. That said, variations 

abound, and how you use the 

room can matter as much as how 

it’s built. Common terms include: 

Solarium: Maximizes light 

from every angle with a glass 

roof  and walls of  windows.

Conservatory: Glass-roofed 

and glass-walled like solariums, 

conservatories were traditionally 

airy spaces for plants and people. 

Popularized in the Victorian era, 

they tend to be more ornate and 

uniquely shaped.

Orangery: This large sunroom 

variation has roots in Europe, 

where it was used to grow citrus 

trees indoors. Colleen Bennett 

of North Carolina–based CBB 

Design Firm describes a modern 

orangery as a “bougie sunroom,” 

typically made of metal and glass. 

“It extends off the roofline and just 

looks gorgeous,” Bennett says.

Florida room: Popular in 

the Sunshine State, these bonus 

rooms are exterior additions that 

may be enclosed with glass or 

screens for year-round use.

Screened-in porch: Not a true 

sunroom, but an outdoor transi-

tion space enclosed by screens to 

allow airflow and keep insects out.

Lanai: Originating in Hawaii, 

lanais are open-sided attached 

porches or patios with roofs.

Three- and Four-Season 
Sunrooms
Sunrooms are also defined by 

whether you can use them year-

round. “A four-season sunroom 

will be built like the rest of  the 

house,” Olewack says, “with 

insulation, energy-efficient 

windows, some form of  heating, 

ventilation and air conditioning 

(HVAC), and plumbing if  you’re 

adding sinks.” (Yes, sinks in a 

sunroom happen. Bennett has 

even added a pool!)

“A three-season room, on the 

other hand, is typically only used 

during spring, summer and fall, 

so it won’t be fully insulated or 

have permanent heating and  

cooling,” Olewack says. 

Cold winters aren’t the only 

reason to choose a four-season 

sunroom. In hot climates, a  

climate-controlled transition 

space can bring the best parts  

of  the outdoors inside.

Is a Sunroom Right for You? 
It depends. “It’s a great way to hit 

that indoor-outdoor hybrid,” says 

Jon Grishpul, home renovation 

expert and co-founder of  great-

buildz.com, a free contractor- 

matching service. Even in bad 

weather, you can enjoy the feeling 

of  being outside. “I love sitting in 

a sunroom during the rain—it’s 

such a peaceful, relaxing space.” 

But adding a sunroom can 

be a “major project,” Grishpul 

says. Bennett agrees: “It can be 

cheap and it can be very expen-

sive, depending on what you’re 

looking to achieve.”

What Is a Sunroom? 
These light-filled spaces take many forms. 

Understanding your options is key to 

choosing the right approach for your home. 
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Adding a New Sunroom
Ready to take the plunge? Here’s 

what the pros say to keep in mind.

Permits and Building Codes
Check with your local permitting 

office to confirm your plan adheres 

to local and state building codes. 

“This is something you’ll want to 

do right,” Olewack says. “Cutting 

corners can cause problems later 

when you sell or renovate.”

Even a basic three-season sun-

room may require lighting and 

other electrical work. Modern 

codes often call for ground-fault 

and arc-fault circuit interrupters 

to reduce fire and shock risks, 

and you may have to pull new 

circuits. Even if  you’re able to 

extend existing ones, Olewack 

says it’s not an ideal long-term 

solution, especially if  you’re add-

ing HVAC equipment or other 

power hogs. “It’s always best to 

consult and hire a professional 

for these types of  renovations,” 

he says.

Energy Efficiency
With sun comes heat, and with-

out good planning, keeping a 

sunroom comfortable and your 

energy bills low can be tricky.

“Energy efficiency starts with 

smart window and door choices 

and intentional design,” Olewack 

says. “High-quality windows and 

doors make a huge difference.” 

Look for ratings from the 

National Fenestration Rating 

Council (NFRC), which estab-

lishes standards for heat gain, 

insulating value and air leakage. 

Energy Star windows, doors and 

skylights all bear an NFRC label. 

Orientation matters too. 

East-facing sunrooms get plenty 

of  morning sun, and west-facing 

rooms can be unbearably hot 

late in the day. (“You’re just 

gonna get fried,” Bennett says.) 

Sunrooms facing north, which 

get primarily indirect light, are 

cooler. Overall, south-facing 

sunrooms tend to offer the best 

balance of  light and warmth, 

especially in winter.

Costs
Adding a sunroom isn’t cheap. 

Luckily, you have options,  

including building one yourself.

“Sunroom kits are less expen-

sive than a custom-built sun-

room,” Olewack says. “They’re 

meant to be easy to DIY and can 

range from $20 to $150 per sq. ft., 

depending on the brand and qual-

ity.” Meanwhile, a custom-built 

three- or four-season sunroom 

addition can cost $100,000 and 

up—way up, Bennett says.

How does that break down for 

your project? Grishpul says $150 

to $400 per sq. ft. is fairly typical. 

Smaller three-season builds 

will fall on the lower end of  the 

range, while a fully insulated, 

climate-controlled orangery in an 

expensive market like California 

could stretch the boundary of  the 

higher end. 

Homeowners are frequently 

surprised by how expensive sun-

rooms can be, Grishpul says, but 

there are a few key cost drivers:

Foundation: Site prep work 

and pouring a new slab to support 

a sunroom are typically costly.

Roof: “Any time you tie into an 

existing roof, you have to think 

about rainfall and how it’s direct-

ed on the roof,” Grishpul says. 

“There’s an added cost factor.”

Windows: Single-pane win-

dows may suffice for some sun-

rooms, Grishpul says, but pricier 

double- and triple-pane windows 

offer better energy efficiency.
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Improving 
an Existing 

Space
A few smart upgrades 

can turn an underused 

sunroom into the  

place everyone wants  

to hang out 

Figure Out What’s Lacking
Is your sunroom hot, drafty or 

poorly furnished? Does your 

family drift to the den instead? 

Pinpoint why you’re not choosing 

the sunroom for reading, napping, 

games or other intended activi-

ties—and poll your family too.

“Usually if  a homeowner isn’t 

using a room in their home often, 

it’s either because it doesn’t have a 

clear purpose or it’s not comfort-

able,” Olewack says. Maybe it’s too 

bright, the chairs are creaky or 

it’s just plain uninviting. Before 

Do Sunrooms  

Add Home Value?

“Generally, I would not  

look at a sunroom addition 

as a value generator,” 

Grishpul says. “But it will 

depend on the type of 

sunroom you build.” 

A climate-controlled, 

four-season sunroom that 

adds square footage and 

looks great “is truly an 

extension of your home,” 

Grishpul says, and it can 

appeal to buyers seeking 

an indoor-outdoor bonus 

space. But an aluminum-

framed, three-season, DIY 

sunroom will have less 

impact—or even hurt curb 

appeal if built poorly. 

Of course, your personal 

ROI matters too: If you 

enjoy using the sunroom, 

fancy or plain, it’s worth  

it even if you don’t recoup 

every dime.

spending time or money to im-

prove your sunroom, take a beat 

and ask yourself  why you’re not 

using it to begin with.

Landscape Strategically
Landscaping is a great way  

to transform an existing sun-

room. Bennett likes adding a 

few fast-growing leafy trees or 

arborvitae around the exterior 

for shade and interest. “Or if  you 

want something a little bit more 

posh, I love an Italian Cypress.”

Trees and other “pre-tall” land-

scape elements will also block 

lookie-loo neighbors and street 

traffic, if  the problem with your 

sunroom is exposure. And they’re 

a must for any east- or west-facing 

sunrooms to cut the glare and 

heat. “Usually people find that 

more inviting,” Bennett says.

Indoors, Bennett says, a big 

ficus can do wonders. Bottom line: 

For a fast, relatively low-effort 

sunroom transformation, “land-

scaping is usually the cheapest 

way of  doing it,” Bennett says.

Update the Shades  
and Furniture
Sunrooms bring to mind sum-

mery rattan and wicker, which 

makes sense because humidity 

is a common nemesis. “You 

never want to have a client go, 

‘Hey, my sofa’s growing mold,’” 

Bennett laughs. But you’re not 

limited to rickety, uncomfort-

able couches and chairs. Furni-

ture, fabrics and other interior 

design elements have come far.

Invest in comfy, fade-resistant 

pieces. Bennett recommends 

seeking out solution-dyed acryl-

ic fabrics from brands such as 

Sunbrella, Perennials and Out-

dura, as well as mold-resistant 

rugs. Get creative! “I even love 

putting swings in sunrooms,” 

Bennett says. 

If  it’s heat that is keeping 

you out, “I often see people put 

shades on the top 

and install ceiling 

fans to make it more of  

a relaxing space that can 

be used in the evenings 

as well,” Grishpul says. 

“I love an outdoor curtain,” 

Bennett says. In fact, she’s 

putting outdoor curtains on a 

house right now: “Literally, you 

just power-wash them like you 

would power-wash your outdoor 

furniture,” Bennett says.
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Leafy ficuses  

add privacyadd privacy

without blocking without blocking 

natural light.natural light.

A ceiling fan  

improves airflow 

and keeps you  

more comfortable  

when the sunshine 

streams in.
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Upgrade cabinets, hardware and countertops  

for a pro-level refresh at a fraction of the cost

New Kitchen  New Kitchen  
on a Budgeton a Budget



Install Ikea Cabinets
Doing the job yourself is easier than you  

might think—and it can save you thousands
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Ikea cabinet trim (optional) 
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Ikea cover panels 

ke  t  w  co rs

Masking tape
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4' level
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Clamps
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Tape measure
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R
enovating a kitchen is 

expensive, but handling 

some of  the work yourself  

is a smart way to cut costs. La-

bor alone can account for about 

25% of  a full kitchen remodel. 

With total costs often reaching 

tens of  thousands of  dollars, 

that’s a lot of  potential savings. 

If  installing new kitchen 

cabinets sounds intimidating, 

don’t worry—ready-to-assemble 

Ikea cabinets make the job much 

more straightforward. Their 

suspension rail system simplifies 

installation and adjustment.

Still, no matter the size or lay-

out of  your kitchen, preparation 

is the key to a smooth install. So 

take time to plan your cabinet 

layout before starting, noting the 

locations of  appliances, floating 

shelves, and other elements that 

could affect placement. The more 

you think through upfront, the 

easier installation day will be.  

1 
REMOVE THE OLD CABINETS

Empty the old kitchen cab-

inets and remove the shelves. 

Then use a drill to unscrew the 

cabinets from the walls and/or 

from each other before gently 

detaching them from the wall.

2 
CHECK YOUR  

FLOOR FOR LEVEL

Most kitchen floors are very flat, 

especially in homes less than 

40 years old, but it’s still import-

ant to confirm before installing 

new cabinets. 

Start by looking for the high-

est spot on the floor anywhere  

a base cabinet will sit. Mark  

that spot, and repeat along all 

other walls that will have cabi-

nets to find the highest spot. If  

you have two high spots, rest a  

board on both to determine 

which is higher.

From the highest spot, 

measure up the wall 341/2 in. 

(standard cabinet height) and 

make a mark. Use that mark as 

a starting point to draw a level 

line along the walls wherever 

base cabinets will be installed. 

A laser level makes this process 

easier and faster. 

3 
ASSEMBLE AND  

DRY-FIT THE CABINETS 

Fully assemble all the cabinets 

according to Ikea’s instructions. 

Then dry-fit the base cabinets, 

starting with the corner units and 

1
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placing all the cabinets side by 

side as tightly together as possi-

ble. If  your layout calls for filler 

strips, be sure to leave spaces 

for them. 

With the cabinets in place, 

check that the drawers and doors 

clear one another, appliance 

openings are the proper widths, 

and sink bases are centered  

beneath any windows. With a 

well-planned layout, any required 

adjustments should be minor, 

such as ripping filler strips 

narrower or using wider ones. 

Next, remove the drawers, 

doors and shelves and mark 

them and their matching cab-

inets with numbered masking 

tape to avoid confusion during 

installation. Then move the 

cabinets out of  the way.

4 
CUT THE SUSPENSION RAILS

Measure the total length  

of  each row of  cabinets. Using 

a portable band saw or an angle 

grinder, cut the suspension  

rails about 3/4 in. shorter than 

the cabinet runs so they will  

be concealed.

5 
INSTALL THE BASE CABINET 

SUSPENSION RAILS 

Attach the suspension rail to 

the back of  one of  the loose base 

cabinets and measure its height. 

The cam that attaches to the 

suspension rail can be attached 

to the cabinet interior at several 

different locations, and the rail’s 

height will vary depending on 

which location is used.

I assembled my cabinets 

using the lower cam location, 

so I installed the bottom of  the 

suspension rail level 3015/16 in. 

above the high spot on the floor 

(or 39/16 in. below the 341/2-in. 

“top of  cabinet” line marked in 

step 2).

Use a stud finder to locate  

the wall studs, which are usual-

ly spaced 16 in. apart. Mark the 

locations with straight vertical 

lines using a pencil and a level. 

Attach the suspension rail to 

the wall studs, using a drill to 

drive in the screws and washers 

included with the rail. If  the T
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end of  the rail lands between 

studs, secure it with a drywall 

anchor.

6 
INSTALL THE BASE CABINETS

Starting with the corner 

cabinet, attach the base cabinets 

to the suspension rails with the 

cams attached to the back of  

each cabinet. Once they’re in-

stalled, secure the plastic lock-

ing mechanism that attaches the 

cam to the suspension rail at the 

back, top corners of  the cabinet. 

Use a flat-head screwdriver to 

turn the mechanism clockwise 

until it is tight.

7 
ADJUST THE CABINET LEGS

After you hang the base 

cabinets, adjust the cabinet 

legs to bring the cabinets to the 

required height. Use 2- and 4-ft. 

levels to ensure each cabinet is 

level front to back and even with 

the other base cabinets.

8 
JOIN THE BASE CABINETS

Screw the base cabinets 

together with 1⅛-in. screws. 

I used four screws—one near 

each corner—to hold each set 

of  cabinets together. To avoid 

interference with the drawers, 

make sure the screw heads are 

as flush as possible.

9 
ATTACH THE TOE-KICK

Once the base cabinets are 

installed, attach the Ikea toe-kick 

to the base cabinet legs using 

the Ikea clips for your particular 

installation. Use a miter saw to 

cut any mitered ends that your 

cabinet layout requires, keeping 

in mind that you may have to 

trim the height of  the toe-kick  

to match any humps in the floor.

10 
INSTALL THE UPPER 

CABINET SUSPENSION RAILS

If  your base cabinets are stan-

dard countertop height, it may 

be easier to install the counter-

top (see page 37) before moving 

on to the upper cabinets. Some-

times the cabinets will share 

a suspension rail; other times 

they require their own. It all 

depends on the cabinet layout.

8

10

9

11
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If  you install cabinets close  

to the ceiling, it is extremely im-

portant to ensure the ceiling isn’t 

sagging. If  it is, you will need to 

adjust the upper suspension rail 

height accordingly to ensure the 

cabinet doors can fully open. Our 

ceiling was high enough that we 

did not have to worry about that.

Cut the suspension rail to 

length, determine its position 

and secure it to the studs as you 

did with the base cabinet suspen-

sion rail.

11 
HANG THE UPPER CABINETS

Attach the upper cabinets 

to the suspension rails and lock 

the cams. If  you’re working 

alone, clamp a board to the side 

of  the cabinets to handle some 

of  the weight while you maneu-

ver each one into place.

Then use a drill to join the 

cabinets with 1⅛-in. screws. If  

applicable, start with a corner 

cabinet and work your way out.

12 
INSTALL COVER PANELS  

ON THE FINISHED ENDS

Next you’ll add cover panels to 

match the finish of  the doors 

and drawer fronts on the out-

side of  the end cabinets. Once 

they are level and the front edge 

aligns with the drawer face, 

clamp them to the cabinet and 

fasten the panels with 1⅛-in. 

screws from the interior of  the 

cabinets. Make sure everything 

is level and straight. In some 

cases, you may need to cut or 

scribe the panels to size.

13 
ADD CABINET  

HARDWARE COVERS

Attach the plastic hardware cov-

ers to the corners of  the cabinets 

where the suspension rail cam 

hardware is visible. The covers 

fit securely onto the hardware 

within a premade channel.

14 
ADD TOP TRIM (OPTIONAL)

If  you didn’t order the 

upper trim for the cabinets, you 

can skip this step. The trim is 

machined with channels and 

special angle brackets that fit 

into place and are screwed to 

the top of  the upper cabinets. 

Use clamps to hold the trim in 

place while you secure it with 

the included screws.

15 
FINISHING TOUCHES

Reinstall the drawers on 

their drawer slides and snap the 

cabinet doors into their installed 

connection plates. Use a Phillips 

head screwdriver and the three 

exposed hinge screws to align 

and adjust the cabinet doors.

Once your cabinets have been 

installed, install the countertops 

(see next page) and drawer pulls 

(see “No-Stress Cabinet Hard-

ware,” left).

No-Stress  

Cabinet Hardware

Installing handles and 

knobs on kitchen cabinets 

seems straightforward: 

Drill a few holes, screw in 

the hardware and you’re 

done. That is, until you have 

27 knobs and 8 handles, 

with the handles all spaced 

in metric measurements. 

Pulling out a measuring 

tape for each one leaves 

plenty of room for error. 

That’s why, for repetitive 

tasks like this, carpenters 

turn to a jig. Make one with 

all your spacing figured 

out, and you can use it 

over and over without 

worrying about precise 

measurements each time. 

It’s worth it. One crooked 

handle will annoy you 

every time you walk into 

your kitchen.

We’ve got steps for a 

basic sliding handle jig for 

pulls and a corner jig for 

knobs. The extra effort 

upfront makes installation 

easier, and the hardware 

will be in place in half the 

time. Visit our website for 

the full instructions. 
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I
nstalling a new countertop 

is a chance to add a fresh 

personality to your kitchen. 

Even if  you have brand-new 

cabinets, countertops tend to 

be the first thing people no-

tice. Tackling the installation 

yourself  is all about measuring 

precisely, planning cuts care-

fully, and knowing what to do 

to create a seamless look, even 

when walls and corners aren’t 

perfectly square. 

As with any renovation, 

this one is a balance of  style, 

function, budget and skill level. 

For a more DIY-friendly option,  

consider laminate countertops.  

We chose a laminate with a 

marble-look finish for the high-

end appearance of  stone without 

the high cost. 

Here, I share tips and tricks 

to make installing laminate or 

wood countertops manageable 

for DIYers. The process isn’t 

especially complex, but your  

attention to detail will deter-

mine whether the finished 

result wows or falls flat. 

Upgrade Countertops
Switching out surfaces is a surefire  

way to elevate your space. Mind the details  

to achieve a luxe look for less. 

BY CARMEN DE LA PAZ
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1 
ENSURE THE CABINET  

TOPS ARE LEVEL

Using a 2- or 4-ft. level, make sure 

the tops of  all your cabinets are 

flush and level—from front to back 

and side to side. If  the cabinets 

are not level, correct them before 

installing the countertops. If  it is 

not possible to level them, you may 

have to use shims as you go.

2 
DRY-FIT AND MARK  

THE COUNTERTOPS

Lay out the countertop sections 

on top of  your cabinets to test 

their fit and plan your cuts. 

Keep the manufactured edges at 

the ends and align seams where 

base cabinets come together—

this makes the seams look  

intentional rather than random.

Check walls and corners 

carefully, as they’re rarely per-

fectly straight or square. Use a 

straightedge or level to identify 

any irregularities, then scribe 

the back edge of  the countertop 

to match the wall contour for a 

seamless fit.

Mark your final cut lines, 

accounting for any wall imper-

fections you discovered. Even 

one or two degrees of  adjust-

ment can mean the difference 

between perfect seams and ones 

with gaps.

3 
CUT THE COUNTERTOPS 

Using a track saw, circular 

saw or jigsaw with a fine-tooth 

blade, cut the countertop to 

length and scribe any contours.

To prevent chipping the 

countertop material, place a 

piece of  painter’s tape on top of  

the marked cut line and position 

the track saw’s rubber edge on 

the side of  the countertop you’re 

keeping/using. Depending on 

the countertop material, it may 

be necessary to lightly sand the 

cut edge.

4 
CHECK THE CUTS

As you cut them, place all 

the cut pieces of  countertop into 

position. Don’t secure any of  

them to the cabinets yet. Ensure 

all seams fit tightly together 

and adjust the placement to 

account for any wall irregulari-

ties. Make slight adjustments or 

scribe cuts again if  needed. For 

inside corners, make sure the two 

pieces meet at a perfect 90-degree 

angle—even small gaps will be 

noticeable.

Once everything fits properly, 

prepare the exposed edges if  

necessary (ours didn’t require 

it). Many laminate countertop 

manufacturers sell matching 

edge banding for newly cut 

exposed edges—for example, 

next to a stove or at the end of  a 

countertop run. Apply this edge 

banding before final installa-

tion—most types use iron-on ad-

hesive, though some may require 

contact cement or nails. After 

application, use a file to smooth 

any sharp edges of  the banding.

5 
SECURE FROM UNDERNEATH

Once you are satisfied with 

the placement and cuts of  all 

pieces, start securing the coun-

tertop pieces to the cabinets 

with screws from underneath, 

spacing them approximately  

every 12 to 16 in. along the 

cabinet rails. Be sure to main-

tain a consistent overhang on 

the front. Before final securing, 

check that the countertop is 

level across all sections.
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5

2B

6

Some cabinets will have wood 

gussets to screw through, and 

some cabinets will have metal 

hardware with open holes for 

screws. Make sure your screws 

are long enough to reach the mid-

dle of  your material but not long 

enough to penetrate and damage 

the top. Adding small washers to 

your screws can help distribute 

the load. Use a predrill bit to 

slightly open the material and 

guide the screw in straight.

Follow these guidelines to de-

termine where to begin securing 

the countertop: 

• If  your countertop includes 

a corner, start with the 

piece in the corner and 

double-check seams in both 

directions the countertop 

will run. 

• If  your countertop is a 

straight run and meets a 

wall at one end, start on the 

end where it meets the wall.

• If  your countertop is a 

straight run with a manufac-

tured edge on each end, start 

at one end, but be sure to pre-

serve a consistent overhang 

on the edge and front. 

Around sink cutouts and other 

openings, add additional screws 

for stability, placing them about 

2 in. from the cut edge. 

6 
CAULK THE SEAMS

Use kitchen/bath-grade  

or 100% silicone caulk to seal all 

the seams. If  necessary to hide 

seams, place a small bead of  

caulk along the seam and wipe 

away the excess with a damp 

cloth. If  your wall bows out, 

preventing the countertop from 

sitting flush against it, fill the 

open spaces with caulk.

Match the caulk to the domi-

nant color of  the countertop to 

help the seams blend in. Let the 

caulk cure fully according to 

the manufacturer’s instructions 

(typically 24 hours) before using 

the surface.

3
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BEST PRO TIPS

Power Moves
Ready to take outdoor  

cleaning to the next level? 

Follow this pressure-washing 

advice from an expert.

BY KARUNA EBERL 



Toolkit Best Pro Tips

P
ressure-washing can quick-

ly become an obsession. 

Once you start on decks 

and patios, it’s only a matter of  

time until you pivot to fences, 

driveways and siding. Using 

pressure washers correctly isn’t 

rocket science, but it does require 

finesse. These tools definitely pack 

a punch, and without proper care 

and use, they can cause costly 

damage (or worse, injuries).

From prepping the work area 

and applying detergent to choos-

ing the right nozzle and setting, 

these expert tips will help you 

harness all that power—with-

out turning your project into a 

repair job.

Choose the Right Nozzle
“Choosing the correct nozzle is 

one of  the simplest ways to get 

better cleaning results, but many 

homeowners don’t realize how 

much the nozzle affects pressure 

and water flow,” says Dylan Fox, 

a North Carolina-based prod-

uct development manager at 

Greenworks. Most routine tasks 

benefit from a fan jet in the 15-to-

40-degree range, but for tough F
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Buying Your First  
Pressure Washer?Pressure Washer?
The portable, efficient Sun Joe Electric The portable, efficient Sun Joe Electric 

Pressure Washer ($169) is lightweight andPressure Washer ($169) is lightweight and

user-friendly, making it an ideal choice foruser-friendly, making it an ideal choice for

beginners. Content Director Nicole Doster, beginners. Content Director Nicole Doster, 

a first-time pressure washer user, hada first-time pressure washer user, had

this to say: “I could not believe the results. this to say: “I could not believe the results. 

We’ve cleaned our vinyl greenhouse, We’ve cleaned our vinyl greenhouse, 

metal shed, cars and the tile on our frontmetal shed, cars and the tile on our front

patio. It was mesmerizing to see howpatio. It was mesmerizing to see how

effortlessly it cleaned our grout.”effortlessly it cleaned our grout.”

Prep the Work Area
Clear away loose items, cover 

outdoor outlets and remove 

debris that could bounce back 

under the spray. “Many people 

rush straight to washing, but that 

makes the job harder and less 

consistent,” Fox says. Taking a 

few minutes to prep gives you a 

clear path and helps keep surfac-

es evenly wet, allowing detergent 

to work more effectively.

Research Your Surfaces
Hard surfaces such as concrete 

and stone can typically handle 

the pressure, but softer materi-

als can be easily damaged with 

the wrong technique. When 

cleaning wood, start with a wide 

pattern and lighter pressure, 

and always test an inconspic-

uous area first, especially if  

the paint is old or the siding is 

weathered. “If  a surface feels soft 

or brittle, it’s best to reduce the 

pressure or switch to a different 

cleaning method altogether,”  

Fox says.

Put Safety First
Always wear eye protection, 

gloves and sturdy footwear. “It’s 

easy to forget that the spray can 

send debris flying at high speed, 

often posing more danger than 

the water jet itself,” Fox says. 

Also, never spray yourself  or 

anyone else, and keep pets and 

children well away from the 

work area.

buildup, consider a turbo nozzle 

with a strong rotating spray.

Avoid the 0-Degree Jet
This narrow “pencil” jet can cut 

through dirt—and surfaces—so 

reserve its use for targeted tasks 

such as reaching high corners 

or clearing weeds from cracks. 

“A turbo nozzle delivers similar 

cleaning strength with far less 

risk, thanks to its rotating spray 

pattern that spreads the force 

more evenly,” Fox says.

Use a pressure between 1,100 

and 1,900 psi to protect your 

car’s paint while removing grime. 
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Use the Lowest Pressure
It’s tempting to dial up the pres-

sure from the start, but that isn’t 

always safer or faster. Instead, 

ease into it, gradually increasing 

the pressure until debris begins 

to lift. Also, protect siding and 

wood by letting the spray angle 

do the work rather than relying 

on force alone, says Fox. “This 

approach helps prevent stripped 

finishes, gouges and unwanted 

marks,” he says.

Let the Detergent Sit
Detergent helps break down 

grime, allowing you to clean 

effectively with less pressure. 

Let it sit on the surface for a 

few minutes before rinsing, and 

apply soap from the bottom up to 

prevent streaking. Use only deter-

gents made for pressure washers, 

and dilute them as directed to 

protect the pump. “Foam cannons 

create a thicker layer of  suds 

that clings to vertical surfaces, 

making siding and fencing easier 

to wash,” Fox says.

Keep a Steady Distance
Holding the wand 6 to 12 in. from 

the surface delivers more even 

cleaning on patios, fences and 
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Think Before You 

Pressure-Wash ...

• Anything Electrical 

This includes meters,  

air conditioners and 

outdoor light fixtures. 

High-pressure water  

can penetrate seals  

and cause damage.

• Asphalt Shingles 

Never pressure-wash 

an asphalt-shingle roof. 

Doing so can strip the 

roof’s water resistance 

and throw you off-

balance on a ladder.

• Paints and Stains 

Pressure washers  

can strip wood stains 

and chip paint from 

furniture.

• Soft Sidings 

Use caution when  

pressure-washing any 

siding—wood, brick, 

aluminum or vinyl. 

These surfaces can be 

damaged easily, and 

water forced beneath 

siding can compromise 

insulation. Always test in 

an inconspicuous area.

• Anything You’re  

Unsure About 

From birdbaths to 

outdoor rugs, do a  

little research before 

pressure-washing 

anything new to save 

yourself major hassle 

and expense.MEET THE PRO  Dylan Fox is a product development 

manager at Greenworks, specializing in development  

and retail strategy, helping drive innovative solutions.

“Choosing the correct nozzle  
is one of the simplest ways  
toto get better cleaning  getto get better cleaning  betterto get better cleaning  cleaningto get better cleaning  
results.”results.”

siding. “Keep the wand moving 

and overlap each pass to prevent 

pressure from concentrating in 

one spot,” says Fox. 

Use Electrical Sense
With electric pressure washers, 

use a properly rated extension 

cord to maintain peak perfor-

mance and reduce the risk of  

tripped breakers. If  possible, 

keep the cord short or plug 

directly into an outlet with suf-

ficient available power. If  you’re 

buying an electric model, look 

for one with a brushless motor, 

which delivers more efficient 

performance, says Fox.

Rent or Buy a  
Washer—or Call a Pro
If  you tackle large areas a few 

times a year, owning a pressure 

washer is usually the most prac-

tical choice. For one-off projects, 

however, renting can be simpler 

and more cost effective. “When 

you are dealing with very high 

surfaces or tricky materials, 

hiring a pro can save time and 

prevent accidental damage,” says 

Fox. “The best choice ultimately 

depends on your comfort level and 

how often you plan to clean.” 

Nozzles with narrower

spray angles deliver morespray angles deliver more

concentrated cleaning power. concentrated cleaning power. 
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Toolkit Fix-It Focus

Struggling with drywall repairs or installation?  

Here’s how to get smooth results with fewer hassles.

Patch Work

BY FAMILY HANDYMAN EDITORS

The edges of a hole or dent are often jagged, so start by smoothing

the area with a 150-to-220-grit sanding sponge or a putty knife. the area with a 150-to-220-grit sanding sponge or a putty knife. 

Wipe away the dust with a damp rag and let the surface dry. Wipe away the dust with a damp rag and let the surface dry. 

To patch the hole, use a putty knife to press spackling compoundTo patch the hole, use a putty knife to press spackling compound

firmly into the opening and spread it evenly across the surface. Let itfirmly into the opening and spread it evenly across the surface. Let it

dry for one to five hours, depending on the room temperature anddry for one to five hours, depending on the room temperature and

patch thickness. Most small holes need only one coat, but add apatch thickness. Most small holes need only one coat, but add a

second if the first doesn’t fully cover. second if the first doesn’t fully cover. 

Once the compound is dry, sand the patch and surrounding areaOnce the compound is dry, sand the patch and surrounding area

with a fine-grit sponge until it’s flush with t e wall. Ap ly t o cwith a fine-grit sponge until it’s flush with t e wall. Ap ly t o c

 wall p t, l  t  f rs  c  d  f lly b re a ly  t  next.  wall p t, l  t  f rs  c  d  f lly b re a ly  t  next. 

Ho fiHo fi
hole in drywall?hole in drywall?Q:

One common mistake is not 

checking for proper edge support. 

When you’re hanging drywall 

vertically, inside corners often lack 

enough exposed framing to catch 

screws. Make sure there’s at least 

1 in. of exposed framing; if not, add a 

2×4 alongside the existing framing. 

Pay special attention to the  

tops of walls that run parallel to 

ceiling joists, where blocking is 

often missing. If space is tight, 

drive screws into the new blocking 

at an angle from below instead  

of swinging a hammer.

What’s a mistake 
DIYers often make 

when hanging drywall? 
Q:

TOO 

LITTLE 

BACKING

ADDED 

2x4 

BACKING
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Drywall sheets have depressed 

edges to account for the 

thicknesses of tape and mud. 

When you cut a sheet, you lose 

that edge, leading to what’s 

known as a “butt joint.” When  

it comes to taping butt joints,  

try this: Hold a utility knife at an 

angle and slice off the drywall 

edges to carve a shallow “V” 

groove between the sheets after 

you hang them. Then fill the 

groove with setting-type joint 

compound before you cover  

the seam with joint compound 

and tape. 

Any tricks for  
taping butt joints? Q:

Why do drywall cracks form along corners,  
and what’s the best way to fix them? Q:

Every home settles unevenly as it ages, sometimes causing inside 

corners to crack or ripple. Often, the crack will run vertically from floor to 

ceiling. Before making any repairs, watch the area for a couple of months 

and make sure the movement has stopped. 

Next, cut through the tape at the ends of the cracked area and remove 

all loose tape and compound. If the drywall underneath has crumbled, 

cut it out and fill the gap with a setting compound. Then retape the 

corner by creasing paper tape so it nests cleanly, pressing it into a thin 

bed of compound and smoothing it along the length. 

To avoid marring the opposite wall as you work, apply second and third 

coats of compound one side at a time, tapering the compound about 6 in. 

out and letting each side dry before working on the other. Finish by sanding 

with a fine-grit sponge.

6 Essential 
Patching Tips 
Use these techniques to 

make drywall repairs 

cleaner, faster and easier. 

1. Use Setting Compound 

for Big Holes

For deep holes and 

holes that are dime-size 

or larger, use a fast-

setting compound that 

hardens chemically; it 

fills better and lets you 

recoat quickly.

2. Make a Dent for  

the Compound

Use a tool handle to  

tap a dent over nail or 

anchor holes, then fill 

the dent. The patching 

compound will sit flush 

rather than riding on old 

paint ridges. 

3. Skim-Coat Dented Walls

If a wall has many 

dents, skim-coat the 

whole section with  

thin layers of joint 

compound rather  

than filling each ding.

4. Use Mesh Patches for 

Doorknob-Size Damage

After sanding the area, 

apply a stick-on mesh 

patch and cover it  

with a few thin coats  

of compound.

5. Spray on the Texture

When you need to patch 

orange peel texture on 

walls or ceilings, buy  

a can of texture spray  

for orange peel and 

knockdown walls and 

ceilings. Practice your 

technique on scrap 

drywall or cardboard. 

6. Use a Raking Light

Shine a light across the 

wall as you sand and 

patch; slanted light 

exposes ridges and  

low spots you might 

otherwise miss.
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From unexpected messes to everyday chores, master  

home care like a pro with these expert tips and tricks

Smarter Spring CleaningSmarter Spring Cleaning

To re ove crayo  m ks fro  wall  w  s  tTo re ove crayo  m ks fro  wall  w  s  t

t, fo  a  t  a  C  M  fo  B kyt, fo  a  t  a  C  M  fo  B ky

 reco  a p  o  1 p  wa  t  3 p reco  a p  o  1 p  wa  t  3 p

 s . A  w  a d  c , t  m  a ra ve s . A  w  a d  c , t  m  a ra ve

ly r  o  t  wa  a  p t. T  s  i  s fely r  o  t  wa  a  p t. T  s  i  s fe

fo  m  p  wall  a  d rs, re rd  o  t  pfo  m  p  wall  a  d rs, re rd  o  t  p

, b  always t  i  a  i co  are  f rst. , b  always t  i  a  i co  are  f rst. 

Get of Cra Ma ksGet of Cra Ma ks

Toolkit Handy Hints



 t  h  s      i  s  s  p    t  t   o  p

. Fo    s  t  s , t  o  e o l. A           

 s , t        l    , p     e  d o  o  o  e o  o    s , t        l    , p     e  d o  o  o  e o  o   

       i  o l   s   t  g  , s  s R   K ll, o  o       i  o l   s   t  g  , s  s R   K ll, o  o

 C . “ t’  l  e p       t       ,” h  s  s. A l  o  g    C . “ t’  l  e p       t       ,” h  s  s. A l  o  g   

      o  s  s  n   e  g e      d.       o  s  s  n   e  g e      d. 

DIY Po for Sta SteDIY Po for Sta Ste

A zippe ed mesh l und   b g   n p e ent so  s   om m ste iousl A zippe ed mesh l und   b g   n p e ent so  s   om m ste iousl 

, s  s p o e  o g    ST  U   o  J  e, s  s p o e  o g    ST  U   o  J  e

T uesd le. “Use    lothespin to  lip   b g to e  h pe son’s h mpe ,” she T uesd le. “Use    lothespin to  lip   b g to e  h pe son’s h mpe ,” she 

s  s,  nd let  ou    mil   no  th t the so  s should go the e inste d o  s  s,  nd let  ou    mil   no  th t the so  s should go the e inste d o  

the m in h mpe . “When  ou’ e  e d  to do   lo d o  l und  , th o  thethe m in h mpe . “When  ou’ e  e d  to do   lo d o  l und  , th o  the

b g in the   sh, then t  ns e  it to the d  e . You  on’t e e  h  e to so t b g in the   sh, then t  ns e  it to the d  e . You  on’t e e  h  e to so t 

so  s o  loo   o  missing ones, be  use the  st   togethe  th ough theso  s o  loo   o  missing ones, be  use the  st   togethe  th ough the

l und      le.” Choose   b g  ith  nti- ust zippe s  nd   zippe  lo   so  l und      le.” Choose   b g  ith  nti- ust zippe s  nd   zippe  lo   so  

it  on’t open in the   sh.it  on’t open in the   sh.

 g  b   o  s o e   g  b   o  s o e  

      e m   o         e m   o   

 ood, g e se  nd spills,  nd pulling ood, g e se  nd spills,  nd pulling

out the sto e to  le n them   n beout the sto e to  le n them   n be

  h ssle. Cle ning expe t Ali i   h ssle. Cle ning expe t Ali i 

So olo s i,  o-CEO o  AspenCle n, So olo s i,  o-CEO o  AspenCle n, 

   s    h    -   s    h    -

 luminum  oil. Me su e   om the luminum  oil. Me su e   om the

  ll to the  ounte  edge,  dd 4 in.,   ll to the  ounte  edge,  dd 4 in., 

 nd  ut   sheet o   oil to length.  nd  ut   sheet o   oil to length. 

Fold it in h l  length ise,  old  Fold it in h l  length ise,  old  

the ends 2 in. in   d, then  oldthe ends 2 in. in   d, then  old

length ise  g in into   V-sh pe o length ise  g in into   V-sh pe o 

 l t-bottom “bo t.” Slide    oil bo t l t-bottom “bo t.” Slide    oil bo t

into e  h g p to  olle t   umbsinto e  h g p to  olle t   umbs

 nd spills,  nd pull them out  s nd spills,  nd pull them out  s

needed  o  e s   le ning. needed  o  e s   le ning. 

No More ksNo More ks

Mind the Kitchen GapMind the Kitchen GapMind the Kitchen Gap

T
M
B
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U
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D
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“Hang a soap“Hang a soap
dispenser dish brushdispenser dish brush
in the shower. Youin the shower. You
can scrub the showercan scrub the shower
while you’re in itwhile you’re in it
anyway, and dishanyway, and dish
soap does a great  soap does a great  
job of cleaning thejob of cleaning the
bathroom!”bathroom!”
—Dana White, founder, A Slob Comes Clean —Dana White, founder, A Slob Comes Clean 
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    g  s  ve  !    have   b  a   e, S     s   

a s. S    a    s  e a  m  i    e  p  !     

vi ega  a !  a e . Wipe  i h a !amp mi   fibe      h,  he  sp i   e ba i gvi ega  a !  a e . Wipe  i h a !amp mi   fibe      h,  he  sp i   e ba i g

s !a ge e  us    ve   he su fa e. Nex , !u   a   up e  f  i  he     e s i s !a ge e  us    ve   he su fa e. Nex , !u   a   up e  f  i  he     e s i 

ve   h    a e ,   i g  hem  u  a ! ! ape  hem  ve   he ba i g s !a. Af e ve   h    a e ,   i g  hem  u  a ! ! ape  hem  ve   he ba i g s !a. Af e 

15 mi u es, use   e  f  he    e s    ge     s  ub a   ss  he s  ve  p. “D 15 mi u es, use   e  f  he    e s    ge     s  ub a   ss  he s  ve  p. “D 

    use heav  p essu e,” S      s i sa s. “A  igh    u h is a  a s be  e !”    use heav  p essu e,” S      s i sa s. “A  igh    u h is a  a s be  e !”

 e     s  a  a   s  b    a  a  b ,    e  a  e     s  a  a   s  b    a  a  b ,    e  a 

   v  s  a  b  !  f  a s  fi .    v  s  a  b  !  f  a s  fi . 

  a  s          a  , a   i      , sa s R  N ,   a  s          a  , a   i      , sa s R  N , 

   h    a  Va  L . T   e  ve i , f  s  !  a     h    a  Va  L . T   e  ve i , f  s  !  a  

 s  i   m  b    ! . P  e i   ve       , !   a ,   ve s  i   m  b    ! . P  e i   ve       , !   a ,   ve

 s      . U  a  i  , a    m  h    p       a    s      . U  a  i  , a    m  h    p       a   

    a  a  m  e i  s       . B  a fe  !          a  a  m  e i  s       . B  a fe  !      

     a         !    e  s    a     a  i   e  ve .      a         !    e  s    a     a  i   e  ve . 

Sto etoSto eto

Wa  Wa ffWa  Wa ff

We ve a   bee   he e: Y u pee   We ve a   bee   he e: Y u pee   

ba   a s i  e      abe , h pi g  ba   a s i  e      abe , h pi g  

f   a   ea   em va ,         bef   a   ea   em va ,         be

!isapp i  e!. Ma  ie Sheppa !, !isapp i  e!. Ma  ie Sheppa !, 

f u !e   f Pe fe     Pi  u e!f u !e   f Pe fe     Pi  u e!

De  u  e i g & S agi g Expe  s, De  u  e i g & S agi g Expe  s, 

sugges s usi g a hai  !  e      sugges s usi g a hai  !  e      

       s f e   he  esi!ue    ge           s f e   he  esi!ue    ge    

 ubbi g  i h  i     vi ega . T  av i! ubbi g  i h  i     vi ega . T  av i!

a   !amage,    si!e   ha   he a   !amage,    si!e   ha   he 

su fa e be ea h  a  ha ! e.su fa e be ea h  a  ha ! e.

Re StRe St

St ker ReSt ker Re

T
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U
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T
M
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T
U

D
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F   bes  pe f  ma  e,  ash   u F   bes  pe f  ma  e,  ash   u 

D s   va uum fi  e  m   h  . Use D s   va uum fi  e  m   h  . Use 

      u  i g  a e , sa s Na ha       u  i g  a e , sa s Na ha 

La s   M  ea , a se i   !esig La s   M  ea , a se i   !esig 

 a  D s . “    a  D s . “   

  ea i g s  u i    a  !amage  he   ea i g s  u i    a  !amage  he 

fi  e     ma hi e.” Tap  he fi  e    fi  e     ma hi e.” Tap  he fi  e    

 he e!ge  f a si        ash  a     he e!ge  f a si        ash  a    

!is  !ge !eb is,  he   u  i  u !e !is  !ge !eb is,  he   u  i  u !e 

 a   a  ,        a   a  ,       

. F      f       a. F      f       a

 a e ,   ve   he e !s a ! sha e    a e ,   ve   he e !s a ! sha e   

   se  s ubb    pa  i  es. Repea     se  s ubb    pa  i  es. Repea  

    a      ,      a      ,  

sha e  u  ex ess  a e  a !  e   he sha e  u  ex ess  a e  a !  e   he 

   !  f  a    2  h  s.    !  f  a    2  h  s. 

Wa Fi ter Wa Fi ter 
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Damp, po ous spongfis a fi idfia  fi fifiding g ounds  o  fia tfi ia. “E fi y timfi

you usfi a spongfi, you a fi sp fiading fia tfi ia a ound,” says D . Cha  fis 

Gfi fia, a p o fisso  o  mi  ofiio ogy and pufi i  hfia th at thfi Uni fi sity  Gfi fia, a p o fisso  o  mi  ofiio ogy and pufi i  hfia th at thfi Uni fi sity  

o  A izona. Onfi fiasy  ay to sanitizfi a spongfi is in thfi dish ashfi , fiut  o  A izona. Onfi fiasy  ay to sanitizfi a spongfi is in thfi dish ashfi , fiut  

fifi su fi to sfi u fi it—a  oosfi spongfi  ou d fi o k thfi d ain, Gfi fia says. fifi su fi to sfi u fi it—a  oosfi spongfi  ou d fi o k thfi d ain, Gfi fia says. 

  a fi thfi spongfi in thfi utfinsi  ho dfi  o  a p atfi s ot, thfin add dfitfi gfint.   a fi thfi spongfi in thfi utfinsi  ho dfi  o  a p atfi s ot, thfin add dfitfi gfint. 

Sfi fi t thfi  ongfist  y  fi  ith thfi highfist hfiat and p fiss “Sta t.” Whfin thfi  y  fiSfi fi t thfi  ongfist  y  fi  ith thfi highfist hfiat and p fiss “Sta t.” Whfin thfi  y  fi

finds,  fimo fi thfi spongfi,   ing it out and  fit it ai -d y on a   fian su  a fi. finds,  fimo fi thfi spongfi,   ing it out and  fit it ai -d y on a   fian su  a fi. 

Co  fifi spi  s happfin, fiut thfiy don’t ha fi to  uin you   ou h. A t  astCo  fifi spi  s happfin, fiut thfiy don’t ha fi to  uin you   ou h. A t  ast

and usfi a   fian   oth o  papfi  to fi  to fi ot thfi stain—don’t  ufi, saysand usfi a   fian   oth o  papfi  to fi  to fi ot thfi stain—don’t  ufi, says

Kim Rominfi, a  afi i   a fi s ifintist at   o tfi  & Gamfi fi. I  thfi  ushionKim Rominfi, a  afi i   a fi s ifintist at   o tfi  & Gamfi fi. I  thfi  ushion

 o fi s a fi  fimo afi fi, takfi thfim o   and  insfi  ith  o d  atfi . Thfin o fi s a fi  fimo afi fi, takfi thfim o   and  insfi  ith  o d  atfi . Thfin

dafi thfi stain  ith a mixtu fi o  1 tafi fispoon o   aund y dfitfi gfint, dafi thfi stain  ith a mixtu fi o  1 tafi fispoon o   aund y dfitfi gfint, 

1 tafi fispoon o   infiga  and 1  up o   atfi  using a   fian mi  o ififi 1 tafi fispoon o   infiga  and 1  up o   atfi  using a   fian mi  o ififi 

  oth. B ot   om thfi outsidfi fidgfis in a d to p fi fint sp fiading,   oth. B ot   om thfi outsidfi fidgfis in a d to p fi fint sp fiading, 

 fipfiating as nfi fissa y, thfin  fit thfi  afi i  ai -d y. fipfiating as nfi fissa y, thfin  fit thfi  afi i  ai -d y.

SpSp

F fi  g    i fi  , F fi  g    i fi  , 

 t  g  i    fi  o  i    t  g  i    fi  o  i   

 h  a   fi t  h  d , i h  a   fi t  h  d , i

fixt fimfi y fi  fi ti fi  o   fimo ingfixt fimfi y fi  fi ti fi  o   fimo ing

gum   om most knit and  o fin  gum   om most knit and  o fin  

ma hinfi- ashafi fi  afi i s,” saysma hinfi- ashafi fi  afi i s,” says

Ma y Gag ia di, a C o ox  aund yMa y Gag ia di, a C o ox  aund y

s ifintist a so kno n as “D . s ifintist a so kno n as “D . 

Laund y.” Thfi gum typi a  y  Laund y.” Thfi gum typi a  y  

  a ks and  omfis o   fiasi y.  a ks and  omfis o   fiasi y.

Ic  Out Stuck 
   w    Gum   w    Gum

T   ff -Sta Up  t T   ff -Sta Up  t 

Share your Handy Hints with us at FamilyHandyman.com/submissions.

 t-  fi  a , s t, d  a

 g   a  s  t    fi   g   a  s  t    fi  

 yo  A  o  a  fi fi   a yo  A  o  a  fi fi   a

 o  i  fi . L  y,  o  i  fi . L  y, 

fiy’ fi fi  t   . W  tfiy’ fi fi  t   . W  t

 a d y,  t-  fi   , t    a d y,  t-  fi   , t   

 a d   o  s a  o  s  fi a d   o  s a  o  s  fi

 fi  s  a  t  m  o  a fi  s  a  t  m  o  a

kfi  m . Fo  t  g , kfi  m . Fo  t  g , 

 Kfi , o  a    Kfi , o  a   

 fix  a  I  a , s fix  a  I  a , s

 a s  y d  m  o a s  y d  m  o

. “  a   a   . “  a   a   

yo  A  o , s  o  y u   a  ,”yo  A  o , s  o  y u   a  ,”

Kfi   a . W  d  a   Kfi   a . W  d  a   

 a  -   o  y. a  -   o  y.

 P  Tu P  Tu
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Sign up for our newsletter!
Get our best tips and hints  

sent to your inbox. Sign up at  

familyhandyman.com/newsletter.

Got a DIY question?
Finding the answers is easy at  

familyhandyman.com. Click on 

the three bars at the top left of  the 

page and then search your topic 

for expert step-by-step help with 

your projects.

Got a handy hint or tip for us?
To share your original idea with us, 

submit a copy of  your contribution, 

including photos and/or sketches 

online at: familyhandyman.com 

/submissions

Or mail to: Family Handyman, 

1610 N. 2nd St., Suite 102,  

Milwaukee, WI 53212

Please include your name, mailing 

address and email address if  you 

have one, and indicate to which  

department you are submitting. 

We reserve the right to publish 

your submission in any appro-

priate department, or elsewhere. 

Contributions will not be acknowl-

edged or returned.

Rights
By submitting material to us, you 

grant Home Service Publications, 

Inc., its parent company subsid-

iaries, affiliates, partners and 

licensees worldwide use of  the 

material without time limitation, 

including the right to use your 

name and city/state/province in 

connection with any such use. We 

reserve the right to modify, repro-

duce and distribute your material 

in any medium (now or hereafter 

existing) and in any manner or ap-

propriate place, including but not 

limited to magazines, promotional 

merchandise and marketing, and 

other related materials. 

By submitting material to us, 

you represent and warrant that  

you have full authority to grant  

the rights set forth above and that 

your material will not, in whole  

or in part, infringe the intellectual 

property rights, rights of  privacy 

or publicity, or any other rights of  

any third party. You further rep-

resent and warrant that you have 

attained the legal age of  majority 

in your state/province (18 in most 

states/provinces). If  you’re a minor 

under the law of  your state/prov-

ince, your parent or guardian must 

submit on your behalf.

Customer Care
For subscriptions, payments, ac-

count info, renewals, gifts and oth-

er inquiries, email: customercare@

familyhandyman.com or visit:  

familyhandyman.com/customercare

You can also write to: Family 

Handyman Customer Care, P.O. 

Box 5809, Tipton, IA 52772-0529

Comments and Suggestions
We welcome your ideas and opin-

ions. Write to: The Editor, Family 

Handyman, 1610 N. 2nd St., Suite 

102, Milwaukee, WI 53212. Email:  

feedback@familyhandyman.com 

To Request Permission  
to Reprint
If  you’d like permission to reprint 

any material that appears in 

Family Handyman, please write to 

us with the nature of  your request. 

Please include as much detail as 

possible relating to your intended 

use of  the material and specify the 

issue date and page number (or 

URL, as applicable) where the ma-

terial originally appeared. Please 

send an email to permissions@

tmbi.com.
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Show & Tell

Haven’t we allaven’tHaven’t we allweHaven’t we allllHaven’t we all

fantasizefantasized aboutaboutfantasized about

building a house onebuilding a house oneldingbuilding a house oneebuilding a house oneone

day? Well, this VictorianWeday? Well, this Victorianctorianday? Well, this Victorian

playhouse is as close  playhouse is as close  yhouseplayhouse is as close  splayhouse is as close  close

as I’m going to get.  

I didn’t follow any plans 

to build it—it developed 

in my head as the 

project progressed. 

I was determined to 

incorporate Victorian 

details, which I love,  

and they are all over  

the playhouse. I chose  

a steep roof to create  

a usable second floor, 

complete with an 

internal pull-down 

ladder that makes it 

easy to sneak upstairs. 

Although the cupola 

doesn’t look big, it’s 

actually 4 ft. tall with 

substructure, and it was 

tough to lift into place! 

The playhouse has 

electricity and air 

conditioning and is fully 

furnished to “home 

quality” inside. One of 

the biggest challenges 

was figuring out the 

substructure for the 

shake roof, because I 

ran into conflicting code 

information everywhere. 

I attempted to do 

everything as correctly 

as possible, used quality 

materials, took my time 

and enjoyed solving  

all the problems that 

popped up along the 

way. I didn’t keep exact 

Share your projects with us at FamilyHandyman.com/submissions.

A Family Handyman reader infused Victorian details  

into a stunning handcrafted playhouse

Mini Dream Home  

from Scratch

records on the total 

cost, but I know that it 

was substantial. The 

project took me about  

a year to complete, as  

I chipped away at it 

between other projects. 

If you are considering 

building a playhouse,  

my best advice is to  

check your area’s codes 

and start with a firm 

foundation. Just go for it! 

—Jim Alexander, Chapel Hill, NC 

Playtime!
Find plans for a 

simple A-frame 

playhouse on our 

website. This one 

could be a cozy play 

area or reading nook. 
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Bonus 

Section!

Fresh ideas for 

outdoor fun

Ultimate Guide
Outdoor Living

Step-by-Step Projects • Handy Hints • Great Goofs

If you want to transform your yard or patio into a calm, 

inviting space to kick back and relax, the gentle sound 

of running water can make all the difference. This  

sleek DIY water feature requires just a few supplies 

and minimal effort to build. Made from a simple box 

reservoir, a pump and basic plumbing components,  

it keeps water flowing smoothly. As a bonus, it 

disassembles easily for cold-season storage. Visit  

our website to find easy step-by-step instructions  

for this soothing outdoor statement piece. T
M

B
 S

T
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IO
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It’s surprisingly easy to build—and portable too

BY TOM DVORAK

Backyard 
Fireplace

m ve  by  w   e   e          e  ’   ee    rem  e 

g    u   y. Be    f    ,    c   be c m  e e       

weeke           u   b e f r eve    beg     g bu   er. 

T     r jec    v  ve  m    y cu    g   r       

 r v  g  crew , bu       e    c u e   me m  er     

    me           m g   be u f m    r    y u:

Steel studs: T e e  re   e be   c   ce f r   e    er 

  ruc ure  f   e b x. U   ke w   ,   ey’re u  ffec e   

by  e        um    y. If y u   ve ’  w rke  w      ee  

  u   bef re,    ’  w rry—y u’    r b b y f      em 

e   er      c  ve         umber. N  e: S ee    u    

   c    c  w         w    eve  u   y ru    w y,      e 

b x b  e     re  ure- re  e  w   . 

Backer board: N rm   y u e  u  er cer m c  

   e, b cker b  r  f rm    e  u er   e    f   e b x.  

I u e  1/4-  .-   ck    e   m  e fr m   g  we g   

m g e  um  x  e. A y ex er  r-r  e  b cker    f  e, 

exce   ver             ve   f  m c re, w  c  m y  

          u      e  .  

The fuel and flame system: Pr    e bur er   re 

 v    b e      e    v r  u    ze          e . I u e   

  19 x 19-  .       e     ee  ver     w      bu   -   

 g   er ( e rc       e f r “AZ GSF bur er”). T e bur er 

c   ec              r   0- b.  r    e    k, w  c  

 r v  e   b u   0   ur   f u e. 

S me bur er    ve   c   r      e       c   be 

m u  e       e ex er  r  f   e f re   ce. My bur er 

    ’ ,    I        e     8 x 8-  .       e     ee  

T
     r jec  w        re  by     u    r g   

f re   ce I   w      e. T e    k w   ex c  y 

w    I w   e , bu    e c    ruc     w   ’ — 

I     ’  w      500- b. c  cre e cube      c u   ’   

be m ve . A   I     ’  w       u  ergr u   g      e 

   fue    e f re. S      e   I e g  eere       ver    .  

I     k  ju     ke   e   e      e, bu     c   be e    y 

ACCESS

DOORDOOR

CONTROLCONTROL

KNOBKNOB

20-LB.20-LB.

PROPANEPROPANE

TANKTANK

BURNERBURNER

What It Takes

TimeTime

 y  y 
CostCost Skill LevelSkill Level

Tools

•  w w
•   ve  ve
•

•
•
• P P 

FamilyHandyman.com    April/May 2026    55

http://familyhandyman.com


access door (Acudor 

ED-2002), gluing the 

door in place with 

construction adhesive. 

Decorative “fire 

pebbles” fill the burner 

tray. To protect the 

burner from rainwater 

and other elements 

when not in use, I 

applied foundation 

coating to a leftover 

scrap of backer board. 

1 
BUILD FOUR WALLS

Slip each stud into 

the tracks, clamping 

them into place with 

locking pliers. Drive 

screws on one side of  

the wall only. Place 

the end studs with 

the open side facing 

inward.

2 
ASSEMBLE THE BOX 

Build a base from 

pressure-treated 2x4s 

and screw the walls 

to it. Make sure the 

screw heads on each 

wall face into the box. 

A layer of  window 

flashing tape protects 

the steel from the  

corrosive chemicals  

in treated wood.

3 
JOIN THE WALLS 

Align each corner 

of  the box carefully 

so the adjoining end 

studs form a perfect-

ly flat surface. Then 

screw the walls togeth-

er at the end studs. 

4 
ADD TOP SUPPORTS

To reinforce the 

top of  the box, add steel 

studs inside the upper 

tracks. Set the supports 

on brackets screwed to 

the tracks or adjoining 

supports. Make the 

brackets from leftover 

studs. No need to screw 

the supports to the 

brackets; adhesive will 

1

3

2
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TRACK

END 

STUD

TAPE
SCREWS  SCREWS  

FACE INSIDEFACE INSIDE
2x4 BASE2x4 BASE

END 

STUD
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Overall Dimensions:

322 W x 322 L322 W x 322 L x 251/42 H

Figure A

P oject Ove vP oject Ove vie 

Item Qty.

 s  s  s  e s

11/42 and 32 coated dec  sc e s

 b  e  b  d s  e s

2x3 x 10' steel studs 5

 x 1  s  t a 2

2x4 x 10' t eated 1

 x 5  x 1  b  e  b  d p 3

Const uction adhesive 3 tubes

 e  b  d m  t

Foundation coating

o  fl  t

MaterialsCuts

Key Qty. Dimensions Pa t Mate ial

A 2 2  x 32 2  x 3  f a f a  e e

B 4 2x4  x 241/22 Base f ame T eated

C 4 2  x 34 2  x 3 F a  tF a  t  t a t a

D 4 2x3 x 261/22 F ame top/bottom Steel t ac 

E 6 2  x 26 2  x 2 F a  sF a  s  s s

F 8 22 x 11/22 B ac et Steel stud

G 2 2  x 22 2  x 2 To  sTo  s  s s

H 2 2x3 x 211/22 Top suppo t Steel stud

J 2 2  x 3  S2 2  x 3  S  e  b  d e  b  d

K 2 243/42 x 322 Side Bac e  boa d

L 1 3  x 31 3  x 3 ToTo  e  b  d e  b  d

BURNERBURNER

L

A

B

C

D

E

F

G

H

J

K

BACKERBACKER
BOARDBOARD
TAPETAPE

3" SCREW3" SCREW

FOIL FOIL 
TAPETAPE

PROPANEPROPANE
TANKTANK

1/2"1/2"
STEEL   STEEL   
STUDSTUD

SCREWSCREW

FOUNDATIONFOUNDATION
COATINGCOATING

ACCESSACCESS
DOORDOOR

FOUNDATIONFOUNDATION
COATINGCOATING

1"1"
HOLESHOLES

CONSTRUCTIONCONSTRUCTION
ADHESIVEADHESIVE
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5

7

4 secure them when  

you add the backer 

board top.

5 
SKIN THE BOX 

Apply plenty of  

construction adhesive 

to the wall framing, 

then screw on the 

backer board. Cut an 

access door hole and 

ventilation holes after 

the backer board is  

in place.

NOTE: Ventilation is 

essential: A gas leak 

would fill the box with 

propane, and that’s a 

potential explosion. I 

used a hole saw to bore 

four 1-in. holes on two 

sides of  the box, so they 

would be hidden by my 

deck but still let leaked 

propane escape. 

6 
ROUND THE CORNERS 

Using a rasp or a 

coarse file, round all 

the corners of  the box. 

Rounded corners look 

better and are less 

likely to chip.

7 
COAT THE BOX 

Dust off the box and 

apply mesh tape to the 

corners. Then brush 

foundation coating 

over the tape. The tape 

may not stay in place 

for long, so apply the 

coating quickly. 

NOTE: Foundation 

coating is like a thick 

paint mixed with fine 

sand, so it gives the look 

of  concrete without the 

weight and backbreak-

ing labor. I used Flex-

Coat, which is available 

in various colors. 

Also dab foundation 

coating over the screw 

heads. Then apply 

two coats to the entire 

box. When the coating 

dries, you’re ready for 

a fire! T
M
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TOP 

SUPPORT

BRACKET

TRACK

CONSTRUCTION

ADHESIVEADHESIVE

BACKER  BACKER  

BOARDBOARD

MESH MESH 

TAPETAPE
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COATINGCOATING
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HOLEHOLE
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S
ometimes just sitting and chilling in your  

backyard is plenty of  fun. But when you want  

a little more activity, whether for kids or adult  

guests, bringing out a game is a great idea. If  your 

group is into puzzles, give this giant version of  a 

popular tabletop game a try. The supersize blocks 

raise the stakes and turn it into an outdoor activity 

everyone can get in on. 

1 
CUT THE 2X4S

Use a miter saw, circular saw, jigsaw or (if  you 

are feeling extra strong) handsaw to cut six 8-ft. 

2×4s into fifty-four 10½-in. boards. If  you use a  

miter saw, clamp a scrap piece of  wood as a stop 

block onto the fence and create a consistent guide 

so you won’t have to keep on measuring.

2 
SAND THE EDGES

Use 180-grit sandpaper on any type of  sander 

to soften the edges and get rid of  any splinters or 

rough edges.

3 
STAIN THE BOARDS (OPTIONAL) 

If  you’re going to set up the game outdoors, give 

the boards a coat of  stain. That will help protect them 

from the elements, just in case someone forgets to put 

them away for the night and it rains.

4 
STACK AND PLAY

Line up three pieces next to one another, then line 

up another three pieces on top, rotated 90 degrees. 

Keep this pattern going until you’ve used up all the 

pieces to create a wow-worthy tower. Then, it’s time 

for the anticipation. When it’s your turn, you must 

select a wooden piece that can be transferred from 

its location to the top of  the tower—without causing 

the whole thing to fall. Challenge your family or 

friends and see who is the puzzle master.

Classic 
Backyard 

Game
Easily make your own version of 

this tailgating and party favorite 

with just a couple of tools

BY FAMILY HANDYMAN EDITORS

1
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T
urn family game night into 

a competitive outdoor match 

of  ring toss! Easy enough to 

build as a team (include the kids  

in your life in the building pro-

cess), this quick-to-make project 

will offer hours of  outdoor fun.

DIY Ring Toss

Place the two 21/2 x 21/2-in. 

pine blocks under one of  the 

15-in. boards, flush with the 

ends and sides. Drill through 

the pilot holes on each end, 

into and through each block.

Using a 1-in. spade bit or 

Forstner bit, drill a 1/4-in.-deep 

hole at all three pilot holes on 

the same 15-in. board. This will 

be the top board on your ring  

toss game.

On the bottom board, drill 

a 1/4-in.-deep hole at the pilot 

holes on each end, leaving the 

center pilot hole untouched. 

PRO TIP: With a marker or 

piece of  tape, put a mark on 

your spade bit 1/4 in. up to show 

how deep to drill your hole. 

4 
DRILL THE DOWELS

On the top board, insert 

6-in. dowels into the holes on 

each end and a 9-in. dowel in 

the center hole. On the bottom 

board, insert 6-in. dowels into 

the holes on each end.

Use a 1/8-in. drill bit to drill 

into each dowel from the bot-

tom of  the boards through the 

pilot holes.

5 
GLUE THE DOWELS  

AND BLOCKS

One by one, pull out each 

dowel, apply a small amount 

of  wood glue to the end, and 

insert the dowel back into  

its hole.

Apply a small amount of   

wood glue to the top of  each 

21/2 X 21/2-in. pine block.

Attach the blocks to the  

underside of  the top board, 

using 21/4-in. screws through  

the pilot holes on the bottom  

of  the blocks.

6 
ASSEMBLE THE TOP  

AND BOTTOM BOARDS

Start a 21/4-in. screw into the 

center pilot hole from the un-

derside of  the bottom board  

so that it sticks out 1/8 in. on  

the top.

Apply a small amount of  

wood glue to the top of  the board 

around the center pilot hole.

A simp e bui d that b ends basic 

w  dw  king with c assic fami y fun

BY JOE CRUZ

 d  d    e

D i   bit set
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Uti ity knife
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Item Qty.

 x X  d w    

1/2"   pe 7 ft.

 x X  p  b  d

3/4" X 1" w  d beads 4

Pe  -  n  s

Sandpape 

W  g

W  d sea e 

Materials

1 
CUT AND SAND THE PIECES

Using a handsaw, cut the 

pine 1×3 into two 21/2-in. pieces 

and two 15-in. pieces. Cut the 

dowel rod into four 6-in. pieces 

and one 9-in. piece.

Sand each piece with 220-grit 

sandpaper to remove any sharp 

corners and edges. 

2 
MEASURE AND  

MARK THE BOARDS

Along the centerline of  each 

15-in. board, make a mark 

11/4 in. from each end and a  

third mark 71/2 in. from one  

end (see Figure B).

PRO TIP: For accuracy, use an 

adjustable square set to 11/4 in.  

for this step. 

3 
DRILL THE HOLES

Drill a 3/16-in. pilot hole  

at each of  the six marks you 

made in step 2.
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Make a cross by placing the 

top board over the bottom board, 

aligning the screw point with the 

top board’s center pilot hole.

Tighten the screw, securing the 

top and bottom boards and center 

dowel together. 

7 
STICK NUMBERS ON 

Place peel-and-stick num-

bers on the top and bottom 

boards to assign a point value  

to each dowel. The tall center 

dowel should have the highest 

value; as you play, the lowest- 

value dowel should be closest  

to you. 

PRO TIP: A pair of  tweezers 

may be helpful for this task.

8 
SEAL IT

Spray two or three coats  

of  wood sealer on your project, 

allowing plenty of  drying time 

between coats. 

9 
MAKE THE RINGS

Cut four 19-in. lengths of  

rope. Insert one end of  the rope 

halfway into a wood bead, then 

add a small amount of  wood glue 

into the bead and turn the bead a 

few times.

Add a little more wood glue 

into the bead and insert the other 

end of  the rope.

Repeat this three more times. 

Let the glue dry completely, then 

get ready to play! 

Figure A

Project OProject Overview
2

5

3

9

Figure B

Top Board Detail

11/4" 11/4"11/4"

11/4"11/4"

DIA. 1"DIA. 1"DIA. 3/16"DIA. 3/16"

15"

9"9"
DOWELDOWEL

6"6"
DOWELDOWEL

TOP 
BOARDBOARD

BLOCKLOCKBLOCK

BOTTOMBOTTOM
BOARDBOARD

71/2"

21/2"
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Handy Hints
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Share your Handy Hints with us at FamilyHandyman.com/submissions.

To s lve t  s  pro  w  d ks, d ll a h  i  t  a  o  a

 c  w  a 3 . h  saw. Take t  s  l  o  h avy- c  w  a 3 . h  saw. Take t  s  l  o  h avy-

ra , cro  t  a  t  b  a  u  t  e ox  g  t  ara , cro  t  a  t  b  a  u  t  e ox  g  t  a

 s ra  u  t  a . T  s  h  yo  d  i  p ce w  t s ra  u  t  a . T  s  h  yo  d  i  p ce w  t

 o  cre  a m o  cre  a m

Here’s a clever way to reorganize your garden after seeing how theHere’s a clever way to reorganize your garden after seeing how the

mature plants look. You’ll need a bunch of pots of the same size, so omature plants look. You’ll need a bunch of pots of the same size, so o

ca  n  i  a r. P  yo  p  i  d  p , a  t  b  them  ca  n  i  a r. P  yo  p  i  d  p , a  t  b  them  

at ground level. Whenever you want a change, lift out the top pot and putat ground level. Whenever you want a change, lift out the top pot and put

in a different one. This method is also really slick for bringing plantsin a different one. This method is also really slick for bringing plants

indoors over the winter. indoors over the winter. 

Slip-Free Drink HoldersSlip-Free Drink Holders

Pl nt n- -PotPl nt n- -Pot

Fill a Mason jar with wine corksFill a Mason jar with wine corks

and rubbing alcohol, and let theand rubbing alcohol, and let the

corks soak. The corks will burncorks soak. The corks will burn

fairly well in a few days, but forfairly well in a few days, but for

the best results, soak them for  the best results, soak them for  

a week. Be sure the corks area week. Be sure the corks are

natural, not synthetic.natural, not synthetic.

Run a cut onion across the  Run a cut onion across the  

grate of your barbecue grill.  grate of your barbecue grill.  

 n ra  a co  i  t n ra  a co  i  t

onion makes the surface lessonion makes the surface less

ky fo  m , s  yo  b rg rsky fo  m , s  yo  b rg rs

will be easier to flip. will be easier to flip. 

Wi k Wi k 
Fire Sta tersFire Sta ters

-F rg rs-F rg rs

An old golf bag on  

a cart is perfect for 

storing and hauling 

garden tools. It’ll get 

all your tools to the 

garden in one trip!
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My wife and I had w fe a  I h  i ll  a n

hot tub in our yard t  i  o  yard a  w re e  t

use it. On a very d it. O  a ve  d  n t, w  d  t  g

for an inaugural skinnyfo  a  i ra  s ny- . We g  h way t  t  tdip.fo  a  i ra  s ny- . We g  h way t  t  tWefo  a  i ra  s ny- . We g  h way t  t  tgotfo  a  i ra  s ny- . We g  h way t  t  thalfwayfo  a  i ra  s ny- . We g  h way t  t  ttofo  a  i ra  s ny- . We g  h way t  t  tthefo  a  i ra  s ny- . We g  h way t  t  ttubfo  a  i ra  s ny- . We g  h way t  t  t

when the motion sensor fixture flooded the area with bright, 

show-you-in-all-your-glory light. We ran back toward the house, 

falling in a heap on the ground in our hurry to get there. We 

don’t forget that light anymore—or our towels! —John McCarthy

Great Goofs
Whether you’re enjoying your outdoor space or working  

to improve it, blunders are bound to happen 

After finishing my porch deck, I decided  

it needed a skirt to hide the ugly footings. 

After cutting a couple of 4 x 8-ft. lattice 

sheets to size, I crawled underneath the 

deck to nail them up. Relieved that the  

job was nearly done, I started to wiggle 

out through the last open portion—only  

to realize it was too small. I had jailed 

myself in! Fortunately I was able to pull 

free a good-size section and make my 

hasty escape before the neighbors could 

catch the show. —Randall Deane

Lattice Lesson Learned
S
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E
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Hot Tub DaHot Tu
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GET HOME REPAIR HACKS 

STRAIGHT TO YOUR INBOX
Save time & money around the house  

with trusted advice from the experts.

Sign up for our DIY Hints & Tips  

newsletter today!

Sign up now at: 

familyhandyman.com/fhmsignup

http://familyhandyman.com/fhmsignup
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