
What Are All Those Numbers?
The Steel Square, by Gilbert Townsend. American Technical Publishers, 1155 W. 175th,
Homewood, IL 60430. 1947. 172 pages $8.82 postpaid.

Dialing for Rafters
Dial-a-Length Rafterule. Craftsman Book Co., 6058 Corte
Del Cedro, Carlsbad, CA 92009. $9.50.

by Paul Hanke

“Rafterule” is a device consisting of
two circular plastic disks with a clear
hairline arm, all of which rotate
around a center rivet. To determine
the lengths of common or hip and
valley rafters, you simply set the red
pointer arrow on the roof pitch (say,
5/12), rotate the hairline to the
building width (28 feet, for example),
and read the rafter length (15’2”) on
the appropriate table through a
window in the upper disk.

To test its accuracy, I checked the
Rafterule against the tables on my
framing square and a rafter-length
manual for three different problems.
In one case, I had to interpolate
between numbers on the Rafterule—a
task I found difficult because of small
print and the fact that the markings
on the lower disk were almost
obscured by the edge of the viewing
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Abbreviations: Have you ever been
confused by the abbreviations used on
construction drawings and schedules? CSI
(that’s the Construction Specifications
Institute) has come to the rescue, with a list
of about 1,500 recommended abbreviations
gathered from its own publications and other
sources. To make them easy to find, the
abbreviations are listed alphabetically both by
term and by abbreviation. The listing omits
any abbreviation that is not considered
compatible with CAD (computer-aided
drafting) systems. The publication is called
Abbreviations. You can get one by sending $10
($6 if you’re a CSI member) to CSI, 601
Madison St., Alexandria, VA 22314-1791.

Wood Floor Finishing: The Oak Flooring
Institute has extensively revised its brief (eight
pages) Hardwood Flooring Finishing/Refinishing
Manual. The new version includes new
materials for protecting and reducing
maintenance that have been developed since
the booklet was first published in 1979. A

slot cut in the upper disk. However, I
still came out within 1/16 inch of
the answer given by the other two
methods, which is the accuracy
predicted by the manufacturer.

Smaller windows tell you plumb
and level cuts for your bird’s mouth
(completely obvious without the
Rafterule!). For hip and valley rafters
you can also read directly the
common difference in jack lengths
for various spacings. Another
window tells what angle is necessary
for compound-angle cuts on hip and
valley rafters.

A handy device, but I wonder
about its durability and how easy it
would be to lose in the field. It
comes with an instruction sheet and
directions on the back (both of
which neglect to mention how to use
the “side cut” window).

copy can be obtained by mailing 50 cents
(that includes postage) to the Oak Flooring
Institute, 804 Sterick Bldg., Memphis, TN
38103.

Indoor Air Pollution: One source of free
information on two indoor health threats—
formaldehyde and asbestos—is the Consumer
Product Safety Commission. To order
booklets on either subject, call their toll-free
hotline: 800/638-2772.

Another booklet, Formaldehyde: Everything
You Wanted to Know but Were Afraid to Ask,
is available at no charge from the Consumer
Federation of America, 1314 14th St. NW,
Washington, DC 20005.

Plywood Underlayment: Two new
guides—on sources and application of
plywood underlayment for use between thin
resilient floor coverings—are available from
the American Plywood Association. They are
entitled APA Data File: Preparation of Plywood
Underlayment for Thin Resilient (Non-Textile)
Flooring, Form L335, and APA Source List:
Plywood Underlayment for Use Under Resilient
Finish Flooring, Form L330. Write to APA,
P.O. Box 11700, Tacoma, WA 98411.

Wooden Formwork: Designers who use
wood for formwork may want to obtain the
new edition of National Design Specifications
for Wood Construction (NDS) and a newly
revised supplement, Design Values for Wood
Construction. You can get both for $18, or just
the supplement for $5. Order from
Publications Dept., National Forest Products
Assn., Suite 200, 1250 Connecticut Ave.
NW, Washington, DC 20036.

—NEB staff

This slim volume, originally printed
in Great Britain, sets out to show
how the steel square can be used to
solve various house-building
problems.

Author Gilbert Townsend is best
on the use of the tables that are
found on the front and back of
common framing squares, but falls
short when it comes to step-by-step
instructions.

For instance, I learned in a few
minutes how to use the board-foot
table on my square, but I still find it
easier to do by math. The
instructions for using the rafter-length
and brace-measure tables are also
easily understood, even for beginners.

On the other hand, in his rafter-
length example, Townsend notes that
the computed length of 144.2 inches,
when divided by 12, is 12.01 feet
(actually, 12.02), so he says “call it
an even 12 feet.” I would say that
144.2 inches is closer to 12’1/4”—it’s
an error of almost 1/4 inch if you
follow Townsend’s advice. In any
case, why not measure 144-1/4 inches
directly, rather than convert to feet,
or use the hundredths scale on the
heel of the square?

Practical instruction on how to use
the square for layout begins simply—
with cutting diagonal braces—and
moves on to stepping-off common
rafters, and then to more complex
hip and valley cutting. The common-
rafter step-off begins (for Townsend)
at the point of the bird’s mouth,
which determines the layout line for
all further measuring.

In his example he locates this point
at 17 inches in (to allow for the
rafter tail) and 5 inches down from
the top edge. How this 5-inch
dimension was determined is never
explained. Is it the same for all
rafters? If not, how do I calculate the
correct measurement in other cases?
And why not start at the peak as
virtually all other layout instructions
do?

Furthermore, why measure along
the layout line at all, rather than
using the top edge of the rafter as
other carpentry books—and most

carpenters—do. Another difficulty is
that Townsend fails to note until the
final chapter that the rafter must be
shortened by one half the ridge
thickness at the peak. That’s easy
enough for a carpenter to remedy,
but it should have been emphasized
earlier in the book.

Townsend’s theoretical description
of hip-rafter cutting is all right, but
other texts (Durbahn and Sundberg’s
Fundamentals of Carpentry and Koel’s
Carpentry, both available from
American Tech) are much better.

Stair layout is covered with just a
ship’s ladder as an example. Joist
layout is described only in that it
corresponds to stud layout, which
isn’t always true. And Townsend’s
stud layout proceeds from the inside
of the corner box, which works fine
for his goal of installing 16-inch-long
lath on the inside of the wall, but
isn’t modular for modern exterior
siding and sheathing measurements.
Consequently, shortening the first
bay in floor framing by half the joist
thickness is never mentioned.

The preface notes that the book
contains “many clear illustrations.”
The illustrations are many and
adequate, but their clarity is definitely
hampered by their small size (and
sometimes illegibility). What’s more,
some illustrations seem to be
unnecessary, such as the drawing of a
board on top of two sawhorses.

Finally, there is a quaintness that
gives this book a distinct flavor but is
also sometimes frustrating. Terms
such as “scantling” and “feet board
measure” lend an English accent to
the text. I find the archaic 1/3, 1/4
(and so on) pitch terminology
confusing, although it might have
been more common when the book
was originally published. And
Townsend’s description of how to
cut braces for trusses above door and
window openings is interesting only
for its historic value in an age when
solid-lumber headers have made such
practices obsolete.

I would skip this book. You can
get much better information and
clearer presentations elsewhere.
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