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PRACTICAL 

Save Your Wood Windows 
 

Thousands of wood windows are ripped out of this country’s 
older and historic buildings each year and hauled to the dump. 
This astonishing loss is due in large part to the fact that few 
people know how to care for existing wood windows. This 
report provides an economical and practical alternative to 
trashing your fine old windows and buying replacements made 
of plastic. You will learn the most practical and economic 
methods of window maintenance and repair: 
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shown here may depend on information in the rest of the report. Contents of the report may vary 
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file along to others. Obtain the complete report at: 

http://www.historichomeworks.com/hhw/reports/reports.htm 
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Window Basics 
Wood windows must perform complex and often 
contradictory functions: 

·  Keep weather outdoors when it is wet and cold, yet let 
weather indoors when it is hot and you need a cooling 
breeze. 

·  Let the daylight into the building, yet keep light out when 
you have to get some “shut-eye.”  

·  Help you escape quickly in case of fire, yet defend against 
entry of burglars. 

·  Give you a view of the world outdoors and the moon 
beyond, yet keep the neighbors from peering into your 
private space. 

Keep all these basic functions in mind as you repair and 
maintain your windows. Throughout this report, the 
functions of the various window parts and systems will be 
described.    

Windows are constructed of the most fragile building 
materials, glass and thin strips of wood, yet they can stand up 
to hard use and even some neglect for decades before they 
stop working. Their design has evolved and been refined 

over centuries. There is little extra material in a wood 
window so it is important to keep it all in good condition. 

People commonly think of windows as the part they handle 
and open, the sash. More strictly speaking, the whole 
window includes the sash, the frame and the casings and 
other small parts that hold the window into the rough 
opening in the building wall. 
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The sash are held in the frame by
the stops and parting beads
which form a channel in which
the sash slide up and down. The
window frame is held in the wall
by the interior and exterior
casings which are nailed to the
frame along their inner edges and
to the wall along their outer
edges.
As I survey and assess the
conditions of windows I sketch
sections of the jamb, header and
sill with measurements and notes
on materials. These sketches are
important planning tools -- as
important as the pry bars and
scrapers used later on. They help
me understand how the window
is constructed and how it should
operate.
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Sash Repairs 

Sash Basics 

 

Sashes are wooden frames which hold the glass panes. 
In a double-hung window, there are two sashes that slide 
up and down in the frame. If only the lower sash moves 
it is called single-hung.  

The sash is made of an outer frame formed by vertical 
stiles and horizontal rails which are joined at the corners 
with mortise and tenon joints. The sash may be divided 
into smaller lights by wooden muntins. Muntins are thin 
strips of wood that are, like the sash frame, molded on 
inner edges and rabbetted on outer edges to hold the 
panes of glass.  

The sashes slide up and down in the sash channel, which 
is part of the frame. They must be loose enough to slide 
freely, but not so loose that the wind and rain blows in 
around the edges. The channels and edges of the sash 
are designed and carefully fit to make this possible. 

Sashes can deteriorate progressively as paint fails, the 
outer glazing falls out and wood decays, or they may be 
damaged in a single episode when they are broken by 
accident or by vandals. 

 

 

 

Tight-fitting joints fastened by pins and their 
interlocking design hold all of these parts together. 
Traditionally no glue is used. One of the advantages of 
this type of free joint construction is that the sash can be 
taken apart and the individual parts repaired or replaced 
as needed. Some of the repair methods shown in this 
report preserve the free joint construction so the sash 
can be taken apart and repaired in the future. Other 
repair methods shown result in a locked joint which 
cannot be taken apart. Generally, free joint repairs take 
longer to do and you must decide if this added cost is 
worth preserving the intent of the original free joint 
construction. 
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