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			1: 
Welcome to Heaven

			My shed is my refuge. It’s the place where I go when I need a break from this mad, crazy world that, as far as I can tell, just keeps getting madder and crazier.

			Mindfulness is very hip now, isn’t it? There is no shortage of books, DVDs and podcasts telling you how to chill out, but the way I see it, these are just transient aspirations towards wellbeing. Because when it comes to truly finding out who you are and what makes you tick, there is one thing that’s staring you straight in the face, and it needs no online subscription to a cloud-based server with a password you keep forgetting.

			That, my friend, is a shed.

			But, as per Commandment One, the shed can only help you if it’s not attached to the house. The minute you attach the shed to the gaff, or confuse the concept of a shed with the concept of a conservatory, you’re doing yourself over. You’re never, ever going to get spiritual enlightenment in a lean-to built onto the side of the house. That’s like going to find yourself in Thailand, and staying at the airport. You need to make that pilgrimage to the bottom of the garden. Whether you’re walking down a muddy track or crunching along a perfect gravel path, you have to get out of the house. Breathe in the fresh air. Then pull open the door, grapple for the light switch, fire up the heaters and turn on the kettle.

			After that, it’s up to you, man. Once you’re inside the four walls of your shed, you can do whatever you like. You’re the king in here. Exhale, as the mindfulness lot would say.

			As one of the leading experts in the field of ‘Shedology’, with an honorary degree in the subject from the U of S, I’m lucky enough to have four sheds and I often find myself in the role of shed agony uncle to potential shed builders.

			The first thing that usually comes up is, let’s be honest, the cashola situation. Here’s the bad news: you’ve got to be thinking in the two-to-seven grand region. Spending five hundred quid at B&Q is fine if you literally want somewhere to store junk that you attach no value to, but for that money you’re just going to have some damp, horrible structure you’re never going to want to spend any time in, and you’d be better off using the cash to hire a skip because the stuff you put in it will be ruined anyway.

			If you want a den, a workspace, a private place where you can truly reconnect with what’s actually important in this life, where you can focus on your needs rather than your wants, nurture your soul and incubate your creativity, then you are going to have to be open to adding another zero on the end.

			My first shed as an adult cost me five grand. I built it with my mate Guy. It’s four metres square, it’s got carpet on the floor, two workbenches, shelves for my collection of petrol cans and a tea and coffee making area.

			It’s a lot of dough, and I don’t mean to minimize it, but also, you don’t want your shed built on sand. You need a solid base practically in order to have a solid base emotionally and spiritually.

			The key to a proper shed is that it’s a place you actually want to spend time in. That means you’ve got to have heat and light, so you’ve got to have a proper power connection, not a heavy-duty extension cord. It’s also got to be dry, so you need concrete foundations, more on which later.

			I strongly lobby for carpet on the floor if you want the shed to be a place where you want to hang out, whether you’re working on the bike or not. It’s got to be just as good a place to be a human being as to be a human doing.

			So realistically, that’s seven grand if you get someone to do it for you, two-to-four if you do some or all of it yourself.

			Now, this is your penthouse shed, but, unfortunately, there is no middle ground – you either go all the way and pimp your crib to the max or the alternative is a miserable shed that is freezing cold, with water coming in and things getting wrecked in it.

			Even if you spend the dosh, you’ve got to understand a shed does have what is referred to in the trade as ‘a shed life’, and that life probably is ten years, maybe a bit more if you do the proper weather-proofing every year which we’ll get to later.

			A cheap shed is a mess and you just don’t want to be in it. So you park your bike in it and you leave. I want a shed where I can park the bike, and think, I’ll give it a clean. I want a shed where, if someone said to me, ‘Henry, sleep in here tonight,’ I’d say, ‘Fine. Give me a sleeping bag and I’ll kip on the floor.’ (That said, do try and avoid sleeping in a shed. Don’t let it become a weapon at times of marital discord, as per Commandment Five. Because yes, you can sleep in the shed, but by doing that you change the whole aspect of a shed into a bedroom, and that’s not going to be good for your soul.)

			The point of the shed is that it is another space, but for it to be another space you must leave it, and leave your endeavour. Close the door, walk back up the garden, go into your house, return to the real world and go to bed.

			Similarly, a toilet is not required in a shed. For starters, al fresco urinating is where it’s at, and, number two, so to speak, a shed’s not a place where you curl one. Save it for the house. I have a real problem with having a loo in a shed. You can al fresco widdle, and if you really need a more lengthy bathroom engagement, it’s a good opportunity to pop in and see the wife. ‘All right, love, I’ll just grab a cup of tea. I’m just going to use the loo.’ And then as things sort of, you know, start to emanate smell-wise, you can leave and go back to your shed. Having vacated, you can vacate.

			And there would be nothing worse than somebody coming into your shed and taking a poo, right? That said, I had a double garage at my last place where I had a few bikes and cars and things and I thought it would be great just to have a bog in the middle of the shed. No walls, just put a loo in and I could just sit there and look at my collection.

			If a bona fide emergency strikes you do have the opportunity, if you dig a hole, to have a poo with a view. That’s pretty spiritual, as long as you’re using biodegradable bog paper and you fill the hole in afterwards.

			The point is, the shed is a refuge from the complexities of house life. Shed life is about the simple way of life. We’re looking to avoid the accoutrements of the house, such as toilets. That’s what shed dwelling is all about.

			I do believe that a man’s shed is primarily a place where he does his hobby, which is some form of manual endeavour. He may, if he is cunning, be able to turn the hobby into a job, but, assuming he is still at hobby stage, he doesn’t have to be actually engaged in doing that hobby all the time, by which I mean if you want to take five days out of life to rebuild the front-end on a Triumph, that’s cool, but sometimes it’s sweet just to sit there, drink tea and look at your hobby.

			I heartily recommend it. In fact, one of my sheds is just for looking at my bikes in. I’ve got my Chop, my Nortons, my beloved Brough Superior, a few other bikes and a fold-up fishing chair. I go down there most days, have a cup of tea and a vape, and just have a look at them. I check there’s no rust creeping in (one thing I cannot abide in a shed is rust) and I just sit and commune with them.

			I have to admit, I do talk to my machinery a bit. Not too much, but I like to have a word now and again. The Chopper is in here because I rode Route 66 on her and I made her a promise, as we were coming out of Chicago. I said: ‘It’s up to you. If you are nice to me and keep me safe all the way to Los Angeles, I will retire you to a warm carpeted garage in the UK where you don’t have to do a stroke for the rest of your life. But if you mess me about, I’ll sell you to some git who’s going to customize you.’

			She looked after me and so now she just chills. I clean her and she’s on trickle charge all the time. She just sits there by my Healey and I love her. You see, I don’t break my word. If I say I’m going to do something, I’ll do it. And yes, that is a bit weird when you’re talking about giving your word to an inanimate object like a motorcycle, but for me, spiritually, it’s important. I said I’d retire her and I have.

			I am doing something that means something when I am in my shed. What, polishing an oil can means something? Damn right! I’m preserving a part of history. In my own little way, I’m actually leaving a legacy. I know it sounds crazy, but if I restore a Mobylette moped, right, that counts for something. For me, the challenge of getting it going, the satisfaction of actually doing that, the thrill of actually riding something that’s been in a shed for fifty years and no one’s gone to it, ‘You all right, mate? I’ll take you aside, I like you and I’m going to get you going,’ is a very real, tangible thing.

			The thing that non-shed dwellers forget about loving an inanimate object is that you still get so much value from it, because a lot of the reward of love is in the putting out of it, not the getting back of it. And an inanimate object doesn’t answer back. Even my dog answers back. I was stroking it on the bed this morning and it suddenly decided to ravage my hand because I had obviously stroked it when it didn’t want to be stroked. So there’s a solace in resto. There is a solace and there’s a rejuvenation that goes on in fixing something in the shed.

			The worst thing a model railway enthusiast can do is finish his model. He needs to start another one right away. It’s the same with restorations. The minute you restore a bike, you’ve done it and, well, what next? That’s why people sell their restorations, because they want to start another.

			By sitting and looking at your hobby over a cup of tea in the morning, whether it’s a collection of Daleks or classic Ferraris, you’re getting a five-minute therapy session. A shed is a place to immerse yourself in your hobby, and that provides refuge from the insanity of the outside world. The shed is the womb. It’s the place to retreat to and do what you’re really supposed to be doing on this earth. There’s no time limit imposed on a visit to the shed, provided you return to the house to sleep. So, your therapy session can last thirty seconds over a cup of tea one morning when the wife’s on your case, or three days if you fancy getting stuck in to those wheel forks at long last.

			The shed is pure escapism. It’s a place that can be yours. You can design it and create an environment (it’s a bit like the aforementioned model railway in that respect). And that’s the key thing about shed dwelling; it’s the one place where everything happens entirely on your terms. I am the president of my own shed. And it’s either my way or the highway in my shed. You decide what you want to do. You decide how it’s going to be but the key to success is that what goes on in the shed couldn’t possibly go on in the house. For instance, I wouldn’t recommend stripping a BSA Gold Star engine in your twin Belfast sink. You’re going to get divorced. So, anything that could cause a rift between you and your partner, which is legal and above board and you don’t feel guilty about afterwards, must be done in the shed.

			On a spiritual and mental level, I think you can’t do anything criminal in a shed. Of course, you could melt down gold bullion but really, for that, you need a lock-up, not a shed, and that’s why a lock-up may be a physical refuge (from the cops), but it’s never going to be a place that builds up your mental reserves and fortifies your soul in the positive way that a shed does.

			Spending time in a shed engaged in productive manual endeavour can completely alter a man’s outlook. It can change his direction and it can change his mind.

			I think it is because of what a shed implies: that you are just looking after the basic elements that make you happy, and doing without the frills and the foreign holidays. We all know, deep down, that materialism actually in the end does not make you happy. If it did, then why is Christmas the most universally feared time of year? All that spending of money, all that getting of stuff, it’s like a drug. Actually, it’s not like a drug. It is a drug. Once you’ve taken a little bit of it, you want a little bit more and a little bit more and a little bit more. And then, instead of owing your dealer eighty quid, you actually owe the HP company fifty grand. It’s exactly the same principle: give them a nibble to get them started and soon they’ll be begging for more than they can afford, or need or want.

			Unless you’re absolutely sure of what you want, then wanting stuff is a worry. For instance, if you’ve always dreamt of owning a Willys Jeep, and you actually save up the money to buy that Willys Jeep and that Willys Jeep is as good as you thought it was going to be, then I think that kind of materialism is okay. But if, after buying a Willys Jeep, you want a T-72 tank, and then you want a Wessex helicopter with military spec, then I think you have a problem.

			In a shed, you make something. It’s a place where the satisfaction of creation, or creating something, or preserving something benefits your soul. Whereas materialism is the quick fix, the sugar rush in comparison to the stew. So a shed and unfettered materialism just don’t go together in spiritual harmony.

			A shed is somewhere where you find out about yourself while doing the work of creating the thing that you wanted materialistically, by which I mean you can go and buy a Willys Jeep for twenty grand right now, but I saw one this morning for seven and a half that needs finishing – well, I say finishing, but you know it needs a year’s work on it. But if you bought that seven and a half grand Willys and then you actually learnt, if you didn’t know, how to restore it (it’s a very basic vehicle so you will get there in the end) and made mistakes along the way, and got humbled by it, and hit your thumb with a hammer and drank millions of cups of tea and got your mates round to help you get the wheel off – well, isn’t that so much more enthralling and spiritually uplifting and rewarding than going to buy a Willys for twenty grand this afternoon like it is an Xbox in Argos?

			And the real beauty of it is that you may think you’re just restoring a Jeep, but in fact you are being submerged in the life-changing magic of sheds, and the life-changing magic of sheds will happen to you whether or not you wanted it, or expected it, or planned for it, or thought you didn’t need it in the first place.

		

	
		
			2: 
Building Your Utopia

			There was a time when a man would say, ‘I want to build a shed,’ and we would all have known exactly what he wanted to do. A shed was a load of shiplap or plywood slapped together with a floor of earth, and hey presto, you’ve created a shed from some detritus that’s knocking around. The junkyard challenge, basically.

			Well, those days are well over. My advice is to buy an off the peg shed that is pre-fabricated in some way, but can be customized too. You can order it online but it’s probably a good idea to go into a shed showroom and have a look round a few if this is your first rodeo. You can either get self-assembly or you can get a couple of lovely local lads who come round and do it for you as part of the price.

			If you get onto these people who are purveyors of sheds, they will these days offer you a whole load of options: do you want a storage space, do you want a garage, do you want a log cabin, do you want a home office, do you want a shepherd’s hut with wheels to stop the rats getting in?

			If you are building a new shed you should resist the temptation to build a kind of lean-to off the side of it to store wood under. It’s very tempting, but it will damage the sense of a self-contained utopia if you start attaching other things onto it like wood shelters and stuff. The more you attach, the more it becomes like a favela. You’re better to use your shed for your first project: building a little wood shelter.

			I digress (a frequent problem with shed chat); the point is, it’s worth having a think about what you might actually want to do in your shed because the key to happy shed dwelling is proper planning. You need to decide, firstly, what size shed you actually want and what it’s going to be there for. What I want for a shed is for it to fulfil three basic functions, the triumvirate of shed functionality as I like to think of it: a place to sit, a place to fettle and a place to stash. A shed has to fit its purpose.

			Let’s say you’re a biker, and you want to restore things, and the things you really dream of restoring are Triumph Bonneville motorcycles. Well, immediately then, when you’re constructing your shed, you don’t need double doors, do you? You just need a single door to get the bikes in. And that actually means an awful lot in terms of cash and expense and draught and storage, wall space and . . . well, everything.

			Most of my sheds are only bike accessible, but loads of people restore cars in sheds, which means they’ve got to have double doors (and in fact I’m just finishing a big shed further down the way with a car lift in it which is purpose-built for that exact practice of restoring cars and getting things on a ramp). But, if you’re not going to restore a car, your shed has more flexibility.

			With bikes, even if the shed is small, you can still have two or three on the go at any one time if you fancy it. You don’t have to have big double doors, you don’t have to have the height to get a car on a ramp. So, your shed innately can be an awful lot smaller if you’re doing motor­cycles, stationary engines, petrol pumps, all that kind of stuff.

			But it’s something that you should plan or have a think about. Yes, of course you need to future-proof stuff, but at the same time if you’re a dyed in the wool biker, you really don’t need height to a shed, yeah? If you’re going to restore cars or boats or something like that, then you need a lot more space, you need a lot more height and you need to think about where everything is going to go, because moving that stuff around is going to be hard work. You need the machinery, like engine lifts and all that kind of stuff, everything’s bigger if you’re dealing with cars, so, consequently they’re much less movable. The flexibility of how your shed’s laid out can mean your choices are somewhat narrowed because of the amount and the size of the equipment that you need to use. If you’re really going to get involved in the chassis and getting underneath the motor and that kind of stuff you need height, and you need room around the doors so the doors can open. So, all in all, if you’re going to do cars, you need a big shed. I mean you’re verging on a warehouse.

			People do have huge bits of equipment (hello, lorry fans) that they’re restoring and it’s absolutely vital to get your shed right for what you want.

			A concrete pad on which your shed will stand is pivotally important, but it’s the element that people most often forget or ignore when they are working out the cost of building a shed. The concrete slab on which your shed stands should not be its actual floor. (Although a garage is going to have a concrete floor, people just accept that, but here’s a top tip: concrete dust is a nightmare, so I’d suggest you go to an auto jumble and buy a stack of carpet tiles. I’ll get a batch of five hundred for eighty quid and then I’ll lay them myself on any concrete floor.)

			But let’s talk about the slab: you will need that concrete pad to stand your shed on. You can try all the alternatives, such as laying a brick base, raising it up on blocks, or even building it on saddle stones so it’s two feet in the air but, in the end, without a concrete pad, for it to sit on, it’s not actually going to work because it is going to let water ingress and it’s not going to be solid when a storm comes.

			The only alternative is a kind of plastic grid system that you lay on flat ground, and you fill it with gravel, etc. and then build the shed on that. That can be doable, and it’s more ecologically friendly, because you’re not creating massive great concrete slabs, so I do use that sometimes as well. But the concrete base, if you’re planning on building the quintessential shed, is probably where it’s at.

			I’d say you ideally want to make your shed five metres by three metres – that for me is perfect if you’re not having a car in there. If you’re having a car, then it’s five metres by four and a half metres, double doors and all that kind of stuff. You can go smaller but the minimum you can get away with really is three metres by three metres.

			Anyway, to put that concrete base in, a builder is going to charge you around two grand. And people overlook that. Now, if you’re of a DIY disposition, and you have got the time, great. You can shave that cost off, lay your own hardcore and put concrete over the top. I don’t have the time or skillset to do that so, Paul, my builder, who’s a legend, comes in and he lays the base. And he makes sure it’s just got a very slight angle on it so rainwater will run off, because what you really don’t want is the water actually lying on the concrete slab and then running under the shed.

			Also, prior to you or your builder pouring that slab, you need to think about what kind of electrics you’re going to want because you may want electricity to come up through the concrete, through the floor of the shed in some way. Personally, I don’t do it like that. I just have it coming in as a feed through the wall to the junction box.

			Also, you need to decide where you want the sun to be. Most shed dwellers tend to put windows on only one side of the shed because there’s no point a lot of the time in having windows, because sheds don’t generally have views (a subject we will discuss in more detail later), and because they use up valuable shelf, storage and workbench space. Obviously, it’s tempting to say the windows should face south. But, actually, be aware that as the sun comes in through south-facing windows (or from skylights) it will a) cook you in summer and b) fade items that you have left there and forgotten about. Fading is something you really need to be aware of. So, if you’ve got a beautiful BSA Bantam and you park it in the shed is by the south-facing window, well, over time, the sun will fade the colour, so just beware.

			Now obviously, one part of the shed has got to be north facing. And, with that north-facing side being colder, you might think you don’t want the windows to be north facing, unless steady light is really important to you because you are going to be painting in there or doing stop-motion movies on your iPad.

			So try and think about how the sun is going to interact with your shed and what your priorities are before you start pouring that slab. Think about the outside as well, because maybe you’re going to want to sit outside in the evening in the summer with the doors of your shed open while you clean something or enjoy your garden, in which case, face the doors west. But if you’re a morning person, it might be smarter to have your main outside area facing east. Whatever, just remember the location of the shed is critical and there is a feng shui element like in any room.

			But the joy of a shed is that instead of walking into a room and thinking ‘This is how I have got to change it,’ with a shed you are starting from scratch. You not only get to decide how big and what shape this new room is, but you get to decide exactly where that room is going to be located. You’re not pandering to ‘Well, it’s just off the kitchen.’ You have complete control. It’s your own room, and it can be wherever you want it to be.

			Some people like to have a shed with a view, but I don’t think it’s necessary for a shed to have a view. I’m not entirely crazy about houses with a view because views mean that you’re exposed to the wind. Now, in a house, maybe you will want a view and accept the commensurate exposure to the wind, because you can stay inside and keep the windows closed ten months of the year, but wind and a shed do not go together. You just don’t feel content in a gale in a shed. The wind wrecks your equilibrium, because you do feel that at any moment your shed roof’s going to come off. I’ve been in sheds with wonderful views where you can’t open the door because of the wind. If you open the door of a shed in a gale and you’ve got a view, it means that basically the chances are the door’s going to get ripped off.

			That brings us onto another point, which is that you need a sturdy retaining hook and eye system, so that when you want to open the door, you can secure the door open. If you don’t do that, it’s spiritually, mentally and physically concerning, because the door is flapping in the wind and squeeking. And if the door comes off your shed, well, your internals are exposed to the elements and to other people. So, you need to secure it with a hook and eye system and you also need, I think, to make sure that the shed is in a secluded position.

			Why would you want a view anyway? If you’re doing what you should be doing in a shed you’ll be concentrating on whatever it may be. Sheds are internal situations. The energy is focused inwards. The other thing to remember about a view is they go both ways – and you don’t want anyone to know you’ve got a shed really, apart from people you invite.

			Just because you don’t want a view, is not to say that your shed shouldn’t be a thing of beauty, and a bit of flora can help that cause massively. It seems to me that a lot of shed dwellers combine their love of sheds with a development of a love for gardening. A good way to start off is with said flora attached to your shed, in the form of hanging baskets and window boxes. Hanging baskets are another good argument for your shed to be shielded from the wind because otherwise your herbaceous hanger could actually end up knocking you out on a windy day.

			But, assuming the risk of physical danger can be precluded, do try a couple of hanging baskets. They give me a real sense of delight, they attract the bees and butterflies, which makes me feel good, and they also show the seasons changing as well, which I enjoy. I now actually go one stage further and I like having a tiny garden by a shed if at all possible, and I am not averse to some small windowsill plants within the shed as well. It’s all about nourishing the soul.

			Another consideration in your shed build is the matter of insulation. Cashflow-wise, you can halve the price, sometimes, of your pre-packed, self-assembly shed, if you don’t ask for insulation. If they do try and sell it to you, resist. I don’t have insulation in any of my sheds. None. There’s quite a few reasons for that being my preference, but mainly it is because with insulation comes issues.

			The main issue, indeed the fundamental truth that arises at every twist and turn of shed life, is that a shed is not a house. If a shed is made as airtight as a house, but without the fancy ventilation and heat recovery systems that modern airtight houses have, then it doesn’t allow things to breathe and you can have a majorly negative situation with vapour build-up. The thing is, when you breathe and talk you expel water vapour, and if there isn’t even just a tiny, wiggly little bit of airflow, then that water vapour can’t go anywhere. It gets trapped and you get condensation and mould.

			Secondly, what do you actually want insulation for? To retain heat. Well, a much better use of your cash is to get thicker walls because if you get the thickness of the walls right, then, I humbly suggest, you will actually only need minimal heat. Thicker walls are good for the general solidity of the shed. They also have the advantage of keeping the heat out in the summer and stopping it becoming an oven. The reality is you will not notice a difference between insulated and non-insulated sheds, as regards their retention of heat, so, personally, I don’t believe it’s worth spending the money. Indeed, excessive heat can be as much of a problem as cold.

			But, yes, for four months of the year it’s going to be cold. So get a little oil-filled heater, maybe 0.5W, plug it in every November and turn it off in March. That will cost you around twenty quid a month, and everything in the shed will stay lovely and dry. I do suggest you also have a blow heater for the instant hit when you walk in, just to get it up to a pleasant temperature quickly. That is the way forward.
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A shed should not have a bed or a toilet. That's not a
shed. It's a rubbish house, and can potentially be
weaponized in the event of marital discord.

Making mistakes in a shed is a good thing, because a
man only learns and grows through mistakes.

Legal, tax, planning and building regs: all good points.

One way or ancther, your shed probably infringes all of
them but you are a blunt-fingered, salt of the earth
iconoclast with no time for book learning or thumb-sucking
jobsworths. Let them burn. Well, in spirit anyway.

Entry to the shed is by invite only. Visitors are welcome,
but they should leave with the impression that they
have either delayed or assisted great work.

TCP (Two Cup Protocol): Only two cups are needed per
shed, one for you and one for a visitor. TCP avoids a
build-up of dirty cups: in your shed you are an
ambassador for the best in humanity, relentless in your
pursuit of quiet mastery, not a teenager who can't tidy up.

There is no higher compliment one man can pay another
than this: ‘Do you want to come and see my shed, mate?’
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THE SHED
COMMANDMENTS
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A man’s shed should not be attached to the house.
To access the life changing magic of sheds, you must
make a pilgrimage to the bottom of the garden.

A shed's purpose is to provide spiritual fulfilment
through manual endeavour.

No pornography or fornication. If you want to have an
affair with a barmaid, you're better off in a lock-up.

Wi-Fi is okay, but use it wisely: social media’s clamour
for validation and approval is everything shed dwellers
stand against. Sheds are spaces to dream, to reach the
impossible star, but their currency is the nuts and bolts
of reality, not fuzzy-brained Instagram positivity.






