
COMMUNITY BUILDING WORKSHOP
Return of the sash mill at 
Sunrise Mills
MACK MAGEE
The next of our community building workshops 
(formerly called projects) will be the fabrication and 
raising of a replacement timber frame for the sash mill at 
Sunrise Mills, an historic site belonging to Montgomery 
County in Pennsylvania. A sash mill saws timber using 
a vertically reciprocating saw blade mounted in a 
rectangular frame which resembles a window frame or 
sash, hence its name.

The original sash mill dates back to the early 1770s 
and was built a few years after completion of the 1767 
grist mill, a two-story timber frame; both are listed in the 
National Register of Historic Places. The sash mill was 
built to supply timber and lumber for the surrounding 
buildings, including a farmhouse and Swiss bank barn, 
and for the local community. Both mills were powered 
by water diverted from the Swamp Creek, which is 
a tributary of Perkiomen Creek. (Learn more about 
Sunrise Mills at montcopa.org/931/Sunrise-Mill.)

The historic documentation of the sash mill depicts a 
stout, three bent frame of timbers of various sizes (and 
presumably species) without the consistency we expect in 
building today. The limited documentation is not specific 
enough to allow a strict piece-for-piece replacement, so 
we will be following the original design as well as we can 
while creating a structure which is conducive to training 
volunteers in timber framing techniques.  
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the purchase by November 30 and begin registering 
attendees in early December for the 2020 schedule. We 
will have more to say about this as we get closer to the 
sale date, but if you have any comments or questions, 
please write me at mack@tfguild.org or call me at 401-
441-5217.

In the upcoming months, I will endeavor to share 
with you my ideas for the Guild and the steps we might 
take together to build a stronger community. In the 
meantime, I’ll be trying to get my arms around all that is 
being accomplished and familiarize myself with the ideas 
percolating up from the committees and staff. This a big 
first step.

I would like to say a personal thank you to the board 
for demonstrating its confidence in me in making this 
decision, and to you, the many members who have called 
and written to express your support. Please also permit me 
the opportunity to publicly thank my former partners and 

Eastern end of Sunrise Mill structure over tailrace.

colleagues at Fire Tower Engineered Timber. They were 
an outsized part of my life the last 12 years and, as you all 
know, are a bright and generous group of guys and gals 
of whom I am extremely proud. Their support of me and 
the Guild is unquestionable and generous to a fault.

Of course, this is a big job with big responsibilities, 
but the responsibility to you, the members, and to your 
board is the most important one from my perspective. As 
I have requested of the board, so I will request of you: 
Please call me if you ever have a question, a comment, a 
need, a request that I can help you with, or an idea for 
how I or we can improve. Fortunately, we have a great 
staff, experienced in their roles and learning more and 
more about the Guild and timber framing every day. 
I will be relying upon them, as you have over the last 
few years, as together we go about the business of our 
community, the Guild.

With great affection, energy, and hope,
Mack
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The Guild workshop will fabricate and raise roughly 
7,500 board feet of green oak timber. Square rule layout 
will be used on rough sawn timber, and the frame will 
be fabricated using hand tools and traditional timber 
framing methods. The oak flooring, white pine siding, 
standard lumber skip sheathing, and cedar shingles will 
all be installed as part of the workshop. The stone-clad 
concrete raceway and sash mill foundations are already 
in place, so the workshop will begin with the fabrication 
and installation of timber sills and joists and the laying 
of the sash mill oak flooring. The flooring will be laid 
roughly 12 feet above the water line, thereby creating 
a safe work platform for the frame raising later in the 
week. Several Montgomery County maintenance 
workers will assist us during the workshop and are eager 
to learn timber framing skills which they can employ in 
the future on the County’s many historic structures.

Because there is no reasonably-sized, level ground 
surface at Sunrise, we’ll be fabricating the timber at 
Pennypacker Mills and trucking the timbers about five 
miles to Sunrise Mills. Pennypacker Mills, located on 
Perkiomen Creek, is a spacious park and historic site 
in its own right. It includes the historic Pennypacker 
Mills mansion furnished with the documented antique 
collection of the former Pennsylvania governor, Samuel 
W. Pennypacker as well as the Pennypacker Mills barn.  
(Learn more about Pennypacker Mills at montcopa.
org/928/Pennypacker-Mills.)

The workshop will be held the week of September 
28 through October 5, with October 6 as our rain day. 
Accommodations and food will be provided for the 
volunteers at a private camp site which, because it is off-
season, will exclusively house the volunteers for the week. 
The camp facilities include bunkhouses, dining rooms, 
and meeting rooms, as well as indoor showers and toilets. 
The camp site will accommodate RVs though there are 
no hookups at the camp. Hookups can be arranged at 
another local site and information will be provided to the 
volunteers during the lead-up to the workshop.

If you have an interest in learning or sharpening your 
skills in square rule layout and the use of hand tools 
to timber frame, far away from the whine of saws and 
chain mortisers and the rumble and acrid smell of diesel 
exhaust, this is an ideal opportunity for you. Veteran 
restoration timber framers with excellent workshop 
experience will be guiding your learning experience. 
Please consider joining us for this challenging project 
and to enjoy the beautiful fall season in the historic 
county of Montgomery, Pennsylvania.

Registration will be announced shortly in Weekly 
Guild Notes and on our website soon, so please keep an 
eye out for them. Hope to see you there!
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Sunrise Mill grist and saw mills with Dr Chevalier Q. Jackson 
in front painting, 1926.

Swiss bank barn at Pennypacker Mills, built c.1790 with 1890 
additions. 

Sash mill rebuild rendering.
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