
The Only Way to Trim

The key to durable trim and minimal trips
    up the ladder is to assemble it first 
       and install it later

                  by mike Vacirca

Exterior 
    Windows
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I 
can no longer call myself a trim carpen-
ter because these days, I do a little bit of 
everything. I was a trim carpenter for most 
of the past 15 years, though, and a boat-

builder before that, so I feel comfortable saying 
that I know a thing or two about trimming out a 
window, and about how water affects wood. 

Every time I dropped a piece of window 
trim from scaffolding 30 ft. in the air, I found 
myself remembering another career past, the days 
I spent working in a cabinet shop, where work 
is easy to control and weather isn’t a concern. 
Finally, I came to my senses when I was pre-
sented with 27 windows to trim for one house. 
That job helped me to develop a method for 
installing exterior trim that’s easier on my body, 
that is safer and faster, and that also yields more 
durable results. To make this process as efficient 
as possible, I even prime, putty, and paint the cas-
ings before installation. 

Cutlists and stations add efficiency
When I worked in the cabinet shop, I organized 
my projects with cutlists and made shop draw-
ings that showed how everything was going to be 
built before a saw ever touched wood. The pro-
cess I created for assembling window trim in the 
shop starts with that premise. As with the cabinet 
work, I organize the shop into efficient worksta-
tions to build the trim. I want the workflow to 
move so that the pieces are cut and the assembly 
happens in such a way that a few folks can work 
at the same time and not get in each other’s way. 
The process, however, begins on site.

When the windows arrive, I grab a tape mea-
sure, get a notebook, and make a list of all the 
windows. I measure each to determine the fin-
ished height and width so that I can make a cut-
list. I add 1⁄8 in. to each dimension to allow for 
caulk and to be sure the casing units will install 
easily by just slipping over the windows. Finally, 
I break everything into a formula (sidebar right). 
To keep track of which window is which, I use 
the lettered labels attached to them at the factory. 
Once the casing unit is built, I mark the respec-
tive letter on its back. 

I install painted trim, so I build everything with 
primed stock. I cut all the pieces first, then assem-
ble each unit with biscuits, glue, and screws to 
ensure that joints won’t open over time. Once all 
the units are built, and the nail and screw holes 
are filled, I prime any exposed wood and give 
everything a first coat of finish paint. 

Get the proportions right
The windows on the project featured here are 
a mixture of Marvin (www.marvin.com) double-
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Most windows come marked 
with dimensions, but don’t 
rely on those numbers for 
your trim. Measure the 
height and width of the 
finished face of the  actual 
 window. Add 1⁄8 in. to each 
dimension to  allow room for 
caulk and a smooth installa-
tion. Finally, add the desired 
reveals to the lengths of the 
head and sill, and you’re 
ready to cut.

Formulas feed 
the cutlist
Whether you’re trimming 
one window or a whole 
houseful, these  simple 
 formulas make compiling 
your cutlist a piece of cake.

HEAD and SILL  width + 1⁄8 in. + 
2x (casing width) + 2x (desired 
reveal on each side)

LEGS  height + 1⁄8 in.

Take window 
measurements 
from the outer 
edges of the 
cladding.

Windowsill profile

13⁄8 in.
1 in.

15° pitch

2½   in.

Drip edge, 
¼   in. wide by 
1⁄8 in. deep

Head: 1½  -in. factory-primed, 
finger-jointed cedar

#20 biscuit

¼  -in. roundover

Leg: 5/4-in. factory-primed, 
finger-jointed cedar

2½  -in. galvanized 
finish nails

Finish paint

Sill: vertical-grain 
Douglas fir

Primer

2½  -in. toenail
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keep the casing square during assembly
Biscuit the legs to the head, and glue and nail the sill to the legs. Use an exterior 
glue such as Titebond III (www.titebond.com). Dry-fit the pieces before assembly. 
One bar clamp is enough to hold things together as the glue dries. Use a framing 
square to check the assembly throughout the process.

hung, casement, and fixed units. All of the 
windows have aluminum-clad exteriors and 
primed wood interiors, and they are installed 
with a nailing flange. The nailing flange  
is set 1 in. back from the face of the unit, 
which in turn ends up 1 in. proud of the  
unsided building.

Because one of the functions of the trim is 
to protect the window, I like to use at least 
5/4-in. stock. Likewise, if there is going to be 

Slot the legs and the head. When the 
head and legs are different thicknesses, 

register the fence to the back of the stock. 
Register off the face when joining heads 
and legs of the same thickness. 

1 Toenail the corners. Place a toenail in 
the inside edge of the leg using 21⁄2-in. 

galvanized finish nails. This adds strength 
to the joint while the glue dries so that it 
doesn’t twist during the rest of the assembly.

2

Nail the sill to the legs. Attach the sill 
to the legs with glue and 21⁄2-in. galva-

nized finish nails. Leave the unit clamped for 
an hour while the glue sets up. Prime the end 
grain, then fill nail holes with a solvent-based 
wood filler like PL FI:X Solvent Wood Filler 
(www.stickwithpl.com). Complete the casing 
with one or two coats of finish paint. 

3

Mill the Sill
Use a stable material like clear vertical-
grain Douglas fir (shown here). Shape 
the stock, add a drip edge, then prime 
with a high-quality exterior primer.

Plane the face smooth. Use a power planer 
to remove saw marks and to dimension the 
sill’s flat top to equal the depth of the win-
dow’s cladding.

Straight stock gets an angled rip. Start  
with an appropriate length of 21⁄2-in. by  
13⁄4-in. stock. Rip a 15° bevel to create the 
sill’s pitched face. Lower the blade and reset 
the fence. Then kerf the bottom of the sill to 
create a drip edge.  

a reveal between the two components in this 
assembly, I prefer that the trim be proud of 
the window. Leaving the window proud of 
the trim looks cheap.

Getting the trim width correct can be a  
bit trickier. Stock dimensions (31⁄2-in. and 
51⁄2-in. boards) rarely create pleasing propor-
tions. The right width typically depends on 
the size, the shape, and the style of the house 
and windows.

The windows on this house called for a 
Craftsman-style trim design, which I cre-
ated using various reveals. By bumping the 
head casing up to 11⁄2 in. thick and by hav-
ing it extend past the legs by 1⁄2 in. on each 
side, I was able to do two things. First, the 
thicker head casing provided additional 
protection to the window. Second, the  
1⁄4-in. reveal between the head and legs added 
a subtle shadowline to create an interesting 

FINE HOMEBUILDING40

COPYRIGHT 2009 by The Taunton Press, Inc. Copying and distribution of this article is not permitted.



Nail the casing; 
screw the sill
The unit slips over the win-
dow, then is attached to the 
house with finish nails and 
screws. The legs and head  
are caulked between the  
casing and the window; later,  
the head casing is flashed  
into the housewrap. 

look. Both the head and the leg stocks are 
factory-primed finger-jointed cedar. It’s sta-
ble and weather resistant, and it takes paint 
well. I eased the edges for a softer look and a 
more durable finish.

I milled the sill from durable Douglas fir. 
The sill’s shape is all about function. The top 
is pitched to shed water, and the bottom is 
kerfed to prevent water from wicking up 
behind the trim.

Sink the screwhead. Nail the 
head and legs every 9 in. using 
21⁄2-in. galvanized finish nails. 
Then screw the sill to the framing. 
Use a 3⁄8-in. countersink bit to sink 
the screwhead about 1⁄2 in. below 
the surface. Fill the hole with a 
plug made of the same material.

just one trip to fill nail and screw holes and 
to caulk, and one trip for a final (second) 
coat. I don’t have to worry as much about 
the weather, and my body is thankful for the 
additional rest. □

Mike Vacirca co-owns LastingNest Build-
ers (www.lastingnest.biz), a building and 
remodeling company in Seattle. Photos 
by Chris Ermides, except where noted.

I made the sill run past the casing by 1⁄4 in.  
on each side as well. I plugged the head and 
the sill reveals into my formula, so I was 
able to cut everything first and assemble the 
pieces later.

I’ve used this process on four projects now 
with four different window-trim styles, and 
the results have been uniformly awesome. 
The trim units go up quickly and painlessly, 
and the painter I work with loves making 
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