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The reason for the failure and collapse of
many of Vermont’s older barns was built
mto them by their owners.

A Factor in the Collapse of Old Barns in Vermont

By Jan L. LEwWANDOSKI

With the passing of each winter collapsed bams punctuate the spring
landscape in Vermont. Many modern barns collapse because of dangerous
siting (perpendicular to the eaves of a much taller barn) or the improper
fabrication of the already low pitched and flimsy truss rafters. In older
barns a lack of maintenance, particularly of the roof covering, frequently
permits structural members to rot leading to joint failure under snow and
wind loading. Even substantial, well-built, and property maintained nine-
teenth century barns have collapsed or begun to fail.

One reason for the failure of these barns, a universally present problem,
was built into them by their owners at some point in their useful life
when the high drive became popular. The elevation of a high drive to a
point that necessitated cutting through the beams (chords) which tied
together both the rafter feet and the long walls of the barn causes rafter
spread under loading and walls with little resistance to this outward
pressure.

A great variety of framing schemes existed for barns in the nineteenth
century, and some included high drives. The typical hay barn built
between 1810 and 1875 in Vermont (Figure 1.) had an entry at ground
level either at the gable end or along the long walls. Loose hay was piled in
these barns by hand or carried to higher levels by a large hay fork on a
track operated by ropes and pulleys. !

The wholesale introduction of high drives into the older barns which
lacked them began in the second half of the nineteenth century and
continued throughout the twentieth. This movement initially reflected a
desire to stack hay more compactly in order to feed and accommodate a
larger number of cattle either at lower levels of the barn or in attached
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