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BY GARY STRIEGLER

When I began working as a carpenter in 1972, a fire-
place was a luxury for a home, and homeowners had 
to decide if their budget had room for this extrava-
gance. Now, for most homes I build, the question is, 
how many fireplaces can we afford? A fireplace in any 
room creates strong emotional responses and serves as 
a focal point. 

The woodwork, or mantel, around a fireplace is a great 
place for craftspeople to show off their skills. I do my best 
to make the fireplace and mantel fit the style of the home 
as well as the scale of the room. In the home shown here, 
the fireplace was located in the great room, with high 
ceilings and tall cabinetry on both sides. The client 
chose a style that featured a single overmantel panel—to 
hold a large painting—framed by upper pilasters with a 
pediment on top. The clients also wanted a raised gran-
ite hearth and granite around the fireplace opening. All 

in all, the mantel would be more than 12 feet high. 
Before I start planning a mantel, I find out the min-

imum clearance to combustibles that is allowed for the 
jurisdiction where I’m working. This figure varies from 
town to town, so I make sure that the fireplace will pass 
inspection. In my experience, 8-inch side clearance to 
the firebox opening and 10-inch clearance below the 
frieze is standard in most jurisdictions. 

As I sketch the mantel, I keep in mind how the parts 
will go together. When determining the width, height, 
and depth of each piece, I visualize how they fit with 
everything else. I try to offset the decorative layers of the 
mantel by at least 3/4 inch—a purposeful step looks better 
than a gap. I also leave ample room for trim pieces that 
run from one piece onto the next. For example, the field 
behind a pilaster must be wide enough for the base trim 
to wrap around the pilaster and die onto a flat space.

Building a Decorative Mantel	
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Once I’ve decided on the mantel’s details 
and dimensions, I make a story pole to lay out 
the actual dimensions of the sections, put-
ting the horizontal layout on one side and the 
vertical layout on the other. I then use the 
story pole to lay out the mantel on the wall 
and to make a cut list of the parts. After 
marking out the various points on the wall, 
I connect them using a straightedge (1). 

OVERMANTEL PANEL
I worked with a partner on this project and 
while he fabricated the lower pilasters, I got 
to work on the overmantel field. This man-
tel was to be stained, so I cut and installed 
a large sheet of 3/4-inch stain-grade plywood 
for the face of the overmantel panel. I added 
strips of 1-by on the sides of the panel and 
framed the panel with egg-and-dart pan-
el molding from White River Hardwoods, 

whiteriver.com (2). I installed a wide dec-
orative casing around the panel molding to 
add visual depth to the panel. 

With the overmantel panel finished, I 
turned my attention to the lower pilasters. 
I pocket-screwed their faces to the side re-
turns to conceal the fasteners. Then, to 
dress up each pilaster, I created a recessed 
panel—by leaving a large opening and at-
taching stain-grade plywood to the back 
side of the face—and added egg-and-dart 
molding around it. I glued corbels to the 
tops of the pilasters and screwed them in 
from behind (3).

To position the pilasters, I first set the 
height for the top of the stone hearth that 
they would rest on. I attached a 1-by cleat to 
one side; then leveled over, marked the sec-
ond side, and installed a cleat there as well. 
Measuring over from the firebox, I glued 

vertical 3/4-inch plywood cleats that fit be-
tween the returns of the pilasters (4). I 
measured down from the overmantel panel 
for the exact height of the pilasters and 
nailed them in place over their cleats (5). 

MANTEL SHELF
The mantel shelf for this fireplace was cre-
ated in three tiers. 

The bottom tier was a fluted frieze 
molding from White River. With both pi-
lasters in place, I made sure that the two 
sides were at the same level and nailed a 
strip of plywood on top of the corbels, and 
glued and nailed the fluted molding to the 
plywood (6). Directly behind the molding 
and flush with its top, I glued and screwed 
a 1-by on edge to the plywood to help the 
molding support the upper two tiers of the 
mantel shelf. 
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We added another strip of plywood on 
top of the first tier for attaching the second 
tier. I tacked the strip in place, and then 
checked the overhang of the plywood on all 
sides to make sure the reveals were even. 

The second tier of the mantel shelf was 
crown molding that sprang from and at-
tached to the second plywood strip. I made 
sure the corner joints and returns in the 
crown were perfect, but did not want to de-
pend on the cantilevered edge of the crown 
to hold the top tier of the shelf. So as we did 
behind the molding on the first tier, we add-
ed a vertical 1-by on edge behind the crown, 
glued and screwed to the plywood strip be-
low, to support the next tier of the mantel.

The top and final tier was a piece of 
stain-grade plywood with a bead of molding 
wrapped around its edges. It slid into place 
perfectly and we glued and nailed it to the 

1-by cleats. As a word of caution, if the man-
tel has an electrical outlet (as this one did), 
don’t forget to cut the hole before you install 
the shelf.

TOP PILASTERS & PEDIMENT
The design called for upper pilasters to 
flank the overmantel panel. We fabricat-
ed them on the workbench much like we 
did the lower pilasters. Those were topped 
with corbels, however, to give support to 
the heavy mantel shelf; the upper pilasters 
would support a much simpler pediment 
on top of the mantel, so we made them to 
look more like columns. 

The upper pilasters started out the same 
as the lowers, with flat boards and returns. 
But then we also attached fluted molding 
with an ornate capital and base to the front 
face (8). The pilasters sat directly on top of 

the mantel shelf, and the inside edges cov-
ered the exposed edges of the overmantel (9). 

The pediment was simply a long, skinny 
box that we again fabricated on the bench. 
We used plywood for the bottom and back 
and then made the sides and front from the 
same wide casing stock we’d used around 
the overmantel panel. The bottom of the box 
rested on top of the upper pilasters and at-
tached to the wall. To complete the over-
mantel, we nailed on the top of the box (10).

The frieze board below the shelf was 
next. We made it from stain-grade plywood 
with a White River onlay applied (11). Last 
were the bases for the lower pilasters, which 
we had made earlier, but didn’t install per-
manently until the granite hearth went in.

Gary Striegler is president of Craftsman Builders 
in Fayetteville, Ark. craftsmanbuildersnwa.com 
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On the Job / Best Practice for Stucco Parapet Caps

You’re always better off capping parapet walls with 
metal rather than stucco’ing over them. But what if 
your client or the project architect doesn’t want that 
look? I recently built a Spanish Colonial–style house 
near Austin, Texas, and my clients and the architect 
on the project wanted a traditional look. The roof over 
the front door was flat and called for a stucco parapet. 
The challenge was creating a parapet cap that didn’t 
allow massive amounts of water to drain into, and 
rot out, the framing. (For a demonstration of the ugly 
failures that can occur with stucco parapet caps, see 
my blog posting, “Massive Stucco Failure—Lessons 
Learned,” at jlconline.com.)

FRAMING
First, my carpenters framed the parapet cap with a 
slope draining to the inside (1). Any water falling on 
a parapet needs to drain onto the watertight roof—

you don’t want it standing on the parapet cap, and 
you certainly don’t want it to dribble down the stucco 
face of the exterior wall where it can find its way into 
the framing. A slope of 1 inch across the width of the 
parapet works pretty well. 

We used plywood for the parapet cap, not OSB. Ply-
wood is a little more forgiving when it gets wet—as the 
cap inevitably will. The sloped plywood provides a 
much-needed last line of defense.

HOUSEWRAP
Next, my frame carpenters wrapped the house in 
Tyvek Commercial D building wrap and fastened it us-
ing a Stinger cap stapler. Commercial D, a crinkly ver-
sion of Tyvek Commercial wrap, is my go-to house-
wrap when I’m installing stucco—or just about any 
facade. It’s jobsite tough and it provides an effective 
drainage plane behind the stucco. (I posted a video, 

Best Practice for Stucco Parapet Caps
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“Choosing Housewrap When Using Ex-
terior Rigid Foam,” on YouTube a few 
years ago that demonstrates how well 
the crinkles move water out of a leaky 
assembly.)

FLAT ROOF FIRST
Next, I brought in the roofer to do the un-
derlayment for the pitched roofs. My go-to 
roof underlayment for any roof I build here 
in Texas is Carlisle WIP 300HT. At this time, 
the roofers installed the roof membrane on 
the flat roofs, as well, using Carlisle’s white 
TPO, which is perfect flat-roofing material 
for our hot climate. 

As always, we worked from the bottom 
to the top when doing the waterproofing. 
We wanted that flat-roof membrane down 
before we moved on to the parapet-cap 
waterproofing.

CAP FLASHING
If your installers have covered the para-
pet with the housewrap, be sure to cut it 
back before applying any flashing. Next, 
apply a flexible flashing wherever the par-
apet cap takes a turn. The straight flashing 
that covers the parapet cap will need to be 
cut there, so we want the flexible flashing 
underneath to ensure a watertight seal. 

I typically use Tyvek FlexWrap, which is 
readily available from local suppliers (2). Car-
lisle also makes a version called Elastoform; 
it’s a great product, but it’s a special-order 
item, so I usually go with FlexWrap. 

In either case, it’s critical to use a single 
material that can easily conform to different 
surfaces. The sheet membrane we apply over 
parapet caps doesn’t stretch and must be 
carefully folded around corners (3, 4). In-
stalling the elastic membrane underneath 

makes what would otherwise be a tough 
spot easy to detail.

To ensure a lasting bond between layers 
of waterproofing, I recommend using 3M 
High Strength 90 spray adhesive. We use it 
before adhering the FlexWrap, and to hold 
down any flaps in the housewrap and the 
cap flashing (5, 6). This adhesive particu-
larly helps on custom projects, where the 
cycle time between trades can get drawn 
out. You never know how long it will be be-
fore the housewrap and flashing materials 
get covered up, and the adhesive helps hold 
everything together in the meantime.

For flashing over the top of the parapet, I 
like Carlisle CCW 705 peel-and-stick mem-
brane. This 40-mil–thick product is very sim-
ilar to ice/water shield products used on roof 
edges and valleys to prevent leaks caused by 
ice damming in cold climates. It consists of a 
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rubberized asphalt adhesive laminated to an 
HDPE cross-laminated film and has good 
self-healing properties around nail penetra-
tions. There needs to be a thick, durable prod-
uct under the stucco cap because sooner or 
later, water will get through the stucco. 

A few other manufacturers make this 
type of 40-mil product, but you might need 
to hunt around to find one, as it’s not typical-
ly stocked at lumberyards. I buy mine from 
a commercial waterproofing supply house in 
Austin called All-Tex Supply. You might find 
a similar product at a roofing supply house. 
Or you could use WIP 300HT, which is also 
40 mil thick. Whatever product you pick, you 
want to ensure that it wraps over the entire 
cap in one piece and hangs down at least 4 to 
6 inches over the housewrap to provide a 
good shingle effect (7). 

One reason I like CCW 705 is that I can 
buy it in various roll sizes; my supply house 
typically stocks it in 12-, 18-, 24-, 36-, and 
48-inch rolls. Sam, my carpenter, runs 
roughly 6-foot lengths to ensure smooth and 

mostly wrinkle-free installations. We al-
ways overlap the sheets by 6 to 8 inches (8). 
Whenever we are concerned about adhe-
sion, we spray overlaps with High Strength 
90 adhesive.

STUCCO FINISH
Before we applied the lath and stucco, we 
installed one layer of 30-pound felt. We 
did this to provide a bond breaker that 
would prevent the stucco from bonding to 
the housewrap. The scratch coat bonds to 
the felt instead, and any water that man-
ages to seep through the stucco can drain 
freely down the channels in the house-
wrap behind the felt. 

A parapet cap like this one takes some 
work and some dollars, but I’ll sleep better at 
night knowing that this detail won’t someday 
end up as a callback (or worse, a lawsuit).

Matt Risinger is owner of Risinger Homes, a cus-
tom builder and whole-house remodeling contrac-
tor in Austin, Texas.
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PB 270F-2

Premium Bathroom 
Exhaust Fan with Dual 

Grilles

FC 6

Mounting Clamps

RC 6

Roof Cap

Don’t let the roar of a noisy bath 

fan disturb their peace and quiet.

PB Series

Premium Bath Fans

Fantech’s Premium Bath Fans feature a remote mounted 

fan motor that can effectively ventilate several areas of a 

bathroom or multiple bathrooms.

Ceiling Grilles with or without lights can be easily positioned 

over showers, whirlpool tubs, steam showers, toilet and 

vanity. 

That’s simply better™.

www.fantech.net


