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Replacing Rotted 
Beams on a 
Seaside Condo

BY DAN WATSON
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On a recent project that was typical of 
a lot of the structural repairs we do along 
the southern coast of New Jersey, we en-
countered serious rot in many of the di-
mensional and engineered wood beams. 
The beams were not detailed well for pro-
tection from the driving coastal rains we 
encounter in this region. It’s a tough en-
vironment for wood: Not only do we get 
lots of wind-driven rain, but the ocean 
air is high in humidity year round. When 
wood doesn’t have a chance to dry, it will 
rot quickly—and engineered materials 
with all their adhesives are no exception. 
Waterproofing for these conditions is not 
just about deflecting water away from the 
building; you also need to create a way to 
drain the building assemblies and allow 
air to flow over the wetted structure to pro-
mote drying. 

THE PROBLEM
The problem was originally discovered by 
one of the condo-unit owners, who saw wa-
ter pouring out of the aluminum capping 
that covered a beam above his second-floor 
balcony (1). We were contacted to investi-
gate the leak and discovered mold and rot 
in the beam under the capping (2). The bal-
cony on which we were standing was sup-
ported by a similar beam, in the first-floor 
ceiling of the carport. We also removed the 
cladding from this beam, and discovered 
similar conditions (3). 

Because the complex was less than  
10 years old, the homeowner warranty 
would cover the repairs, so the insurance 
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company was contacted. Since the beams 
are considered common elements and are 
not the responsibility of the individual own-
ers, but of the condo association, all the 
beams in all three buildings of the complex 
had to be stripped of cladding and exam-
ined. Once the cladding on the remaining 
beams was removed, it was discovered that 
many of them were in very poor condition.

A consulting engineer was hired to ex-
amine the beams and surrounding struc-
ture to determine which beams needed to be 
replaced and which were still structurally 
sound. In the final tally, nine engineered 
beams and two dimensional-lumber beams 
had to be replaced. Based on the engineer’s 
findings, one of the unit’s beams was so 
deteriorated that the structure was deemed 
unsafe to inhabit and would need to be 
temporarily shored for the rental season. 
The engineer provided a temporary shoring 
plan, and we were able to support both the 
balcony and the third-floor bedroom with-
out limiting access or use of the areas. 

THE CAUSE
The beams were clad with aluminum trim 
coil that was trapping water at the bottom 
of the assembly. Bad as that detail was, it 
might have been all right if the top of the 
beams had been protected, but that was 
definitely not the case. 

The second floors of the buildings have a 
decorative band around the perimeter that 
forms a break in the siding and consists of a 
2x8 capped in aluminum trim coil. Where 
this band passed in front of the beams, it 
was applied over the sheathing and house-
wrap. This allowed water into the trough 
created by the capping under the beam (4). 

Some of the lower beams had OSB 
sheathing on the front of them, which made 
them protrude past the front edge of the 
fiberglass balcony. This allowed the water 
running off the balcony to flow directly into 
the capping. All the buildings lacked gut-
ters, as well, so when it rained, roof runoff 
flowed straight down the vinyl siding. 

Once we had the list compiled of the 
beams that needed to be replaced, we hired 
an architect to specify new beams and cre-
ate a replacement plan. The existing struc-
ture had been built with a combination of 

both treated and untreated glulams and 
Parallams, which would be replaced with 
exterior-rated Parallam beams.

JOBSITE SETUP
We worked on two units at a time with 
a four-man crew. We accessed the sec-
ond-floor balconies from 12-foot planks on 
pump jacks, and for the lower beams, we 
primarily worked off rolling staging. 

On previous projects of this type, we 
constructed temporary 2x4 walls under ev-
ery beam we replaced, to support the floor 
load above. This was time-consuming and 
produced a lot of waste. The temporary walls 
were also very intrusive, limiting access 
and work space. 

To avoid this frustration, we recently 
started building modular supports, which 
have worked great. These consist of a bot-
tom beam to distribute the load across the 

floor; adjustable Lally columns; and an ad-
justable support beam across the top (5). 

The bottom beam is a 2x12 plate with a 
2x4 on edge making an upside-down T. Over 
this, we put an upside-down U made with 
two 2x4 sides and a 3/4-inch-plywood top. Es-
sentially, we have three 2x4s for bearing on 
a 2x12 plate, but the assembly is sectional, 
so it’s not too heavy to move from job to job. 

The top support beam is made with light-
gauge steel that fits into an upside-down-U 
pocket consisting of a 2x12 plate and two 
2x6s on edge. We drilled slots in the 2x6s and 
a hole in the steel beam for a pin (6). The top 
plate is screwed to the ceiling framing, and 
then the beam is slid in and hangs until the 
posts are installed. For this project, the posts 
were set at just under a 12-foot span. We have 
a third pole for the center if needed to sup-
port loads across longer spans. 

To prevent damage to the fiberglass decks 
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on this job, we laid down slip-resistant can-
vas drop cloths and 5/8-inch plywood for a 
working surface, which we installed before 
setting our temporary supports. 

THE SOLUTION
After removing the aluminum capping, sid-
ing, and soffits, we discovered that much of 
the surrounding sheathing and some of the 
framing was also compromised (7). We had 
included most of this in our scope of work, 
as we had assumed that if the beams were 
wet, the areas around them would be also. 

Removing the beams required cutting 
through a lot of nails, many of which were 
hidden or difficult to access. In the upper 
beams, there were toenails that secured the 
trusses above and the 6x6 posts and king and 
jack studs below. A couple of the beams also 
held drywall screws, which led to drywall 
repairs and repainting on interior walls. 

On the lower beams, we removed and 
disposed of the hangers, as well as toenails, 
that secured the balcony joists. (We would 
later replace them with stainless steel hang-
ers and fasteners because we were close to 
the ocean.) The plywood for the fiberglass 
balcony was nailed into the top of the beam, 
and finish nails secured a 1-by fascia board 
to the exterior face of the beam. The beams 
sat on bearing walls at each end and were 
nailed off to these wall plates.

In addition to all those fasteners, we had 
to cut or remove multiple straps between 
the beam and surrounding framing, along 
with lag bolts that attached the balcony rail-
ing posts. To cut the fasteners, we relied on 
a combination of reciprocating saws, oscil-
lating tools, and grinders. 

After all of the fasteners were out of the 
way, we were able to cut the old beams out. 
Some of them came out in two pieces and 

were easy to remove, while others had to be 
cut into multiple pieces and required much 
more time and effort.

Once we had a clean space (8), fitting 
the new beams required some finesse. The 
old beams had compressed at their bearing 
points, and the new beams did not always 
have the necessary clearance. But this is 
where the adjustable columns used for our 
temporary supports came into play and 
made the job simple: We were able to slight-
ly lift the structure with the screw jacks to 
gain the space we needed. 

Once the new beams were in place (9), we 
partially loaded them before nailing them 
off and removing the temporary supports. 

To protect all the new beams from water 
and prevent a repeat of the rot, we installed 
Home Slicker, a matrix-type rainscreen, 
to the exterior side of the beam (10). We 
then installed 2-inch-wide strips of 3/4-inch 
marine plywood before attaching a 2x8 
band. This assembly allows for unrestricted 
water flow for rainwater or snow melt that 
makes its way past the siding and flashings, 
and it provides plenty of room for air flow 
for drying. 

On the inside of the beam, we installed 
Tyvek housewrap to isolate the aluminum 
trim coil from the pressure-treated beams. 
On the bottom of the beam, we installed 
vented soffit to allow water out and air in; 
and for both the exterior and interior sides 
of the upper beams, we used L-shaped bends 
of aluminum capping (11). On the exterior, 
we installed a Z-bend that was taped to the 
sheathing under the housewrap and bent 
over the top edge of the band board. This will 
force any water that makes its way behind 
the siding to the outside above the beam. 
On the lower beams, the capping was slid 
between the fiberglass fascia and the beam 
to limit water getting between the cladding 
and the beam. 

All damaged sheathing was replaced 
with water-resistant Zip sheathing before the 
housewrap was repaired and the siding rein-
stalled. While removing the siding and sof-
fits, we had labeled all the pieces, which made 
putting them back together much easier. 

Dan Watson is a remodeling contractor based in 
Glendora, N.J.
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Cripple-Wall Failure

In 30-plus years as a house mover in the 
San Francisco Bay Area, Phil Joy has ac-
complished some impressive feats. He once 
dragged a three-story Victorian several 
miles overland from Napa, Calif., to the wa-
ter, then floated the house by barge down 
to the town of Benicia and set the build-
ing down on a new foundation. For moves 
through narrow streets with overhanging 
obstructions in Berkeley and Oakland, Joy 
has sliced houses in half—sometimes ver-
tically and sometimes horizontally—and 
then spliced them together again when he 
reached the destination.

But some house lifts are just that: lifts. 
Tens of thousands of old wood-framed 
houses in the Bay Area were built with 
their first floors raised on short cripple 
walls set on shallow concrete footings. In 
earthquakes, failure of these cripple walls 
is common—enough so that reinforcing 

cripple walls against lateral forces is a 
whole niche of its own in the San Francisco 
market. (JLC has covered cripple-wall rein-
forcement before: see “Seismic Retrofit for 
Cripple Walls,” Apr/06.)

But it doesn’t take an earthquake for 
some cripple walls to fail. Recently, Joy 
has been called to lift two houses for 
which cripple walls had collapsed, seem-
ingly without provocation. In one case, in 
Oakland, the house was vacant after the 
owners had passed away; while the family 
was deciding how to handle the building, 
it simple toppled off its cripple wall in the 
middle of the night.

In another case, in Berkeley, the home-
owner was at home watching television 
when he felt the house slip and heard the 
wrenching noise of gutters and underfloor 
plumbing giving way. Suddenly, he found 
himself taking an unplanned elevator ride: 

In a few seconds, the house shifted over  
3 feet and fell 3 feet, crushing utility pipes 
and underfloor equipment against the 
ground. In each case, the owners called 
Phil Joy.

“Right now it seems like we’re having 
an epidemic of hundred-year-old buildings 
falling down,” Joy told JLC in an email. 
“This is due to flawed underfloor fram-
ing. The buildings typically have redwood 
V-rustic siding on the lower 3 feet. They 
don’t have plywood sheathing. The V-rus-
tic siding below the floor line doesn’t have 
much shear capacity to begin with, and the 
redwood rusts the nails. So when the nails 
rust, the houses have a tendency to lean 
over and slowly fall down.”

Lifting a house that has fallen off its 
cripple wall is challenging, Joy told JLC. 
“There’s no way to get beams under the 
house, since it’s on the ground. But we 

BY TED CUSHMAN
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Many existing cripple walls in the San 
Francisco Bay Area are deteriorated to the 
point of collapse. “V Rustic” lap siding is 
rotted (1), and nails are corroded (2). To 
lift a house after its cripple walls fail, Joy 
has to lever the building up one side at a 
time (3). When the building is raised and 
oriented over its footing, he suspends the 
house on cribbing to allow reconstruction 
of the foundation and cripple wall (4). 
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developed a process where we put 8-inch 
angle irons on the side of the building under 
the floor joist, and rock up one side with our 
hydraulic step jacks. After we rock up one 
side, we install a steel beam about 4 feet in 
from the side of the building.”

Beam location is determined by the floor-
joist size and the weight of the building, Joy 
said (after decades in the industry, he has 
a feel for how a building will balance). “If 
the beams are too far in under the building, 
it will sag on the outside; if the beams are 
too far out, it will sag in the middle; if the 
beams are in the right position, everything 
is perfectly straight.”

Once he has one side of the building le-
vered up off the ground, said Joy, “we start 
the process on the other side: rock the build-
ing up, and put in another steel beam. Now 
that we have two steel beams underneath the 
building, we hook up to the unified jacking 
machine and raise it straight up, and then 
roll it back over the foundation on rollers.”

No two houses fall in the same direction, 
Joy said, so re-aligning each house with its 
foundation is an art. Homes often have to 
be pivoted, which requires the rollers to be 
placed in a radial fan configuration that lets 
the house spin as well as move laterally.

When the house is up off the ground and 
properly aligned, a foundation contractor 
can come in to replace the concrete foot-
ings, and a framing contractor can rebuild 
the cripple walls. The new work, of course, 
is typically superior to the original failed 
structure: Current seismic codes require en-
gineered footings and cripple walls capable 
of withstanding earthquake forces.

Ted Cushman is a senior editor at JLC.


