Random Acts of Stewardship: Tales of Care and Repair of our Garden
District Homes

The Case of the Foundational Fix

Contributor: Kahner Calloway, Winthrop Court

A foundation is important—a lesson most of us learned as children when building with damp
sand or stacking toys. Yet, unfortunately, a handful of children who don’t appreciate a solid
foundation prefer trampling the little houses instead of helping keep them stable. A trivial thing
as a child, but most don’t realize that those same children grow up to be adults, and they bring
those lessons or preferences with them.

When my wife and I purchased our Garden District home in 2021, we knew it would need work.
It would turn one hundred in just two years and had been vacant and abandoned for several years
before being placed on the market. Anyone with a smidgen of house insight knows with age
comes upkeep, which can be very expensive. Because my upbringing involved various home
renovations and constructions, the pending barrage of needed tasks was not enough to scare me
away. [ knew the electrical would need upgrading, the plumbing needed to be redone, and I even
saw the sinkage of the foundation in certain spots. All manageable. My wife and I only needed
time and resources; this lovely home could go from tarnished to immaculate. Our desire was
motivated by the touch of age on the house, but not indolence—an example I found in my
home’s darkened crawlspace.

My guest bathroom is of the style where constructors used concrete (or an equivalent!) to adhere
tile to the walls. Stable, capable of withstanding the elements, but also heavy. With a cast iron
tub, it’s safe to say it is the heaviest part of the house. Generally, such weight needs the best
support from the floor joist. Wouldn’t you agree? I would. However, the plumber of yonder years
would not. Let me share with you the horror from yesteryear.
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The image I ask you to observe is of the iron pipe used for the guest bathroom drainage. It
appears someone measured the pipe wrong, and instead of owning up to their mistake and cutting
the pipe clean for a better fix, the individual slashed a two-inch-wide gap in a floor joist, running
a little over halfway into the board. From the plumber’s perspective, the pesky wood was in the
way of his income. He washed his hands, task complete, and “his job” was done. I’m sure the
individual collected a paycheck and went on his way to lay another problem for generations to
come. | must give him this compliment: his craftsmanship forestalled the severity of his mistake.

That meticulously (and horrifyingly) laid pipe caught the joist when it broke and held it in place
until I found it years later, just before it was about to give out. What warned me was the bending
of my oak floors (both top and sub). Oak prefers to break rather than bend. When I investigated,
I found the weight was on the iron pipe and a one-brick-thick wall made to block off the
crawlspace from my basement. A crack ran down my foundation and across my basement floor.



Terrifying, yes? What made it worse was because of the pipe placement and cut, [ couldn’t
simply toss up a sister board (a new joist of the same size renovators can bolt into place to better
support older wood) and call it a weekend. Oh, no—that would be far too simple. Instead, I had
to draw upon one of my more dangerous sets when observing a problem that usually urges me to
go against the current code.

I had to get creative.

First, I placed a sixteen-foot joist about a foot away from the broken one to disperse the weight.
It only worked after a day’s worth of hammering that John Henry himself would admire (and
miraculously didn t result in marital disputes or being eaten by my pets in my sleep). Next, [ had
to get the broken joist off the pipe. After buying a second board, I cut two pieces and carefully
bolted them in place. A simple sentence makes this sound easy, but the picture would be more
accurate by adding the details of a three-by-three-foot workspace, the threat of being crushed by
pipe failure, and lack of airflow on a hot day. The broken joist had a twist, causing me to have to
run two more pieces of sister board next to the broken one, pairing two sets of triplets.

With the sister boards set in place, I purchased two adjustable floor jacks. I adjusted the weight
upward, slower than the clock’s ticking, inch by terrifying inch. My home ached from the strain,
and she let me know she felt the pressure with the creaks and groans of the wood. I tell myself
that she felt better with the added support. (Or the house was threatening to crush me. Never put
yourself between a foundation jack and your exit: the first rule of this sort of business.)



The fix took months, and I have lost weekends I would rather have on my porch with a glass of
sweet tea and the peaceful sounds of speeding motorists, horns honking, and near (and complete)
collisions to keep me company. But no. Because someone before me didn’t appreciate a good
foundation and preferred to kick over sandcastles, I did what all children do after the bully left to
find another town to destroy. I started to rebuild what was left. Now my house can have a nice
centennial without any further proble— is that a leak stain on my ceiling?

I hope you enjoyed my read and take this from it: more children are eager to build sandcastles
than are willing to knock them down.



