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Foreword
Why I wrote this book and why you should read it
Having been in the deck business for over ten years, I feel it
is a terrible shame when I see a deck that is gray and beaten
up, with lifting nails and boards that are falling apart. It’s
shocking. All that beautiful wood wasted! I have a passion for
decks – I like being outdoors with family and friends, and I
love wood – and I believe that leaving your deck gray is so
unnecessary. But it doesn’t have to be that way. That’s why I
wrote this book.
You might think it is too much of a hassle, too complicated or
too expensive to have your deck refinished. By contrast,
many clients think deck refinishing and repair is a simple job
that just needs to get scheduled. The truth is, it is somewhere
in the middle. It’s a bit tricky, has some risk of failure, takes
significant effort and skill, and requires great attention to
detail. There’s plenty of scope for problems and we’ve made a
few painful mistakes over the years. This books aims to give a
balanced indication of the difficulty of refinishing and repair.
There are plenty of books about building a deck and staining
it for the first time. But you I bet you already have a deck and
you need to know how to get it refinished and repaired. There
is a shortage of well-organized information on how to do that.
This book aims to fill that gap, and is why I think you should
read it. It should be a useful start to your research. It’s less
than 100 pages – how long can that take?
Many people worry that it might be a nightmare dealing with
a contractor. It doesn’t need to be. This book makes some
suggestions there, too.
Cynics will no doubt assume this is a selling book designed to
sell my company’s services. Actually, I hate sales pitches,
too, so I promise there will be no sales pitch in the book. And
I pledge that all the proceeds from the book will go to the
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Loma Prieta Education Fund in Los Gatos. Frankly, I have a
passion for decks and like to help people. If you live outside a
25 miles radius from Los Gatos in California, then my
company can’t do your deck anyway. You might be a devoted
do-it-yourselfer. I do think most people would be better off
with a contractor doing the work but there are lots of useful
tips for you here. There will also be plenty of people who just
don’t have the time, skill or desire to refinish or repair their
deck, but who need to understand the process. As we get
older, many of us want to make sure we hand over our hardwon learnings to others. I hope you find this book helpful.
Not every contractor or homeowner will agree with my
thoughts. There is room for many personal opinions. While a
short book like this can’t hope to cover absolutely everything
I have learned in 450 decks over more than 10 years, this is
the very best information I can provide. I made a big error on
my very first deck and got help from a local deck contractor
to fix it (thanks, Al). As a way of returning the favor, I will be
happy to help you with a short email if you need advice,
especially if you will let me know how this book could better
meet your needs.
As you read this book, remember that deck work is about
three things: making it look good, making it last, getting it
done. So let’s clear the decks and let’s get to work!

Rupert
“The Summit Deck Doctor”
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Why Doing Nothing is a Bad Idea
If you do nothing, your deck will rot away. And faster than
you might think. Decks are valuable things and are highly
valued by the next buyers of your home and their realtors.
They are worth the effort to keep them refinished.
Here are three reasons why:
Saves money. One of my clients replaced their deck twice in
24 years because it rotted and failed. They asked me to
refinish the third deck and protect it. Refinishing a deck costs
a tenth as much as replacing a deck. You get three times the
life out of it and no-one has to grow all those replacement
trees. It makes financial sense to keep your deck nicely
finished.
Makes money. You’d change the carpets before selling
wouldn’t you? Why not the deck, too? One client had just
bought their house and the previous owner had not stained
the deck which was in a bad way. We refinished it for them
for $2,800. I asked the realtor how much more the house
would have been worth if the previous owner had had the
deck refinished before selling. He estimated it at $18,000, i.e.
a return of 6 times their money. That pays for the realtor!
Also, if your neighboring houses all have their decks
refinished and are for sale, theirs are going to sell first. It
makes financial sense to refinish your deck when selling.
More enjoyable things to spend time on. Refinishing a deck
makes it safer and makes it look more inviting. Many people
have lovely homes with nice tidy interiors but they are
embarrassed about their ratty old decks; that doesn’t need to
be you. That gray stuff is mostly fungus and it leaves marks
on your guests’ clothes and around your house when they
bring it in; yuck! Raised nails, splinters, uplifted and dropping
boards, floppy handrails are all safety hazards you can avoid.
I have seen where a wife wouldn’t let her husband invite
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friends around because the deck was in too bad a shape. And
there should be no reason your grand-daughters can’t come
over any more.
If you do nothing, your deck boards will go gray, the soft
tissue between the tree rings (=the grain) will be eaten away,
and the wood will get damp and soften. Then the termites
move in.
So what makes wood go gray? There are three reasons (you
can research these on the web):




Weathering. This is UV attack by sunlight on the
cellulose and lignin, bleaching out the color and
breaking bonds across fibers.
Dirt. Enough said.
Mildew. Same thing as fungus or rot.

My “East Coast refugee” clients often say that they like the
grayness of wood and talk about its naturalness. They swear
that weathering doesn’t lead to rot. That may be true on the
East Coast (perhaps in the salt air near the coast, according
to articles on the web), but wood sure rots fast unprotected in
northern California.
My experience is that fungus (or mildew if you like) is the
main cause of grayness. You can see this when you drop a
tiny drop of bleach onto a gray deck: it goes white
immediately which indicates a biological cause of the gray
coloration.
The main purposes of stain are to protect the wood from UV
attack, to cause water to disperse, and to coat the wood with
a fungicide. In addition, by coating the wood, stain will stop it
drying out by keeping the wood at the right moisture content.
This will reduce splintering and warping. And it will make it
look nice by adding color back the wood!
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The key is to refinish the deck before the deck goes gray
because the deck is being exposed to the elements.
So how often would you have to do this? Cheap stains applied
without care are significantly faded at the end of the first
year, and 98% disappeared by the end of the second year.
Amazing, eh? So you would have to refinish every 2 years.
Some people refinish every year. Or, you could use a better
stain, applied carefully and you should be able to get twice as
much life as that, maybe even more. Better stains can
sometimes give you exceptional life: one deck we did 10
years ago still looks quite passable to my very demanding
client.

Either way, start refinishing when you see gray patches.
Whatever you do, don’t ignore your deck and do nothing!
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Glossary of Terms
The sketches below define some of the terms used in the
book. There is some variability in the industry as to what
everything means, so this should reduce confusion.

Cross-section through a deck.
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Arbor

Please note:
FAQ=Frequently Asked Questions
Refinishing=the process of putting a finish onto the deck.
Other people use these phrases interchangeably: including
cleaning, sealing, re-coloring and staining.
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Structure of this book
The book has three parts:
 PART 1: Preparing your Deck
 PART 2: Staining your Deck
 PART 3: Getting it done.
Navigating through the book. You can see which part you are
in by seeing the bold part of the header:
Foreword

Preparing
Your
Deck

Staining
Your
Deck

Getting
it
Done

Afterword

Also, the sections have this hierarchy format, which I hope
you find helpful.

Chapter

Section
SubSection
.
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PART 1:
Preparing your Deck
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Before you stain the deck and handrails, you need to get prep
work done. There are three elements of this:




Doing the Repairs
Cleaning the Deck
Doing Other Possible Prep Work
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Doing Repairs
There are three areas to look at when repairing your deck:
 Fixing Deck Boards
 Fixing Structure
 Fixing Handrails
Let’s look at these in turn:
Fixing Deck Boards
Lifting nails and boards. Nails lift because the boards flex as
you walk on them and this eases the nails up. The ends of the
boards lift up as they dry out when the nails can no longer
hold them down. Once nails are up, they rarely stay down as
the friction has now gone. The answer is to gently bang all
the nails down and then insert a powder-coated screw
between the two screws. You’ll want proper powder-coated
screws (not zinc-coated) as those screws will leave nasty rust
marks (=dark gray smudges) in the wood. The powdercoated screws cost rather more, but they are so much better.
Dropping boards. Where boards butt up against each other,
you can often find that when you tread on one end of the
board, it will drop a little. This is because the joist on which it
is resting has become rotten and cannot resist the board any
more. The answer is to go below the deck and insert a board,
known as a “sister”, which is screwed into the side of the joist
and the board is then screwed into this from above. That will
support the end of the board.
Replacing rotten boards. Sometimes you will see one board all
on its own rot or crack. Often you will see sogginess at the
end of the board where water got in through the end grain.
It’s often best to replace the rotted part of the board if it is
weak, and do this before staining if possible. Extracting a
single board can be tricky as you want to avoid cutting into
the boards on each side. You will want to be very careful with
your SkilSaw, Sawzall, or jigsaw when taking them out. I
usually have to advise clients not to be tempted to start
15
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replacing all the boards on a deck; that gets expensive really
quickly! Use Redwood boards, not cheaper Douglas Fir, which
does not have the sap that is much more resistant to fungal
attack. I recommend you use “Con Heart” redwood, rather
than the cheaper “Con Common” redwood boards; the latter
often splits as the board is part made up of the red core of
the tree and part of the lighter-colored outer part of the tree
and the two parts often crack apart along the grain the next
year.
FAQ
Can’t you just flip the boards over? Instead of refinishing, one
idea, used in the past, is to gently pull up the deck boards
and turn them over one by one. They will of course fit into the
exact same space. (You have to label them or do them one by
one, or else you will spend a lot of time refitting them). This
idea being that the nice wood, not battered by decades of
exposure to the sun, will be on top. There are several
problems with this approach: taking out nails that aren’t
sticking up is very difficult (the claw of your crowbar will hack
a chunk out of the wood), it is very hard to push up the
planks from below by hitting it with a hammer, those screws
in it are probably rusty and the heads often break up when
you put a cordless drill on them, and the wood is often so
damaged that it breaks up where the line of nails is. Nice idea
but doesn’t seem to work.
Can’t I just replace all the deck boards? Instead of refinishing,
why not forget about it for a while, and then just replace all
the deck boards? In my experience, if the deck boards are
rotted, then the understructure is also in a bad way. Which
means you might as well replace the whole thing. I am
sometimes asked about replacing the deck boards with a
composite (=plastic) boards, like Trex. The problem is, they
are not as rigid as wood and need to have joists no more than
16 inches apart (building code for Redwood is 24-30 inches),
which means you have to add an awful lot of structure as well
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as expensive composite boards. It is rarely economically
feasible to do this.
Fixing Structure
You may have real structural issues with your deck, which are
beyond this short guide. I have had my foot fall through a
deck covered in thick green mold – it was too far gone to
save. The following repairs are the minor fixes you should
consider before refinishing.
Sistering rotten joists. Over the years, water sits below the
boards where they meet the joists. This usually means that
eventually the top half an inch of the joist become soft. We
have already seen this effect locally where the board ends
drop down under your foot. The solution is similar, except
with a much longer sister.
Replacing rotten posts. In the old days posts were made of
redwood. But eventually this rotted and was attacked by
termites. The answer is to jack up the joists and beams
around the post, swap in a new post, then drop it down and
secure it.
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A bit of a structural issue with the posts!

18

Foreword

Preparing
Your
Deck

Staining
Your
Deck

Getting
it
Done

Afterword

Fixing Handrails
You may not have handrails on your deck, of course, but if
you do, they may need a little safety work. Now would seem
a good opportunity to take a look at them.
Replacing rotten handrail caps. Handrail caps, being
horizontal, get beaten up by the sun. Water often rests there.
And 45 degree mitre joints at the corners of the deck expose
thin wood to the weather. Therefore, handrail caps can
become a safety issue. In this case you will want to replace a
few boards as needed. Remember that most chop saws
cannot cut more than 45 degrees, and almost no joints on a
deck are at a true 90 degrees. This means careful planning in
order to not waste large lengths of wood.
Re-affixing handrail pickets. Many handrail pickets were
originally just stapled in place to save money. Or maybe a
nail was driven in from above. Over the years these weak
attachments can fail. It is a good idea to go around the deck
and re-affix any loose pickets, replacing any rotten ones. I
recommend pre-drilling screw holes from the side and then
very gently inserting a screw. Be careful!
Stiffening Handrail posts. Handrail posts are better
constructed these days but most handrails were bolted into
fascia which was affixed to the joists by screws and nails into
the end grain. This is very weak. The incredible leverage of a
handrail post is more than enough to pull the fascia out of the
end grain and make the handrails wobbly. If you can get
under the deck, then use galvanized joist hangers to join the
joists to the fascia (if not already fitted), or a galvanized
brace to join the post to the joist. If you can’t get under the
deck (maybe it is 40 feet in the air), then consider three
options: a wooden or metal brace joining the handrail post
above the deck surface to the deck, a brace from the handrail
post above the deck attaching through a slot in the deck to a
joist below, or bolting an extension post to the outside of the
handrail post so that it extends below the deck where a 45
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degree brace can join it to a joist. While the new California
code specifies a resistance to a horizontal pull of 200 lbs,
frankly, unless the handrail is floppy, it is probably fine and
uneconomic to repair.
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Handrail posts: probably a bit too late to stiffen them here!
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Cleaning your deck
Now you’ve done the repairs, you need to prep the surface.
You’ve heard the phrase that nine-tenths of the work is
preparation. Well, not quite, but nearly! If the preparation is
not done well you can see premature failure of the deck stain
and a very inconsistent finish - so it’s worth doing right.
There are several main ways of preparing the deck surface. It
can be pressure-washed, it can be scrubbed with brightener;
it can be sanded; or it can be stripped. We recommend a
combination of pressure-washing and brightening with
perhaps a little hand-sanding in almost all cases. Let’s
examine each of these methods and their pros and cons.
Pressure Washing
In simple terms, you clear off dirt, fungus and remnants of
failed stain by directing a small fan of high pressure water at
the deck surface and then scrub in a brightener which you
later wash off. The big advantage of a pressure washer, when
used correctly, is it can get in all the edges and clean very
effectively. It’s important to get this preparation right, so let’s
go over it more carefully.
A pressure washer is a pump powered by a lawnmower
engine. It takes water from a hose attached to your house
spigot and accelerates it; it doesn’t use as much water as it
might appear.
I’d say you need a pressure washer of 2600 psi at least, to
keep the process efficient. Electric pressure washers may not
be powerful enough.

22

Foreword

Preparing
Your
Deck

Staining
Your
Deck

Getting
it
Done

Afterword

Pressure washing handrails is always fun (not!)
Avoiding damaging the wood
It is hard to remove all the last remnants of oil based stains;
most people get used to it not all coming off. You have to
attack ingrained oil based stain very hard, and it takes
several times longer to do this. It is not possible for all of this
to come off by using a pressure washer even if you go so
deeply that you start to pull off wood splinters. Even rubbingin undiluted bleach won’t do the job. Perfectionists will need
to sand extensively for days by hand and be willing to pay for
it. You still end up with small remnants everywhere but they
rarely show much when you put a stain on top. Not all clients
realize this, so it’s a good idea for a contractor to set up
achievable expectations beforehand.
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For the inexperienced, it is easy to go too deep and damage
the wood. This is called “blowing up the grain”. You can do
this in two ways, both of which are indelible. One is to rip
splinters off the edges of a board. Another is to pressure
wash along the grain rather than across the grain. It can be
done, but usually, the wand swings backwards and forwards
and halts momentarily, causing a step mark in the deck
plank. The answer is to not approach the wood too closely,
and to overlap your swings across the grain. The key is to not
think of a pressure washer as a faster sanding machine, but
more as a washer, and don’t try to get all of the old stain off.
It’s not coming off.
Hard to believe, but gray wood that is wet, and wood that has
just been pressure washed look the same until they dry.
When pressure washing, it’s important to be very systematic
to not miss a plank by always washing all the way down a
plank. Otherwise the next day, you will have to sand it to
achieve the same finish: a real pain! Similarly, when washing
handrails, it is very easy to miss bits and it is a lot harder to
fix that the next day!
Brightening and Mildewciding
Once the deck has been washed, then you spray a chemical
onto it. You apply in very dilute form through the pressure
washer. Then you scrub it in consistently all over the deck
and, after 15-20 minutes, carefully sluice it off.
This chemical has four functions:
 It is a brightener, removing some of the grayness (note
that it is NOT a stripper and will not appreciably lighten
the deck).
 It is a mildewcide, and leaves the standing water where
the joist meets the deck boards uncomfortable for
fungus.
 It also acts as a degreaser, whipping off BBQ drippings,
tannin stains and tree droppings, keying up the deck
surface for the stain.

24

Foreword

Preparing
Your
Deck

Staining
Your
Deck

Getting
it
Done

Afterword



It helps remove the rust marks made by cheaper
screws and steel nails.
In my experience it is important to choose a brightener
compatible with the stain you are using. Be careful in making
sure all of it has left the deck surface. And be very careful in
making sure no bleach falls onto carpet inside the house if
you are doing a balcony deck. In fact we often lower the
pressure washer off the deck with a rope to avoid even the
chance of a spill.
FAQ
Will the brightener damage plants?
We have never seen it damage plants when applied in dilute
form by the pressure washer. You can always add more water
spray over plants afterwards to dilute it further. There are
some milder forms of brightener and mildewcide out there if
you really are concerned.
Can I skip the brightener chemical?
We advise against it as the stain may need the surface
properly cleaned with it to adhere properly. Most stains have
some mildewcide in them, but some don’t, and I have seen
mildew growing under a stain when the brightener was
omitted. You might get premature failure of the deck stain.

25

Deckology: The Art & Science of Deck Finishing & Carpentry

Other possible prep work
Pressure washing and brightening is usually all you need to
clean the deck. But there can be special circumstances where
you may want to do more. Make sure you know what you are
getting into before starting on these techniques. Other
possible prep work includes:
 Sanding
 Clearing between the Boards
 Checking for Lead
 Cleaning and Fungiciding under the Boards
 Stripping.
Let’s start with sanding.
Sanding.
There’s sanding and there’s sanding; in other words, what
contractors mean by sanding can often differ quite a bit.
Sanding can often be labor-intensive, and the marks of
sanding (where you have gone deep into the wood) can be
unsightly disfigurements when refinishing. We recommend
little or no sanding.
There are three levels of sanding:
1. Quick sand of raised edges. After you have screwed down
raised end of boards, if they are too warped to go down flat,
it can be helpful to sand any sharp ends. You might want to
lightly sand the edges of the handrails where people’s hands
will rest.
2. Light sand of deck surface.
If the previous owner had a painter paint the deck with
opaque paint (and now you are faced with fixing the peeling
mess), then you have a big problem. First off, check there is
no lead present (see section on this). If no Lead is present,
you could pressure wash it, then scrape, then lightly sand the
peeling edges. You might want to leave it overnight so the
dew will pull up any loose edges, the re-sand again. Then use
26
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an opaque stain. This almost never peels again. A lot simpler
than stripping (see later).

A lot of sanding and scraping to get rid of previous paint.
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A localized light sand can be useful to disguise the darker
edges where a planter or doormat sat on the deck. But it is
awfully easy to go too far and end up with a lighter patch on
the deck. It’s a good idea to use an orbital sander to lightly
feather in the edges of darker areas. You will probably put the
planter or doormat back where it was, anyway!
3. Heavy sand of entire surface. Here you rent a very large
and heavy belt sander about the size of a lawnmower (but so
heavy it needs two very strong people to lift it into a truck).
First, you make sure all screws or nails are 1/8th inch below
deck surface because otherwise the sanding belt will
immediately rip on contact. Nails need to be pushed down
with a hammer and flat countersink to achieve this. Screws
are a difficult issue: often their shanks are rusted and weak,
and turning the screws with a drill can often snap the heads
off, which then leads a sharp piece of metal in the deck.
Then you start the machine (they are usually electric). Lifting
the front end off the surface, you point the machine along the
grain of the boards and gently engage the clutch and the
machine moves forward. You gently lower the front so the
belt comes down gently on the deck surface. If you lower it
too quickly, you will grind out a noticeable groove about ¼
inch deep across several boards (very easy to do!). The
machine then sands about 1/8th off into fine dust at a steady
walking pace – you have to hold it back so that it moves
slowly and grinds away evenly! You lift the front end before
you reach the end of the plank, turn the machine and then,
with some overlap, sand down the next few planks.
You will have to replace the sanding belt at frequent intervals
(and whenever a nail rips it off). This can take several
minutes. And they certainly aren’t cheap, either. You reach
for your screwdriver, undo several screws, pull off the old
belt. Then you carefully crease the belt at both ends with your
fingers. You slot in one end into the roller, then fumble to get
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the other end into another slot on the roller and tighten up.
Phew.
Now you’ve finished the entire deck. So far so good. Now you
have to get out your portable belt sander and sand the 2
inches or so all the way around that the big machine couldn’t
sand. It is hard to put enough weight onto the sander to get
1/8th off, so you usually end up with raised edges to the deck.
You can use an awful lot of time around handrails, benches,
and steps. I had one client who spent two weeks sanding a
300 sq foot deck – he got us to do the staining as he couldn’t
stand the idea of getting the staining wrong after all that
sanding.
Heavy sanding is enormously labor-intensive, can almost
never give you a uniform surface (even after all that effort!),
and weakens the wood by removing some thickness. I advise
you to avoid it.
Clearing between the boards.
This is usually achieved by the pressure washer as it cleans
the deck. And certainly to the depth you are going to stain to.
Occasionally, you will need to drag a metal comb or putty
knife through the gaps between the boards to clear debris. It
is good practice to make sure the debris is gone. Boards
expand about 1/8th inch on each side in winter, which is a lot
when there are two boards expanding into the same 3/16
inch gap! Debris between the boards means that this
movement has to go upwards, wrenching out nails. I suggest
attaching a long handle to your putty knife to save your back.
I wouldn’t use a sharp edge like a knife.
Checking for Lead.
A recent law (look up “RRP” in your search engine) means
clients and contractors need to check whether lead is present
before treating surfaces that may contain Lead. Paints and
stains before 1978 often had Lead in them, and the removal
of Lead-based paints by sanding and pressure washing can be
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cancer-causing or lead to mental issues with children. Decks
are attacked by sunlight quite savagely and it would take a
remarkable deck stain to be still around from 1978. Unless
the deck has opaque stain or paint on it, and the Lead-based
stuff might be hidden under it, it is unlikely to have Leadbased stain on it. The simplest way to check reliably
(California has strict rules and the lead check pencil you can
buy at home improvements stores is not considered
adequate), is to remove a sample about the size of teaspoon
and have it sent off to a local lab for analysis. This costs
about $60 and takes a few days.
Cleaning and Fungiciding under the Deck.
If you can reach the deck (it may be too high) or if you can
get under it (it may be too low to get under), then you can
have a look at what color the mold is under the deck. There
are four different types of deck rot:
 Black rot is mildew – fairly common.
 White: that is mycelium, a sort of white fungus. Not
good but fairly common.
 Green rot, well, that is bad.
 Brown rot is a rare cubic break-up of the wood.
If the rot is bad, then you can pressure wash off the mold,
and spray on fungicide. If it’s really bad, then you can spray
on a nasty copper compound that will kill everything;
however this is exceedingly toxic and cancer-forming and
needs respirators. It also smells for years afterwards. Only for
extreme cases.
Termite runs or beetle holes are also things to look out for.
Stripping
Stripping is the chemical removal of previous stains. It is
highly toxic, very messy, can cause significant collateral
damage, is very risky, is slow, can be immensely laborintensive, and requires a lot of skills. We do this once every
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100 decks. We advise you strongly not to strip your deck if at
all possible.
Two different types of stripper. There are two types of
stripper out there. One works on paint products, hardens on
contact and needs a lot of scraping. This can quite easily
remove siding paint and it is very labor intensive with a lot of
back-breaking work with a scraper and spatula. Not
recommended. The other type of stripper is expensive but
attacks only deck stain not paint and can be removed with a
pressure washer. This is what we will now describe.
Here's how it works. You put on super-thick rubber gloves
and protective equipment (respirator recommended).
Importantly, you should only work in the shade or late
afternoon or early evening; some people only do this at night
under floodlights! Taking a roller and plastic roller tray (not
metal), you carefully roll a thick goopy layer onto the deck in
one direction only (not too-and-fro!). You only do a few
boards and always along their length, ending your pass at the
end of the boards. The wood immediately turns black, which
can be terrifying. You wait 20 minutes. If you are worried the
stripper might dry out on the deck boards, then gently
sprinkle water over it in a very fine spray. After 20 minutes,
you pressure-wash off the goop, and try to wash it over the
side of the deck or through the gaps. Avoid the house. Then
apply neutralizer chemical, scrub in, and then remove with
pressure washer. The boards will come out a tan color. Then
you do a few more boards with stripper. When you have
finished, you may have to strip the deck one more time to get
it fully consistent.
One disadvantage of stripping is that the wood is now
strangely absorbent and the stain always comes out with no
sheen at all which can be shocking. Another is that some oil
based stains do not respond to stripping and have to be
sanded off. I once built a beautiful deck and the landscaper
stained it with Penofin. His colleague made a mistake and put

31

Deckology: The Art & Science of Deck Finishing & Carpentry

it on so thick that it stayed sticky weeks later. The answer
was to remove each board, run it through a planer and then
rout the edges to round them off, and then replace each
board. This was a very expensive error that could have been
avoided by applying the stain properly in the first place.
Some contractors swear by stripping. I swear about it! Even
with the new high-tech variants, it’s unbelievably messy and
the process is stressful.
The deck is now prepped. Onto the staining!
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Full respirator and protective equipment required!
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PART 2:
Staining your Deck

35

Deckology: The Art & Science of Deck Finishing & Carpentry

So you’ve got the deck ready with repairs and cleaning it.
Now is the time to start staining. There are three key
elements:





Choosing the Stain
Applying the Stain
When to Apply Stain
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Choosing a Stain
You have three choices to make:
 Clear, semitransparent, or opaque stain?
 Oil, water-based or hybrid stain?
 What color?
In most cases, we would recommend semitransparent stain
that is a hybrid of oil and water, and is as light a color as
would make the deck look consistent. Let’s look at those
choices in turn.
Clear, semitransparent, or opaque stain?
Your first choice is about the solids content of the stain. You
have three choices: clear, semitransparent, or opaque (aka
solid) stains. We advise strongly against clear stains, and use
opaque stains only when the deck is very old. Therefore most
stains are likely to be semitransparent. Here’s why.
Each of the stain choices is a trade-off between seeing the
beauty of wood grain and longevity. That’s where the solids
content comes in. It is the small flakes of pigment in the stain
that reflect the UV, protecting the cross linking of stain
molecules, and the wood below.
Clear Stains
Using this insight, we can see why clear stains are not much
good. They have little of that precious solids content and so
don’t last long. This is why Thompson’s Water Seal only
seems to last a few months in the sunlight. And why
polyurethane varnishes should never be used on decks (it
flakes off very nastily a year later), and why teak oils only
last a year on wood (they are mostly clear and very thin). It’s
very tempting to use clear on a beautiful new wood deck.
Don’t do it!
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Opaque (Solid) Stains
It looks like paint but is in fact deck stain. It’s called opaque
stain or solid stain. I know, most of us think of stain as
translucent but it can come in opaque forms, too. Opaque
stain allows very little light through to the wood grain (hence
the name) and so it is very resistant to UV. In fact, a deck we
refinished ten years ago still looks good. Amazing. Wood
grain is stunning and interesting, so you would use opaque
where you have had to replace a lot of rotten boards with new
boards (and they would show), or where you can’t afford to
do much more maintenance for the rest of the deck’s lifetime.
With opaque stains, while you can’t see through the stain to
see the grain coloration, you can usually see the grain
indirectly, because old grain is deeply grooved where the soft
tissue has been eaten away and you can see highlights and
shadows of these raised edges. Opaque stains are not cheap
but can do wonders for a battered old deck. I suggest two
coats of opaque stain on new wood to get good coverage.
By the way, the reasons you should never use paint on a
horizontal surface like a deck are threefold. Firstly, horizontal
surfaces get about 5 times as much UV as vertical surfaces
like walls where paint tends to be used outside. (This might
seem strange until you think about the sun’s movement
through the sky and the strength of its rays at its peak). Paint
tends not to be as well formulated against UV (which is why
opaque is twice the price). Secondly, foot traffic on decks is
much more than walls (!) and deck stains can cope with this
better. Finally, paints, when they fail, fail in large sheets
which need a lot of scraping. (We know – we have to do this
once a month where somebody made the mistake of using
paint a year or two ago). Opaque stains tend to come off in
tiny fragments quite a long time later.
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Semitransparent Stains
The middle ground, and a good compromise in most cases, is
a semitransparent stain. You can see through to the knots
and grain structure, it adds a tint and a color, and gives
better durability than clear stains.
We’ve seen two problems over the years with some
semitransparent stains that are purely water based (not
hybrids or oil-based). Firstly, it can sometimes be tricky to
spread the pigment evenly and you end up having to do two
coats which can make it almost opaque. Secondly,
semitransparents can be challenging to apply on new wood
where the lack of absorbency means it can be hard to hide
imperfections in the application process. So brush marks can
be hard to smooth in, and when spraying, you have to use
three very light coats to ensure consistent coverage.
Sometimes it is difficult not to put a little too much stain on in
order to get consistency; this can make the surface appear a
bit opaque or maybe milky, so you don’t see as much of the
grain as you would like.
You can also find semi-opaque stains which are a little more
opaque. We use these all the time, and we get great
durability and great grain coloration, but I think it depends on
the brand.
Oil, water or hybrid stain?
Now you need to choose between oil based stains, waterbased stains and the new oil/water hybrids. Turns out, this is
quite an important decision. Nowadays we recommend the
latest in oil/water hybrids. Here’s why.
Oil-based Stains
Traditionally, stains were oil-based stains. Our grandfathers
were very familiar with this form of wood preservation. Being
thin, it would penetrate the wood well. And, not having much
pigment, it would allow fabulous views of the grain. Many
contractors still use them (even we do occasionally).
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However, their very thinness means they don’t last long (a lot
of fading in one year, almost 98% gone completely by the
end of the second year). That can be hard to take when there
is so much work involved: you have to rub back the stain four
times, the stuff dries slowly on drop cloths (giving a lot of drip
headaches), and equipment needs to be very carefully
cleaned with inflammable chemicals, and so on. You may
want to read more on the difficulties of applying oil based
stains in the chapter on “Staining the Deck Surface.” Before
you choose oil-based stains. And then you have to do it again
next year, as it fades away, sigh. In my opinion, technology
has moved on and you should, too.
Water-based Stains
Water-based stains seem to have originated about 15 years
ago, as California has put efforts into reducing VOCs (volatile
organic chemicals), i.e. fumes from oil-based stains. They
promise much easier cleanup, higher possible solids content
(so increased durability). Another handy feature is its
adhesion and ability to go over existing stains without
complex “cutting-in”. Not everybody liked the slightly
increased milkiness, however, and the wear mode could be
larger-than-expected flaking if you didn’t put another layer on
a few years later. Then, along came oil/water hybrids.
Hybrid Stains
The newest innovation does seem rather unlikely. Everyone
knows that oil and water don’t mix. But somehow it works.
We have used these stains for several years and they seem a
good combination of the best features of oil and water based
stains. They offer cleanup with water, they offer a strange
mix of thinness (good penetration of wood) but with enough
flakes of pigment to give good durability. They can even be
applied to newish wood. Their wear mode is to break up into
smaller fragments, which is a good quality. Possible areas to
be careful about are drips which can leave marks on stone
and concrete, and being careful not to over-apply in areas
where there is existing stain. They aren’t perfect but, with
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some careful application, we believe they are the best
solution.
FAQ
What Brand of Stain should I choose? In the same way that
you could buy a DeWalt cordless drill or a Kmart cordless drill,
your choice of stain will be governed by reputation, durability,
availability, color choices, value for money. Some stains last
twice as long as others. Some cost twice as much as others.
Some go on thicker, some on thinner, which can make
comparison difficult. Consumer Reports rates deck stains
every 2 years. Don’t forget that their “value for money”
ratings might not rate quite the way you would: durability,
coverage, looks. Also, if a manufacturer has reformulated
their stains, even if they are good, CR will not list them until
it has completed 4 years of testing, which may mean you can
miss out on a good stain. Your contractor or hardware store
will help you choose. Since the effort required to refinish a
deck is very high, and you don’t want to be doing this again
next year, I advise you strongly to go for a more expensive
stain; you get what you pay for.
What is a sealer and do I need one? A finish that keeps water
out is a sealer. There are some clear sealers out there but I
wouldn’t recommend them as they have almost no UV
protection (see later). All deck stains are effectively sealers;
there is no need to add sealers afterwards (in fact it will peel
off if you do).
Do I need a primer? No. A primer is used for opaque paints
on other surfaces than decks, where it helps block stains and
oils from wood, and helps adhesion. You should never use
them for semitransparent stains. You should not use them for
opaque stains, unless the can asks for them; you may
prevent the stain penetrating the wood.
How should I refinish Ipé? Hardwoods like Ipé, Mangaris, or
Ironwood look like they should need no maintenance. Problem
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is, if you don’t, then the planks fade noticeably from dark
brown to light tan within a year and start to warp upwards at
the ends of the boards (=“cupping”). Very hard to fix. So the
answer is to keep the boards stained. If you talk to people
who supply hardwoods for decks, they will say that, in fact,
you should re-stain them every 6 months with oil-based
stains. Well, nobody wants to do that. Which is why there are
so many faded and cupping hardwood decks out there. We
think the oil/water hybrid works better because the increased
solids content means you can get a lifetime of 3 years or
more. Less labor (if you know what you are doing) and same
materials cost.

Ipé after staining
Tung Oil and Teak Oil. Why not just rub oil into the wood?
Seems simple. No lap marks, takes a long time to dry so you
have plenty of time, and cheap. However, being thin, it tends
not to last for more than a year. Not everybody wants to reoil every year.
One coat or two? If one coat is good, wouldn’t two be better?
Maybe. Some stains strongly advise against a second coat.
Some stains are designed for two coats and you need the
second coat to even out the brush marks. If you are doing
two coats with oil based stains or hybrid stains, you usually
leave a few days before doing the second coat; you would
have to make sure the deck is clean of dust before applying
the second coat. Of course, the second coat will require twice
the staining effort and it is tricky where the wood cannot
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absorb more stain. It is unlikely that the second coat will add
twice the life as it is often thinner than the first coat.
How do estimate the size of my deck and handrails? See the
Appendix at the back of this book for an easy method. Should
take you between 5 and 20 minutes. You will find it helpful
when getting a price from a contractor or estimating the stain
needed. Decks that have never been stained will be more
absorbent and can take up as much as 50% more stain.
What Color Stain?
Choosing the right color can seem stressful but here are a few
ways to simplify your decision. Simplifying vastly, a
semitransparent stain will broadly be a tan color, a red color,
or a dark brown color. Having said that, here are over 20
things to consider when choosing colors.
a. If in doubt, stick with the color you have now.
b. Color of wood when you last stained it. If the deck has
never been stained, or it was a long time ago, then the
deck is very consistent in color. If there are porches and
steps then there is likely to be some old stain there that
is not coming off. It is best to try to get close to this
color.
c. Color of wood after pressure washing. It could be tan or
it could be darker (you can usually judge this from just
looking at it). I recommend you try to get close to the
color of the wood it will be after pressure washing. For
two reasons: you are used to that color, and when the
stain starts to go (or you dragged something through
the stain such as at steps), it will not show so much.
d. Reduce contrast. If your deck has seen a few years, or
had BBQ marks, tree droppings, or new boards, then
the deck will be starting to look a little inconsistent in
color. It may be time to go for a darker semitransparent
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stain or even an opaque stain to reduce contracts and
make it all more consistent.
e. Cannot go lighter. The pressure washing and applying
brightener will lighten up the deck a little bit, but not so
much. If your deck is dark after pressure washing, you
will not be able to make it lighter, only darker. If the
deck is distinctly dark after pressure washing, then I
recommend you avoid tan or red stains and go with a
darker stains; a tan stain on a dark deck can have a
strange and subtle green hue. With opaque stains, you
must go with the same or darker color or you will have
to go with 2 coats to avoid streaks (I suggest matching
the existing color if possible as the old color might show
if the deck stain is scored through over the next few
years by heavy objects being dragged across it, and
staining the edges down the sides of the boards is such
a time-consuming job that you can save a lot of effort
by sticking with the same color).
f. House siding color. Clients often worry about how the
deck will look against the house siding. In my
experience, this is rarely a problem. People see the
deck and walls as different planes, with shadows and so
on. Clashes of green walls and reddish brown deck
stains can occur.
g. Even a clear stain will make it darker. I like to say that
if you look at your deck now, then after pressure
washing, all that gray will go away and then deck will
be a “wood” color. If you imagine spilling water in it,
then it will naturally be darker (even though the water
is clear). Staining will usually end up about halfway on
darkness, unless you use a very dark stain.
h. Avoid anything shocking to the next buyer. While we
have refinished 2 pink decks, it turns out that neither
client really liked pink, they just put up with what was
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already there. Typical colors are browns. I would be
careful of stains that have “Redwood” in the title: often
they have a strange pinkness because that is how wood
is for a few days out of the tree.
i. Avoid cheap stains. Cheaper stains tend to be more
orangey which can look hideous. They can be thinner
too, which makes it hard to get consistent thickness.
j. Match handrail verticals. Often, handrail verticals will
fade much less than the deck (because of the reduced
effect of the Sun on vertical surfaces compared to
horizontal). Therefore it is often the case that the
verticals are in good shape. To save money, most
people have the deck and handrail cap refinished,
leaving the verticals for one more stain cycle. I suggest
you try to find a stain that would bring the deck and
caps to about the same hue as the verticals. That way,
everything will look consistent. I know some people like
the idea of white handrails over a brown deck, but I
would recommend using the same stain on the
handrails as on the deck: you won’t have nasty
overspray problems for the rest of time!
k. Imagine what the new color will look like in shade.
Reflected light from the sun on your deck dramatically
changes the apparent color of the deck: your eye sees a
much lighter deck. This can be confusing as it
effectively “bleaches-out” the difference between stain
colors, which might lead you to choose a color you can’t
stand in rainy conditions, say. The answer is to look at
a sample or stain catalog in the shade and imagine that
over your deck.
l. Stay as light as possible for as long as possible. As
decks get older, they develop more inconsistencies and
stains have to become darker and darker until they
have to be opaque to make the deck look good. You can
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never go backwards, so I suggest you stay as light a
color stain as would work for you this time. They have
the added advantage that it is not so hot in summer as
a darker deck.
m. Think about your personal preference. Some people like
lighter, some darker.
n. Try to guess which color and then bracket them. I often
suggest clients look at their deck and then turn to the
stain catalog and intuitively guess which color grabs
their attention. Then look at one stain on each side and
try the middle stain with each one in turn. Usually that
gets one they are happy with.
o. You can match any color if you choose opaque stains
You can take a color along to a stain supplier and have
them match it. While it takes a stain supplier longer
than just scanning, as you would with paint (they have
to use a trial and error which can take several hours),
they can get pretty exact. Just remember to go darker
than your existing deck, or use two coats, and live with
a different color as you get "scratch-through" over time.
p. Continue your hardwood floor color through the patio
doors. Here's another idea. Sometimes you can choose
a stain color that is close to the hardwood floor you
have. This makes the deck seem like an extension of
your indoor floor.
q. Be careful of samples and color charts. There are three
problems of color charts and samples you have to be
aware of. The first is that color charts are rarely printed
quite perfectly. The second is that much of the color of
the wood when stained with semitransparent stain is
governed by the color of the wood (when pressurewashed) itself; this means that a sample board may not
be representative of your deck. The third is that it can
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be hard to imagine the deck in a certain color from such
a small sample. You could stain an out of the way part
of your deck after it has been pressure-washed and
dried out. But remember that this will never come out
and you will always that mark there. You also have to
choose an out of the way spot that is also
representative of your deck’s exposure to the sun; a
step often works well. Also, this method would delay
the staining by at least a day as you can’t have the
stain mixed up until a decision has been made. If you
can, therefore, choose by color chart and the advice of
your contractor.

Applying the Stain
The three most important aspects of deck staining are:
 Staining the deck surface,
 Staining the handrails,
 Staining arbors, benches, trellis and teak.
Let’s look at the deck itself first.
Staining the Deck surface
First, we will talk about brushes versus other application
methods. Then we will discuss how to avoid lap marks. Finally
we will deal with the difficult aspects of oil based stains.
Before you apply stain itself, you will want to blow off any
dried debris from the pressure washing or any tree droppings
since then. You could also use a deck brush, but blowers are
more efficient.
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There are five ways of applying stain to a deck surface. We
always use a brush but these other techniques might be right
for you:
a. Roller
b. Pad
c. Pump-Action Sprayer
d. Airless Sprayer
e. Brush
a.
Roller. Seems quick and it is, but it has its problems. It
is hard to get a consistent thickness of stain on the wood, you
have to use a brush at the end of the run, and you have to
dip frequently. It is also hard to not produce a lap mark all
the way down a board as the roller is more than one or two
boards wide. The biggest problem is that the roller dumps its
load down the side of the planks leaving very eye-catching
“zebra stripes” which can’t be easily covered up except with a
brush. Not recommended.
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What a mess with a roller (other contractor!)
b.
Pad. These pads can be good on very smooth boards,
say boards under a porch. But they suffer from not being able
to handle rough wood, or where ends of boards are raised –
the pad slips out of the handle. Zebra stripes and not being
able to address edges are an issue. Not cheap, either.
c.
Pump-action Sprayer. Seems less likely to get
everywhere but the nozzles often clog up, are very messy,
need more refilling than you imagine, and require endless
pumping. And you will definitely need to use a brush or roller
at the same time. Will need two people. A miserable
experience.
d.
Airless Sprayer. You can easily spend more time
protecting siding and other boards from overspray, as
spraying itself. And it is awfully easy to run out of stain, or tilt
the sprayer head, and then the sprayer spits a large dollop at
the deck (unfixable). You daren’t touch the surface with a
brush anywhere as it will really show. You also can’t tell how
consistent the stain was until the sunlight degrades it next
year when these things will really show. And these sprayers
can put down far more stain than you can distribute. Looks
good in theory but not very controllable.
e.
Brush. We use a nice wide thick brush. Controllable,
puts down a consistent finish, gets into the edges, and you
can feather in as you approach a wall. You have to watch that
you don’t hurt your back after a day or two of staining.
FAQ
Lap Marks. A tricky aspect of applying stain (less a problem
with oil based stains that take time to dry) is avoiding lap
marks by always completing a whole plank, or not allowing an
edge to dry anywhere (the famous “wet edge”). If you get it
wrong, you get these horrible bands of darker color across

49

Deckology: The Art & Science of Deck Finishing & Carpentry

whole boards. Very visible, and indelible. What is happening
is that, if you put stain down onto stain that is still wet, then
the layers meld together. Then sunlight goes through the
uniform layer, bounces off the wood below, and comes
through the single layer back to your eyes. Nice and uniform
finish. But, if the stain is allowed to dry you will produce a dry
edge. Then, when you continue the staining, you get a band
of twice the thickness. Now, the sunlight penetrates the
double layer, bounces off the wood, and comes back through
the double layer producing the darker band that is called a lap
mark where the two layers lapped each other.

Oops, bad lap marks (homeowner ‘fessed up!)
Board Edges and Zebra Stripes. People don't think about
staining the edges of the boards until they realize they are
very visible, and often have famous zebra stripes (see picture
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below) down their sides which makes them very visible and
irritating. Ideally, you don't ignore them. If you can, use your
deck brush to get them stained all in one pass when you do
the boards. Otherwise you will have to go back with a brush
and stain them after the boards have been done. This can
take appreciable time. We tend to stain each board down its
side as far as the gap between the boards, i.e. a 45 degree
angle. It is very difficult to get more than that stained.

Horror story of zebra stripes
(another contractor)
Oil based stains are very labor intensive and very easy to get
wrong. It does tell you what to do on the can, but not
everybody understands what it means. (I made this mistake
on my very first deck!). You carefully apply the stain in the
shade or cool of the afternoon, applying a THIN coat, over a
small area, say 3 boards all along their length. Then you get a
rag and, on your hands and knees, wipe all excess off. Then
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you go stain another area and then you wipe the first area
again. You need to wipe back 4 times in all. The purpose is to
make sure that the layer is thin and not pooling on hard, less
absorbent areas like knots so it can dry properly. This is
called “back rolling” (look for the term on the can).
If you find that you have stickiness the next day, or rainbow
effects, then you did not wipe enough. The only answer is to
spend the day rubbing the whole surface with mineral spirits
and rags. After a day or two, it is too late. I remember being
called in to solve a “sticky problem”: the previous contractor
had put so much oil-based stain down and not ragged it, that
it stayed sticky 2 years later! That was hard to fix.
Oil based stains can take a while to dry (sometime several
weeks) and during this time they can pick up tree droppings.
This often causes the black effects you see on old oil-stained
decks. The answer is to rag the deck several times before you
leave the deck that night.
The rags need to be put into a bucket half-filled with water
and pushed below the surface of the water. Then you need to
seal the bucket and put it out of the sun and take it to the
dump. This is to avoid “spontaneous combustion” where rags
made from plant material react with stain that is hot from the
sun and from friction with the deck surface and could burst
into flame. This happened to me once. Another time, a local
deck contractor's truck burned down, and a house burned
down. It could happen to you.
How do I stain a balcony deck that is only accessible through
the house? I would advise using a series of drop cloths placed
just inside the door or window on which to place your stain
and for you to take your shoes off. We try to make sure the
drop cloth can withstand the worst case of a spilled gallon of
stain.

52

Foreword

Preparing
Your
Deck

Staining
Your
Deck

Getting
it
Done

Afterword

Staining your Handrails
Handrails are very difficult to do. They are difficult to get
consistent; you are constantly worrying about overspray onto
walls and windows, the deck surface, and whatever is below
the deck.
The first question is: do you need to have the verticals done,
or can you just do the handrail cap this time? If the verticals
still have plenty of stain on them, you probably don’t need to
do the verticals. If just the cap needs doing, then use a 4 inch
brush (in which case we don’t stain the underside of the cap
as it produces so many drips and the sun won’t get there
anyway).
The second question is: how to apply the stain onto the
handrail verticals? You have two alternatives: stain it with a
brush bit by bit, or spray.
Hand brushing is very time-consuming and it is hard to avoid
drips and inconsistencies. I do know a client (yes, it’s you,
Gary!) who brushes stain onto about 6 feet of handrails every
evening every summer for months, but this may not be for
you. If you have more than 6 feet to stain, I recommend
spraying.
Spraying, when done with skill, can leave a very consistent
finish and is the most cost-effective way to get into all those
nooks and crannies. The problem with spraying is the need to
shield the surroundings from overspray with a vast array of
drop cloths. This can take several times longer than the
spraying itself. It is the riskiest element of refinishing a deck
and keeps me up at night worrying.
Handrail verticals, since they are vertical, rarely get hot
enough to be a problem with the stain temperature, which
means spraying can be done during the day. We do
recommend doing the cap rail when it is cooler, such as in the
later afternoon, where possible.
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Overspray Protection: This is a critical issue with spraying.
When the handrails overhang a deck below, you will need
drop cloths under the deck surface as well in case there are
spills. Where the handrails are fixed to the wall, it can be
tricky to attach the drop cloths. Any wall below handrails is
vulnerable and needs careful consideration.
Sometimes, the sprayer will release so much stain material
that it can be very hard to get a consistent spray. Several
methods are to start moving the sprayer before releasing the
trigger, doing two or three light coats.
The volume of spray that makes it through the handrail
verticals can be significant: drop cloths are often wet with
spray. When calculating the amount of stain used for
handrails, it is at least one and a half times as much as if the
handrails were a two-sided piece of plywood.
Avoid ladder work: Usually handrails can be sprayed from the
deck surface itself, which eliminates the need to use long
ladders. This would be very dangerous on wet slopey ground
as you often find below many mountain decks. Usually the
fascia is sprayed at the same time. Where the verticals are a
different color than the fascia, it is rare that you can do the
job without a ladder and very slow careful brushwork.
Staining your Arbor, Benches, Trellis, Teak
While we are talking about spraying, let’s take care of all that
stuff sitting on your deck, like arbors, benches, gates, fences,
trellis, and teak furniture that required detailed attention.
Arbors are complicated, messy and risky. You will want to
spray them, unless you can accept just staining up to the first
horizontal. If you are having one built, I would advise two
coats of the most durable stain be applied to all pieces of
wood before they go up. However, that’s not the situation you
are likely to find yourself in – it’s already gray, isn’t it? It’s
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tricky because all those overlapping members mean drip
points, so you will have to go back over them very carefully.
It’s risky because you are spraying from below which means
that overspray can easily be picked up by the wind and be
carried onto the walls of the house. It’s messy because you
are under it and it’s going to get all over you. You’ll want to
think twice about doing arbors.

Lots of drop cloths when staining arbors!
Benches. If your benches are very simple and the underside
and back doesn’t need doing, then use a 4 inch wide brush.
Otherwise you will have to spray. I suggest two thin coats.
Gates/Fences/Trellis/Lattice. There is no way you can do a
neat job with a brush, so spraying is your only option. Look
out for overspray over the top onto your house or your
neighbor’s house – use a spray shield!
Teak Furniture. The traditional way of recoloring and
protecting teak furniture (according to Smith & Hawken) is
very complicated which is why you often see so much gray
furniture failing to pieces. Instead of gently brushing oxalic
acid into all those gaps for an hour per chair, then cleaning it
off, and using a toothbrush to apply two coats of teak oil in
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the shade, we recommend pressure washing and then
spraying with semitransparent deck stain. The pressure
washing will lift the grain a bit, so you will want to do a light
sand of all the surfaces with medium sandpaper between
coats, but it is the only cost-effective way of doing it, and it
will last three years instead of one.

When to Apply Stain
Before you start the whole refinishing process, it’s good to
think about planning the timing. Here are several aspects to
consider.
Stain after doing repairs if possible. If you are going to
replace boards and screw them down, then it makes sense to
do the repairs before the staining so that you can do the
staining all in one go. If rain is due any moment, then you
can always do the repair in the bad weather and then stain
the additional boards later.
Stain within a week of pressure washing if possible. With oil
based stains you will want to make sure the deck has become
totally dry for at least a day or two or the stain will not
adhere properly and you may get a “white bloom” effect.
Several water-based and hybrid stains are actually best
applied while the deck is still damp (but no puddles!), a bit
like the way blotting paper spreads out ink more evenly.
However, it is hard to avoid dirt being brought onto the deck
when everything is wet nearby. Also, after a hard day’s work
pressure-washing, your workers are usually wet and
exhausted and don’t want to move on to staining. Most
people come back the next day when the deck is dry. I think
you could wait up to 6 weeks when the deck starts to go gray
with mildew, but I would advise against it. A week or so
should be fine, if needed.
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Don’t stain when deck is in direct sunlight or too hot. We’ve
learned this lesson the hard way. Stains should not be applied
when the surface temperature is too hot to hold your hand on
for 15 seconds. This means no direct sunlight on the deck
until later in the afternoon. (In fall, the sun is often low in the
sky earlier in the afternoon and the heat accumulated is
minimal). If it is too hot, then the lighter elements of the
stain evaporate and the penetration is much reduced; this
means the stain may come off next year. We discovered this
to our cost and had to re-do several decks at our expense,
including a 5,000 square feet deck (two coats; ouch!). (In
fact it almost sank our business). You can double the
durability by following this rule of avoiding direct sunlight,
thus halving the cost of deck staining. You would also be
following the instructions on the can (always a good idea!).
We think it’s a good idea to apply stain in the later afternoon
and evening, but some contractors like to work early in the
morning. It’s a balance between waiting for the dew to burn
off, and having enough time to stain the deck before it gets
too hot. However, staining timing also depends on where the
deck in question faces. In the morning east-facing decks will
have weak sunlight until 10:30am and may be in shade after
3pm if the house puts it into shade. West-facing decks may
be in shade until noon and then have weak sunlight after
4pm. Sometimes, it is possible to stain different parts of the
deck as the shade moves around the building.
Finish staining early in the afternoon in fall. You will want to
make sure work is finished earlier so that there is at least two
hours above 55 degrees for the stain to become at least
touch-dry before the sun goes down, temperatures drop too
low and certainly before the morning dew comes down. In the
fall, you will want to stop about 3pm. Stains can take quite
some time to fully set-up. Most water based stains will be
touch-dry within an hour and set up nicely in 24 hours in
summer, and maybe in 3 days at cooler times. Freezing or
near-freezing weather at night will produce white marks in
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water-based stains which require extensive scrubbing across
the surface; not advised. Oil based stains can take 2 weeks to
fully dry.
Watch out for Rain/Dew/Moisture. You obviously don’t want
rain, fog, or dew, to land on your freshly stained deck.
Manufacturers usually say “do not stain when rain due within
24 hours”. These water forms will permanently destroy oil
based finishes with a white bloom that doesn’t go away.
Water based stains can usually survive these if the surface
went touch-dry before the onset of rain/fog/dew. The surface
should not be walked on, and will almost always set up well
when the deck dries out. Occasionally you will get it wrong:
once I finished a deck at 4pm in the fall and the fog came in a
day early and washed all of the stain off (big brown puddles
under the deck the next day) and left the red pigment (the
heaviest part of the pigment I suppose) on the deck. The
client asked me if we had slaughtered a goat on the deck.
Very funny, ha-ha. We had to re-stain the entire deck.
Worked out OK, though, and the client still loves us. A lesson
learned.
Try not to stain between November and April.
Unless you have a reliable weather forecast of a good run of 5
days or so of unseasonal weather, I wouldn’t stain in these
months in Northern California. It’s too risky. You would be
amazed how many people still phone me in early November,
though! Not being able to refinish 6 months a year is why
there are few deck refinishing specialists, by the way, which
shows their commitment (in my opinion, anyway!).
Avoid Windy Days. It’s best to stay at home when it’s windy.
Spraying with wind around is asking for trouble, as you could
spray the house. And the wind will often make trees and
bushes shed their load all over your deck. You will be cursing
flowers and evergreen trees forever!
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Resist the temptation to stain a new deck for a while. It’s
unlikely, given the title of the book, that you have a brand
new deck. But if you do, I suggest strongly waiting, maybe
even for a whole year. The reason is “mill glaze”. You can
research it on the web. When a board goes through the final
planing process in a timbermill, the top fibers get
compressed. You can see this as that shiny smoothness of a
board in the light. Unfortunately this means that it is difficult
for stains to penetrate the surface fibers and get a good grip.
It is best to wait a while for the fibers to open up. The
Redwood Association used to recommend waiting 6 weeks
before staining. Many of my contractor colleagues say 3
months. I suggest a year, which can be hard when the wood
starts to crack. But otherwise you will be refinishing it again
next year – and it won’t look as good.
Two possible exceptions are these. If you are determined to
use an opaque stain on a new deck (seems a shame to cover
up that lovely wood!) then you can stain it immediately but I
would recommend two coats to get a consistent coverage.
When replacing the odd rotten board with a new board, and
refinishing the whole deck with semitransparent stain, then I
would not worry too much about the new boards and I would
just stain the whole lot, accepting that the new boards might
need a little local re-staining a bit earlier than the others.
Now we need to get the job done at last! That is the subject
of the next part of the book.
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Getting it Done
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As we’ve seen, deck work is all about three things: making it
look good, making it last long, and getting it done. You’ve
learned a lot in the last 50 pages about making it look good
and making it last. You know what standards to hold yourself
or your contractor to. Now you have to get it done. How to do
that? You have three choices:
 Do Nothing or Get it Refinished?
 Do it Yourself or Hire a Contractor?
 Working with a Contractor
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Do Nothing or Get it Refinished?
I do urge you not to leave your deck to go gray. Let me
repeat the three reasons you would want to get your deck
refinished, rather than do nothing:
Saves money. One of my clients replaced their deck twice in
24 years because it rotted and failed. They asked me to
refinish the third deck and protect it. Refinishing a deck costs
a tenth as much as replacing a deck. You get three times the
life out of it and no-one has to grow all those replacement
trees. It makes financial sense to keep your deck nicely
finished.
Makes money. You’d clean the carpets before selling
wouldn’t you? Why not the deck, too? One client had just
bought their house and the previous owner had not stained
the deck which was in a bad way. We refinished it for them
for $2,800. I asked the realtor how much more the house
would have been worth if the previous owner had had the
deck refinished before selling. He estimated it at $18,000, i.e.
a return of 6 times their money. That pays for the realtor!
Also, if your neighboring houses all have their decks
refinished and are for sale, theirs are going to sell first. It
makes financial sense to refinish your deck when selling.
More enjoyable things to spend time on. Refinishing a
deck makes it safer and makes it look more inviting. Many
people have lovely homes with nice tidy interiors but they are
embarrassed about their ratty old decks; that doesn’t need to
be you. That gray stuff is mostly fungus and it leaves marks
on your guests’ clothes and around your house when they
bring it in; yuck! Raised nails, splinters, uplifted and dropping
boards, floppy handrails are all safety hazards you can avoid.
I have seen where a wife wouldn’t let her husband invite
friends around because the deck was in too bad a shape. And
there should be no reason your grand-daughters can’t come
over any more.
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I hope you are convinced of the need to refinish it when it
starts to show gray color.

Do it Yourself or Hire a Contractor?
Now you have decided to get the deck refinished, you have to
decide whether you are going to have a go yourself or
outsource the job to a contractor. I can see that, for some
people that they would want to refinish their deck themselves
(and I hope this book has been helpful to them). But it’s not
right for everyone. Let’s try to list the advantages of each
approach.
Advantages of Doing It Yourself
I do see that doing it yourself might be right for some people.
Several possible advantages I can think of are:
“It’s a Project”.
If you are stuck in a cubicle at work, doing emails, writing
software, or constantly negotiating with your clients, then it
can be nice to have an outdoor “project.” My friends’
nickname for me is “Project Boy” as I always seem to have a
project, so I do hear where you are coming from. One of my
neighbors in the Santa Cruz Mountains likes to go out every
evening and stain a few feet of handrail. That’s his project
and his wife encourages him to get out there and do it.
Self-Reliance.
Many of us live in the countryside to enjoy the outdoors and
we enjoy the feeling of working with Nature to exist in it.
Another advantage is that you don’t have to deal with a
contractor, which could appear scary if you are not used to
dealing with contractors. But if you have a gardener, then a
deck refinishing contractor is really just the same. We look at
dealing with contractors later in the book.
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Saving money.
Well, you don’t need to pay for the labor content of a job if
you are doing it yourself. If you are feeling strapped for cash,
unemployed or retired, it could be a good use of your time.
They say time is money, and if you don’t have money, then
time is all you have to use. (However, you will have to rent or
buy quite a bit of equipment, like sprayers, pressure washers
and lots of drop cloths. Then you will have to store it all. All of
which costs money).
Advantages of Hiring a Contractor
Here are four reasons to consider hiring a contractor.
1. Better Quality Work. As you will have seen from glancing
through this book, it’s difficult to get right. Even we’ve had to
redo decks at our expense (remember that 5,000 sq foot
deck, two coats?) so it can’t be easy, can it? It’s also very
messy, no way around it. And getting it wrong means the
stain comes off next year and you have to spend your hardearned money fixing it. There’s a good chance an experienced
deck contractor knows ways of getting more durability and
better looks out of your deck.
2. You could earn more money working at your job
If time is money and if you are earning money, then your
time is likely to be more valuable to you than spending it on a
job like refinishing. Also, it could take you quite a while to get
the job done, especially if you haven’t done it before,
remembering that you really need to work on your deck
between 3:00 pm and 7:30pm every day. If you work out
your equivalent hourly rate it could be rather low. I estimate
that, even in the best case, if you earn over $40k it’s just not
worth your while to do your own deck (and that’s if you love
deck staining). This is what is known as an “opportunity cost.”
(See “Further Research” section later in the book).
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3. I bet you have more important things to do with your time
There are several other activities you could be doing instead
of doing it yourself:
a) Do you really want to use your time off on a tedious job
like staining your deck? One client said he would rather
go play golf than refinish his deck. Maybe
wakeboarding, tennis, barbecuing, drinking a glass of
wine are more your thing?
b) You could be spending time with your family. I recently
got married and I enjoy spending time with my wife.
Perhaps you have sons and daughters who are about to
leave home for good; you will want to spend time with
them. (I guarantee that working with you on the deck
will not count as “quality time” when they look back at
their time at home). Or, I could compare the cost and
probability of divorce with that of saving money by
doing your own deck, but I wouldn’t do that.
c) You could be working on more fun projects. My very
first client said he absolutely loathed painting and
staining; painting was just not his thing. Maybe staining
isn’t yours either? Maybe gardening or working on an
electronics project or riding your Harley or putting up a
fence or starting a new venture or writing a book are
more your scene. Also, summer’s not very long – why
not use it on more exciting activities that better suit
your skills?
4. The job gets done faster. Most contractors will get the job
done in a few days from start to finish (longer for big projects
of course). If you had to do it yourself, your deck might not
be usable for quite a lot longer. Unless you have all the
equipment, you have to figure out where to rent or buy it,
and then schlep over to your house. Unless you already know
what to do, you have to read this book again, talk to
hardware store people, do research on the web just to figure
out how to get going. Unless you’ve done this before, you’ll
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have to practice and learn as you go. The job also gets done
faster which means your deck is usable by the weekend
(assuming a start at the beginning of the week). And it’s not
going to hurt your back, either. So using a contractor means
your deck could be ready for that big party in time.
Weighing Things Up
I think that if you weigh the pros and cons then you might
well agree that most working people, professionals, and
entrepreneurs with families will find it easier and more costeffective to outsource the whole messy job to a contractor.
You have to be the judge of course for your own situation, but
frankly, I do think you would be mad to refinish your own
deck. Well, maybe have a go once. Of course, you will think
me biased. But I know I would not do my own deck more
than once (if I wasn’t in the business, that is).
You be the judge.

Working with a Contractor
Even if you are used to working with contractors, like
gardeners, it is worth reviewing a few points of business.
There is no reason it can’t be an efficient, even a pleasurable
process.
There are three key elements of working with contractors:
 Understanding how contractors work,
 Choosing a contractor,
 Making the process run smoothly.
Understanding how contractors work
It might be helpful to understand what a contractor really is,
so that you can understand their motivations better. A
contractor has a team which offers its services in order to
earn money, to pay rent and feed the family. Most deck
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contractors are self-employed because they like wood, they
like the outdoors, they dislike working in an office cubicle,
dislike bosses and business politics. In the same way that you
want the process to be simple, well-explained, completed
efficiently to a high standard, so they want a simple life of
their clients loving them and their work, and getting paid at
the end. You are worried about getting a good job done on
time; they are worried about making you happy and getting
paid.
The best contractors are busy with several projects at various
stages. They are getting several sales calls a day, returning
calls, and answering queries. They visit some of those
potential clients to do detailed quotes. They win some of
those jobs. Then they manage the process with their team to
completion. This means sourcing and delivering the stain,
bringing the workers over for the pressure washing, and
bringing materials for the staining. Meanwhile they are talking
to you to see how things are going for you and to let you
know where you are in the process. At the end, they walk you
around the job, make sure you are happy, and take care of
the paperwork. Then they follow-up a week or so later to
make sure you are happy. One of those calls, one of those
inquiries, one of those projects is yours.
Of course, we’ve all heard stories of a few contractors who
work differently. Some are so chronically short of cash they
move from one job to another to get milestone payments to
pay the expenses for the other job, have difficulty paying
their people, and seem to spend days away from your job!
Choosing a Contractor
Everybody is different, and that applies also to contactors.
Finding a contractor who matches your style and standards
requires a little effort. Please remember that it can cost a lot
more money to have a bad job cleaned up than having it
done right first time. Here are some suggestions for how to
choose.
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Experience. You might want to make sure they know about
deck staining. Deck stains are easy to make a mistake with,
but it is you who has to live with the problem for years.
Deck specialist. Painters aren’t always used to
semitransparent stains where errors cannot be covered up
and the edge must not be allowed to dry. Most painting is of
vertical surfaces where pooling never happens, decks are
horizontal where pooling could easily occur if not careful. The
techniques are different.
Workers Compensation Insurance. We’ve all heard horror
stories of workers hurting themselves and suing the
homeowner. Ensure that your contractor has workers
compensation insurance to protect you, your family and
assets. Licensed contractors have to have workers
compensation in order to be licensed. What price are you
willing to pay for peace of mind?
Licensed and Bonded. A licensed contractor has taken an
exam in his specialty so you know they are committed to this
work and know something about it! You can check their
license on the CSLB website (see “Further Research” section).
Unlicensed contractors do not have workers compensation
and are not bonded. (BTW, the law also says they are not
supposed to be working on jobs over $500 including
materials).
Testimonials and References. Are they any good? Any
contractor worth their salt has plenty of letters of reference,
testimonials on AngiesList or Yelp, and a few phone numbers
of past clients to phone up. Ask to see pictures of their work,
too. Clients are all different, too, and the person you talk to
may not have the same values or concerns as you, so judge
what they say by what you know of them. Also, no contractor
will ever have 100% clients who love them, and it might not
be the contractor’s fault – maybe the client did not disclose
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an expectation that could not be achieved, asked the
contractor for free work and was upset when they said no, or
failed to hold up their end of the contractual agreement.
Other Credentials. They might be a Diamond-Certified
Contractor, or accredited with the Better Business Bureau. All
good things, of course.
Warranty. Many contractors don’t realize the extreme
importance of not applying the stain when the deck is in
direct sunlight (unless at the end of the day when the deck is
cool). Deck stains only last a rather pathetic year or two if
they aren’t applied in cool conditions. Why not ask for a
warranty to keep them honest?
Project Management and Client Communications. We’ve all
heard about contractors who don’t turn up for their
appointments, get paid on a milestone and then have to be
harangued to come back and finish the job. Have they
explained the process? Did they turn up on time? Does their
payment schedule reflect their work stages? Will they phone
you to check in and let you know what happens tomorrow?
Written Contract. Have they fully explained what they are to
do and by when? Have they explained risk factors and things
that might cause issues? Have they discussed your
expectations to make sure they can meet them? It would give
you peace of mind if you at least had a written contract.
Some contractors out there don’t even do written contracts!
Milestone Payments. It’s in your interest and your contractor’s
interest to have milestone payments as your contractor
reaches certain agreed stages during the process. This keeps
your risk down, keeps their risk down, and minimizes your
contractor running between other clients in a search for cash
to meet expenses.
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Fixed Price Contracts. It’s in your interest to go for a fixed
price contract, unless there are a large number of unknowns.
You know what the final bill will be, and you don’t have to
spend a lot of time managing your contractor. If you find
there is additional work, then both parties can always agree
an additional contact on time and materials terms if needed.
Likeability. You are going to have this person around your
house for several days; you might as well like them.
Make sure you contractor uses good materials. Obviously,
some materials are better than others. Good materials give
you lasting benefits that cheap ones won’t. You want your
contractor not to cut corners by using cheap materials.
Good people. A smoothly-running team that produces a good
result for you on time is made up of good people who are
experienced and who have worked together for some time.
Not, perhaps, a newbie who is learning how to do this for the
first time on your job and doesn’t get on with the team. Might
be worth understanding this.
Good risk management. The reason there are few companies
doing deck staining is because of risk: risk of spills,
overspray, ugly marks on your deck. It is you who will bear
the real cost of risk in having to live with a big mess.
Works on your project until it is finished. You’ll want your job
to progress smoothly and not have vast gaps in the middle
when nothing is done (because the contractor team is
working on someone else’s job).
Follow-up after job is finished. There is always a chance that
you find something you are not happy with, or something that
was forgotten, after the project is finished and you have
already paid the contractor. Wouldn’t it be nice if they phoned
you up a week or so after to check in with you?
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Attention to Detail. Even if you don’t think of yourself as
perfectionist, you’d be amazed how detail-oriented you will
become when you are paying real money. You might want to
find someone who is meticulous.
Value for Money. As one of my local deck builders once said:
“You can always get it done cheaper.” Yes, but would you
want to? There are always tradeoffs to consider. Value for
money doesn’t just mean price. For example, if you could get
a deck finish that lasted twice as long, would you pay a bit
more? Risk of spills and overspray should be something you
are worried about because you will have to live with them;
you will want to make sure that the contractor you use has a
policy to reduce risks and is aware of your concerns.
Carpentry as well as Refinishing. If you can, it makes sense to
find someone who can do refinishing as well as carpentry.
Otherwise you will have to find a handyman to take care of
those repairs first, which means you have to spend time
managing more people.
Management time. You need a contractor who will just get the
job done, and not need endless amounts of your time
managing them. Proven skills and experience should be
valuable to you.
Making the Process run smoothly
The biggest avoidable cause of disagreements between clients
and contractors is communication about expectations.
Therefore it is important to manage this process. Here are
some thoughts:
Write down the scope. Each party needs to know who is doing
what. Otherwise things don’t get done because they are
expecting the other to have it done!
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Write down changes in scope. In addition write down any
changes! For example, write down your color choice! If you
have been having difficulty deciding, then, when you make a
final decision, write it down and make clear to your contractor
which color you decided. I have only once put the wrong color
on a deck. The client couldn’t decide between tan and dark
brown. I referred to the agreement on the day and put that
stain down. That evening I checked in with the client and he
said everything was great only we used the wrong color!
Turned out that they had changed their minds and I had not
kept up. It all turned out well enough, though, when the
interior designer turned up, said she loved the color, and the
client began to like the color. Phew, stressful!
Agree Start and End dates, with provisos. You obviously want
to know when your contractor will start, and within how many
days they will complete. That way you can plan your life.
Clearly bad weather and national holidays might disrupt these
dates. Other unexpected factors like suppliers running out of
stain (which does happen in summer), illness in the crews,
may occur but should only cause temporary disturbances.
Don’t forget that the best contractors are busy and will need
some lead time before they are ready to start.
Agree expectations. It is rare that the refinishing process can
make the deck look brand-new again; years of weather attack
cannot be undone. Remnants of oil based stains are almost
impossible to remove affordably. It’s important to understand
what can and cannot be done.
Keep communication channels open. It’s a good idea to have
certain agreed-upon opportunities for communication. I like to
call clients everyday we work on a job just to check-in.
Pay on time. Most contractors know that a late payment is
often a clear sign of client default. Costs are significant so
contractors are very sensitive about not being paid. You will
get better work if you pay on time.
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Don’t squeeze the contractor on price. It’s not in your interest
because your contractor might choose to withdraw from your
project, or be forced to cut corners to meet the price. Neither
is useful.
Don’t ask for additional work for free. It’s best to spend some
time on the written contract to make sure that everything you
want (and are willing to pay for) is in there. That’s what the
contractor is pricing. To make it work well, it is useful to see
this as an equal relationship. If you do find additional work
needs doing, then it is fair to ask your contractor how much
that additional work would cost. It’s almost always cheaper to
figure this out upfront if at all possible as additional work
could threaten to disrupt a busy schedule and upset several
other clients.
Give referrals and reviews. Your contractor is giving you
“wow” performance so that you will be motivated to write a
review and ask as a referral.
Agree on what is normal. Your contractor has given you a
price based on certain assumptions about what is normal in a
job. Some tasks might seem like small jobs but may in fact
be very major jobs; for example, staining under handrail caps
by hand is a real pain that costs a lot of time.
Brief your spouse or partner. It’s important for the contractor
to know what all the expectations are, and there is a chance
that your partner has expectations that have not been voiced
to the contractor. Since you have been briefed, and they have
not, it’s your responsibility to talk to your partner, take the
through the contractor’s material, and have that person's
opinions heard.
Keep dogs, people, sprinklers off deck. Make it easy for your
contractor to do a good job. Oddly enough, cats are rarely the
problem. They are curious, though. I once saw a cat walk
halfway across a deck before it realized its paws were sticky,
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which caused it some bewilderment. It then looked around
the deck, wondering whether to go forwards or backwards.
Funny to watch!
Be nice to contractors. You’d be amazed how much extra
effort workers will put in, if you are especially nice to them.
We’ve had clients bring a coffee out in the morning, have a
nice chat at the beginning of the day, even bring out a beer at
the end of the day!
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Afterword
Keeping your Deck Alive
A deck is a rather expensive and valuable investment. In the
countryside, half the pleasure of being there is enjoying a
glass of wine with friends in the evening or a cup of coffee in
the morning on the deck among the trees and views. Much of
the value of the house derives from the outdoor living space
offered by your deck. Replacing it would cost a fortune and
take a lot of time. Getting it into shape by refinishing and
repair took time, too. And the safety of your family is
important. All in all, it makes sense to take care of it.
Here are a few basic things you can do:
Spring and Fall scrub. During the winter, fungus and moss
can grow in wet dark corners under trees and in the shade of
your house that never dry out. These areas can get slippery.
The answer is to put some dilute bleach/deck cleaner onto the
deck. I recommend first wetting the deck with a pressure
washer, then gently applying deck cleaner liquid through a
pressure washer on its lower pressure setting and scrubbing it
in. I advise against a more concentrated mix. This will kill the
organics quite well without poisoning your plants below.
Put feet under planters. “Standing water” (water that never
quite dries out and can’t easily escape anywhere) is the
number one enemy of decks. Most people overwater plants
and the planters sit directly on the surface, leaving a wet
patch underneath. If you can elevate the planter, the wood
has a chance of drying out. You can also see if you are
overwatering and can adjust your watering or irrigation
system.
Fix leaky gutters. Not only will a leaky gutter cascade vast
amounts of water onto the deck, leaving it damp all winter,
but the impact will probably rip off the stain and leave a line
about 6” wide across the deck. We have seen this in a fair
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number of decks, and now I know what to look out for (and
you do, too!)
And finally, get it refinished when it starts to go gray. Don’t
leave it; it’s just not worth it.

78

Foreword

Preparing
Your
Deck

Staining
Your
Deck

Getting
it
Done

Afterword

Where to Research Further


California Redwood Association. www.calredwood.org.
An industry association with some useful information.



Environmental Protection Association. www.epa.gov.
Some information on removing lead-based stains and
paints.



Consumer Reports. www.ConsumerReports.org. Good
place to check their listings of deck stains.



Angie’s List and Yelp. www.AngiesList.com,
www.Yelp.com. Sites to find contractors. You can read
reviews from people like you.



Contractors State Licensing Board. www.cslb.ca.giv. A
way to check on the workers compensation coverage of
a contractor.



“Encyclopedia of Wood” Department of Agriculture.
Good information on weathering and choice of stains.



“Structural Uses of Wood in Adverse Environments,”
Society of Wood Science & Technology. More useful
weathering and microbiological attack information.



“Earn over $40k? You’d be nuts to stain your own
deck.” PDF from www.SummitDeckDoctor.com home
page. Interactive spreadsheet: You can work out
budgeting and look at your opportunity cost in doing it
yourself and not outsourcing.



There is more information on
www.SummitDeckDoctor.com than can be squeezed
into this little book – you are welcome to view briefings
on rot and beetles, composites, clear stains. There are
useful links to further information to help your research.
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“Home Water and Moisture Problems: Prevention and
Solution,” Gary Branson. Some useful formation on
differences between mildew and fungus, and avoiding
moisture issues.



“The Termite Report: A Guide to Homeowners and
Homebuyers on Structural Pest Control,” Donald V.
Pearlman. The classic book on termites and beetles with
some fabulous and horrifying pictures!



“Ultimate Guide to Decks: Plan, Design, Build,” Creative
Homeowner Guide. A comprehensive guide to building a
new deck. Often found at Home Depot and Ace
Hardware.



Wikipedia entry on “Wood.”
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Appendix: How to Measure Your Deck
You are going to need a rough estimate of the area of your
deck and length of your handrails. If you are doing the job
itself, you will need this for calculating how much stain to use.
If you are outsourcing to a contractor, you will want to
estimate your budget and he will want to know the size of the
deck to give you a price. The following is the method we use.
It’s quick and simple. You can measure your deck in less than
20 minutes, maybe even as little as 5 minutes.
Pace it out
You could get a tape measure but that will take quite a while
and will give you unnecessary accuracy. I suggest you pace
out the deck, instead, by walking across it.
In my experience, each pace is about 2.7 feet. Maybe 2.5 feet
if your legs are a little shorter than average, see below.
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I would keep things simple and use either full paces or half
paces when measuring smaller areas; you don’t need better
accuracy. Long skinny walkways, however, are often 1.5
paces wide and you would get big errors if you rounded this
down to 1 pace or rounded up to 2 paces. But there is little
point estimating a distance as 1.33 paces.
Estimating deck area
What you are looking for is the number of paces squared
(=”square paceage”) and then you can convert that to square
feet. The easiest way to measure your deck surface is to
mentally divide it up into rectangles. For each rectangle, the
length in paces multiplied by the width in paces gives the
area in square paces for that rectangle. Now add up the area
for all the rectangles and you have the total square paceage
of your deck.
Converting from square paceage to square footage is easy
enough. Multiply the square paceage by 2.7 x 2.7, if your
paces are 2.7 feet long. This turns out to be 7.3. Since it is
hard to be super-consistent on pacing, this is about 7. So if
your deck is 114 paces squared, then your deck area is about
800 square feet, see below.
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Ok, you say, but my deck isn’t square! Find ways to divide it
up into rectangles and triangles. If you remember your math,
a triangle’s area is the ½ (height x length), i.e. a triangle is
half a rectangle of the same length and height.
Now all you have to do is add all the areas together to get the
total deck area.
Estimating length of handrails
You’ll need to know the lineal feet of handrails. If you have a
rectangular deck and handrail around three sides, then you
have the handrail length: length and two widths. Easy-peasy.
If your handrail is squirrely, then just walk from one end to
the other, counting. Then convert the number of paces into
lineal feet. So 30 paces is 30 x 2.7=80 feet.
Complications
A common complication is steps. They are difficult to stain
and require quite a lot more effort. Often they will have facing
boards which need to be done, and which add to the area. As
an approximation, you could assume two steps is about a
pace equivalent. Then all you do is measure the width of the
steps and then count the number of steps.
Benches are tricky and need attention to the edges of the
boards which takes considerably more time. Best to specify
those areas separately, measuring in paces as before.
Easy to do and worthwhile
Some contractors will give you a discount for estimating the
deck size (if you text or email them pictures so they can pick
up on complications), and you can get an estimate without
having to wait for them to come out to see your deck.
You might even get your kids to do this for some fun and to
test their addition and algebra!
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Want to ask Summit Deck Doctor a question?
Rupert will try to help with a brief answer if you email him at
Rupert@SummitDeckDoctor.com. Please put “Deckology” in
the subject line and let him know how this book could be
better.
[The Summit Deck Doctor has refinished and done carpentry
on over 450 decks. They get called in on lots of problem
decks and have been in business over 10 years, have over 15
four and five star reviews on Yelp.com. They also have
received over 20 “A” reviews on AngiesList.com, where the
company was awarded a Super Service Award in both 2011
and 2012. They are accredited with the Better Business
Bureau and certified with the EPA for removal of toxic
finishes. 5 realtors have had their decks at their personal
homes refinished by them. They are licensed, bonded and
insured. All proceeds from the sale of this book will be
donated to the Loma Prieta Education Fund.]
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(Do have a laugh at a few of our favorite
advertisements)
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Cats are curious but best keep them off decks until dry!
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