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evaluation of your specific house. Conditions vary from lot to
lot and house to house. Where this book suggests getting an
independent opinion, hiring a structural engineer or a
licensed plumber for work in their trades is money well spent.
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Introduction: A House You Can
Keep Steady
Most Texas homeowners do not think about their foundation
until a door stops latching, a crack opens over a window, or a
floor starts to feel different underfoot. By then the worry
arrives all at once, usually along with a sales pitch, a big
number, and a lot of words that do not quite explain what is
happening under the house.

This book was written to slow that moment down and put you
back in charge of it.

A foundation is not a mystery, and it is not magic. Your house
sits on ground, and in most of Texas that ground is clay that
swells when it gets wet and shrinks when it dries. The ground
moves a little with every wet spring and every long, hot
summer. Whether that movement stays small and harmless,
or grows into sticking doors, cracked walls, and a slab that
needs repair, depends mostly on one thing you can influence
every week of the year: how even the moisture stays in the
soil around and under your house.

That is the heart of this book. You will learn how Texas clay
behaves, how to read the small signs your house gives you,
and how to tell a seasonal wiggle from a change that keeps
getting worse. You will learn how to water a foundation
sensibly, what trees and shrubs really do to the soil, and why
a plumbing leak under a slab can undo in months what
drought takes years to do. You will learn how drainage
protects a house without drying it out, and, if repair day ever
comes, how pressed concrete piles driven to refusal work, in
plain language, so you can judge what you are being told.

Just as important, you will learn what to do after a repair. A
repaired foundation is not a house you stop caring for. It is a
house whose weak ground has been bypassed and set on
ground that proved it can hold the load, and it stays that way
best when the moisture care in this book becomes a habit.

Nothing in these pages requires special tools or a technical
background. A garden hose used with thought, a notebook by
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the kitchen drawer, a walk around the house after a hard rain,
and the habit of fixing a leak fast will carry you most of the
way. Where a job belongs to someone else, this book says so
plainly. Leak detection and plumbing repair belong to a
licensed plumber. Questions about whether a specific house is
safe belong to a structural engineer you hire for an
independent opinion. Foundation evaluation and repair
belong to a contractor who will show you measurements,
explain refusal, and put the paperwork in your hands.

I have spent 50 years in brick, masonry, and foundation work
across Texas. I have watched the same street produce one
house that never moves and another that needs help, and the
difference is very often not how the houses were built. It is
how the water was handled, year after year, by the people
who lived in them.

Your house can be the steady one. This book shows you how,
season by season.

Chapter 1: The Ground Under
Your House Never Sleeps
Most people think of the ground under their house like a
parking lot. Solid. Still. Done. You build on it, and it just sits
there holding everything up.

Texas ground does not work that way.

The soil under your home is changing all the time, even when
you cannot see it, even in a dry week, even in the middle of
the night. It takes on water and gives water up. It swells a
little and shrinks a little. It warms and cools. Roots grow
through it, water moves through it, and the weight of your
house presses down on it day after day, year after year. Your
foundation is not resting on something frozen. It is resting on
something alive with moisture change.

That one idea explains more about Texas foundations than
almost anything else. A door that worked fine in April sticks in
August. A small crack looks wider in a drought and tighter
after a wet spring. A floor develops a gentle slope you notice
when a marble rolls. None of that means your house was built
badly. It means your house is sitting on Texas soil, and Texas
soil moves.

A House Sits on the Ground, Not Apart
From It
We talk about houses as if they are separate from the land.

Holding Ground  |  4



We say "the house" and "the yard" as if they are two different
worlds. In real life, they are one system.

Rain that falls on your roof runs off somewhere. Rain that falls
on your yard soaks in somewhere. Water from a flower bed, a
sprinkler, or a slow plumbing leak does not stay politely
where you put it. It moves through the soil, often sideways,
and can reach the soil under your slab or footings. Heat does
quiet work from the other direction. A long stretch of hot, dry
weather pulls moisture out of exposed soil first, then out of
soil closer to the house.

Your foundation sits in the middle of that exchange. Think of
it as a boat, not an anchor. A boat floats, and even a well-built
boat rises and falls a little with the water. A concrete slab is
stiff and strong, but it still rides on the soil below it. When
that soil gains moisture and expands, it can lift. When it loses
moisture and shrinks, it can drop and leave less support
underneath. The house goes along for the ride.

That does not mean every home is in trouble. Most movement
is small, slow, and part of normal life in this state. Houses are
built expecting some of it. Builders compact soil, pour
thickened edges called grade beams around the perimeter of
a slab, and design the slab to span small changes in support.
Those steps help. They do not make the soil stop changing.
After 50 years of hands-on field experience looking at houses
across Texas, I can tell you plainly: the best-built house in the
neighborhood still lives on the same clay as the house next
door. Good construction gives you more tolerance for
movement. It does not give you immunity from it.

Why Foundations Move in Well-Built Houses
Homeowners often ask the same question, and it is a fair one:
"If my house was built right, why is it moving at all?"

There are several honest answers, and usually more than one
is true at the same time.

First, the weather is bigger than any one house. Texas can
swing from soaking spring rains to a summer with almost no
rain, sometimes in the same year. Soil moisture follows that
swing, with a delay. Deep soil changes more slowly than
surface soil, which is why movement often lags behind the
weather by weeks or months. The drought you worry about in
July may show up in your doors in September.

Second, the ground under a house is not all the same. One
corner may sit over soil that holds more clay, while another
drains faster. One side may get full afternoon sun and dry out
hard, while the other stays shaded and damp. Additions,
porches, and driveways change how water moves. Uniform
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soil would move more uniformly. Real lots are not uniform.

Third, life around the house changes over time. A tree that
was a skinny sapling when the house was built is a large,
thirsty tree twenty years later. Landscaping goes in and
comes out. Sprinkler habits change when owners change. The
house did not change, but everything acting on the soil
around it did.

Fourth, small water sources matter more than most people
expect. A slow leak that never makes a puddle can still
change the moisture under a slab over time. A gutter that
dumps roof water in one spot feeds one area of soil far more
than the rest. An air-conditioning drain line that drips in the
same place all summer keeps one patch wet while everything
around it dries. Foundations respond to patterns, not just to
big events. None of these causes requires anyone to have
done something wrong.

What "Foundation Trouble" Actually Means
The phrase "foundation trouble" gets used for almost
everything, and that loose language scares people without
helping them.

A hairline crack in drywall is not the same thing as a
foundation that has lost support and dropped several inches.
A door that rubs in late summer is not the same thing as a
door that has steadily gotten worse for three years and now
will not latch at all. A tile crack is not a verdict. A brick crack
is not a verdict either. Each one is a clue, and clues have to be
read together, over time, in context.

It helps to separate three ideas that often get tangled
together.

The first is normal settling. When people say a house is
"settling," they usually mean small, early adjustments after
construction as the weight of the house compresses the soil
and the materials find their place. Some of that is expected, it
tends to slow down, and by itself it is not a reason for alarm.
The word "settling" is not a diagnosis. It is a general
description, and it should never be used to wave away
changes that keep getting worse.

The second is seasonal movement. This is the up-and-down
rhythm many Texas houses show with the wet and dry
seasons. Doors and cracks change a little, then change back,
at least in part. The question is how much there is, whether it
returns to roughly the same place each year, and whether it
interferes with how you live in the house. A house can have
seasonal movement for decades and never need repair, as
long as it stays modest and cycles instead of marching in one
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direction.

The third is progressive movement, and this deserves prompt
attention. Progressive means the change keeps going the
same way and does not recover when the season changes. A
crack keeps widening. A slope keeps increasing. Often there
is a cause feeding it — a leak that never stops, drainage that
keeps sending water to one place, or drying that keeps pulling
support away from one side. Progressive movement is what
"foundation trouble" should be reserved for.

Learning to tell these apart is the heart of this book. You need
a clear eye, a few simple habits, and a sense of when
watching is enough and when it is time to bring in help.

Why Texas Is a Hard Place for Foundations
Texas is not the only state with moving soil, but it earns its
reputation honestly.

Much of the state, and especially the broad band that runs
through the Dallas–Fort Worth area and down through
Central Texas, sits on soils with a high clay content. Clay is
the main character in the next chapter, so for now just hold
this picture: clay soil changes size when its moisture changes,
more than sandy or rocky soil does. Where clay is deep and
widespread, foundation movement is not an exception. It is a
condition of the place.

On top of that, our weather gives clay plenty to react to. Long,
hot summers bake moisture out of the ground. Droughts can
run for months. Then heavy rains can arrive all at once,
soaking dry, cracked soil very unevenly. A hard rain on very
dry ground does not always soak in evenly — some runs off,
some rushes into cracks and goes deep in one spot. The result
is soil moisture that is different from place to place under the
same house, and different support is what makes a slab tilt, a
footing drop, or a wall crack in a pattern.

Texas homes also use foundation types that interact directly
with this soil. Many houses sit on slab-on-grade foundations,
where the floor you walk on is the foundation itself. Others,
especially older homes, sit on pier-and-beam foundations,
where wood framing rests on piers above a crawl space. Both
can perform well for a long time. Both respond to what the
soil does underneath them.

None of this is a reason to worry every day. It is a reason to
pay attention in a steady, unhurried way. The homeowners
who do best here are not the ones who panic at the first crack
or the ones who ignore everything. They are the ones who
learn how their house behaves through the seasons, keep
moisture around the house as even as they reasonably can, fix
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water problems promptly, and keep simple notes.

In the chapters that follow, we will take this one piece at a
time: the clay itself, the signs your house gives you, the role
of water, what trees do, what a real evaluation looks like, and
how repair works when repair is truly needed. For now, keep
this picture in mind. The ground under your house never
sleeps. Once you accept that, you start reading your house as
it deserves to be read — as a strong, useful home sitting on
living Texas ground, asking you to work with that ground
instead of pretending it is not there.

Chapter 2: Texas Clay: Why It
Swells, Shrinks, and Moves Your
House
If Chapter 1 had a main character under the ground, this
chapter gives that character a name: clay.

Not all soil is clay, and not all clay behaves the same way. But
across much of Texas, clay is the reason foundations move the
way they do. Understanding clay in plain terms will save you a
lot of confusion, because once you see how it takes on water
and lets water go, the behavior of your house stops looking
random.

Start with what soil actually is. Soil is a mix of small pieces of
rock and mineral, in different sizes, with air and water in the
spaces between them. Sand is made of larger grains. Water
runs through sand quickly, and sand does not change size
much when it gets wet or dry. Silt is finer. Clay is the finest of
all — so fine that the particles are far too small to see, and
they are flat, more like tiny plates than round grains.

That shape matters. Flat, tiny particles hold onto water in a
way sand does not. Water does not just pass through clay and
leave. It gets taken in between the particles, and the clay
changes as a result. That is the whole story in one sentence:
clay absorbs water, swells, gives water up, and shrinks.

The Wet Swell and the Dry Shrink
Think of a dry kitchen sponge in a drawer. It is small, stiff,
and light. Put it under a faucet and it grows. It softens,
thickens, and takes up more space. Let it dry out on the
counter for days and it shrinks back down and gets stiff again.

Expansive clay — the kind that causes the most foundation
movement in Texas — works in a similar direction, only much
more slowly and with the weight of a house on top of it. When
expansive clay gets wet, it swells and pushes. That push is
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called heave when it lifts a foundation or a floor. Clay does
not need a flood to do this. A steady source of moisture, week
after week, can raise the moisture in clay under one part of a
house and lift that part a little.

When expansive clay dries, it shrinks and pulls away. Soil
pressed against the bottom of a slab or footing can lose
volume, crack at the surface, and leave a gap where support
used to be. The foundation there has less to rest on, so it can
settle or drop a little. The surface cracks you see in a dry yard
in August are a visible hint of it. Those cracks are not damage
by themselves. They are a sign the soil is dry and has
contracted — the same process that, under a house, can
reduce support at the edges.

Now run that cycle over and over. Wet spring, swelling. Hot
summer, shrinking. Year after year. That repeated cycle is the
engine of most Texas foundation movement. One cycle rarely
breaks a house. Many cycles, especially uneven ones, work on
a house slowly, and in the places where movement is greatest.

The key word is uneven. If all the soil under a house swelled
and shrank the same amount at the same time, the whole
house would rise and fall like an elevator, and you might
never notice. Damage comes from differential movement —
one part moving more than another. One corner lifts while
another stays put. One edge drops while the middle holds.
The house, built level and square, is now asked to bend a
little, and houses are not good at bending. Drywall, brick, tile,
and door frames show the strain first because they are stiff.

Different Ground Across DFW and Central
Texas
Texas is large, and its soils change from place to place,
sometimes within the same neighborhood and sometimes
within the same lot. You do not need a soil map of your street
to use this book well, but a few general patterns help.

In the Dallas–Fort Worth area, many neighborhoods sit on
dark clay soils well known for swelling and shrinking. Areas
east and northeast of Dallas often have deep clay that stays
active through a wide range of moisture. Around Fort Worth
there is clay as well, along with places where limestone and
rock are closer to the surface — shallower soil over rock in
one spot, deeper clay in a low spot nearby. That mix can be
tricky: rock does not shrink, clay does, so a house partly over
each can get different support on different sides.

Farther south through Central Texas, around Waco, Temple,
and down toward Austin and San Antonio, you will find broad
areas of expansive clay, clay over limestone, and thinner,
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rockier soil in hillier ground. A low, flat lot may hold deep clay
and water longer. A sloping, rocky lot may drain quickly and
still have pockets of clay that move. The lesson is not to
memorize a map. What matters most is the soil on your lot
and how water behaves there through the year.

Even inside one city, builders meet very different ground on
lots a few streets apart. One subdivision may have been built
on ground cut down to firmer material, another on ground
that was filled to bring it up to grade. Fill — soil brought in
and compacted to level a lot — can behave differently from
undisturbed soil, especially if it holds a lot of clay. Two
identical houses built the same year can behave differently
simply because the ground work under them was different. Do
not judge your house only by what happened to a neighbor's
house.

If you ever need to know your soil in a formal way, that is
work for testing and for a licensed professional who studies
soil and structures. For day-to-day care, your job is simpler:
notice where water collects, where the ground dries and
cracks first, and where your house shows seasonal changes.

How Deep the Movement Goes
Homeowners often picture the moving soil as just the top few
inches — the part they can dig with a garden trowel. The
active zone goes deeper than that.

The active zone is the depth of soil where moisture changes
enough, season to season, to cause swelling and shrinking. In
Texas that zone commonly reaches several feet down, and in
some places and in severe droughts, the drying influence can
reach deeper still. The exact depth varies with the soil, the
climate, trees, and how the surface is covered. As a
plain-language picture, think in feet, not inches.

This depth explains a timing puzzle. Surface soil responds to
rain in hours or days. Soil three or four feet down responds in
weeks. Deeper soil may respond over a season. So your yard
can look recovered two weeks after a drought-breaking rain
while the soil under the middle of your slab is still dry, and
your doors have not changed back. It also explains why
soaking the yard for one weekend rarely changes what is
happening under a house. Moisture management is about
steady, moderate, even moisture over time, not flooding one
weekend and forgetting it the next. Later chapters will take
up that care in detail.

Cover matters, too. Soil under the middle of a slab is
protected from sun and wind by the house itself. It dries and
wets slowly, mostly from moisture moving sideways from the
edges. Soil at the perimeter is exposed to everything: sun,
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wind, rain, sprinklers, and tree roots. That is why changes are
usually greatest near the outside of the house and smaller
toward the center.

Why the Edges Move More Than the Middle
Stand in the middle of your house and walk to an outside wall.
In foundation terms, you just walked from the most sheltered
soil to the most exposed soil.

The middle of a slab sits over soil that keeps a more stable
moisture level through the year. It is covered and far from the
direct effects of weather. It tends to move the least, and the
slowest.

The edges are the opposite. Soil just outside and just under
the perimeter gets rained on, baked, watered, and reached by
roots first. Its moisture swings the most, so it swells and
shrinks the most. The grade beam around the edge follows
that soil as it moves. As a result, many Texas houses show
edges lifting in wet periods or dropping in dry periods while
the middle stays comparatively still — or long-term moisture
under the middle keeps it higher while the edges dry and
drop around it. Either pattern puts a gentle dome or dish
shape into a floor that was poured flat, and you feel it as slope
and notice it in doors near outside walls.

Hypothetical example: Imagine two identical houses on the
same street in late August, after ten weeks with almost no
rain. At the first house, the owner has watered the foundation
area lightly and evenly all summer. At the second, no one has
watered, the sunny sides are baked, and the soil has pulled
away from the slab in a visible gap. Both sit on expansive clay.
The first may show almost no new signs that month. The
second may show sticking doors on the sunny side and a
crack at a corner. The difference was not the clay. It was how
unevenly the clay was allowed to dry.

That principle is hopeful: you cannot change that your soil is
clay, if it is. You can change how uneven its moisture gets,
how quickly water problems are fixed, and how early you
notice a pattern. Those are homeowner-sized jobs, and they
make a genuine difference.

Keep the sponge in mind as you read on. Every sign in the
next chapter, every leak, root, and downspout in the chapters
after that, matters because of what it does to water in clay.
Wet, it swells and pushes. Dry, it shrinks and lets go. Your
house is riding on that slow, powerful cycle — and knowing
the cycle is the first step to holding your ground.

Chapter 3: Reading Your House:
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Floors, Doors, and Small Signs
That Matter
Your house talks in small changes: a door that starts to rub, a
crack that was not there last spring, a floor that feels
different under your feet in one room. Learning to read those
signs calmly is one of the most useful skills a Texas
homeowner can have.

Reading a house does not mean worrying about it. It means
noticing, writing it down, and watching how it behaves over
time. A single sign rarely tells you much. A pattern of signs, in
the same area, moving in the same direction over months,
tells you a great deal.

Doors That Stick, Swing, or Will Not Latch
Doors are some of the best early reporters in a house,
because a door and its frame start out square and
close-fitting. Even a small change shows up quickly.

A door that sticks at the top corner, rubs on one side, or
needs a lift to latch is telling you the frame is no longer
perfectly square. That can happen when the foundation under
that part of the house lifts or drops a little. Look at the gap
around a closed door. A healthy door has a fairly even gap. If
the gap is wide at one top corner and tight at the other, note
it.

Also notice which doors are affected. One interior door near
an outside wall that changes with the seasons is a common
Texas story. Several doors on the same side of the house,
changing at the same time and getting worse, is a stronger
signal. An exterior door that will not lock properly deserves
quicker attention than a closet door that rubs a little each
August, both for security and because exterior doors sit on
the perimeter, where movement is greatest.

Do not rush to fix the door itself before you understand the
pattern. Planing a door in the middle of a seasonal swing can
leave you with a door that fits poorly when the house moves
back. If you do adjust a door, note what you changed and
when.

Windows deserve the same attention. A window that becomes
hard to open, or that shows a small crack at one corner of its
frame, is reporting the same kind of strain.

How a Floor Feels Under Your Feet
Floors tell their story more quietly. Most people first notice a
slope not with a tool, but with their body: a room that feels
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like it tilts toward one wall, a table that needs a shim under
one leg where it never needed one before.

Trust that feeling enough to check it, but do not trust it alone.
Simple checks help. A marble on a hard floor will roll toward
a low area — or sit still, which is also useful information. A
long level laid on the floor in several directions can show
whether a slope is real and which way it runs. Walking the
house barefoot, room by room, once or twice a year and
noting where the floor feels high, low, bouncy, or sloped
builds a familiarity no single visit can match.

In a pier-and-beam house, pay attention to bounce as well as
slope. Floors there can feel springy when framing or piers
need attention, and a crawl space gives you, or a professional
you hire, a place to look directly at the structure. In a slab
house, the floor is the foundation, so slope in the floor is slope
in the foundation itself.

What matters is not whether your floor is perfectly level. Few
floors stay perfect for decades on Texas clay. What matters is
change: a slope that is new, growing, or lined up with door
problems and cracks in the same area.

Cracks Are Clues, Not Verdicts
Nothing worries a homeowner faster than a crack, and
nothing is misread more often.

Start with a calming fact: cracks have many causes, and most
small cracks are not a foundation emergency. Drywall joints
crack from small seasonal movement and from the normal
drying of building materials. Brick can develop small step
cracks — cracks that follow the mortar joints in a stair-step
pattern — as a wall responds to movement at its base.
Concrete can crack from curing when it is new.

How do you read a crack usefully? Look at where it is, how
wide it is, what direction it runs, and whether it is changing.

Location matters. Cracks at the corners of doors and windows
are common stress points and are often the first place
seasonal strain shows. Cracks in several rooms that all point
to one corner or side of the house carry more weight.

Width matters, in a rough way. Hairline cracks — the kind you
can barely get a fingernail into — are usually watched, not
acted on. Wider cracks, and cracks where one side sits higher
than the other, deserve closer attention and, if new or
growing, a professional evaluation.

Pattern matters. A single drywall crack is a weaker clue than
a set of cracks that together describe one area moving. A
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sticking door, a diagonal crack above that door, and a step
crack in the brick outside the same room are three clues
telling one story.

Change matters most. A crack that has looked the same for
five years is part of your house's normal character. A crack
that is longer, wider, or joined by new cracks since last
season is active. You cannot judge change from memory
alone, which is why the log below is so valuable. Place a small
pencil mark at the end of a crack, with the date, in an
inconspicuous spot. If the crack grows past your mark, you
will know.

Hypothetical example: A homeowner finds a hairline crack
above a living room window in September, photographs it
with a coin beside it for scale, and writes down the date. In
January it looks the same. The following September it looks
the same again. That pattern points toward seasonal
movement to keep watching. If it had widened at each check
and a nearby door had begun to stick, calling for an
evaluation would have been right.

Seasonal Signs and Progressive Signs
Seasonal signs come and go, at least partly, with moisture
and temperature. They tend to be worst in late summer after
long drying, and they ease when conditions reverse. They
repeat in the same places each year without steadily getting
worse. Seasonal signs call for steady moisture care and
continued watching.

Progressive signs do not reset. They advance a little, hold,
then advance again, or advance steadily. They often gather
company — a crack joined by a door problem, joined by a
slope. Progressive signs call for action: find the cause, and get
an evaluation.

You often cannot tell which kind you have from one season
alone. That is the reason for the log. Two or three dated
observations across different seasons usually make the
pattern clear, and make any later evaluation far more useful.

Keeping a Simple Home Log
Your log does not need to be fancy. A notebook in a kitchen
drawer, or a note on your phone, is enough if you use it
consistently. The best log is the one you will actually keep.

Write down the date, the room, what you noticed, and
anything about recent weather or water that might matter.
"August 12 — back bedroom door sticking at top, needs lift to
latch. No rain in six weeks. Soil pulled away from slab on
south side." That entry is worth more than a worried guess a
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year later. Add a photo when you can, from the same spot
each time, with something of known size for scale. Note
repairs and changes too: a plumbing repair, a new sprinkler
schedule, a large tree removed. Those events often explain
later changes.

Do a walk-through twice a year — once in wet spring and
once in dry late summer. Open and close the doors. Look at
the known cracks. Walk the floors. Look at the brick and slab
edge outside. Write down what is the same as well as what is
different. "No change" is valuable information.

When to Watch, When to Call, and When to
Get an Independent Opinion
Watch when signs are small, stable, and seasonal. Watching is
not ignoring. It means logging, photographing, caring for
moisture around the house, and checking again on schedule.

Call for a foundation evaluation when signs are progressive,
when several signs cluster in one area, when a crack is wide
or offset, when doors or windows stop working and stay that
way, when you see a new slope, or when you suspect a
plumbing leak — a water bill that rises without explanation,
or a spot that stays wet. An evaluation should include
measurements of floor levels, a walk inside and outside, and a
clear explanation of what was found and what is
recommended, including doing nothing and monitoring, if that
is reasonable. If repair is recommended, the method this book
covers is pressed concrete piles, driven to firm support to lift
and hold the affected area. Get the recommendation in
writing, with a drawing of where work is proposed. Costs vary
widely, so treat any early number as a rough ballpark until it
is based on measurements of your home.

One more step is available: hiring a structural engineer for an
independent opinion. An engineer hired by you, who is not
selling repair work, can evaluate your foundation, explain
likely causes, and say in a written report whether repair is
needed or whether monitoring is right. That report is
especially valuable before a large repair decision, when
companies disagree, or when you are buying or selling. There
is a cost, and it varies widely, but for a major decision it is
often money well spent. My authority in these pages is 50
years of hands-on field experience. On a big call, an
independent engineer's report is a sound way to protect
yourself.

Read signs early, read them together, write them down, and
you will have time to act wisely instead of reacting in a hurry.
That is holding ground.
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Chapter 4: Water Is the Whole
Game: Rain, Drought, and Soil
Moisture
If you remember only one idea from this book, let it be this
one: your foundation does not want a lot of water, and it does
not want no water. It wants the same water, all the way
around, all year long.

Texas weather works against you: weeks with no rain, then a
storm that drops inches in an afternoon, then a summer that
bakes the yard hard enough to crack.

Most homeowners think of foundation trouble as a house
problem. After 50 years of hands-on field experience looking
at houses across Texas, I can tell you it is almost always a soil
problem first. The concrete is strong. What changes is the
ground holding it up. When that ground swells in one place
and shrinks in another, the foundation has to follow. That
uneven movement is what shows up inside as sticking doors,
cracks in drywall, gaps at trim, and floors that do not feel
quite level.

The soil under a Texas house is not still
A lot of Texas sits on clay-rich soil. Clay behaves very
differently from sand or rock. When clay gets wet, it absorbs
water and expands. When it dries, it loses water and shrinks,
sometimes by a surprising amount. It does not do this evenly,
and it does not do it quickly in the deep layers. The top few
inches can change in a day. The soil two or three feet down,
right where it matters most, changes over weeks and seasons.

Think of the soil like a very large, very slow sponge. A light
rain may never reach deep. A long, steady rain soaks in
gradually. A hard downpour mostly runs off dry, hard ground.
During drought, that sponge slowly gives up moisture to air,
grass, and tree roots, and keeps shrinking long after the last
rain.

That word — uneven — is the heart of it. If the entire yard
swelled a little in winter and shrank a little in summer,
together, the house would rise and settle as one piece and you
might never notice. What actually happens is that one side
gets more water than the other. The south and west sides
bake in afternoon sun and dry faster. The north side stays
shaded and holds moisture longer. One corner sits under a
roof drip line and gets flooded every storm, while another
corner sits under a wide eave and almost never gets rain. The
soil moves differently in each place, and the foundation gets
pulled in different directions at the same time.
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What a downpour really does
A heavy Texas rain feels like it should solve a dry-soil
problem. Sometimes it helps a little. Often it does less than
you think, and sometimes it creates a new problem on top of
the old one.

First, water that arrives fast tends to leave fast. On dry,
compacted clay, the surface seals up quickly. Much of a
downpour sheets off the yard, runs down the street, or stands
in low spots instead of soaking down where the foundation
needs steady moisture. You can get two inches of rain in an
hour and still have dry soil a foot down at the edge of the slab
two days later.

Second, a downpour is rarely even. Roof water is the big
reason. A roof collects rain from a large area and dumps it in
a few concentrated places — at valley ends, at downspout
outlets, at any place where a gutter overflows. That one spot
can receive many times more water than the open yard a few
feet away. The soil there swells while the soil ten feet away
stays dry. That is exactly the uneven pattern you are trying to
avoid.

Third, standing water changes the soil right against the
house. If water puddles next to the foundation and sits for
hours or days, the clay in that narrow band gets saturated. It
softens and swells. Then, when the sun comes back, that same
band dries from the top down and shrinks again. Repeated
soaking and drying in the same narrow strip, right at the
edge, is hard on a foundation over the years.

None of this means rain is bad. Rain is essential. A slow,
soaking rain over a full day is some of the best medicine
Texas soil gets. It is the violent pattern — bone dry, then
flooded, then bone dry again — that wears a house down.

What a long drought really does
Drought does its work quietly. Week after week, the soil gives
up moisture. Grass thins. The yard pulls away from sidewalks
and from the foundation itself. Cracks open in the ground.
Those cracks matter for two reasons.

The first is shrinkage. As clay dries, it contracts, and it can
lose support under the edge of a foundation. The middle of
the house, protected from sun and wind, often stays more
moist than the perimeter. So during a long drought the edges
tend to drop while the center holds closer to where it started.
Inside, that can look like doors on exterior walls binding,
cracks opening around windows, and separation at the
corners of rooms.
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The second reason is what happens when rain finally returns.
A crack in dry clay is an open channel. The next rain does not
just wet the surface evenly. It pours straight down those
cracks, fast and deep in some spots and not at all in others.
That is another recipe for uneven swelling.

Drought also changes everything else around the house. Trees
and large shrubs work harder to find water, and their roots
draw more moisture from the yard and, in some cases, from
near the foundation. Sprinkler systems that were adequate in
May fall behind in August. It all adds up in the same direction:
the perimeter soil gets drier than the soil under the center of
the house, and the gap gets wider the longer the dry spell
lasts.

Puddling edges and drying edges at the
same house
The same house can have a too-wet problem on one side and a
too-dry problem on another, at the same time.

Hypothetical example: Picture a home with a downspout that
dumps roof water into a flower bed on the east side, with
nowhere for that water to go. That bed stays soggy after
every rain, and the soil there stays swollen. On the west side,
there is no downspout, just a wide eave, full afternoon sun,
and a big shrub pulling moisture out of the ground. That side
dries and shrinks all summer. The foundation is lifted on one
side and let down on the other, not because anything is
broken, but because water is delivered very unevenly.

That is why the first thing to look at with any foundation
concern is not the crack inside. It is the water outside. Walk
the whole perimeter after a rain and again after a dry week.
Where does water stand? Where does it run? Where is the soil
pulled away from the slab? Where is it tight and damp? The
pattern tells you a story a single crack never can.

Drying edges are easier to miss because nothing looks wrong
at first. The soil just slowly recedes. You might notice a gap
opening between the soil and the slab, or between the soil
and a sidewalk. That gap is information. It tells you the clay
has shrunk, and that the next heavy rain will pour into that
opening if it is left alone. Keeping that edge from drying to
that point is far better than trying to catch up after it
happens. The next chapter is devoted to exactly that job.

Why sudden soaking after drought is hard
on a house
It feels kind to a dry yard to flood it. After weeks of watching
the ground crack, many homeowners put a hose at the
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foundation and let it run for hours, or welcome a huge storm
as the cure. I understand the instinct. The soil, however, does
not rebound evenly from a sudden soaking, and that is where
the trouble comes in.

Dry clay swells as it takes water back, but it swells first where
the water arrives first — at the surface, at crack openings, at
the one spot where the hose sat. Deeper soil and soil a few
feet away may still be dry and shrunken. For a time, you can
actually increase the unevenness you were trying to fix. The
edge lifts in spots while other sections lag behind. A house
does not need that kind of quick, patchy lift.

The lesson is not to withhold water. The lesson is to add water
the way soil can use it: slowly, evenly, and over time. Little
and often beats a flood after a drought, every time.
Foundations like boring. They like the same routine, week
after week, adjusted gently as the seasons change. They do
not like rescue missions.

If you take a single habit from this chapter, let it be watching.
Check the soil at the edge of your foundation regularly, in the
same few spots, so you learn what normal looks like at your
house. Push a long screwdriver or a soil probe into the ground
near the slab. Is it damp a few inches down, or powder dry?
Does it look the same on the shaded side as on the sunny
side? You are not looking for a perfect number. You are
looking for a big difference from one side to the other,
because that difference is what moves houses.

In the next chapter we will get practical: how to water a
foundation on purpose, where to place a soaker hose, how
mulch and beds and sprinkler systems help or hurt, and how
to do it sensibly even when your city asks everyone to use less
water. The goal never changes. Even moisture, all the way
around, all year long.

Chapter 5: Watering Your
Foundation the Right Way
Watering a foundation sounds odd the first time you hear it.
You water grass. You water flowers. Why would you water
concrete?

You are not watering the concrete. You are watering the soil
next to it, on purpose, to keep that soil from shrinking away
during dry weather. It is one of the simplest and least
expensive things a Texas homeowner can do, and when it is
done steadily and evenly, it prevents a great deal of the
movement described in the last chapter. When it is done in a
rush, in one spot, or only after the ground has already
cracked wide open, it helps much less — and can even add to
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the unevenness you are trying to avoid.

This chapter is not a rigid prescription. Every yard is
different. Soil, shade, slope, trees, beds, and city rules all
change the picture. What follows are principles you can adjust
to your house, thinking by season rather than following the
same timer setting all year. If you are ever unsure about a
serious movement problem, that is a good time to get an
in-person opinion, and for structural questions, to consult a
structural engineer. For everyday moisture care, though,
most homeowners can do this work themselves with a hose, a
timer, and a regular walk around the house.

Soaker hoses: slow is the whole point
A soaker hose is a hose that weeps water along its length
instead of spraying it. That slow weep is exactly what clay soil
needs. A sprinkler throws water into the air, loses some to
wind and evaporation, and delivers it faster than dry clay can
absorb it, so much of it runs off. A soaker hose laid on the
ground delivers water quietly, at ground level, where it can
soak down over hours.

Use enough hose to run along the sides of the house that dry
out, not just the one corner that worries you most. Remember
the goal from Chapter 4: even moisture all the way around.
Watering one side faithfully while ignoring the others can
create the very difference you are trying to prevent. If a side
stays naturally damp and shaded all summer, it may need
little or no added water while the sunny sides need regular
help. Even does not always mean identical. It means the soil
ends up in a similar condition on each side.

Keep the pressure low. A soaker hose turned on full blast will
jet from the holes nearest the faucet and barely weep at the
far end. A gentle flow, sometimes with a pressure reducer or
with the faucet opened only partway, gives a more even result
along the full length. Check it after you first set it up. Walk
the line and look for dry sections and for spots where water is
pooling. Adjust, move the hose a little, and check again. The
first setup takes a little patience. After that, the routine is
easy.

Distance from the slab, and why it matters
Place the soaker hose a short distance out from the
foundation, not pressed tight against it — commonly about a
foot to a foot and a half out, as a general starting point you
can adjust for your beds and walkways. There are two reasons
for that gap.

First, you do not want to deliver water directly into any crack
or joint right at the edge, or to keep the narrow strip touching
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the house saturated while the soil farther out stays dry. Water
placed a little way out soaks down and spreads inward and
outward, moistening a wider band of soil more gradually.

Timing and frequency: think by season, not
by habit
The most common mistake is setting a schedule in June and
never changing it, or watering only when the yard already
looks desperate. Soil moisture changes slowly, so your
watering should change slowly too, ahead of the soil rather
than behind it.

In spring, rain often does much of the work. Your job is mostly
to watch. Check the soil at the slab edge after dry weeks. If
the ground is still damp a few inches down and there is no
gap at the edge, you may need little added water. If a warm,
windy stretch dries the sunny sides early, start light,
occasional soaking there before cracks appear.

In summer, demand is at its highest. Sun, heat, and wind pull
moisture out daily, and trees and shrubs pull it out from
below. This is when a regular, modest routine matters most —
shorter, more frequent soaking is generally kinder to clay
than one very long soak once in a while. Early morning is
usually best: less evaporation than midday. How long and how
often varies widely with soil, shade, and local conditions, so
use the soil check, not the calendar alone. Aim for damp soil a
few inches down, not mud on the surface.

In fall, do not quit all at once because afternoons feel cooler.
Taper gradually as rains return and the soil check shows
moisture holding on its own.

In winter, most Texas foundations need far less added water,
and in a wet winter none. But a long, dry, windy winter can
still dry the south and west perimeter. An occasional check on
a mild day is enough for most homes; if soil is dry and pulled
away, a light soaking when no freeze is expected beats
ignoring it until spring.

Mulch and flower beds: helpers with
conditions
Mulch is a genuine help. A layer of mulch over beds and over
the soil near the foundation shades the ground, slows
evaporation, softens the impact of hard rain, and keeps soil
temperature more even. Beds that are mulched hold moisture
noticeably longer than bare soil in August. Keep the mulch a
few inches deep, refresh it as it thins and breaks down, and
keep it from piling up against siding or covering the edge
where you need to inspect the foundation.
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Flower beds themselves can help or hurt, depending on how
they are built and watered. A bed that is watered regularly
with the rest of the foundation routine can keep the soil at
that side in good shape. A bed that is raised high against the
house, holds water like a bowl, or is watered heavily while the
rest of that side gets nothing creates uneven moisture. Beds
that slope so water collects at the house are a drainage
problem first and a planting problem second. Fix the slope
and the downspout delivery before you blame the plants.

Sprinkler systems: real help, real harm
An in-ground sprinkler system can be a foundation's friend,
because it waters on a schedule whether you remember or
not, and it covers the yard evenly when it is working well. It
can also quietly cause harm in ways homeowners do not
notice for years.

Harm looks like this: a head that has sunk or turned and now
sprays the side of the house or a sidewalk instead of the soil;
a leaking line or valve that keeps one small area soggy while
the rest dries; a zone that waters a flower bed heavily and the
adjacent lawn barely at all; and, very commonly, a dry gap
right at the slab. That gap happens because eaves shelter the
strip next to the house from rain, heads are set out in the yard
aiming outward, and shrubs block the spray. The lawn can
look green while the soil at the foundation is the driest on the
lot.

Walk your system while it runs a few times a year, and check
the slab edge after a cycle.

Checking for dry gaps at the slab edge
Make this a habit: every week or two in dry weather, walk the
foundation slowly. Look at the line where soil meets concrete.
A small hairline shadow is normal. A gap you can slide fingers
into, soil that has dropped and cracked away, or exposed
footing in extreme cases is a sign the perimeter has dried and
shrunk.

Hypothetical example: A homeowner waters the lawn
faithfully all summer and assumes the foundation is fine
because the grass is green. On a walk in August she finds the
west side soil pulled an inch away from the slab, dry several
inches down, while the shaded east side is still damp and
tight. Nothing inside the house has cracked yet. She has
caught the difference early, when steady, gentle watering of
the dry side over the following weeks — not a single flood —
can bring the moisture back toward even without a repair bill.

Water restrictions and being sensible
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Many Texas cities limit outdoor watering in drought,
sometimes to certain days, sometimes by hand or soaker use,
sometimes with broader limits. Always follow your local rules.
They are not optional, and this book is not suggesting
otherwise. Within those rules, foundation care is usually still
possible, because soaker hoses and hand watering use water
slowly and with very little waste compared with spraying on a
windy afternoon.

Be sensible. Water early, keep the flow low, avoid runoff into
the street, fix leaks, and do not water when rain has done the
job. If restrictions bar added watering, focus on what you still
control: mulch, drainage that spreads rain evenly, and gentle
attention when restrictions ease.

Costs for this care are generally modest compared with repair
— soaker hoses, a timer, and mulch are ordinary
hardware-store purchases — but prices and water rates vary
widely by town and yard size, so plan for your own situation.
If movement does progress to repair, in our work that repair
means pressed concrete piles, and its cost also varies widely.
Prevention will almost always be the less expensive path.

Start where you are. Lay a soaker along the driest side, check
the soil, learn how your ground responds, then extend the
routine around the house. Steady and even, adjusted by
season, verified by looking — that is watering the right way.

Chapter 6: Trees, Roots, and the
Thirst Around Your House
Every Texas homeowner who loves a big shade tree
eventually asks the same question: is that tree hurting my
foundation?

The honest answer is sometimes, and it depends. A tree is not
an enemy. Shade cools the soil and the house, softens hard
rain, and makes a yard livable in August. At the same time, a
large tree is a large, living water pump. It draws moisture
through a root system that can spread well beyond its
branches. If that system draws a lot of water from soil near
one side of a house, and nothing puts moisture back, that soil
can dry and shrink while other sides hold steady. That
difference, as you now know, is what moves a foundation.

How roots seek moisture
Roots do not hunt for a foundation, and they do not crack
sound concrete by force in the way many people imagine.
Roots follow opportunity. They grow where soil is looser,
where moisture is available, and where oxygen is present.
They grow toward water only in the practical sense that roots
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in moist soil thrive and keep extending, while roots in dry,
hard soil slow down. Over years, a root system maps itself to
where the water is.

That water map is uneven. Soil under the middle of a slab
stays moist because it is covered. Soil at the perimeter cycles
wet and dry. Drip lines, watered beds, and low spots create
pockets of moisture, and roots will use any of them. A
plumbing leak near the house can keep one area damp for a
long time, and roots may grow toward that steady supply. The
leak itself is the bigger problem and should be repaired, but it
explains why roots are sometimes found where they surprise
a homeowner.

Distance and size: thinking in proportions
There is no magic distance that makes every tree safe or
every tree dangerous. What matters is proportion: how large
the tree will be at maturity, how close it is, what kind of soil
you have, and how the moisture around the house is
managed.

A useful way to think about it is the mature size of the tree,
not the size it was when it was planted. A small ornamental
tree that tops out modestly, planted a reasonable distance
from the house, places a very different demand on soil
moisture than a large shade tree that will grow tall and wide
with a canopy spreading over the roof. Big trees need big
volumes of soil water. If most of that volume lies right beside
a foundation, the tree and the house will be sharing — and
competing for — the same moisture.

As a general guide, the larger a tree will become, the farther
from the foundation it should be planted. Think in terms of
mature height and canopy spread: a tree that will be large
belongs well out in the yard, not in a narrow strip beside the
house. When planting, ask a reputable local nursery about
mature size for our climate, and give the tree room to be the
size it wants to be. That decision prevents most conflicts
before they start.

For trees already in place, judge them as they are and as they
will be in ten years. A young tree fifteen feet from the house
may be no concern today and a real consideration as it
matures. A mature tree the same distance away, in clay soil,
on the sunny side of the house, deserves closer watching
during drought — soil checks on that side, attention to gaps at
the slab edge, and steady moisture care where it is
appropriate.

Root barriers, in plain terms
A root barrier is a physical barrier placed in the ground
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between a tree and a structure, intended to discourage roots
from growing into the soil right next to that structure.
Barriers are commonly made of a durable material installed in
a trench, deep enough to cover the zone where most roots
would otherwise travel toward the house, and long enough to
cover the side at risk — not just a short section directly in
front of the trunk.

In plain terms, a barrier does not stop a tree from needing
water, and it does not waterproof the soil. It redirects root
growth downward or away at that line, so fewer roots occupy
the soil immediately beside the foundation. The tree will still
draw moisture from the rest of its root zone. That is why a
barrier works best as part of a moisture plan, not instead of
one. Even moisture care on the house side still matters after a
barrier is installed.

Installing a barrier involves digging near a tree, and digging
can cut roots. Cutting major roots can affect a tree's health
and stability, especially if too much is cut or if the work is
done carelessly. Depth, placement, and how much root is
disturbed are not guesswork. Costs for barrier work vary
widely with length, depth, access, and soil, so get local
estimates rather than relying on a general figure. This is one
of the jobs where an arborist's advice before anyone digs is
especially valuable — more on that below.

A barrier is also not a cure for movement that has already
happened, and it does not repair a foundation. If a home
already needs repair, that repair, in our work, means pressed
concrete piles, with cost varying widely by the home and the
scope. A barrier may be part of protecting the result
afterward, by reducing one source of drying on that side, but
it should be sold to you — and understood by you — as
prevention, not as a repair.

Shrubs and plantings at the foundation
Trees get most of the attention, but the shrubs planted tight
against the house deserve a look too. A single small shrub is a
small drinker. A full row of large, mature shrubs along a wall,
all rooted in the narrow bed right at the slab, is a steady
demand on exactly the soil you are trying to keep even.

Composite example: One side of a house has a dense row of
overgrown shrubs in a narrow, unmulched bed, with no
soaker hose and a wide eave keeping rain off. Every summer
that side shows a dry gap at the slab while the rest of the
house does not. The shrubs did not act alone — the eave,
missing mulch, and missing water all contributed — but their
thirst in that narrow strip was part of the pattern. Pruning
them to size, mulching, and adding that side to the regular
soaking routine addressed the whole pattern.
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When a tree is too close
So when is a tree too close? No single measurement answers
it for every house, but signs together raise the concern: a
large-at-maturity tree whose canopy covers much of the house
and whose root zone must lie largely beside the foundation;
soil on that side repeatedly drying and pulling away despite
reasonable watering; movement concentrated on that side;
and roots visible at the surface running toward the house. Any
one sign is only a clue. Several together are a reason to get
professional eyes on it.

What acting on it means varies. Sometimes the right step is
better moisture care and monitoring. Sometimes it is barrier
work, pruning, or a change in how that side is watered.
Sometimes, for a tree that is unhealthy, poorly placed, and a
continuing problem, removal becomes a reasonable choice.
That decision should be made with full information, because it
cannot be unmade, and because removal itself changes the
soil.

Why removal does not solve everything
While a tree lives, it keeps soil in its root zone drier than it
would otherwise be. When it is removed, that drying stops.
Over months and seasons, moisture returns to soil kept dry
for years, and shrunken clay can swell again — unevenly and
slowly, much like the sudden-soaking problem in Chapter 4. A
foundation can move as that happens, sometimes upward on
that side. Homeowners who expect doors to swing perfectly
the next month are often disappointed, not because the
decision was wrong, but because the soil needs time to reach
a new balance.

Getting an arborist opinion — and using it
well
An arborist is a tree professional. A qualified arborist can
assess a tree's health, structure, and likely mature size,
whether pruning would help or harm, how barrier digging
would affect it, and whether disease, decay, leaning, or storm
damage makes it a safety concern apart from the foundation.
That is information a foundation contractor does not have in
the same depth, just as an arborist will not diagnose your
foundation. For structural questions about the house itself,
consult a structural engineer. Each opinion makes the others
more useful.

When you call an arborist, share what you have observed:
which side dries out, where any movement shows, how long
the tree has been there, and any plans you are considering,
such as a barrier or a repair. Ask what they would do if it
were their house, what they would watch, and what they
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would not do. If removal is recommended, ask what soil and
foundation changes to expect afterward, so you can plan
monitoring rather than be surprised by it.

Trees are one of the best things about a Texas yard, and with
50 years of hands-on field experience, I have seen far more
homes where trees and foundations lived together well than
homes where a tree truly had to go. The difference was rarely
luck. It was proportion at planting, steady moisture care, and
early attention when one side started behaving differently
from the rest. Respect the thirst around your house, manage
it evenly, and most trees will give you shade for decades while
your foundation holds its ground.

Chapter 7: Plumbing Leaks Under
the Slab: The Hidden Foundation
Killer
If soil moisture is the slow, steady force that moves Texas
foundations, a plumbing leak under the slab is the quiet force
that can undo everything while you are not looking. Add too
much water in one place, for too long, and that spot behaves
differently from the rest of the ground under your house. One
corner stays swollen and soft while the other side dries and
shrinks. The slab was built to be supported evenly. When that
support goes away, the slab has to bridge and bend. That is
when cracks widen, doors rack out of square, and a repair
plan stops making sense until the leak is found and fixed.

Homeowners often picture a leak as a dramatic burst pipe.
Under a slab, it is rarely dramatic at first. It is usually a slow
drip, a pinhole, a tired joint, or a cracked drain line that
releases a little water every day. Because the pipe is buried
under concrete and soil, you do not see the water itself. You
see the effects, sometimes months after the leak began.
Learning to recognize a hidden leak early can save you from
paying to lift a house that is still sitting over an active
plumbing problem.

There are two broad families of plumbing under most slab
homes, and it helps to know the difference. The first is the
fresh-water system, sometimes called the pressure side. This
is the water coming into your house from the city meter or
well, running through supply lines to your faucets, toilets,
water heater, washing machine, and outdoor spigots. Those
lines are under pressure whenever the system is on. That
means a fresh-water leak does not need you to run a faucet to
keep leaking. It can leak around the clock, day and night,
whether anyone is home or not. Even a small pressure leak
can put a surprising amount of water into the soil over weeks
because it never truly rests.
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The second family is the sewer and drain system. These lines
carry water away from sinks, tubs, showers, toilets, and
appliances. They are not under the same constant pressure.
They move water when you use a fixture, and then they
mostly rest. A cracked or separated sewer line under the slab
tends to leak in pulses, when water is flowing through it. That
does not make it harmless. Repeated pulses in the same
broken spot can wash fine soil away from around the pipe,
create a void, and leave a section of slab with less support
than it should have. Sewer leaks can also bring moisture and
odors up through cracks, and they can keep a patch of soil
wet in a way that looks a lot like a drainage problem from the
surface.

Fresh-water and sewer leaks call for different tests and
repairs, so a good diagnosis names which system is involved
before anyone talks about digging. A high water bill points
toward the pressure side. A problem that worsens after heavy
laundry days or long showers may point toward the drain
side. Symptoms overlap, and a house can have both at once.
The goal here is to understand the language, recognize the
signs, and know why testing matters before foundation work
begins.

The signs of an under-slab leak are often subtle, so it helps to
read them together instead of waiting for one perfect clue.
One classic sign is a warm spot on the floor. If a hot water
supply line is leaking under tile, wood, or vinyl, the escaping
water can warm the slab and the flooring above it.
Homeowners sometimes notice it with bare feet in the
morning, a place in the kitchen or hallway that feels warmer
than the floor around it for no clear reason. Not every warm
spot is a leak, sunlight and appliances can warm a floor too,
but a persistent warm patch in the same place, day after day,
deserves attention.

Another sign is sound. In a quiet house, late at night, some
homeowners hear a faint hiss or a steady running sound
inside a wall or under the floor. If you can hear water moving
when every faucet is off, every toilet has finished filling, and
no appliance is running, write down when you hear it and
where it seems loudest. That simple observation can shorten a
plumber's search considerably.

Your water bill is another witness. A pressure leak that runs
all day will show up as higher use even when your habits have
not changed. Compare this month to the same month last
year, and look for a steady climb that weather and guests do
not explain. You can also note the meter reading, avoid using
water for a set period, and check whether the reading moved.
If it moved while the house used nothing, water went
somewhere. That check does not locate the leak, but it tells
you a leak is likely real.
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Unexplained wet soil is another clue. If one flower bed stays
soggy days after the rest of the yard has dried, if grass stays
unusually green in one narrow strip along the foundation
during a dry spell, or if soil against one side of the house
never firms up, pay attention. A leak under the edge of a slab
can travel outward and show itself at the perimeter first. The
wet spot may not sit exactly over the break, but it tells you
which side to investigate first.

Changes inside the house matter too. Doors shifting on one
side of the home is a common pattern. When a leak swells or
softens soil under one area, that area can heave up or lose
firm support while the rest of the house stays put. A bedroom
door that suddenly rubs at the top corner, a bathroom door
that will not latch anymore, or new cracks that appear mainly
on one end of the house can all be the house reporting uneven
support underneath. One sticking door by itself might just be
humidity in the wood. A cluster of changes on the same side,
arriving together with a higher bill or a wet patch outside, is a
pattern worth taking seriously.

Hypothetical example: Imagine a homeowner in Fort Worth
who notices the guest bathroom door sticking in March. In
April the water bill is higher than expected, and by May a
section of hall floor feels faintly warm every morning. None of
those clues alone felt urgent, so nothing was done. By late
summer, cracks had opened above two doorways on that side
of the house. A leak test later found a hot water line leaking
under that end of the slab. The lesson is that clues gain
meaning when they arrive together, in the same part of the
house.

When a leak is suspected, professionals use a few plain ideas
to confirm it. Leak detection is the process of narrowing down
where water is escaping. For pressure lines, that can involve
listening equipment that helps a technician hear water
escaping under the slab, along with pressure checks. For
drain lines, a camera sent through the line can show cracks,
separations, and places where the pipe has shifted. Done well,
it is a step-by-step narrowing, from which system, to which
line, to which section.

Static testing is simpler than it sounds. For a sewer system, it
generally means filling the drain system with water up to a
set level and watching whether that level holds. If the level
drops when nothing is being used, water is escaping
somewhere it should not. Think of filling a bathtub and
marking the water line, then coming back to see if it fell
without anyone pulling the plug. A drop does not draw a map
by itself, but it answers the first question: is this system tight,
or is it leaking? Further testing then isolates which section is
failing, so repair can stay focused.
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Why does all of this have to come before foundation repair, or
at least be planned together with it? Because lifting and
supporting a house over an active leak is building on a moving
target. If wet soil has swollen and lifted one area, lifting that
area further can overcorrect it. If a sewer leak has washed
out soil and left a void, supporting the slab without
addressing the void and the broken line leaves the cause in
place. And after a repair, a continuing leak will keep changing
the soil moisture under the newly supported house, inviting
the same uneven movement to return. Good foundation work
starts with stable conditions underneath. Fixing the leak first,
or coordinating the plumbing repair closely with the
foundation plan, gives the repair a fair chance to hold.

Working with a licensed plumber is the right call here, and in
Texas this work belongs in licensed hands. Bring your notes:
when the bill changed, where the warm spot is, which doors
shifted, and where the soil stays wet. Ask what test is being
proposed and what question it answers. Ask whether both the
pressure and drain systems were considered, since testing
only one can miss trouble in the other. Ask for results in
writing, and ask the plumber and foundation crew to
coordinate access and timing so their plans do not conflict.
Costs for detection and repair vary widely depending on the
system, the location of the break, and how it is accessed, so
treat any early number as a ballpark until the line is actually
located and seen. A careful plumber who tests before digging
will almost always save you money compared with opening
the slab on a hunch.

If a test comes back clean, that is good news, not wasted
money. It removes a major suspect and lets you focus on soil
moisture, drainage, and trees. If it finds a leak, you have
found a true cause, and fixing true causes is how houses stay
fixed. In the next chapter we will look at rain and drainage,
and how to move storm water away without drying the soil
out.

Chapter 8: Drainage That Protects
Without Drying You Out
Every Texas homeowner with a slab has heard the same
advice, usually right after a foundation problem: keep water
away from the house. The advice is sound, as far as it goes.
Rain that pools against the foundation, roof water that dumps
off the edge and pounds the same narrow trench week after
week, and a yard that slopes toward the house instead of
away from it will all load one side of the slab with far more
moisture than the other side receives. Uneven moisture is the
enemy. But there is a second half to the truth that gets left
out too often. In our clay soils, stripping moisture away too
aggressively can cause trouble of its own. Soil that is kept

Holding Ground  |  30



bone dry right against the house while the soil a few feet out
stays wetter will shrink, pull back, and leave the edge of the
slab with less contact and less support. Good drainage is a
balance, not a war on water.

Think of the goal this way: you want rain to leave in an
orderly fashion, and you want the soil around your foundation
to stay as evenly moist as you reasonably can, season after
season. You are not trying to build a moat, and you are not
trying to bake the ground dry. You are trying to avoid
extremes. No standing water against the house after a storm.
No single downspout flooding one corner while the rest of the
perimeter stays parched. When homeowners understand that
balance, the pieces, gutters, extensions, slope, and drains,
make sense as parts of one system.

Start with the roof, because that is where the largest volume
of water arrives. A modest Texas thunderstorm can drop a
remarkable amount of water on a roof in a short time, and all
of that water has to go somewhere. Without gutters, it sheets
off the edge and lands in a line right beside the foundation,
exactly where you least want a repeated soaking. Gutters
collect that roof water and deliver it to a few chosen points,
the downspouts, where you can manage it. That alone is a
major improvement, but only if the gutters are sized sensibly
for the roof, kept clear of leaves and grit, and actually
attached and sloped so water flows toward the downspouts
instead of spilling over the back or sitting in a sagging run.

Downspouts are where many good gutter systems fail in
practice. A downspout that ends right at the base of the wall
has simply moved the problem from a long line to one
concentrated point. Extensions matter. In general terms,
downspout extensions or buried discharge lines should carry
roof water well away from the foundation and let it out where
the ground can receive it without sending it back toward the
house or onto a neighbor in an unfair way. Check where each
downspout actually discharges. Walk the house after the next
rain and look. If the extension has been crushed by a mower,
disconnected at the elbow, or aimed at a bed that funnels
water right back to the wall, you have found a cheap fix that
matters more than many expensive ones.

Surface slope is the next piece, and it is the quiet workhorse
of drainage. In general terms, the soil and paving right next to
the house should fall gently away from the foundation so rain
that lands near the wall keeps moving outward instead of
ponding. Over the years, beds get topped up, mulch builds
high against the brick, soil settles, and walkways tilt. A slope
that was fine when the house was built can quietly reverse in
one section. You do not need instruments to spot the worst of
it. After a rain, look for puddles that hug the house and linger.
Look for water stains, algae, and soil lines on the brick that
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show where water has been sitting. Those marks are a record
of what the water has been doing when you were not
watching.

At the same time, be careful about solving slope problems by
piling soil high against the house. Raising beds above the top
of the slab or burying weep holes in brickwork creates new
problems, including hiding termite activity and trapping
moisture against the wall itself. The aim is a gentle fall away
from the house with the foundation still properly exposed, not
a berm stacked against the brick. If a section truly needs
regrading, it is often modest work, but it should respect those
limits. When paving is involved, a driveway or patio that has
settled and now drains toward the house deserves attention
too, because concrete is very good at collecting water and
delivering all of it to one low corner by the wall.

French drains deserve an honest explanation, because they
are sold as a cure for almost everything and they are not. A
French drain, in plain terms, is a trench filled with gravel or
rock, often with a perforated pipe in it, designed to collect
water that is moving through the soil and carry it to a
discharge point. It can be genuinely useful in the right
situation: a side yard that collects subsurface water, a low
area that stays saturated because water is seeping through
the ground toward the house, or a place where surface
solutions alone cannot intercept water that is traveling
underground. Installed with a proper outlet that drains by
gravity to a lower point, it gives that collected water
somewhere to go.

Here is what a French drain cannot do. It cannot fix a
plumbing leak. It cannot lift or support a foundation. It cannot
help much if it has no lower place to discharge to, because
water in a pipe still needs to run downhill to get out. It cannot
stop clay soil from shrinking during a drought, and it is not a
substitute for gutters moving roof water away in the first
place. It can also clog over time with silt and roots if it is built
without care or never maintained. Perhaps most important for
this chapter, a drain placed tight against a foundation and run
aggressively can over-dry the soil on that side in dry weather
if it keeps intercepting and removing moisture the soil would
otherwise hold. That is the balance problem again. A drain is
a tool for a defined water path, not a default answer for every
wet yard. Costs vary widely with length, depth, soil, and what
the trench has to pass through, so get the purpose stated
plainly before you agree to one: what water is it collecting,
and where exactly will that water come out?

Composite example: Picture a house in Arlington where the
back corner of the slab kept showing movement while the
front stayed stable. The roof had good gutters, but one back
downspout discharged into a flower bed enclosed by edging
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that acted like a small dam. Every storm filled that bed like a
tub, and the water soaked in right beside the back corner for
days. A French drain was proposed first. A simpler look
showed the real fix was different: extend that downspout past
the bed, open the edging so the bed could drain outward, and
adjust the bed soil so it fell away from the wall. The corner
stopped getting its repeated soaking, and no drain was
needed. The honest lesson is to follow the water before
buying a system to move it.

Do not forget the water that does not start on your lot.
Neighbor drainage and street drainage shape what your soil
experiences, especially on smaller lots and sloping streets. A
neighbor who regrades, adds a pool, or extends several
downspouts toward your shared line can change how much
water arrives at your side yard after every storm. Most of the
time this is not malice, it is a project done without thinking
about the next lot downhill. A friendly conversation, held early
and supported by what you have seen after rains, solves more
of these cases than any argument held later. On the street
side, watch how the curb, gutter, and storm drains handle a
heavy rain. If the street floods and water backs up into your
front yard, or if a blocked storm drain sends a sheet of water
across your lot, that is worth reporting to the city and worth
noting in your own records, because repeated street flooding
can explain movement at the front of a house that otherwise
has good drainage.

Checking after a hard rain is the habit that ties this chapter
together, and it costs nothing. When a storm has passed and
it is safe, walk the perimeter slowly and take photos. Where is
water standing, and how close is it to the wall? Which
downspouts overflowed or disconnected? Does any bed hold
water like a bowl? Does water from the street or a neighbor
enter the lot, and where does it go? Take the same photos
after the next few storms. A pattern across three rains is far
more useful than an opinion after one, and dated photos help
any professional give grounded advice instead of a guess.

Balance takes patience during drought as well. The same
homeowner who carefully moves storm water away in April
may need to think about even, moderate moisture care in
August, which the earlier chapters on soaker use cover in
detail. Drainage and moisture care are not opposites.
Drainage handles the excess, the sudden storm load that
would otherwise pond and soak one side. Moisture care
handles the deficit, the long dry stretch when clay pulls back
from the slab. Houses do best when both jobs are done
moderately and consistently, rather than either one being
done to an extreme. If you remember one sentence from this
chapter, make it this one: move the flood away, keep the soil
even, and check what the water actually did after it rained. In
the next chapter, we will go inside the repair itself and
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explain, in plain language, how pressed concrete piles support
a house and what it means when a pile reaches refusal.

Chapter 9: Inside the Repair:
Pressed Concrete Piles to Refusal,
Explained Simply
When a foundation has moved enough that moisture care and
drainage corrections alone will not restore support,
homeowners are often advised to have piles installed. That
conversation can feel intimidating. Heavy equipment appears
in the yard, holes are dug along the house, and words like
refusal get used as if everyone already knows what they
mean. This chapter slows that conversation down. It explains,
in plain language, what a pressed concrete pile is, how it is
installed using the weight of your own house, what refusal
actually proves, and what a lift can and cannot promise. This
is an explanation, not a sales pitch. A homeowner who
understands the method can ask better questions, read a
repair plan with clear eyes, and take care of the house
properly after the work is done.

A pressed concrete pile is a column built underground, one
short segment at a time, directly beneath the edge of your
foundation. Each segment is a solid, precast concrete
cylinder, roughly the shape of a large can, with a smooth hole
through its center in many systems so segments can be
guided and aligned as they stack. The segments are not
exotic. Their strength comes from good concrete, from being
stacked straight, and above all from where the finished pile
ends up: standing on or in ground firm enough to carry the
load placed on it. Think of the pile as a leg lowered through
weak or shifting upper soil until its foot finds ground that can
be trusted. The house load travels down the slab edge, into
the top of the pile, down through the stack of segments, and
into that firmer ground below.

Installation begins with a modest excavation at each pile
location along the foundation, giving the crew room to work
under the edge beam of the slab. A bracket or a direct
bearing arrangement connects the work to the foundation,
depending on the system and the location, and a hydraulic
press is set over the spot where the pile will go. Then the
pressing begins. The first concrete segment is placed and
pressed downward into the soil. When most of that segment
has been driven down, the next segment is set on top of it,
aligned, and pressing continues. Segment follows segment,
one at a time, each new piece pushing the stack deeper. The
pile is quite literally built as it descends, which is why you will
see stacks of identical concrete segments staged near each
hole on the day of the work.
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The force that drives the pile comes from the house itself. The
press works against the weight of the structure above it,
using that weight as resistance while it pushes the segments
down. This is an elegant idea, and it is also a built-in test,
which we will come to shortly. As the pile goes deeper, it
passes through the upper soils, the very clays that swell when
wet and shrink when dry and that caused the trouble in the
first place. The goal is to get below the zone where moisture
swings do the most moving, down to soil or material that stays
far more consistent through wet seasons and droughts. Depth
is not chosen by a fixed number on a chart. One side of a
Texas house may reach firm ground at a shallower depth than
the other side, because the ground itself is not uniform. Each
pile finds its own depth.

That brings us to the most important word in this chapter:
refusal. A pile is said to reach refusal when it stops advancing
under the pressing force, or advances so little that continuing
would risk lifting or damaging the structure instead of driving
the pile deeper. In plain terms, the ground below the pile is
pushing back as hard as the house is pushing down. Refusal is
not a guess about the soil and it is not a promise read off a
soil map. It is a physical demonstration, at that exact spot, on
that exact day, that the ground under the foot of the pile can
resist a load comparable to the load the house will place on it.
The pile stopped because the earth proved it could hold.

Why is refusal the test that matters? Because it answers the
only question a pile really has to answer: will this ground
carry this house, here? Soil reports, neighborhood experience,
and depth records from nearby jobs are all useful
background, and experienced crews use them to plan. But
none of them can substitute for the moment the pile itself
meets the ground it will stand on. A pile stopped early, before
refusal, may be standing in soil that will keep compressing or
shifting with the seasons, and a support that keeps moving is
not much of a support. A pile pressed to refusal has passed a
load test built into its own installation. That is also why a
responsible crew records the depth and behavior of each pile.
Two piles a short distance apart reaching refusal at different
depths is normal and honest. Identical depths all the way
around a house would be the surprising result.

Hypothetical example: Consider a home in Grand Prairie
where piles are being installed along the back wall. The first
pile reaches refusal after a moderate stack of segments. The
next pile, only a short distance away, keeps going noticeably
deeper before it refuses, because the soil there contains a
softer pocket the first pile never touched. A third pile refuses
at a depth between the two. Nothing has gone wrong. The
crew has simply learned, pile by pile, what the ground under
that wall is actually like, and each support now stands on
ground that proved itself. That variation is the method
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working as intended, not a flaw in the plan.

Piles are placed in two general settings, exterior and interior,
and it helps to know the difference. Exterior piles are
installed along the outside perimeter of the slab, where the
crew can dig alongside the foundation and work in the open.
Most homes need support mainly at the perimeter, because
the edge of the slab is where soil moisture changes are
greatest and where movement usually shows first. Interior
piles support points inside the footprint of the house, under
interior load-bearing areas that have also lost support.
Reaching those points requires more invasive access, which
can involve tunneling beneath the house from outside or
opening a section of floor inside, depending on the home and
the plan. Interior work is therefore planned carefully and only
where the pattern of movement shows it is truly needed. A
good repair plan will show you, on a simple drawing, where
each pile is proposed and why that location was chosen.

After the piles are in and have reached refusal, the
conversation turns to lift. Lifting means using the installed
piles as firm points to raise a settled section of the foundation
back toward its original position, in a controlled way, a little
at a time. Homeowners should hear both halves of the truth
about lift. A careful lift can close cracks, bring floors closer to
level, return doors and windows to working order, and most
importantly put the house back on solid, proven support so
further settlement in those areas is arrested. For many
homes, stopping the movement and recovering a good part of
the position is a genuine and lasting improvement.

What lift does not promise is perfection. A house that has
moved for years has often bent, cracked, and adjusted in ways
that do not fully reverse without risking new damage. Raising
one area too aggressively can crack tile, stress plumbing, or
open new cracks elsewhere, which is why experienced crews
lift conservatively and watch the house as they go. Some
cosmetic cracks will remain and need patching after the
structure settles into its supported position. A floor may end
up much improved without measuring perfectly level in every
spot, because the goal is a stable, supported house, not a
risky contest to chase an instrument reading. Anyone who
guarantees a house will be made perfectly level, or that every
crack will disappear and stay gone regardless of how the soil
moisture is cared for afterward, is promising more than this
work can honestly deliver. Costs for pile work vary widely
with the number of piles, their depth, interior access, and site
conditions, so a written plan with pile locations and terms
matters far more than a quick verbal ballpark.

The last truth of this chapter is the one that returns us to the
beginning of this book: piles do not end your responsibility for
moisture. A pile supports the house at firm ground below the
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active clay, and that is a major protection. But the soil near
the surface still swells and shrinks, floors and finishes still
respond to how evenly the ground around the house is kept,
and plumbing leaks and poor drainage can still cause trouble
that no pile was designed to prevent. Homeowners who keep
up the balanced habits from the earlier chapters, orderly
drainage away from the house, even moisture during drought,
prompt attention to leaks, and a walk around the perimeter
after hard rains, give their repaired foundation the conditions
it needs to stay quiet for the long term. The piles hold the
ground. Your habits protect the piles' work. Together, that is
how a Texas house stays where it belongs.

Chapter 10: After the Repair: The
First Year and Every Year After
The day the crew finishes can feel like the end of a long story.
The house has been lifted, the pressed concrete piles are in
the ground doing their quiet work, and the worst of the worry
is behind you. In another sense, that day is the start of a new
chapter: the first year of living with a repaired foundation,
and learning how your house settles into its new, supported
position.

Homeowners who know what to expect in that first year do
far better than homeowners who expect perfection on day
one. Walls, floors, doors, and plumbing lines spent years
adapting to a sagging foundation. When the foundation comes
back up, everything attached to it must adapt again. That
adaptation is normal — not a sign the repair failed.

The First Few Weeks: Small Sounds and
Small Shifts
In the first days and weeks after a lift, you may hear small
pops and creaks, especially in the evening when temperatures
drop. Wood framing that twisted slowly over many years does
not always move back in one smooth motion. It adjusts in little
steps. A trim board may separate slightly. A nail pop may
appear in drywall. These small signs are common and, in most
cases, purely cosmetic.

Keep your expectations steady. The goal of a lift is support,
stabilization, and a return toward level as conditions safely
allow — not a promise that a thirty-year-old house will
measure like a brand-new one. A good crew will tell you
where they stopped lifting to protect plumbing, framing, or
finishes. That honesty matters more than a perfect number.

Drywall Cracks: Why They Appear After
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Good Work
One of the most common calls after a repair is about drywall
cracks. "We fixed the foundation — why is there a new crack
above the bedroom door?" The answer is simple: drywall is
stiff and brittle, while a house frame flexes. When the
foundation sank, drywall cracked or compressed and hid
stress. When the foundation rises, the stress changes
direction. Old cracks may close tight. New hairline cracks
may open, often at door and window corners, ceiling joints,
and where walls meet.

These post-lift cracks usually appear in the first weeks to
months, and by themselves they do not mean the foundation is
moving again. They mean the finishes are adjusting. A hairline
crack that appears and then stays the same is a cosmetic
matter. A crack that keeps widening month after month, a
door that gets steadily worse, or a large crack that reopens
after proper repair deserves a call and a fresh look. Keep
notes and dated photos: a steady record turns worry into
information.

Doors and Windows: Adjustments Are Part
of the Job
Doors tell the truth about a house, and after a lift they often
need attention. A door that stuck badly may swing free
afterward. A door that worked fine may rub lightly at the top
corner. Both outcomes are normal. The frame around a door
is a rectangle set into a wall, and when the wall moves even
slightly, that rectangle changes shape.

Plan on a round of adjustments in the first few months.
Sometimes the fix is simple: tightening hinge screws, planing
a small high spot, or adjusting a strike plate so the latch
catches. Sometimes a door needs to be re-hung by a
carpenter. Wait until the house has had time to settle into its
supported position before paying for fine carpentry — unless
a door will not close or lock at all. Security and weather
sealing come first; fine fitting comes after. Windows deserve
the same patience. Most will work better after support is
restored, and any that bind should at least be checked so they
still lock.

Plumbing: Test Again, and Think Clearly
About What It Means
If there is one post-repair step homeowners are tempted to
skip, it is the plumbing re-test — and it is one of the most
important. Many Texas houses have older drain lines under
the slab, and those lines moved with the house. A lift can
stress a line that was already thin, cracked, or bellied. A leak
under a repaired foundation can wash out soil and create a
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void, so you want to know the condition of your lines after the
movement, not just before it.

A proper re-test generally means a licensed plumber checks
the water supply system for pressure loss and tests the drains
to see whether they hold water as they should. If the
pre-repair test found a leak and you repaired it, the re-test
confirms the fix. If the first test was clean and the re-test
finds a new break, you have caught it early, while it is a
plumbing repair and not yet a new foundation problem.

Keep the written results of every test with your foundation
paperwork. A clean re-test after the lift is a valuable
document if you ever sell. A repaired-and-retested line is
nearly as good, because it shows the problem was found and
finished, not hidden. If a plumber recommends work you
cannot do right away, ask how urgent it is, and put the plan in
writing.

Backfill and Soil Settling Around the Piles
During installation, soil is opened around the foundation so
crews can place the piles and brackets. When the work is
done, that soil goes back in. Freshly replaced soil is looser
than soil that sat undisturbed for decades, and it will settle.
Over the first months, especially after the first good rains, you
may see low spots along the beam where the work was done.
This is expected.

Settling backfill is not the same as your foundation settling.
The piles are deep and supported; the loose surface soil is
simply compacting. Your job is to add soil back as needed so
the grade slopes gently away from the foundation, never
toward it. Use clean fill soil, tamp it lightly, and re-check after
rain. Keep soil below brick weep holes and the top of the slab
edge, and correct any small channel that funnels roof water
against the house.

Re-Establishing Even Moisture: The Main
Job Now
Once the structure is supported, your central job for as long
as you own the home is the one this whole book is built
around: keep soil moisture around your foundation as even as
you reasonably can, in every season. The piles carry the load
to more stable soil, but surface soil still swells and shrinks.
Even moisture will not make Texas clay stop moving entirely.
It will greatly reduce the swings — and smaller swings mean
fewer cracks, fewer sticking doors, and a longer, quieter life
for your repair.

Start your watering routine as soon as your repair company
says it is appropriate. In dry weather, that usually means
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soaker hoses or a foundation watering system on a steady
schedule, placed a short distance out from the foundation so
water soaks down along the beam without ponding against it.
In wet weather, the discipline reverses: no extra watering,
gutters and drains working, no standing water next to the
house. The goal is never "wet" and never "bone dry." It is
"about the same, most of the time."

Hypothetical example: a homeowner in Fort Worth finishes a
repair in late spring, waters faithfully through a dry July, then
travels for three weeks in August with the system off. The
sunny south side shrinks hard while the shaded north side
stays closer to normal. By September a door is rubbing again
— not because the piles failed, but because the soil made a
big, uneven swing. A timer or a neighbor checking the system
would have prevented it. Steady beats heroic. Build a routine
you can keep even when life gets busy.

Patience With Cosmetic Repairs
Here is advice that will save you money: do not rush to patch,
paint, and finish every cosmetic flaw in the first weeks after a
lift. Give the house time. Many experienced homeowners wait
several months, and some wait through a change of seasons,
before doing final drywall work and paint in the areas that
moved most. A crack patched too early often reopens just
enough to show through new paint, which means paying twice
for the same work.

Use the waiting time well. Mark cracks lightly in pencil with a
date, and photograph doors that rub. When you do repair
cracks, do it properly: remove loose material, fill and tape
where needed, sand, prime, and paint. Tile and grout that
cracked before the repair should likewise be evaluated after
the house has settled, not in the first week.

Keeping Records and Elevation Paperwork
From now on, you are the keeper of your foundation's file, and
that file is worth real money and real peace of mind. Keep in
one folder: your repair contract, the pile location diagram,
pre- and post-repair elevation readings, any warranty
document, plumbing test results before and after, invoices
and proof of payment, and your dated photos and crack log.
Add your own note: the date of the lift, the movement
reported, and any areas where the crew stopped lifting on
purpose to protect the house.

Elevation paperwork confuses many homeowners, so think of
it plainly. Elevations are floor-height measurements taken at
many points, compared to a reference point. They show the
shape of the floor — where it sat low, and where it sits after
support. No single number tells the whole story; the pattern
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tells the story. Keep the diagrams even if you do not fully
understand them today. A future buyer or a structural
engineer you hire someday will read them fluently.

Finally, schedule a follow-up. Many companies will re-check a
home after a period of time, and even if yours does not offer it
automatically, ask for a check at the one-year mark. That
steady attention — not worry, just attention — turns a
one-time repair into a house that holds its ground year after
year. The hard work is done. Now the quiet work begins, and
it is work you can absolutely do.

Chapter 11: Buying, Selling, and
Living With a Repaired
Foundation
At some point, almost every repaired foundation meets the
real estate market. Maybe you repaired your home and now
you are selling it. Maybe you are buying a home and the seller
hands you a stack of foundation paperwork. Maybe you plan
to stay thirty years, rent the house out, or pass it to family. In
every case, the same truth holds: a repaired foundation with
good paperwork and a clear story is not a secret to hide. It is
a known, addressed condition — and in Texas, where clay soil
moves under many homes, that is a stronger position than
people first assume.

This chapter is general information, not legal advice. Rules
and forms change, and every transaction is different. For
anything that affects a sale, a contract, or your legal duties,
check the current Texas requirements and talk with a
qualified real estate professional or an attorney who handles
Texas property. What follows will help you understand the
questions, organize the paper, and have a smarter
conversation with those professionals.

Selling a Home With a Repaired
Foundation: Disclosure in Plain Terms
Texas sellers generally complete a Seller's Disclosure Notice
that asks about the condition of the property, including
foundations, past repairs, flooding, and other known facts.
The guiding principle most professionals give is simple and
wise: disclose what you know, honestly and completely, and
answer the form as it is written. If the foundation was
repaired, say so. If you have a warranty, say so. If there was a
plumbing leak under the slab, say what was done about it.
Minimizing or leaving a known repair off the paperwork
creates the very trouble honest disclosure avoids — disputes
later, when memories differ and money is on the line.
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Do not speculate beyond what you know. You can state the
date of the repair, the company that did it, and the method
used — pressed concrete piles — and provide the documents.
You do not need to promise a buyer the house will never move
again, because no honest person can promise that about any
Texas house. You also do not need to volunteer fears as if they
were facts. "The foundation was repaired in this year, by this
company, with this paperwork, and here is the elevation
record" is a complete, truthful answer.

Gather your file before you list the home, not after a buyer
asks. That file — contract, pile diagram, elevations before and
after, warranty, plumbing tests, and invoices — should be
ready to share. Sellers who produce organized paperwork
early almost always have smoother transactions than sellers
who say the papers are "somewhere." If you have lost
documents, contact the repair company and ask for copies.
Price and timing conversations belong with your real estate
agent. In many Texas neighborhoods, a documented repair is
treated as a normal part of a home's history. An
undocumented repair, or signs of movement with no repair at
all, is what tends to slow a sale down.

Transferable Warranties: Questions Worth
Asking
Many foundation warranties can transfer to a new owner, and
a transferable warranty is a genuine selling point. But
warranties differ widely in what they cover, how long they
last, and what a transfer requires, so read yours closely and
ask direct questions while you still have time to get answers
in writing.

Ask the company that issued the warranty: Is it transferable
to a new owner, and if so, how many times? Is there a transfer
fee, and how much is it? Fees vary widely, so get the current
figure from the company rather than relying on memory. Is
there a deadline after the sale by which the transfer must be
completed? What exactly does the warranty cover —
re-adjustment of the installed piles if that area settles, labor,
materials, or only certain parts of the work? What does it
exclude? Are there conditions the new owner must meet, such
as maintaining drainage or a watering routine, for coverage
to remain in place? What paperwork does the company need
from seller and buyer to record the transfer?

Get the answers in writing and put them in the file. A buyer
who can see the terms, transfer steps, and deadline in plain
print will feel far more confidence than one who is simply
told, "It has a lifetime warranty" — a phrase that means
different things at different companies. The document is the
promise. If you are the seller, start the transfer conversation
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before closing, so the buyer is not racing a deadline during
moving week. Who pays any fee is a normal point of
negotiation, settled in the transaction paperwork.

Buying a Home With a Repaired
Foundation: What to Ask For
If you are the buyer, a repaired foundation should start a set
of questions, not end your interest. A house repaired and
documented has dealt with its movement openly. Your job is
to verify the story.

Ask for the complete paperwork set: the repair contract, the
diagram showing pile locations and depths if available, pre-
and post-repair elevation readings, the warranty and its
transfer terms, plumbing test results from around the time of
the repair, and any later follow-up elevation checks. Ask when
the repair was done and who did it, then check that the
company is still operating and honors its warranties. Ask
whether any plumbing leaks were found under the slab and
how they were fixed, because a house can have excellent piles
and still be at risk from an old, leaking drain line.

Read the elevation drawings as a pattern. Look for how much
movement existed before repair, how much was recovered,
and whether later readings show stability over time. A home
repaired eight years ago with steady readings since is telling
a reassuring story: the repair held, and the owners
maintained the home. A home repaired eight months ago has
less track record — not a failure, but a reason your own
monitoring in the first years matters more.

Walk the property with the eye you have built reading this
book. Check grading and drainage. Look for standing-water
paths, gutters that dump at the foundation, large trees close
to the house, and signs of a watering routine — or the lack of
one. Look inside for fresh, heavy cosmetic patching done right
before listing, and ask what lies under it. None of this
requires expertise. It requires observation, and asking for
paper. If questions remain, you may choose to hire a
structural engineer for an independent evaluation, or a
foundation company for an inspection, during your option
period — discuss timing and access with your real estate
professional. An independent set of eyes is money well spent
when it turns an unknown into a known.

Composite example: two similar homes sit on the same street.
The first shows cracks, and the seller says the foundation "has
never been a problem" but offers no records. The second was
repaired six years ago and comes with a full file, a
transferable warranty confirmed in writing, clean plumbing
tests, and elevation checks showing a stable floor since the
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work. Many experienced buyers calmly choose the second
home — because known and documented beats unknown,
every time.

Why a Documented Repair Can Be a
Strength
It helps to say this plainly, because sellers often fear the
opposite: in much of Texas, a repaired foundation is not a
scarlet letter. Clay soil is a fact of life from the Red River to
the Gulf Coast, and many homes will need support work at
some point. A home whose movement was addressed with
pressed concrete piles, whose plumbing was tested, whose
warranty transfers, and whose owners kept up with drainage
and watering is, in practical terms, ahead of a home that has
never been repaired but is quietly beginning to move.

The strength is not the repair alone. It is the repair plus the
proof plus the maintenance. That combination tells a buyer
three things: the big structural question has been answered,
the answer is documented by people who stand behind it, and
the home has been cared for by owners who paid attention.
Buyers hope to find exactly that in every system of a house —
roof, electrical, plumbing — and the foundation is no
different. Sellers, help your buyer see the story: leave the
watering instructions, timer settings, and a short note about
your seasonal routine with the house papers.

Renting and Long-Term Holding Notes
If you keep the home as a rental or hold it for family, your
maintenance duties matter more, because they must survive a
change of occupants. Tenants, however good, will not watch a
foundation the way an owner will unless you make it easy and
clear for them.

Put foundation care into the practical rhythm of the property.
State in plain language, in whatever agreement your
professionals advise, who is responsible for running the
watering system, keeping gutters and drains clear, and
reporting plumbing leaks promptly. Slow leaks and running
toilets are foundation issues in a rental, not just plumbing
annoyances, because water under or around a slab does
damage quietly for months. Schedule your own walk-throughs
at least twice a year: check grading, look for new cracks, run
every faucet, look under sinks, and confirm the watering
routine is actually happening.

For long-term owners who stay put, the message is the same,
stretched over decades. Keep the file updated. Every
plumbing repair, every elevation check, every major tree
removal near the house — note the date and keep the invoice.
If you ever need warranty service, that record makes the
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conversation short and factual. And every few years, take a
fresh, honest walk around your home with the eyes this book
has given you. A house that is watched does not surprise its
owner often. Whether you are buying, selling, renting, or
staying, the principle does not change: paper, honesty, and
steady care turn a repaired foundation from a question mark
into a settled fact — good for the house, good for the people
in it, and good for whoever owns it next.

Chapter 12: Your Year-Round
Foundation Care Calendar
Everything in this book comes down to a rhythm. Foundations
in Texas do not usually fail in one dramatic week. They react,
slowly, to seasons that repeat every year: winter cold snaps,
spring rains, summer drought, and the relief of fall. If your
care follows those seasons — a little attention at the right
time, every time — you will catch most problems while they
are still small and far less costly.

Think of this calendar as a pattern to adapt, not a set of
orders. A home in El Paso lives a different water year than a
home in Houston, and a shaded lot with mature oaks asks
different questions than a new lot in open sun. Use the
seasons below as your framework, and adjust the details to
your soil, trees, rainfall, and crack log.

Winter: Quiet Checks and Protection From
Extremes
Winter in Texas can be mild for weeks and then deliver a hard
freeze with little warning, and that swing is what makes
winter a foundation season at all. Cold itself does not shrink
clay the way drought does, but winter is when plumbing is
most at risk — and water where it does not belong is one of
the fastest ways to hurt a foundation. Before the first serious
freeze, insulate exposed pipes, cover outside faucets, and
know where your main water shutoff is and how to use it. If a
pipe bursts, shutting the water off quickly is the difference
between a plumbing bill and a plumbing bill plus soil washed
out from under your home.

Winter is also your best indoor inspection season. You are
inside more, and low, angled light shows cracks honestly.
Walk the house with a flashlight held along the walls. Check
door and window corners, run a hand along known cracks,
and compare them with your log. Photograph anything that
has changed. Check that every door still latches and every
window still locks. Test faucets and look under every sink for
slow drips that could run unnoticed for months.
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Outside, on a mild day, do the winter exterior round. Confirm
soil still slopes away from the house after fall rains and any
settling. Check that downspouts discharge well away from the
foundation and extensions have not been knocked loose. If
you use a foundation watering system, winter is when you
reduce it — most Texas homes need far less supplemental
watering in cool months, and some need none in a wet winter.
The soil should stay roughly consistent, not soggy. In a
genuinely dry winter, light, occasional watering on the driest
exposures may still be wise. Let your soil, not the calendar
alone, make the final call.

Spring: Rain, Drainage, and the Big Review
Spring brings the rains, and rain tests every drainage
decision you have made. Stand outside — safely, after the
heaviest downpour has passed — and watch where the water
actually goes. Does it sheet away from the house, or pond
against the beam? Do gutters overflow at one corner and
dump a waterfall where you least want it? Does the yard hold
a shallow lake for a day after every storm? Water standing
next to a foundation swells clay on that side, and uneven
swelling lifts unevenly. Your spring job is to find those spots
while the evidence is in front of you, and fix the grading,
gutter, or drain that causes them.

Clean the gutters in spring, and check them again after heavy
leaf and seed fall. A clogged gutter is not minor housekeeping
on a slab home; it delivers hundreds of gallons of roof water
to one spot of soil. Confirm downspout extensions and splash
blocks are in place, and that buried drain lines still flow freely
at their exit points.

Spring is also the season for the big review. Pull out your
crack log, photos, and foundation file. Compare this spring's
pictures with last fall's. Which cracks moved? Which doors
changed? Is there a pattern — one side of the house, one
plumbing line, one big tree? Patterns point to causes, and
causes can be fixed. If your home is under warranty and
something has genuinely changed, spring is a calm time to
call and ask for a check, records in hand. Schedule plumbing
concerns promptly: a slow leak found in April is a small
repair; the same leak found in October has had a summer to
wash out soil. If you garden, make planting decisions with the
foundation in mind — keep thirsty plantings and new trees at
a respectful distance, and avoid beds that hold water against
the beam.

Summer: Drought Discipline and the
Watering Routine
Summer is the main event in Texas foundation care. Weeks
without rain, heat that bakes the ground, and sun that pulls
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moisture from the soil will shrink clay hard — fastest where
sun hits longest and where big trees pull water from
underneath. The south and west sides of most homes take the
hardest drying. This is the season your watering routine earns
its keep.

Run soaker hoses or a foundation watering system on a
steady, moderate schedule through dry stretches. The aim is
even moisture — soil that stays about the same around the
whole perimeter, not soil that swings from soaked on Sunday
to cracked open by Friday. Short, frequent, consistent
watering usually serves that goal better than rare, heavy
soaking. Place lines a short distance out from the foundation
so water soaks down along the beam. Check the system itself
monthly in summer: timers fail, hoses kink, emitters clog, and
a system you believe is running but is not is worse than no
system, because it gives you confidence you have not earned.

Watch the soil with your own eyes. A small hairline separation
where soil pulls slightly from the foundation can appear in the
worst weeks; wide gaps are a signal to step up watering
consistency and check for other causes, such as a large tree
on that side. Keep mulch in beds — it slows evaporation.
Summer is also irrigation season, and a broken sprinkler line
or leaking hose bib can quietly flood one corner for weeks, so
walk the yard while irrigation runs at least once a month and
look for soggy spots or unusually green patches. Be
thoughtful, too, with summer projects — pools, landscaping,
fences, tree removals — because each changes how water
moves and soil dries. Note the dates in your file, and watch
those areas for a year afterward.

Fall: The Reset Season
Fall is the reset: the season to bring everything back to a
known, good state before winter, and to learn what the year
taught you. As temperatures ease and rains return, taper
watering gradually rather than stopping it all at once after a
dry summer. Sudden changes, in either direction, are what
you are always trying to avoid. Let the soil return to a
moderate, even state around the whole house.

Do a full fall inspection, inside and out, with log and camera
in hand. Measure and photograph your reference cracks. Test
every door and window. Clean the gutters again after leaf fall,
checking downspouts and drainage exits once more. Top up
settled soil anywhere the grade has dropped near the
foundation, especially over backfilled areas from past work,
so winter rains run away from the house instead of collecting
against it.

Fall is the right time for the year's paperwork hour. File
invoices, plumbing receipts, and any inspection or elevation

Holding Ground  |  47



reports, and update your notes: what changed, what you
fixed, what you are watching. This single hour keeps your file
the kind described in Chapter 11 — the file that protects you
whether you stay for decades or sell next spring. Fall is also a
kind season for cosmetic work you patiently postponed after a
repair, since conditions are often stable enough for patching
and painting to hold. If you are planning larger work for next
year, get proposals in this calm season; costs for such projects
vary widely by home and region, so compare plans, not just
numbers.

Hypothetical example: a homeowner near Abilene treats the
first Saturday of October as a fixed appointment — gutters
cleaned, grade checked, cracks photographed, file updated,
watering tapered, coffee made first. The whole round takes
about three hours, once a year. Over a decade, that habit has
caught a leaking hose bib, a clogged drain exit, and one slow
drain leak, each fixed small because each was found early.
That is the philosophy of this book in one Saturday.

The Monthly Habit Summary
Seasons carry the big work, but months carry the habit.
Whatever the season, a short monthly round keeps you
connected to your house. It does not need to be long or
perfect. It needs to be regular.
 
• Walk the outside of the house once a month. Look at

grading, soil contact, downspouts, and any place water
could collect against the foundation. 

• Check your watering system monthly — more often in
summer. Confirm timers, hoses, and lines are actually
running as you intend. 

• Look at your reference cracks and your most honest doors.
Note any change in your log with a date and a photo. 

• Glance under sinks and at visible plumbing. A slow drip
found this month is a small fix; the same drip found next
season may not be. 

• After any major storm, do a quick drainage check. Where
did the water go, and did anything change? 

• Keep every receipt, report, and note in your foundation file
as it happens, not in a pile to sort someday. 

• Once a month, ask the simple question this book has
trained you to ask: is the moisture around my house
staying about even? If the honest answer is yes, your
foundation is getting what it needs most. 

That is the whole calendar: winter protection, spring drainage
and review, summer watering discipline, fall reset, and a
small monthly round to hold it together. Together, repeated
year after year, they are how a Texas house on clay soil stays
a steady, comfortable, valuable home.
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Conclusion: Holding Ground for
the Long Haul
You picked up this book because your house moved, or
because you were afraid it might, or because you wanted to
understand the ground under a Texas home before a small
worry became a large one. However you arrived here, you are
leaving with something more valuable than a list of repairs.
You are leaving with a way of seeing your home — from the
soil up — and a set of habits that will serve you for as long as
you own it.

If you remember nothing else, remember the ideas that ran
through every chapter. First, even moisture is the foundation
of everything. Texas clay will move; that is its nature. But soil
that stays roughly the same, season to season and side to
side, moves far less, and a house on steadier soil lives a far
quieter life. Your watering routine, your gutters, your
grading, and your drainage all serve that single idea.

Second, read your house early and often. Cracks, doors,
floors, and trim are a language, and you now speak it well
enough to know the difference between a cosmetic whisper
and a structural warning. A dated photograph and a line in a
log will always beat a worried memory. Small changes found
early stay small — and small problems are the kind a
homeowner can solve calmly, on a normal budget, without
turning life upside down for a season.

Third, fix leaks fast. Water under a slab or pooling against a
beam is never a "someday" problem. A plumbing repair made
promptly protects the soil, the foundation, and every repair
dollar you have already spent. Of all the money a homeowner
spends on a foundation, the money spent stopping water
quickly is usually the best spent of all.

Fourth, hold the standard when work must be done. A real
repair means real support: pressed concrete piles, installed
with care, measured honestly, plumbing tested, and
paperwork you can hold in your hand. Refuse shortcuts,
vague promises, and diagnoses made from the curb. Your
home deserves the full job, done once, by people who will put
their name and their warranty in writing.

Fifth, keep the record. Your foundation file — elevations, pile
diagram, warranty, plumbing tests, photos, and notes — is
part of the house now, as real as its roof. It protects you while
you live there, it strengthens your hand if you ever sell, and it
is a gift to whoever owns the home after you. A house with a
story that can be proven is a house people can trust.

Beyond those ideas stands the quiet truth this book has been
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pointing toward: steady care beats panic, every time. The
homeowners who fare best on Texas clay are not the ones
who worry the most or spend the most. They are the ones who
walk their house each month, keep their file, run their water
in a drought, clear their gutters before the rains, and make
one calm phone call when something changes. None of that
requires talent. It requires only attention, repeated — and
attention, repeated, is something you have already proven you
can give, simply by finishing this book.

So here is your charge for the long haul. Keep the moisture
even. Keep the log current. Keep the file complete. Keep the
standard high. And then go live in your house — cook in it,
gather in it, raise a family or welcome grandchildren in it —
without the foundation taking up space in your thoughts every
week. That peace is what all of this work was for. A house
that is watched over, on ground that is held steady, will hold
you in return for many years to come.

There will be years when nothing much happens, and that is
the point. A quiet year — no new cracks worth noting, no
doors misbehaving, no leaks, no surprises after storms — is
not luck. It is the visible result of all the small, unglamorous
care in the chapters before this one. Learn to enjoy those
quiet years and to trust them, while still taking your monthly
walk. Boredom, in foundation care, is success wearing work
clothes.

Thank you for trusting these pages with something as
important as your home. Now take that first walk around your
house, log in hand, and begin. You know what to look for. You
know what to do. You have got this — and your house is going
to be just fine.

Resources & Next Steps
If this book raised a question about your own house, start
with the simple steps: walk the outside walls, check where
roof water lands, look for a dry gap at the slab edge in
summer or standing water after rain, and start a short log of
doors, cracks, and changes with dates. If signs keep
progressing, get an on-site foundation evaluation with
measurements, and fix any plumbing leak first. For an
independent opinion on a specific house, hire a structural
engineer.

Travis Nech has spent 50 years in brick, masonry, and
foundation work across Texas. He owns and operates
Champion Brick Repair, Metro Foundation Repair,
LintelLOCK, MortarMagic, and WhiteStone Construction.
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• Champion Brick Repair — brick & masonry repair,
Dallas–Fort Worth — championbrickrepair.com — (817)
900-6324 

• Metro Foundation Repair — pressed concrete pile
foundation repair — metrofoundationrepair.com — (817)
523-1540 

• LintelLOCK — the field-developed lintel replacement
system — lintlerepair.com — (469) 730-0650 

• MortarMagic — mortar color matching & the Mortar
Bucket — mortarmagic.netlify.app 

• WhiteStone Construction — stone, ranch & property
work, Hamilton TX country — (254) 723-5040 

About the Author
Travis Nech has spent 50 years in brick, masonry, and
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• WhiteStone Construction — stone, ranch & property
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Travis writes the way he works: plain language, honest limits,
and methods proven in the field over decades. His books exist
so a homeowner can walk into any repair conversation
already knowing what good work looks like — and what
questions make a contractor show it.
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