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he old adage “Chil-
dren should be seen
and not heard” must
have been coined by

a French-door salesman. Most
people I know like French doors.
They’re an elegant way to cor-
don off rooms without visually
separating them. In fact, they act
more like windows between
rooms than doors.

Hanging French doors, how-
ever, can be frustrating. Getting
two doors, either of which may
be slightly warped, to meet up
perfectly when installed in the al-
most certainly imperfect framing
of a house requires several levels
of adjustment. Correcting the
rough opening or fixing an out-
of-plumb, or cross-legged, open-
ing might call for the use of a
sledgehammer, which doesn’t
take much technical skill. Mak-
ing adjustments for an out-of-
level floor or a bowed door, on
the other hand, takes a little
more finesse. �

Gary Striegler is the principal
of Striegler and Associates, a
custom-home contractor in
Fayetteville, Ark. Photos by
James Kidd, except where
noted.

French Doors
Knowing where to place the shims is half the battle

BY GARY STRIEGLER

T

Two doors are
harder than one.
The trick is setting
one jamb leg
plumb and just
tacking the other
before hanging the
doors and finally
adjusting the sec-
ond side perfectly.

HangingThe Trick to



DECEMBER 2003/JANUARY 2004 63Photo facing page: Rick Green. Drawings: Chuck Lockhart.

ASSESSING THE ROUGH OPENING

After checking 
the width of the rough opening, the author checks 
the height (photo left). A safe height is 21⁄2 in. more
than the door’s height, or 821⁄2 in. for a standard 
interior door. If the door manufacturer hasn’t specified
the rough opening’s width, a rule of thumb is to mea-
sure the width of the doors, then add 2 in.

First, check
the floor for level. If the floor is more than 1⁄4 in. out of
level across the rough opening, measure the difference
and trim the high side’s jamb leg to even it out. Next,
use a door hanger’s level, or a short level and long
straightedge (sidebar right), to check the rough open-
ing for plumb (photo left). If it’s out of plumb, shims
can be used to fix it. Check the wall on both sides of
the rough opening for plumb (photo right). If the wall
is out of plumb, use a sledgehammer and a block of
wood to realign it (drawing below). Hold the block of
wood against the bottom of the wall to protect the
drywall, and whack it with the sledge. The base mold-
ing will hide any damage to the drywall.

A LITTLE

INGENUITY

SAVES YOU

FROM 

BUYING A

NEW LEVEL

Rough openings are rarely perfect, but a door jamb must be plumb and
level. Some properly placed shims will correct most rough openings.

Measure the
hinge locations on the door; shim one side of the
rough opening at these heights. Having shims behind
each hinge transfers some of the door’s weight to the
stud. In addition to plumbing the jamb, shims correct
for twisted studs (drawing bottom right, p. 64). Keep
the shims’ build-out small—1⁄8 in. is ideal—so that
there’s room to shim the other side. Shim at the top
hinge location first. Use a level to plumb the shims at
the bottom, then middle hinge locations. When one
side is done, set the jamb.

A door-
hanger’s
level is a
sizable
investment
for an
occasional-
use tool.
You can
get great
results
using a
shorter
level and 
a 6-ft.
plywood
straight-
edge.

MEASURE THE ROUGH OPENING1
1
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OPENING SHOULD BE PLUMB AND LEVEL2

SHIMMING THE ROUGH OPENING
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Shim at hinge
locations on
one side first.

A sledgehammer and block
can be used to move
walls into plumb.

Measure 
hinges for shim 
placement.
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INSTALL JAMB INTO TUNED OPENING

Remove the doors, insert the
jamb into the opening, and drive one 21⁄2-in.
finish nail on each side of the stop through
the shims, starting at the top. Keep the jamb
flush to the drywall, and check that it’s square
to the wall as shown in the drawing below.
Fastening the other side is similar, except
here you install the shims as you go. Start 
behind the top hinge, then do the bottom,
and finally the middle, checking all the while
that the jamb is plumb, square, and flush with
the drywall.

CENTER THE JAMB TO THE WALL4

No matter how perfectly you set
the jamb, it will need adjusting. Check the gaps around
the doors to make sure they’re equal. Make the neces-
sary adjustments to the jamb (drawings, facing page).
Ideally, you’ll have to make only minor adjustments to
get the door right. And that’s good because in the 
62-in. rough opening, 60 in. is given over to the doors,
11⁄2 in. to the jambs, and 1⁄8 in. to the shims on the first
stud, which leaves about 3⁄8 in. for final 
shimming.

Set the jamb along the shimmed
trimmer first.

4 HANG THE DOORS AND ADJUST5

Add shims where they are needed to cor-
rect bows or twists in the jamb, and nail
the jamb in place. Be certain to nail
through the shims. Close the doors and
recheck the gaps. Use a razor knife to
score the shims, and snap them off flush
with the drywall.

SECURING THE JAMB6

With one side of the rough opening plumbed, set the jamb. Additional
shimming will be necessary to fine-tune the jamb for a perfect fit.

Check the jamb with a framing square
and adjust with shims. Shims are driven
in one direction to fix a twisted stud.

Jamb leg
Drywall

Door stop

Nail through shims.

Head jamb

Framing
square
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There’s a wider gap between the doors near the
head jamb and too little at the bottom.

Problem 

Solution Solution 

Check the
walls for plumb, and
adjust with a sledge as in the
bottom right drawing on p. 63. If both walls
are plumb, a door is bowed. Replace it, or
split the difference by knocking each wall a
little out of plumb.

The doors aren’t in plane.

THE IDEAL DOOR INSTALLATION 

French doors should have a nickel-thick gap all the
way around. Wood doors shrink and grow with hu-
midity. This gap ensures clearance for the doors to
open and close even when swollen with moisture. If
you want to be really good, gauge the humidity
when you’re installing the doors. If they’re already
swollen, make the gap between them a bit tighter so
that it doesn’t open objectionably when the wood
dries out. If the doors are dry when hung, allow a 
little extra room for growth. If gaps are uneven, the
drawings below show how to get them right.

Problem 

Solution 

There’s an uneven gap between the door and head
jamb and wider gap at the bottom between the doors.

There’s an even gap between the doors,
but they aren’t aligned.

Problem 

Tap in an extra shim behind the bottom hinge as
shown to even the gaps around the doors.

Shim behind top hinge as shown.Solution 

Problem 

Uneven gap

Wider gap

Shim

Shim

Wider gap

Binds

Out of
alignment

Trim

One of the jamb legs is too long. With a handsaw,
shorten the longer leg by the difference between the
two doors. Then pry down on the top of the cut jamb
leg. If it doesn’t move, cut or pull the nails holding
that leg, lower it, and renail.

Move wall.

1⁄16-in. to 
1⁄8-in. gap

1⁄4-in. to 
1⁄2-in. gap


