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SUMMARY

The Alabama Supreme Court affirmed a directed verdict for homeowners in a premises-liability action
arising from the collapse of a redwood sundeck that injured a social guest. The court held that the
evidence did not support a reasonable inference that the homeowners knew of the deck's dangerous
condition and acted wantonly, and it upheld exclusion of prior pleadings against the contractor because
no inconsistency concerning the sundeck was shown.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether Alabama should abolish the traditional trespasser, licensee, and invitee classifications in
premises-liability cases.

2. Whether the trial court erred by excluding the defendants' prior complaint against the contractor as
evidence of their knowledge of the sundeck's defective condition.

3. Whether the evidence presented a scintilla supporting the plaintiff's claim that the defendants acted
wantonly by allowing him to use a sundeck they knew was unstable and dangerous.

HOLDINGS

1. The traditional classifications of trespasser, licensee, and invitee remain viable under Alabama law.

2. The trial court did not err in excluding the prior complaint because the plaintiff could not provide
evidence linking that complaint to the sundeck and therefore could not show an inconsistency with the
defendants' position that they lacked knowledge of a defective sundeck.

3. The directed verdict for the defendants was proper because the evidence did not support a reasonable
inference that the defendants knew the sundeck was defectively and dangerously constructed or that its
condition was likely to cause collapse.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“The most crucial element of wantonness is knowledge, and that element need not be shown by direct
evidence; rather, it may be made to appear by showing circumstances from which the fact of knowledge is a
legitimate inference.” (1092)

“With respect to a directed verdict, if a legitimate inference furnishes a scintilla of evidence in support of the
theory of the complaint, then the question must go to the jury.” (1092)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

The defendants purchased a newly constructed home in 1972 with an elevated redwood sundeck that was
extensively and uneventfully used for approximately a year and a half, including by groups of up to 16 people.
The plaintiff and his wife had noticed a slight bounce and vibration but did not tell the defendants, and the
defendants testified that they had not noticed anything wrong with the deck or received safety complaints. The
plaintiff, a social guest, voluntarily went onto the deck with his wife and child when it collapsed, injuring his
back.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Whaley sued Lloyd and Mary Lawing for injuries sustained when a redwood sundeck at their home collapsed.
After presentation of the plaintiff's case, the trial court directed a verdict for the defendants, excluded a prior
complaint filed by the defendants against the home's contractor, and entered judgment for the defendants. The
Alabama Supreme Court affirmed.

DISPOSITION



affirmed
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