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By CRAIG WILLIAMS
The Assoicated Press

T
hree years ago, I bought
a great old Victorian
house in Ohio City, a

trendy historic district on the
west side of town.

My friends and family
thought I was crazy when they
first saw the place. Sections of
water-damaged plaster hung
from the walls. The floors
were covered with gray tarpa-
per. The wood around the win-
dows was rotten.

It was a fixer-upper for sure.
But at its price, I would have
been a fool not to swipe it up,
especially in this up-and-com-
ing area where property val-
ues have shot up 50 percent in
just three years.

The problem with buying an
affordable fixer-upper,
though, is that you eventually
have to start fixing it up. And
while I, a cash-poor writer,
had the initial means to buy
this gem-in-the-rough, I knew
finding the time and money to
do a total house rehab — and
finishing it in a matter of
months, as most of my neigh-
bors have — was going to
prove difficult.

If I could somehow break
this huge project into a series
of smaller tasks, I just might
be able to pull it off. But I was-
n’t so sure that renovating a
100-year-old house a little at
a time was feasible.

So I talked to neighbors,
architects and a general con-
tractor to get their opinions.
If you’re thinking of tackling
an old-home renovation, too,
here are some points to con-

sider:

LLiivviinngg  iinn  cchhaaooss
“Remember, the longer you

drag out a project, the longer
you drag out the mess,” Larry
Brichacek, a neighbor and a
reputable general contractor,
warned us.

This is something I’d already
prepared myself for. I’ve got-
ten married since buying the
house, and the good news is
that like me, my wife Connie
also is perfectly willing to live
with plaster dust, plywood
floors and rooms without walls
for years to come, if need be.
We’ve decided it’s sort of fun.
Our cozy upstairs master bed-
room, which is the only
almost-complete room in the
house, has become an apart-
ment of sorts. The rest of the
house can be finished around
us.

FFiinnaanncciiaall  hheellpp
Living with a long-term mess

is the easy part. Our real
obstacle is money; we don’t
have much of it to work with.
Luckily, the renaissance of our
once-forlorn neighborhood is
not only good for area home-
owners, but also a boon for the
city. Consequently, residents
have access to city-sponsored
incentives like low-interest
loans, funds for emergency
repairs, even, in some cases,
free materials and equipment.

If you live in an older neigh-
borhood, check with your city
or county to see if they have
similar programs.

DDoo  iitt  yyoouurrsseellff
Knocking out old wall plas-

ter has become an obsession

with my wife, who finds it ther-
apeutic. We haul out a few
small boxes and bags of debris
with our regular trash each
week, too, which saves us from
renting an expensive on-site
Dumpster.

Homeowners who contribute
their own elbow grease to a
renovation can help cut down
the overall cost significantly.
Be careful, though. While pro-
fessional contractors appreci-
ate you doing some of the
work, it’s possible also to
become a hindrance.

“If the owners want to save
money,” said Brichacek, “they
should take on only the work
they’re sure they can handle.
Some people bite off more
than they can chew and end
up causing delays for the con-
tractors. Know your limits.
What you can’t handle, leave
to the pros.”

TThhee  mmaasstteerr  ppllaann
Although our goal is to rehab

bit-by-bit, Brichacek remind-
ed us that we’ll have to con-
sider some of the overall
details of the project at the
outset.

“For example, before you
start work on any one room,”
he told us, “you’ll need to
update wiring, plumbing and
heating-cooling ductwork
throughout the house. That
work has to be done first
because it requires access to
the spaces between the walls,
ceilings and floors.”

We wouldn’t want to lay a
beautiful new tile floor in the
kitchen, for example, only to
find the plumber needs to tear
it back up to replace our old
lead pipes.

To determine where all the
wires, pipes and ducts will go,
we needed to know what the
layout of our completed house
will look like. We needed a
master plan, which requires
the help of a couple of experts.

One of them is an architect.
Our house originally was built
as a single-family unit and
later converted to a double to
provide rental income. Turn-
ing it back into a single means
we need to completely rework
the layout, and for that we
needed architectural draw-
ings.

In our area, such drawings
will cost between $2,500 and
$5,000. That’s a lot of money,
especially for us. But the
drawings are the foundation
of our master plan. They’re the
road map that will guide us
through the rest of our piece-
meal renovation. Investing in
some solid pre-planning up
front will help us avoid cost-
ly mistakes later.

The other is a general con-
tractor. This professional will
oversee the execution of mas-
ter plan and, in our case, help
decide how best to divide it
into smaller sections. It’s the
contractor’s job to juggle the
talents of various subcontrac-

tors like plumbers, electri-
cians and carpenters, making
sure they not only show up,
but also that their schedules
don’t conflict with one anoth-
er. The contractor also is
responsible for obtaining the
necessary building permits.

If architectural drawings are
our road map, a reputable con-
tractor like Brichacek is the
tour guide who’s been down
the road before. He will point
out the best route to get us
where we’re going, and steer
us clear of expensive mistakes

— like putting in the tile floor
before the plumbing.

There are a lot of great ways
to cut costs on a project like
ours. Forgoing a good general
contractor is not one of them.

Take the time to get recom-
mendations from neighbors.
Visit other homes the con-
tractor has renovated. Find
out if he or she is licensed and
insured, and interview as
many contractors as it takes
until you to find one with
whom you feel comfortable.

I’m feeling a lot more com-

fortable now that I know my
gradual approach is feasible,
after all.

In fact, if you’re not in hurry,
Brichacek said, the bit-by-bit
approach may even be prefer-
able. 

“Not only can you spread out
the cost over time,” he said,
“it also gives you room to
change your mind. I’ve worked
with people who’ve renovated
slowly, and they’re usually
glad they did, mostly because
their initial ideas changed as
the work progressed.”
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Postman Gary Gardner closes the gate on the Victorian-era home owned and being gradu-
ally restored by Craig and Connie Williams. The house is in Ohio City, a Cleveland historic
district that is being rediscovered for its old-house charm. 
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Craig and Connie Williams currently are reconstructing the kitchen in their Victorian house in
Cleveland’s Ohio City historic district. The couple has chosen to renovate the house gradu-
ally as time and finances permit.
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The master bedroom in the Williams’ Victorian house was one

Home rehab: Take it one day at a time

Bonded
and

Insured

RETIRED CRAFTSMEN
AND OTHER EXPERTS®

OOffffeerr  LLooww  CCoosstt  HHoommee RReeppaaiirrss  &&  RReemmooddeelliinngg
Work You Can Trust Guaranteed For 1 Year
• Carpentry
• Plumbing
• Electrical
• Painting
• Dry Wall

• Kitchen & Bath
• Ceramic Tile
• Decks
• Handyman Jobs

““##11  AAnndd  BBeesstt  OOff  TThhee  BBeesstt””
1999 Entrepreneur Magazine

MMeemmbbeerr  OOff  TThhee  WWeesstteerrnn  MMiicchhiiggaann
BBeetttteerr  BBuussiinneessss  BBuurreeaauu

MMeemmbbeerr  ooff  tthhee  LLiittttllee  TTrraavveerrssee  AAssssoocciiaattiioonn
ooff  HHoommee  BBuuiillddeerrss
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Offer Ends June 30, 2002
*Offer good with purchase of any Amana high efficiency furnace and air conditioning system.
“6 Months, Same As Cash” option is only available on 48 or 84 month contracts (contract rate
14.25% APR-MI, 19.9%-OH) and is restricted to persons who meet purchase requirement with

qualifying credit. Other restrictions apply. Please ask for details. 

Save!
Free Platinum 10-Year

Limited Warranty 
On System

Purchase Or
6 Months 

Same As Cash*

J & P HEATING & COOLING INC.
300 US 31 SOUTH, TRAVERSE CITY MI

231-943-0816

B.L. HARROUN
Automatic Sprinkler Contractor

Residential Fire Protection Systems
est. 1940

1018 Staples Ave.
Kalamazoo, MI 49007

(616) 345-8657
(616) 345-8684 fax

CONSIDER THESE FACTS:
■ Every 74 seconds fire occurs in a U.S. 

residence
■ Every 21 minutes a civilian is injured 

by fire
■ Eight out of ten fire deaths occur in 

the home

•• New
Construction

• Retrofits in 
Existing Homes

44//
1166

..66
4466

7711
88..

HH
MM

(AFSA)


