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introduction

Building a house looks deceptively simple. You sketch a plan on the back of an envelope, hand it to a builder, and voila! You get your house. Maybe a hundred years ago this was possible. Today the whole process is a lot more complicated. But you don’t have to become an expert in home building to get a good house. You do, however, have to know enough to make good decisions—hundreds of them. That is the premise and the intention of this book: to provide you with enough information, on a wide range of topics, so that you get a very good house. And the right house for you.

The key is knowing what questions to ask—both of yourself and others. It also helps to know some pertinent facts about materials (for example, what makes for a good window or a good carpet) and how to evaluate builders, the people to whom you are ultimately entrusting your hopes and dreams and money.

The questions to ask yourself include not only your laundry list of functional requirements—say you need four bedrooms and a large home office—but also your quirks and habits. The right kitchen for you depends on what kind of cook you are: neat or, frankly, a bit messy? Do you catch every spill right away? How organized are you in the kitchen? Do you spread out over every square inch of counter when you prepare a meal, or do you work within a small, confined area?

I organized the book as I imagined you would go about collecting information and thinking about building a new house, starting with nailing down your needs and articulating exactly what it is that has led you to decide to do this. Then there are the big-picture issues: Why do houses cost so much? How much can you afford? Who are the players? Next I consider the broad categories of different types of builders as well as the experts who you should engage to help you.

Along the way, you need to know how to find, evaluate, hire, and work with the many experts—from a buyer’s agent to the site supervisor—who will work on your house. I explain how to go about this.

Eventually you will start to focus on specifics such as kitchen cabinets or selecting a hardwood floor or the heating and cooling systems. You’ll need to make your own choices or assess those made by a builder. The chapters have been written so that you can read them in any order, no matter when you want to tackle these issues.

At the end of each chapter, “Tips from the Trade” offers specific advice from experts in the field discussed. Each topic is presented in some, but not overwhelming, detail.

Over the seven years that I have been writing about building a brand-new house, I have interviewed experts on every aspect of home building imaginable; their advice is reiterated here. For example, if you decide to work with a production builder, he will sell you a basic house and optional upgrades. Which ones are good choices that can help with resale and which are frivolous? Realtors who work with resale buyers and real-estate appraisers have definite opinions. You can measure a room in a builder’s model to see if your king-size bed will fit once it’s in the room, but can you actually move it there? That can be more daunting than you think—ask any mover. I have.

The furnished models always look terrific because real life never intrudes—no one lives in models to dirty them up. Your new house will never look as good, but a professional house cleaner can offer tips on the details that can make your new house easier to clean. If this is your first home purchase, you may be agonizing over color choices. Interior designers offer some useful suggestions, such as taking a look at your closet to see what colors you favor. Many kitchens in new houses have an open wine rack. It looks good, but wine specialists say you are better off putting the wine somewhere else. And if you want to go the extra mile and add a few things that will make your production house unique, architects suggest some design ideas that would be easy to fabricate out of standard materials.

You’ve decided that your new home office will be your primary work space, so what do you need to know in planning it? Office designers, acoustical engineers, and specialists in high-speed data transmission all have important things to say. You’ve already thought about cabinets and flooring and countertops for your kitchen. But who really knows how well the materials will not just look, but last? The installers. If there’s a problem, they have to come back and fix it. If you want a deck, do you really want a wood one? Is all that maintenance worth it, just to get the natural look in the great outdoors? When you know the score, a deck made of recycled materials or “virgin vinyl” may have appeal.

At some point you will have to pick a building lot. They may all look the same when you have to pick one, but they won’t be when all the houses are built and the grading is finished. One could become a lake with every downpour. You can avoid drawing this short straw by hiring a landscape architect to help you choose a lot. A landscape architect can also develop a master plan for your new yard and help you decide which parts you want to do yourself and which are better left to the experts. For example, a good-sized “starter tree” with a four-to-five-inch diameter can weigh seven hundred to one thousand pounds. You’re a tree hugger, but you don’t want to pay a bundle for a lot with trees that are diseased or dying; you need an arborist. A house with a view of a golf course sounds great; golf course architects have plenty of tips for how to choose a lot and avoid getting broken windows from errant balls.

Finally you will sit down at the table and negotiate a price for the house and all those options. Buyer’s agents—Realtors who represent buyers in a new-home transaction with a production builder—offer some advice on negotiating strategies. Real-estate attorneys point out clauses in the sales contract that should be of more than passing interest, such as “substantially similar.” You need to know what this does—and does not—mean.

As you wade into the details of your new-house project, you will eventually get to the less sexy but more critical stuff like heating and cooling. Most likely, you will think about these prosaic matters only after you’ve considered everything else, so construction considerations are at the end of the book. By this point, numerous aspects of home building that never have captured your fancy, such as framing and joist spacing, may be downright fascinating. And shingle basics can be fun! (No kidding.)

If you’re inclined to want more information on the many topics covered in this book, further reading is suggested in an appendix, along with website information and a glossary of terms.

As you go through the process of building a new house, you will be making many decisions large (which floor plan?) and small (which cabinet door handle?). Before you become overwhelmed, remember: You don’t have to become an expert in home building to get a good house. You just have to know enough about the subject to make good decisions.
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Thomas Jefferson was a Renaissance man of extraordinarily wide interests. He loved architecture, designed the University of Virginia campus, and spent much of his life building and rebuilding his own house, Monticello. But were Thomas Jefferson to build a house today, even he would find it daunting. At every step of the process, the number of choices can be overwhelming.

In Jefferson’s day, housing styles changed slowly. Monticello was unique in its plan and ambiance, but stylistically it was similar to other grand houses built at that time. Today, the number of stylistic options is huge, and with the materials now available, anything is possible. Jefferson could re-create Monticello down to the last handmade nail, build a lookalike largely out of synthetic materials that require almost no maintenance, or build a house that bears no resemblance to anything ever built before.

The choices are not merely matters of final appearance; they also include how the building is constructed. In Jefferson’s day, there were only two or three ways to make a window, only small panes of glass were available, and craftsmen built them at the site. Today there are nearly a thousand window manufacturers in the United States. You can have a window with one, two, or even three layers of glass; the frame can be made of wood, man-made materials, or a combination of the two. You can add a coating to the glass and fill the space between the layers of glass with an inert gas to make the window more energy efficient.

Today, Jefferson would need a lot of time just to figure out what he wanted. A big house that seems to go on forever? A little house crafted like a jewel box? How much would either cost? What could he afford? Should he stretch his wallet to the max and eat hot dogs for dinner every night, or stay within limits and leave room in the budget for the occasional steak and a fine wine?

Eventually, he would get to who would build his house, and where he would build it. But at each point in his decision making, he might find himself stopping to rethink the whole picture.

As you embark on your new-house project, give yourself at least as much time as Thomas Jefferson would need and then some. Sifting through all the information; looking at model houses, talking with builders; perhaps hiring an architect, comparing floor plans, materials, and finishes, land costs and location; plus figuring out how to finance this venture; and making all the decisions large and small is time-consuming but necessary. If you short-circuit the process, you could find yourself inspecting your new house at the final walk-through and realize that it’s not what you wanted.

Be good to yourself. If you want to buy a house from a production builder (as tract builders prefer to be called), give yourself a month to get your feet wet, at least two or three months to learn who the builders are, where they’re working, what their price ranges are, and what their houses look like. If you want to build a custom house, choosing a builder and a design takes time. Besides looking at the finished work of each builder you’re considering, you also have to talk with their former clients; this can take you two or three months. If you want to hire an architect, it may take you a while to find one you like, another four to six months to develop the design, select all the materials, and produce a set of construction drawings and specifications—and then you still have to choose a builder.

Once construction starts, a production-built house takes on average about four months to finish, assuming that the weather is decent and the builder does not face labor or material shortages. A custom-built house will take at least six to nine months, longer if the weather is bad, the design is complicated, or you want hard-to-get, unusual materials.

No matter which route you take, you will still face decisions large and small about everything from cabinet selections to carpet colors. And you will have more than one soul-searching moment when you have to decide what to keep and what to give up to stay within your budget.

Keep in mind that price is not everything, and it’s not the only thing. The goal is to get the best house you can afford, not the cheapest, and not the most house for the least money. The challenge is to use your money wisely, make prudent choices, and have fun. Building a new house is at times confounding. But it is also exciting and exhilarating. The smell of freshly cut wood, the sounds of construction, and the transformation of a site from a big hole in the ground and piles of materials to a finished house is one of life’s most satisfying experiences.

settingbenchmarks

When you start looking at models, studying floor plans, and planning your new house, where you live now will be your benchmark, and the basis for all your comparisons. But if you rely on your mind’s eye when you are making the comparison, you may find yourself saying, “This house is sort of like the place we have now, but different”—a vague and basically useless appraisal. To make the comparison helpful, take out your tape measure and make a rough sketch of your present house or apartment to take along when you start to look.

Another house that may be etched on your brain is the one you lived in as a child. If your family is still there, ask someone to make a sketch that includes dimensions. If you really like a friend’s house or certain rooms in a friend’s house, ask if you can measure them.

After you’ve finished measuring and made your sketch, make a thorough accounting of your house by going through each room and noting its pluses and minuses. This will produce a very specific list of what you are looking for in your new house, and may lead you to consider things that are not in your present house but that you would like in your new one. For example, if you have stacks of books or magazines in too many corners or closets because there’s no place for shelving, built-ins could be a high priority.

Some of the items on your list may be those prosaic little details that have become daily irritants, such as minuscule closets. So you don’t end up just as cramped in your new house, be sure to measure the closets where you live now, and include the measurements on your sketch. Then measure the closets in any house you get serious about.

The kitchen is one room where you spend a lot of time, so study yours carefully. Are the work areas too small, or ample? Is the storage adequate? Note the number of base and wall cabinets allocated to food storage, pots and pans, and dishware. If you’re moving to a smaller house—what the home building industry calls a move-down—you need to make sure that the new kitchen is adequate for a lifetime’s accumulation of kitchenware and small appliances. Conversely, if you’re moving to a larger house, you’re likely to acquire more cooking equipment and dishware in the future, so you’ll need more cabinets than you have now, not just the same number.

In addition to specific comments for each room, you may also have generalized gripes about your current house. After all, you’re moving for a reason. Often these involve storage problems, such as there’s no place to put kids’ sports equipment. You may have a design gripe (the first thing you see when you open the front door is the powder-room door), or a lifestyle gripe (when you entertain, everybody ends up in the kitchen but there’s no place to sit, or, even worse, there’s no place for guests to hang out in the kitchen, so you end up alone and feel like a servant).

When you start looking at furnished models or floor plans, you’ll quickly discover that no house will have everything that you want. So when you’ve finished with the pluses-and-minuses list, prioritize the items. What are the “must have, can’t live without” and the “no way, no where, no how can I live with those”?

Spending so much time thinking about what you want may feel like you’re just standing in place when you could be out there checking all the new-home communities in your area, or meeting with an architect, or interviewing a builder. But the more that you can articulate to yourself what you want in a new house, the happier you will be with the final results. If an architect or custom builder has to intuit what you want, they might not get it exactly right. If you are looking at production-built houses, you will have to decide whether a given house will fit your needs. The more precisely you define those needs, the easier it will be to know which one is the right one for you.

what’syourstyle?

Your new house will have some architectural styling. Most people like the traditional look, so this may be where you’re headed. But just as important as the architectural style is your own personal style—what you like. Nailing down the characteristics of houses that you like or don’t like will help you define your own style and sort out the overwhelming choices that await once you start house shopping. Whether a house is wildly contemporary or strictly traditional, do you like dramatic, eye-popping foyers and houses that make guests say “Wow!”? Or do you feel lost in a huge, two-story foyer? Some houses have big spaces and open floor plans that seem to go on forever. Others have smaller rooms with more contained spaces. Some houses have both. Which one appeals to your temperament and taste?

whatsize?

In addition to the rough sketch of each room of your current house, you need to know the overall size—this too will be a benchmark for comparisons. You can calculate the area in square feet using the dimensions you took for your floor-plan sketch, but it might be easier to call your property tax assessor (property tax assessments are usually based on floor areas). When you calculate the total floor area, do not include the garage, attic, or any other unfinished areas. Regardless of whether it is finished or not, you should also leave out the basement, because by industry-wide convention a basement is not included in a builder’s square-foot figure (unless the size is given as “finished square feet above grade” and “finished square feet below grade”). If you ask the tax assessor for the square footage, ask if the basement is included.

To get an idea of what new houses of various sizes look and feel like, visit a number of home builder’s furnished models. As you develop the ability to correlate what you see with actual size, you may be surprised to find that only upper-end production-built houses are enormous, and mid-range ones are not that big. According to the National Association of Home Builders, the average-sized new house in 1999 had 2,225 square feet of finished space. Though this is a 44 percent increase over the average-sized house of thirty years ago (it was 1,520 square feet in 1971), and more than 100 percent bigger than new houses built fifty years ago (it was 1,000 square feet in 1950), it’s certainly not excessive. Many people would consider a 2,225-square-foot house modest, even small. An increase of a bit more than 10 percent to 2,500 square feet, though, and most people would feel comfortable. A two-story house of this size can include an eat-in kitchen/family room, a small den/study, small formal living and dining rooms, and four bedrooms, including a master suite with a large master bathroom.

You may be able to afford a much bigger house than 2,500 square feet, but be forewarned: Size can be seductive. Beyond a certain point, it doesn’t add that much more utility, unless you have an enormous household or you entertain frequently on a large scale. You may be happier scaling down the total size and getting more finishes and features. If you scale down from a 4,000-square-foot house to a 3,000-square-foot one, for example, you will still have a big house, but with the money saved you can do wonderful detailing.

Scaling down from 2,500 square feet to 2,000 square feet probably won’t save enough to add in elaborate details because you still have the fixed costs for the kitchen, two and a half baths, plumbing, heating, and so forth.

whatcanyouafford?

Whether you go for size, features, or some of both, the dollar amount that you can afford will depend on how big a down payment you can make and how large a mortgage you can finance. Figuring out the down payment won’t be hard (you know how big your nest egg is), but the mortgage amount depends on a number of factors including your income and credit history. There are mortgage calculators and helpful information available on the Internet, but you should meet with several lenders in your area to discuss your mortgage prospects and get a sense of how a lender arrives at the figure he is willing to lend.

As you wade into the mortgage maze, you will also start hearing about closing costs—additional charges that must be paid at closing, when you sign all the papers, take possession of your new house, and assume a mortgage. The closing costs vary from lender to lender and market to market. In some places, closing costs can be as much as 5 percent of the mortgage amount; in others they may be only 1 percent. That is, for a $150,000 mortgage, the closing costs could range from $1,500 to as much as $6,500.

There are not nearly as many decisions or tradeoffs to make when choosing between mortgage loan packages and lenders as there are in the building of a house (all those floor plans, materials, and location choices), but it’s an essential part of the process. The ins and outs of mortgages can be confusing, so you need to allow plenty of time to bone up.

hireexpertise

Buying a house is not like buying a car. The size of the purchase, the number of years of financial obligation involved, and all the choices and decisions you will have to make before you sign on the bottom line make a new-house purchase much more complicated. Another crucial distinction between buying a house and a car is that with a car you can kick the tires first. Before making your final purchase decision, you can see what you are buying and take it on a test drive. When you buy a new house, though, you have to make your final purchase decision and sign on the bottom line before the house is built and before you can see what you are buying.

To make the process go more smoothly, you should engage several experts to help you. A buyer’s agent can make the search for a production house go more smoothly. A real-estate attorney can review and modify the sales contract when you’ve found your builder. A landscape architect can help you pick a lot when you’re faced with acres of brown dirt, stakes, and everything looking the same. A private home inspector can monitor the construction to ensure that it is done correctly. An arborist can evaluate the trees to see if the lot premium you are paying is really worth it. Finding all these people to help you will also take time.

fromagreatideatoarealhouse

What is a reasonable time line for your new home purchase when you factor in all the planning? If you’re buying a production-built house, about nine months. If you’re building a custom-built house, eighteen months is more likely.

time table for production-built house

month 1


♦  Measure your present house, make the plus-and-minus list, prioritize it, think about what style, both personal and architectural, you want.

♦  Start collecting information about mortgages and financing.

♦  Check your credit records with the three national credit reporting bureaus to ensure there are no errors.

♦  Start collecting the names of buyer’s agents and line one up.

♦  Look in the newspapers, and start collecting information on builders and acquainting yourself with the market in your area.

♦  Start collecting information about attorneys, home inspectors, and landscape architects.



months 2 and 3


♦  Working with your buyer’s agent, tour models, cover the landscape, and focus in on two or three builders (but if there are many builders or many new-home communities in your market, this might not be enough weekends to cover all the ones in your location, price range, and house type).

♦  Line up your experts.

♦  Continue to explore your mortgage options.



month 4


♦  Choose your builder, select all your options.

♦  With the landscape architect’s input, choose a lot.

♦  Get a lender’s approval with specific mortgage terms and amount.

♦  Hire a home inspector to make inspections at agreed-upon points during the construction.

♦  Work up and finalize the sales contract with input from the buyer’s agent and the attorney.



month 5


♦  Be ready to break ground.



month 9


♦  Be ready to move in.



The actual time frame for construction will depend on a number of variables. Weather may prevent the builder from breaking ground until it thaws out. If there are many buyers ahead of you, the builder may not even be able to start your house for several months. The construction part of the schedule is beyond your control, but the rest of it is very much in your court.

(If you want to be in your new house before the start of the school year, you should have the sales contract signed and the builder ready to go by mid-February. Working backward, this means that you should start your new-house search the previous July.)

time table for a custom-built house

month 1


♦  Measure your present house, make a plus-and-minus list, prioritize it, think about what styles, both personal and architectural, you want.

♦  Start collecting information about construction loans and mortgages.

♦  Check your credit records with the three national credit reporting bureaus to ensure there are no errors.

♦  Start collecting the names of builders and architects and start acquainting yourself with their work. If you have to buy a lot, contact real estate agents who sell land or are knowledgeable about tear-downs.

♦  Start collecting information about attorneys, home inspectors, landscape architects, and arborists if you want a lot with trees.



months 2 and 3


♦  Interview builders or architects, depending on whether you want a predrawn design that is tailored to your lot or a never-before-built house that is designed from scratch. Plan on spending plenty of time meeting with these professionals, looking at their finished work, and talking with their former clients.

♦  Line up your experts.

♦  Continue to explore your mortgage options.



month 4


♦  Choose your builder or architect.

♦  Finalize your lot purchase if you don’t already own the land.

♦  Get a lender’s approval for a construction loan and a permanent mortgage.

♦  Hire a home inspector to make weekly visits to the job site as well as more lengthy inspections at agreed-upon points during the construction.

♦  Hire an attorney to review the builder’s contract and make appropriate modifications. If you hire an architect, have your attorney review the architect’s contract as well—the American Institute of Architect’s standard architect-owner contract may need modifications for your situation.



month 5


♦  Be ready to start designing your house. Plan on spending at least four months doing this if you hire an architect. If you work with a builder, the time spent in selecting materials and working up the final plans may be shorter.



month 7 or 8


♦  Be ready to break ground with your builder.



month 9


♦  If you’re working with an architect, be ready to send the construction documents out for competitive bidding.

♦  Award the contract to the successful bidder.



month 10


♦  Be ready to break ground with your builder.



Again, the actual time frame for construction of your custom-built house will depend on a number of variables, including how complicated and unusual your design is. Weather can cause delays. A custom builder works more slowly than a production builder, taking his time to incorporate all the customizing that led you to seek his services in the first place. Six to nine months may be a reasonable amount of time to plan on the construction, but you should discuss this point thoroughly when you are interviewing builders and architects.
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In many cases, the first step in turning a dream house into reality is transforming the dream, says architect Carson Looney of Memphis, Tennessee, who has been designing houses there for more than twenty years. In his experience, clients come to their first meeting with strongly held convictions and images of a house that they have been carrying around in their minds for years. As they describe their needs and lifestyle, however, image and function often diverge. To get a livable house, they have to jettison some part of the dream. But after years of wanting a house to look a certain way, this can be hard. Many clients are reluctant to accept the idea that having some of their image but not every piece of it will mean a better house, though most quickly acquiesce when Looney shows them alternatives.

For example, in Memphis, a Gone with the Wind Tara-style mansion with four columns on the front and a grand, circular staircase is a perennial favorite. Many clients want this type of house without realizing the ramifications—a circular stair with true Tara proportions can take up as much as eight hundred square feet of living area. Looney has found that a smaller stair with a curve and lots of natural light is a close enough approximation for most people. He puts this more modest stair where it works with the other spaces, and not necessarily by the front door. Once clients see the house is more livable with a smaller stair, they willingly abandon the bigger one. If the four columns on the front are really important, Looney tries to keep them in the plan, if at all possible.

Besides the function-versus-image issue, Looney says his clients can have conflicting images—they want things that don’t fit together aesthetically. They want the flamboyance of Tara on the front, but the sensibilities that will define the character of the rest of the house are much more understated. Some clients want to put the four columns on a one-story house, but “You can’t squash the traditional Southern house and make it a ranch—that would be like marrying a Cadillac to a VW bug.”

The word that comes up again and again in these initial meetings, Looney says, is balance—“a word that should be stamped on your sunglasses.” Every choice that is made must balance with all the other choices. If you get too focused on one element like the circular staircase, it becomes the tail wagging the dog and starts to dictate the rest of the house. Likewise, too much focus on the façade can also be detrimental because the interior spaces that you will live in everyday will be manipulated to fit behind it. And, he wryly notes, the people who benefit the most from those machinations will be the neighbors—as owners, “What’s the joy besides the fifteen seconds when you drive by?”

While he helps his clients sort out what their new house will look like and come up with a plan that meets their needs now, Looney urges them to “look down the road and think about their life in ten years.” If unknowns must be factored in—for example, a couple has no children as yet—the clients have to take the architect’s word for what they will need. When children are in the offing, this means a house that is less grand.

Day-to-day living also bears closer examination than many clients realize when planning their house. Here again, Looney says he tries to help them mesh their image with reality. A cavernous master suite with a master bath of palatial proportions sounds great, but if the scheme means fifty or sixty feet from the bed to the toilet, this will be a hassle, especially in the middle of the night. Even the prosaic details like a place for the vacuum cleaner and broom need to be thought out, because the once-standard broom closet is a rarity in new houses today.
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If you’re like most people, when you think of building a new house, your thoughts quickly turn to specifics—floor plans, architectural style, kitchen layouts, cabinet doors, countertops. But who’s directing the action, putting together all these pieces and making your house happen? As you meander into a hundred different digressions on flooring materials, appliances, a home office, and a decent-sized laundry room, don’t lose sight of the person who is orchestrating this: your builder. Choose him with care. Of the hundreds of decisions you will make in the course of building your new house, this is the single most important one.

If your budget is tight but you still have a grand vision, you may be tempted to be your own contractor in order to save the builder’s markup. This can work well—if you have nerves of steel, tolerate stress well, have no spouse or partner or children, or flexible work hours, or no need for a day job and can get by on little sleep. Otherwise, look for a builder.

While you’re doing that, line up the other players on your team. You need an attorney to review your contract with the builder, a landscape architect to help you pick a lot, a private home inspector to check the construction and a buyer’s agent if you are planning to buy your house from a production builder. (If you must prioritize, get the buyer’s agent first: he or she will help you find a builder. Line up the others by the time you’re ready to make a deal and negotiate a contract.)

The other players you should be aware of are the land developer and the site superintendent. If you plan to buy in a planned community, the developer is the visionary who bought the raw land, decided on the site amenities, and set the stage for the home builders—all decisions that will have a pronounced effect on the future value of your house. The site superintendent is the person at the job site every day overseeing your house’s construction, stud by stud and brick by brick. You want a superintendent who is knowledgeable and experienced about construction, and someone who can motivate his crews with just the right combination of mother-henning and drill-sergeant strictness.

In addition to lining up the players, you should also know how the building code fits in. The focus of the code is not achieving drama in design, or even a good design; it is the health and safety of the building crew and the eventual occupants—you and your family. The building code will dictate what a builder can or can’t do at the micro-level—for example, the allowable distance between floor joists depending on the span and the floor load, or the required fire rating for building materials used for shared party walls between town houses. But the code says nothing about quality of materials and workmanship.

the​single​most​important​decision:​your​builder

Deciding who will build your house is your number one priority. A great design, superb location, or dramatic view won’t compensate for structural defects or poor workmanship.

assuming the role of general contractor yourself

You might think that this single most important player should be you, that you should be your own general contractor and build the house yourself. This can save you 20 percent or more of the construction cost, so you can build a bigger house with a smaller budget. Before you jump off this cliff, though, make sure you have the expertise and the stamina. Not only do you need a working knowledge of residential construction, you also need enormous patience, an incredibly high tolerance for stress, and oodles of time.

Coming up with a plan and exercising your flair for design is the fun part. Then you have to build it—the not-fun part. You will have a hard time getting tradesmen to bid your job (let alone get a decent price) because you are a one-shot deal and not likely to offer any further work. You may have to get five or more bids from each trade to get a realistic price for each part of the work. Multiply these half dozen bids by the thirty to forty trades required to build a typical house (imagine phone calls and faxes and meetings for each bid), and you begin to see how time-consuming this project will be. And once you finally nail down a total price for everything and get all the necessary permits, you have to schedule each trade and the delivery of its materials at the right times in the construction sequence. Whenever it rains, you will have to reschedule crews and deliveries and hope they will show up. When each trade has finished, you will have to assess the quality of each subcontractor and decide if their work is acceptable. As you get down to the last two months of building, there will be so many details crying for your attention that you will have to be at the site one or two hours every day that crews are there.

Life is short. Save your health and your marriage, and engage a builder. If you are still not persuaded, realize that you need a builder to get financing—lenders almost never finance a custom-built house unless a licensed, experienced builder is in charge (for more on this, see Chapter 4).

what type of builder?

There are three general categories: a custom builder, a production builder, or semi-custom builder.

A custom builder builds one-of-a kind houses, often one at a time. He’s willing to build plain or fancy, using unusual materials and crafting unique details. He may provide the design, or you may hire an architect or buy an off-the-shelf, predrawn design from a home-plan design service. A custom builder’s price covers only the construction costs; you buy the lot yourself, wherever you want to build. The plus side of working with a custom builder is that you can get exactly what you want. The minus side is that it costs a lot—on average, the construction costs are about twice those of a tract-built house, and the lot cost is on top of this (for more on this, see Chapter 6).

A production builder, as tract builders prefer to be called, does not offer the anything-you-want smorgasbord; he will build only the plans he offers. Though some will modify their basic house, most do not. The construction materials and finishes will be of his choosing, but you can pick the colors and patterns.

A production builder will not build anywhere; he buys a number of lots in one location from a land developer. Unlike a custom builder, a production builder sells both the house and the lot as a package. Most build one or two furnished models so that prospective buyers can get an idea of the quality and style being offered, but they won’t turn over any dirt or start to build any houses until they have a signed sales contract in hand.

The other houses are then built in a production-line fashion, emphasizing speed and efficiency. A custom builder might build only three or four houses a year (and sometimes as many as forty-five or fifty), but a production builder may build anywhere from fifty to fifteen hundred houses a year. These houses may be detailed, but the details will be simple ones that can be easily and quickly executed. Purchasing the materials in bulk and building the same house over and over (so that all costs are known) enables a production builder to sell his houses for much less money than a custom builder, who builds the same house only once or twice and is only building a few houses at any one time, usually on scattered sites.

Most new houses are production-built because they are usually the most affordable. The world of production homes, however, has changed dramatically over the last fifty years. No more one-size-fits-all houses made of ticky-tacky. Production builders offer small, large, and in-between houses, with options that allow buyers to customize their houses to a remarkable degree. And most build in planned communities that offer amenities that can include nature trails, swimming pools, tennis courts, and occasionally golf courses. Furthermore, in major metropolitan markets, the larger production builders may build houses in as many as fifteen different locations.

A semi-custom builder is a hybrid of the other two. In most instances, he buys lots, just as a production builder, but sometimes you must buy the lot first. In either case, he will modify the plan extensively and offer a wider selection of finishes, light fixtures, cabinets, and appliances. If you want something that a semi-custom builder doesn’t ordinarily offer, he may be willing to get it. This type of builder charges more than a production builder but less than a custom one.

how quickly do you need a new house?

Time constraints may point you in one direction. Engaging an architect to design your house and a custom builder to build it can easily take a year or more. When the market is hot and demand is high for architects, builders, and tradesmen, the process can take as long as two years, especially if a design is elaborate. If you skip the architect and work with a custom builder who has his own plan, this process can be shorter, but you should still anticipate at least nine months to a year.

On the other hand, a house from a production builder who already has the design and building permits in hand and the subcontractors lined up usually takes about four months, once construction starts. When the market is hot, though, production builders also incur delays.

evaluating the market and builders

Whether or not you decide to buy a house from a production builder, visit a number of builders’ furnished models in the area of the country where you are going to build. This will provide invaluable information as to what’s acceptable in that market. McDonald’s may look the same all over the country, but housing conventions are surprisingly varied. For example, houses in one area may have no basements, while those somewhere else all do. Building a house that doesn’t meet local conventions will seriously compromise your resale possibilities.

How you look for a builder will depend on which type you want. With a production builder, much of your search will entail touring and evaluating furnished models. With a custom builder, you will have to look at finished houses and talk with former clients. In either case, the builder’s experience is critical. How much is enough? At least three years and preferably five as a home builder. A skilled tradesman or a site superintendent will know a lot about the construction end of things, but the management skills are equally important and don’t come overnight. Additionally, a builder must have a dependable network of subcontractors and material suppliers to deliver a house on time and on budget. Developing the dependable network usually takes about two years. This network is even more critical in boom times when builders everywhere face shortages of qualified tradesmen and building materials. The builders who keep workers on the job and supplies in the pipeline are the well-established ones, not the new guy on the block.

A national home-building firm may seem to be the most dependable. But a national firm starting up in a new market is in the same position as a small local builder just starting out, when it comes to suppliers and subcontractors. If they’ve been in business locally for less than two years, any size of firm may have difficulty getting materials and labor, and construction may be delayed. When entering a new market, a national firm also has to learn local building conventions. This takes time. In Florida, for example, humidity extremes, voracious termites, and hurricane wind forces create unique building conditions. A Chicago-based builder can’t build his houses the same way when he sets up shop in Florida; he has to learn the local ropes first.

Besides local experience, the next litmus test should be reputation. The serious builder knows the value of a good reputation—future work largely depends on referrals from satisfied customers. Such a builder will stand proudly behind his work and his buyers, and his reputation will be easy to determine. (For more on builders, see Chapters 5 and 6.)

hireexpertise:theotherplayers

For many endeavors you may be inclined to wing it, go with the flow, act on a whim. That’s okay when the stakes are low. But a new house has bankrupting potential, and you need all the expert advice you can get. Many new-home buyers do not seek advice in the mistaken belief that hiring an expert is expensive and unnecessary. In fact, the advice can cost far less than imagined and be invaluable.

For production-built houses, you should engage an attorney to review your sales contract, a landscape architect to help you choose a lot, an arborist to evaluate mature trees (if there are any on your lot), and a private home inspector to monitor construction. The costs for all this advice would be about what a builder would charge for the whirlpool tub that most people insist on but rarely use once the novelty has worn off. Engaging a fifth expert, a buyer’s agent, will be costless, as the agent’s commission will be paid by the builder.

In the case of a custom-built house, the attorney’s fees to review your contract with the builder will be higher, but that much more important because you will be putting more money into the project.

If you are going to benefit from these experts, however, they must be engaged and give their input before you sign a sales contract. The only exception is a private home inspector, whose services must be noted on the sales contract, but he will not do any work until your house starts to go up.

the attorney

Why bring a lawyer into this? The purchase of a new house obligates you financially for years, if not decades. Getting a clear understanding of the sales contract is only prudent, especially given that almost all contracts are heavily weighted in favor of the writer, which in this case is the builder. An experienced real-estate attorney will help you understand the terms of your contract and evaluate whether it is reasonable or standard for the home-building industry in your area.

You should consult an attorney before signing the sales contract. If this means passing up a soon-to-expire “builder’s special” (such as a finished basement or a kitchen upgrade included in the base price), you can sign a contract, but write in this crucial phrase: “This contract is subject to review and approval by purchaser’s attorney for [X number of] days. If the purchaser’s attorney disapproves of the contract, it will be canceled. If the attorney approves the contract, it will be enforced.” (The number of days should be enough time for an adequate review: at least five business days.) Such a clause will enable you to get both the special deal and the attorney’s review.

If you are working with a custom builder, with much more money at risk, you have an even stronger reason to ask an attorney to review the builder’s contract. An architect’s contract should be reviewed as well. Most architects use a standard form drafted by the American Institute of Architects, but it’s a one-size-fits-all document that may require modification for your circumstances. (For more information on engaging an attorney, see Chapter 11; for more on sales contracts, see Chapters 13 and 14.)

the landscape architect

Even if your interest in the yard does not extend beyond keeping the grass mowed, you still need the services of a landscape architect to help you select a lot. A landscape architect is an expert in soils engineering, building design, and hydrology, not to mention plants. He or she can assess whether or not there is sufficient grading to carry rainwater away from the house. If the grading is insufficient, the water can seriously damage your foundation. In most new production-built communities, rainwater is not carried away from a house through a series of underground drains connected to the downspouts. The water is directed through a series of surface channels that collect in a drainage swale. The swale—basically a ditch—can be very shallow, so the untrained eye can easily miss it. But its location and the number of lots that drain into it can be critical. If the lot you are considering is a “collector”—that is, it has a drainage swale that collects rainwater from several adjacent properties—a sizable pond can appear with every cloudburst. In some jurisdictions, the drainage swale can be as close as ten feet to the house, which can seriously affect the feasibility of a deck or patio.

Trying to divine the drainage pattern when you buy a lot is often challenging, even to a professional. The top soil has been removed, and the builder may be in the process of “cutting and filling”—moving earth from one spot to another. Although the builder will have an engineered site plan that indicates what the final drainage arrangement is supposed to be, the actual lot conditions can be significantly different from the plan. A landscape architect can help you sort out any discrepancies.

If you do have landscaping ambitions, ask the landscape architect to evaluate your floor plan. Minor modifications to the house may enhance your enjoyment of your yard when you’re looking at it from inside, may make your house feel bigger, and may facilitate the creation of “outdoor rooms.” (For more on landscaping, see Chapter 10.)

the consulting arborist

If trees are an important reason for purchasing a lot, you need to have them examined by a consulting arborist—a tree specialist who deals with the long-term care, diseases, and insect-infestation problems of mature trees. Landscape architects certainly work with trees, but their work is more concerned with tree selection and planting than with tree care. Most builders try to be conscientious about saving trees, but few are knowledgeable about tree preservation on a job site. Trees that are damaged during construction usually die slowly—two to twelve years may pass before the damage is evident and the tree dies. By this time, no one makes the causal connection.

An experienced arborist will identify which trees are worth saving. Though most people instinctively want to save the biggest trees on a lot, the less impressive, midsized ones are more likely to survive construction intact. After an arborist has determined which trees to keep and how much of the surrounding ground must remain undisturbed during construction to protect them, the area left for building the house may be drastically reduced or oddly shaped. For this reason, an arborist should be called in before selecting or designing a floor plan. (For more on trees, see Chapter 10.)

the private home inspector

Municipal building inspectors look at code-related safety issues. But private home inspectors examine the workmanship and the quality of materials—matters of some importance in the construction of your new house. Though some private home inspectors specialize in new construction, you will be better served by those who regularly look at both old and new houses. They know firsthand how materials in your climate wear over time and which items on a new house can become future problems if not addressed during construction. An experienced private inspector also knows the codes, and he can pick up things that municipal inspectors may miss.

Most new-home buyers hire a home inspector after construction has been completed, but before the final papers are signed. To get the full benefit of an inspector’s expertise, however, you should engage his services at three other critical points during construction. The first is after the footings and foundation walls have been poured and the drain tile has been installed and still exposed. The second is after the structural framing is up and the electrical wiring, plumbing and heating, and air-conditioning systems have been installed but everything is still exposed. The third is after the insulation has been installed but before the drywall goes up, which is especially critical if you are building in an area with severe winters. (For more on the private home inspector, see Chapter 11.)

the buyer’s agent

If you are buying a house from a production builder, an experienced buyer’s agent who specializes in new-home sales and new-home communities in your area can help you zero in on a price range, location, plan type, and community amenities. In areas of the country where there are as many as thirty-five new-home communities being built in a single market, the surfeit of choices can be daunting. Besides helping you find a house, a buyer’s agent can also advise you on probable closing costs and get you started in obtaining financing.
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How do developers, with so much at stake, choose builders? Reputation and previous experience are paramount, especially in areas of the country such as suburban Houston, where there is no residential building code and no municipal building inspectors to act as an outside check.

A developer also wants to be sure that the builder is a man of his word. “A developer is concerned that a builder will build what he says he will, X and not Y,” said developer Michael T. Rose of Laurel, Maryland. Not only will building Y instead of X anger the purchasers who expected X, it will also devalue the other lots in the project that a developer is trying to sell.

Alexandria, Virginia, developer John Cowles looks for candor. “You want a builder who will truthfully convey to purchasers the facts and truths about a community and not misrepresent it. You don’t want buyers to come back and say ‘I was told this and that.’ ” To ensure that there are no misunderstandings in his developments, Cowles requires every builder to have purchasers sign a disclosure statement informing them that, for example, the project is across the street from a Metro station or the recreation facility will be built at the midpoint of the community, not when it opens.



Once you narrow the field and focus in on one or two builders, a buyer’s agent will help you sort through what comes with the basic house and what items are upgrades, which options will enhance resale, and why you should avoid the truly unusual such as fuchsia bathroom fixtures. The buyer’s agent will also walk you through the sales contract and help you negotiate the price. Keep in mind, however, that buyers’ agents look for different things in a sales contract than real-estate attorneys; agents do not provide attorney’s services.

If you want to be represented by a buyer’s agent, you should note that nearly all production builders require that the agent accompany you to the model the first time that you visit. Some builders are more flexible and will still honor a buyer’s agent and pay the agent a commission if the agent faxes ahead or communicates with the builder’s sales agent within a short time of your visit. (For more on buyer’s agents, see Chapter 11.)

thelanddeveloper

In a new-home community, all your business dealings will be with a home builder rather than the land developer, so it is easy to dismiss the developer’s role. This would be a mistake. The developer’s decisions affect the entire landscape, from what the exterior of every house will look like to the type and size of houses, the size and shape of the lots, the layout of the streets, the size and kind of trees planted, the number of tennis courts, the presence of amenities such as biking and jogging trails, and even (if the project is big enough) the mix in the local shopping center.

The amenities and the neighborhood character will have a pronounced effect on the future value of your purchase. Accordingly, researching the developer’s track record and experience is as important as checking out a builder.

Although you may underestimate the developer’s role, the developer is keenly aware of you and your preferences. All his decisions about where to purchase land and how to subdivide it are predicated on the type of houses he thinks buyers will want. Moreover, the developer has to predict housing trends at the time he purchases raw land, which can be five to ten years before he can sell lots. Though home builders are the ones most often asked to predict housing trends, the real visionaries of the future, by necessity, are developers.

In the years spent bringing a project to market, a developer is faced with many critical decisions, but the one most directly affecting you is his choice of builders. A bad choice here becomes a nightmare for everyone involved, and a developer’s years of effort can go for naught. Bad builders anger buyers, give a project a bad name, and drive away future buyers. If a builder does not perform, the developer cannot just summarily boot him out because he has already sold him lots. In this unhappy situation, the developer’s only recourse is to refuse to sell the builder any future lots, while prodding him to bring the houses already under construction up to par.

checkingoutadeveloper

There are a number of tactics to help you make a wise choice:


♦  First, visit the site. If the project has been up and running for several years, the quality and character of the completed neighborhoods will be evident. But you still need to ask the residents if the developer delivered on the amenities as promised in the sales pitch.

♦  Ask the residents about the level and quality of services provided through the Home Owner’s Association (HOA), which the developer organized. Depending on where you are looking, the HOA may have greater or lesser responsibilities. In some places, HOA responsibilities are limited to enforcing deed restrictions, arranging for garbage pickup and snow removal, and maintenance and operation of the recreational facilities and neighborhood parks. But in others, such as unincorporated areas of Texas, the HOA may also be providing full-time firemen, emergency response, police, and street lighting.

♦  If the project is just starting and you see piles of dirt everywhere, that’s already a sign that the developer is not well organized. There will always be dirt somewhere, but it should be piled in areas where buyers will not encounter it.

♦  Check on the developer’s track record. How many years has he been in business? Some developers are very experienced as home builders, but success as a developer requires different skills. Visit some of the developer’s completed projects and talk with buyers there. Ask elected officials how they view the developer.

♦  Talk with the developer’s banker. If you check with the major lenders in the area, you’ll soon learn the developer’s reputation in the financial community. This is important because if the developer flounders and another firm takes over the project, the character may change substantially.

♦  Ask the developer how he tracks his builders and gets buyer feedback. For example, does the developer have field inspectors who monitor construction progress? If so, how often do they visit job sites? Does the developer periodically contact buyers to see how their experience is going? If a developer does not do either of these things, a builder can underperform, and unsuspecting buyers will continue to buy houses from him.

♦  Finally, you want a developer who will stand behind you in a crisis, as did developer Mark Montgomery of Rockville, Maryland, when one of his builders declared bankruptcy with ten houses under construction and buyers out $50,000 to $150,000. Promising premium lots at his golf-course community to another builder if he would finish the houses at cost, Montgomery got the houses completed and the buyers lost nothing.



thesitesuperintendent

You engage a builder to build your house, but the key person who will make or break your new home is the site superintendent. He’s the one who oversees the construction of each house and ensures its quality. As a retired Virginia builder succinctly put it, “A site superintendent can make a hero or a bum out of you.”

The site superintendent is characterized by home builders, private home inspectors, and other site superintendents themselves as “the builder’s quarterback,” “an air traffic controller for builders,” “an orchestra director,” “a mother hen,” and “a skillful diplomat.” But exactly what does the superintendent do that makes his performance so central? First, he schedules the thirty to forty different trades subcontracted by the home-building firm, and he oversees their work. He orders materials, schedules their delivery, and frequently confers with the on-site sales agent and the purchasers. Before the construction begins, he schedules all the trades in proper sequence over the 90 to 120 days required to build a production-built house, or over a longer period if it is a custom-built house. Work delays—most often caused by the weather but occasionally by a tradesman who did not complete his work, did it incorrectly, or didn’t have enough material to complete the job—mean frequent rescheduling. Not only must the site superintendent then reschedule the next two or three trades, he must also tell those due to come two to four weeks later.
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If you still think you can be your own general contractor, realize that even a building professional found it much harder than he ever imagined. Two years ago, Rockville, Maryland, architect Richard Donnally had reached a point in his career where he was ready to live out his dream—designing and building his own house. As a principal in his own firm, he had the freedom to rearrange his work schedule. After twenty-five years of involvement in the building industry, he persuaded his bank that he had sufficient expertise to manage the project. And by acting as his own contractor, he could lower the cost of his custom-built house by about 20 percent and still include all the features and finishes he wanted for his forty-five-hundred-square-foot house.

Designing the house was “exhilarating and challenging.” But once Donnally started trying to get it built, he learned the real reason that most people do not do this, and why banks discourage it. “Building a house is much harder than it looks. It’s not rocket science, but to do it well requires an incredibly high tolerance for stress because there will be problems every step of the way.”

Just getting to first base with a final cost figure was hard, Donnally found. “When I started, I had a good idea of the going rates for labor and materials. I thought I could just get three bids from each type of subcontractor and pick the most realistic one, but I had to get ten to fifteen bids to get one that was reasonable. To get a reasonable price and an honest profit margin for the concrete work—foundation, basement slab, sidewalks, and patio—I had to get twenty bids.”

Not only was it hard to get a reasonable price, it was hard to get any price. “I would give a sub specs and drawings and then the guy would never call back. The truth is, though your project is everything to you, you are a small deal to suppliers and tradespeople. They give preference to the guy building a lot of houses, because he can give them steady work.

“The thing that really drives you crazy in getting bids is that there are more than thirty tradesmen on your job. The granite-countertop guy, the cultured-marble countertop guy, the gutter guy, the roof guy—each one only does that one specific job. You don’t realize before you start the number of people you must get bids from.”

As Donnally’s house went up, he learned another critical fact about bidding. “When you ask for a bid, you can’t assume that your bidder will include everything that is required but not specified. For example, I assumed that the guys who hang the interior doors would include the hardware [door handles and latch plates] in their price. They didn’t. I had to go out and get these and pay an extra labor charge to get them included. An experienced general contractor would have said, ‘When bidding interior doors, include hardware.’

“Some of the confusion about what was included and what wasn’t was caused by the lack of detail in my own drawings. In the commercial work that I usually design, everything is detailed and specified, down to the length, finish, and spacing of each screw. We have at least fifty sheets of details and a very thick book of specifications. If you hired an architect to design a house with fifty sheets of details, the fee could be as much as a hundred thousand dollars. You won’t get that level of detail in residential projects, so there are a lot of openings for mistakes and use of inferior materials.”

When Donnally finally assembled all the bids and started to build his house, the work proceeded in fits and starts. “The subs would meet my price but not show up. Or they would show up for a few days and disappear to do other jobs. I discovered that a mark of a really good sub is not just the quality of his work. He is also really organized and doesn’t commit to more than he can handle.

“When one sub didn’t show up, I had to cancel and reschedule the others who were to come next. They would go to other jobs and it was hard to get them rescheduled back to me.”

One solution to the no-shows was getting the subs who did reliably show up to take on more work. “This was a mistake. I learned the hard way that when a sub is recommended for one thing, don’t ask him to do something he doesn’t do 100 percent of the time. My framing carpenter said he could do finish carpentry, but he was lousy.”

All the no-shows and rescheduling strung the job out months longer than Donnally had anticipated. “My original estimate for building my house was eight months. Then I thought ten months was more realistic, but twelve months was what it took.”

Quality control was another issue for this rookie builder. “Some mistakes were easy to spot—my wife, for example, picked up that the sink base was not centered with the window above it. But the average person couldn’t tell if you have a proper footing or enough nails in the framing. You can’t depend on a municipal building inspector to make sure that these are done correctly. Some are more careful than others, but they spend only a few minutes at the job site. For the framing and foundations work—critical for the structural integrity of your house—I did a lot of checking and I got a lot of references.”

Staying on top of everything was “unbelievably time consuming,” Donnally discovered. “At the beginning, I was at the job site only once a week, then twice a week, but the last month, when we were racing to finish, I was there every day for two to four hours. It was a good thing I am a partner in my firm, or I would have been fired. I managed to move my work around and I worked a lot of late nights.”

Developing the right management style was another challenge, Donnally found. “You can be tough and mean and get the work done. But if you’re too mean, the subs will walk off. A colleague came to look at the job and spoke sharply to one person and he didn’t come back for three days. You have to have a sense of humor and be encouraging. You have to be stern. Subs can be like teenagers and never
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