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My Journey


From DI-why? To DI-fly!

Firstly, apologies for the ‘DI-Fly’! I’m Laura Deller, a 40-something mum, wife, proud Brummie, science teacher, and DIY and home-content creator. The latter role is one that emerged entirely accidentally around 2020, when I opened an Instagram account to find inspiration for my home renovations. The idea was just to scroll, snoop and screenshot pretty pictures (do you remember the Insta-days before reels?) and I had absolutely no intention of sharing my own projects. However, working on my ‘reno home’ took me on the most uplifting, empowering and unexpected journey. Through my discovery of DIY, I learned practical skills that I never knew I had in me, and I began to share DIY tutorials and home decor ideas for house projects on social media under the handle @houseprojectuk. I often marvel how this came about, but I firmly believe that the DIY girlie/grafter is within all of us. We just need the tools, the techniques and the time, and it’s now my mission to share all of these with you in this book so that no DIY task, big or small, feels intimidating, but rather a welcome challenge that promises immense satisfaction. (I’ll refer to tools, techniques and time as ‘The 3 Ts’ in each project as we move through the chapters.)

Before we get cracking, I’d like to share a little more of my story, which started back in my childhood home in Birmingham, England. I lived there with my mom (if you’re a true Brummie, you’ll know that this is not a typo), my Dad and my two younger sisters. My parents lovingly maintained our three-bedroom terraced house and I have fond memories of Dad fixing everything. In fact, I can’t ever recall seeing a tradesperson. Mom brought the creativity; with decor ideas I suspect were inspired by Changing Rooms, a BBC TV show that was popular in the late nineties and early noughties and featured home makeovers. Weekend trips to our local DIY store Do It All were frequent, and I remember hanging off the trolley as we scanned the aisles, breathing in the classic smells of oils, paint and sawdust. At home, we were always rearranging the furniture, and my constant search for ways to make my little box room feel more ‘me’, such as decorating it with posters of my idols Paul McGrath and Paul Nicholls, always filled me with absolute joy. (If you are too young to know who these people are, McGrath is an Aston Villa FC legend and Nicholls was a floppy-haired TV hottie.) Home was everything and I was very fortunate to have a wholesome childhood, filled with love and a lot of laughs.




Fast forward to 2006 and, as a Newly Qualified Teacher in Physical Education, I was firmly in the rental market. When you’re moving every six to twelve months from mouldy flats to grotty shared houses, it can be hard to make a place feel like home. I tried though, and my penchant for cushions, photo frames and novelty fairy lights (it was the noughties) helped to make these spaces feel a little more ‘mine’. However, damp walls, mouldy sealant and a lack of storage started to get my goat. I’d ask my landlords for a fresh coat of paint or to fix a broken blind, but they were largely disinterested, and the lettings agent reminded me that in the contract it stated ‘rented as seen’.

Flying ahead to 2012, I met a man. *Finally!* Still teaching PE, I met a fellow PE teacher who became the Ant to my Dec. Basically, my better half. He was a whizz in the kitchen and loved to manage the food shopping, meal prep and basically all culinary exploits. He was doing what my Mom had always done at home. But as our relationship progressed to marriage, then two children in 19 months (jeez!), and our careers developed and we moved from a 17th-century terraced house to a mastic-fresh new-build home, I realized that there were lots of things that were not being done. The blackout blind in the kids’ room remained in the box and the feature wall I craved in the bedroom remained, well, featureless. It was 2015, and it was very much the ‘feature wall era’! I sound terrible here, but as much as I liked being cooked for, I also really wanted blinds to be put up and jobs to be done around the house! Slowly, it dawned on me that my experience of who fulfilled the roles at home was perhaps a little dated.





Why was I not just doing it?

In 2019, with a one- and three-year-old, my husband and I bought a renovation project, inspired solely by all the property programmes that were broadcast every night on TV. We spontaneously bought a house after driving past and seeing the For Sale sign. It needed work but was bigger, had more garden and was in a nicer area. Deal done, and four months later we moved in. I was now a SAHM (stay-at-home mother), pausing my 13-year career somewhat reluctantly, but doing what needed to be done for the family. My days were spent drinking tepid coffees at playgroups and trying to avoid the hazards that our pre-reno home offered to the little ones. To be completely honest, I found this transition hard. I had gone from being a leader in my school role to feeling fairly invisible. And I spent many, many hours in a home that needed EVERYTHING doing to it. I then badly injured my knee, rupturing my ACL (anterior cruciate ligament) while having my weekly adult escape, sorry, runaround, with my local netball team, and soon after the 2020 Covid lockdown arrived. Now even more confined to my home, wearing a full leg-brace and experiencing increasing resentment towards the burgundy deep-pile carpet and Artex, I felt lost, without any sense of freedom or satisfaction or inner sparkle.

However, this is the time when things started to turn around. This is an empowering and positive book, I promise, so stick with me. One day, during nap time, I decided to ‘just do it’. The ‘it’ was a peg rail that we’d bought for my daughter’s room. I wanted to put it up, but I ‘didn’t do’ drilling, or rather I’d never used a drill. But I did have a memory of watching my Dad wield one, and also my husband, somewhat reluctantly. Therefore, I measured the holes, I marked the wall and then drilled a slightly messy hole. I then drilled a second hole, which was a little bit better, and popped a plug inside each one. I say ‘popped’ because the holes were too big and I pushed in the plugs with my fingers! I screwed the peg rail into the wall using the only screwdriver I could find, and I realized I had just kind of done it! The rail held, and it was great to see it off the floor and on the wall. It wasn’t perfect, but it wasn’t a disaster!

As time progressed and I started to look for guidance and inspiration online, my interest in watching other people’s DIY projects grew into an obsession. I decided to try panelling and some upcycling. I started to film the makeovers and share them on my own Instagram account. Slowly but surely, my confidence grew. I was absolutely winging it, but I think showing my mistakes and being honest about them was quite helpful to others. Before long, I had taught myself a whole range of new skills through discovery, trial and error, and perseverance. At the age of 36, I had found something that I really looked forward to doing and that I could do in my own space and at my own pace, which was exactly what I needed. I was making progress in the house, which made me feel happier, and the satisfaction and pride that came with mastering a project gave me my biggest sense of achievement. To be completely honest, my ego also thrived off the feedback I received from followers. Thumbs-up emojis and hearts on my social media posts felt like the smiles and occasional nods of approval I used to get from the students I taught, and spurred me on to try more. Being a SAHM was such an emotionally rich experience, but I was grateful I had also carved out something I could do for myself. Now don’t get me wrong, not everything has been plain sailing and there have been countless bodged jobs along the way, resulting in a mad panic trying to put them right before my husband returns from work. But through these mistakes I have learned to fill, caulk and repair too!

In 2021, I returned to teaching part-time, but me and my weak knee moved across to the science department. The children went to school and nursery, and I continued to work on my home and share it on Instagram. Juggling projects, teaching and family life has been a challenge I have relished. We started the major part of our home renovation and I learned to upholster, panel, build and decorate. I have since been fortunate enough to speak at Grand Designs Live and receive an award for my DIY at the ufurnish.com Home Awards. And now, being offered the chance to write this book has been the greatest challenge and accolade of my life. The teacher in me wants to educate, and the content creator wants to inspire and motivate, so I hope to achieve a combination of all three by sharing these house projects with you. I also want to normalize the learning process within our homes. Where else would we ever attempt a new skill and expect perfection first time? So let’s normalize the mistakes and those ‘Oh sh*t!’ moments. It is going to happen. It is part of the journey, but the learning curve is steep and you probably won’t make the same mistake again.

I dedicate this book to my family, who have supported me relentlessly, and to my online followers, who have encouraged me and been my greatest cheerleaders. And I still marvel that all of this came out of an impatient decision one day to pick up a drill and give it a go. This is the book I wish I had by my side when I first attempted to DIY. You’ve got this! Your DIY journey starts here.

Laura

[image: Illustration of a cosy living room with a beige sofa and orange pillows, a wooden coffee table, and a teal bookcase filled with books and plants behind the sofa.]









Tool Club

The first of our ‘3 Ts’ are TOOLS. The key to getting started is knowing what you need for the task and where you can get it from. Large DIY stores can be overwhelming with their endless aisles and jargon-laden signage, so I like to simplify and especially differentiate between what is essential and what is desirable. I often look at my tools in the same way that I view my wardrobe. The majority of my ‘capsule collection’ of clothes is made up of staple items (in my case, jeans and black tops) but there are also a few sequins that get worn once a year! Similarly, with tools, there are the must-have pieces that are complete utility items, with many versatile functions that are totally worth investing in, versus the ‘once in a while’ tools that are not going to get used as much. A few of these can be good to own, but others are not worth the expense and are much better to hire for specific jobs.

Each project in this book will feature a Toolbox so you can identify which tools are needed for each project. Access to tools is a major barrier to getting started, but borrowing off family or co-owning between friends is a great way of pooling resources. A while ago, I started asking for ‘tool money’ contributions as a present idea for Christmas and birthdays. Glamorous? Not really. But it fuelled my hobby, and my family love contributing to something that is actually useful, plus the joy of unwrapping a cordless multi-tool with its universal battery and handy storage bag is unrivalled! Seriously, don’t knock it until you try it.

So here is what is in my toolbox and why…









The Basics

Let’s start with the basics. These fundamental items need to be in every toolbox and are the cheapest items you can buy. They do not require charging and are great starter items with which you can attempt most of the house projects in this book.


No power tools and budget friendly


Safety glasses/Dust mask [image: ]

Your safety is the most important thing. Cutting materials, sanding and even painting can lead to dust particles and fumes. Protect your eyes from these hazards (even in the quick ‘oh just do it now’ DIY moments). A dust mask will also reduce the inhalation of potentially harmful dust particulates.



Tape measure [image: ]

These are available in every shape, size and colour, but investing in a good-quality 5-metre metal retractable tape measure is essential. Tape measures are labelled as Class 1 or Class 2, which indicates their accuracy. Most widely available tape measures are Class 2, which will be adequate for your day-to-day measuring jobs. However, if you are doing more specialist work, such as carpentry, I recommend investing in a Class 1 type. And remember the old proverb, measure twice and cut once!



Claw hammer [image: ]

The V-shaped claw is essential for gently removing nails from walls and timber. In the long term, for a comprehensive toolbox, you may wish to invest in a rubber mallet and a lump hammer. However, they are not required for any of the DIY jobs in this book.



Screwdriver set [image: ]

Do you know your Phillips from your flat-head? They are both manual screwdrivers that allow you to insert and remove screws. However, the Phillips has a cross-shaped tip, designed to fit and turn screws with corresponding cross-shaped slots on the head. This design helps to centre the screwdriver on the screw and reduces the risk of slipping. In contrast, a flat-head screwdriver has a wedge tip, which fits screws that have a single notch in the screw head. Investing in a multiset of manual screwdrivers will allow you to tighten and finish many of the DIY projects featured in this book.






Wall plug and screws assortment [image: ]

Wall plugs and rawl plugs are the same thing. Initially named after the brand founder Joseph Rawlings, they are plugs that are used to anchor screws into walls. We will cover the ‘how’ in Build It, but for the best value, invest in a multipack of screws with corresponding wall plugs.



Panel saw [image: ]

A hand saw or panel saw is used for making straight cuts and is a great starter tool to add to your collection. The TPI rating indicates the number of ‘teeth per inch’ and the higher the number, the finer the finish. A low TPI is ideal for a fast cut, but the finish will be coarser. The Build It chapter explores cutting materials.



Mitre box [image: ]

To make cuts that join, knowing your angles is very important. A mitre box shows you the angles and enables you to guide the saw smoothly through your cutting material. The most basic mitre box will feature cutting guides at 45 and 90 degrees.



Spirit level [image: ]

A humble spirit level is a must-have item for your toolbox, essential for DIY but also for those fun decorative jobs



Clamps [image: ]




Cartridge gun [image: ]




Stud Finder/Wall Scanner [image: ]




Decorating Tools [image: ]











[image: Illustration of a hammer with a teal handle and a handsaw with a pink grip, representing basic tools. Illustration of a yellow spirit level with two bubble vials, essential for ensuring surfaces are even in construction projects.]

[image: Illustration of colourful safety goggles, screw, screwdriver, wall plug, face mask, tape measure, pliers, and a pink caulking gun arranged on a white background.]
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