Opening the door to craftsmanship

Success of the project hinges on precise attention to detail

By Joanne Cleaver

When the moment arrived to install 10-foot, 200-pound, cherry-paneled doors in the entrance to the home office he had been working on for three months, Jeff Bruss stood for a moment in the doorway and squinted at the hole in the door frame for the hinge.

Elsewhere in the house, workers were installing marble floor tile. Classic rock from their radio and the scraping of their tools were muffled by the heavy plastic wrap and cardboard that swathed the openings to the office, to protect the piles of precious wood from the damage careless work boots cause.

Through a scrim of dust, Bruss looked at his assistant, Eric Wright. Facing each other, they braced to grasp the door, which leaned against the wall. Each of them swept a hand along the flawless stretch of cherry, searching for a grip. "Don't want to drop these," half-whispered Bruss, an Oconomowoc carpenter.

Their hands tightened and they lifted the door together, and in one motion, slipped the door onto its pin and straightened it into the deep opening.

Bruss swung the door open and it eased into its recessed niche in the paneled wall. The paneling on the door matched the paneling on the wall. He opened the door all the way, and it disappeared into the seamless rhythm of paneling that marched into the office.

And that was it.

A year after it was designed as the grand entrance envisioned by the homeowner and months after it was built, the door did what it was engineered to do: It got out of the way so the homeowner could sweep past to the star of the show, the domed, 30-foot diameter octagonal office swathed from toe to crown in cherry wood.

In an earlier century, doors like these and the process of making them might have been less remarkable. Until the 20th century, say architectural historians, every door was built for the room it would be in, and usually that meant that the design, materials, construction and functionality of a door were conceived as a whole - and that whole was the definition of craftsmanship.

The office doors look like they were designed and built generations ago, but they were made with 21st-century methods and tools. They embody craftsmanship today.

Making dreams come true

The doors started out as one small element in the vision that the homeowner had for the 32,000-square-foot house he wanted to build in an affluent suburb northwest of Chicago. He craved a home office that looked and felt like a richly finished, dark-paneled, 19th-century library, with towering built-in bookcases that would require a rolling ladder to reach the top shelves.

When Bob Erdmann heard the homeowner's ideas, he knew what he meant. He has translated the dreams of hundreds of clients into drawings, then plans, then wood.

Erdmann is president of World of Wood Ltd., an Oconomowoc firm that has evolved in its 31 years into one of the premier wood shops in the Midwest.

Clients come to Oconomowoc thinking they are meeting with a cabinetmaker.

Instead, they meet Bob. His aim is to reintroduce them to the classic concept of craftsmanship and what it means for them and their projects.

Years ago, craftsmen designed and built. They thought of the finished product and created it. They worked with the architect and homeowner and built each part of the house to fit with each other part.

After World War II, the drive to build lots of houses quickly and cheaply birthed modern mass-construction techniques. But the techniques that delivered basic housing to the masses uncoupled design and construction. The thinking and doing of building became separate functions.

"It is no longer assumed that one person carries through his vision," said Erdmann. "A designer might never see the process that spins the idea into molecules."

Today's fashion-obsessed American culture doesn't distinguish among superficial style, the functional intent of design, and the quality execution of design that results in craftsmanship, said Marilyn Casto, associate professor of the School of Architecture and Design at Virginia Tech.

That is the discussion being carried on among tradespeople, architects and contractors nationally, said William Christie, president of the 2-year-old American College of the Building Arts in Charleston, S.C.

"Architects do the design, and they stand back. Contractors just take the plans and don't consult the architect. Workmen aren't usually good craftsmen, so things are designed so that anyone who can swing a hammer can put it up," said Christie.

The goal of the school, and of some contractors and tradespeople, is to "bridge these elements so that the quality of design can be married to the quality of construction, design and finish," he said.

Erdmann's goal is the same. If he's successful, his clients will see design and construction as an integrated process.

"The homeowner has a dream, an idea. They'll say, 'I like the framing around the window, and I understand that I don't have those high windows, but I like these parts and pieces,' " said Erdmann. "It's ethereal. They don't know how to get there. We know how to get there."

Working with the homeowner

Erdmann met the Illinois homeowner in July 2005 when the house was half-built and the homeowner was shopping for a cabinetry subcontractor to design and build the paneled office. He and Erdmann spent an hour walking through the partially framed house, Erdmann listening to the homeowner's dreams of parties and family gatherings he hoped to host.

Erdmann could see how light would filter through the north-facing windows in the office. He stood in the opening to the office from the interior hall and saw that for maximum effect, the doors should be in proportion to the 21-foot-high ceiling of the office.

"If you put in normal-size doors, they'd look like Alice in Wonderland doors," he said.

A few weeks later, he brought the homeowner drawings of paneling and woodwork designs, some rendered by hand and some by computer. He designed a high-profile molding - Bolection, architects call it - that would fit the scale of the office and be consistent with cabinets already being installed in other parts of the house. Along with the designs and some samples, Erdmann brought a budget.

Few World of Wood projects are competitively bid. World of Wood won't release the cost of the Illinois project, partly because it's still under way and the totals haven't been tallied, and partly for client confidentiality.

This homeowner didn't amass enough money to afford projects like this without formidable negotiating skills. He started to bargain.

He was considering other cabinet shops as well, but he liked World of Wood's designs enough to ask Erdmann to design doors and moldings for the whole house. While Erdmann fine-tuned the plans, curving the top of the office bookcases to echo the arches in the halls and of the office ceiling, recommending a carved stone fireplace mantel, ordering samples of rare woods, the homeowner pondered his choices.

"The doors needed to be timeless," said Erdmann. "Thick and massive like the house."

For the rest of the house, he designed a series of woodwork and moldings, some more gentle with a small internal beading that reflected the style preferred by the owner's wife.

Talking dollars

In September 2005, Erdmann and the homeowner talked money.

"He told me, 'Bob, I have several other bids that are all neck-and-neck. What I want is your product at their price, not something $200,000 more,' " Erdmann recalls.

He recapped the design for the office and how the custom moldings created a visual continuity throughout the house. He stressed World of Wood's quality of work.

"When you're living in your home and the doors aren't falling off the hinges and the paint isn't cracking in the joints, you're not going to be thinking about how much you paid," Erdmann said. "I had the signed papers in two days."

With that settled, Erdmann ordered the materials and started coordinating with the general contractor and other subcontractors, who were installing electrical service, plumbing, heating and drywall.

When the loads of cherry wood arrived, the project was taken over by Peter Erdmann, the shop foreman, brother of Bob, and one of several Erdmann siblings carrying on the business founded by their parents Richard and Lois in 1975.

Since then, World of Wood's market niche hasn't changed, but its tools have.

Horizontal drilling machines have been around for 70 years or so, but now computerized, they can be programmed to make holes for pegs, dowels and hinges at precisely the same points in each of dozens of similar doors for a home.

Other techniques make short work of constructing technically difficult pieces.

Creating an arch of wood - for, say, an arched, paneled doorway - used to mean steaming a strip of veneer until it was flexible, then gluing it onto a plywood base, clamping it inch by inch. It was impossible to avoid air bubbles, which then had to be laboriously smoothed out, explained Rick Erdmann.

A shrink-wrap vacuum ended all that. Now, making an arch is nearly as simple as plastic-wrapping leftovers in a bowl: the strip of veneer is eased onto the plywood base, and a huge vacuum seals the entire thing in clear plastic. "It's actually low tech, but it avoids the little bumps and unevennesses of clamping the strip onto the mold every inch," said Rick Erdmann.

Tools like that have enabled World of Wood to take on more work every year without adding to its 23-person staff. "And the quality is as good, or better" than the results from older methods, he added.

The doors for the Illinois house started, as do most custom-built doors, as piles of door parts. Frames were assembled, internal panels inserted and the moldings added. As expected, there were delays at the job site, so the doors went into hibernation, stacked like fine china in the humidity-controlled shop to protect them from expanding, shrinking and cracking.

Specialist called in

In July 2006, the framed-in shell of the office was ready to be paneled. World of Wood called in Bruss, an experienced finish carpenter who works on his own, to fit all the pieces together.

From July to September, Bruss was on his back on scaffolding - "like Michelangelo," he joked - fitting slices of cherry molding around the octagonal office, layering one deep ring of molding on the next and capping the peak of the ceiling with a huge flat cherry finial.

"It's a cherry cave, but it doesn't feel heavy," he said, "because it's proportional."

In October, he stood by the small bar adjacent to the office and traced the edge of a molding with his index finger. With a fully trimmed doorway in each of its four walls, the small room was a jigsaw of intersecting angles.

"This whole room was only off by 3/8 of an inch from the plans," said Bruss. The finished dimensions of the room were very slightly smaller than expected, probably due to imperfectly shrinking drywall finishing. "We had to make two pilasters over," he said, lightly rubbing the tall, narrow panel that framed one side of the opening to the office. "But that's not too bad."

The tall cherry doors were the last major piece to be installed, to protect them as long as possible from scratches from wayward tools.

With the doors in, the World of Wood crew moved out and the tile layers arrived to fit squares of black granite on the floor, a whisper's clearance from the bottom of the perfectly balanced doors that stand ready for the homeowner's first entrance.

