Extra touches are nice but can topple a budget

Craftsmanship comes at a cost that may not be repaid

By Joanne Cleaver

Only a few homeowners can afford all the craftsmanship they want, their aspirations untethered by budgetary worries. Most have to choose: More detail, or more house?

When faced with the greater-quality or bigger-house decision, one North Shore homeowner chose both, and it will cost him more in the end than he could have anticipated.

His self-described "obsession" with detail hijacked the budget of the four-bedroom Southern-style house he built in 2003. He had the iron railing on the front porch cast from original 19th-century molds he found in Paris.

It took him three years to collect elements like a mouth-blown glass lamp shade and a round stained-glass window made in early Victorian style.

Little of that effort paid off. The homeowner says that the current market value of the house - about $549,000, he thinks - is hundreds of thousands of dollars less than the construction cost.

It is possible to work refined elements into a project without breaking the budget like a balsa wood bannister.

"Scaling back on cost often means being more selective about where you insist on highest quality," said William Christie, president of the American College of the Building Arts in Charleston, S.C.

Frank Genello, professor of masonry at the college and a contractor and tradesman for 30 years, advises craftsmanship-craving clients to start with a basic space with classic proportions and initially finish it with stock materials with the expectation of swapping in desired details later.

The frustration comes, he said, when a fine finish dictates a more costly infrastructure. A seemingly minor change like using vintage-look marble tile can set off a chain of changes.

"Say you wanted custom tile in a bathroom, then you decided to upgrade to marble. Doing a marble job might mean that you set the marble in a mud base instead of a plain backer board. That's an increase in materials, labor and skill level to set that tile. And that backs into the scheduling and job cost, and how you build out the substrate.

"If you're building out the substrate, you're taking away inches from the room . . . maybe then a built-in tub won't fit. You have to know at the framing phase, because even though it's a surface finish, it can affect the structure," he says.

That cascade of decisions explains why most homebuilders have a limited tolerance for customization.

Homebuilders who work from standard plans can accommodate only the most superficial customization. Specifying anything substantive out of the norm throws off scheduling, finding and hiring subcontractors, and ordering materials.

A contractor who prices projects only by the square foot is likely working with standard dimensions and materials, "taking thousands of options that are on the market and plugging them in," and that enables him to deliver the house at a set price, said Genello.

The more homeowners understand all this, the better equipped they are to negotiate for the craftsmanship they crave.

"Get out there and go visit different sources and educate yourself. See for yourself what you like," said Stephen Kaniewski, founder and president of Brass Light Gallery, a Milwaukee manufacturer of antique reproduction light fixtures.

Thanks to its heritage of craftsmanship, Milwaukee has excellent examples of every kind of popular housing style, he points out.

Historic house walks are golden opportunities to get schooled in the proportions, materials and details that are characteristic of popular housing styles like Victorian, Shingle and Arts & Crafts, and to develop expectations for how a project can evolve.

"Get more than one opinion from everybody," said Kaniewski, "including yourself."

