
SPRING 2017
CUSTOMBUILDERONLINE.COM

Sorting Out Contracts, Disputes, and Liability

Design Spotlight: Kids’ Bedrooms 

SMALLER + SMARTER

S O C d b l

Living Better With a Lighter Footprint

CUSTOM BUILDER





Circle 751



Circle 752



Opening Glass Walls for All Seasons

Showrooms Nationwide

Visit NanaWall.com

800 873 5673

Explore our product families:

The One and Only NanaWall

Folding 

Glass Walls

Single Track 

Sliding Glass Walls

Frameless 

Glass Walls

Energy Efficient 

Closed, the cold is kept outside.

Combats Wind and Rain 

Panels resist wind-driven water.

Highly Secure 

Multipoint locks resist tampering.
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June 27-29, 2017 - San Diego Convention Center 

Building Your Future

MIKE LYON & KEVIN OAKLEY  

Leading Your Company in a Digital World

For companies of any size to thrive in our  
increasingly fast-paced and connected world, 
they need young dynamic leaders who can  
lead them through massive change. 

AL TRELLIS 

At the Intersection of Leadership and Change 

Trellis explores the unique leadership challenges  
associated with the market-driven need for flexibility  
and adaptation during repeated change. He discusses  
the five key roles of leaders, along with specific tactics 
for achieving success in motivating and inspiring teams.

JIMMY DIFFEE 

Disruption and the Future of Home Building 

During this inspiring presentation, you’ll learn why the 
customer experience matters now more than ever, and 
see how advances in technology and innovation in  
The Age of the Customer will transform our industry.

DAVE EVANS 

Luncheon Keynote 

Designing Your Life author and Stanford University 
adjunct professor will show us how design thinking 
can help us create a life that is both meaningful and 
fulfilling, regardless of who or where we are.

To learn more about the conference speakers, their talks and to register, visit  

PBunder40.com

Join us this year as we partner with PCBC 2017 to offer our Under 40 

Executive Summit’s interactive content, new ideas, housing tour, and 

networking along with all that PCBC’s Exhibit Floor has to offer: over 

350 of the nation’s top manufacturers, thousands of innovative product 

solutions, access to over 10,000 housing professionals, open-to-all 

education sessions, three keynotes, the High Performance Home 

Theater, and much more.

WHO SHOULD ATTEND:  

Owners  

Presidents 

Executives 

Management 
• Sales Managers 
• Marketing Directors 
• Purchasing Managers 
• Construction Managers 
• Design Leaders



Builder: Seven Custom Homes, Austin, TX

Generation after generation, Marvin Windows and Doors has built our reputation through dedication – the same 
dedication you build into every home. Together, we share a commitment to design, personal attention and the unparalleled 

ability to customize. As partners, we both draw from these strengths, to build a reputation that can be shared.

D I SCOV E R TH E M A RV I N D I FFE R E N CE AT M A RV I NWI N D OWS .CO M

YO U R  R E P U TAT I O N  S TA N D S  O N  A  N A M E

So Does Ours
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THE SHARKBITE
®

 EVOPEX
™

 SYSTEM

Introducing the fi rst push-to-connect rough-in plumbing solution for 

new construction. Designed to eliminate the need for tools, optimizing 

installation time and reducing the risk of leaks. 

The future of plumbing is here.

ELIGIBLE FOR
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Petersen offers national distribution through its five 

locations in Illinois, Georgia, Texas, Maryland and Minnesota

“When our client said ‘give me a roof that I 

will never have to replace,’ we  thought metal 

immediately. We like metal roofs. And the 

Petersen 30-year finish warranty gives us 

great confidence.”

~Nathan Kipnis, AIA, principal, Kipnis Architecture & Planning

Slotnick Residence, Glencoe, IL

Owner:  Barry and Natalie Slotnick

Contractor:  Scott Simpson Builders

Design Firm:  Kipnis Architecture & Planning

Fabricator:  Cedar Roofing Company

Roofing material:  PAC-CLAD 24 ga. steel

Color:  Silver Metallic

Platinum LEED Certified

Beauty that lasts

Specify metal roofing for longevity, style and energy efficiency
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When your homebuyers are all about granite countertops and hardwood floors, it can be tough 
to get them interested in something they ultimately won’t see. What they may not realize is that 
insulation can provide them the comfort, health and energy efficiency they’re looking for.

That’s why CertainTeed built the perfect conversation starter –
one that will set you apart from the competition.

This free tool – customized with your logo – walks homebuyers through a series of simple 
questions that drives home the importance of making an informed decision about their 
insulation. When they’re done, they’ll see insulation product recommendations for every 
part of their home – and you can take it from there.

Why wait? See for yourself at certainteed.com/myinsulationtool. 

The Insulation Selection Tool

just got easier

800-233-8990  •  certainteed.com/insulation

ROOFING  •  SIDING  •  TRIM  •  DECKING  •  RAILING  •  FENCE

GYPSUM  •  CEILINGS  •  INSULATION

Circle 758



EDITORIAL

 CUSTOMBUILDERONLINE.COM // CUSTOM BUILDER 13

SMALL, NOT TINY 

T
hey arrive almost every day, via design blogs, emails, colleagues, and friends. 
Modern or gingerbready, space-age or shingled, from the Netherlands  to 
Nashville  to New Zealand . They have clever storage that lays to waste the idea 
of unused square footage. Some deliver loads of features in a little space via 
quaint and quirky details ; still others do it via resolutely modernist moves . Some 

are perched in trees . Others sit on wheels.  With their promise of fewer material burdens, 
lower maintenance, and a simpler life, tiny houses have captured the world’s imagination. 
Compact and light-filled, they look great in photographs and usually amuse, if for no other 
reason than begging the perfectly reasonable question: “Does anyone really live here?” 
That’s because, for many of us, living a pared-down life is an appealing notion, but living in 
a tiny house full-time isn’t entirely realistic.

My colleague, Nigel Maynard, whom you’ve seen on these pages, is editor of our sister 
publications Products and NKBA Innovation+Inspiration. He and I often talk about houses. 
It’s all in a day’s work, and it’s part of our lives. Nigel is renovating a 1924 farmhouse out-
side Washington, D.C., and I’ve been slowly updating a 1950s ranch-burger in Los Angeles. 
Both homes are well under 1,500 square feet. Both, we agree, are exactly enough. 

There’s a growing movement of people who feel similarly, and this month, we examine 
the increasing appeal of the small house. As senior editor Susan Bady explains, downsizing 
has come to mean something different from what it once did. “Empty nesters with active 
lifestyles no longer view downsizing as going from 10,000 to 5,000 square feet,” Bady 
writes. Budgets are being scrutinized; footprints are being contemplated. Many of the 
custom homes that clients want are packed with thoughtful design and smart features, 
but they measure 2,000 square feet—or quite a bit less. 

There’s a reason why some 300-square-foot houses seem cool—they’re an invita-
tion to get rid of stuff, and that gives you freedom. But the reality is, even if your 
clients aren’t into stuff, they’ve lived lives and they have hobbies and passions. 
By extension, they have belongings. Homes as small as those starting on page 16  may 
not be the right fit for everybody, but they’re proof that smart design is highly desir-
able, regardless of size—and probably because of it. We hope they provide 
inspiration for the next home you design and build.

      Amy Albert
      aalbert@sgcmail.com
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ADVANCEMENTS IN MODERN TECHNOLOGY!

GARAVENTA HOME ELEVATOR

presents....

1.800.663.6556                       www.garaventalift.com

Then...
accordion gate left open, 
elevator won’t run

Now...
cost-effective sliding doors -
safer & more reliable

Then...
basic & clunky

Now...
fast & sleek>

Then...
poor visibility

Now...
badass>

>
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DON’T LET VAGUE PLANS DERAIL A PROJECT

 “W
e know the plans aren’t finalized, 
but we’d like to get some idea of 
costs. We won’t make any deci-
sions based on these numbers; 
we just want a ballpark figure.” 

So begin all too many problem projects. 
Every builder has been approached at some point by a 

client or an architect asking for cost projections based on   
vague plans—the antithesis of being asked to provide a 
fixed price on a detailed set of drawings where there are 
clear consequences to misinterpreting the design. While 
the builder would like to engage in a detailed conversation 
defining what the price would be based on, most clients 
don’t have the capacity to understand the complexity of 
the construction process, and most architects simply 
don’t have the time. So builders traditionally have had to 
make the choice between being as optimistic as possible 
in budgeting—in order to stay in the running for the proj-
ect even though they know there will be disappointment 
and danger down the road as actual costs come to light—
or being as honest as possible about the true potential 
cost, knowing they’ll likely be excluded from future discus-
sions if their bid is higher than the other bids.

I’ve always believed that understanding motivation is 
important in reaching a compromise. Usually, clients don’t 
have much, if any, experience with custom building. They 
typically revert to the commonsense adage that, all other 
things being equal, they should accept the lower price. 

Architects operate on thin margins, and developing full 
plans is time-consuming and expensive. The architect 
can’t afford to do this pro bono, and the clients don’t want 
to pay for it until they have the sense that the project is vi-
able. Moreover, a low initial bid frequently results in autho-
rization from clients to move forward with the design pro-
cess. Your only hope in trying to break this cycle is to open 
the client’s and architect’s minds to the shortcomings. 

Here are a few suggestions for how to do this.
Provide a budget range, not a single number. This 

forces everyone to acknowledge that there’s uncertainty 
in the plans and the budget.

Include detailed lists of allowances. All numbers at 
this point should be considered to be allowances subject 
to change, but calling out highly subjective, discretionary 
items such as millwork, tile/marble, and electrical fixtures 
will hopefully lead to a discussion of what was included in 
other budgets. Ideally, you can get the architect to level, 
or equalize, significant portions of the project to reflect 
realistic numbers. If the architect specifies a chandelier 
from a particular supplier, he or she should make sure 
each bidder uses the same price for that fixture, since it’s 
only available from that supplier. If the kitchen drawings 
are too imprecise, one bidder may estimate $40,000 
while another budgets $100,000. The architect should 
use a consistent number for both participants. This will 
help minimize pricing/quality issues down the road.

Provide detailed, extensive add/alternate lists. 
This is a must. Add/alternates allow you to include lower, 
more optimistic budgets that may be what the client 
and architect envision (and what competitors assumed 
in their budgets), while also initiating a discussion on 
expectations to flesh out whether or not more money 
should be added.

The purpose is to try to force the client and architect 
to avoid budgeting projects based on highly subjective in-
terpretations of incomplete plans. If you can get everyone 
to have a more detailed conversation about quality and 
scheduling expectations, you can better manage expecta-
tions. This, in turn, can result in smoother execution of 
projects and improve the reputation of our industry.  

Scott Hobbs is president and co-owner with his brother, Ian,   of Hobbs Inc ., a third-

generation custom building and remodeling firm based in New Canaan, Conn.

A    bid based on an incomplete set of 
drawings spells trouble for everyone  
By Scott Hobbs
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San Francisco architect Jonathan Feldman designed 
this 800-square-foot summer cottage on Martha’s 
Vineyard for a couple and their three children.  The 
expansive deck is used as an outdoor living room. 
Jack Gray was the builder. 

SMALL HOMES 
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SMALLER +
SMARTER
Thoughtfully designed, scaled-down 
homes are more sustainable, enabling 
clients to live well with less

By Susan Bady, Senior Editor

A
s the tiny-house movement continues to spread across the 
United States, even custom clients with the means to build 
larger have embraced the idea of building smaller. Large 
homes seem less appealing given the high cost of land, 
materials, labor, and the ongoing costs of operation and 

maintenance. Clients are concerned about the impact a large home will 
have on the environment and are asking themselves how much space 
they really need to accommodate their lifestyle. 

For many, the answer is to pare down. The owners of the tiny house 
in Boulder, Colo., profiled in this article are an outdoorsy couple whose 
careers frequently take them on the road. They lived in an Airstream 
trailer while contemplating building a larger home on their Colorado 
property and came to realize they didn’t need quite that much square 
footage for a part-time residence. Thanks to the architect’s clever 
use of light and volume, the 450-square-foot home lives a great deal 
larger than its compact footprint. And while 450 square feet would 
have been a tight squeeze for another  couple’s family of five, their 
800-square-foot cottage on Martha’s Vineyard, Mass., (also profiled 
here) is a roomy summer refuge. 

Granted, homes this small aren’t going to work for every client, but 
they show that efficient design is desirable regardless of size, and 
indeed can be beautiful. Empty nesters with active lifestyles no longer 
view “downsizing” as going from 10,000 to 5,000 square feet. They’re 
scrutinizing their budgets and deciding that 2,500 square feet is 
enough, or 2,000 square feet, or even less. 
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 VINEYARD VACATION  
San Francisco architect Jonathan Feldman had never done a 
long-distance project until a client asked him to design a cot-
tage on the site of her parents’ home on Martha’s Vineyard. 

“She used to spend summers there with her parents, but 
when she got married and had three children, they quickly out-
grew the guest room,” Feldman says. 

The wooded lot is approximately 2 acres, well in excess of 
the minimum size the town requires for an additional structure. 
“[We were] allowed to build a separate single-family home of 
up to 800 square feet,” says builder Jack Gray, who is based on 
Martha’s Vineyard. 

Gray says just enough of the wooded lot was cleared for the 
house and septic system. “There’s no limitation on how much 
we could clear, but they like to keep it wooded,” he says. “You 
can hardly see the house from the street because it’s hidden 
behind the main house.”

Feldman says the clients “are modernists and wanted a 
design that was fun and fresh but would also relate to [her] 
parents’ more traditional sensibilities and the existing, older 
house. It’s a mix of traditional cabin with a modern twist.”

He organized the space into a main level that contains 
an open living/dining area and two bedrooms, divided by a 
large storage room and a full bathroom. The kitchen is on the 
other side of the bathroom wall and includes a sink, refrig-
erator, dishwasher, and two-burner cooktop. There is open 
shelving above the sink for dishes and there are storage 
cabinets below. 

The main level also includes a linen closet, a stacked washer/
dryer, and a mechanical room. The storage “zone” provides 
acoustic separation (imperative in such a small space) between 
the bedrooms and the living/dining area.

A staircase tucked into the hallway leads to a loft where the 
kids can watch TV, play games, and doze in sleeping bags if 

SMALL HOMES

The open living and dining area is buffered from the two bedrooms by a bathroom, a large storage room, a linen closet, and a stacked washer/dryer.



M O N U M E N T A L  N E W S  F O R  K I T C H E N S  O F 
 L E S S  T H A N  M O N U M E N T A L  S I Z E .

Downsize without compromise. At 24 inches or less, the collection of small-space 

appliances from Sub-Zero and Wolf comprises a full range of products, including  

refrigeration and wine storage, cooktops, ovens,  

coffee system, and more. It’s upscale, scaled down. subzero-wolf.com/BuildSmallSpaces

Circle 760
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SMALL HOMES

they don’t feel like using the bunk room below. “The parents can 
close their bedroom door for privacy, while the rest of the house 
is a bit of a free-for-all,” Feldman says. 

The large deck functions as the family’s outdoor living 
and dining room and has a fire pit and multiple seating areas. 
The most noteworthy detail, Feldman points out, is “the 
not-quite-level ridgeline, which isn’t very noticeable at first 
but makes the building and the interior space subtly edgy 
and modern.” A large central ridge beam eliminated the need 
for collar ties or cross beams, providing an open ceiling ef-
fect. Gray estimates that the ceiling is about 20 feet at its 
highest point. 

Large amounts of glazing enhance the open feeling. There 
are two sets of sliding glass doors on the rear topped by fixed 
clerestory and triangular windows, and sliding doors on each 
side of the living/dining area. 

Gray says the roof design was challenging to execute. “The 
ridge beam runs uphill from one end to the other a couple of feet 
or more,” he explains. “To keep the roof looking sort of like a hat 
on a house that had been tilted, the entire roof structure [had to 
move] with that beam.”

Instead of the usual practice of constructing rafters that 
run vertically upward from plate to ridge, Gray   turned the roof 
system on its side. “The roof looks as if it was built horizontally 
and then tipped up,” Gray says. “It was designed that way to ac-
commodate deep overhangs that are 3 feet at the low end and 
5 feet at the high end.”

To comply with the town’s new, more stringent hurricane 
code, Gray used significantly more metal, reinforcing fasten-
ers, and tie-downs. Otherwise “with those deep overhangs, the 
roof would take off like an airplane if we had a storm,” he says. 
“That’s if the trees didn’t get it first.” 

This space-efficient bedroom has built-in bunks—each with its own storage niche—for the family’s three children.



i n s p i r e d  b y  t h e  v i e w

For the past 70 years, we have taken pride in producing a top-quality line of windows and 

doors that helps create one-of-a-kind homes through nearly endless product combinations. 

Our blend of unique designs, expert craftsmanship and high-performance technology 

inspires builders, architects and homeowners. And with thousands of available product 

possibilities, from stylish hardware to stunning colors and contemporary finishes, to new 

construction, renovation and replacement, the choice is yours.

now imagine what you can do.

Visit ImagineWithWindsor.com to see performance information, hardware  

and glass options, and download the free Windsor Windows & Doors product guide.
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SMALL HOMES 

The metal roof is something not commonly used on 
Martha’s Vineyard and is “an interesting take,” Gray says. 
“Houses here usually have architectural-grade roof shingles.” 
The black roof and black stained sidewalls also make the 
home stand out. 

OAU  WITH A VIEW 
The clients owned a scenic, ¾-acre lot in Boulder, in the foothills 
of Colorado’s Front Range. Frequent travelers with no children or 
pets to encumber them, they wanted to split their time between 
homes in California and Boulder. 

“They had us design a main house and a carriage house, which 
in Boulder is called an ‘owner’s accessory unit’ [OAU] ,” says ar-
chitect Brad Tomecek , principal of Tomecek Studio Architecture , 

in Denver. (In other parts of the U.S., these structures are known 
as “accessory dwelling units” or ADUs.)

Eventually the clients began to question the wisdom of 
investing in a large house, given that they spent so much time 
on the road. They had been living in an Airstream trailer on the 
Boulder property for nearly a year, “and I think they were fairly 
happy, although it was a little snug,” Tomecek says. “They’re 
active and mobile people and were more interested in living 
outside on the land and very efficiently inside when necessary.”

It may have been the Airstream experience that clinched 
their decision to shelve the plans for the main residence and 
build a small one instead. “The clients came to us [because of] 
our modern sensibilities,” Tomecek says. “During the process, 
they discovered that the neighborhood design review board 

The clients invested in landscaping, hardscaping, and a patio with a grill and multiple lounging areas, as well as a hot tub and swim spa. Architect 
Brad Tomecek says the patio more than doubles the home’s living space. Ed Goodman was the builder.



STYLE THAT 

WORKS

For product knowledge, selection and a logistics partner that keeps your 

building or remodeling project on track, count on Ferguson. In our showrooms, 

your clients touch, see and compare top-selling bath, kitchen and lighting 

products – and decide with confi dence. Our consultants provide product and 

budget planning expertise, and even fi nd the value-added opportunities your 

business needs, so you can take pride in your work on every level.

©2017 Ferguson Enterprises, Inc.  0317  409015 FergusonShowrooms.com

Metris Select Kitchen Faucet
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required the project to embody a farmhouse character.” This 
requirement was a driving force in the design, resulting in what 
Tomecek calls “an agrarian modern project that’s humbled by 
its natural surroundings.”

With neighbors to the south and mountains to the west, the 
architect was careful to position the little house as close to the 
open space as possible. Views of the western ridge are literally 
right outside the back door. 

To maintain its OAU status, the home maxes out at 450 
square feet, but the design makes it feel much bigger. 
Tomecek says vaulting the ceiling creates the perception of a 
larger space, especially when coupled with a 50-square-foot 
loft. The only enclosed space is the three-quarter bath, which 
is sized to accommodate the needs of two people getting 

ready at the same time. Skylights in the loft and main living 
area, along with clerestory windows, drench the home with 
natural light. 

An island kitchen opens to a living area with a wall-mounted 
TV. The look of the interior finishes was influenced by the ef-
ficient design typically found on a catamaran or in a luxury hotel 
room, two of the couple’s favorite places to stay when on the 
road. During the design process, the clients decided to flip the 
original floor plan, putting the bedroom downstairs and a shared 
office in the loft. 

A large glass bifold door allows the west-facing wall to 
virtually disappear, blending the indoor and outdoor spaces. 
The patio more than doubles the living space, which the 
clients accessorized with a grill and dining/seating areas, 

It’s hard to believe this Boulder, Colo., home is just 450 square feet when you’re looking out at the deck and pool. What makes it feel spacious is 
the 18-foot vaulted ceiling and a generous amount of glazing—especially the doors that fold back and make the rear wall seem to disappear. 



CONTEMPORARY CLAD  |   A MATTER OF STILE

L AC A N T I N A D O O R S . C O M O P E N S PAC E S ®

F O L D  |  S L I D E  |  S W I N G
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SMALL HOMES

and beyond that, a hot tub and swim spa on 
an elevated deck. Tasteful landscaping and 
hardscaping complete the picture.

Maximizing storage is always a challenge in 
small homes. In this case, the solution was to 
put it underground. Local builder Ed Goodman 
created a crawlspace with a ceiling height of 
nearly 6 feet. For the clients, Goodman says, it 
functions like a full-height basement. The spiral 
staircase leading up to the loft also leads down 
to the crawlspace. 

The OAU already conserves energy due to its 
reduced size, but to enhance energy efficiency 
(and exceed Boulder’s green-building standards), 
Goodman installed a 3.85-kilowatt solar array 
on the south-facing roof, offsetting electrical 
usage by 93 percent. Even the carport at the 
rear of the home has solar panels to keep the 
space at a comfortable temperature.  Other 
green features include high-performing windows, 
doors, and insulation; LED lighting; and VOC-free 
paints and sealants. 

The home’s small size and efficient planning 
allowed the clients to splurge on furnishings, 
Tomecek says: “The Ikea kitchen, with its nice 
appliance package, is balanced by an expensive 
sofa and light fixtures. They call [it] their little 
mansion.” Parked nearby is the Airstream trailer in 
which the couple’s journey to tiny living began. CB

GET THE 
MOST OUT OF 
SMALL SPACES
• Stick with open-concept fl oor plans
• Design spaces that have fl exible uses
• Employ a variety of ceiling heights to banish 
the “shoebox” feeling
• Make interior space live larger by extending  
it outside to a patio or deck
• Use storage elements to provide visual 
and acoustic separation between waking and 
sleeping areas

The three-quarter bath features luxurious 
finishes and is designed to be large enough so 
both members of the couple can get ready for 
their day at the same time.
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Builders share their war stories about lawsuits and  contract 
disputes, offering advice for reducing liability and fending off liens

By Mike Beirne, Senior Editor
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T
he notion that we live in a litigious society is com-
mon knowledge, but even so, the lengths people will 
go to sue a builder are mind-boggling.

Jeff Japhet , a third-generation builder in San 
Antonio, received a letter a couple of years ago 

from an attorney threatening to sue him, his father, and his 
grandfather for damages that a home sustained from founda-
tion movement. However, none of the Japhets built that 
house. The closest connection they had to the building was 
that Grandpa Japhet constructed a home next door decades 
before. That’s the only reason Jeff Japhet, president of Japhet 
Builders, can imagine to explain why they were even on the 
radar of an attorney looking to sue. 

 Though none of the Japhets built the house in question, 
Jeff Japhet had more tight alibis to lean on in the event that 
this fact wasn’t enough proof of no liability. He exchanged 
several letters with the attorney, including documentation 
showing that his grandfather died in 1991; his father sold his 
business and retired from building in 2006; and Jeff wasn’t 
even in the industry when the house was constructed. He 
was in the U.S. Army’s 173rd Airborne Brigade  serving in 
Iraq and Afghanistan. None of the Japhets could possibly be 
connected to the foundation damage because they weren’t 
building houses when it happened.

That still wasn’t good enough for the plaintiffs. So Japhet 
had to go to mediation and arbitration and present the same 
documentation to show the arbitrator that he had no relation-
ship to a house that someone else built. “That’s a desperate 
attorney,” Japhet says. “It just shows you the crap we have 
to deal with from people who are looking to take money from 
people who work.”

Japhet’s story is a sobering one, and the experience cost time 
and money, not to mention peace of mind. Here’s advice about 
avoiding the stress, cost, and frustration of contract disputes.

DISPUTE RESOLUTION
Speaking of arbitration and mediation, Ray 

Truelsen , CEO of Breckenridge Homes , in McHenry, Ill., built 
more than 600 houses during his 45-year career and went 
through mediation and arbitration only once. Never again, he 

says. “I would rather take my chances with a jury or a bench 
trial where I can tell my story and let someone logical take 
a look at it, see what evidence is there, and what kind of 
people you’re dealing with,” he explains.

Truelsen didn’t have mediation and arbitration in his 
contracts in 2005 when a client inserted a dispute resolution 
clause into their deal. He decided to take the work and 
accepted the revision. “She had her lawyer put that in there, 
so I think I was set up from the beginning,” Truelsen says, 
in hindsight.

The project had ample allowances for items not specified 
in the original house plan,   and when the time came for the 
final payout, Truelsen submitted a bill for $148,000. The 
client balked, claiming the bill shouldn’t be that much and 
offered to pay just $99,000. Both parties tried mediation, 
which failed, so the case went to arbitration. Truelsen, the 
client, and their respective attorneys spent five 8-hour days 
before an arbitration judge. Truelsen won the case but ended 
up in the hole financially for that house because he had to 
split the arbitration cost with the client and pay his attorney. 
 The client actually fared worse because she, too, split the 
cost of the hearing, and her attorney charged almost twice 
the disputed difference that Truelsen was trying to collect. 
He knows how much the client paid the lawyer because she 
tried, unsuccessfully, to sue him to recover legal fees.  

“Arbitration is a waste of money, especially when you really 
know you are in the right, because the arbitrator basically 
wants to make things even for everybody. So if you have a 
good case, you get screwed because you’re being pushed to 
settle,” Truelsen says. 

If a future client were to try to insert a mediation and arbitra-
tion  clause into his contract, Truelsen says he’d consider it a red 
flag and would drop the customer. One way to avoid litigation 
is to filter out potential clients who could turn into future 
litigants or micromanagers. “You have to do your due diligence 
in this business because all the liability falls back on the 
builder—especially if you’re a custom builder because 
it’s all about your reputation,” says Gus Rubio , president 
of Gabriel Builders, in Travelers Rest, S.C. “You want to be 
proactive and take care of this stuff.”



30  CUSTOM BUILDER // SPRING 2017

BUSINESS MANAGEMENT

IDENTIFYING THE CRAZIES
When potential customers interview Rubio as part of 

their evaluation for selecting a builder, he also interviews them 
with pointed questions such as: Have you ever built a home 
before? What was that experience like? Your last builder left 
a dirty jobsite; describe what a dirty jobsite looks like to you. 
What specific qualities are you looking for in a builder? 

“You start prying to see if some of the stuff they tell you is 
reasonable,” Rubio says. “I had one guy tell me, ‘I didn’t think 
it was right for the builder to charge me a markup on things 
like appliances and lights. We should be able to pick our own 
lights and not pay markup on it.’ Well, that homeowner is 
going to be a problem because he doesn’t understand how 
a builder makes money. The only way we make money is by 
marking up everything. Who are they going to call when the 
lights go out or when the dishwasher doesn’t work?” Rubio 
tries to explain to clients that builders add in the cost of 
standing behind their work to cover the cost of fixing some-
thing that fails, but some 
clients refuse to accept 
that answer.

 If a potential client 
previously had a nega-
tive experience with a 
builder, Rubio will ask 
more questions about 
that experience to 
determine if the com-
plaints are reasonable 
or if the client created 
those negative experi-
ences themselves. Custom-built home clients typically are 
high-net–worth individuals and demanding consumers, but 
some can be more difficult than others. For Rubio, a warning 
sign can be clients with occupations such as engineer or 
accountant who could turn out to be micromanagers. Even a 
recently retired senior executive with a long career of leading 
people and being in charge may be prone to relieving retire-
ment boredom by trying to manage your project. So another 
important screening question for clients is: How involved do 
you want to be in this project? 

“The more involved the person is, the more headaches they 
can cause the contractor,” Rubio says. “I want my clients to go 
to the job every day, but I don’t want them out there trying to 
manage my people. That’s our job. I think a lot of legal difficul-
ties in this business could be eliminated by setting up a meet-
ing with clients up front and telling them who the professional 

is, how the project manager is going to be leading this job, and 
what everybody’s roles are.”

Using unfamiliar or untested products also can increase 
risk. Bost Homes , of Cary, N.C., had clients who insisted on 
using an exotic wood they came across from South America 
for an outdoor deck. “They found it really cheap, and we said 
you shouldn’t do that because their manufacturing process 
down there isn’t as stringent as our local suppliers,” says Evan 
Bost , director of marketing and building performance. “They 
did it anyway, and the deck began failing and curling just a year 
later. We had to eat a bit of that repair work.” Subsequently, 
Bost Homes’ contracts now state that it will not warranty any 
product that the builder hasn’t vetted and approved.

MANAGING RISK
 Another way to be proactive about risk concerns 

trespassing.  Generally, property owners aren’t liable for 
injuries that trespassers sustain while on their property. But 

there are exceptions 
that can make the 
level of responsibility 
unpredictable and prompt 
a judge to rule, say, that 
an owner negligently 
allowed a dangerous 
condition to exist, 
which then became an 
attractive nuisance and 
enticed children to play 
with it. Trespassers can 
turn out to be anybody, 

but for an infill project, that jobsite’s most likely unauthorized 
visitors could simply be curious neighbors. 

Before Regency Builders  starts fieldwork, the Pewaukee, 
Wis., builder distributes a letter to every neighbor at least 
seven houses up, down, and around the jobsite. The letter 
states that Regency will strive to be a good neighbor while 
working in their community, and if there are concerns about 
site condition, parking, noise, or anything else, the letter 
urges residents to call one of three phone numbers for the 
company’s two owners or the project manager. The letter 
also warns about construction sites being dangerous 
places for children to play and for people to visit, but men-
tions, “If you’d like a better look at the project, we would be 
more than happy to escort you on a tour.” Inviting neighbors 
to visit the jobsite with supervision can assuage the temp-
tation to sneak in. 

“YOU HAVE TO DO YOUR DUE 
DILIGENCE IN THIS BUSINESS. ALL 
THE LIABILITY FALLS BACK ON THE 
CUSTOM BUILDER BECAUSE IT’S 
ALL ABOUT YOUR REPUTATION.” 

—GUS RUBIO, PRESIDENT, GABRIEL BUILDERS, 
TRAVELERS REST, S.C.
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One of the bigger risks for builders is being liable for dam-
ages when their subs are at fault. Regency’s president  ,  Jon 
Schoenheider , reduces risk by requiring that his company be 
added as an additional insured to the homeowner’s builder’s risk 
insurance and to all his subcontractors’ commercial general li-
ability policies. The additional endorsement, also called being co-
insured, can defend the general contractor from getting sued for 
something related to the subcontractor’s work. In one Regency 
custom home project, a plumber unknowingly broke a faucet on 
a hot tub. Water flooded the main floor of the unoccupied house, 
causing six figures worth of damage. Luckily, Regency and its 
insurance carrier were protected from being sued by the subcon-
tractor’s insurance company because the builder was covered 
as an additionally insured on the plumber’s policy.

LIEN STRATEGY
Jeff Japhet found out the hard way about the 

long reach of the lien. He had hired a mason and given him 
money to buy 50 cubes of bricks, lintels, sand, and cement to 
start building walls for a project. When the job was finished, 
Japhet paid the mason the rest of the balance. Later he 
received a notice of lien from his mason’s supplier. That’s when 
he discovered that his subcontractor never paid the supplier 
for materials, and the vendor was going after Japhet for the bill.

“I can try to put a judgment on the mason,” Japhet says, 
“but what will that do? The guy has no money. As a builder, 
there is nothing I could do about it. I proved that I paid the 
guy. I showed the contract, my checks. I showed my bank 
statement, but it didn’t matter because the supplier was 
never paid. My contract was not with the supplier. My con-
tract was with their customer, and they could still sue me 
and lien me for that.”

Since that experience, Japhet now makes a practice of 
validating who the suppliers are for all of his subcontractors. 
When he issues payment to his trades, he writes on the check 
the names of the subcontractor and the supplier. Now both 
parties have to endorse the check to deposit it in a bank 
account. If the sub cashes a check without the supplier’s 
endorsement, that’s fraud. 

Gabriel Builders requires that all its trades sign a release 
of lien before issuing a check. Rubio says he doesn’t have 

a problem getting lien release signatures, but some 
builders we spoke with said they hesitate 
with enforcing that requirement on their 
subs either because doing so may sour 
the relationship or the subs simply refuse 
to sign. Bost Homes also has a mandatory 

policy that subcontractors provide a lien waiver with their 
invoice or else the builder will not issue a check. One time a 
new sub pushed back and didn’t want to sign the lien release 
until after he was paid. He relented when the builder ex-
plained that the language of its assigned lien waiver states 
that the lien release and certification becomes effective 
only when payment is received. “It’s not effective until the 
subcontractor gets paid, but we want to make sure we get 
the waiver ahead of time, so we don’t pay someone and then 
have to track them down in order to get it,” Bost says.

Glenn Carter hasn’t had a lien or lawsuit successfully filed 
against his business, Advanced Building Consultants  (ABC), 
in more than 20 years, which is about when the president of 
the Renton, Wash., company adopted a business model that 
significantly reduces his liability and cost of insurance.

SHEDDING CONTRACTOR LIABILITY
During the late 1990s, Carter was building and 

remodeling houses as a general contractor and didn’t like 
the enormous amount of liability he had to assume even 
though all of his subcontractors also had liability insurance 
for their parts of his projects. Carter also disliked the general 
contractor game of trying to make more money from clients 
by selling change orders, finding mistakes in the drawings 
that he could charge for, and piling on other extras. His fees 
were climbing, partly to cover the cost of insurance, and 
potential customers couldn’t afford to hire him.

“I didn’t want the liability, and I didn’t want to charge my client 
these exorbitant fees that general contractors have to charge 
to cover their absurdly high and unreasonable liability,” Carter 
says. Then he met a client who at one time considered building 
his house by being his own general contractor with assistance 
from a now-defunct consulting company called Homes Now. By 
coincidence, Carter had attended a Homes Now seminar to find 
out about what the company was teaching homeowners and 
was intrigued by the business model. When he discovered that 
the client possessed a Homes Now contract, Carter asked to 
see it. He used that document as a beginning template to tran-
sition from general contracting to construction management.

During that first year, Carter gave clients the choice of 
having him work for them as either a general contractor or as 
a consultant for a fixed fee. As a consultant, Carter would pre-
pare cost breakdown documents to submit to the bank, facili-
tate bids and negotiate contracts with trades and suppliers, 
manage the construction schedule, handle change orders, and 
track invoices, just like a contractor. He would be involved in 
a project from before the land was bought until long after the 
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homeowner moved in. The difference was that Carter didn’t 
sign any contracts or pay the bills. The homeowner did that. 

When ABC pulled a building permit, it was in the client’s 
name and paid for with a check from the client. When Carter 
tracked invoices from the subs and payment was due, he 
would forward the bill to the homeowner with instructions to 
write a two-party check with the names of the subcontrac-
tor and the sub’s supplier. In Washington state, any person 
providing materials, equipment, or professional services for 
the improvement of real property must send, by certified or 
registered mail, a notice of their right to claim a lien to the 
property owner. Carter tracks those notices too, so he can tell 
his client the name of the supplier to include on a two-party 
check submitted to the subcontractor. 

The benefit for Carter was he didn’t have to buy expensive 
general contractor’s liability insurance. He merely needed 
an errors and omissions policy to cover him and his employees 
while they managed the project. That meant much 
less liability for ABC. The benefit for the homeowner: 
Carter could work for them 
at a much lower fee.

“Clients understand 
what’s going on,” Carter 
says. “They understand 
that it is them and me on 
one side of the table and 
all the rest of the subs and 
suppliers on the other side. 
Before, it was me on one 
side of the table and them 
on the other side. Now we’re working together. We’re a team.”

During the first year, all of Carter’s customers chose to hire 
him as a consultant. He shut down his general contracting 
division the following year and now exclusively builds custom 
houses as a construction manager. He has since 
had that contract scrutinized and revised by lawyers, 
accountants, and audit specialists so his business isn’t 
entangled with the liability that typically falls on a builder. ABC 
also has been audited and deemed a professional service 
provider by the Washington State Department of Revenue, and, 
unlike a general contractor, professional service providers aren’t 
subject to the state’s sales tax, which is another advantage.

“All I had done was rediscover the profession of construc-
tion management and applied it to custom home construc-
tion,” Carter says. “I’m doing that with a contract that keeps 
me out of liability and allows me to charge less and fix my fee, 
which everyone loves.”

GETTING PAID
Disputes with clients tend to percolate during the 

construction phase and boil over when change orders and 
allowances push the bill to a level beyond what the client 
originally expected to pay. However, if a project is funded by 
a construction-to-permanent loan, the builder can draw on 
funds from an escrow account after the bank inspects and 
verifies that stages of construction have been completed. 
That arrangement makes it more difficult for a homeowner 
to withhold payment based on a whim. Carter structures the 
payment of his fee starting with 15 percent up front, followed 
by increments paid upon attaining construction milestones 
such as completing the foundation, the roof, and occupancy. 
“We hold out 10 percent for the occupancy payment just in 
case someone doesn’t want to pay,” Carter says. “That has 
been rare, but it’s just 10 percent, so it’s not the end of the 
world if it happens.”

A good set of plans with abundant detail can go a long way 
toward avoiding the final-bill surprise and maintaining the 

client’s trust. Rubio recalls 
architectural drawings on 
a project for a space that 
simply had dash marks 
that he and his managers 
thought represented two 
beams. So they budgeted 
$5,000 per beam or 
$10,000 for an allowance. 
Construction started, and 
three modifications later, 

the architect was specifying as many as eight beams with 
tongue-and-groove ceilings, pushing the cost to $40,000. 

“I like as much detail as I can have, and I like my plans to 
be finished,” Rubio says. “If we start a project and the plan 
is 80 percent finished, we’re going to look bad because the 
architect is drawing in all these details for which we never had 
allowances or pricing. Then the project turns sour and we look 
like the bad guy because we have to go to the homeowner and 
say this project is going to cost more than what we originally 
budgeted. Some builders take advantage of that, but I don’t. 
I’d say a good project starts with a detailed set of plans, and 
that eliminates a lot of legal issues.”

There will always be difficult clients, litigious people, and 
even those who need to create drama when a project is going 
smoothly. Trying to exert control over factors like those is a 
fool’s errand. But protecting yourself as much as possible from 
the unpredictable will help protect your business. CB 

“A CONTRACT KEEPS ME OUT OF 
LIABILITY AND ALLOWS ME TO 
CHARGE LESS AND FIX MY FEE, 
WHICH EVERYONE LOVES.” 

—GLENN CARTER, ADVANCED BUILDING 
CONSULTANTS, RENTON, WASH. 
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PCBC is the off icial annual event for the 
California Building Industry Association (CBIA) 
and the Leading Builders of America (LBA).
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LAYING THE 
GROUNDWORK
Building a foundation on a challenging 
site takes planning, patience, and a 
collaborative attitude

By Susan Bady, Senior Editor

T
he most desirable custom-home sites usually pose challenges 
that make for arduous foundation work. Conditions such as 
steep slopes and rocky soil, along with seismic and other code 
requirements, affect foundation design and construction. 

To ensure that foundation costs don’t get out of hand, it’s 
essential for builders to get together with architects, engineers, and 
trade contractors early in the process. Different strategies may need to 
be considered before arriving at a solution that is both cost-effective 
and achieves project goals. And, the plans must be shared with clients 
as soon as possible to alert them as to how excavation and foundation 
work will impact the budget. 

Rick Larson, owner of Montare Builders , in Littleton, Colo., estimates that 
foundation work for the home featured in the sidebar on page 46  added 
5 to 7 percent to the budget. The lower-level auto showroom accounted for 
approximately 40 percent of the total budget, but had it been built at the 
same time as the main house, it would have cost 20 percent more.

“The main house and the showroom were split into two separate 
projects,” Larson says. “Before breaking ground, we did a very detailed, 
itemized cost breakdown that described everything, so we were all 
aware of the costs going in.” 

Earthwork in Colorado’s rugged terrain can be unpredictable, he says. 
“You never know what you’re going to hit when you start digging, and 
a soils report doesn’t indicate the hardness of the rock. We had to do 
quite a bit of excavation and couldn’t blast the rock in that particular 
neighborhood, so we just chipped away at portions of it.” 

In addition to meeting weekly with a local architect, Larson also has 
weekly meetings with a structural engineer while the foundation is 
being planned. “Sometimes we consult with the engineering team on a 
daily basis, depending on what we run into and the unknown conditions 
that can occur,” he says.

The upper courtyard and garden of Quarry House, 
protected from Connecticut seacoast winds, 
offer an intimate place to sit, says architect John 
Tittmann. The home, which sits on a granite ledge, 
was built by Brian Maresca of Guilford, Conn.
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PINNED TO SOLID ROCK  
Quarry House is a two-story, shingle-style 
home on the Connecticut seacoast that rests 
on a sloping shelf of solid granite, known 
locally as ledge. While it may seem imprudent 
(if not impossible) to build a home on ledge, 
it’s nothing unusual for Guilford, Conn., builder 
Brian Maresca. 

Blasting ledge is prohibited in that location, 
so Maresca “pinned” the house to the rock. 
“We’re pretty used to pinning [houses] to 
solid ledge,” Maresca says. “There’s a lot of it 
on the shoreline, where we build most of our 
homes.” The foundation was exposed around 
the perimeter where it meets the ledge, mean-
ing that the footings built on top of the rock 
are basically leveling pads that had to align 
perfectly with the walls above. Maresca says 
the actual pinning isn’t difficult: “You drill holes 
with hammer drills and anchor short pieces of 
rebar in the holes with epoxy.” 

The real challenge was to prevent flooding, 
since there’s no way to keep rainwater from run-
ning down the ledge. At the low end of the slope, 
the basement is high enough to accommodate 
mechanical equipment; the rest is a crawlspace.

“After the footprint was marked out, we 
waited for a heavy rain and observed where the 
low points or collection points were,” Maresca 
says. “Then we put drains made of perforated 
PVC pipe through the footings at those points, 
so any water that accumulates under the slab 
will run out.” A layer of crushed stone under the 
slab creates a drainage plane. Maresca sprayed 
closed-cell foam on the crushed stone and on 
the foundation wall up to the subfloor, then 
poured the slab. “It makes for the driest base-
ment ever,” he says. 

The slope was a significant driving factor in 
the design, says John Tittmann, partner with 
Albert, Righter & Tittmann (ART) Architects, 

RIGHT:  A second-story–level window tucked into 
a dormer on the south side of the house draws 

direct southern light into the north-facing 
living/dining area.     

BELOW, RIGHT: Large brackets support the roof of 
this cantilevered outdoor dining area. 
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in Boston. “We wanted to put the parking as 
high as we could without making the driveway 
unpleasant, and allow enough space for cars to 
get in and out [easily].” 

Tittmann created an arcade from the parking 
area to the house. “You walk along a courtyard 
with an inner garden, which creates a positive ex-
perience, then you get to the living level, which is 
fairly close to the main living areas,” he says. The 
living/dining area, kitchen, and master suite are 
on the first floor, with guest bedrooms above. 
The home is organized around two courtyards: 
the arrival/parking court and the upper court-
yard, which is a south-facing garden protected 
from the wind. On the west and north sides, the 
house sits on the edge of the rock and “is sort 
of cantilevered off in space,” Tittmann says. “You 
have this feeling of being part of the marshlands 
and coastal life.” On the inward-facing side of 
the house, there’s an intimate, private courtyard 
where it’s possible to sit and listen to the birds. 

Respecting the shape of the site, Tittmann 
made the 3,392-square-foot house long and nar-
row running from north to south. He determined 
that the best views were at the north end, where 
he created a double-height living room with large 
windows facing north and east. “North light is re-
ally wonderful because it’s even; there’s no glare,” 
Tittmann says. The room also has a high window 
that faces south and is tucked into a second-
story dormer so that it blends in seamlessly. 

In his 37 years as a builder, Maresca has never 
given a client a contract price; he works on a 
cost-plus basis and provides an estimate that 
he agrees not to exceed. The technique he used 
to pin Quarry House to the ledge took precision 
to execute and added four days to the schedule. 
But when all was said and done, Quarry House 
came in exactly on budget. “It was a dream col-
laboration between architect, builder, and client,” 
Maresca says.
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Since rock blasting is prohibited in the area, Quarry 
House was pinned to the ledge with rebar footings 

that protrude a minimum of 8 inches. All slabs are on 
a substrate of crushed stone with closed-cell foam 

insulation sprayed on it and up the foundation wall to 
the subfloor. The weep holes are 2-inch PVC pipe.
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LIGHT ON THE SITE  
In Jackson Hole, Wyo., it’s not unusual to see 
20,000-square-foot seldom-used vacation 
homes disrupting the skyline and blocking 
mountain views. Consequently, new homes are 
now subject to county regulations that prevent 
“skylining.” Ridge House was no exception. 

Jeff Bates , director of operations and 
principal engineer for Jorgensen Associates ,  in 
Jackson, Wyo., says, “We had to demonstrate, 
during the permitting process, that Ridge 
House would not be visible above the skyline. 
We did that through surveying and many on-
site meetings.” 

As Dallas architect Cliff Welch , principal 
at Welch Architecture, notes, “It took almost 
a year to get all of the variances to build it.” 
Although the property is a little over 5 acres, 
the buildable area was limited. Welch nestled 
the 3,800-square-foot house into the top of a 
ridge, keeping it relatively close to the ground. 
The main roofline follows the natural slope 
and extends outward, protecting the home 
from the harsh western sun and blowing snow. 
The garage, too, is built into the hillside and 
covered with a green roof that will allow natural 
vegetation to take back the site over time.

Large expanses of glass capture views of the Teton mountain range    from every room. 
An elaborate steel support system maintains the openness of the house. The flooring is 
reclaimed tigerwood.

Ridge House   , in Jackson Hole, Wyo., has a main roofline that follows the natural slope of the 
land and extends outward, offering protection from the harsh western sun and wind-driven 
snow. The home was built by the late Bill Dziezyc.
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DEEP DIGS FOR CLASSIC CARS

One of the most distinctive features of this hilltop home in the Denver area is an automobile 
showroom for seven classic cars. The showroom is on the lower level of the 12,000-square-foot 
home, designed by Denver architect Don Ruggles, president of Ruggles Mabe Studio . The partly 
subterranean showroom was the fi nal stage of a phased construction process that allowed trade 
contractors to complete concrete slabs and underground plumbing in one part of the house 
while excavation was going on elsewhere. 
 Rick Larson   , owner of Montare Builders, in Littleton, Colo., explains that to create a large 
enough footprint for the house and showroom, he had to remove 13 to 14 feet of dirt from 
the top of the hill. “About 2,000 truckloads of dirt were excavated and removed via a single 
access road,” he says. “In some cases, we had to haul it out, stockpile it, and bring it in again 
for backfi ll.” 
 By the time showroom construction began, the clients were already living in the house and 
the 600-foot driveway had been poured. The retaining wall around the upper entry courtyard 
couldn’t be removed because of a radiant-heat snowmelt system already in place. Larson built 
up the retaining wall as high as 15 feet to stabilize the soil around the lower level.

Welch created spaces for the clients, an 
empty-nester couple, that work for daily 
living while still allowing flexibility for enter-
taining. “The main requirement was to take 
advantage of views of the Teton mountain 
range across the valley while making sure 
the western exposure, dramatic wind 
loads, and anticipated snow accumulation 
were adequately dealt with,” he says. The 
central exterior terrace was brought under 
roof to create an outdoor space sheltered 
from driving snow and high winds that can 
exceed 100 mph. 

Modern architecture was a foregone 
conclusion, since Welch had previously 
worked for the clients and knew their 
tastes. “The clients said, ‘If we could just 
take our house in Dallas and replicate it 
functionally in Jackson Hole, we’d be very 
happy,’” Welch recalls. 

The interior is light and airy, with white 
walls that exhibit artwork by local artists, 
but it also has a warm feeling: “I’ve been 
up there when there’s 10 feet of snow 
on the ground and it’s 10 degrees below 
zero,” Welch says, “and the house is 
really comfortable.”

Welch, the engineers, and the builder, the 
late Bill Dziezyc     of D-6 Construction Co., in 
Jackson, devised an elaborate foundation 
that was also used as part of a dead-
weight system to support the cantilevered 
portion on the downhill slope. They had 
to comply with stringent seismic require-
ments because of Jackson Hole’s proximity 
to Yellowstone National Park, one of the 
world’s most active seismic areas. 

“We ran into a situation where the wind 
speed actually increased because of the 
topography,” says Jason Mann , project 
manager for Jorgensen. “The end result 
was a complex steel support system used 

Montare Builders put heavy-duty steel in the 
ceiling of this Denver home’s auto showroom 

to support the green roof above. A hydraulic 
elevator raises one car to a pavilion at 

street level for display. 

throughout the home. The framing through 
the middle portion is steel, and there is steel 
in the floor and the roof over the terrace.”

Many natural materials, including ipe, 
western red cedar, Oakley ledgestone, and 
reclaimed tigerwood were incorporated, as 
well as glass and steel.     With his experi-
ence building other homes in the area, 
Dziezyc did a wonderful job of containing 

costs, Welch says: “Considering the 
amount of excavation and everything else 
that goes into building on a hillside, he was 
very efficient.”

The site preparation alone took approxi-
mately three months. “From the time we 
started applying for initial permits until the 
house was completed, it was close to two 
years,” Welch says. CB
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For Bar Triangle Ranch, Laughlin Homes + Restoration Design/Build collaborated 
closely with the client. Richard Laughlin started his firm 34 years ago at age 23 and 
credits practical high school courses like business math with helping him get his start.  

BACKSTORY
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G
rowing up in Fredericksburg, Texas, Richard 
Laughlin hung around his father’s and 
grandfather’s jobsites. By the time he was 
in high school, he knew he wanted to be a 
builder and took a trades class where he 

got to build a house—“everything but the plumbing 
and electric,” he says. “People are actually still living in 
that house.” 

Those beginnings helped Laughlin develop a suc-
cessful construction business that has morphed into 
Laughlin Homes + Restoration Design/Build (LHRDB), 
now staffed by 10 carpenters and four administrative 
employees. He has been in business for 34 years. But 
it’s for more than business success that Laughlin feels 
“blessed,” and he goes to great lengths to give back to 
the community that has sustained him. 

By Stacey Freed; Photography by Sarah Moore

Richard Laughlin built his firm from the ground up. Ingenuity and 
doing right by others are key to his sustained success

FULL CIRCLE
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BACKSTORY

After high school, Laughlin worked for a local builder on 
custom homes. During the crash of the late 1980s, when he 
and his crew were “roofing, building farm fences, hauling hay; 
whatever we could do,” he realized he could draw and liked de-
sign work. Laughlin learned AutoCAD and began to use design 
as a loss leader to get jobs. 

His design philosophy then, as now, was about trying to 
“capture the clients’ personality.” He asks clients for a list 
of 10 things they want in their home: “A place for grandpa’s 
clock? Artwork? A view? A particular style? I get them to 
concentrate ahead of time.” If he gets six or seven things, 
he says, “It saves me a lot of time [so I’m not] doing mar-
riage counseling.” 

When a photographer remarked that Laughlin could make 
money from his designs, he began to copyright his draw-
ings, have clients sign a design agreement, and to charge a 

retainer and design fee. He’ll sometimes sell a design, but 
the focus is on what the company can build itself. Last year 
LHRDB did 27 projects—new builds, remodels, and histori-
cal restorations. While his average home runs between 
$500,000 and $650,000, Laughlin also will take on a 
$20,000 kitchen remodel. 

“You never go wrong by doing right,” is Laughlin’s motto. 
“I once fixed a window for a woman who owned an antique 
shop down the street. It was a pain, but it was the right thing 
to do.” Not long after, actress Madeleine Stowe purchased 
antiques at the shop. The owner referred Stowe to Laughlin, 
who designed and built Stowe’s home, which got into InStyle 
magazine. “In that same magazine was an article about Oprah 
[Winfrey’s] house,” Laughlin says, “and the architect who 
designed it saw my work in the magazine and called me. Good 
karma brings good results.” 

On the interiors and exterior of Bar Triangle Ranch, Laughlin and his clients used rough-hewn materials that channel the rustic pioneering 
spirit of the home’s Texas Hill Country locale, about 100 miles west of Austin. 



Experience screens that transform your living space...

EXPERIENCE PHANTOM SCREENS

Now your clients can entertain all year round with Phantom’s motorized 

retractable wall screens! They create the perfect indoor/outdoor 

transitional living space.

Custom-made and professionally installed. Phantom Screens provides 

retractable screens for doors, windows and outdoor spaces that won’t get 

in the way of your view.

Experience screens that disappear. Experience Phantom Screens.

Learn more at phantomscreens.com
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Why Builders Want Geberit, not just a Toilet

%XLOGHUV�ZDQW�*HEHULW�LQVWHDG�RI�MXVW�D�WRLOHW�EHFDXVH�LW�GLƪHUHQWLDWHV�WKHLU�EXVLQHVV�IURP�

FRPSHWLWRUV��7KH\�PDNH�EHWWHU�PDUJLQV�RQ�D�*HEHULW�V\VWHP��DQG�KDYH�KDSSLHU�FXVWRPHUV��*HEHULW�

&RQFHDOHG�7DQN�DQG�&DUULHU�6\VWHPV�DUH�FRPSDWLEOH�ZLWK�RYHU����GLƪHUHQW�EUDQGV�RI�WRLOHWV�IURP�DOO�

PDMRU�FHUDPLF�PDQXIDFWXUHUV��1RZ�LWoV�WLPH�WR�WKLQN�XSJUDGH��)RU�D�IUHH�EURFKXUH�MXVW�IRU�EXLOGHUV��

FDOO��������������RU�YLVLW�̛�JHEHULWQRZ�FRP�XSJUDGH�

7KH�HQWLUH�ƮRRU�LV�HDV\�WR�

FOHDQ�ZLWK��D�GDPS�PRS

6DYH�ZDWHU�ZLWK�LQWXLWLYH��

EXLOW�LQ��GXDO�ƮXVK

6DYH�VSDFH�E\��KLGLQJ�WKH�

WRLOHW��WDQN�LQ�WKH�ZDOO

Set the toilet  seat at just 

WKH��ULJKW�KHLJKW

7KH�*HEHULW��V\VWHP�LV�

VWURQJ��DQG�GXUDEOH

Think
8SJUDGH

*HEHULW�&RQFHDOHG�6\VWHPV

Circle 774



Karma has extended to befriending and working for the women who own Junk 
Gypsy Company (before they had a show on HGTV and were famous), doing five TV 
episodes  and working on their showroom. Through them, Laughlin connected with 
Rachel Ashwell of Shabby Chic  fame. 

Doing right means that Laughlin is willing to pitch in on any job. “Some builders 
tease me,” he says. “We did an episode of Extreme Makeover: Home Edition. The 
other builders were in the VIP tent in their suits and I was on the roof with the guys 
working at 3 a.m. I get a lot more out of my guys by working side by side with them. I 
try not to ask them to do anything I wouldn’t do myself.” 

Laughlin’s latest endeavor brings him full circle. He and several other Texas build-
ers and remodelers worked with the state legislature to get House Bill 5  passed, 
which changed high school graduation requirements, enabling career-oriented 
coursework for students. “Now they can spend two-and-a-half hours in a construc-
tion skills class,” says Laughlin, who teaches a class locally. “We had 21 kids the 
first semester, and then 14 more showed up during study hall just to participate,” 
he adds. The local Home Builders Association, vendors, subs, and many of Laughlin’s 
clients have made substantial donations. Laughlin is looking to create an endow-
ment and hopes that the NAHB will take the program nationwide. CB

Stacey Freed, a writer in Rochester, N.Y., covers design and the built world.

Bar Triangle’s dining room shows how the site’s 360-degree view inspired  Laughlin to 
build the home around a circular core. A hand-forged catwalk offers mountain views. The 
chandelier was also designed by Laughlin’s firm.
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Reputation is not just an  
important thing. It’s everything.
Contractors build their reputations with brands from Ingersoll Rand. No matter which of our brands you choose, you can 

expect exceptional distribution with strong installation partners. And that means complete climate and smart home solutions 

for every home you create. Because at Ingersoll Rand, we know that our reputation is built on helping you build yours.

©2017 Ingersoll Rand
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f you have special inspiration that’s driving a child’s 
room design, certain items can be given a prominent 
place in it. When it came to designing for two brothers, 

one chose a football theme and the other wanted to 
showcase his Michael Jordan collection. Featured in 
each of their spaces are framed jerseys and autographed 
sports balls. Storage is another element to consider. 
One boy collected trophies, medals, and team photos, 
all of which he wanted displayed. The other wanted his 

room to be all about the cool photo feature wall and 
not a lot of decoration. As kids grow and change their 
personal interests, constantly changing room décor can 
be expensive. We suggest choosing decorative accents 
that complement a variety of styles and themes rather 
than, for example, an all-blue room because it’s the 
favorite color today. The boys’ rooms include fun lighting 
and colorful rugs to bring bold style to the spaces, while 
the bedding stays fairly neutral.

GARRISON HULLINGER
GARRISON HULLINGER INTERIOR DESIGN , PORTLAND, ORE.

CHILDREN’S BEDROOMS

DESIGN SPOTLIGHT
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DESIGN SPOTLIGHT
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he stage, spotlight, and signs in this boy’s room let him be surrounded by his dreams as he practices. 1) A blue 
and gray color scheme provides a calm background for large sound. 2) A young fashionista’s room features a 
cow-print headboard and chair, burlap curtains, and a bedspread   exuding a ’70s vibe. Love of fashion is reflected 

in the artwork and dress form. The desk is a place to sketch and do homework. 3) This third-floor retreat offers 
the perfect hangout. The soda shop in the corner has a sink and mini fridge to serve ice cream. Hot-pink stools are 
anchored to the floor; a candy installation adds color and fun. The black-and-white floor, pops of color, and style of 
furniture give the room a vintage feel. A media wall opposite the sofa turns the space into a theater for movie nights.

JANE ANN SIMON
JANE ANN DESIGNS, CHARLOTTE, N.C., FOR MCSPADDEN CUSTOM HOMES , LAKE WYLIE, S.C.



Interior Doors Redefi ned
Only TruStile can deliver the design, fl exibility and quality that 

a custom home demands. We offer over 400 styles, from 

traditional to modern, made to order from premium materials. www.trustile.com | 866.442.5302

TS2060 in MDF with Linea moulding
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P
racticality, playfulness, and brightness—that’s what today’s kids’ rooms are designed to provide. Lots 
of natural light and higher ceilings create a feeling of spaciousness, even in smaller bedrooms. Design/
build capabilities can make that happen by pushing ceilings up into attic space, putting in a bigger 

window, or adding another. Built-ins, from desks to shelves, and walk-in closet space provide plenty of special 
spaces to keep things organized. To add a feeling of fun, bright splashes of color are as easy to provide as 
paint and dividers, and cozy throw rugs on easy-to-clean hardwood flooring for play areas. Top it off with secret 
passageways between bedrooms (with a kid-size hidden room in the middle) for hours of joyfulness in a safe 
place. Parents are smiling, too, because these kinds of custom treatments can be achieved without a lot of cost.

STAN WILLIAMS
STANTON HOMES, APEX, N.C. 

DESIGN SPOTLIGHT
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FlashShield is a 

featured product 

in the New American 

Home at the 2017 

International Builders’ 

Show in Orlando, Fla.

Insist on the only fl exible gas piping tested to withstand nearly 95% 

of simulated direct lightning strikes.

When a new home has got your name on it, you want proof that what goes into it will protect 

your customers and your good name. That’s why it’s important to insist on FlashShield CSST—the 

corrugated stainless steel tubing that offers the best protection against lightning strikes. For more 

information about FlashShield fl exible gas piping visit www.gastite.com.

Metallically shielded 

fl exible gas piping

©2017 Titefl ex

ANYTHING LESS PUTS YOUR HOMES 
AND REPUTATION AT RISK.
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1. OUTDOOR FIREPLACE
The Sherwood Fireplace from Eldorado Stone has a firebox interior of 

Isokern, a material made from high-grade pumice, which reduces particulate 

emissions. The outdoor fireplace has a tiered design with a hearth bench, 

allowing for seating next to the warmth of the fire. The Sherwood can be 

customized with any stone or accessory, and measures 96 inches wide by 

93 inches tall by 47 inches deep. eldoradostone.com circle No. 850

2. SURFACES
Veining and highlights run throughout the entire quartz surface—even 

the edges—in Silestone’s Eternal Collection. The line comes in six 

colorways: Calacatta Gold (gray veining with gold detail on a white base, 

shown), Statuario (feathered veining with white and gray tones), Charcoal 

Soapstone (blue-gray base with white veining), Pearl Jasmine (the look of 

white Macaubas  marble), Serena (resembles Italian sandstone with white 

veins), and Marquina (black  marble with rich white veining).  Silestone’s 

N-Boost technology makes cleaning and maintenance easier, due to its 

water-repellent qualities, and provides better color saturation and luster. 

silestoneusa.com circle No. 851

3. REFRIGERATOR
The built-in refrigerators in the Professional 7 Series from Viking will 

keep foods fresh longer, the company says, using Bluezone Fresh 

Preservation Technology , an Army-grade temperature and humidity 

control that preserves food by stripping microbes, odors, and other 

contaminants from the air in refrigerated containers without introducing 

any chemicals or gases. The fridges fit flush into cabinets with no vis-

ible hinges or grilles and feature soft-close drawers, spill-proof shelves, 

and a maintenance-free temperature management system. Bluetooth 

connectivity lets users monitor temperatures and receive alerts. 

vikingrange.com circle No. 852

4. BATHROOM SINK
Stone Forest’s Renaissance Console and Vintage Console tops now 

come in Marquina Taupe marble. The washbasins are reminiscent of 

late 19th- or early 20th-century style and are crafted from dark gray 

marble that has hints of brown and purple with white veining. The Vintage 

Console (shown) has a two-legged stand with multiple finishes available, 

including polished nickel . stoneforest.com circle No. 853

3.
1.

2.

4.
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5. BATHTUB
Victoria + Albert’s debut line of built-in tubs is made from the company’s 

Englishcast limestone, which binds milled limestone with resins, and is 

hand-finished to a glossy shine. Both the Gordano 6032 and Rossendale 

6636 have 32-degree angles of recline and integrated armrests. The 

Gordano measures 60 by 32 inches and has a 68-gallon capacity, while the 

slightly larger Rossendale is 66 by 36 inches and has a capacity of about 

88 gallons. Both models have four adjustable feet for leveling and can be 

installed as a drop-in or an under-mount. vandabaths.com circle No. 854

6. WASHER AND DRYER
Consumers can get two loads of laundry done simultaneously using Sam-

sung’s FlexWash + FlexDry laundry system. The FlexWash unit has a front 

loader with 5 cubic feet of space and a 1-cubic-foot top loader to handle 

smaller loads. Both washers can be used at the same time and on different 

settings. The same is true for both sections of the dryer. Along with a 

larger front-load compartment, the top of the dryer has a Delicate Rack 

zone for gentle drying with controlled airflow between room temperature 

and 95° F. The FlexWash doesn’t require two separate water lines, and 

both washer and dryer can be controlled by smartphone via the Samsung 

Smart Home app. samsung.com/us circle No. 855

7. BATHROOM FAN
Delta Breez has added eight models to its BreezSignature series of bath-

room fans. The new products, all of which are rated Energy Star Most 

Efficient 2017, offer a choice of 80 cfm or 110 cfm and have built-in 

controls for low-speed continuous operation at 0, 30, 50, or 60 cfm, with 

preset positions from 30 seconds to 60 minutes. The fans have a built-in 

dimmable LED light and a motion sensor that can turn on the light, fan, 

or both. Options include single- or dual-speed fans, and the new models 

come with a 6-inch metal duct. deltabreez.com circle No. 856

8. WINDOWS AND DOORS
Pella has launched its Architect Series Collection of premium wood 

windows and patio doors. In the Architect Series Reserve, doors and 

windows feature design elements from historical homes, such as putty 

glaze profile grilles, thick sash and grille profiles, and archival butt joinery. 

Items in the Architect Series Contemporary line are sleek and simple, 

with features such as black interior staining, a 27-color palette, custom-

designed modern hardware, and square grille profiles for geometrical 

patterns and shapes. Both lines are available in casement or awning 

windows and hinged patio doors. Reserve also has hung windows, and 

Contemporary has direct-set windows. pella.com circle No. 857 
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Exclusive provider to The New American Home 2017 

and The New American Remodel 2017

Town & Country designs fireplaces to excel in every aspect 

— appearance, performance and durability —  

but the flame is where the magic happens, the exquisite 

flame that sets Town & Country Luxury Fireplaces apart.

IT’S ALL ABOUT

THE FLAME.

Signature bold flames • Design-A-Fire customization

  Nearly invisible safety screens • iOS Smart Phone App

Seamless integration with home automation systems

To learn more, visit townandcountryfireplaces.com

HeliFire 360

WS54 SeeThru

TC36 Arch
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Innovation based.  Employee owned.  Expect more.

VXVWDLQDEOH�SHVW�EDUULHUV

®

$Q�RSWLRQ�IRU�+RPHRZQHUV�ZKR�GRQ·W�ZDQW�FKHPLFDOV�

8IPMF�)PVTF�*OTFDU�&YDMVTJPO

)RU�PRUH�LQIRUPDWLRQ�DERXW�RXU�7(50��6XVWDLQDEOH�3HVW�%DUULHUV��

FDOO�-LOO�+HLGRUI�DW��������������RU�YLVLW�ZZZ�3RO\JXDUG%DUULHUV�FRP

$SSURYHG�IRU�1*%6�SUDFWLFHV�

x� ���������&RQWLQXRXV�SK\VLFDO�IRXQGDWLRQ�WHUPLWH�EDUULHU

x� ���������7HUPLWH�UHVLVWDQW�PDWHULDOV

x� ���������)RXQGDWLRQ�ZDWHUSURRÀ�QJ

2QH�VHW�RI�SURGXFWV�VWRSV�PRLVWXUH�OHDNV��HQHUJ\�OHDNV��SOXV�LQVHFW�OHDNV

7(50��)RXQGDWLRQ�%DUULHU

7(50
�

�%DUULHU�0DWHULDOV

Circle 784



66  CUSTOM BUILDER // SPRING 2017

PROJECT Spencer Pool, Figure Eight Island, Wilmington, N.C.  BUILDER Tongue & Groove Design-Build, Wilmington  STRUCTURAL ENGINEER Bradford Products   
 

P
H

O
TO

: J
O

S
H

U
A

 C
U

R
R

Y
 P

H
O

TO
G

R
A

P
H

Y

M
ark Batson, owner of 
Tongue & Groove Design-
Build , deploys accom-
plished craft throughout a 
4,364-square-foot beach 

house built on the site of a shipwreck. 
From the home’s exterior mahogany 
cladding to its sculptural light fixtures 
and custom bath cabinetry, meticulous 
attention is evident throughout—includ-
ing up on the roof. 

Inspired by time spent in the Cayman 
Islands, Batson’s clients wanted a home 
that felt “shippy.”   The rooftop swimming 
pool is fronted by a 7 ½-foot-wide acrylic 
wall reminiscent of a glass-bottom 
boat. At the pool’s opposite end, Batson 
crafted a seating area from the stern of a 
recovered yacht. (The bow is used inside 
the cabana as a bar.) The use of the 
scrapped boat is particularly poignant, 
as it was left behind by Batson’s late 

brother, Caleb, a fisherman who died in 
2014.  Builder and client consider that 
design element a tribute to his memory.

The combination of storms and high 
places spells danger, and Figure Eight 
Island is hurricane-prone. To withstand 
lateral forces exerted by 150 mph 
winds—and a pool filled with more than 
20 tons of water—Batson designed 
steel framing and a concrete deck. 
Structural engineers ensured that the 
3 ¼-inch-thick acrylic wall is strong 
enough for the weight of the water.

Batson’s confidence as a craftsman 
is evident, but what he’s proudest of 
is building homes for people who take 
a serious interest in the creation of a 
special place and in the collaboration 
essential to getting there. “It’s all about 
our relationship with the client,” Batson 
says. “Nothing else really matters. The 
rest is just things.”   —Amy Albert
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