HOME-BUILDING “TIDBITS”

1. Electrical Outlets: You can’t have too many outlets – think about where you use things (and where you MIGHT want to use things), where the outlets need to be (near the floor, in the floor, higher on the wall, built into cabinet ends and island ends, etc.), and put it all on a plan drawing for the architect and the electrician. Builders put in “standard” layouts, the minimum they feel are necessary, and there are never enough of them where you really need them. You don’t want a beautiful new home with extension cords and power strips all over the place. We had several put in the bathrooms that were cut right into the mirrors, because that’s where they needed to be. Outlets are cheap – put them where YOU want them – it’s YOUR home, not the builder’s. Don’t forget outdoor outlets, Christmas lighting, etc.

2. Switches: Think about your traffic pattern in the house and where you want switches located, based on where you need them every day; having the hall light switch at the wrong end of the hall is a bummer, having to go out of your way at night on the way to bed from the family room to switch things off is inconvenient, closet light switches should be on the outside, not in the dark interior, switches should be ganged in locations where you want to turn a lot of things on and off at once (like outdoor lighting, garage coach lights, driveway floodlights all at the front door, etc.). Why walk 40 feet to turn something on and off? Put another switch where it’s more convenient. We installed all rocker-type switches – less obtrusive, cleaner look.

3. Dimmers: Not every overhead light in the house needs to be on full-blast; put dimmers on the ones you want to control. Not one single bulb in our house that’s on a dimmer has burned out in four years; the ones that aren’t on dimmers burn out with the usual regularity (not many of those).

4. Lighting: Although light fixture style is a personal thing, builders almost never put in enough of them, or put them where you really need them, or put in the correct type for the tasks that go on every day under them. After the house is done is the wrong time to find out you need more/different kinds of fixtures in other locations. Recessed fixtures are great – there are lots of different kinds, they’re unobtrusive, and you can put them anywhere for specific task lighting in addition to “general” lighting. Don’t forget under-cabinet lighting in the kitchen to illuminate the counters below upper cabinets. We focused the design priority of our house on enormous windows and expanses of glass for maximum natural light, but it still gets dark every day and lighting should serve your needs, not the builder’s. The builder’s “Lighting Allowance”? Forget it – you’ll blow that budget before you’re halfway through the house, unless you want lots of bare-bulb fixtures with pull chains; they have no clue what proper lighting is. Conversely, how many outrageously-expensive lighting fixtures do you really need? You can save a bundle if you buy your own at Home Depot and give them to the electrician, instead of selecting them from the builder’s favorite “lighting showroom” at three times the price.

5. Solatubes: These are the greatest thing since sliced bread. They bring natural light in from the roof to a flush ceiling lens, and flood the traditionally-dark areas (like hallways, bathrooms without windows, etc.) with natural light; you’ll think you forgot to turn the lights off.

6. Phone Jacks: Builders NEVER put enough in, or where you need them. Again, think about how you use the house, where you spend your time, what your furniture layout is likely to be, where you NEED your phones for convenience, which ones will be hard-wired, which will be cordless and how many hard-wired or cordless extensions you need. Again, it’s a convenience issue; why walk to answer the phone? Put a jack where you spend your time – they’re cheap. We didn’t have cable internet access for the first two years (wasn’t available), so we put in two extra lines dedicated solely to dial-up access – don’t need them now. Put them where the phones will be – no need to have long phone wires all over the place.

7. Cable Drops: Again, look at how you’ll use the house, where the TV’s will be, where the computers/routers/networking gear will be, and where you might move those things later, and put cable drops where you need them while the house is in the framing stage (especially important for the second floor, if you have one).

8. Floors: Want squeaky floors that drive you nuts? Then let them build it with traditional joists, cross-braces, and nailed subfloor. Otherwise, demand “I”-joists (3-piece engineered joists), with tongue-and-groove subfloor, glued AND screwed to the joist caps; you’ll never hear a squeak.

9. Wall Height: Standard wall/ceiling height is eight feet; you won’t believe how much an extra foot adds to the open, airy, spacious feeling of the house, especially with lots of natural light from large windows. I had the library ceiling done at 12’ to emphasize the appearance of the “judge’s paneling” above the bookcases. Same goes for the basement walls – nine feet down there allows you to hide everything above a drop ceiling and still have an open,airy feeling after finishing the ceiling panels if you have a finished lower level.

10. Walkout Lower Level Or Not: If you do a lot of entertaining, a walkout lower level (on a proper lot grade) adds useful square footage that’s isolated from the main living area; it’s also expensive, mandates a waterproof (vs. water-resistant) basement wall system, and careful attention to drainage systems, plus specialized plumbing/lift pumps for lower-level sink and bathroom drains, etc. Our lot would have taken a lower-level walkout, but we elected instead to do a “daylight” basement instead (conventional basement with large glass block windows, lot grade outside below the bottom of the windows) and put the money upstairs, where we’d benefit from it every day, and built in a basement storage room and a large cedar closet directly below the dining nook and sunroom. We had the concrete floor carpeted with typical commercial office carpeting to hold the dust down, and had the basement plumbing “prepped” to reduce the cost of possible future addition of a full bathroom down there.

11. Electrical Service: 200-amp service is an absolute minimum, 300-amp is better (plus separate 100-amp service for the garage, including 220V). If your utility company is unreliable (like Detroit Edison/DTE in our area), consider the need for auxiliary standby power and installation of an automatic transfer switch panel next to the main breaker box so a generator can feed key “survival” circuits in the house if power fails. After numerous power failures when we were gone for the weekend (not home to connect and fire up the 6-KW portable generator), I had a 20-KW fully automatic natural gas-powered standby Generac system installed, with a 14-circuit automatic transfer switch; we’ll never be without power again.

12. Insulation: I can’t over-emphasize how important this is – I had the house framed with 2x6’s instead of 2x4’s to get more space for insulation (shown on the floor plan as 2x4, but changed before construction started to 2x6), and the house is fully-wrapped with carefully-installed Tyvek wrap. I personally supervised the insulation installation, and ensured that every gap was filled, all four sides of every window frame was fully packed, and the ceiling insulation was properly and carefully installed. I specified R-26 in the walls and R-58 in the ceiling, with screened soffit vents every six feet and full ridge venting on every roof ridge for maximum attic ventilation.

13. Windows: With maximum natural light as our primary design criteria, we spent a lot of money on good windows, most of which were custom-made. I originally specified Andersen windows, but our architect recommended WeatherShield instead, which are essentially identical, but 35% less expensive. All are double-glazed, with premium “Low-E” coatings to minimize heat loss and external heat gain and provide UV protection for furnishings and carpeting. They’re all-wood, just like Andersen, molded-in-color vinyl-clad on the outside so they never need painting, all wood on the inside for staining or painting; ours are all stained and satin-varnished on the inside – no trim paint to get chipped, scratched or stained. All movable windows are triple-sealed horizontal-opening casement-style, with screens on the inside.

14. Fireplace: After many years of natural wood-burning fireplaces, hauling/stacking logs, bringing bugs and dirt in the house with the wood, fire-starter bricks, cleaning out ash chutes, etc., we went with a custom-built gas log flush fireplace that turns on and off with the flip of a switch. Call me lazy. Make sure the top of the chimney flue has a pest exclusion screen – you don’t want squirrels or raccoons in the fireplace.

15. Laundry Room: 99% of all builders and architects put the laundry room adjacent to the kitchen, as none of them have ever done the laundry. 90% of the laundry comes from and returns to the bedrooms and bathrooms, so why haul it from one end of the house to the other and back every day? We put ours in the bedroom end of the house, where it belongs, with cabinets for supplies, a big, deep fiberglass wall-hung laundry sink (no ugly, rusty supports), and a 24”x 48” hinged counter that folds flat against the wall when not in use for folding/stacking clothes, etc. Hot and cold water supply and washer drain are in a recessed wall pocket behind the washer, and hoses to the washer are quality braided stainless steel for long-term reliability and no hose failures. The floor is ceramic, and includes a floor drain in case of a water problem from the washing machine internals.

16. Ceiling Fans: We have nine of them, and each has a three-light kit on it; they keep the air moving, help maintain even temperatures in larger rooms, and serve in place of ceiling light fixtures to provide “general lighting” in those rooms. To avoid having to reach for pull-chains, have the electrician run 3-wire circuits to them, and use wall-mounted fan-speed controls and dimmers for the lights. Make sure the electrician knows the ceiling box is for a fan, as they take special reinforced boxes and supports to carry the weight of the fan.

17. Plumbing: Think about where you will need outside hose bibs, and put them where you’ll need them; specify freeze-proof bibs so you don’t have to rummage through the basement every fall and spring with a ladder to turn them on and off. Don’t forget about hot and cold water in the garage, and a properly-sized feed stub with shutoff for the sprinkler system ahead of your water conditioner/softener. 50-gallon water heaters used to be the standard, but with a Jacuzzi tub, the architect recommended a 75-gallon unit (it’s power-vented, microprocessor-controlled, etc.).

18. Kitchen Cabinets: You’ll blow the “allowance” on these too; get good ones, with roller drawers, dovetailed front panels, and heavy bottom panels. We put full roller shelves in all under-counter cabinets, full lazy-susans in under-counter corners, a bookcase cabinet for cookbooks adjacent to the built-ins, and a bookcase cabinet at one end of the center island. Put duplex outlets where you’ll need them – in the end panels on counters and islands – to plug in mixers, blenders, frying pans, waffle irons, etc. without needing extension cords. Countertops are a personal thing – we used Formica with inlaid wood edging and spent the $6,000 Corian or granite would have cost extra on other things. We upgraded to granite eight years later.

19. Appliances: Don’t let the builder dictate them – select what YOU want, buy quality, and buy them all from one store (discounts ARE available); most high-end appliance retailers also offer a 5-year warranty/service plan on all appliances they sell – buy it – it’s cheap, and the appliance manufacturer’s full parts and labor warranty is usually only one year. All our appliances are G.E., except the dishwasher (Bosch – terrific cleaning, stainless interior, VERY quiet) and the combination ceramic/gas/vent cooktop (Gaggenau).

20. Furnace & A/C: Most quality builders include well-known brand-name systems (Carrier, Bryant, etc.) – don’t accept anything less; the 90%-efficient types don’t need a chimney flue – they bring in outside air for combustion and exhaust through PVC pipe, as the flue gases are under 100(F. Air cleaners are a matter of choice – the electronic ones are a PITA when it’s time to clean the grids, and don’t work at all when the grids are dirty; we went with the Space-Gard passive accordion filter instead, and change the pleated accordion element twice a year ($30). Have had this system in our last three homes – works great, no grid-cleaning hassle. A/C compressor/condenser unit should be located away from bedroom windows, and the programmable system thermostat should be located where it makes sense, away from sun exposure, etc. Decide well ahead of time where to locate the furnace to equalize length of duct runs for good air distribution, and it requires a condensate drain as part of the basement drain system, laid out before the floor is poured. Don’t bury it where it’s hard to work on. You’ll probably want a dehumidifier for the basement – it needs its own power and a drain too.

21. Floor Plan: Until you get the preliminary set of floor plan and elevation drawings from the architect, make your own scale floor plan on graph paper to analyze traffic flow, furniture and window size/placement, electrical/phone/cable/switch locations, which way doors open, etc., and make up scaled pieces of furniture to move around on it so you know you have room/wall space for specific items of furniture where you want them and have electrical outlets to serve them. This is absolutely essential, and will save lots of grief later; change orders are expensive, increase architect fees, and frustrate the builder and subcontractors when they have to continually supply revised drawings.

22. Doors: Simple things, except when they’re not wide enough, in the wrong place, and open the wrong way; use the floor plan to make sure you have them the way you want them before framing starts. An extra 4” of width above the “standard” makes a big difference in convenience, moving furniture around, etc.

23. Site Supervision: Stop by the site every couple of days, get to know the crews and leaders, inspect the work, and make sure they know you’re the owner and are personally involved in the project; communicate regularly with the builder/general contractor and develop a good relationship with him and his field superintendent and supervisors so they know it’s not “just another job” to get done. Your architect should also be on-site at least once a week to ensure the job is being done to specs if he’s earning his fees. I can’t over-emphasize how important this is – when the guys doing the work know you’re watching and checking, they’re less likely to take short-cuts or try to sneak something past you. I’ve had many homes built, and have no “horror stories” to tell, because I was on-site regularly; people who don’t bother to take the time to do that for the biggest investment in their life almost always have “stories” to tell, usually the result of poor oversight and inadequate communication with their builder and architect.

24. Exterior: Our theme was “zero-maintenance” design, so the only paint on the house is on the soffits and fascias and two bow windows; painting large expanses of wood every five years is a PITA and is expensive. Quoining the brickwork at every corner adds a lot of character, and breaks up the expanse of brick texture. Custom window shapes and stone window opening accents also add a lot of character. Consider maintenance requirements in addition to appearance and proportions as you develop the elevations with your architect; we went through four iterations of elevation designs before we got what we really liked. Having the front door/porch recessed inside an alcove is a great convenience – it’s out of the rain and snow, provides another exterior lighting opportunity with coach lamps, and provides a sheltered place for the UPS guy and the mailman to leave packages when you’re not home. Make sure your brick color and texture harmonizes with the color of your shingles; we took color photos of homes with brick colors and textures we liked, and made our brick selection using the photos we liked as our reference. Custom bricks are a long-lead item, especially when you need 38,000 of them like we did.

25. Roof: Most folks don’t give the roof a lot of thought. Mistake. Functionally, a steep (12/12 pitch) roof reduces snow loading and provides better rain/snowmelt drainage to the gutters, and makes the house appear larger from the street, especially if it’s a ranch. We paid a premium for “architectural” shingles, which mimic the appearance of a slate roof and have a lot of character; if you have a lot of roof area that shows from the street, standard “flat” shingles are pretty boring. Make sure every ridgeline is fully vented for good attic ventilation.

26. Garage Doors: Don’t settle for the “standard” 16’x 7’ tinny sectional doors; I had ours made at 18’x 8’, steel/foam/steel sandwich insulated, with rubber seals between sections. More leeway getting in and out of the garage, plenty of height to accommodate larger SUV’s, pickups, etc.

27. Alarm System: There’s a dazzling array of alarm systems available, and they can get really expensive if you alarm everything in sight; look at the outside of the house from the perspective of a burglar, decide which windows would be a PITA to get in and out of in a hurry and would have to be broken instead of opened to gain entry, and alarm the rest of them, and the doors. Put master control panels in the kitchen adjacent to the door to the garage, and in the master bedroom. Remember that the first thing a really good burglar will do is to cut the phone line to the monitoring service, so put the “network interface” box inside the house, with no exposed phone lines outside; the phone company won’t like it, but they’ll do it if you demand it ahead of time. Do the same with the cable line.

28. Specifications: Prepare a comprehensive listing of exactly what you want, separated into sections for electrical, plumbing, mechanical systems, framing, floors, windows, insulation, etc., and take it with you to your first meeting with the builder and architect. Give it to them and have all its information included in the master specifications document, which they’ll use to develop the initial plans, footprint, and the cost estimate; that’s the document you’ll sign when you commit to have the home built, and any changes after you sign it will result in a “Change Order”, which are generally outrageously expensive vs. the work they actually entail – avoid them with careful planning ahead of time. Minor changes can usually be handled personally on-site between you and the working crews at no charge if you show up occasionally with coffee and donuts. To the builder it may be “just another job”, but to you, it’s the biggest investment you’ll ever make in your life, and you’re entitled to have the job done your way, to your specs; but if it isn’t all detailed and written down on paper and agreed to ahead of time, you’re setting yourself up for conflict and frustration as the project proceeds. Get involved up-front, stay involved, visit the site regularly, get to know the guys doing the work, communicate effectively and frequently with the builder and the architect, and you’ll get what you want.

29. Cost: Yes, a custom home will cost more than you thought, but it’s YOUR home, your wife will love it forever if she has a hand in designing it so it suits her needs, you have 30 years to pay for it, and it’ll increase in value every year you own it. Standard subdivision homes cost less, but somebody else designed them who doesn’t have to live in them. What the hell, it’s only money  (
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