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A garage addition transforms this house into a forever home by including guest suites and a dayroom upstairs with a separate entrance.










 


INTRODUCTION





The Forever Home








“There’s no place like home.”





—DOROTHY, THE WIZARD OF OZ





For most of us there really is no place like home. But like Dorothy, even though we want to go there and may have the resources to get there, we still need someone to show us the way. The purpose of this book is to provide a foundation that will empower you, the reader, to make your journey to your “forever home” and to detail how an architect can be an indispensable guide.





What is a forever home? It’s the home you’ve always dreamed of—one that fits so well it becomes a part of your identity, a place that nurtures your spirits and houses your most precious earthly belongings, including your family and possessions. You may leave to visit other beautiful places, but whenever you return, you know you are truly home.





From an architect’s perspective, a forever home is designed with the thought and care not only to accommodate your current needs, but with the anticipation of how it will support your life going forward. It means deliberately designing spaces and selecting materials that optimize livability for you, your children, grandchildren, aging parents, and even you, in your later years. I call this design approach “grace in place.”
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Renovations and additions to a former ranch home (also depicted, see here) embrace the surrounding wildlife, landscape, and pond.











The Value of Architectural Guidance





If you’re contemplating building, renovating, or redesigning a home, whether it’s your current home, your next home, or your forever home, you’ll need help. My architectural role is to help you create the home you want, and I wrote this book to be a guide that will help you reach that goal.





I have been a residential architect for more than three decades. The experience I’ve gained in that time has given me a deep understanding of the concerns, fears, and dreams people typically have regarding the construction or renovation of a home. The questions I hear are familiar ones: Where do I start? What is the process? How do I protect myself? How do I put together the team I’ll need to get it done? And so on.





Over the years, the size and scope of my firm’s projects have increased along with my experience, but what has remained constant is my commitment to helping and educating my clients, even when they were just potential clients.
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Wrap around verandas and an elevated foundation elegantly create a home that resonates with the Southern culture.











Early in my full-time practice, I began to offer design consultations to people who were considering building a new home or renovating an existing home. During these house calls we would discuss items specific to their vision, of course, but a lot of time was spent reviewing the different options for design and construction, the pros and cons of each, the factors that influence the decisions on both accounts, what to expect during the process, and how to prepare for the journey. The first phase of our conversation always included architectural discussions, but it also began an educational process that continued until my clients moved into their new home.





Each month in the United States, between six and seven hundred thousand new homes are built. According to the statistics, the vast majority are designed without an architect. Is this representative of the cultural disconnect between the architectural profession and the residential consumer? Or is it, rather, due more to a lack of exposure to an understanding of what architects actually do? I believe it is a bit of both, but either way, the numbers underscore the lack of professional influence architects have on the marketplace, and the potentials of increasing their role. More information must be made readily accessible to empower existing homeowners, future homeowners, and potential remodelers about the process of home design and construction, and of the value prospect of engaging an architect.
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Historic research guided this authentic composition that captures the majesty of houses along St. Charles Avenue in New Orleans.











As of this writing, there are more than 100,000 registered architects in the United States, but only a fraction practice custom residential design. Considering the millions of homes built or remodeled each year, it’s easy to see why there is a greater demand for residential design services than architects alone can satisfy. It’s also really no surprise that many people don’t even know an architect, much less understand what they bring to a project.





Creating a home that sustains and supports the life of the family that dwells in it is a priceless endeavor. It’s where much of our lives are spent, where we eat, sleep, grow, love, nurture, and form bonds. A home is part of the American dream, as deeply entrenched in our society’s collective psyche as baseball and apple pie. For two-thirds of American families, it also represents their single largest asset.







My Own Architectural Journey











I was five years old when I first knew I wanted to be an architect. It happened when my father’s cousin, an architect, came to help renovate our typical, suburban, ranch-styled home. His name was Roy Guderian and he worked with the legendary Frank Lloyd Wright at Taliesin. For an entire year, “Uncle” Roy drew plans and then supervised construction at our home.





I was constantly underfoot, and enthralled with it all—the drawings and blueprints, the pencils and erasers, the construction work, and all the sights and sounds I experienced watching our environment change and grow. Architecture became my first love.





Fast-forward 13 years to when I entered Louisiana State University (LSU) as a firstyear architecture major. The trend in undergraduate school at the time was to throw off the “constraints” of traditional design and embrace the clean, unadorned, and uncluttered regimen of modernism, which I did, becoming an apostle of architectural reductionism, a disciple of disembellishment.





A few years after that, I was accepted into Harvard University’s Graduate School of Design, where one of my professors was the esteemed Moshe Safdie. For my first project, I proudly rendered a thoroughly modern architectural plan with zero cultural references. Safdie took one look and said, “Well, Mr. Harris, I see in two weeks at Harvard you managed to throw away 4,000 years of architectural history.”





I was stunned and, as a consequence, unshackled from my undergraduate emphasis on avoiding all cultural or regional influences that would negate the universal ideals of modern architecture. I realized that an architecture for every place and every culture was also an architecture of no place and of no culture. No longer did I feel compelled to avoid the vernacular, the common language of style native to any region. I no longer felt prohibited from including stylistic and cultural references in my work.





After completing my degree and working for a few years in Boston, I returned to LSU where I taught in the department of architecture. During this period, I also began a private practice, overseeing home renovation projects.





I loved the challenge. No two homes were built exactly alike or even used the same construction sequences. I discovered the satisfaction and joy that comes from preserving the fabric of older neighborhoods, weaving new life and texture into existing homes while maintaining the bonds of the surrounding neighborhoods.





On a professor’s salary, and as a father of three young daughters, I was also happy for the supplemental income. More importantly, the projects I accepted—porch additions, minor façade facelifts, and the like—allowed me to hone my skills as a practicing (versus theoretical) architect.





A decade later, I left teaching and began my architectural practice full-time. Over the years, the size and scope of my projects have steadily increased, along with my own professional growth and development. And with that experience I have gained an understanding of how intimate the design of a home is, and how intensely personal it can be.





I love what I do and I love working with my clients and their families. To many of their children now, I’m “Uncle Kevin,” helping them to create the home they will grow to love.





Uncle Roy would be proud.
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Florentine elements in limestone echo the architecture of the owner’s alma mater and maintain the neighborhood’s integrity.











For something this central, this critical to our lives, I believe that people deserve access to information about how it all happens. I believe that the most successful project results from the synergy of an informed and empowered client, a professional and experienced architect, and a skillful and knowledgeable builder. This book aims to put to rest the idea that architectural help is beyond the reach of most would-be homeowners, builders, and remodelers, and to make a case for what architects actually do, and highlight the value proposition they can provide.





Fair Warning: This Book Has a Point of View





I decided to write this book from a very distinct point of view—my own— based on over 40 years of formal architectural education and hands-on practice. It is meant to provide you, the reader, with the same information and knowledge that I have shared with hundreds of clients, friends, and family to aid them in successfully achieving their forever homes.
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A sympathetic addition maintains the rustic Tudor charm of this cottage while doubling its size. Drawings here.











No single book can cover everything. And even if it could, who would want to read all that? No. What’s here is what I have successfully taught clients, again and again, year after year.





I know that a home is more than mere shelter. It is a sacred space for the life of a family, a place where the occupants should feel at peace. I believe that a home supports individuals or families best when it functions for its intended purpose, whatever that may be.





When it comes to architectural design, I also strongly believe in proportion and know that there is a rhythm and pattern in nature that feels right to the eye and resonates with the soul. I want to bring that sensitivity to the work I do. I want to give homeowners the opportunity to embrace what is uniquely their personality and to find a way to express that in the built environment.





I would like my clients to consider me as a guide on their journey, a trusted advisor—perhaps even an “uncle” Kevin who tells it as he sees it. I demonstrate the architect-led design process in this book as practiced by my office. Of course, you are always free to disagree or see things differently. Other firms’ practice models may vary. However, what you find here will help inform your choices.
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New columns, doors, and dormers supply proportional elegance, visual gravity, and daylight to this cottage. Drawings here.











And, after reading this book, you should be able to:





[image: imgarrow.jpg]Recognize the architect-led design process as practiced in my office





[image: imgarrow.jpg]Differentiate and assess the trade-offs, pros, and cons of the various design service options
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[image: imgarrow.jpg]Discover or refine your own style and bring your own distinct culture to the process
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[image: imgarrow.jpg]Identify and assemble a team of professionals





[image: imgarrow.jpg]Trace the flow of design through construction, and distinguish the various roles and responsibilities of key players





[image: imgarrow.jpg]Evaluate the potential of renovation as an alternative to new construction





[image: imgarrow.jpg]Appraise the factors that govern building costs and their interrelationship





Let the journey begin!
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A master suite and balcony above the new kitchen and family room capture a relaxed, West Indies atmosphere.
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Dormer details cast authentic shadows but use modern composite materials in areas prone to weather and insect decay.








 


CHAPTER ONE





Your Architect








“No one is really an architect. 
That’s just a job they make up for movies.”





—THE MINDY PROJECT





What’s an Architect Anyway?





An architect is someone who has studied, trained, and become licensed in the planning, design, and construction of buildings and their surrounding spaces. The word architect came from the Latin architectus, which in turn originated from the Greek arkhitekton, or “chief builder.” We do exist, and not only in movies. Since this book addresses how an architect can help you realize your forever home, it’s important to understand that in the construction industry, the name architect has a specific legal meaning beyond the dictionary definition.
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Details make the difference. An architect is trained to create drawings that guide construction and meet needs for functionality, durability, and style.











In the United States no professionals in the building industry may call themselves architects unless they are licensed in that state or territorial jurisdiction. There are three major steps to becoming an architect: rigorous university education, professional internship, and seven rigorous exams. Each US jurisdiction sets individual requirements, and several allow exceptions.





Architecture is a complex and challenging area of study, and licensure requires at least 10 years of concentrated effort. Students attend programs sanctioned by the National Architectural Accreditation Board. These take from five to eight years to complete. Following graduation, candidates complete a directed internship of 5,600 hours that, on average, consume an additional five years.





In addition, there are seven stringent exams on programming, site planning, building design, construction systems, structural and building systems, construction documents, and contracts. The title of architect is then granted by individual jurisdictions on a one- or two- year basis. Renewal of the title requires annual continuing education. Architects must be lifelong learners whose knowledge and understanding of the built environment is continually updated.





What Does an Architect Do (in General)?





In the United States, individual states license architects to practice. In my state of Louisiana, the statute states that I am licensed to “provide services in connection with the design, construction, enlargement, or alterations of buildings, or the space within and surrounding buildings, which have human occupancy or habitation as their principal purpose.”





That is one general description of what we do, but, in laymen’s terms, I would say that architects consult with owners to determine the functions, purpose, aesthetic preferences, and desired materials to incorporate into a design. They create sketches, models, and illustrations that depict the proposed building, and create detailed drawings and written specifications that guide the pricing, procurement, scheduling, and sequencing of construction. They offer services that provide conceptual ideas and details, and they assist you with the various stages of the process, from obtaining a permit through construction.





What Does an Architect Who Specializes in Residences Do?





An architect can help you decide what to build and how to build it. He can advise you in selecting a builder, assist with permitting, and act as your agent through construction.





NOT JUST DRAWINGS





An architect does more than prepare blueprints. Drawings are involved; however, the significant value of a set prepared by an architect becomes clearer with an understanding of what they do. Drawings are necessary, but they only describe what and how to build, assuming what was drawn will actually meet your needs for functionality, durability, and style. To assure a successful venture, these documents must integrate a thousand individual decisions and selections into a cohesive whole. Tailoring a house from scratch, customized to your specific preferences, is an involved process, and an architect safeguards these design and selection decisions against common mistakes, misinterpretations, and random changes by others during construction. You are also spared from the vulnerability and pressure of having to make and enforce your wishes and intents amid the confusion, immediacy, and dust of construction activities. An architect is well versed in the construction process and will guide you through many choices while preparing the blueprints.





A less expensive option is the preparation of construction drawings in which many decisions are predetermined—for example, limiting the customization options to minor plan adjustments, finish materials, colors, fixtures, and appliances. However, no set of plans and specifications are assembly instructions. Drawings can only serve as a guide. Anyone who has experienced construction knows very well the multitude of questions, proposals, and decisions involved over and above what appears on the drawings. An architect acts in your best interest throughout the construction process, observes the construction, administers your contract with the contractor, and determines when construction work does not comply with the plans or is otherwise unacceptable. The architect’s additional clarification, guidance, and expert judgment during construction helps prevent questions and issues from becoming bigger problems, headaches, or expensive surprises.





WHAT TO BUILD: SCHEMATIC DESIGN





Deciding what to build is challenging, but it is an area in which architects excel. Analytical and artistic processes are combined to create a guide to what should be included while exploring alternatives—for example, suggesting where to consider higher quality materials or products to reduce maintenance costs or increase personal comfort and enjoyment. Your architect ushers you through the creative process and shows, on paper, how your ideas should look. Your architect can also help you assemble and coordinate the additional design team members to guide the planning of complementary interiors, artwork, and landscaping.







[image: img23.jpg]


A sheet of interior details illustrate the high level of attention required to create a forever home.











HOW TO BUILD: DETAILED DRAWINGS





Your ideas need to be communicated to those responsible for construction. This translation requires a conversion into a specific language that can be clearly and unmistakably understood by the craftsmen.





An architect transforms your what-to-build schematics into detailed instructions for constructing each part: materials, size, placement, quality, and finish. Builders and their craftsmen easily reproduce the most common details following minimal guidance and basic drawings. However, betting on them to blindly produce specialty items becomes a dicey gamble. Builders can only be expected to build what they have already mastered. Their repertoire of excellence will expand to include most customization challenges, provided drawings sufficiently describe the unique characteristics, and the author is available for questions and clarifications.





WHO SHOULD BUILD





 Selecting the contractor who is best for your project, your personality, and your budget should be based upon more than price. It is paramount that you choose someone you trust, based on reputation and experience, someone who promises a fair price, quality equal to or above expectations, and a reasonable time frame for completion of the work. Your architect will suggest what to consider in a contractor and provide a short list to begin interviews.
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