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Enclosing the frame

creaates a weathartight
shell for your timber frama

home. Once the frame is enclosed,
subcontractors can start work on
the homea's interior finishes, fixtures

and mechanical systear

Y au're a fairly bright person.
You're competent, if not gifted, n
vour chosen field. You're o quick study.
The plans tor your dream house have
just been completed. You've told vour
archirect your budgetary limits; you've
done so several omes, though you've
probably forgotten the upgrades yvou

kept addi You're thrilled with the

finished drawings.

Now, you give these drawings ro a
reputable general contractor. When he
returns the “bid” or “order of magni-
tude cost” or “ballpark figure,” it feels
like & ham-sized fist collapsing vour
salar plexus.

Afer recuperating, you give the
drawings to another reputable contrac-
tor, one who is more “reasonable.”
Another gut punch, but this one is
slower and less dehilitating because
you're somewhat prepared. After play
ing the blame game, you start searching
for ways to make it work. You consider
eliminating things: a bathroom here, a
fireplace there, the granite, the timber
framing, half the windows, Then the

light bulb goes on in your head.

You, being fairly bright and possibly gifted, can act as your
own general contractor and save money. And, you don't have to

do anything |'||'|1.'\'1'q';'.| becanse vou know many GCs don't actually

lift material or swing hammers, You also know that many GCs
don't even have employees—well, maybe a secretary. To ger the
job done, they hire subcontractors. You can do that, Heck, you've
hired subs before—mavbe to add a room or remodel a kitchen

Choosing to be vour own GC could save you 10, no make
that 20 percent. Sure, it will consume your free time for a while,
but you have two weeks of vacation saved. And you have a cell
phone, so dealing with subs shouldn’t be a problem.

It tempting to take the job on vourself, but iths a2 tempration

that shouldn't be mven imo lightdy.

The campaign to build a house will necessitate one to two
dozen, maybe mare, subcontractor groups. To line them up, you
may need to interview three dmes that number to determine avail-
ahility, competence and cost. Individual conrraces need to be nego-
tated and drawn up. Interface details (those nebulous areas where

one tmadey responsibilides end and anothers begin) must be

(i1

Takin
the Helm

Should you be your own
general contractor?

By Anthony Zaya

addressed and  docomented. v s

extremely helpful two be familiar with

pool of subcontractors. Picking names
out of the Yellow Pages s not the best
wily to go. Nor is awarding subcontracts
based on the lowest bid. An experienced
veneral contractor knows these things,
Once subcontractors are chosen and
sigmed, each must be scheduled i a log-
cal sequence. [n most cases, one sub group
st complete their work, or a segiment of
their work, before another can begin. A

some points, two, three or five differen

SR

groups may be working simultaneously.

P51

Aeld to this sehedule the delivery of mate-
rials, unlity hookups and a series of inspec-
tions, and you have a Aow chart that looks
like the family wee of someone who can
trace her lineage back 800 years through
fve or six countries,
Projects and M ki

Lets assume von have created the
schedule, Analized contracts and deawn up
the flow charts. Mow, lets say yvou're at
that stage where your electrical sub is
scheduled o complete the rough-in so the
drywallers can begin as scheduled. This electrician gets a call lace @
night from an esablished general contacror for whom he has done
much work in the past. The general has a desperate need tor the
electrician for the next five days. What do yvou think happens?

Such scenarios will happen often: Subs may be delayed: marerial
deliveries will be early, late or wrong; there will be bad weather days;
and some inspectors will have difficult questons. Such things happen
to an established GO, but they will happen less to him than to you; and
he, being experienced. is beter equipped to handle them.

We haven't even considered financing, Many banks or lending

insdmtons avoid owner-contractor (and owner-builder) sitmations.

There is pood reason—too high a percentage of such simatons
either experience a plethora of problens or fail ourright,

“The dichards amongst vou will find ways around a lending insu
tution’s reluctance. You could find private financing for the construc
tion and then apply for a mortgage afier constructon. Ox, if you have

nilder or gen-

a relative or close friend who is, in fact, a professional |
eral contractor, approach him or her about acting as the general of
recard. O, vour strength of will and Bnancial history may be strong
enough to win over your bank,

An established GC instlls confidence in lending institutions.

Subs and suppliers take him seriously. He isn't fooled by smoke and
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mirrors. In short, hes a professional. The
larger, the more complex a soucture is, the
more imporant it is dhat it he put into the

hands of a professional.

i Determination

Sall, I've known a few people, amateurs
with drive, passion and tgme, who acted as
their own general contractor and prevailed.
Did they save a lot of money? In some cases,
yes. But, they earned every penny.

I suspect that temperament plays a
major part in ones success in acting as a
general contractor. One of my very early
clients was a couple adamant about general
contracting their own home. I designed the
houwse, executed the constructon docu-
ments, and cut and enclosed the dmber
frame. | became well-acquainted with both
of them. The hushand owned an ad agency,
but it was obvious he came of age in the
‘Als. He was calm, intuitive and at peace.
His wife was a corporate person and cut
from wildly different cloth. She was intense,
direct, impatient and exwemely proper. |
finished my end of the project while they
were still relatvely fresh,

Years later, I was beginning another proj-
ect close to their home. T accepted a dinner
inviation. After the meal, [ asked them how
they viewed their experience as general con-
tractors, The husband jumped in immedi
ately, “Tony, I've had an adventurous life. T
fought in a war, started a suceesshul business,
raised a family and traveled the world. That
vear I spent on this house was the most excit-
ing period of my life.”

[ looked at the wife, who remained silent.
“Come on Gina,” | pleaded.

“You don't want to know,” she fired back.

“T do want to know,” [ volleyed

She leaned forward and bored into my
eyes, Through clenched reeth she utterad, “1
kmow what hell must be like.”

Here were two wonderful clients who
shared the same experience. They did, how
éver, conme to the task with almost diamerri
cally opposed perspectives, What a difference
those perspectives made. There is wisdom to
be gained here. THI
Anthony Zaya is president of Lancaster County

Timber Frames, Inc. in Lititz, Pennsylvania,
wwwlancotf.com, (T17] 755-2950.
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