Easier Said Than Done
BY PAUL KELLEY

Adhering to the sustainability concept

T

his year, we bought an investment property in Modesto,
which quickly became our
summer project. It’s a 1925 Craftsman bungalow, and it hit all the
check boxes on my architect’s fantasy
list. It was supposed to take a few
weekends of cleaning, painting and
general tidying-up to get this twobedroom ready for rent. Two weeks
turned into ten, and after half a
dozen trips down south, a major
bathroom remodel and many dollars
later, we were done.
Sustainability is a hard concept to
wrap your mind around when it’s the Fourth of July weekend and you have no
running water. I have to admit that, after the initial pipe burst, demolition to
open up the wall and a small meltdown on my part, I was not seeing “green.”
That same weekend, I had removed some ugly carpet in one of the bedrooms
to unveil a beautiful Douglas fir floor below. Feeling confident, I happily
ripped up the carpet in the second bedroom with my knife, only to discover
the most hideous yellow vinyl staring back at me. My thoughts then are not
fit to print. In my mind, the repairs and remedies became about the quickest
and most painless way to get rid of the muck we faced: The bathroom shower
had tile barely supported on quarter-inch Masonite panels; plaster spalled
off the walls in the laundry room; pipes rusty and corroded did not care that
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was an investor with limited time and resources.
In the early emotional

flurry, I was not a green remodeler.
But then something changed. I think
it was after the near-asphyxiation episode
with the paint in the laundry room. I
bought a can of no-VOC primer and
saw the light: I was able to paint the
entire room without passing out. Things
started to get better. We made a trip to
the scrapyard to recycle the old tub, sinks
and rusty pipes. We fixed the fences and
rebuilt a gate with existing fence boards.
We purchased new low-flow faucets,
shower head and drip timer to manage
water usage. We swapped light fixtures in
the house and relamped every fixture with
18-watt CFC bulbs. We even cleaned, tuned and updated our air conditioner
with big new capacitors— not cheap, by the way. But after getting through
the trying experiences, I was able to return to sensibility and serenity while
doing the right thing.
Talking the talk is certainly easier than walking the walk. I learned that it’s
one thing to advise my clients to open their checkbooks and be green, and
another to actively make the choice of adhering to a higher standard, even
with a small project. My future reflections are bound to be written with a bit
more humility.
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