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editor’snote

Worth Every Penny
Many homeowners dream of a better kitchen. They plan for  

looks, ease, and efficiency, and they hope that all of their choices  

and projects along the way pay off. That’s where we come in. This 

issue from Fine Homebuilding magazine was developed to not only 

provide the information and inspiration kitchen remodelers want in 

making wise design decisions, but also to give them the confidence  

to implement high-quality projects themselves. If you’re interested in 

raising a hammer and wielding a saw for your own remodel, you’ll  

discover step-by-step instructions on topics such as installing cabi-

nets, tiling a backsplash, and adding undercabinet lighting. Plus,  

find in-depth details on choices for flooring, countertops, appliances,  

and more. And don’t miss the extensive budgeting checklists on  

pp. 17–21—they are sure to be a help in managing expenses.   

    —FInE HoMEbuIldIng EdITors

Pull up a chair. 
Seats at the 
island make it 
easy for family 
and company  
to visit with 
cooks in the 
kitchen.
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Home building is inherently dangerous. From accidents with power tools to falls from ladders, scaffolds, and roofs, 
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BIG 
NEWS!

The 2015 Fine Homebuilding 
Magazine Archive  

is now available on USB.

All 256 issues of 
Fine Homebuilding 

magazine in one place...  
small enough to 

fi t in your pocket.

Get yours now at 
www.tauntonstore.com/fhusb

© The Taunton Press
www.schluter.com  |  800-472-4588

Connect with us!

Schluter®-DITRA-HEAT
Electric fl oor warming system with 
integrated uncoupling

•    Heating and uncoupling in a single layer

•    No self-levelers required to encapsulate heating cables 
(no need to wait for curing)

•    Place the heating cables exactly where they are 
needed, without clips or fasteners

•    Combines the fl exibility of loose cable with the ease 
of installation of a mat system 

•    120 V and 240 V options

•    Programmable and non-programmable 
thermostats available

Don’t need the heat? 

Schluter®-DITRA
Uncoupling membrane 
for tiled fl oors 

Faster, Thinner
Floor Warming
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From the perfect location to long-lasting materials, 
the best kitchens get every detail right

1010
BY DAVID EDRINGTON

INGREDIENTS
of a Great Kitchen

FINEHOMEBUILDING.COM8
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I’ve been designing kitchens for more  

than 30 years now, and I’ve made a  

career-long study of the reasons why some 

kitchens are better than others. I have 

seen kitchens with nearly identical budgets 

and the same amount of floor space, yet 

one perfectly suits its owners while the 

other one doesn’t come close. Here’s what 

I’ve learned about where things go right.

Great kitchens have a lot of things in 

common that don’t necessarily jump out 

at you. It’s not one detail that separates 

a great kitchen from a not-so-great one; 

it’s getting all the details right and mak-

ing them work together. The relationships 

between various functions in the kitchen, 

and how the space connects to the house 

and its surroundings, are most important. 

I offer these ten elements as points 

to consider when creating your own 

kitchen. As you study the accompanying 

photographs, you’ll note that these ele-

ments don’t exist in a vacuum. They all fit 

together, and you’ll see many of them at 

work, side by side. 

IngredIents
of a great Kitchen

KITCHEN MAKEOVER 9
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Kitchens are only as good as they are functional. The best 
kitchens are subtly divided into three zones for different types 
of work, each with its own counters, cabinets, and equipment 
for a specific function. Arranging these zones incorrectly is 
probably the most critical mistake in kitchen design.
   The cleanup zone  should have a counter or a pass-through 
for staging dirty dishes that have come back from the dinner 
table, and a big sink for scraping and rinsing pots, pans, and 
plates before they go in the dishwasher. This area is also the 
place to store dishes, glasses, cups, and flatware, particularly 
if they can be stored between the dishwasher and the table.  
This zone contains recycling bins and a compost bucket, too. 
   The food-preparation zone should have a large cutting sur-
face, a prep sink, and a stove. When designing kitchens for 
new homes, I typically locate this zone in a space that includes 
an island and a portion of the adjacent counter. This zone also 
includes storage space for all cutting, mixing, and cooking 
tools, along with counter space for arranging food on plates 
before bringing them to the table.
   The food-storage zone houses a pantry for dry storage and 
a refrigerator for cold storage. To be most efficient, the pan-
try and the refrigerator should be 6 ft. to 7 ft. tall. Group them 
together so that you can gather ingredients without affecting 
any of the other zones.

1 Zones for cleAnup, 
food prep & sTorAGe

Photos this page: top and bottom, Matt Vernado; middle, Dietrich 
Floeter. Opposite page, inset: Andrea Rugg
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Sunlight wakes us up in the morning 
and makes us feel good all day long. A 
great kitchen has generous windows on 
at least two walls. Ideally, some of them 
face east or southeast to catch morning 
sun. In kitchen remodels, often walls 
are removed and doors and window 
openings are enlarged in order to bring 
in an abundance of natural light and 
create a sunny, light-filled space.

NAturAl lIght

No great kitchen is complete without a place for 
visiting. For centuries, the kitchen table was where 
you could sit down for a conversation over a cup 
of coffee or just to rest a moment. Children could 
do their homework there, too. At seasonal bench-
marks such as harvest time, the table became an 
extended workplace for canning, baking, or put-
ting up preserves. Many modern kitchens have 
lost that table; it has been replaced by the kitchen 
island. If designed properly, however, an island 
can serve many of the same functions. 

3 the kItCheN tAble ANd  
the ModerN ISlANd  

KITCHEN MAKEOVER 11

10 ingredients_v7_BC.indd   11 2/24/16   8:59 AM



A great kitchen has counters made of 
different materials. A maple block coun-
tertop treated with food-grade oil or 
wax is ideal for cutting and chopping.  
A cold stone such as granite, soap-
stone, or a quartz composite is useful 
for kneading dough. The counter near 
the stove should be a heat-resistant 
surface such as stone or stainless steel. 
The countertop near the cleanup sink 
can be a softer dish-friendly surface 
such as linoleum, plastic laminate, or 
even wood. 

A mix of  
counTerTops

4

7

more and more, the kitchens i design don’t have 
upper cabinets. The storage load that they typically 
handle is taken up by drawers instead. Drawers 
are far more convenient than cabinets with doors 
anyway, as long as the drawers, which should be 
on full-extension slides, are a variety of widths and 
depths to store different items: dishes, pots, pans, 
and silverware; recycling bins; table linens; mixers, 
blenders, and toasters; and condiments and spices. 
narrow drawers can be side-loaded rather than 
top-loaded.
   A great kitchen does have at least one upper 
cabinet for glasses, teacups, and coffee mugs. 
it should feature glass doors; if the cabinet is on 
an outside corner, it also should have glass sides. 
Glass doors not only show off attractive glasses 
and mugs, but they are also a lighter alternative 
to solid upper cabinets, which can bring in the 
walls of a kitchen, making it feel smaller and more 
cramped (photo right). 

GlAss Doors AnD 
loTs of DrAwers5

Photos this page: top, Lauren Zerby; bottom, Matt Vernado
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In creating a great kitchen, the most fundamental economy is to 
buy equipment and finishes that endure. They should last 20 years 
minimum, longer if possible. For this reason, I prefer commercial or 
commercial-style equipment for sinks, faucets, refrigeration, dish-
washers, fans, and ranges. I like solid wood for cabinets; oil-based 
enamel for painted surfaces; and the patina of a clear, oil-based 
polyurethane varnish on woodwork when a clear finish is called for. 
I recommend faucets that are guaranteed for the life of the house, 
simple cabinet-door hinges that look good whether the door is 
open or closed, and doorknobs and drawer pulls that grow more 
beautiful with the patina of age.

HIGH-QUALITY EQUIPMENT 
AND FINISHES

A great kitchen has counters made of 
different materials. A maple block coun-
tertop treated with food-grade oil or 
wax is ideal for cutting and chopping.  
A cold stone such as granite, soap-
stone, or a quartz composite is useful 
for kneading dough. The counter near 
the stove should be a heat-resistant 
surface such as stone or stainless steel. 
The countertop near the cleanup sink 
can be a softer dish-friendly surface 
such as linoleum, plastic laminate, or 
even wood. 

6

A great kitchen is at the heart of family activity, so 
it should be at the crossroads of circulation through 
the house—but it shouldn’t have one of those roads 
going through it. Rather, the kitchen should be tangent 
to where the main circulation paths intersect. Ideally, the 
kitchen’s location has a view of the main entrance and a 
view of the main garden or an outdoor room. 

7CENTRAL 
LOCATION

Bottom photo: Susan Teare KITCHEN MAKEOVER 13
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A great kitchen fits the character of the house. 
It has some regional characteristics in its 
detailing and use of materials. The colors 
and the lighting should be on the warm side. 
Uniform lighting isn’t necessary, however; 
some areas of a kitchen are clearly meant to 
be brighter than others. I use incandescent 
lighting, xenon undercabinet lighting, and oc-
casionally halogen accent lighting. When I use 
compact fluorescent bulbs, I make sure they 
are inside a warm-glass globe or shade. The 
light fixtures that are visible are a joy to see. 
   Finally, a great kitchen contains keepsakes: 
platters from a favorite potter, framed menus 
from special dinners, or labels from long-gone 
vintage wines. Put them on display, where they 
will infuse the space with your life.

A kitchen table or a bar at the island is one 
kind of sit-down spot that every kitchen needs. 
The other kind is the soft, sit-way-back place 
that can be provided only by an easy chair, a 
sofa, or a window seat. I’m especially fond of 
the latter, which should be placed next to big 
windows with low sills overlooking the garden. 
The key is to place the window seat between 
work zones, not in the middle of one of them. 
   A breakfast nook that is almost in the kitchen 
is also beneficial. While visually and acousti-
cally entwined with the kitchen, nooks make 
efficient use of a minimum of space.

9

10

David Edrington is an architect in Eugene, Ore. 
Photos by John Gruen, except where noted.

LIGHTING AND 
PERSONALITY

SEATING AREAS
A view of the garden is so important that if you don’t have 
one, I urge you to plant a garden next to the kitchen; even a 
window box or a few potted plants are better than nothing. 
This outdoor connection expands the kitchen visually. French 
doors opening onto a sunny, wind-protected garden complete 
with table and chairs can extend kitchen function outdoors. 
The yard can also include another place to cook. 
   The door to the garden should be placed along the edge 
of the room, or between the kitchen and its adjacent eating 
space, not in the middle of the kitchen.

8 THE GARDEN CONNECTION

Photos this page: left, Jeffrey Totaro; right,  Tom Crane Photography
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Calculate remodeling costs 
before any work begins

BY JOHN MCLEAN

“How much will it cost?” is almost always 
one of the first questions that clients ask. 
And it’s a good question, because the true 
costs of their dream home—or in this case, 
dream kitchen—may not jibe with their 
budget. Uncovering any disparity before 
design begins is a good idea.

To the surprise of some people, kitchen 
remodels are one of the most expensive 
building projects. They may have seen a 
kitchen that they liked on television or at 
a neighbor’s house but were left with un-
realistic impressions of what it cost. What 
you see when you visit a new kitchen often 
doesn’t reflect the complexity of construc-
tion. The cabinets, countertops, and floor 
in one house can cost more or less than the 
same items in another. The difference may 

be based on a number of factors from diffi-
culty of demolition to region of the country.

For these reasons, I often use the follow-
ing charts to project the initial cost of a 
kitchen remodel at the first meeting with 
new clients (see “The Checklist: How to 
Use It,” below). When I arrive at an esti-
mated cost for the potential remodel, we 
compare it with the client’s budget. If we’re 
over budget and the client can’t or doesn’t 
want to spend more money, we take a 
look at each item and try to cut costs. If the 
estimate is less than anticipated, we may 
consider upgrades, or the client simply may 
appreciate the savings.

In my experience, the cost of new con-
struction and the cost of remodeling are 
similar. Therefore, these charts are viable 

whether renovating an existing kitchen or 
building a new one. 

Once you’ve arrived at an estimated cost 
per square foot, multiply it by the total 
square footage of your kitchen. Changes to 
adjacent spaces need to be considered as well. 
For example, if you are removing a 10-ft. 
wall between a kitchen and a dining room, 
you likely will incur collateral costs for mov-
ing outlets and switches or patching the floor 
or ceiling in the dining room. To incorporate 
these costs into the estimate, I consider at 
least 2 ft. into affected adjacent spaces in the 
total size projection. For the example I just 
mentioned, I would add 20 sq. ft.    □

John McLean is an architect in 
San Francisco, Calif.

KITCHEN COST?
How Much Will My

the checklist:
how to use it
The checklist consists of three charts. 
Each focuses on a chapter in a kitchen 
remodel, from demolition to fixture instal-
lation. The items in the chart affect the 
cost of a remodel in different ways. For 
each item listed in the left-hand column, 

five project levels are listed in the col-
umns to the right. They progress from the 
simplest construction and least expensive 
materials to the most complex construc-
tion and most expensive materials. To use 
the chart, highlight the choices that most 
closely match your situation and prefer-
ences. Total the number of choices in each 
column, and move to the next chart. If a 
term is unfamiliar, skip it until you can 

get an explanation. If an item doesn’t 
apply, don’t highlight any level of that 
particular item. 

In the end, divide the total value of your 
selections by the total items. Then use 
that figure to gauge your average cost 
per square foot. See the “Project Cost per 
Square Foot” chart on p. 21 for approxi-
mate costs.

FINEHOMEBUILDING.COM16
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kitchen cost?
How Much Will My

kitchen access 
Direct access to the kitchen from 
a parking/loading area speeds 
debris removal and material 
delivery.

Flooring removal 
Sheet flooring is light and usually 
easy to remove. Tile and wood 
take longer to pry up and dispose 
of. Removing strong adhesive is 
labor intensive.

Wall removal 
Removing load-bearing walls is 
expensive, requiring temporary 
support and a new post-and-
beam system.

ceiling removal
Low ceilings and flat ceilings are 
easy to reach. Removing plaster 
is messy and requires diligent 
dust protection. 

Wall changes 
Working with interior partition 
walls is almost always less 
expensive than working with 
load-bearing walls. Exterior wall 
openings require flashing and 
exterior finish work. 

neW WindoWs
Fixed and sliding windows are 
less expensive because they 
are simpler to fabricate than 
casement and double-hung 
windows. Choose standard sizes 
and common colors to keep 
down costs. 

neW exterior doors 
Standard-size aluminum and clad-
wood swinging and sliding doors 
are produced in large quantities, 
are readily available, and often fit 
existing openings. Larger doors 
may require new framing and 
exterior finish work.

neW interior doors 
Standard-size prehung doors 
keep down costs because they 
require the least time to install. 
Prefinished doors tend to cost 
less than site-finished doors. 
Custom doors take much more 
time and money to build and 
install.

neW ceilings
Ceilings are expensive when 
additional framing is needed, 
which is why drywall ceilings 
attached to existing rafters or 
joists are the least expensive 
option for both flat and sloped 
ceilings. Curved and plaster 
ceilings take longer to build.

CHART 1: DemoliTion AnD  
sTRuCTuRAl CHAnges

iTem 1 2 3 4 5

kitchen 
access

Direct; less 
than 3 ft. 
above grade

Direct; one 
story above 
grade

Indirect; less 
than 3 ft. 
above grade

Indirect; one 
story above 
grade

Indirect; 
more than 
one story 
above grade

Flooring 
removal

Flooring to 
remain

Remove 
sheet vinyl or 
linoleum

Remove tile 
on mortar 
bed

Remove 
wood 
flooring

Remove 
any floor 
installed 
with 
tenacious 
adhesive

Wall 
removal

All walls to 
remain 

1–2 partition 
walls

1 load-
bearing wall 
replaced with 
beam below 
ceiling

2 load-
bearing 
walls 
replaced 
with beams 
below 
ceiling

1–2 load-
bearing 
walls 
replaced 
with beams 
above 
ceiling

ceiling 
removal

Ceiling to 
remain

Remove 
8-ft. to 9-ft. 
drywall 
ceiling

Remove 
sloped or tall 
(more than 
10 ft.) drywall 
ceiling

Remove 
flat wood 
or complex 
drywall 
ceiling

Remove 
plaster 
ceiling

Wall 
changes

No changes 1 opening 
in interior 
partition wall

1 opening 
in interior 
load-bearing 
wall or new 
partition

1–2 
openings 
in exterior 
wall or a 
new curved 
partition 
wall

More than 
2 openings 
in or 2 new 
exterior 
walls

neW 
WindoWs

None or 
1 new 
aluminum 
slider, mill 
finish

1–2 new 
aluminum or 
economy-
grade white 
vinyl 

1–2 white 
vinyl or 
inexpensive 
wood in 
standard 
sizes

2 good-
quality 
wood, 
standard 
sizes, primed 
or clad color

More than 
2 top-
quality clad 
wood or 
steel

neW 
exterior 
doors

No new 
doors

1 site-
finished 
wood or 
metal; or 
aluminum 
slider, mill 
finish

1 prefinished 
door, wood 
or metal; or 
wood slider, 
primed 

3-panel 
wood slider; 
or 1 pair 
site-finished 
French 
doors

2–3 pairs 
French 
doors; 
premium 
hardware

neW 
interior 
doors

None or 1 
paint-grade, 
hollow-core 
prehung

1 stain-
grade, 
hollow-core 
prehung

1–2 paint-
grade, solid-
core wood 
doors

1–3 paint- or 
stain-grade, 
frame-and-
panel doors

1–3 custom 
frame-and-
panel or 
glass doors

neW 
ceilings

None or 
an 8-ft. flat 
drywall 
ceiling

9-ft. flat 
drywall with 
soffit above 
cabinets

10-ft. flat 
or sloped 
drywall 
attached to  
rafters

Sloped 
drywall at 
different 
angle from 
roof rafters

Multiangle 
or curved 
drywall, or 
flat plaster

Subtotal 1 1 3 2 2

eAsY AnD ineXPensiVe   HARD AnD eXPensiVe
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CHART 2: MeCHAniCAl CHAnges,  
suRfACe finisHes, And TRiM

eAsY And ineXPensiVe  HARd And eXPensiVe

iTeM 1 2 3 4 5

Plumbing changes None

Relocate sink and dishwasher 
supply and drain lines less than 
3 ft. from present location; use 
existing vent pipe

Relocate sink and dishwasher supply 
and drain lines more than 3 ft. from 
present location, with new vent pipe 
in existing vertical chase

Add new sink and dishwasher supply 
and drain lines and new vent pipe in 
existing vertical chase

Add supply, drain, and vent lines for 
2 sinks and dishwasher, requiring 
considerable reframing of walls and 
floor; construct vertical chase

hVac changes None

Relocate 1 supply-air register 
and duct within 3 ft. of present 
location; connect to nearby supply 
duct from furnace

Relocate 2 supply-air registers and 
ducts more than 3 ft. from present 
location; connect to nearby supply 
duct from furnace

Add new supply-air registers, duct, 
and return-air grille and duct to 
and from new furnace; add cooling 
capability to heating system

Replace or supplement existing 
heating system with new hydronic 
radiant-floor system; install solar-
heating system

electrical changes None

Minor wiring to relocate 1–2 
switches and/or receptacles close 
to existing locations

Wiring for up to 6 new switches, 
receptacles, and/or light-fixture 
junction boxes with 1–2 new circuits 
from existing panel

Wiring for more than 6 new switches, 
outlets, and/or light-fixture junction 
boxes, requiring 3 or more new 
circuits from existing panel

Replace all existing wiring; install new 
panel; upgrade electrical service to 
higher amperage

lighting controls Use existing switches

Replace switches with decorator-
style (rocker) switches; install 
1 new rotary or slide dimmer for 
incandescent fixtures

 

Replace all switches with rotary 
or slide dimmers for incandescent 
fixtures

Install new touch dimmer controls 
(incandescent and fluorescent types) 
and motion detectors

Install programmable electronic light-
control system

light fixtures No changes

Replace surface-mounted ceiling 
fixtures with new midrange-
quality surface-mounted fixtures

Replace surface-mounted ceiling 
fixtures with midrange-quality 
recessed ceiling fixtures

Install new low-voltage recessed 
fixtures and undercabinet task 
lighting

Install new low-voltage recessed 
fixtures, wall sconces, cove lighting, 
and undercabinet task lighting

flooring No new flooring Vinyl or linoleum sheets or tiles; 
floating laminate flooring

Engineered wood, solid-wood 
parquet, or floating linoleum

Prefinished or site-finished hardwood Ceramic or stone tile

Wall finish
½-in. drywall with 
medium or heavy 
texture

½-in. drywall with light texture or 
sufficiently smooth for flat paint 

½-in. drywall with smooth finish for 
any paint gloss level

5⁄8-in. drywall with smooth finish; 
painted wood wainscot

Full-height plaster finish; ceramic- or 
stone-tile wainscot

ceiling finish
½-in. drywall with 
medium or heavy 
texture 

½-in. drywall with light texture or 
sufficiently smooth for flat paint 

½-in. drywall with smooth finish for 
any paint gloss level

½-in. drywall with smooth finish on 
many ceiling planes

Plaster with cove detail or clear 
vertical-grain wood

trim and detailing

Common paint-grade 
moldings for door 
casings; drywall-
cased window 
openings; vinyl 
baseboard

Common paint-grade moldings for 
door casings, window casings, and 
baseboard

Common stain-grade moldings 
for door casings, window casings, 
baseboard, and crown

Paint-grade, built-up moldings 
for door casings, window casings, 
baseboard, and crown

Custom stain-grade trim details 
including wainscot; or contemporary 
minimal trim with reveals to separate 
adjacent flush surfaces

Subtotal 0 1 1 6 1

Plumbing changes 
Moving water and drain lines is 
inexpensive until the framing 
has to be modified; then cost 
rises quickly. New plumbing 
vents must extend to the roof, 
so unless the line is placed on 
an exterior wall, a new vertical 
space (a chase) has to be built. A 
second sink requires a second set 
of drain and vent lines.

hVac changes 
Changing supply-register 
positions is not expensive as long 
as the new duct run serving the 
register does not entail extensive 
framing changes. It may be cost-
effective to install a new small 
furnace close to the new kitchen 
being served. Updating the 
entire heating system is generally 
not cost-effective for just a 
kitchen.

electrical changes
If an existing panel has sufficient 
capacity, the cost of adding 
kitchen circuits is minimal. 
Bringing an old kitchen up to 
modern codes may require new 
circuits, and increased load on an 
electrical system may require a 
new panel or subpanel.

lighting controls 
Automated and electronic 
lighting controls are innovative, 
convenient, and very expensive. 
Dimmers for incandescent 
lights are readily available and 
less expensive than those for 
fluorescent lights. Dimmers for 
the latter must be high quality to 
be reliable.

light fixtures 
Replacing surface-mounted 
fixtures with similar fixtures may 
require only a new junction box 
in the wall or ceiling. Standard-
voltage recessed fixtures, while 
relatively inexpensive to buy, may 
require framing, mechanical, or 
plumbing changes. Low-voltage 
fixtures, requiring step-down 
transformers, are more costly.

flooring 
More flooring options are 
available at better prices. 
Installation costs, though, remain 
unchanged, which explains the 
high cost of tile and hardwood 
floors. Floating floors and sheet 
flooring can be installed quickly.

Wall finish 
High-gloss paints and smooth 
surfaces require better 
craftsmanship because they show 

imperfections much more than 
flat finishes. Textured wall finishes 
are less expensive and help to 
hide poor framing and drywall 
work. Tile and wood wainscot 
and plaster are expensive and 
complicated to install. 

ceiling finish 
Working overhead is difficult. 
Thin, light drywall is the easiest 
ceiling material to install. 
Installing wood paneling or a 
coffered ceiling is labor intensive. 
In any case, the complexity of the 
ceiling increases the cost. 

trim and detailing
A trim package can be as simple 
as stock door casings, drywall 
around window openings, 
and vinyl baseboard. Wood 
molding profiles used alone 
or in combination increase 
installation time and cost. Stain 
and clear finishes require more 

FINEHOMEBUILDING.cOM18

HowMuchWillCost_v4BC.indd   18 2/24/16   9:03 AM



expensive wood. Wainscot, built-
up casings, and crown molding 
increase material and installation 
cost. Contemporary details 
(without surface trim) require 
detailed planning and precise 
craftsmanship.

CHART 2: MeCHAniCAl CHAnges,  
suRfACe finisHes, And TRiM

eAsY And ineXPensiVe  HARd And eXPensiVe

iTeM 1 2 3 4 5

Plumbing changes None

Relocate sink and dishwasher 
supply and drain lines less than 
3 ft. from present location; use 
existing vent pipe

Relocate sink and dishwasher supply 
and drain lines more than 3 ft. from 
present location, with new vent pipe 
in existing vertical chase

Add new sink and dishwasher supply 
and drain lines and new vent pipe in 
existing vertical chase

Add supply, drain, and vent lines for 
2 sinks and dishwasher, requiring 
considerable reframing of walls and 
floor; construct vertical chase

hVac changes None

Relocate 1 supply-air register 
and duct within 3 ft. of present 
location; connect to nearby supply 
duct from furnace

Relocate 2 supply-air registers and 
ducts more than 3 ft. from present 
location; connect to nearby supply 
duct from furnace

Add new supply-air registers, duct, 
and return-air grille and duct to 
and from new furnace; add cooling 
capability to heating system

Replace or supplement existing 
heating system with new hydronic 
radiant-floor system; install solar-
heating system

electrical changes None

Minor wiring to relocate 1–2 
switches and/or receptacles close 
to existing locations

Wiring for up to 6 new switches, 
receptacles, and/or light-fixture 
junction boxes with 1–2 new circuits 
from existing panel

Wiring for more than 6 new switches, 
outlets, and/or light-fixture junction 
boxes, requiring 3 or more new 
circuits from existing panel

Replace all existing wiring; install new 
panel; upgrade electrical service to 
higher amperage

lighting controls Use existing switches

Replace switches with decorator-
style (rocker) switches; install 
1 new rotary or slide dimmer for 
incandescent fixtures

 

Replace all switches with rotary 
or slide dimmers for incandescent 
fixtures

Install new touch dimmer controls 
(incandescent and fluorescent types) 
and motion detectors

Install programmable electronic light-
control system

light fixtures No changes

Replace surface-mounted ceiling 
fixtures with new midrange-
quality surface-mounted fixtures

Replace surface-mounted ceiling 
fixtures with midrange-quality 
recessed ceiling fixtures

Install new low-voltage recessed 
fixtures and undercabinet task 
lighting

Install new low-voltage recessed 
fixtures, wall sconces, cove lighting, 
and undercabinet task lighting

flooring No new flooring Vinyl or linoleum sheets or tiles; 
floating laminate flooring

Engineered wood, solid-wood 
parquet, or floating linoleum

Prefinished or site-finished hardwood Ceramic or stone tile

Wall finish
½-in. drywall with 
medium or heavy 
texture

½-in. drywall with light texture or 
sufficiently smooth for flat paint 

½-in. drywall with smooth finish for 
any paint gloss level

5⁄8-in. drywall with smooth finish; 
painted wood wainscot

Full-height plaster finish; ceramic- or 
stone-tile wainscot

ceiling finish
½-in. drywall with 
medium or heavy 
texture 

½-in. drywall with light texture or 
sufficiently smooth for flat paint 

½-in. drywall with smooth finish for 
any paint gloss level

½-in. drywall with smooth finish on 
many ceiling planes

Plaster with cove detail or clear 
vertical-grain wood

trim and detailing

Common paint-grade 
moldings for door 
casings; drywall-
cased window 
openings; vinyl 
baseboard

Common paint-grade moldings for 
door casings, window casings, and 
baseboard

Common stain-grade moldings 
for door casings, window casings, 
baseboard, and crown

Paint-grade, built-up moldings 
for door casings, window casings, 
baseboard, and crown

Custom stain-grade trim details 
including wainscot; or contemporary 
minimal trim with reveals to separate 
adjacent flush surfaces

Subtotal 0 1 1 6 1
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chart 3: cabinets and appliances

easY and ineXpensiVe                 hard and eXpensiVe

item 1 2 3 4 5

Cabinet 
Configuration

Linear (galley) base- and 
wall-cabinet plan

L-shaped base- and wall-
cabinet plan

U-shaped base- and wall-cabinet plan U-shaped base- and wall-cabinet 
plan with raised eating counter

Perimeter base- and wall-cabinet plan 
with island cabinet in center

Cabinets

3-in. modular widths, 
economy-grade 
carcases and drawers, 
pressed-wood doors 
and drawer fronts with 
lipped (standard offset) 
design; prefinished; 
¾-in. extension slides; 
exposed hinges; no 
cabinet accessories

3-in. modular widths, 
midgrade carcase and drawer 
construction, pressed-wood 
doors and drawer fronts, 
flush overlay; melamine finish; 
three-quarter 5⁄8-in. extension 
slides; concealed hinges with 
minimal adjustment

3-in. modular widths, midgrade 
carcase and drawer construction, 
wood frame-and-panel doors 
and drawer fronts, flush overlay; 
clear finish; full-extension slides; 
adjustable concealed hinges; some 
accessories

Custom widths, screwed plywood 
and fiberboard carcases, slab or 
frame-and-panel doors and drawer 
fronts, flush overlay; full-extension 
slides; fully adjustable concealed 
hinges; many accessories

Custom widths and heights, screwed 
plywood carcases, slab or frame-
and-panel doors and drawer fronts, 
frameless or inset; special finishes; 
top-quality hardware and cabinet 
accessories

Countertop and 
baCksplash

Plastic laminate with 
square edge; 4-in.-high 
splash

Plastic laminate with bullnose 
edge; 4-in.-high coved splash

Solid-surface material in neutral color 
with 1-in.-thick square edge; 4-in.-
high splash

Solid-surface material in dark color 
with full 1½-in. bullnose edge; 4-in.-
high coved splash

Stone, quartz, solid surface, concrete, 
or stainless steel with slab or tile 
backsplash more than 6 in. high

primary sink

8-in.-deep single or 
double bowl, drop-in; 
20-gauge stainless steel 
or white enameled steel

8-in.-deep single or double 
bowl, drop-in or metal frame; 
18-gauge stainless steel or 
white enameled cast iron

 

10-in.-deep double bowl, drop-in or 
undermount; 18-gauge stainless steel 
or neutral-color enameled cast iron

10-in.-deep double or triple bowl, 
undermount; 18-gauge stainless 
steel or dark-color enameled cast 
iron

Triple bowl, commercial-type work 
center; undermount or apron front; 
16-gauge stainless steel, any color 
enameled cast iron, bronze, or copper

seCondary sink N/A N/A N/A
Bar sink, 18-gauge stainless steel or 
neutral-color enameled cast iron

10-in.-deep single bowl; 18-gauge 
stainless steel or any color enameled 
cast iron

fauCet

Two-handle, swivel 
spout, brass 
construction, rubber 
washers, polished 
chrome, utilitarian 
design

Single control, swivel spout, 
brass construction, ceramic-
disk valve, polished chrome, 
hand-spray, utilitarian design

Single control, angled swivel spout 
with pullout spray, ceramic-disk 
valve, finish other than polished 
chrome

Single control, high-arch swivel spout 
with pull-down spray, washerless 
ceramic valve, finish other than 
polished chrome

Single control, very-high-arch swivel 
spout with pull-down adjustable 
spray, washerless ceramic valve; or 
articulated long-reach spout

applianCe group

Bargain brand or 
economy line in white: 
small fridge with top 
freezer, electric range, 
recirculating hood, base 
model dishwasher, 1⁄3-hp 
disposal

Brand names in white: small 
fridge with top freezer, electric 
or gas cooktop, ventilating 
hood, wall oven, microwave, 
midrange dishwasher, ½-hp 
disposal 

Brand names in most colors: side-by-
side fridge, electric or gas cooktop 
with ceramic or glass top, 300-cfm 
hood (or downdraft), convection wall 
oven, microwave and dishwasher 
with presets, ¾-hp disposal

Quiet, excellent-grade stainless-steel 
appliances with electronic controls: 
side-by-side fridge, 5-element or 
-burner cooktop, 600-cfm hood, 
double wall ovens, microwave and 
dishwasher with presets, quiet ¾-hp 
disposal 

Quiet, commercial-grade stainless-
steel appliances with electronic 
controls: 24-in. by 36-in. fridge, 
6-burner range, double convection 
ovens, 1,200-cfm hood, large 
microwave, 2 dishwashers, 1-hp 
disposal

Subtotal 0 0 4 1 2

Cabinet Configuration 
Galley-style kitchens may not 
be the most efficient working 
arrangements, but straight runs 
of cabinets are easy to install. 
Inside-corner cabinets have less 
convenient storage, are more 
expensive to purchase, and may 
require undesirable spacers 
between adjacent cabinets.

Cabinets
Prices are based on case and 
finish material, construction type, 
and the quantity and quality of 
hardware. Large manufacturers 
offer economy-grade cabinets. 
Custom cabinets are appropriate 
for unusual kitchen configurations 
and unique owner preferences.

Countertop and 
baCksplash 
Plastic laminate is inexpensive 
to buy and easy to install. Stone 
is expensive, requires careful 
fabrication, and must be installed 
over an even, properly supported 
substrate. Color choice, 
thickness, and edge profile affect 
the price of solid surface.  

primary sink 
Stainless-steel sinks rise in price 
as thickness and quietness 
increase. White cast-iron sinks are 
as much as 25% less expensive 
than neutral colors, and 45% 
less expensive than dark colors. 
Regardless of material, drop-in 
sinks are less complicated to 
install than undermount sinks.

seCondary sink 
These sinks are a good idea 
in large kitchens with multiple 
workstations or as a convenience. 
Because a secondary sink is often 
a significant distance from the 
primary sink, the two may not 
be able to share water, vent, and 
drain lines.

fauCet 
A tall, swiveling faucet with an 
integral spray handle is a useful 
convenience that may outlast 
its inexpensive counterpart. 
Single-control valves are more 
expensive than dual controls, 
and finishes other than polished 
chrome add 15% to 50% to the cost.

applianCe group 
Selecting white appliances with 
few bells and whistles usually 
provides the highest value. 
Extremely energy-efficient and 
quiet appliances tend to cost 
more initially. As the number  
of appliances rises, so does  
the cost of the necessary 
mechanical work.
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chart 3: cabinets and appliances

easY and ineXpensiVe                 hard and eXpensiVe

item 1 2 3 4 5

Cabinet 
Configuration

Linear (galley) base- and 
wall-cabinet plan

L-shaped base- and wall-
cabinet plan

U-shaped base- and wall-cabinet plan U-shaped base- and wall-cabinet 
plan with raised eating counter

Perimeter base- and wall-cabinet plan 
with island cabinet in center

Cabinets

3-in. modular widths, 
economy-grade 
carcases and drawers, 
pressed-wood doors 
and drawer fronts with 
lipped (standard offset) 
design; prefinished; 
¾-in. extension slides; 
exposed hinges; no 
cabinet accessories

3-in. modular widths, 
midgrade carcase and drawer 
construction, pressed-wood 
doors and drawer fronts, 
flush overlay; melamine finish; 
three-quarter 5⁄8-in. extension 
slides; concealed hinges with 
minimal adjustment

3-in. modular widths, midgrade 
carcase and drawer construction, 
wood frame-and-panel doors 
and drawer fronts, flush overlay; 
clear finish; full-extension slides; 
adjustable concealed hinges; some 
accessories

Custom widths, screwed plywood 
and fiberboard carcases, slab or 
frame-and-panel doors and drawer 
fronts, flush overlay; full-extension 
slides; fully adjustable concealed 
hinges; many accessories

Custom widths and heights, screwed 
plywood carcases, slab or frame-
and-panel doors and drawer fronts, 
frameless or inset; special finishes; 
top-quality hardware and cabinet 
accessories

Countertop and 
baCksplash

Plastic laminate with 
square edge; 4-in.-high 
splash

Plastic laminate with bullnose 
edge; 4-in.-high coved splash

Solid-surface material in neutral color 
with 1-in.-thick square edge; 4-in.-
high splash

Solid-surface material in dark color 
with full 1½-in. bullnose edge; 4-in.-
high coved splash

Stone, quartz, solid surface, concrete, 
or stainless steel with slab or tile 
backsplash more than 6 in. high

primary sink

8-in.-deep single or 
double bowl, drop-in; 
20-gauge stainless steel 
or white enameled steel

8-in.-deep single or double 
bowl, drop-in or metal frame; 
18-gauge stainless steel or 
white enameled cast iron

 

10-in.-deep double bowl, drop-in or 
undermount; 18-gauge stainless steel 
or neutral-color enameled cast iron

10-in.-deep double or triple bowl, 
undermount; 18-gauge stainless 
steel or dark-color enameled cast 
iron

Triple bowl, commercial-type work 
center; undermount or apron front; 
16-gauge stainless steel, any color 
enameled cast iron, bronze, or copper

seCondary sink N/A N/A N/A
Bar sink, 18-gauge stainless steel or 
neutral-color enameled cast iron

10-in.-deep single bowl; 18-gauge 
stainless steel or any color enameled 
cast iron

fauCet

Two-handle, swivel 
spout, brass 
construction, rubber 
washers, polished 
chrome, utilitarian 
design

Single control, swivel spout, 
brass construction, ceramic-
disk valve, polished chrome, 
hand-spray, utilitarian design

Single control, angled swivel spout 
with pullout spray, ceramic-disk 
valve, finish other than polished 
chrome

Single control, high-arch swivel spout 
with pull-down spray, washerless 
ceramic valve, finish other than 
polished chrome

Single control, very-high-arch swivel 
spout with pull-down adjustable 
spray, washerless ceramic valve; or 
articulated long-reach spout

applianCe group

Bargain brand or 
economy line in white: 
small fridge with top 
freezer, electric range, 
recirculating hood, base 
model dishwasher, 1⁄3-hp 
disposal

Brand names in white: small 
fridge with top freezer, electric 
or gas cooktop, ventilating 
hood, wall oven, microwave, 
midrange dishwasher, ½-hp 
disposal 

Brand names in most colors: side-by-
side fridge, electric or gas cooktop 
with ceramic or glass top, 300-cfm 
hood (or downdraft), convection wall 
oven, microwave and dishwasher 
with presets, ¾-hp disposal

Quiet, excellent-grade stainless-steel 
appliances with electronic controls: 
side-by-side fridge, 5-element or 
-burner cooktop, 600-cfm hood, 
double wall ovens, microwave and 
dishwasher with presets, quiet ¾-hp 
disposal 

Quiet, commercial-grade stainless-
steel appliances with electronic 
controls: 24-in. by 36-in. fridge, 
6-burner range, double convection 
ovens, 1,200-cfm hood, large 
microwave, 2 dishwashers, 1-hp 
disposal

Subtotal 0 0 4 1 2

projeCt Cost per square foot

1 2 3 4 5

square-foot 
Cost

< $300/ 
sq. ft.

$300–$450/ 
sq. ft.

$450–$600/ 
sq. ft.

$600–$900/ 
sq. ft.

≥ $900/ 
sq. ft.
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Ready-to-Assemble   Kitchen Cabinets

Crisp and clean. Ikea is the best-known 
RTA cabinet brand. Its latest line, 
Sektion, includes hundreds of cabinets 
and accessories. The Järsta wall cabinets 
and Ringhult base cabinets (shown) have 
high-gloss fronts for easy cleaning.

Photo: courtesy of IkeaFINEHOMEBUILDING.COM22
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P ractically anything 
can  be  purchased 
online these days, and 
kitchen cabinets are no 

exception.  Ready-to-assemble 
(RTA) cabinets cost 30% to 
50% less than their  assembled 
brethren. Ikea, CabParts, The 
Home Depot,  TheRTAStore.
com, and many other companies 
 offer a huge  selection of cabinet 
styles and accessories that can be 
delivered flat-packed to your 
front door. They’re pretty easy 
to assemble and only require a 
few basic tools. 

Should I buy RTA 
cabinets?
How do you know if RTA cabi-
nets are right for you? For start-
ers, if you’re not that handy and 
need a lot of help designing and 
installing your kitchen, you’re 
probably better off working 
with a home center or kitchen 
showroom that offers design 
and installation services. This is 
because the price advantage of 
RTA cabinets decreases  quickly 
if you have to factor  in design, 
assembly, and installation. 

If you’re a professional con-
tractor, consider what builder 
Mike Guertin says about using 
RTA cabinets in his business: 
“The assembly time kills it for 
professionals, except in the rare 
case where you need cabinets 
immediately in order to finish a 

Ready-to-Assemble   Kitchen Cabinets
RTA cabinets can 
yield big savings, 
but assembly 
can take hours

BY ANATOLE BURKIN
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In existence since 1987, CabParts 
mostly serves professional builders and 
remodelers (the website doesn’t offer 
much in the way of design help), but 
Stuart Thompson, the company’s general 
manager, says that CabParts will work with 
“high-functioning DIYers.” He explains, 
“We don’t mind helping people, but there 
is only so much we can do. We’re not 

big, but we’re mighty. We ship all over 
the United States and beyond.” CabParts 
offers cabinet boxes in 1500 standard sizes 
and makes custom sizes as well. Boxes 
are melamine-coated particleboard or 
plywood. Stock melamine offerings are 
white, almond, gray, black, and natural 
maple (wood-grain pattern). The company 
also carries red-oak, maple, and cherry (all 

unfinished) wood veneers on MDF, plus a 
prefinished maple plywood.

Cabinets are assembled with Confirmat 
screws and 8mm hardwood dowels for 
alignment, or 8mm by 30mm hardwood 
dowels that come preglued and that are 
wetted just before assembly. CabParts also 
offers a huge selection of drawers that can 
be ordered with or without cabinet boxes.

CABPARTS $337 as shown (prices do not include shipping)

job. Some RTAs are stocked and can be delivered in a few days versus 
several weeks for assembled cabinets.”

The tradeoff for perhaps dozens of hours of work putting together a 
kitchen’s worth of cabinets is at least a 30% savings in cost over assem-
bled cabinets. Besides the assembly time, you’ll also need a space to 
store and assemble the cabinets before you install them. Furthermore, 
you’ll have to measure the job accurately and design the kitchen your-
self, or pay extra for those services. Lisa Finnin-Ciccoli, a local mar-
keting specialist with Ikea, says the most common mistakes beginners 

make involve measuring. “Exact measurements of wall placement, 
ceiling height, utility locations, and location and size of doors and 
windows are very important for planning and installation,” she says. 

Also important, she adds, is the time commitment: “Many DIYers 
underestimate how much time it takes to install their kitchen cabi-
nets. A 10-ft. by 10-ft. kitchen can have over 100 different pieces, so 
organization is key. Make sure your measurements are correct, and 
inventory all your pieces. Group them together by cabinet to make 
sure you have everything you need.” 

THUMBS-UP 
Rock-solid 

Confirmat joinery 
and high-quality veneer- 

plywood construction

THUMBS-DOWN 
Plain-Jane slab fronts 
and doors; no printed 

instructions
FINISH High-quality 
clear finish over 
veneer plywood 
with corresponding 
edgebanding

JOINERY Preglued 
alignment dowels 
and Confirmat 
screws with 
predrilled holes; 
feels rock solid and 
comes with correct 
(EZP3) driver bit

HARDWARE 
Blum undermount 
soft-close; slide-
attachment clips 
come installed 
on drawer box; 
100° Blum hinges

CONSTRUCTION 
3⁄4-in. prefinished 
maple-plywood 
box; 1⁄4-in. pre-
finished maple-
plywood back
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The Home Depot offers two lines of 
RTA cabinets. The company’s Eurostyle 
line, which is made in Canada, has a 
contemporary look with boxes made 
of melamine-coated particleboard in 
a handful of color options. Doors are 
available in several materials, including 
solid wood. Heartland Cabinetry is The 
Home Depot’s entry-level line. 

According to Michael Holden, the 
company’s merchant for stock cabinets and 
countertops, “The Eurostyle cabinets are 
currently the most popular.” Prices for a 
10-ft. by 10-ft. kitchen start at about $1300 
and go up to around $2800, which makes 
them competitive with those of Ikea’s 
RTA cabinets. Cabinets are not stocked 
in stores and must be ordered online, 

although some stores allow you to order 
them in-house.

The Home Depot offers a design gallery 
and some online help via messaging as 
well as some in-store assistance. “We 
offer design services through our Design 
Connect team that supports store and 
online customers, but there are no online 
design tools at this time,” says Holden.  

Stuart Thompson, general manager of CabParts, has heard his share 
of complaints from DIYers. “With wall cabinets, make sure that they 
are good and square, and that the back is attached firmly,” he says. 
Regarding lower cabinets, he tells customers “to take pains to get the 
edges flush with one another and make sure the box is square.” Doing 
so ensures that the door and drawer reveals are consistent. 

Thompson likes building a platform for the boxes instead of using 
the leveling legs sold by many manufacturers. With the platform, he 
explains, “you level once, then install.” That said, leg levelers work 

just as well, but they take more time. When it comes to choosing a 
joinery method, Thompson has a favorite: “I prefer Confirmat screws 
because the joint is held in tension, which makes the boxes stronger 
during handling.”

Choosing a supplier
Big companies such as Ikea and The Home Depot have retail stores 
where customers can see their products up close, and their design and 
ordering processes have been refined through many years of experi-

THUMBS-UP 
Very low price, with 

free shipping to home 
or local store

THUMBS-DOWN 
Metal drawer box rattles 

and is tough to adjust 
for proper reveal

FINISH Melamine-
coated particleboard 
with stained solid-wood 
doors and drawer front

JOINERY Screws with 
plastic togglelike 
inserts; finished box 
feels rickety, and screw 
heads strip easily HARDWARE 

Metal drawer 
box with integral 
soft-close slides; 
tougher adjust-
ments than with 
other styles; 
100° hinges

CONSTRUCTION 
3⁄4-in. particleboard box; 
3⁄16-in. hardboard back

THE HOME DEPOT $186 as shown
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Ikea offers lots of door and drawer designs, 
including traditional frame-and-panel style 
with a number of profile options, simple 
Shaker style, and the more modern slab 
style. All of its cabinet components come 
prefinished. Door-material choices include 
melamine-coated particleboard or fiber-
board, as well as veneered and solid wood. 
Prices start surprisingly low. For example, a 

basic 10-ft. by 10-ft. kitchen in the Häggeby 
line, which includes uppers and lowers (but 
no countertops), starts at $900. That gets 
you a totally functional plain-Jane white 
set of boxes, shelves, doors, and drawers. 
At the upper end is the Ringhult line, at 
about $3000 for a 10-ft. by 10-ft. kitchen. 
It comes with high-gloss gray doors and 
drawers made of melamine fiberboard. 

What makes Ikea unique is that you 
can go to a store and come home with a 
complete kitchen the same day, although 
not all products are available at all stores 
for immediate pickup. Placing an order 
for delivery direct to your home is a more 
convenient option. You’ll get everything at 
once, and you won’t have to bring a truck 
or trailer to the store. 

IKEA $288 as shown

THUMBS-UP 
Sturdy Maximera 

drawer box with full-
extension slides

THUMBS-DOWN 
Cabinet has many parts 

and comes in many 
separate boxes

FINISH Melamine-
coated box with 
stained solid-wood 
door and drawer front

JOINERY Cam locks like 
those found on other Ikea 
products; box assembles 
quickly but doesn’t feel as 
strong as boxes assembled 
using other methods

HARDWARE Maximera 
drawer box is sturdy 
and has full-extension 
soft-close slides; Forvara 
box is weaker and has 
3⁄4-extension slides; 
100° Blum hinges

CONSTRUCTION 
3⁄4-in. particleboard 
box with a 1⁄8-in. 
fiberboard back; steel 
reinforcement and 
hanging brackets

RTA from a DIYer
Planning and installing a 
kitchen made from ready-to-
assemble (RTA) cabinets will 
take the average homeowner 
several weeks if not months. 

Mark and Donna Eis of 
Walden, N.Y., tackled a kitchen 
remodel in late 2012. Mark 
considers himself an interme-
diate-to-advanced-level DIYer. 
The project involved gutting 

their 140-sq.-ft. kitchen and 
installing Ikea cabinets at $120 
per lin. ft. (both uppers and 
lowers). Regarding the layout, 
Donna preferred graph paper 
and pencil to Ikea’s online 
design tool, which she found 
cumbersome to use. “If you‘re 
doing the layout design your-
self, spend extra time in the 
planning phase,” she advises. 

“Make lists of your needs 
and preferences, and observe 
your family’s habits, paying 
special attention to where 
your kitchen feels awkward or 
crowded. Mark out possible 
cabinet layouts in masking 
tape on existing cabinets, and 
walk through imaginary meal 
preparation and cleanup to 
get a sense of flow.” 

“Assembly and installation 
combined took about one 
to three hours per cabinet, 
depending on the complex-
ity of the unit and the hard-
ware,” adds Mark. “As with 
most things, there was a 
learning curve. Once we got 
used to working with the 
cabinets and hardware, the 
process sped up.” 
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Headquartered in Hopewell Junction, 
N.Y., TheRTAStore.com offers free design 
help and dozens of cabinet styles and 
sizes. Even the least expensive models 
have boxes made from 1⁄2-in. hardwood 
plywood. The cabinets are prefinished and 
assembled with either cam locks or sturdy 

and easy-to-use steel clips. Drawers have 
dovetailed joints and are generally shipped 
knocked down. They are assembled on-site 
with wood screws. 

Prices for a 10-ft. by 10-ft. kitchen start 
at about $1400 for the company’s Harvest 
Oak line and climb to about $2500 for 

Majestic Bronze. Somewhat unusual 
for RTA cabinets, many models from 
TheRTAStore.com have face frames, which 
provide greater flexibility when cabinets 
are installed on out-of-plumb walls. The 
face frames come fully assembled, with 
doors installed and hinges adjusted. 

THERTASTORE.COM $238 as shown

THUMBS-UP 
Cabinet is easy 

to assemble and 
comes in a single box

THUMBS-DOWN 
 Assembly instructions are 

basic and include no 
written steps

JOINERY Unique 
system with steel 
clips that join the 
panels for a fast and 
strong connection

HARDWARE 
Undermount soft-
close drawer slides; 
100° hinges

CONSTRUCTION 
1⁄2-in. plywood box; 
1⁄4-in. plywood back

Cabinet is easy 
to assemble and 

comes in a single box

THUMBS-DOWN
 Assembly instructions are 

basic and include no 

JOINERY
system with steel 
clips that join the 
panels for a fast and 
strong connection

Undermount soft-
close drawer slides; 

CONSTRUCTION
-in. plywood box; 

ence. Large online merchants such as TheRTAStore.com have cata-
logs of photos of their cabinets and also offer online design tools, often 
for free. They can arrange in-person design services, and assembly 
and installation are available for additional fees. Smaller RTA com-
panies may not have all the online bells and whistles of their bigger 
competitors, but if you can handle a tape measure and a drill-driver, 
most of them can work with you online or by phone. If you have very 
specific needs—whether they be about sizing, wood selection, grain 
matching, or custom moldings—the smaller shops are your best bet.

If you’re in a hurry, big companies have warehouses stocked with 
many of their products ready to ship. Small companies sometimes 

require four to six weeks to complete your order. One final thing to 
keep in mind is that many high-quality assembled cabinets are cer-
tified by the Kitchen Cabinet Manufacturers Association, an assur-
ance that you’re getting a quality product. Unfortunately, there is no 
industry certification for RTA cabinets because so much of the per-
formance depends on the assembly. To protect yourself from shoddy 
products, review the information here, read online reviews, and look 
carefully at the warranties offered. Some are as long as 25 years.  □

Anatole Burkin is a freelance writer in Santa Rosa, Calif. Photos 
by Debra Judge Silber, except where noted.

“Assembly and installation 
combined took about one 
to three hours per cabinet, 
depending on the complex-
ity of the unit and the hard-
ware,” adds Mark. “As with 
most things, there was a 
learning curve. Once we got 
used to working with the 
cabinets and hardware, the 
process sped up.” 

FINISH Multilayer 
glaze with hand-
applied pinstriping
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How to level, scribe, 
and fasten cabinets 
without marring the 
perfect factory finish

BY ISAAK MESTER

On the face of it, installing semi-
custom kitchen cabinets is pretty 
straightforward: Attach a run of 
boxes to the wall, make sure all the 

doors and drawers work, and don’t scratch the 
paint. Unless kitchens are a regular part of your 
work week, however, you’ll find that the instal-
lation can go sideways in a hurry if you don’t 
pay attention to some key aspects of the job. 
In demonstrating the installation of this fairly 
typical kitchen, I illustrate the most important 
tricks of the trade that help to make this a 
professional-looking job. 

First, unpack carefully
The designer and the client picked semicustom 
cabinets from Kraft-Maid for the kitchen. In 
price and quality, they usually represent a com-
fortable midpoint between small-shop custom 
cabinets and big-box-store economy cabinets. 
The carcases are made of plywood, and the face 
frames, doors, and drawers are hardwood. The 
quality of the finishes is excellent. The cabinets 
were configured with a mix of drawer and 
door bases, two lazy-susan corners, and some 
glass-door uppers. Cabinets like these are usu-
ally shipped to the job site. The first thing I do 
is check the shipping manifest against the items 

Installing 
Semicustom   
Cabinets
Semicustom   

Painter’s tape 
on one edge 
of a level 
protects the 
cabinet finish. 
When the tape 
gets dirty, 
though, it’s not 
helping any 
longer. Change 
it often.

TRICK OF THE TRADE

You’ll need more shims 
than you think. An empty 
bucket keeps them handy 
and portable. 

TRICK OF THE TRADE
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START OFF ORGANIZED
The best way to start an installation is to make sure that the 
space is clean and that your tools and materials are right where 
you need them. After unpacking the first run of cabinets, place 
them in the general vicinity of their future locations, leaving 
yourself enough space to work comfortably. 

Before installing a cabinet, 
remove its drawers and 
doors, set them aside, and 
replace them when the 
cabinet is set.

TRICK OF THE TRADE

When opening the cabinet 
boxes with a knife, steer 
clear of the face of the 
cabinet. Don’t get excited 
and learn this simple tip 
the hard way.

TRICK OF THE TRADE
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shipped, and note any damaged or missing 
boxes. The faster you start the return pro-
cess, the faster you’ll be able to finish 
the job. 

When taking cabinets out of the boxes, use 
a knife only when necessary, and don’t cut 
the box along the cabinet’s face or you may 
scratch the finish. Inspect each cabinet to 
make sure there are no dings, and arrange 
the return of any damaged units. 

Factory cabinets are manufactured in part 
with hot-melt glue, which tends to dry in 
heavy drips that can get in the way of an 
installation. Before installing a cabinet, 
scrape off any of these drips.

Measure and mark for level
A level run of cabinets starts from a refer-
ence point taken off the high spot on the 
floor or, when there are soffits, the low spot 
on the ceiling. It’s especially important for 
the base cabinets to be level and flat so that 
they can adequately support long runs of 
countertop. 

On this job, the kitchen’s cathedral ceiling 
meant that there were no constraints to the 
upper cabinets, so we based our measure-
ments on the floor. Using a 6-ft. level, I 
checked the floor along the base of the wall 
and found a high spot in the corner. Carried 
out on a level line, this would translate to a 
gap of more than an inch at the end of the 
cabinet run—too high to hide with a kick 
plate or shoe molding. 

To avoid this gap, I moved my reference 
point to the end of the corner cabinet, where 
my original level line cleared the floor by 
about 1⁄2 in. I then marked a new reference 
point 1⁄4 in. below the original line. From 
this new point, I measured up 341⁄2 in. to 
establish the height of the base cabinets and 
drew a level line there. I then made another 
mark 191⁄2 in. above that line to mark the 
bottom of the upper cabinets, drawing that 
line out level as well (photo right). When 
installing the cabinets, I scribed and cut the 
bases where the floor was higher than my 
reference mark, and shimmed the bases 
where the floor was lower.  

Compensating for corners
Once you’ve understood the state of the 
floor, you have to scope out the walls. It’s a 
rare event when a kitchen’s walls are plumb 
and square. I checked to see that the corner 
itself was relatively square so that the end 
cabinet on either side wouldn’t flare out 

ESTABLISH A REFERENCE LINE
Start a cabinet installation by finding the floor’s high spot from which to 
create a level reference line on the wall to represent the cabinet tops.  

Find the high spot. Use a 6-ft. level to find the 
highest point in the floor, which becomes the 
reference point to set the cabinets. Extend a 
level line outward to determine how much the 
adjacent cabinets will have to be shimmed. 
If the gap at the end of the run is too 
large to mask with trim, you’ll 
need to adjust (below).

1. Establish a level 
line from the highest 
point on the floor.

2. Measure and mark 
the width of the 
corner cabinet on the 
wall, draw a plumb 
line, and use that 
to locate the new 
reference point.

New reference 
point, 1⁄4 in. below 
the level line

High spot

Highest 
spot on 
the floor

3. Measure up 341⁄2 in. 
from your new point 
to mark the height of 
the base cabinets.

If the high spot is too high, split the difference. Mark a new reference point below 
the first line. Measure up 341⁄2 in. to mark the top of the base cabinets.

4. Measure up from the base cabinet 
line (typically 191⁄2 in.) to mark the 
level line that represents the bottom 
of the upper cabinets. 

Split the 
difference for 
the reference 
point.

Top photo: John RossFINEHOMEBUILDING.COM30
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Align shims 
with the wall 
framing so that 
the mounting 
screws lock the 
shims into place.

TRICK OF THE TRADE

1 2 3

START IN THE CORNER

Many installations start in the corner, so that cabinet must be plumb, level, and square. Here, I had to cut 
down the corner cabinet to compensate for a high spot in the kitchen’s inside corner. To make an accurate cut, 
I scribed the side panels (1), cut them down with a jigsaw (2), and transferred those cuts to the interior base 
supports (3). A couple of strategically placed shims brought the cabinet into level compliance.

Spend the time to get 
the first cabinet perfect, 
and it’ll be much easier to 
install the rest.

TRICK OF THE TRADE
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SET CABINETS CAREFULLY
As you work outward from the first cabinet, it’s important to 
keep the successive cabinets level and in line with the walls. 

When shimming the front of 
a cabinet, keep one finger on 
top of the face frame of the 
adjoining cabinet to avoid 
having to look to see when 
the two cabinets are even.

TRICK OF THE TRADE

Dedicated drill-drivers—one 
for drilling pilot holes and 
one for driving screws—
save time.

TRICK OF THE TRADE

Use a small flat bar as 
a lever to gain more 
adjustment control 
when shimming a 
cabinet. A multitool 
does a clean and fast 
job of trimming shims 
without disturbing or 
splitting them.

TRICK OF THE TRADE
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from the wall. Corners are often less than 
square  because of the buildup of tape and 
compound. Sometimes the best solution is 
to cut or scrape out the compound behind 
the cabinet to square up the corner.

I like to join the corner cabinet to the  
adjoining cabinets before attaching them 
to the wall so that I can carry the corner 
outward in two directions. If the corner 
isn’t square, I can adjust the cabinet’s angles 
so that there’s an equal gap behind the end 
cabinets, which I usually conceal with a 
finished end panel. Here, because the line 
of cabinets was interrupted by appliances, I 
had the  option of adjusting the position of 
the cabinets independently, but I always try 
to keep the counter overhang as consistent 
as possible. 

There are times when joining your upper 
cabinets together on the ground will make 
the installation much easier and straighter. 
This is especially true with frameless cabi-

nets, as there is absolutely no play in the  
installation. Some installers like to hang 
the upper cabinets first because they don’t 
have to reach up and over the base cabinets. 
Many kitchen designs (like this one) are 
driven by appliance locations, though, so it’s 
important to establish the base location first.  

When it came to installing the upper 
cabinets, the first thing I did was to screw 
a length of scrap brick molding to the wall 
studs along the upper level line. This serves 
two purposes: First, it’s a third hand to sup-
port the cabinets as they’re installed; second, 
it makes a handy reference when locating 
screws inside the cabinet. If the area be-
tween the bases and the uppers isn’t meant 
to be covered by a backsplash, it’s easy 
enough to patch the screw holes in  
the walls. 

Keep plumbing and electrical neat
One of the details that adds to a good instal-

lation is careful integration of cable and 
pipes in the cabinets. I have encountered too 
many kitchens where the installers simply 
hacked out a square in the cabinet back for 
the  water and waste lines, which is visible 
whenever the cabinet is open.  

The first step I take to ensure this integra-
tion is to insist that the plumber leave every-
thing stubbed out and capped. It makes it 
easier to do a careful layout, which in turn 
makes a neater installation.  

Second, I find out what kind of undercab-
inet lighting is going to be installed later so 
that I can drill the holes in the proper loca-
tions of the cabinet. There’s nothing worse 
than seeing the lights installed with 2 ft. of 
exposed wire running across the bottom of 
the cabinet to the hole that I drilled.

Scribing shouldn’t be difficult
Once the cabinets are in, the next step is to 
scribe and attach the finished end panels. 

ACCURATE HOLES IN THE SINK BASE ARE ImpORTANT

Establish the reference. Find the centerline of 
the cabinet on the wall, then measure and mark 
the locations of the cabinet’s side and top. Use 
only these two points to measure the plumbing 
and electrical locations.

Transfer to the cabinet. From the same two 
points, measure and mark the centers of the 
plumbing stubs and the outlet.

Drilling for appearances. Drill 1⁄4-in.  
pilot holes on the center marks from  
the cabinet back, then drill from the 
cabinet interior with a sharp hole saw, 
using its pilot bit as a guide, to minimize 
visible tearout.

1⁄4-in. pilot hole

Top of 
sink cabinet 

Side of 
cabinet 
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SET UPPER CABINETS WITH A LEDGER

Screw a temporary ledger such 
as a scrap piece of brick molding 
to studs in the wall to help 
support the upper cabinets. 
When screwing a cabinet to the 
wall, transfer the locations of 
the ledger screws to the inside 
of the cabinet.

TRICK OF THE TRADE

As with the lower cabinets, the upper-cabinet installation begins in the 
corner and works outward. Secondary support, such as a ledger or cabinet 
jack, helps to stabilize a cabinet’s position while stud and wiring locations 
are marked and pilot holes drilled. 

TRICK OF THE TRADE

Move the 
wires to 
where they 
belong. 
Here, the 
undercabinet 
feeds should 
be above 
the cabinet 
bottom. On 
this job, a full 
backsplash 
will conceal 
the drywall 
repair. 

Use padded bar 
clamps to attach the 
next cabinet in line 
with the first, making 
sure to align the 
face frames. Always 
countersink a pilot 
hole for screws, and 
use decking or similar 
heavy-duty screws 
to attach cabinets to 
each other and washer-
head screws to attach 
cabinets to the wall. 
Drywall screws are too 
brittle and shouldn’t 
be used.

TRICK OF THE TRADE
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Base moldings, often part of the trim pack-
agein semicustom cabinets, cover any gaps 
between the panels and the floor, so the wall 
is the critical area to be scribed. After mea-
suring the space, and determining the cor-
rect width or length of the panel, I shim or 
clamp the panel’s tops equal to the top of the 
cabinet. Setting a compass to the distance of 
the largest portion of the gap between the 
wall and the panel, I scribe the wall’s line 
onto the panel, check the measurement to 
make sure it’s right, and cut away the waste. 

Full-length panels should be shimmed 
plumb  before they’re scribed.  

Tips for installing trim
The trim for semicustom cabinets is usually 
made from prefinished hardwood, and it’s 
relatively expensive and difficult to  replace 
once you’ve started. Make sure you have 
enough before you sign off on the  delivery, 
although distributors often can send missing 
pieces within a few days. Because it’s prefin-
ished, the trim must be cut carefully to avoid 

tearout. Keep nail holes small so they can be 
concealed with a color-matched  filler, and 
glue joints for extra holding power. When 
working with dark-stained crown,  apply 
stain on the inside edges of miters so that 
any gaps won’t show as prominently. □

Isaak Mester is a licensed building, electri-
cal, and plumbing inspector in N.J. Photos 
by Charles Bickford, except where noted. 

be precise with crOwN AND eND pANeLs
The easiest 
crown job. 
Because of 
the cathedral 
ceiling in this 
kitchen, the 
cabinet crown 
could be cut 
simply by 
registering its 
spring angles 
onto the 
miter saw’s 
table and 
fence.

Work 
carefully 
with 
prefinished 
stock. To 
reduce visible 
nail holes, 
it’s a good 
idea to use 
the smallest 
nail or brad 
possible 
when 
attaching 
crown 
or other 
exposed trim. 

Backing not 
included. 
Finished trim 
panels on 
the back of 
peninsulas 
often require 
extra nailing 
support. 
Layout lines 
on the walls 
help to locate 
blocking in 
the right 
places.

Keep 
fasteners 
concealed. 
Meant to be 
covered by 
corner trim 
or base, the 
perimeters 
are good 
spots to 
attach the 
panels and 
still keep the 
appearance 
clean.
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Improve storage and 
style for a fraction of 
the cost of new cabinets

4
Quick Cabinet 
UPGRADES
BY GARY STRIEGLER

1

Before
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K itchen remodels are a priority 
for many of my clients, but some 
budgets won’t allow me to gut 
the kitchen and install all new 

cabinets, fixtures, and appliances. So I’ve 
developed methods to give clients improved 
function and a style upgrade without break-
ing the bank. The concept is simple: Give 
the existing cabinets an overhaul. By adding 
new doors and drawers, upgrading stor-
age, dressing things up with trim, and then 
applying a glazed paint job, I can tie the 
new components in with the old ones for a 
seamless face-lift. Upgrading these cabinets 
took me six days and cost about $600 in ma-
terials. The backsplash cost about $225 and 
took another day to install. I hired out the 
granite countertop and the painting, which 
cost $1400 and $1000, respectively.

There are a couple of prerequisites. First, 
the cabinet boxes need to be in sound con-
dition. Adding new doors and drawers to 
poorly constructed boxes makes about as 
much sense as building a new house on a 
crumbling foundation. Second, the exist-
ing materials and style of construction are 
a big factor. The kitchen shown here had 
site-built face-frame cabinets made with a 
combination of solid wood and plywood, 
common in older houses. If the cabinets 
had been made from particleboard or didn’t 
have face frames, the process would have 
been more complicated, and the return on 
investment less promising.

	

	 	 	 	 □

Gary Striegler is a builder in Fayetteville, 
Ark. Photos by Chris Ermides, except 
where noted.

Solid doorS become framed panelS
On this project, the existing cabinet doors were made from 3⁄4-in. mahogany ply-

wood. The plywood was in decent condition, so I wanted to find a way to reuse it. Most 
flat-panel cabinet doors tend to be made with 1⁄4-in.- to 1⁄2-in.-thick plywood panels, which 
are lightweight and inexpensive but also feel cheap in terms of quality. I decided to use 
the old doors as panels, setting each in a new frame to create a more substantial cabinet 
door. If I hadn’t been able to use the doors for the new panels, I would likely have chosen 
MDF, which is extremely stable and takes paint well.

For the door-frame stock, I chose poplar, a relatively inexpensive closed-grain hard-
wood that looks excellent in paint-grade cabinetry. Other hardwoods like maple and 
oak are good choices for stain-grade door frames as well. In terms of cost and durabil-
ity, though, poplar can’t be beat. The door construction is simple. It’s crucial, however, 
that all of the wood be milled, that the rabbets be cut, and that beaded profiles be 
routed before the stock is cut to final size, or the cuts may not match up properly.

(1) after the door-frame stock is cut to 
width and rabbeted to receive the panel, 
rout the other edge with a 3⁄8-in. beading 
bit. (2) a pair of pocket screws (Kreg 
micro jig) at each miter creates a tight 
joint. The holes then are plugged and 
sanded flush. (3) a hinge-boring jig  
(www.eurolimited.com) makes quick work 
of preparing each door to receive the new 
concealed hinges. (4) cut the old doors 
down to the appropriate size to become 
panels, and cut a matching rabbet around 
each so that it will sit about 1⁄4 in. below 
the front face of the frame. (5) The panel 
molding, which also gets a shallow rabbet 
before assembly, is used to secure the 
panel in place and hide the joint.

1

2

3

4

5

1
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NEW DRAWERS IN AN HOUR
The existing drawers in this kitchen were made from 1x pine and 

assembled with glued rabbet joints reinforced with nails. Decades of use 
had loosened the drawer boxes and left the aluminum drawer slides sticky or 
falling apart.

This kitchen (and its budget) didn’t warrant a high-end drawer with dovetail 
joints and hidden self-closing drawer slides. Instead, I built the drawers in this 
project from birch plywood. They are just as strong as the boxes found in high-
end kitchen cabinets, and each takes me less than an hour to complete. 

The construction of each drawer—butt joints, pocket screws, and a bottom 
panel captured in a dado—is simple. Installation is a bit more complicated, how-
ever, because site-built cabinets don’t typically have back panels, so a plywood 
backer is needed for solid attachment of the drawer slides. 

(1) After cutting a backerboard equal to the 
interior width of each cabinet, use the face 
frame as a template to mark the drawer-slide 
mounts before nailing the panel into place 
at the back of each cabinet. (2) Attach the 
brackets and drawer slides to a plywood 
cleat, and install each preassembled unit 
as one piece. (3) Slide the drawer box into 
place, and use a straightedge to adjust 
the slides until the drawer box is flush with 
the face frame. Then drive the screws to 
secure the assembly. (4) Using a spacer jig 
to establish a consistent height above the 
cabinet doors, secure each drawer front from 
the inside of the drawer box with screws.

If I were building cabinets from scratch, I would in-
stall the boxes and add the molding on site. An old kitch-
en isn’t much different because what you have is a bunch 
of plain boxes ready for molding.

Old-style cabinets were typically designed for utility, 
not so much for elegance. The addition of molding helps 
to balance the look of the new doors and drawer fronts, 
adds depth and shadowlines, and most important, 
gussies up the whole installation. For a job like this, I 
typically add band molding at the bottom, crown mold-
ing at the top, and picture-frame molding wherever end 
panels will show. 

(1) Depending on the space remaining below the cabinet 
doors, another nailer may be necessary to provide solid 
backing for the band molding. Some extra blocking may 
be necessary at the top, too. On this job, the author added 
a valance to provide solid nailing for part of the crown 
molding. If the cabinets don’t extend to the ceiling, a nailer 
may be necessary at the top edge of the cabinet as well. 
(2) The best approach for end panels is to preassemble the 
picture-frame molding and install it as one piece. Use spacers 
to center the molding, and then attach it using nails that 
won’t penetrate into the cabinet interior.

Applied 
beads

Upgrade 
your access

1

2

3

4

Doors and larger drawer fronts 
are routed with the bead 
profile before the stock is 
cut to length and assembled. 
Smaller drawer fronts can 
be made from solid poplar 
dressed up with a mitered 
bead detail installed separately 
using glue and pin nails. 

Base cabinets with doors don’t 
offer much accessibility. Either 
build a pullout shelf (left), 
or divide up the space with 
drawers by adding new rails 
with pocket screws (above).

2

4
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new drawers in an hour
The existing drawers in this kitchen were made from 1x pine and  

assembled with glued rabbet joints reinforced with nails. Decades of use  
had loosened the drawer boxes and left the aluminum drawer slides sticky or 
falling apart.

This kitchen (and its budget) didn’t warrant a high-end drawer with dovetail 
joints and hidden self-closing drawer slides. Instead, I built the drawers in this 
project from birch plywood. They are just as strong as the boxes found in high-
end kitchen cabinets, and each takes me less than an hour to complete. 

The construction of each drawer—butt joints, pocket screws, and a bottom 
panel captured in a dado—is simple. Installation is a bit more complicated, how-
ever, because site-built cabinets don’t typically have back panels, so a plywood 
backer is needed for solid attachment of the drawer slides. 

fixed shelves Become adjustaBle
Site-built cabinets typically have shelves set into dadoes, so they can’t 

be moved up or down to accommodate items of different sizes. I like to rip out 
these old fixed shelves and then install new painted side panels that cover the 
dadoes and allow for adjustable shelving. 

(1) You can make your own shelf-pin drilling template, 
but a self-centering bit and a compatible drilling guide 
(www.eurolimited.com) make the job go much faster.  
(2) to remove the old shelves, drill a hole in the rear 
center of the board, (3) then cut up to the hole with a 
jigsaw so that the shelf can be removed in two pieces.  
(4) insert the new side panel into place over the old 
inside of the cabinet, and secure it with finish nails.

If I were building cabinets from scratch, I would in-
stall the boxes and add the molding on site. An old kitch-
en isn’t much different because what you have is a bunch 
of plain boxes ready for molding.

Old-style cabinets were typically designed for utility, 
not so much for elegance. The addition of molding helps 
to balance the look of the new doors and drawer fronts, 
adds depth and shadowlines, and most important,  
gussies up the whole installation. For a job like this, I 
typically add band molding at the bottom, crown mold-
ing at the top, and picture-frame molding wherever end 
panels will show. 

(1) depending on the space remaining below the cabinet 
doors, another nailer may be necessary to provide solid 
backing for the band molding. some extra blocking may 
be necessary at the top, too. on this job, the author added 
a valance to provide solid nailing for part of the crown 
molding. if the cabinets don’t extend to the ceiling, a nailer 
may be necessary at the top edge of the cabinet as well. 
(2) the best approach for end panels is to preassemble the 
picture-frame molding and install it as one piece. use spacers 
to center the molding, and then attach it using nails that 
won’t penetrate into the cabinet interior.

1

1 2

2 3

4

trim takes it from plain to prettY

doors and larger drawer fronts 
are routed with the bead 
profile before the stock is 
cut to length and assembled. 
smaller drawer fronts can 
be made from solid poplar 
dressed up with a mitered 
bead detail installed separately 
using glue and pin nails. 

Base cabinets with doors don’t 
offer much accessibility. either 
build a pullout shelf (left), 
or divide up the space with 
drawers by adding new rails 
with pocket screws (above).

3

4
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COUNTERTOP
CHEMISTRY

Flip, swipe, or click your way through any kitchen photo 
gallery, and you’ll notice quickly that using more than one 
countertop material has become the norm. The continued 
popularity of islands, exposure to an array of intriguing new 

materials online, and the expectation that a good kitchen fills multiple 
roles—with its countertops serving as the playing field for activities 
as diverse as cooking, socializing, and bill paying—all push design-
ers and homeowners to think beyond a single surface that does it all. 

And why not? Mixing materials not only presents creative oppor-
tunities, but it ensures the most sensible surface for a particular area’s 
assigned use. After all, the qualities we require in a surface used for 
chopping carrots are far different from those we value in the penin-

sula where we sip coffee or the counter that holds the dish drain. And 
function is just one issue to consider.

The subtle language of surfaces
Kitchens come in lots of styles—from traditional to contemporary, 
from farmhouse to midcentury. Because countertops represent so 
much visual real estate, the material they’re made of can exert a strong 
influence on—even make or break—a kitchen’s identity. Particularly 
when several surfaces are involved, it pays to be aware that materials 
convey a character that may be at odds with the rest of the kitchen.

“We look for the kitchen to be consistent in design and detailing, 
and this definitely includes our choice of countertop materials,” 

Mixing surfaces makes a kitchen dynamic and functional—
but getting it right is more art than science BY DEBRA JUDGE SILBER

FINEHOMEBUILDING.COM40 Photos this page and facing page: John Gruen
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Countertop

sula where we sip coffee or the counter that holds the dish drain. And 
function is just one issue to consider.

the subtle language of surfaces
Kitchens come in lots of styles—from traditional to contemporary, 
from farmhouse to midcentury. Because countertops represent so 
much visual real estate, the material they’re made of can exert a strong 
influence on—even make or break—a kitchen’s identity. Particularly 
when several surfaces are involved, it pays to be aware that materials 
convey a character that may be at odds with the rest of the kitchen.

“We look for the kitchen to be consistent in design and detailing, 
and this definitely includes our choice of countertop materials,”  

A NATURAL 
BALANCE
Connecticut designer 
Rafe Churchill’s 
traditional focus leads 
him to pair natural 
materials such as wood 
and stone that have 
markedly different 
qualities. “Very often 
we will do the perimeter 
cabinets in stone and the 
island in a ‘food prep’ 
wood surface—a surface 
ready for direct cutting 
and typical kitchen 
work,” he says. The 
wood surface shown here 
is maple with a food-safe 
oil finish. The perimeter 
cabinets are topped with 
soapstone and include  
an integrated sink.

tin, Texas, architect Cindy Black, whose firm, Hello Kitchen, focuses 
on kitchen design, also emphasizes using tonal qualities to strike the 
right balance. “We don’t start with colors; we start with tones,” Black 
says, adding that she then weighs material options based on durabil-
ity, cost, and other qualities. 

Countertop colors are influenced by the rest of the kitchen as well. 
When architect Stuart Sampley remodeled a midcentury home in 
Austin, the countertop options were narrowed significantly by the 
clients’ selection of bright-orange perimeter cabinets. “It’s such a bold 
color, you want to keep the rest of the palette black and white,” he 
says. To provide contrast without competition, he chose black Sile-
stone to top the white island, and white Silestone over the boldly col-
ored perimeter cabinets. He uses these and similar materials when 
he wants a countertop to fade into the background. “They’re not 
designed to make a statement,” he explains. “They’re designed to be 
durable and quiet.”

With different materials, contrast can be used to balance one against 
the other. Says Churchhill, “We like to use contrasting materials 
to minimize the coldness that stone can often introduce even to a 
traditional kitchen.” Wood, he notes, “is very effective in warming 
up the room and introducing some texture and organic colors.”

For Fadness and others, choosing more than one countertop surface 
is frequently a result of balancing clients’ aesthetic preferences with 
their lifestyle and budget. “Budget is a big factor,” she says. “A cli-
ent might really want marble, but then it evolves into a conversation 
about whether there is a smaller area—a bar, for example—where we 
could have that material and still stay within our budget.” 

says designer Rafe Churchill of Sharon, Conn. “A contemporary 
kitchen can begin to lean traditional if the wrong material is used, 
and likewise, a traditional kitchen can even more easily move  toward 
contemporary with a very cold and glossy countertop.” For the tra-
ditional kitchens he designs, Churchill likes to use materials such as 
Danby and Carrara marbles as well as Pietra Cardosa, soapstone, 
zinc, and wood. 

These natural materials, wood in particular, exert a subconscious 
attraction that invites lingering. This makes them especially appropri-
ate for gathering places. Architect Nicole Starnes Taylor uses wood 
for the “perch spaces” in the small Seattle kitchens she remodels. The 
attraction of the wood surface draws visitors out of the cook’s zone 
and “helps define where you hang out,” she says.

Achieving balance through contrast
With exotic choices abounding these days, homeowners often latch 
onto a unique countertop that can be difficult to pair with another, 
notes Courtney Fadness, who designed interiors for Massachusetts-
based Hutker Architects. Getting two materials to coexist peacefully, 
she says, starts with establishing a hierarchy, and then a balance, 
between them. “You have to consider which one takes center stage 
and why it’s taking center stage,” Fadness says. “Then you figure out 
how to balance that or, alternatively, create contrast.”

Breaking down materials into contrasting tonal groups—one for 
the kitchen’s perimeter, another for the island—simplifies the process. 
You might, Fadness suggests, assign dark tones to the perimeter and 
contrast that with an island topped with light, veined marble. Aus-
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WORKSURFACES: It all depends
The best surface for a prep area depends on whether you’re 
cutting, rolling, or assembling. Even then, preferences vary. “It 
really hinges on how the client is going to use the kitchen,” says 
Nicole Starnes Taylor. “I think Carrara is a great worksurface, 
especially for rolling dough and baking.” Rafe Churchill likes wood 
for working countertops, but he concedes that zinc is also “a great 
material and with time can show a beautiful patina.”

GATHERING SPOTS: Wood wins
Wood is soft to the touch and beautiful to the eyes. As 
humans, we connect to it, making it a great surface 
for drawing people together. Natural stones, even 
granite, can have a similar allure, says Courtney 
Fadness: “When we bring those materials inside, 
we feel connected to them. Subconsciously, 
we feel comfortable with them.” 

SINK AREAS: Make it waterproof
Where water comes into play, easy maintenance and durability 
rule. When a client chose edge-grain white oak for her 
countertops, Cindy Black mounted the faucet in a slab of 
Thassos marble to keep water and wood separated. Rafe 
Churchill, whose traditional designs tend toward natural 
materials, also uses natural stones beside the sink, often 
with an integral drain board. Stainless steel, solid surfaces, 
and engineered stones—Zodiac, Silestone, Caesarstone, or 
Cambria—also get the thumbs-up here. 

Stainless steel

Walnut

Stranded bamboo

Juparana Pearl granite

Thassos marble

Silestone, Tao

Cararra marble

Zinc

Maple butcher block

A SURFACE FOR EVERY PURPOSE

Sources: teragren.com (bamboo) • brookscustom.com (walnut, maple, zinc) • specialtystainless.com (antique matte stainless) • stonesource.com 
(Thassos marble) • silestoneusa.com (Silestone) • tortora.nystonestudio.com (granite, Cararra marble)

FINEHOMEBUILDING.COM42 Product photos: Rodney Diaz. Photo facing page: Adrienne Breaux.
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SUPPORTING 
ROLE
In this kitchen, a 
subdued perimeter of 
Blanco Maple Silestone 
helps the richly grained 
walnut top of the island 
stand out. “The idea is 
to treat the island like 
a piece of furniture,” 
says architect Stuart 
Sampley. “In older 
homes, an island was a 
piece of furniture, so it 
would have had a top 
that was different from 
the perimeter.” The 
Blanco Maple Silestone 
contains clear terrazzo 
chips that tend to take 
on the surrounding 
color, allowing it to 
blend in even more.

Alternative materials can help to maintain lifestyle sanity as well. 
Fadness recalls another client mesmerized by marble. “She loved the 
natural surface and the dramatic veining and the light color,” Fadness 
says. “But she was concerned about the maintenance and durability. 
In that case, we did a beautiful center island as a showpiece with a 
huge slab of marble. We paired it with a coordinating Caesarstone 
for the cooking area that pulled out the gray veining in the marble.” 
When clients latch onto a specific aesthetic or trend, Fadness says, 
returning to issues of budget and lifestyle can help to determine 
which materials—or how much of each material—to use.

A few don’ts
Choosing countertops that harmonize is more an art than a science, 
but there are some mixes that raise a red flag. The first is that mul-
tiple materials typically don’t work well in a very small kitchen. 
Likewise, it’s usually a bad idea to use two materials that both exhibit 
strong patterns. Finally, pairing fakes with natural materials is risky. 
“Mixing natural materials with man-made surfaces would be visu-

ally confusing, much like having different finishes on cabinet hinges 
and nearby knobs,” says Churchill. Black agrees: “I wouldn’t mix 
something that’s faux with a countertop that’s the real version of 
the faux.” 

When the two materials have markedly different characteristics, 
however, it can work. “Marbles and granites that have a lot of move-
ment pair nicely with quieter materials like Caesarstone that are dark 
gray or black and that have a little depth,” says Fadness. It gets back 
to maintaining hierarchy and contrast. For the best guarantee of a 
good match, Fadness advises taking a step back when the choices 
become overwhelming. “I think it’s important to have a strong con-
cept from the beginning, and to let that original concept aid you in 
evaluating what countertop materials will work and which won’t,” 
she says. “You have to keep tying it back to concept and function, 
function, function. You can’t do it all.” □

Debra Judge Silber is a former design editor.
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1Center the sink. Use a 
combination square lined up 

between the cabinet doors to 
establish the side-to-side location 
of the sink. Make sure the front cut 
won’t hit the cabinet rail below.

W hen you’re building or remodel-
ing a kitchen, you can save time 
and money by using a ready-
made laminate countertop. 

These tops, which generally have an integral 
backsplash and wraparound front edge, are 
durable and easy to find at home centers and 
lumberyards. Even if you have a laminate top 
custom-fabricated or you make it yourself, you can 
still use the sink-cutting methods described here.

Many sinks come with a layout template that 
makes marking the cut easy; you just trace the 
template with a pencil and cut out the hole with a 
jigsaw. If you don’t have a template, trace around 
the sink rim with a pencil, and then adjust the 
line inward to get the proper fit. On dark tops 
like this one, I make the layout marks on light-
colored masking tape so they’re easier to see.

I cut most of the opening with a jigsaw 
equipped with a laminate-cutting blade. These 
blades cut on the downstroke to prevent chip-
ping. If the countertop has an integral backsplash, 
there’s usually not enough room for a jigsaw 
when making the rear cut (adjacent to the back-
splash). I make this cut with an oscillating multitool. 

After making the rear cut, I attach a cleat to the 
cutout with a single screw. The cleat supports the 
cutout in place to prevent the countertop from 
breaking as the cut is finished. I use one screw so 
I can rotate the cleat out of the blade’s path while 
cutting. 

To make less mess, you might be tempted to 
cut the top outdoors or in your shop and then 
move the prepared top to the sink base. I gener-
ally don’t do this because with a large hole in the 
center, it’s very easy to break the countertop while 
moving it.     □

Andy Engel is a senior editor. Photos by 
Patrick McCombe, except where noted.

2Trace the line. Trace the template or 
the sink rim as the starting point for 

layout lines. A layer of tape helps you see 
the pencil lines.

3Move the line inward. Without a 
template, the layout line must be 

moved inward so it will be covered by the 
sink rim. The margins vary by sink, but the 
minimum is about 1⁄4 in. Make a mark at 
both ends of all four sides.

BY ANDY ENGEL

CUT A LAMINATE 
COUNTERTOP 
FOR A SINK
Get a proper fit with 
this simple method 
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4Connect the dots. Use a 
straightedge to connect 

the marks that correspond 
with the actual cutline. 
Connect the corners at an 
angle for an easier cut and 
better sink support. 

Product photos: Dan Thornton

Bosch laminate-
cutting jigsaw 
blade T101 BR

DeWalt DWA 4210 
multitool blade 

5Double-check the layout. Confirm that 
the cuts will be covered fully by the 

sink rim, then cross out the original lines to 
prevent cutting on the wrong line.

7Cut the back. Because of the 
backsplash, there’s generally not 

enough room to cut the back side with a 
jigsaw. Instead, use a fine-tooth blade in an 
oscillating multitool. 

9Finish up with a jigsaw. Use a jigsaw 
with a reverse-cutting blade to finish 

the sink cutout. Maintain downward 
pressure to keep the saw from bouncing 
as it cuts.

6Drill the corners. Drill the insides of 
every corner with a 3⁄8-in. spade bit. 

Make sure the holes are fully within the 
lines that mark the actual sink cutout.

8Attach a cleat. To prevent the top from 
breaking as you finish the cut, secure 

a cleat to the top. A single screw in the 
center allows you to rotate the cleat out of 
the way while cutting.

10 Test the fit. After checking that the 
sink fits inside the cutout, clean all 

dust from the countertop, run a bead of 
silicone sealant around the rim, and install 
the clips that secure the sink.

To prevent damaging the 
laminate countertop, use a 
reverse-cutting jigsaw blade. 
These blades have teeth that 
cut on the downstroke instead 
of the upstroke. Go slowly, and 
apply steady downward pressure 
so that the saw doesn’t bounce 
while cutting.

There’s often not enough room 
to fit a jigsaw between the back 
of the sink and the backsplash. In 
these instances, use a fine-tooth 
blade in an oscillating multitool. 
Make the cut in several passes 
so you don’t overheat the blade, 
which slows cutting and dulls 
the teeth.

MAKE THE CUT

Bosch laminate-
cutting jigsaw 

DeWalt DWA 4210 
multitool blade 

cutting jigsaw 
blade T101 BR

DeWalt DWA 4210 

cutting jigsaw 
blade T101 BR

DeWalt DWA 4210 
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MAKING WOOD 
COUNTERTOPS
Built well, they’re both attractive and durable, 
so choose a species, construction style, and 
finish that fit the way you use your kitchen

BY DAN VOS

Face grain
With the milled faces of each 

board oriented up, face-grain tops 
are typically the easiest to glue up. 

They are not the most durable or 
knife-friendly counters, but if wood 

grain and color are what you’re after, 
this type of construction may be right 

for you. See this walnut top built on 
the following pages. 

Edge grain
Ripping flat-sawn stock into strips 

and gluing them up on edge creates 
a top that has less of the color and 
grain characteristics of a face-grain 
top, but more durability. As seen in 
this mesquite island top, it takes a 

lot of 1-in. to 2-in. strips to make an 
edge-grain top, so the glue-up is a 

bit more challenging.

End grain
End-grain, or butcher-block, 

counters like this teak top are the 
most functional. Not only can they 

handle repeated chopping, but 
they’re also self-healing. 

Maintenance is as simple as 
occasional applications of mineral 

oil. These busy-looking tops are 
the most challenging to build.
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The most common thing I hear 
when people first see my wood 
countertops is, “Wow, that’s beau-
tiful. But are wood countertops 

durable enough for a kitchen?” My answer 
is, “Mine are.” 

Having made a career of building wood 
countertops, I’ve developed construction 
methods and finishing techniques that make 
them both durable and beautiful. Beauty 
comes from the nature of wood itself, from 
the way I orient its grain, and from the finish 
I apply to it. Durability comes from design 
and construction specifications appropriate 
for the use of the top. For instance, no mat-
ter how much you love the way that it looks, 
a face-grain pine top is not an appropriate 
chopping surface. Pine is soft, and face-grain 
construction is not durable enough to handle 
pressure from knives. 

My shop is production-oriented with spe-
cial tools and worksurfaces that allow us 
to build large, complicated countertops 
efficiently. But as you’ll see in the process of 
making the face-grain walnut island coun-
ter shown here, all you need to make a wood 
counter is a large worksurface, a jointer, a 
planer, a router, a random-orbit sander, and 
a handful of bar clamps. Before you jump 
into a countertop project, though, it’s a good 
idea to explore the aesthetics and durability 
of different wood species and three types of 
construction for wood counters. Then you 
can determine if a top like this one is right 
for you. 

Choose a wood you like, and 
expect it to change color and move
I try to guide my clients toward a wood spe-
cies and grain orientation that appeals to 
their aesthetics and also suits how they will 
use the countertop. Where nothing more 
than a tough chopping surface is what the 
client wants, I usually recommend an end-
grain top of hard sugar maple (more on grain 
orientation later). When a homeowner wants 
visual interest, there are lots of wood species 
that make great face-grain or edge-grain 
tops. Among domestic hardwoods, cherry, 
walnut, beech, and oak are good choices; 
among tropical hardwoods, sipo, santos, 
African mahogany, and jatoba (Brazil ian

MAKING WOOD 
COUNTERTOPS

For a standard 11⁄2-in.-thick countertop, I start 
with 2-in. rough-sawn boards. I buy boards 
longer than I need and have enough material 
to make the blank wider than the finished top 
will be. Before choosing or arranging boards, I 
skip-plane each one (top board, photo left) to 
reveal its grain, color, and blemishes.

Prepare the surfaces’ mating edges. Use a jointer or a router and guide to create one per-
fectly straight edge. If you use the latter technique, rip the board on a tablesaw, removing 
just enough material to create a parallel straight edge. Flatten the board on a jointer, and 
plane it to within 1⁄32 in. of final thickness. The remaining 1⁄32 in. will be removed later when 
the blank is sanded.

Lay out for looks first. 
Pick the best face of 
each board, and lay the 
boards side by side. To 
help keep the top flat 
over time, try to arrange 
them so that they alter-
nate bark up and bark 
down (drawing above). 
But don’t sacrifice a per-
fect face for a top that 
will be well fastened 
to the cabinets. Draw 
a triangle across all the 
boards to maintain the 
arrangement.

MILL THE STOCK

If the boards join nicely at the center but the ends are open, you 
need to get the edges straighter. If the opposite is true and you’re 
making a long top, you can rely on clamps to close a gap up to 
1⁄16 in. Springing the joint in this manner builds stress into the top 
that actually counters potential wood movement.

TIP

Alternate bark up and 
bark down, if possible.

Bottom photo, facing page: courtesy of the author.  Drawing by Dan Thornton.

STEP BY STEP
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cherry) are all stable and are all easy to 
work with. 

I don’t get caught up with the hardness 
ratings of various wood species, but I avoid 
some that are either inordinately difficult 
to work or are better suited to outdoor use, 
including cypress, cedar, and hemlock. Also, 
some of the superhard tropical woods, such 
as bloodwood and ipé, have problems with 
end-checking.

Bear in mind that wood can change color 
over time due to age, ambient conditions, 
or the type of finish you use. For example, 
the tung-oil-based finishes I use bring out 
amber tones in lighter woods, and they 
deepen and enrich darker species.

Once you determine which species to use, 
make sure to buy kiln-dried stock to mini-
mize the potential for movement. I test one 
or two boards from every order to be sure 
the moisture content is between 6% and 9%. 
Still, every board and every top will move, 
especially across the grain. You have to take 
that movement into account when you build 
and install a wood top. 

To balance the stresses between boards, it is 
a good practice to alternate the growth-ring 
pattern in the glue-up. It is also a good idea 
to turn boards frequently during the planing 
and jointing process. Working both sides of 
the boards before glue-up can remove some 
of their internal stresses and reduce their 
propensity to go their own way. If you have 
time, you also should acclimate the wood to 
the site before gluing up the counter. 

To accommodate wood movement when 
installing wood counters, I fasten them 
through slotted screw holes. For tops held 
tight to a wall, you can use a matching back-
splash to hide seasonal gaps or slot only the 
screw holes nearest the overhanging areas. 
The top should transfer most of its stress 
toward the path of least resistance. 

Build it for the way you’ll use it
When homeowners say they want a “pretty” 
wood counter, I usually end up building a 
face-grain top like the one featured here. 
The wide face of a board is where color and 
grain come alive. However, the cost of the 
rift-sawn, quartersawn, and flitch-cut stock 
that I commonly choose for these tops can 
be significantly more than what you would 
pay for suitable edge- or end-grain materi-
als. Face-grain tops have pros and cons when 
it comes to durability. A teak face-grain top, 
for example, is an excellent choice for sink 

Glue both faces liber-
ally. Starting about 3 in. 
in from the ends, space 
clamps every 12 in. Top 
clamps will be placed 
between the bottom 
clamps after the glue is 
applied. Start with an 
outside board, tip it up, 
and run a glueline down 
the middle. You can’t 
put on too much glue, 
but you can use too 
little. Use a solder brush 
to spread glue.

Add pressure a little at a time. Start by tighten-
ing the middle clamp just enough to hold the 
top together. Check the joints for alignment, and 
tighten the remaining clamps from the outside, 
bottom clamp first, then top, then bottom, and 
so on. Check the top with a straightedge be-
tween clamps. Cupping reveals uneven pressure. 
You’ll need to loosen the clamps and start again. 
Scrape away glue squeeze-out with a putty knife.

For most tops, I use Titebond II (or Titebond II Extend for a few 
more minutes of open time). On oily tropical hardwoods, I use 
West Systems Epoxy (105 resin and 205 hardener). Glue joints 
are generally stronger than wood, so I don’t biscuit the tops for 
strength. Sometimes I use them for alignment. For tops wider 
than 36 in. or that use more than five boards, consider gluing up 
the top in two halves and then gluing the halves together. Leave 
the top clamped for at least four hours, preferably overnight.

GLUE UP THE BLANK

FINEHOMEBUILDING.COM48

Making Wood Countertops_v4BC.indd   48 2/24/16   4:17 PM



Cut to length and width, 
parallel and square. With 
a circular saw outfitted 
with a high-quality blade 
and edge guide, rip one of 
the long edges. Measure 
across for a parallel rip. 
Repeat this process to 
crosscut the ends if they’re 
being cut square.

Make shapes and cut-
outs with a template. 
First, use the template 
to trace the shape on 
the top. Rough-cut the 
shape with a jigsaw; 
then use the template 
again to guide a router 
and pattern bit to shape 
the top. Use the same 
process for sink cutouts, 
but work with the top 
upside down. This way, 
you can screw the tem-
plate to the top.

Fill knots and blem-
ishes with epoxy. After 
scraping away any loose 
material, use five-minute 
epoxy with a coloring 
dye (www.homestead 
finishingproducts.com) 
to fill knots and other 
blemishes.

Sand, then sand more. 
With 60-grit sandpaper 
on a random-orbit  
sander, correct any cos-
metic defects, paying 
special attention to the 
joints. Use a straight-
edge to make sure that 
the top is perfectly flat. 
Sand with 80-, 100-, 
120-, and 180-grit sand-
paper. Start sanding 
the edges once you’ve 
gotten to the 120-grit 
paper. Wet the top with 
mineral spirits to reveal 
remaining defects.

Profile the edges. Use  
a bottom-mount, 
bearing-guided router 
bit. Depending on the 
profile, you might need 
to make multiple passes. 
Sand the profile with 
120- to 180-grit sand-
paper. Soften or ease 
all sharp edges. Finally, 
sand the entire top to 
220 grit. 

I make the blank approximately 2 in. longer 
and 3 ⁄4 in. wider than needed so that the first 
step out of the clamps is to cut it to size. Start 
by ripping one edge, and then use it as a ref-
erence to rip the top parallel and crosscut to 
square. Shaping and sanding require a series 
of sandpaper from 60 grit to 220 grit.

Shape and Sand the top
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areas because it likes water, but you’ll cry 
wet tears on it the first time it’s marked by 
a knife.

When I’m putting together a face-grain 
top, much more effort goes into pre-glue-
up layout than with other kinds of tops. I 
skip-plane both faces of the rough boards to 
reveal flaws, color, and grain before choos-
ing which to use. Then I carefully lay out the 
boards, keeping visual characteristics and 
internal-stress characteristics in mind until 
I’m satisfied with the balance of cosmetics 
and stability. Just prior to finishing, I spend 
extra time with face-grain tops, detailing 
small flaws with colored epoxy. Gluing up a 
face-grain top, however, is easier than gluing 
up edge- or end-grain counters because there 
are typically fewer boards to join.

Edge-grain tops offer the best combination 
of durability, beauty, and cost. When made 
from boards 1 in. to 2 in. wide, they can show 
a lot of color and a straight, elegant grain 
pattern, but when used for food prep and 
chopping, edge-grain tops scar and acquire 
a patina. The glue-up is more involved with 
edge-grain tops than with face-grain tops 
because there are more glue joints. Here, you 
can save money on lumber by starting with 
flat-sawn boards that will be ripped and can 
be oriented to reveal a rift-sawn or quarter-
sawn face.

End-grain counters are the last word in 
chopping. They are resistant to scarring, are 
self-healing, are easy on fine knife edges, 
and soak up finishes like nobody’s business. 
But end grain is a busy look. There are lots 
of glue joints and lots of growth rings. Per-
formance comes at a price, too. Not only are 
these the most expensive tops I make, but be-
cause of the laborious construction process, 
they’re also the most difficult to manage in 
the shop, being fussy to put together and 
somewhat brittle until installed. It doesn’t 
matter what type of stock you use for an 
end-grain top as long as it is all the same. In 
this way, the individual pieces expand and 
contract similarly.

Be prepared to work quickly
I’m often asked what tools are absolutely 
essential, even for someone planning to build 
only one wood countertop. I think that a 
10-in. tablesaw, a 6-in. jointer, and a porta-
ble planer are important to get the job done 
right. I assume that anyone planning to build 
a countertop has a router and a random-orbit 
sander. The number of bar clamps you need 

Flood and wipe the first coats. A wood counter 
lets you know how much finish it needs by the way 
it absorbs (or doesn’t). Most wood species suck 
up the first two coats, so start by flooding the top 
with a foam brush. After a few minutes, wipe off 
the excess finish.

Wet-sand the last coat. When the 
counter stops absorbing the finish 
at a dramatic rate, likely by the third 
coat, apply the finish, and wet-sand 
it with fine foam sanding pads. 
Once you’ve sanded the entire top, 
wipe off the excess finish. Use a 
power buffer to bring the finished 
top to life.

For most tops, I use one of two tung-oil-based finishes: Waterlox 
or a 50/50 mix of pure tung oil and citrus solvent, shown here. 
No matter what finish I’m using, I coat all surfaces, including the 
bottom. While I work, the top rests on the tips of drywall screws 
driven through small plywood blocks placed atop the worktable.

FINISH THE COUNTER
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once you begin the glue-up, you have to 
work quickly. You only have about eight 
minutes, so take the time to get the clamps 
spaced out and ready to use, and have glue 
bottles, brushes, and cleanup supplies close at 
hand. it’s also a good idea to have someone 
available to help because a lot needs to hap-
pen during those eight minutes. 

When the clamps come off, you’ll have to 
manage the large, heavy blank. consider 
making a simple cart with heavy-duty cast-
ers. You also should make screw blocks  
(3⁄4-in. plywood cut into 2-in. by 3-in. piec-
es, with a 1 5⁄8-in. drywall screw flush-set 
through one side). the screw blocks are used 
to raise the top above the worksurface to al-
low air to circulate, which helps to prevent 
the top from warping and cupping, and also 
to make it easier to apply finish to the edges. 

Easily renewable finishes promise a 
long-lasting countertop
Like choosing a wood species and construc-
tion technique, i choose the most appropri-
ate finish based on how the top will be used. 

For tough, hard, built-up protection, i use 
Waterlox, which combines the amber tone 
of tung oil with hardeners to create a film on 
the surface of the counter. For tops that will 
be used for food preparation, i use a mix of 
tung oil and citrus solvent, which is food safe. 
this penetrating finish cures in the grain but 
doesn’t build up on the surface. For smaller 
end-grain chopping blocks, regular applica-
tions of mineral oil are sufficient. these fin-
ishes are easy to repair and renew, which is 
the key to a long-lasting wood countertop, 
and both are water resistant.

Whichever finish i’m using, i work in a 
finishing room isolated from the dust and de-
bris of the fabrication shop. if you don’t have 
this luxury, make sure to clean the work area 
before finishing. and even though these fin-
ishes are safe, make sure you have adequate 
ventilation and wear gloves. □

Dan Vos owns DeVos Custom Wood-
working (www.devoswoodworking.com) 
in Dripping Springs, Texas. Photos by 
Brian Pontolilo, except where noted.

depends on the length of the top, but a gen-
eral rule is one clamp per foot, plus one.

i started making wood tops as an amateur 
woodworker, and the biggest mistake i made 
back then was not sufficiently planning for 
handling and working large boards and 
slabs. today, i’ve tweaked my production 
shop to the nth degree. i have plenty of han-
dling clearance, but i keep machines close 
enough to make it easy to move materials 
around. You might not have the luxury of a 
space as large as mine, but with careful plan-
ning before you begin to build, you can spare 
yourself a lot of unnecessary frustration.

the first steps require milling long boards 
with a planer and jointer and ripping them 
on a tablesaw or with a circular saw and 
straightedge. here, dust control is an impor-
tant consideration. For the remainder of the 
work, you need a well-lit open space, prefer-
ably a workbench, though you can glue up 
a top on the floor. the space should be easy 
to keep clean, within reach of an outlet, and 
easy to maneuver around from all sides. 

Install it with movement in mind

• Use slotted screw holes
Fastening the counter through elongated screw holes in the 
bracing at the top of the cabinet allows the counter to move 
freely as the boards expand and contract. 

• Don’t use adhesives unless you have to
If you glue down the top, it won’t be able to move and can 
crack. Bar tops set on pony walls or other narrow edges, 
however, may need adhesive to keep the top stable.

• Support overhangs
An overhang more than 4 in. on an edge should have support 
such as a corbel or a decorative or hidden bracket. Over-
hanging ends, on the other hand, need no extra support. In 
this direction, the wood countertop is inherently strong.

• Site modifications need to be sealed
If you scribe the countertop to fit tightly to a wall or cabinet 
or make a penetration for a faucet or sink on site, be sure to 
reapply finish to the cut area. 

• Keep water from getting trapped
Standing water will eventually erode even the most durable 
materials. No matter what type of sink or faucet you install, 
make sure to apply a heavy bead of caulk between the sink 
or faucet and countertop.
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BACKSPLASH

For a sleek, contemporary look in kitchens and bathrooms, 
back-painted glass has become a popular alternative to tile 
or synthetic solid-surface materials. The appeal is easy to 
understand: Back-painted glass is available in practically 

any color, is easy to clean, is durable, and can cover large surfaces 
without seams or grout lines. Best of all, its subtle, reflective surface 
brings a dramatic splash to any room. 

Back-painted glass costs more than midrange ceramic tile but is 
on par with upper-end materials once all costs are figured. The big-
gest downside is availability: Not all small glass companies handle 
it. You’ll likely have to find a large glass company, and you’ll have 
more companies to choose from in larger metropolitan areas. Ad-
ditionally, the substrate, usually drywall, must be absolutely flat in 
order for the glass to be installed securely. 

What is back-painted glass?
The process of painting glass goes back to the 1950s, but it was less 
than 10 years ago that the mate rial became popular in residential 
and commercial  design, primarily for backsplashes and walls but 
also for countertops and even tabletops. 

The glass used has to have a low iron content and so have only a 
minimal green tint. The paint, unique for this application, is typi-
cally applied in two layers, with an additional sealer coat applied to 
the back side of the glass at a special facility. Then the glass is baked 
to harden the coatings. 

The glass used may be regular (polished surface), matte, sandblast-
ed, or etched with a pattern. Size limits depend on the vendor you 
are working with, but standard sheets measuring 84 in. by 
130 in. are common. That makes it possible to do an average bath 
surround with just three pieces of glass. 

 A Bolder 
Backsplash 

BY ANATOLE BURKIN
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Grout free. This white shower and adjacent wall show off the 
ultrasmooth surface achievable with back-painted glass. The seams 
where panels join are sealed with neutral-cure clear silicone, which 
doesn’t attack the paint on the back side.

Tangerine dream. This kitchen 
island and backsplash highlight 
the jaw-dropping colors available 
on back-painted glass. Available in 
panels up to 84 in. by 130 in., the 
huge expanses of glass provide an 
uncluttered, seamless surface that’s 
easy to clean.

Light up a space. The reflective quality of back-painted glass 
makes it useful for drawing light into otherwise dark spaces. 
This kitchen’s painted-glass north wall reflects light coming from 
windows on the opposite side of the room.

“It is a continuously changing 
surface. Sometimes the 
surface is color, sometimes 
glowing light, sometimes 
reflection.” ARCHITECT L IESL  GEIGER-KINCADE

Back-painted glass, which is typically tempered, is available in 
thicknesses ranging from 1⁄8 in. to 1 in. Thickness varies by applica-
tion, but 1⁄4 in. is typical for backsplashes. The glass can be drilled, 
notched, or even bent to suit many architectural situations. Pricing 
varies based on thickness, cutouts, and other factors, but figure on 
about $60 per sq. ft. for 1⁄4-in.-thick tempered glass. While that may 
seem high, the installation, assuming a flat wall, takes very little 
time compared to tile, which requires lots of cutting, setting, and 
grouting.

Where can you use it?
Kitchens and bathrooms are the most common places to install 
back-painted glass, but that’s just a start. Architect Liesl 
Geiger-Kincade, who operates Studio Geiger Architecture in New 
York City, has used back-painted glass for 10 years for kitchen 
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backsplashes, as tub surrounds in bathrooms, and even on the doors 
of an armoire cabinet. She loves how the material transforms a 
room. “Back-painted glass adds an ephemeral layer of light to a 
room,” she says. “It is a continuously changing surface. Sometimes 
the surface is color, sometimes glowing light, sometimes reflection.” 

Geiger-Kincade has a suggestion for working with back-painted 
glass: “To get the  color you’d like, be sure to ask for some samples. 
You need to specify the exact type and brand of glass you will use in 
order to control the color of the final installation. Typically, we ask 
for samples on regular glass and low-iron glass such as Starphire. 
Regular glass has green in it, and Starphire is more clear, but it can 
also have a blue edge.”

Designer Yana Mlynash of Mountain View, Calif., started using 
back-painted glass in 2009. “It’s a reflective surface, which is great 
when you want to bring extra light into a room,” she says. “The 

endless choice of colors is another benefit. 
You can do white cabinets and go bold on 
the glass color, allowing you to safely step 
away from the sterile, all-white look. And 
glass is very easy to keep clean.” 

Surface requirements
A flat wall is imperative for installing 
back-painted glass, says Mark Manning, 
president of Farallon Construction in the 
San Francisco Bay Area. Manning prepares 
a wall of 1⁄2-in. or 5⁄8-in. drywall with a 
standard water-based primer. He checks 
the wall for flatness with a straightedge 
or a stringline, and if a stud is proud, he 
cuts away a section of drywall and planes 
down the hump. He also checks for drywall 
screws and nails left proud of the finished 
surface, which could scratch the paint on 
the back side of the glass.  

Installation
Once fixtures, counters, and cabinets are 
placed, accurate measurements can be taken 
for glass backsplashes and walls. Robert  
Olson of Golden West Glass in Sonoma, 
Calif., has installed custom back-painted 
glass features in California’s wine country 
for years. “Measurements are critical,” he 
says. “We use lasers and levels to measure 
for flatness, check the substrate, and deter-
mine how we’re controlling our shear and 
tip, the two ways glass can fall.” Outlets and 
other obstacles should be in their final loca-
tions, or at least laid out accu rately. In the 
case of a backsplash or wall, the glass rests 
on a counter or floor, what’s called “going 
down hard.” A 1⁄32-in.-thick sliver of clear 

plastic, called a block, is laid as a buffer along the bottom edge. The 
glass is attached directly to the wall using neutral-cure clear silicone, 
which doesn’t react with the paint. J-channel provides extra holding 
capacity if that’s necessary.

When a glass project requires multiple pieces, adjoining sheets are 
butt joined with a gap of 1⁄32 in. This allows for some wall move-
ment without risking glass edges rubbing against and chipping 
each other. Joints are left alone in dry locations; in wet installations, 
the gap is sealed with neutral-cure clear silicone. The same is true 
of corner joints. Regarding maintenance, Olson says that soap and 
water are best. Glass cleaners containing ammonia can damage the 
painted surface by seeping through unsealed joints. □

Anatole Burkin is a freelance writer in Santa Rosa, Calif. Photos 
courtesy of Bendheim, except where noted.

Back-painted glass  
offers a colorful,  
durable option  
for kitchen and  
bathroom walls

A clean, modern look. This 
lavender backsplash provides a 

pop of color and an easy-to-clean 
surface behind the cooktop. 

Larger glass shops can supply and 
install back-painted glass. 
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Tiling a Backsplash
A Pro Approach to

K itchen backsplashes are among my most 
frequently requested tile jobs. Whether a 
backsplash is part of a new construction 
project, a full kitchen remodel, or a quick 

update of an existing kitchen, few other tile projects 
can bring such a huge transformation to such a con-
tained area.

Although more-modern varieties of tile are com-
mon, the classic look of 3x6 subway tile never seems 
to go out of style, and I’m asked to install it often. In 

this particular kitchen, the homeowners decided to 
boost the look of their subway backsplash by choos-
ing crackle-glazed tiles and including a section of 
mosaic tile above the range. This particular type of 
tile and the use of a mosaic accent are options that are 
growing in popularity, and each holds its own chal-
lenges in terms of layout and installation.

Done right, this combination of a subway-tile field 
and a mosaic-tile accent becomes a beautiful back-
ground for the kitchen. Done poorly, either in 

By Tim Keefe

A veteran installer shares his  
priorities and process

Top photo: Michael Piazza
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terms of layout or installation, the backsplash 
becomes a daily eyesore. The good news is 
that a pleasing layout isn’t hard to achieve, 
and the process of laying up and grouting tile 
isn’t complicated, as long as you plan care-
fully and work through each step slowly.

Before all else, set up and prep
When I’m installing a backsplash in a fin-
ished house, I typically don’t set up the 
wet saw inside. Putting the saw outside or 
in the garage eliminates the risk of water 
damage to the floor. I cover the countertops 

and the floor—EconoRunner (www.protec-
tiveproducts.com) is an excellent choice —
and if the kitchen has a freestanding or 
slide-in range, I pull it away from the wall 
and cover it with a drop cloth so that I can 
tile behind it. After cutting the power to any 
electrical boxes in the backsplash area, I loos-
en the screws on the fixtures and pull them 
out of their boxes slightly so that the tile can 
fit tightly around them. If tile is to go around 
a window, I  remove the apron molding be-
low the stool. That means less-complicated 
cuts, and the finished look is cleaner.

The next step, and one that far too many 
installers brazenly skip, is to get to know the 
tile. Tiles and their recommended installa-
tion practices vary widely from brand to 
brand and from tile to tile. If the tile comes 
with instructions, it’s important to read them. 
They might mean the difference between an 
easy job and a nightmare installation.

The maker of the field and mosaic tile 
 installed on this job, Encore Ceramics, rec-
ommends that these tiles be coated with 
sealer before installation to prevent thinset 
from getting trapped in the hairline cracks 

PRIORITIES FOR A PERFECT LAYOUT

of the glazed finish. It also makes it easier 
to remove dried globs of thinset from the 
face of the tiles after installation. I’ve had 
great success with products from Miracle 
Sealants Company.

Not rules, but priorities
No two backsplashes will be the same. Aside 
from the fact that tiles vary widely in size 
and shape, you also have to consider the 
height of the backsplash, the placement of 
electrical outlets, whether there is a window 
or not, and how the tile will terminate at the 

END POINTS INSIDE CORNERS

Corners are 
a focal point. 
Save the mirror-
image look for 
diagonal tile 
layouts. For 
a traditional 
running-bond 
layout, inside 

corners look 
best when the 
pattern flows 
from wall to 
wall, a so-called 
folded corner. 

Bad

Good

GoodBad

Don’t cut the first row of tile in an effort to end with a full-
height row at the top. The bottom row is far more visible 
and should always be full-height. If a layout leaves you with 
awkward, narrow cuts at one end of a run, adjust the grout 
spacing over several feet of the wall to alter the end point 
and to ensure a half-whole pattern.

Drawings: John Hartman
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PRIORITIES FOR A PERFECT LAYOUT

of the glazed finish. It also makes it easier 
to remove dried globs of thinset from the 
face of the tiles after installation. I’ve had 
great success with products from Miracle 
Sealants Company.

Not rules, but priorities
No two backsplashes will be the same. Aside 
from the fact that tiles vary widely in size 
and shape, you also have to consider the 
height of the backsplash, the placement of 
electrical outlets, whether there is a window 
or not, and how the tile will terminate at the 

ends of a run. There are always trade-offs, 
which is why I approach each job with a list 
of priorities and work from there.

For a subway-tile backsplash like this one, 
my first priority is to maintain the running-
bond pattern. I also always begin with a full 
tile at the countertop (and let the uppermost 
row of tiles fall as it will). From there, the 
layout is a bit more trial and error.

I plan horizontal and vertical layouts 
around focal points, such as a range hood, 
an inside corner, or any other highly visible 
area. If the kitchen layout includes inside 

corners, I prefer to carry the layout from one 
wall to the other without deviating from the 
running-bond pattern. The most important 
thing is to do your best to avoid narrow sliv-
ers of tile butting up against cabinetry or 
trim. Nevertheless, they may be unavoidable 
in certain situations.

Finally, for mosaic tiles, such as in the 
 accent area above the range in this kitchen, 
it’s more about symmetry than anything else. 
Don’t let the size of the accent area be dic-
tated just by the space it’s going into; consider 
also the size of the mosaic tile itself. I prefer 

MOSAIC ACCENT AREAS

Bad Good

Tiles should line up at 
the top of an accent. You 

can sometimes 
cheat to make 
this happen 
by cutting 
custom-height 
tiles from the 
long dimension 

of a standard piece, and 
then easing the cut edge 
with 80-grit sandpaper to 
create a factorylike edge.

Narrow cuts are 
OK sometimes, 
but not when they 
create a vertical 
grout joint in a 
tight space. Adjust 
the layout to avoid 
slivers of tile.

Size the accent 
so that the edges 
of the mosaic are 
a combination of 
whole and half 
tiles, never less 
or more.

but not when they 

tight space. Adjust 

so that the edges 
of the mosaic are 
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TACKLING THE TRICKY SPOTS

KEEP IT TIGHT AT THE OUTLETS
Cut tile so close to electrical fixtures that you have to notch for receptacle screws 
with an angle grinder, which eliminates the need for spacers or box extenders. 
This also helps avoid any concern about the coverplate not hiding your cuts.

FOR ACCENTS, SYMMETRY TRUMPS SIZE
Transfer the rough dimensions of the accent to cardboard, and then modify the 
layout until there are even cuts on all sides. After cutting, dry the tiles quickly 
because some mosaic-tile sheets are held together with water-soluble adhesives.

STOOLS SHOULD STAND ALONE
Scribe tile to fit around windows and stools using a diamond blade in an angle 
grinder to create the curves. Because it’s harder to notch around the subtle ins 
and outs of the apron molding below most stools, remove the apron molding 
so that the tile can run uninterrupted below the window.

FINEHOMEBUILDING.COM58
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the accent area to be centered over the range, 
with a strict combination of half or whole 
tiles at the edges, and surrounded by pencil 
tiles and an even border of field tile.

Install one tile at a time
There are two common choices for adher-
ing tile to a wall: mastic, which is a latex-
based adhesive that comes ready to use out 
of the bucket; or thinset, which is a cement-
based mixture that is combined with water. 
I don’t like mastic because it shrinks as it 
dries, making it harder to build up any low 
spots in the wall. My go-to thinset lately 
has been Laticrete Sure Set, a polymer-
modified thinset that bonds tenaciously.

Rather than combing thinset onto the wall 
and throwing up tiles rapid-fire style down 
the line, I work more slowly. I spread thin-
set onto one tile, apply it to the wall, and 
then support and position it with spacers. 
Other installers might call me crazy, but 
I don’t have to lean over the counter awk-
wardly while spreading thinset on the wall, 
I don’t have to worry about the thinset skin-
ning over if I don’t work fast enough, and I 
have no doubts about getting good contact 
between cement and tile.

For the best results, thinset should be wet 
enough that the  cement penetrates the back 
of the tile, but not so wet that it sags or drips 
off. The size of the trowel used to apply the 
tile also matters, even when applying one tile 
at a time, and it varies based on the type and 
size of tile  being installed. For 3x6 subway 
tile like this, a 1⁄4-in. by 1⁄4-in. square-notch 
trowel is my preferred tool.

Grout ties it all together
The job of grout is largely aesthetic—it fills 
the gaps between tiles and smooths differ-
ences in flatness or projection from the sur-
face of one tile to the next—but it also adds 
a bit of strength. I prefer Laticrete’s Perma-
Color grout because it cures to make an 
uncommonly strong joint compared to other 
cementitious grouts. Plus, unlike standard 
unsanded grout, PermaColor can be used in 
joints as narrow as 1⁄16 in. wide. This grout 
dries a bit faster, so it has to be mixed in small 
batches until you become accustomed to the 
working time. However, it still needs to dry 
for 48 hours prior to sealing.

The mosaic accent area on this job was 
 going to be grouted in a different color from 
the field tile surrounding it, which is not an 
uncommon situation. In cases like this, I start 

Trade secrets

with the field tile, not worrying about any 
grout that oozes into the area of the  mosaic 
accent. Once the grout firms up somewhat, 
it’s easy to clean out the joints with a util-
ity knife. Then when I’m ready to grout the 
mosaic section, the surrounding field-tile 
grout will have firmed up enough so that I can 
wipe away any overgrouting with a sponge. 

The last step in the process is to apply caulk 
to any areas where the tile meets a hard edge. 

These areas include trimwork, cabinetry, a 
range hood, and the countertop. Most brands 
of grout offer a color-matched caulk for 
these spots, but once again, I find that Lati-
crete caulks are the best products available 
for color match. □

Tim Keefe is a tile installer in Dedham, 
Mass. Photos by Justin Fink, except 
where noted.

With the power off, break away built-up 

drywall compound around electrical 

fixtures so that tiles will lie flat.

You don’t need to screw in a ledger behind 

the oven to support the first row of tile. 

Instead, cut a piece of wood so it can be 

pressure-fit between the countertops.

Thinset should be a creamy, peanut-buttery, 

plasterlike consistency. Dip a finger in the mix. If 

it hangs without dripping, you got it right.

Screws driven into drywall offer enough 

holding power to temporarily support tiles 

that are sliding out of alignment.

To ensure that tile spacers don’t fall out of 

vertical joints, swipe them through the thinset 

before pushing them into place. The sealed tile 

makes the cement easy to remove the next day.
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in the Kitchen
COLOR 

A designer’s smart approach 
to using color will help you 
create a standout space

BY COURTNEY FADNESS

in the Kitchen

M 
ost recently, I worked for Hutker Arch-
itects, a full-service architecture and 
interior-design firm with three offices in 
Massachusetts: Falmouth, Martha’s Vine-

yard, and Nantucket. Our goal was to match the life pat-
terns of our clients with the homes we helped create for 
them. Color played a significant role in that effort.

When it comes to selecting colors for a home, and spe-
cifically its kitchen, I’ve seen trends come and go over 

the years. However, when considering kitchen designs 
of the past, one thing is crystal clear: Using color in some 
way is an enduring trend. The success and timelessness 
of a colorful kitchen design lie in the selection of the color 
itself and how it is implemented. 

My approach to implementing color in the kitchen is 
based on a few important factors: commitment, bud-
get, and style. The goal is to create kitchen spaces that 
best exemplify the architecture of a home and also the 

 DESIGNERS 
BEWARE

Magazine images 
and online design 

sources should 
only be used as 
a rough starting 

point when honing 
in on color  selection. 

The  accuracy of 
the  color in these 

 formats  varies 
 greatly due to 

things like image 
processing, printer 

technology, ink 
type, and  monitor 
color calibration. If 
you find a color you 

like in an image, 
 always track down 
a  physical sample, 
and bring it into 

the space where it’s 
being considered 

for implementation 
before committing 

completely.

Photo: Jim Fiora
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CHOOSE 
A  COLOR 
SCHEME
Choosing one 
color for your 
kitchen can 
be daunting. 
Selecting multiple 
colors can seem 
impossible. Once 
you settle on a 
color that you 
like, employ one 
of these four 
color schemes to 
tie your kitchen 
design together.

MONOCHROMATIC

COMPLEMENTARY

TRIADIC

ANALOGOUS
signature features of that home’s particular region and 
specific setting.

Weigh your commitment to color
A person’s perception of color can have a dramatic  impact 
on the scope of a kitchen design. When you are unsure of 
how a color might affect the space, it is far easier to take 
the safe approach and not use it at all. In such an instance, 
a kitchen design can easily fall flat. Color infuses a space 

with life and energy, even if it’s used sparingly. For exam-
ple, an entirely white space feels livelier with even a few 
colorful accents. 

On the opposite side of the spectrum, a love of color can 
often lead to a lack of restraint. Overzealous application 
of trendy colors can date a kitchen quickly and lead to 
greater expenses down the road. 

When I work with clients who are not so adventurous 
when it comes to color but who also don’t want their 

Turn the page 
to see each of 
these approaches 
at work.
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MONOCHROMATIC This scheme 
uses a single color in various shades 
paired with white, black, gray, and/
or other neutral tones. The easiest 
and most foolproof approach, 
it can be implemented for any 
level of color 
commitment. 
It provides a 
subtle, calming 
effect with little 
contrast. 

space to look dull or bleak, I begin by identifying the colors that they 
do like and feel most comfortable with. If that is difficult to ascertain, 
I ask to peruse their wardrobe. Clothing preferences are often a direct 
indicator of color preferences. And don’t discount neutrals.

I caution the timid to avoid falling victim to colors “of the moment.” 
Not that these fashionable colors aren’t often lovely, but color selection 
should be driven more by personal preferences than what is in vogue. 

As a color lover myself, showing restraint with color is far more dif-
ficult than employing it. Kitchens are largely comprised of hard and 
permanent surfaces that are unforgiving and difficult to alter in the 
future without a significant amount of money and effort. I’ve found 
that using a single color in a large statement is one of the best ways 

a color lover can achieve a dramatic effect that will stand the test of 
time. Painting the cabinetry in a single color is effective in achieving 
this. Smaller doses of secondary colors can then be added to easily 
changed items such as furniture, textiles, and accessories. 

Why budget matters
When designing kitchens, I always consider the client’s budget, both 
short and long term. The budget directly affects which areas of the 
kitchen can be updated, the size and scope of the project, and also the 
level of risk I’m going to assume. For example, changing out a large 
item, such as a tile backsplash, is more expensive than, say, adding a 
few colorful runners to the floor. Likewise, if my client’s budget limits 

In this example, we took a 
low-risk/low-cost approach 
to incorporating color. We 
used furnishings and fixtures 
as the basis for adding color: 
the large-scale plaid fabric 
on the stools, the amber 
glass pendants hanging over 
the sink, and the accessories 
scattered on the countertop. 
All of this would be relatively 
straightforward to replace 
down the road. The overall 
palette is neutral, with shades 
of white, cream, and greenish 
gray, which we punctuated 
with small doses of yellows and 
greens. Even the island color, 
a greenish-gray, reads as a 
color set against the white-
cream backdrop. This subtle 
approach comes with a lot 
of flexibility, as the largest 
components of the kitchen 
remain a neutral canvas from 
which to rotate colors as 
the homeowner wishes, with 
minimal cost and effort.

SHADES OF GRAY

Photos: this page, Eric Roth; facing page, Brian Vanden Brink
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COMPLEMENTARY This scheme 
uses opposing colors on the 
color wheel. For example, blue 
and orange impart high visual 
contrast within a room and are 
most effective when one color is 
dominant and 
the opposing 
color is used 
for secondary 
accents. 

Here, we took the level of 
color integration up a notch 
without overcommitting 
by applying color to more 
permanent features—
namely, the countertop and 
the backsplash. The blue 
engineered stone provides 
a contemporary touch to an 
overall traditional kitchen. It 
works here because the color 
is juxtaposed against the 
warmth of the wood cabinetry. 
This pairing mellows the visual 
punch and vibrancy of such a 
pure hue. Windsor bar chairs 
in black provide contrast and 
balance the space further. The 
handcrafted tile backsplash 
supports the color story in its 
cool, plum-gray tone. Upon 
closer inspection, however, 
you can see variability in the 
glaze color of each tile used. 
Amid the plum-grays are 
yellow, green, purple, light 
blue, and more. This creates 
a textural effect and provides 
some visual movement. 

terns. I’ll also paint the inside of a glass-door cabinet with a client’s 
favorite hue.

I’m careful not to overlook the obvious; a simple assortment of fruit 
in a bowl adds freshness and life to a bland kitchen.

For clients with a bit more gumption, I consider color options for 
smaller-scale yet permanent kitchen elements such as backsplashes, 
island cabinetry, wall colors, light fixtures, and window treatments. 
These items tend to come with a higher price tag, so I make it clear 
to clients that they should be prepared to live with them for longer. 

In projects of this scope, I may swap out boring blinds for fabric 
 Roman shades in a geometric pattern or a neutral tone with contrast-
ing colored trim. I may also replace a tired ceramic backsplash with 

a color lover can achieve a dramatic effect that will stand the test of 
time. Painting the cabinetry in a single color is effective in achieving 
this. Smaller doses of secondary colors can then be added to easily 
changed items such as furniture, textiles, and accessories. 

Why budget matters
When designing kitchens, I always consider the client’s budget, both 
short and long term. The budget directly affects which areas of the 
kitchen can be updated, the size and scope of the project, and also the 
level of risk I’m going to assume. For example, changing out a large 
item, such as a tile backsplash, is more expensive than, say, adding a 
few colorful runners to the floor. Likewise, if my client’s budget limits 

the frequency of remodeling work in the future, I adjust the level of 
risk and the commitment to color accordingly. If they have to live 
with it for a while, it’s best to make sure they love it. 

I consider furniture, textiles, art, and accessories first. Adding color 
through these “soft” elements is straightforward, easy to implement, 
and relatively easy to modify if tastes eventually change. Often, I swap 
out a wood stool for an upholstered option in a saturated solid or 
a poppy stripe—for example, the classic Tolix or Thonet stool in a 
bright color. I suggest showcasing colorful dishes, crockery, and glass-
ware in glass-door cabinets. Any open wall space can be used as an 
opportunity to showcase art. I’ll lay down a runner or two for added 
punch; Dash & Albert have loads of options in bright colors and pat-

MODEST TONES

Photos: this page, Eric Roth; facing page, Brian Vanden Brink
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TRIADIC This scheme uses three 
colors equally spaced on the color 
wheel. It offers visual contrast 
while retaining balance and color 
richness. Featuring less contrast 
than a complementary
scheme, it is most 
applicable when 
applying color 
to larger 
elements.

The three colors in this kitchen 
are spaced equally apart on 
the color wheel. The red; the 
dark gray, which is a tinted 
blue; and the blonde ash wood 
demonstrate that one doesn’t 
need to deal with bold colors 
to execute a color scheme. In 
this treatment, we used the 
largest elements—cabinetry, 
walls, and floors—to apply the 
color. This keeps the space 
from feeling chaotic. Three 
colors applied to smaller 
elements would feel less 
cohesive. We kept one color, 
the red lacquer stain on the 
cabinets, as the purest hue and 
paired it with the dark gray on 
the island and the tall fridge 
built-in. We reinforced this gray 
on the floor through concrete 
inlays. The blonde ash wood 
adds lightness and provides 
contrast. This scheme will live 
well for a long time, since 
we’ve used naturally occurring 
hues rather than overly 
saturated ones. 

a back-painted glass option in a vibrant hue. Paint is a miracle 
worker; I may try a pretty pastel for the island, or paint the back 
of open cabinetry or glass-door cabinetry a punchy turquoise. Even 
door and window trim offers an opportunity for working color into 
a space. It doesn’t always have to be painted white. 

Finally, with clients willing to take the largest risk, I discuss the 
largest elements in the kitchen to impart color: cabinetry, flooring, 
and ceilings. This approach involves more labor and expense, but it 
will certainly make a big impact. 

In this case, I may paint all of the cabinetry a stunning, rich hue or 
a soft pastel, or I may add a painted pattern over a worn wood floor. 
Ceilings can be painted a bold color, and if they are wood or paneled, 

I enrich them with a bright lacquer finish. If they’re drywalled or 
plastered, I’ll even consider adding patterned wallpaper.

Let style guide you
Certain architectural styles lend themselves to a particular degree of 
color usage. Some can accommodate a more prolific use, while oth-
ers are best suited to a restrained approach. Equally important is to 
consider the home’s landscape, climate, and access to natural light. 
Though I don’t think one has to be a slave to the house style or region, 
it is important to consider these prevailing features. 

For example, Arts and Crafts–style homes naturally lend themselves 
to a more muted approach to color since there is a strong design con-

SPARINGLY BOLD

Photos: this page, Brian Vanden Brink; facing page, Jim Fiora
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ANALOGOUS This scheme uses 
colors adjacent to one another on 
the color wheel, with one being the 
dominant color. This is just as easy 
to create as the monochromatic 
scheme, but it can 
look richer. Using 
colors that are 
either all cool 
or all warm 
works best.

Here, we used a larger and 
more permanent feature to 
incorporate color: the kitchen 
cabinetry. The overall palette 
of the room is relatively 
neutral, with light maple floors 
and woodwork, stainless-steel 
elements, and light walls. This 
provides a perfect backdrop 
for showcasing color. The two 
cabinetry colors used here, 
blue-green and yellow, were 
kept light in tone so that they 
wouldn’t create too high of a 
contrast with the surrounding 
finishes. Additionally, both 
colors have a slightly gray 
undertone, which keeps 
them from being too harsh 
or vibrant. They still read as 
bright and colorful, but they 
are more sophisticated than 
similar colors in a more pure 
hue. Although two colors are 
used, the effect is harmonious 
because we employed an 
analogous color scheme.  

nection between their interior and exterior, and an abundant use of 
natural materials in their construction, finish, and furnishing. Their 
wood tones pair nicely with muted colors found in the landscape. 

On the other hand, New England architecture is well suited to a 
light, natural palette of blues and greens due to the region’s proximity 
to the ocean, mountains, and forests.

Kitchens in urban homes can accommodate a more prolific use of 
color in more vibrant tones. Since these homes don’t have a direct con-
nection to the natural landscape, they can tap into the energy of the 
surrounding architecture; thus, varied and radiant hues feel fitting. 

Beyond the specific style of a home, consider its region’s climate. 
For instance, if clients are going to be cooped up for seven months of 

winter every year, I warn them that a dark kitchen may not create the 
cheerful environment they’re looking for. 

Design that suits you
Be honest when assessing which colors are likely to remain favorites 
over time and which are merely trendy. A beautiful, timeless kitchen 
is one that is energized with equally intimate and warm colors. Strike 
a balance between visual tension and contrast through color, and your 
kitchen will live well for a long time. □

Courtney Fadness is an interior designer and a recent transplant 
to the United Kingdom.

ALL-OUT TASTEFUL

scheme, but it can 
look richer. Using 
colors that are 
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Pigmented lacquer is 
smoother, brighter, 
and more durable 
for fine cabinetry

BY SEAN CLARKE

FINEHOMEBUILDING.COM66

Better 
than 
Paint

W   hether in modern or tradi-
tional kitchens, or for book-
cases and built-ins, cabinets 
sparkle when finished in a 

crisp, classic white. For maximum impact, 
this finish requires a very even application 
and a smooth finish, so it is typically sprayed 
on. But don’t despair if you aren’t set up to 
spray: I will show you how to get an off-the-
gun-looking finish just by brushing and wip-
ing. It will take longer than spraying, but the 
quality of this finish is well worth the wait. 

While I could reach for oil-based or latex 
paint, I find that pigmented lacquer provides 
a superior look in terms of evenness and lack 
of residual brush marks. I prefer acrylic lac-
quers over nitrocellulose ones because they 
are non-yellowing and retain brilliance bet-
ter. I’m going to use a pre-catalyzed version 
here, which has better durability than a non-
catalyzed lacquer and is easier to apply than 
a post-catalyzed lacquer. You can buy this 
type of lacquer from Sherwin Williams or 
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Seal with shellac. To prevent resin from staining the finish in the future, seal all knots 
and sap pockets in pine with dewaxed shellac.

M.L. Campbell paint stores and, if you like, 
they can tint it to match an existing color in 
your house. 

A flawless finish needs perfect 
prep work
The best woods for painting are close-pored, 
such as poplar, maple, pine, or birch ply-
wood. The high-solids primer that I’ll use 
can fill medium-pore woods, but if you find 
yourself having to paint an open-pored wood 
such as oak it would be best to apply an oil-
based grain filler first.

I begin to prep the surfaces by filling any 
imperfections with water- or solvent-based, 
natural-colored wood filler. Using a utility 
blade or flat spatula, I lay the wood filler into 
any indentations, leaving the filler slightly 
proud of the surface. For minor indentations 
(less than 1⁄16 in. deep and 3⁄16 in. wide), let the 
filler dry for one or two hours. Larger fills 
will require more drying time. Next, I sand 
the whole surface up to P180- or P220-grit. 
Wrap the sandpaper around a sanding block 
for a smooth, even surface. The block also 
ensures that the filled areas end up even with 
their surroundings. 

Since this project is made from pine, I 
next apply a 2-lb. cut of shellac as a sealer on 
any knots or sap pockets. Without it, these 
areas can emit resin that eventually leaches 
through the finish. I apply a generous coat 
of dewaxed shellac to any knots, spreading it 
away from the center of each knot to blend 
into the unsealed surfaces. Let the shellac dry 
for about four hours, or until it is not tacky to 
the touch, then lightly dull the shellac with a 
purple abrasive pad, being careful not to cut 
through it.   

Primer creates a smooth foundation
White lacquer primer is one of the big se-
crets. It builds a film that overcomes any 

Fill dents and holes. 
Clarke uses a knife 
blade to press wood 
filler into a knothole.

Sand it flush. Use 
P150-grit paper 
wrapped around a 
cork-faced block or 
a sanding sponge 
to level the filled 
area.

SOURCES OF SUPPLY

MOP BRUSHES
Davis International Group 

mylands.com

MOP BRUSHES
Davis International Group 

mylands.com

PREP THE 
SURFACE

TIP

Why is 
this can 
upside-
down?
The manufacturer of 
Plastic Wood inten-
tionally inverts the 
label to encourage 
people to store the 
can lid-side-down. 
This old finisher’s 
trick keeps air from 
leaking in, and works 
well for any finish 
that tends to gel or 
harden in the can.

A painted finish is 
far less forgiving 
of any surface 
defects than a 
clear finish is, so 
deal with these 
first.
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PRIME F IRST

surface, as this greatly reduces the chance of 
runs. Tip cabinets onto their sides and let one 
side dry before turning it over.

Brushing tips for primer and lac-
quer—Both the primer and topcoat are ap-
plied in the same way. I apply the first coat 
with the grain, starting a few inches from an 
edge and applying the finish about half the 
length of a normal brush stroke. Then I go 
back and forth to spread it out on each side 
of the initial brush stroke. After recharg-
ing the brush, I land it about an inch or 
two away from the wet area, ensuring even 
coverage without a ridge of surplus finish. 

On narrow moldings or details, I use a 
smaller #6 or #8 lacquer mop or a 1-in. natu-
ral-bristle flat brush. I let this whole first coat 
dry at least one to two hours, depending on 
temperature and humidity, and then evalu-
ate the surface. Fill any imperfections that 
may have been missed in the initial filling; 
let the filler dry one to two hours (or longer 

A primer formulated for 
lacquer creates a flat, 
uniform-colored surface for 
the topcoat. 

Next coat. After the first coat is dry, apply the second coat of primer with the 
same technique, but perpendicular to the first to reduce the buildup of brush 
marks.

Best technique for flat areas: Unload, then spread. Load the brush and then 
lay down a thick strip of finish away from the edges (left). Then come back and 
spread the finish out on both sides of the strip (center). After reloading the 
brush, land it an inch or two from the wet area (right). Now it, too, can be spread 
out on both sides and will not create a ridge of excess finish.

Thinned for brushing. To 
make it easier to brush, Clarke 
thins the primer with a lacquer 
thinner.

imperfections too small to fill and it sands 
easily, leaving a flat, seamless surface devoid 
of grain texture, critical for a flawless finish. 
I work in a large, well-ventilated area; oth-
erwise, I’d use a respirator.

I reduce the primer approximately 40% 
with the manufacturer’s recommended sol-
vent. This is slightly thinner than for spray-
ing but it makes the primer more workable 
and forgiving for a hand application. I pre-
fer a large lacquer mop brush (see Sources 
of Supply, p. 67) because of the amount of 
finish that it can carry, but a quality 2-in. 
natural-bristle flat brush is also a good 
choice. If possible, work on a horizontal 

PRIMER RECIPE
60% Primer, 40% Thinner

Photos: Mark Schofield
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for larger areas), and then block-sand the 
filled spots. 

if the surface is fairly smooth (and didn’t 
need more filling), you can skip sanding as 
long as you apply the next coat within 60 to 
90 minutes. if you wait longer, or the sur-
face is rough, sand it with P220-grit paper to 
smooth the surface and to create a mechani-
cal bond with the next coat.

to apply the second primer coat, i work 
perpendicular to the grain, using the same 
technique. By applying coats alternately with 
and across the grain, you minimize a buildup 
of brush lines. if you are brushing a confined 
area, apply all the coats in the longer of the 
two directions. i allow this coat to dry for a 
minimum of two to four hours, depending 
on temperature and humidity, but overnight 
is fine too. 

i repeat the horizontal application for the 
third primer coat, let that dry for two to four 
hours, and then block-sand all the primed 
surfaces with P220-grit sandpaper. i use  
a vacuum with a brush attachment to care-
fully remove all the sanding dust. Wipe 
your hand across the surface. if it comes up 
white, gently use a tack cloth to remove any 
remaining dust.

Apply topcoats until you get  
the desired look
it’s time to apply the tinted lacquer top-
coats. Start by thinning the lacquer by ap-
proximately 30% with the manufacturer’s 
recommended solvent and then add a fur-
ther 10% in retarder. this gives the lacquer 
time to flow out before drying, minimizing 
brush marks. i apply the first coat across the 
grain, as described above, and let it dry for a 
minimum of two to four hours. Using P220-
grit sandpaper and a block, i lightly sand 
this coat to remove any surface debris and 
brush marks, and then vacuum away the 
dust. i apply a second coat of lacquer with 
the grain, and then allow the workpiece to 
dry overnight.  

Stop here? the next day i assess the work-
piece. as long as there is no streaking, and if 
you like a little grain pattern showing, then 
you can stop here. if desired, you can rub 
the surface with 0000 steel wool wrapped 
around a cork block and then apply wax,  
to both level the surface and then even out 
the sheen. 

surface, as this greatly reduces the chance of 
runs. tip cabinets onto their sides and let one 
side dry before turning it over.

Brushing tips for primer and lac-
quer—Both the primer and topcoat are ap-
plied in the same way. I apply the first coat 
with the grain, starting a few inches from an 
edge and applying the finish about half the 
length of a normal brush stroke. Then I go 
back and forth to spread it out on each side 
of the initial brush stroke. After recharg-
ing the brush, I land it about an inch or 
two away from the wet area, ensuring even 
coverage without a ridge of surplus finish. 

on narrow moldings or details, i use a 
smaller #6 or #8 lacquer mop or a 1-in. natu-
ral-bristle flat brush. i let this whole first coat 
dry at least one to two hours, depending on 
temperature and humidity, and then evalu-
ate the surface. Fill any imperfections that 
may have been missed in the initial filling; 
let the filler dry one to two hours (or longer 

Deal with drips. If you can’t catch a drip 
or run immediately, don’t wipe the sticky 
surface. Let it dry, then shave it flush with a 
sharp knife. Clarke uses a utility blade.

More flaws show up. The uniform 
appearance of the primer will probably 
reveal surface defects that were 
camouflaged by the natural wood. Fill 
and smooth them. 

Sand the 
surface and 
deal with any 
remaining 
problems 
before applying 
a third coat of 
primer.

Sand each coat. 
Lacquer primer 
is designed to 
be easily sanded. 
Wrap P220-grit 
paper around 
a block for flat 
areas, and hold it 
in your fingers for 
moldings.

Remove all dust. 
After vacuuming 
the surface, 
lightly wipe 
it with a tack 
cloth to remove 
any remaining 
residue.

imperfections too small to fill and it sands 
easily, leaving a flat, seamless surface devoid 
of grain texture, critical for a flawless finish. 
i work in a large, well-ventilated area; oth-
erwise, i’d use a respirator.

i reduce the primer approximately 40% 
with the manufacturer’s recommended sol-
vent. this is slightly thinner than for spray-
ing but it makes the primer more workable 
and forgiving for a hand application. i pre-
fer a large lacquer mop brush (see Sources 
of Supply, p. 67) because of the amount of 
finish that it can carry, but a quality 2-in. 
natural-bristle flat brush is also a good 
choice. if possible, work on a horizontal 

Remove Any flAws

Photos: Mark Schofield
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Brush two more coats and then pad 
on a topcoat for a flawless finish 
Even if you aren’t set up to spray, you can still 
achieve the formal look of a factory finish; it 
just takes a little longer. Lightly block-sand 
all the surfaces with P220-grit sandpaper to 
remove dust nibs and brush marks. Then 
rub all the surfaces with a maroon abrasive 
pad, dulling down the finish to make really 
sure that a mechanical bond can be achieved 
with the next coat. Follow up by wiping all 
surfaces with a tack rag to remove any fine 
sanding debris. 

I apply two more coats in the same manner 
as the first two, sanding after each and al-
lowing for an overnight drying period.

To approach the smoothness achieved by 
spraying, pad on a final application of lac-
quer. To form the pad, I cut a cotton bed 
sheet roughly 8 in. square, removing any 
hems. I then cut a piece of cotton wad-
ding (available at fabric stores) about 6 in. 
square and fold it into a wad roughly 2 in. 
wide and 3 in. long, with a point at one end. 

I further thin the topcoat by 10%, and then 
add it directly to the core of the pad. After 
squeezing out the excess, I place it in the cen-
ter of the sheet, bring each corner of the sheet 
in to the center, twist the corners into a grip 
for the pad, and make sure that the polishing 
side of the pad is tight and free of creases or 
wrinkles. 

I start the process perpendicular to the 
grain, beginning at the far edge, working the 
pad left to right and slowly moving toward 
me. When you begin to feel some resistance, 
it’s time to charge the pad with more lacquer. 
Open the pad and add lacquer to the inner 
face of the wadding, let it absorb, re-wrap 
the pad tightly, and gently squeeze the pad 
to remove any excess material. 

When working in an area where the light 
source is fluorescent tubes, place the work-
piece in a position so that your strokes are 
perpendicular to the light source for a better 
surface reading. 

Working a small area such as the side of 
a cabinet, I cover the whole surface two or 
three times, let it dry for about 10 minutes, 
and then repeat the process with the grain. 
I pad in alternating directions up to four 
times, with a 10-minute drying break after 
each application, until I am satisfied with the 
build and evenness of the surface.  
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Like the primer, the lacquer 
topcoat is thinned and 
applied in multiple coats.

Sand between coats. Sanding not 
only removes dust nibs and brush 
marks, but it also creates a mechanical 
bond between layers of finish. 

Work horizontally. On large and small pieces, when possible, 
work on a horizontal surface to reduce the risk of runs. 

Doctor it for brushing. Thin 
the topcoat to make it easier to 
apply and add retarder to leave 
fewer brush marks.

Brush in sequence. When finishing 
complicated surfaces, do the large surfaces 
first with a big brush, then cover molding 
and trim with a smaller one.

BRUSHING RECIPE
60% lacquer, 30% thinner, 10% retarder

BRUSH ON THE TOP COATS
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In tight corners, moldings, and narrow sur-
face areas, you can try using a smaller pad. 
Or you can allow the larger surface areas to 
cure overnight, and then tape them off with 
low-tack blue tape before padding the ad-
joining smaller areas. 

Let the finish cure for two or three days 
before moving it into the house. This will al-
low it to off-gas in the workshop and avoid 
the risk of heavy object imprinting into the 
finish while it is still soft.  □

Sean Clarke is the owner of Clarke 
Restoration and Refinishing in 
Columbus, Ohio.

CHOOSE YOUR F INAL SHEEN 
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As with clear coats, you have a choice of final sheen. You 
can use steel wool and wax for a low-luster look, or pad 
on the last coat for a high gloss.

LOW LUSTER

HIGH GLOSS

Steel wool and wax. 
Unwrap a pad of 0000 
steel wool and fold 
it around a sanding 
block. Rub the surface 
in one direction to 
smooth and dull the 
surface (right). Wipe 
on and buff off a 
coat of paste wax 
(far right) for an even 
sheen and a pleasing 
feel.

Isolate the trim. 
If you can’t 
pad the whole 
surface at once 
cleanly, let the 
large areas dry 
overnight, then 
mask off areas 
adjacent to the 
trim, and work on 
it with a smaller 
pad.

Pad on a final coat. 
Make a pad with 
cotton cloth and 
cotton wadding. To 
get an even flow of 
finish, always add the 
finish directly to the 
core (right) and not 
to the outside of the 
pad. Pad on a last 
coat (far right), wiping 
lightly to keep the 
coat very thin.

PADDING RECIPE
50% lacquer, 40% thinner, 10% retarder
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Take time to snap a few chalklines and find 
where the cuts are, and tiling becomes an 
easier task with better results

FINEHOMEBUILDING.COM72

Have you ever noticed the hallmarks of a bad tile lay-
out? Slivers of tile at doorways or a line of tile that’s 
not parallel to a long wall? I certainly have. A great 
tile installation doesn’t start with the mortar, the wet 

saw, or even the grout. It starts with a proper layout. Not only 
will a well-planned tile floor or wall look better, but it also can 
save money by reducing waste. 

I spend up to a day laying out a tile job before I do anything 
else. Essentially, I create a grid on the floor that tells me where 
the tiles will land. By determining a layout and shifting it as nec-
essary, I can reduce cutting and eliminate the most difficult cuts, 
such as those around vents, outlets, and plumbing fixtures. Of 
course, I’ll still have to cut around those obstacles, but with care-
ful planning, I can make sure they don’t fall inside a single tile, 
which can take far longer than making a couple of straight or 
U-shaped cuts in adjoining tiles. The whole idea is to streamline 
the process for the installer, which almost  always yields a better 
tile job. 

Establish a reference
To create a layout grid, you need to know the size of the tiles. 
This determines the size of the grid squares. From there, you 
can establish horizontal and vertical reference lines, and super-
impose the grid on the floor. 

I start by laying a few tiles side by side along a straightedge, 
each separated by the width of the grout joint that I plan to use, 
and then measuring the length of the group plus a line of grout 

BY DAVID HART

Layout Is 
Everything

For Great Tile Floors,

Photo: Sandor Nagyszalanczy.
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Orient tiles from 
the same point
When tiles are installed within the 
grid, they all must be aligned to the 
same corner of each square. For 
instance, if the top and left sides 
are placed directly on the chalkline, 
space for a grout line will be 

included in the measurement at 
the bottom and right of the 

tile so that they integrate 
with the adjacent 

tile block. This way, 
installers can start in 

different parts of 
a room, and when 
they meet, their 
work will match.

Find the unit of 
measure first
Arrange several tiles 
into a square block 
that will form the 
basis of the grid. The 
ideal block dimensions 
range from 24 in. 
to 32 in. sq. Include 
space for grout lines 
on two adjoining sides 
of each tile in the 
measurement. In this 
example, four tiles 
create a 24-in.-sq. 
block.

Create reference lines on the floor
Once the block size is known, measure and snap a chalkline along the axis 

of the room’s length. Ideally, the line should be parallel to both walls. Next, 
pick the widest area of the room and, using a Pythagorean principle (that of 

the 3--4--5 triangle), establish a perpendicular line to the first. The larger the 
triangle, the more accurate the perpendicular line.

Check the measurements and adjust
Using the block as a unit of measurement, 
check the distances from the reference lines 
to the focal points. The ideal is to end with 
a half tile or more. Adjust the line (and grid 

layout) if the partial tile is less than half. 
When the layout is adjusted, snap a grid 

of chalklines that define each block or 
a multiple of blocks.

113⁄4-in.-sq. tile plus 
1⁄4-in. grout line equals 12 in.

Grout line

Partial 
tile

Long axis chalkline

Perpendicular  
chalkline

Grid chalkline

Grid block

24-in.-sq. 
grid block

Adjacent 
grout line

Grid 
chalkline

3-4-5 triangle

A GRID REVEALS THE LAYOUT BEFORE INSTALLATION

Grout 
line

Grout 
line

113⁄4 in.

113⁄4 in.

1⁄4 in.

1⁄4 in. 113⁄4 in.

113⁄4 in.

1⁄4 in.

1⁄4 in.

Focal 
point

Focal 
point

Layout Is 
Everything

For Great Tile Floors,
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3. Anomalies like this seating area may 
have complicated cuts, but the furniture 
will conceal most small pieces.

A simple gAlley Kitchen

A lArger Kitchen with obstructions

48 in.

Bench

In this example, 12-in. tiles in a 24-in. grid are laid over a long 
narrow plan. The focal points are at the sink, the cabinet kick 
spaces, and the doorways. The potential complicating factor here is 
the hexagonal eating nook. 

In kitchens, independent structures like islands can cause problems. Again, 
12-in. tiles are used to form a 24-sq.-in. grid. The focal points are deter-
mined by sightlines from entrances and at the doorways themselves.

1. start the first 
vertical line by 
measuring from the 
cabinet wall. The 
longest, straightest 
wall should always 
be the reference. 
Measure across 
to make sure the 
opposite wall is 
parallel to the line, 
and adjust if it isn’t 
parallel.

2. establish a perpendicular line at the widest 
point, then adjust for focal points. 

1. snap a line 
from the long wall 
toward the island, 
12 in. from the 
bench edge and 
28 in. from the 
wall.

2. go to the 
widest space 
to establish the 
perpendicular line 
(bigger triangles 
yield more precise 
squares).

3. snap another vertical line on the other side of the 
island, 48 in. from the first, to avoid layout problems with 
the island. Work toward the island from both lines.

4. work your 
way out of the 
room, toward 
the outside 
where the wet 
saw is set up.

5. lay closets 
the next day, if 
necessary.

Focal 
point

Focal 
point

Focal 
point

Focal 
point

Focal 
point

Focal 
point

Focal 
point

Focal 
point
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on one outside edge. I’m aiming for a unit 
of measure that’s between 24 in. and 36 in., 
a distance I can comfortably reach on a typi-
cal floor installation. 

Once I determine the unit measurement, 
I snap a reference chalkline parallel to the 
longest straight wall in the room. That 
reference line can be any distance from any 
wall, including a centerline between two 
main walls, or the reference line can be the 
cumulative measurement of tiles and grout 
joints from a single wall.

Next, I measure from that line to various 
stops, such as walls, entryways, and cabinet 
bases, to determine the cuts I’ll have. I al-
ways plan for at least half a tile at the most 
obvious places—doorways and long, visible 
walls, for example. In some cases, it’s impos-
sible to have large pieces everywhere, so I 
place narrow pieces in closets, under cabinet 
toe kicks, or behind toilets. 

If my first reference line doesn’t give me 
a layout that works, I erase the line with 
a damp sponge, adjust the location, and 
snap a new one. Then I snap lines at the 
unit-measure increments parallel to my 
reference line. It’s critical to make sure the 
measurements are precise; a 1⁄4-in. or even  
1⁄8-in. error can throw off the entire layout.  

Transfer the grid to the floor
Before I snap final lines, I review where the 
cuts will fall and then determine the best 
starting point. I choose an arbitrary point on 
my primary reference line and then mea-
sure in unit-measure increments to deter-
mine the locations of the cut tiles so that the 
largest pieces are in the most visible areas. 

Once I determine my reference point on 
the vertical lines, I make a right triangle 
using the simple 3-4-5 rule governing right 
triangles. I use the longest combination 
of numbers, which will give me a longer 
perpendicular line. This serves as my pri-
mary horizontal line. I then snap lines at 
unit-measure increments, creating a grid 
of equal blocks on the entire floor. With 
that grid, I can start anywhere on the floor, 
as long as I remember that the tiles in each 
square must be started in the same corner. 
That allows me to fill in places that I might 
not be able to reach if I work in a continu-
ous path—inside small closets, under appli-
ances, and in tight corners.  

Diagonal grids start the same
Floors installed on a diagonal take a little 

more time to lay out, but the steps are basi-
cally the same. To start, I mark a centerline 
down the longest portion of the room and 
then snap a perpendicular line. Next, I 
measure an equal distance down one side 
of the horizontal line from the centerpoint 
and one side of the vertical line, and snap a 
chalkline through those marks. That gives 
me a diagonal reference line to determine 
cuts throughout the room. After I snap a 
series of lines, I can then go back and put 
down more lines to create a grid, following 
the same steps I use for tiles laid parallel to 
the room. Determining cuts on a diagonal 
can be much more time-consuming, and I 
often spend far more time working on the 
initial layout. 

A word about choosing tile
Many people say larger tiles make a smaller 
room look larger. I don’t buy that theory, 
but then again, I’m just a tile installer. To 
me, a room doesn’t look larger or smaller 
based on the size of the tile. I’m not a big 

fan of diagonal installations, either. The 
lines just get too overwhelming. Maybe 
that’s just me, because plenty of people 
like a diagonal layout. The fact is, tile 
size, patterns, and layout are really a 
matter of personal taste. When dealing 
with a client, I do a dry run and lay a 
bunch of tiles on the floor both ways 
(straight and diagonal), then let the cli-
ent decide between them.

My personal preference is for larger 
tiles. I think they look better, especially 
in larger rooms, but I’ve also done some 
installations with 18-in. by 18-in. tiles 
in smaller bathrooms and kitchens that 
looked great. Smaller tiles in big rooms, 
however, just look too busy; there are 
too many grout lines. Ultimately, what’s  
really important is for the floor to look 
as though it has been there forever.	 	 	 	 □

David Hart is a tile contractor in Rice, 
Va. Drawings by Bob La Pointe.

4. Work your 
way out of the 
room, toward 
the outside 
where the wet 
saw is set up.

5. Lay closets 
the next day, if 
necessary.

1. Establish a line on 
the long axis, then 
a perpendicular line 
at the room’s widest 
point.

2. Locate 
two points 
equidistant 
from the 
intersection of 
the first lines. 
Snap a line 
between them 
to create a 
diagonal, and 
extend it as far 
as possible.

3. With a right 
triangle, create a 
second diagonal 
line that’s 
perpendicular to 
the first. 

4. Adjust for 
focal points.

Focal 
point

Focal 
point

DiAgonAL LAyouT in A smALL bATh
In this example, 6-in.-sq. tiles are to be installed in a diagonal 
18-in. grid. The focal points are at the sink and shower door. 
Smaller cut pieces of tile can be hidden behind the toilet. 
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As the most highly traf-
ficked space in the house, a  
  kitchen’s floor has to 
    withstand everything 

from spills to  stilettos. The kitchen 
is the social heart of the home, play-
ing host to dinner-party guests, 
friends, and family on a regular  
basis. The floor needs to look good, 
be comfortable to walk on, and wear 
well over time. 

Sorting through the array of floor-
ing materials can be a downright 
dizzying process, and finding the 
right balance between style and 
function is often the most diffi-
cult task. Each type of flooring has 
strengths and weaknesses, which 
greatly affect how it’ll live in your 
kitchen. Whether you’re looking 
for the charm of hand-scraped hard-
wood, the comfort of cork, the dura-
bility of concrete, or the “greenness” 
of palm, I’ll pinpoint the benefits 
of the most popular products and 
highlight their flaws. Before you 
dive in, remember: No single type of 
flooring material is best. The right  
kitchen-flooring choice is a reflec-
tion of your overall taste, the needs 
of your home, and your budget.

Matthew Teague is a former  
editor for Fine Homebuilding.  
He lives in Nashville, Tenn.

From concrete  
to cork, here  
are the facts  
you need to make 
the right choice

Make new floors out of old timbers. More and more companies, including Carlisle Wide 
Plank Floors (which made this walnut floor), use carefully managed old-growth trees, 
salvaged logs, and recycled beams to make new floorboards that offer rich character and 
antique charm. 

by Matthew teague

SourceS
advantage trim & Lumber 
www.advantagelumber.com 
aged woods 
www.agedwoods.com 
bhK of america 
www.bhkofamerica.com
bruce hardwood Flooring 
www.bruce.com
carlisle wide Plank Floors 
www.wideplankflooring.com
goodwin Lumber 
www.heartpine.com 
heartwood Pine 
www.heartwoodpine.com
Mountain Lumber co.  
www.mountainlumber.com
tarkett 
www.tarkett.com
what It’s worth 
www.wiwpine.com

Easy on your 
feet; warm 
underfoot; 

durable; wide 
range of  

species, stains, 
and prices; 

solid wood can 
be refinished 

multiple times; 
engineered 

wood installs 
quickly; pre-

finished floors 
can be used 
immediately.

➧

for the Kitchen

FLoorIng
oPtIonS

Photo this page: Courtesy of Carlisle Wide Plank Floors fINEhomEBuIldINg.com76
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Pros
Easy on your feet; warm under-
foot; durable; wide range of 
species, stains, and prices; solid 
wood can be refinished multiple 

times; engineered 

wood installs 
quickly; pre-
finished floors 
can be used im-
mediately.

Cons

SOURCES
Advantage Trim & Lumber
www.advantagelumber.com 
Aged Woods
www.agedwoods.com 
BHK of America
www.bhkofamerica.com
Bruce Hardwood Flooring
www.bruce.com
Carlisle Wide Plank Floors
www.wideplankflooring.com
Goodwin Lumber
www.heartpine.com 
Heartwood Pine
www.heartwoodpine.com
Mountain Lumber Co. 
www.mountainlumber.com
Tarkett
www.tarkett.com
What It’s Worth
www.wiwpine.com

Some engineered floors, 
like these made by Bruce 
Hardwood Flooring, come 
prefinished and are 
installed simply by locking 
each board together 
with a specially designed 
tongue-and-groove joint.

HARDWOOD FLOORING THE EASY WAY 

SIMILARITIES 
GO ONLY 
SO DEEP 
Solid-wood floor-
ing’s thickness 
allows it to be 
refinished time and 
again over its life 
span. Engineered 
flooring’s thin top 
layer of wood is 
only 1⁄16 in. to 1⁄8 in. 
deep, making it 
difficult to refinish 
without causing 
damage to the 
veneer. Both types 
of flooring can be 
ordered prefinished, 
eliminating the 
on-site finishing 
process while pro-
viding a finish of 
higher quality in 
terms of durability.

PROS
CONSEasy on your 

feet; warm 
underfoot; 

durable; wide 
range of 

species, stains, 
and prices; 

solid wood can 
be refinished 

multiple times; 
engineered 

wood installs 
quickly; pre-

finished floors 
can be used 
immediately.

Can be expen-
sive; susceptible 
to water dam-
age; softer spe-
cies dent easily; 
refinishing is an 
involved process; 
solid wood ex-
pands/contracts 
with humidity; 
prefinished 
floors offer 
limited stain 
options; limited 
refinishing 
options with 
engineered 
flooring.

� �

 WOOD MAINTAINS A TRADITION OF DURABILITY AND COMFORT 

Engineered 
wood flooring

Solid-wood 
flooring

Solid wood
Solid-oak floors have made up the bulk of the wood-flooring 
industry for years, but that doesn’t mean that wood floors have lim-
ited style. Solid-wood flooring can be made out of everything from ash to 
zebrawood and milled to most any width you’d like. In the kitchen, hard-
woods perform best. Although softwoods like pine look good and are 
readily available, they’re not as tough as hardwood species and wear 
quickly under heavy use. Some hardwoods are harder than others, but all 
are rugged enough to handle everyday abuse in a kitchen. Solid hardwoods 
will last as long as your house, and they’re also comfortable underfoot. 
Wood flexes just enough to ease the tension on your feet, legs, and back. 

If your tastes lean toward traditional hardwood and you’re in the market 
for an environmentally friendly floor, take a look at flooring made from 
recycled lumber or from the old-growth timbers now being hauled up 
from some lake bottoms. 

Engineered wood
Engineered floorboards are more dimensionally stable than solid-wood 
flooring, meaning they’re less likely to expand or contract due to humid-
ity fluctuations. This stability makes them a great choice for flooring 
installed over a radiant-heating system. They’re also just as comfort-
able as solid wood. The floorboards are made of multiple layers of wood 
stacked in a cross-grain pattern and glued up under pressure, much like 
plywood. The top layer features a veneer of the best-looking wood, while 
the layers underneath can be made of less expensive wood. 

Engineered wood floors usually come prefinished. Manufacturers claim 
that their applied finishes are much more durable than any finish that can 
be applied on site. That said, kitchen activity can be ruthless, and even 
the most durable wood floors may need to be refinished at some point. 
Although some manufacturers boast that you can sand an engineered 
wood floor to refinish it, the top layer of wood is only 1⁄16 in. to 1⁄8 in. thick, 
making it difficult to sand without exposing the layers underneath.

Aside from rock and dirt, wood floors  probably have the longest history of any floor-
ing type. While traditional, unfinished solid-plank flooring continues to be installed 
in kitchens across the country, there are two other wood-floor  options available 
that just might outperform it. Engineered and prefinished wood  flooring can be 
installed more quickly than unfinished solid-wood boards without abandon-
ing their look,  comfort, or durability. A wood floor’s longevity, however, is 
largely dependent on the way it is finished and maintained. For years, oil-
based urethanes were the finish of choice, but modern water-based fin-
ishes are just as durable and can be applied faster and with less odor. 
Sweeping regularly helps to prevent dirt from wearing away the finish.

for the Kitchen

FLOORING
OPTIONS

Top photo: Rodney Diaz. Bottom photo: Courtesy of Armstrong. KITCHEN MAKEOVER 77
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Pros

Durable; easy on 
your feet; low 
maintenance; 
can be installed 
over old 
flooring; quiet; 
easy installation; 
low to moderate 

Not the laminate you remember. Thanks to advanced manufacturing 
processes at companies like Mannington and Quick-Step, laminate can be 
adorned with qualities found only on true wood floors. 

As much as some laminate flooring looks like solid wood, it is any-
thing but. Laminate flooring is composed of four different layers 
of material and can be made to look like anything from marble to 
distressed oak. The top layer of a laminate board, called the wear 
layer, is usually a clear resin-based melamine that is incredibly 
durable and scratch resistant. Beneath the wear layer is a photo 
layer, which is a paper image of the specific material that you see 
on the face of the board. These layers are bound to a core made 
of high-density fiberboard (HDF) and a backing, usually made of 
melamine, that lends stability and moisture resistance. Because of 
the relatively inexpensive materials that go into laminate flooring, 

it is one of the most economical 
options available. 

One of the major benefits of laminate flooring is the speed 
with which it can be installed. Laminate floors are float-
ing, meaning they don’t need to be fastened to a subfloor. 

While laminate floors of old had to be glued together, 
most new laminates snap together using an interlock-

ing tongue-and-groove arrangement. This joint not 
only makes installation quick and easy, but it also 

pulls the boards tightly together, which helps to 
prevent liquids from penetrating the seams, a 
nice quality in a kitchen floor. 

While the durability of laminate has 
always been high, the flooring tended to 

look fake. Newer laminate flooring is 
more convincing than ever. In ad-

dition to laminate’s durability 
and low cost, the product offers 
plenty of deflection, making it 
comfortable underfoot. Caring 
for a laminate floor is easy and 
requires only occasional damp-
mopping.  

SOURCES
ABET Inc.
www.abetlaminati.com
BHK of America
www.bhkmoderna.com
Formica
www.formica.com
Lumber Liquidators
www.lumberliquidators.com
Mannington
www.mannington.com
Pergo
na.pergo.com
Quick-Step
www.quick-step.com

na.pergo.com
Quick-Step
www.quick-step.com

melamine, that lends stability and moisture resistance. Because of 
the relatively inexpensive materials that go into laminate flooring, 

it is one of the most economical 
options available. 

One of the major benefits of laminate flooring is the speed 
with which it can be installed. Laminate floors are float-
ing, meaning they don’t need to be fastened to a subfloor. 

While laminate floors of old had to be glued together, 
most new laminates snap together using an interlock-

ing tongue-and-groove arrangement. This joint not 
only makes installation quick and easy, but it also 

pulls the boards tightly together, which helps to 
prevent liquids from penetrating the seams, a 
nice quality in a kitchen floor. 

Much more than 
a reproduction of 
wood. Laminate 
comes in a number 
of shapes, colors, 
and textures 
to fit whatever 
aesthetic theme 
your kitchen may 
have. These tiles 
are made by 
ABET Inc.

 LAMINATE PERFORMS AND LOOKS BETTER THAN YOU THINK 

Saw marksKnots Distressing

Wear layer 
A hard-
wearing 
film gives 
laminate 
flooring its 
durability.

Photo layer
The photo-
graphic 
image allows 
laminate 
to mimic 
anything 
from marble 
to exotic 
hardwood. 

Core
Known as the 
carrier board, 
this piece of 
high-density 
fiberboard is 
considered 
the backbone 
of each plank.

Backing
Usually made 
of melamine, 
this sheet 
provides 
extra 
moisture 
resistance to 
the bottom of 
each board. 

PROS
CONSDurable; easy 

on your feet; 
low mainte-

nance; can be 
installed over 
old flooring; 

quiet; easy in-
stallation; low 
to moderate 
cost; scratch 

resistant; 
damaged 

planks can 
be replaced; 

built-in vapor 
barrier reduces 

moisture 
absorption.

Cannot be 
refinished; some 
are expensive; 
limited style 
choices; not 
hypoallergenic; 
wet environ-
ments may cause 
fiberboard core 
to swell.

� �

Top photo: Courtesy of Wilsonart. Illustration: Don Foley. Bottom 
photos: Krysta S. Doerfler.
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Vinyl has been vastly improved—in both design and quality—since 
its no-wax heyday in the 1960s. Sheet vinyl is available in widths 
ranging from 6 ft. to 12 ft., while vinyl tiles are usually sold in 12-in. 
squares. Vinyl even comes in plank form to mimic hardwood. Each 
type is available in an almost endless array of colors and designs. 

Vinyl is generally composed of four layers. A clear wear coat, 
usually made of urethane, helps to prevent scratches and eases 
cleanup. A layer of clear vinyl provides durability. The printed layer, 
similar to laminate flooring, creates the look of the floor, while a 
backing of either felt or fiberglass adds rigidity. Vinyl with a felt 
backing must be glued to a subfloor. Fiberglass-backed floors are 
more comfortable and generally don’t require any adhesive since 
they are far less likely to curl up at the edges. 

Some manufacturers produce inlaid vinyl flooring in which granules 
of color are embedded to lend a richer appearance. Inlaid patterns 
wear better than vinyl with only a printed photographic image, but 
they typically cost a bit more. Many manufacturers also add texture 
to create a more realistic, 3-D effect that closely mimics the surfaces 
they intend to replicate. 

SOURCES
Amtico International Inc.
www.amtico.com
Armstrong World Industries
www.armstrong.com
Congoleum
www.congoleum.com
Mannington
www.mannington.com

PROS
CONSResilient; 

durable; inex-
pensive; easy 
on your feet; 

quiet; low 
maintenance; 

water resistant; 
wide sheets 

hide seams in 
small rooms; 

easy to install; 
wide variety 

available; easy 
maintenance.

Seams visible 
in wide rooms; 
seams suscep-
tible to water 
damage; gloss 
finishes are 
slippery when 
wet; can fade or 
yellow; pattern 
can wear off; 
seams may lift.

 

� �

After falling out of vogue when vinyl became the kitchen floor 
of choice in the 1960s, linoleum has undergone a revival in 
recent years due to its standing as an environmentally friendly 
flooring option. Linoleum takes less energy to manufacture 
than most flooring, and it is made primarily from natural 
materials: linseed oil, wood flour, limestone, tree resins, and 
natural jute. Linoleum also can be installed using a solvent-
free adhesive. When made of all-natural products, linoleum is 
100% biodegradable and has no VOC emissions. Forbo, the 
company that introduced Marmoleum, even recycles all of its 
post-production waste. 

Available in sheets and tiles of varying sizes and in more than 
150 colors and patterns, Forbo’s Marmoleum and Armstrong’s 
Marmorette are highly versatile from a design standpoint. Lino-
leum also wears well and actually gets better with age: Expo-
sure to air causes linoleum to harden, but it remains resilient, 
comfortable, and quiet underfoot. It’s also hypoallergenic.

 VINYL IS LOW MAINTENANCE

 LINOLEUM IS LOW IMPACT AND BIODEGRADABLE

SOURCES
Armstrong World Industries
www.armstrong.com
Forbo Flooring Systems 
www.forbo.com

PROS
CONSBiodegradable; 

antistatic; resilient; 
comfortable under-

foot; many colors 
available; hypoal-

lergenic; homoge-
neous throughout; 

durable; easy 
installation.

Difficult to 
 repair; difficult 
to find installer; 
seams may 
be visible and 
 intrusive.

� �

Photo top right: Courtesy of Forbo Flooring. 
Top left: Rodney Diaz. Bottom: Courtesy of Armstrong.
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Tile is often the first material that comes 
to mind when people think of a kitchen 
floor, and it has probably been that way 
for a while. Archaeologists have discov-
ered thin slabs of fired clay dating back 
to about 4700 B.C. Today’s tile isn’t much 
different. Modern tile consists of clay 
and minerals that are shaped, pressed, 
and fired at high temperatures to cre-
ate a hard surface. Tile is available in a 
variety of colors and shapes, and in sizes 
that range from 1-in. circles to 6-in. ara-
besques to 2-ft. squares. With so many 
options, the patterns possible with tile 
approach infinite.

Ceramic tiles are available in nonporce-
lain and porcelain versions. The current 
market, however, is seeing a surge in the 
use of porcelain in the kitchen. Porcelain 
tiles are made from ingredients similar to 
those found in fine dinnerware and are 
fired at higher temperatures than nonpor-
celain tiles. The end product is incredibly 
dense, with a water-absorption rate that’s 
much lower than nonporcelain tile, which 
makes it frost resistant and an excellent 
choice for indoor or outdoor kitchens. 
Porcelain is also homogenous throughout, 
meaning that if you drop a cast-iron pan 
and chip the tile, the material below is the 
same color as the surface. Nonporcelain 
tiles achieve their color from an applied 
glaze, and damage is more 
noticeable.  

When shopping for tile, 
 remember that all tiles can 

be used on walls, but not all tiles can be 
used on floors. Floor tiles must be rated 
as such, and for durability, kitchen tiles 
must be at least a category III (out of a I 
to IV rating). What’s a strength to some 
might be a weakness to others: Tile’s 
density, hardness, and rigidity make it du-
rable, but that also can translate into sore 
legs for cooks who stand in the kitchen 
for a long time.

Spills are inevitable in the kitchen, so 
look for tile that has good slip resistance. 
Unglazed tiles offer better traction than 
glazed tiles. However, unglazed tiles and 
grout lines must be sealed, and textured 
floors are more difficult to clean. 

Stone
Stone flooring can bring the rustic feel of 
the outdoors into your kitchen, or it can 

be configured in sleek, uniform, tilelike 
orientations to create a more refined-
looking floor. Uniform layouts demand 
precut stones, which increase costs sub-
stantially. For more money, stones can 
be cut into specific shapes to fit into the 
layout of your choosing. 

Except for soapstone, all stone should 
be sealed to increase its stain resistance. 
To care for a stone floor, you’ll need 
either a damp mop or a stone cleaner; 
consult your stone or floor specialist to 
determine the best cleaning practices for 
the type of stone you install. As with tile, 
the grout between stones must be sealed 
occasionally; the frequency varies from 
one type of grout to another. 

One-of-a-kind designs are possible 
with stone floors. There are numerous 
types of stone to choose from: marble, 
granite, limestone, soapstone, travertine, 
and flagstone among them. An excellent 
conductor of heat, stone flooring works 
well with radiant-floor heating systems. 
Although some stone wears better than 
others, the average stone floor is incred-
ibly durable. However, with this durability 
comes hardness, which can be unforgiving 
to your feet and to dropped dishware.

Tried-and-true.  Beyond its durability and ease of mainte nance, tile offers the largest variety 
of colors, shapes, and sizes, which makes a one-of-a-kind kitchen much more attainable. 

TILE AND STONE ARE AT HOME IN THE KITCHEN 

�

Stone doesn’t 
have to be so 
rugged. Stone 
can be cut into 
smooth, uniform 
tiles to create a 
more reserved 
yet equally 
durable kitchen 
floor. 

Limestone

Granite

Granite

Granite

Travertine

Marble

Top photo: Charles Bickford. Bottom photos: Rodney Diaz. Photos facing page: Henry Biber, courtesy of 
Acanthus Inc. Concrete Stain Design (top); Rodney Diaz (center); courtesy of Planium (bottom right); Krysta S. Doerfler (bottom left).    
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SOURCES
Ceramic Tiles of Italy
www.italytile.com
Crossville Inc.
www.crossvilleinc.com
Dal-Tile Corp. 
www.daltile.com
Green Mountain Soapstone Corp.
www.greenmountainsoapstone.com
Marble Granite Depot
www.marblegranitedepot.com
The Mosaic Tile Co.
www.mosaictileco.com
Tile Council of North America 
www.tileusa.com
Tile of Spain Center
www.tileofspain.com
*For stone tile, look for tile dealers rather than 
stone dealers.

Fringe flooring 
Concrete, brick, and stainless steel are less likely 
residential-flooring options, but they perform 
exceptionally well when placed in the kitchen, 
where durable, stylish materials are a must.

Brick
Forgotten for many years and likely inspired by the 
urban-chic look of factories converted for loft living, 
the charm of brick flooring is once again popular. 
More often than not, today’s clay-brick floors are com-
posed of brick veneers ranging in thickness from 1⁄2 in. 
to 15⁄16 in. New veneers offer a smooth, consistent 
look, while veneers made from old reclaimed bricks 
tend to have a bit more character. Both types are 
installed just like unglazed ceramic tile. The slip resis-
tance of brick and its durability make it a great choice 
for the kitchen. However, like natural stone, brick can 
be unforgiving on your feet, dishware, and wallet. 

Concrete
Concrete can be stamped to simulate a tile, brick, 
or stone floor; finished in a variety of textures; and 
stained an almost endless spectrum of colors. Con-
crete can even be made into tiles. 

Although concrete can be cold underfoot, it works well 
in conjunction with radiant-floor heat, it is easy to maintain, and it is arguably the most 
durable flooring material you can place in the kitchen. On the downside, concrete is 
extremely hard and does not deflect whatsoever when walked on or when a glass is 
dropped on it. It’s also susceptible to staining if not sealed properly. Concrete is a low-
cost product, but prices can soar when a professional finisher is called in to tackle the job. 

Stainless steel 
There’s nothing subtle about a stainless-steel floor, but if it’s a clean, modern look 
you’re after, it might be the best option. These metal tiles, which come as large as 
24 in. by 24 in., are screwed in place over a thin rubber underlayment. There is no 
need for adhesive, and the installation is quick and dust 
free. While smooth steel can be slippery when wet, metal 
flooring is often embossed to increase slip resistance and 
add style. Stainless steel may be durable, but it’s very 
expensive.

SOURCES
CONCRETE
Concrete Network, www.concretenetwork.com
Concrete Tile Manufacturers  Association
www.britishprecast.info
Sonoma Cast Stone, www.sonomastone.com

BRICK
Brick Veneer Inc., www.brickveneer.com
Vintage Brick Salvage, www.bricksalvage.com

STAINLESS STEEL
Planium, www.planium.it
Woodford Stainless, www.woodfordland.com
*Contact tile dealers to find  concrete tile

New 
brick 
veneer

Reclaimed 
brick 
veneer

stone dealers.

Consistency is key. Most porcelain 
tile maintains the same color 
throughout its depth, so damage to 
the surface won’t be so apparent. 

PROS
CONSCountless 

sizes, shapes, 
and colors; low 

maintenance; 
can be stain 

resistant; col-
ors won’t fade; 
works well with 

radiant-floor 
heat; can cre-
ate very natu-

ral look (stone); 
inexpensive 
(some tile).

Cold underfoot; 
susceptible to 
cracking or chip-
ping; grout may 
stain or crack; 
grout requires 
maintenance; gloss 
finishes can be 
slippery when wet; 
hard on your feet; 
noisy; dropped 
items likely to 
break; must be 
sealed regularly 
(stone); can be 
very expensive.

� �
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CORK 
Cork is harvested from live cork oak trees 
without cutting down the actual tree or 
corrupting the habitat in which it grows. 
The cork, which is similar to the outer layer 
of bark on a tree, regrows and is ready 
to harvest every 9 to 14 years. Multiple 
manufacturers now offer both unfinished 
and prefinished cork flooring in both tiles 
and glueless tongue-and-groove planks. 
Warm and comfortable to walk on, cork 
floors are also resilient. The flooring com-
presses underfoot, or under the impact 
of a dropped plate, and rebounds to its 
full volume. This resilience does have 
limits: If large appliances or furniture sits 
in the same spot for long lengths of time, 
the underlying cork can become perma-
nently deformed. 

Cork contains elements that repel bugs, 
mold, and mildew, so it’s considered 
hypoallergenic. It also acts as an insula-
tor to reduce noise transmission between 
rooms. You can buy cork floors that are 
natural in color or stained a variety of 
shades. You can even find cork floors with 
swirl patterns reminiscent of burlwood. 

GREEN FLOORING MAKES GOOD USE OF UNLIKELY MATERIALS 

SOURCES
AmCork
www.amcork.com
Lumber Liquidators 
www.lumberliquida
tors.com 

Smith & Fong
www.plyboo.com
USFloors 
www.usfloorsllc.com 

RUBBER 
Designed to withstand the trials of commercial kitch-
ens, machine shops, and automotive centers, rubber 
flooring has no trouble standing up to the rigors of a 
residential kitchen. Available in a variety of colors and 
patterns, rubber floors don’t have to look as industrial 
as you might think. The various raised patterns on 
rubber floors are designed to improve traction, but 
they also lend a decorative, contemporary look to a 
kitchen. Rubber flooring is available in both sheets 
and tiles and is generally installed with a solvent-free 
adhesive. While a few rubber floors are marketed 
for residential use, you also might consider buying a 
commercial rubber floor through a flooring dealer.  

If you’re looking for the performance traits of rub-
ber in an environmentally responsible product, look 
to the manufacturer Expanko and its residential 
product, Reztec. This flooring is made of a combina-
tion of postindustrial-waste rubber, virgin rubber, and 
recycled tires. Reztec is available in 48-in.-wide rolls 
and three different tile sizes.

Putting old tires to good 
use. This rubber flooring 
from Expanko is vibrantly 
colored, comfortable, 
and durable, and is made 
of rubber that would 
otherwise be tossed in the 
trash. 

SOURCES
Expanko
www.expanko.com
Quality Flooring 4 Less
www.qualityflooring4less.com

PROS
CONSEasy on your 

feet; warm; 
unique  texture; 

environ men-
tally friendly; 

fire-retardant; 
hypoallergenic. 

Edges of prefin-
ished floors must 
be sealed; not 
the most durable 
flooring option. 

� �

PROS
CONSComfortable 

underfoot; 
contemporary 
look; durable; 
easy mainte-

nance; can be 
custom col-

ored; resilient.

Can be difficult 
to find; few 
 experienced 
installers; 
 expensive; some 
products can 
be damaged by 
spills.

� �

Top photo: Charles Bickford. Photo bottom left: Rodney Diaz.FINEHOMEBUILDING.COM82
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PALM 
Palm, a relative newcomer to 
the flooring market, is made from 
the hard, dark wood of plantation-
grown coconut palm trees that no 
longer produce coconuts. After 
about 100 years, coconut palms 
grow so large that nutrients from 
the soil no longer reach the nuts, 
so the trees stop producing and 
have to be cut down. The lum-
ber, which often went unused, is 
sliced, dried, and laminated to-
gether—much like plywood—us-
ing nontoxic adhesives. 

Sold in 5⁄8-in.-thick, 72-in.-long 
tongue-and-groove strips, palm 
flooring installs much like tradi-
tional hardwood flooring. The end 
product is about 25% harder than 
red oak, so it performs relatively 
well in the kitchen. Palm wears 
and reacts with water in very 
similar ways to traditional hard-
wood floors. The finishing and 
maintenance requirements are 
similar as well. 

Palm flooring is available in both 
edge-grain or flat-grain orienta-
tions and can be purchased unfin-
ished or prefinished with natural, 
walnut, or ebony stains. 

GREEN FLOORING MAKES GOOD USE OF UNLIKELY MATERIALS 

SOURCES
Expanko
www.expanko.com
Quality Flooring 4 Less
www.qualityflooring4less.com

PALM 

SOURCE
Smith & Fong, www.plyboo.com

PROS
CONSWarm under-

foot; durable; 
some give 
underfoot; 

available 
prefinished; 

available as an 
easy-to-install 

engineered 
product.

Limited color 
options; limited 
products on the 
market; pre-
finished planks 
leave seams 
unsealed.

� �

PROS
CONSWarm and 

comfortable  
underfoot; 

durable; avail-
able prefin-

ished; made of 
products that 

would oth-
erwise go to 

waste.

Limited color 
options; limited 
products on 
the market; 
prefinished 
planks leave 
seams unsealed.

� �

Which is the most 
durable? All bamboo is 
tough enough for the 
kitchen, but end-grain and 
strand-woven bamboo are 
the hardest.

A broad color palette. 
Bamboo is difficult to stain 
evenly, but factory-applied 
colorants give this flooring 
an even, enriched look.

SOURCES
Cali Bamboo
www.calibamboo.com
Smith & Fong
www.plyboo.com
Teragren
www.teragren.com
USFloors
www.usfloorsllc.com

Bamboo flooring 
can be purchased 
as a solid product in 
5⁄8-in.-thick tongue-
and-groove strips 
or mounted on an 
engineered plank. 
Either type can be 
finished on site or 
purchased prefinished. 

DIMENSIONALLY 
DIFFERENT

5⁄8-in.-thick 
solid bamboo

1⁄8-in.-thick 
bamboo mounted 
to engineered 
planking

BAMBOO
As hard as maple and as durable as oak, bamboo is mar-
keted as an environmentally friendly choice. Although the 
term sustainable has different meanings to different people, 
it’s difficult to argue against the sustainability of bamboo. 
Tonkin and moso—the species of bamboo used to manu-
facture most flooring—grow to full height in about six 
months and naturally replenish themselves once harvested. 
A lot of manufacturers, however, allow bamboo to continue 
growing for four to six years. This late growth lends sig-
nificant strength to the bamboo. Most of today’s bamboo 
is harvested in Asia and South America, but a number of 
manufacturers are experimenting with bamboo stands in 
some Southern states. 

There are four main styles of bamboo flooring on the mar-
ket: flat grain, vertical grain, end grain, and strand woven. 
Each has a different price point, aesthetic, and level of dura-
bility. Flat-grain bamboo is considered the most economical 
because it’s the least expensive type of bamboo flooring. 

Bamboo is naturally pale yellow but is often put through 
a heating process, which caramelizes its natural sugars 
and gives it an amber tone. Bamboo flooring is 
available in a variety of other colors, too, 
in order to complement any design 
theme. 

Stained Irish moss

Jacobean

Cognac

Pecan

Flat grain

Vertical grain

End grain

Strand woven

Photo top right: Joseph Kugielsky. All others this page: Rodney Diaz. KITCHEN MAKEOVER 83
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Kitchens
Illuminated
Get your recessed cans right, and the rest is easy

1

BY JEFFREY R. DROSS
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Kitchens
Illuminated

W e used to light kitchens 
with one fixture placed 
in the middle of the ceil-
ing, an arrangement that 

rarely provided enough light in the right 
location and often made kitchens stark, 
gloomy  places. Unfortunately, the trend 
today toward recessed-can lighting has not 
improved the situation. Often improperly 
placed and poorly chosen, recessed cans cast 
inopportune shadows and create undesir-
able washes of glare that make it almost 
impossible to see what you’re cutting on 
the counter, even with the added benefit 
of undercounter lighting. The truth is that 
despite opulent fixtures, cans by the dozen, 
and undercabinet lights, many of the light-
ing layouts that I see today are ineffective 
because designers chose the wrong fixtures 
and didn’t optimize their placement.  

If, however, you follow a few simple steps 
that help you properly position those cans 
and choose the right lamps to put in them, 
your kitchens will suddenly seem bigger, 
look brilliant, and function beautifully.

The foundation layer
Good lighting consists of three basic layers:  
ambient (general) lighting, accent (decora-
tive) lighting, and task (work) lighting. 
Strategically linking these layers creates a 

cohesive design 
that takes the 
place of that single 
light source of 
the past. 

Like a basic coat 
of paint, ambient 
light serves as a 
backdrop for all 
other light. By it-
self, it may not be 
interesting, but it 
serves the total de-
sign and the visual 
comfort of the end 

user. In today’s kitchens, ambient light is 
provided primarily by recessed cans. 
Unfortunately, it’s in this initial ambient-
lighting layer that most designers make 
their most egregious mistakes. Understand-
ing how light is emitted from recessed 
fixtures is essential for positioning them 
correctly. 

2

3

BY JEFFREY R. DROSS

Light layering 
involves using several 
types of light in 
one room to serve 
different purposes. 

The basic layers are:
1 Ambient lighting 

2 Task lighting 

3 Accent or decorative 
   lighting
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Beam angle is the key 
to spacing cans
Unlike surface-mounted fixtures, which 
emit light in a 360° angle, light emitted 
from recessed fixtures forms a parabolic or 
cone-shaped beam. This is why they are 
also colloquially called downlights. Think 
of recessed cans as automobile headlights 
installed upside down on the ceiling. 

The shape of the cone of light is deter-
mined by a reflector that focuses the light 
into a specific beam angle. This reflector 
may be part of the fixture itself, or it may be 
built into the lamp (bulb). The “R” found in 
the popular bulb designations “R,” “MR,” 

Pay attention to 

the beam angle 

of overhead lights 

to eliminate glare 

and shadows in the 

kitchen. Wide-beam 

lights placed too 

close to cabinets 

create glare on the 

doors and shadows 

underneath. 

Improper placement 

of undercounter 

task lighting 

compounds this 

problem. Well-

placed lighting 

positions the beam 

angle so that it 

misses the cabinet 

front, illuminating 

the countertop area 

and overlapping 

adjacent lights 

to produce solid 

overall illumination. 

Undercounter lights 

placed toward 

the front of the 

cabinets provide 

supplemental task 

lighting.

SPACE LIGHTS USING BEAM ANGLE

Poor placement Good placement

Beam angle refers to the angle at which light radiates from a lamp. The nar-
rower the beam, the more intense the light. Narrow beam angles often are used 
for highlighting objects; wider beam angles are used for general illumination.

and “PAR” indicates that these lamps have 
reflectors. In either case, whether built into 
the fixture or the bulb, you will find the 
beam angle specified by the manufacturer, 
generally on the box. This angle ranges 
from an extremely narrow 8° to a very 
wide 55°.

A narrow beam angle pushes all of the 
light into a slender cone, resulting in an in-
tense quantity of light in a tiny space appro-
priate for illuminating a small worksurface, 
such as a cutting board or a sink. Wider 
beams take that same amount of light and 

disperse it over a broader area, which is 
generally more appropriate to ambient 
lighting. 

When using wide beam angles for ambi-
ent lighting, however, remember that the 
wider the beam, the lower the light inten-
sity. To end up with an even distribution of 
the right amount of light, the quantity of 
fixtures and their beam angle must work in 
tandem so that beams overlap to cast even 
lighting, and that beams don’t intersect up-
per cabinets to create shadows on worksur-
faces (sidebar above).  

Beam angles 
should 

converge about 
6 in. above 
countertop 

level.

Photos this page: Charles Miller. Illustrations this page and facing page: Christopher Mills.FINEHOMEBUILDING.COM86
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A footcandle is a measurement of light intensity that represents the illumination 
of an average candle at a distance of 1 ft. from the surface being lit. Although 
largely abandoned abroad, footcandles (fc) are still used in the United States  
to express how much light is needed for a particular application, such as IES’s  
recommended 30 fc for ambient lighting in an average kitchen.

When calculating ambient lighting for a 
kitchen, lighting designers take most of their 
lighting measurements at countertop level. 
It’s the place where eyes generally focus when 
in the kitchen. The first rule of recessed-light 
placement is that cans must be positioned so 
that the beam angle will just miss the lower 
lip of the upper cabinets. If your light beam 
touches the front surface of the upper cabi-
nets, it will cast an unfortunate shadow on 
the countertop worksurface below. 

Plotting it on paper
To position cans correctly, find the beam 
angle of your lights, which is listed on the 
fixture, the manufacturer’s website, the 
packaging, or the lamp itself. On your 
kitchen section drawing (a side view of the 
kitchen showing cabinets), use a protractor 
to plot the beam angle you want to use (40° 
is a good place to start, although you may 
need to adjust this later). Plot the beam’s 
path relative to your upper cabinets, placing 
the first row of cans so that the beam angle 
just misses the front edge of the upper cabi-
net. To pinpoint the perpendicular place-
ment of the next can along this first row, 
use the protractor again, this time on an ele-
vation drawing (front view of the cabinets). 
Find a point 6 in. above the worksurface, 
and intersect the first beam angle with the 
second. Working backward, place the sec-
ond can where that beam angle hits the ceil-
ing. Using the protractor and beam-angle 
method, place the remainder of the cans. 

Following this simple method will  
help you to avoid the most basic and  

A lumen represents how much light a 

lamp emits. Since the introduction of 

super-energy-efficient lighting, lumens 

have largely replaced watts as the  

go-to measurement for lamp intensity. 

As a  result, it’s the number you’ll find 

on most lamp packaging (indoor lamps 

typically have light outputs ranging from 

50 to 10,000 lumens). The number of 

lumens, however, does not take into 

account the intensity of the light at any 

one point in the beam. That is why pro-

fessionals gauge the illumination power 

of focused lights (such as can lights) in 

candlepower rather than lumens.

Why not lumens? 

most frequent mistakes I see in kitchen 
lighting.

Calculating the light requirements
Once you’ve created a layout based on beam 
angle, you still have some work to do. The 
next step is determining how strong the 
lamps in your cans need to be to illumi-
nate the space properly. The Illuminating 
Engineering Society (IES) recommends a 
minimum of 30 footcandles (fc) for general 
ambient lighting in a kitchen. This means 
you’ll want an even distribution of 30 fc at 
countertop height.

This is an adequate amount of light for 
most kitchens. In some situations, however, 
more lighting might be needed. For exam-
ple, if occupants are age 55 or older, the base 
recommendation from IES jumps to 40 fc. 
Someone with very poor vision may need 
much more. Young folks with excellent 
eyesight may get along with less, but stick to 
30 fc as a starting point. 

A footcandle is based on the output of 
one standard candle, burning 1 ft. away 
from the surface it illuminates. The other 
measure I use in lighting calculations is 
candlepower, which represents the traveling 
power of light emitted from a lamp. 

These two measurements are the basis for 
the formulas I use to figure out how much 
light is needed at point A (the fixture) to see 
clearly at point B (countertop height). 

Adjusting to the situation
To complete our calculations, we have two 
more factors to take into account: room 

reflectance (how much of the lamp’s light 
is absorbed or reflected) and ceiling height 
(the distance light has to travel to get to the 
countertop-height sweet spot).

A dark room absorbs light, requiring 
additional illumination. A kitchen fin-
ished with light colors requires less light. 
Because they become nonreflective black 
rectangles at night, windows increase  
lighting needs. Countertop materials fac-
tor into reflectance as well: Black-granite 
countertops may be beautiful, but they do 
not reflect much light.

To deal with these variables, IES recom-
mends adjustment factors that can be ap-
plied to the base recommendation (30 fc) to 
ensure proper illumination. You can see an 
example on pp. 88–89 of how I would ap-
ply these adjustments to a typical kitchen.

After these adjustments are made, one 
last formula is needed to determine the 
amount of light required from your fix-
tures. That’s because a lamp placed 18 in. 
from a surface delivers a lot more light 
than the same lamp located 8 ft. away. To 
calculate how much candlepower a lamp 
must produce to get the required illumina-
tion where it’s needed, lighting designers 
use the inverse-square law. According 
to this rule, the candlepower (cp) of your 
fixture should be equal to the distance 
from the light source to the countertop 
area squared (D²) and then multiplied by 
the footcandles required. The equation is 
written cp = D² x fc. The example at right 
demonstrates this formula for an 8-ft. ceiling.
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Getting ambient light right requires 

calculations based on real-world conditions. 

To demonstrate, let’s look at the kitchen 

pictured on pp. 84-85. This kitchen has an 

8-ft. ceiling, and a floor and cabinets in 

midtone woods. The ceiling is white, and one 

wall is dark green. We’ll assume the occupant 

is 58 years old. Here’s how to calculate the 

ambient lighting needed for that room.

With a protractor, mark your chosen beam 

angle on a section drawing so that the beams 

from the first row of cans miss the cabinets 

and intersect just above countertop height. 

To place adjacent cans, repeat the process 

on an elevation or plan view, maintaining the 

same overlap. (See drawings, facing page.)

30 fc .................................Start with IES-recommended  
                                         level of 30 fc.

30 fc x 1.33 = 39.9 fc ......  Multiply by age factor of 1.33 
because the homeowner is  
58 years old (see chart 1).

39.9 fc x 1 = 39.9 fc ........  Multiply by room reflectance 
factor of 1 because the wall, 
ceiling, and floor colors are of  
medium colorations (see  
charts 1 and 2).

39.9 fc x 1.33 = 53.07 fc ....  Multiply by countertop  
background factor of 1.33 
because the countertops are 
dark (see chart 1).

Total footcandles required: 53.07. We can round to 53 
before proceeding to the next step.

LIghTIng by 
ThE nuMbErS

1

2

Adjust ambient-light needs based on occupant 

age and room reflectance. IES adjustments are 

shown in charts 1 and 2, at right.

Calculate overall  
ambient-light needs

Plan for cans

Candlepower (cp) 
is a measure of light 
concentration in a light 
beam. The higher the 
candlepower, the more 
powerful the illumina-
tion is at that point. 
Also referred to as 
candela, mean candle-
power, or center-beam 
candlepower (CBCP), 
this measurement is 
found on the same 
manufacturers’ spec 
sheets where you’ll find 
beam angle and other 
useful information. 

Just a reminder: I’ve been measuring light needs at 
countertop height, but I’m focusing only on ambient 
light. For countertop tasks, you’ll want to supplement 
this 30 fc of ambient light with another 40 fc or more of 
undercabinet lighting to reach the 70 fc recom mended 
for worksurfaces. 

Ceiling height makes a significant difference in the 
amount of illu mination required to light a kitchen 
properly. If the ceiling height is just 2 ft. taller (10 ft.), 
you need almost twice as much illumination to deliver 

an adequate amount of light to that 
countertop sweet spot.

 
Now find your lights ... or 
maybe start over
After you’ve established the location 
of your cans and calculated the beam 
 angle and candlepower, you need to 
select the right lamps. Invariably,  after 
looking through manufacturers’ cata-
logs and websites, or receiving help 
from a lighting consultant, you’ll seek 
out the product that emits the requi-
site candlepower combined with the 
beam angle you used in your lighting 
layout, only to discover that this lamp 
or integrated fixture does not exist.

So it’s back to the drawing board 
for some recalculation. For example, 
if you planned the spacing based on a 
wide beam spread and the ceilings are 
very high, you may not find a lamp 
that can deliver the required amount 

of light. You may need to lay out the cans again and add 
more fixtures, using a tighter beam angle. Remember, 
fixtures that have a smaller beam angle deliver a larger 
concentration of light. Or you may opt to use fixtures 
that hang from the ceiling, effectively lowering the level 
of your light source.

You also may discover that you cannot place those 
cans in the ideal location because of a stray joist or other 
obstruction that sits in the middle of your perfect lay-
out. I encountered this problem in my own kitchen. To 
provide the right amount of light on my counters, I sac-
rificed the amount of light at the center of the room. If 
a kitchen does not  include an island, this is a good place 
for less light. I made the necessary adjustments in can 
placement to accommodate my joists, favoring work-
surfaces and de-emphasizing perfect light in the center 
of the room. These kinds of adjustments are always a 
judgment call. Use logic and common sense, and you’ll 
like the results.	 	 	 	 	 □

Jeffrey R. Dross is corporate director for education 
and industry trends at Kichler Lighting. Photos by 
Charles Bickford, except where noted. Photos have 
been edited for illustrative purposes. 
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Match candlepower 

needs to a lamp 

or fixture with the 

right beam spread 

and candlepower. 

This information 

can be found on the 

manufacturers’ spec 

sheets, websites, and 

catalogs. A little more 

candlepower is better 

than not enough.

LIGHTING BY
THE NUMBERS

3

4

Section view

Plan view

CHART 1
Adjustment factors for footcandle levels
Adjustment factor 0.66 1.0 1.33

Age Under 40 40-55 Over 55

Average room 
reflectance (ceiling, 
walls, and floor)

Light 
(over 70%)

Medium 
(30%-70%)

Dark 
(under 30%)

Task background 
reflectance 
(countertop color)

Light 
(over 70%)

Medium 
(30%-70%)

Dark 
(under 30%)

Calculating room reflectance*
Wall or ceiling colors Reflectance (%)
White, light cream 70-80
Light yellow 55-65
Light green, pink 45-50
Light blue, light gray 40-45
Beige, ocher, light brown, olive green 25-35
Orange, vermilion, medium gray 20-25
Dark colors (green, blue, red, gray) 10-15
Materials Reflectance (%)
White plaster 80
White tile 65-75
Limestone 35-70
Marble 30-70
Sandstone 20-40
Granite 20-25
Gray concrete 15-40
Brick 10-20
Carbon/black 2-10
Mirror 95
Clear glass 6-8
Maple 60
Birch 35-50
Oak (light) 25-35
Cherry 15-30
Oak (dark) 10-15
Mahogany 6-12
Walnut 5-10
Tin 67-72
Stainless 50-60
Aluminum 55-58
*If unknown, assume medium (30%-70%).

 

cp = D2 x fc ......................Start with the inverse-square law.

cp = 25 x 53 ....................  The room has 8-ft. ceilings, so the 
worksurface is 5 ft. away; 5 x 5 = 
25. We know the required fc is 53 
from our calculations in step 2.

cp = 1325.........................  Each recessed can must provide 
a candlepower of at least 1325 to 
illuminate the room adequately.

Calculate required 
candlepower

Based on the footcandle requirements established in 

step 2, we now factor in the ceiling height to arrive at 

the candlepower required for each fixture.

CHART 2

Match candlepower 

needs to a lamp 

or fixture with the 

right beam spread 

and candlepower. 

This information 

can be found on the 

manufacturers’ spec 

sheets, websites, and 

catalogs. A little more 

candlepower is better 

than not enough.

Find fixtures

Beams 
angles 

converge.

Cans are spaced across the room by repeating the 
same beam angle with the appropriate overlap. 

A section view (above) allows you to 
correctly position the cans relative to the 
cabinets. An elevation (frontal) view or a 
plan view (right) then can be used to space 
cans in each row for full illumination.

Beam 
clears 

cabinet.
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RETROFIT 
UNDERCABINET 
LIGHTS 
T he good thing about 

European-style cabi-
nets is the crisp lines 
of the frameless box 

and full-overlay doors. The bad 
thing is that this design makes 
it hard to conceal undercabinet 
lighting. When I custom-build 
Euro-style cabinets, I add a 
2-in.-deep tray under the upper 
units to hide wires and trans-
formers. However, one cus-
tomer rejected that idea because 
she thought she would need the 
extra space and wouldn’t need 
lights. A few years later, she 
called back a little sheepishly 
and said she had changed her 
mind. After being in the kitch-
en, she realized she needed the 
lighting. To keep down costs, 
we decided to find an option 
that wouldn’t require the work 
of an electrician.

I wanted to keep the cabinet 
lines as clean as I could and 
didn’t want to disturb the glass-
tile backsplash, so I chose not to 
add anything under the cabinet. 
Instead, I found some xenon 
puck lights that fit the bill. 
These models from American 
Lighting (www.americanlight
ing.com; about $15 each) are 
line voltage and don’t require 

Locate the fixture. These 
pucks were centered 
in the middle of each 
cabinet. Use a hole 
saw of the appropriate 
diameter to cut through 
the lower applied end of 
the cabinet. Follow with 
a 1⁄2-in.-dia. drill bit to cut 
through the melamine for 
the wires. 

Cabinet surgery. Decide 
where the outlet is best 
placed, and mark the 
outline of the cuts. After 
drilling holes at each of 
the corners, use a saw 
(sidebar facing page) to 
cut both the cabinet 
back and the drywall 
behind carefully. Fish the 
wire up, and install the 
outlet box. 

B Y  R E X  A L E X A N D E R

Add undercabinet lighting to 
existing cabinetry with little fuss 
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RETROFIT 
UNDERCABINET 
LIGHTS 

bulky transformers. All I had 
to do was install an outlet inside 
the cabinet and then somehow 
conceal the wires. I routed a 
wire chase in the bottom of the 
cabinet and covered it with a 
false bottom panel made of the 
same melamine. All that’s vis-
ible is a cabinet edge thickened 
by 3⁄4 in. 

As tempting as it was, run-
ning a new outlet from one of 
the nearby outlets above the 
counter is not allowed by the 
electrical code. After cutting 
a hole in the cabinet back, I 
pulled a new circuit from the 
panel and installed the outlet. 

In a different scenario, I 
might have had an electrician 

hardwire fixtures to remote 
transformers and/or the panel, 
eliminating the outlet and the 
plugs. But I would still conceal 
the wiring with this method. □

Rex Alexander is a cabinet-
maker in Brethren, Mich. 
Photos by Charles Bickford, 
except where noted. 

Plunge to the 
chase. A plunge 
router with an 
up-spiral straight 
bit plows a fast 
mini-chase into 
the cabinet’s 
lower panel to 
hide the cord. 
Finish excavating 
the chase to the 
cabinet side with 
a chisel.

Connect the 
dots. Drill a 1⁄2-in. 
hole through the 
cabinet side, and 
repeat the routing 
and chiseling 
process on the 
adjacent cabinet. 
Next, check that 
the fixture wires 
run smoothly in 
the chase with 
enough slack to 
reach the outlet.

False bottom 
with close 
tolerances. Cut a 
piece of 1⁄4-in. or 
1⁄2-in. melamine 
to fit tightly into 
the bottom of the 
cabinet. Rip and 
glue 1⁄4-in. strips 
onto the sides to 
make room for 
the wire. Cover 
the edges with 
iron-on melamine 
tape.

Compact 
cordless 
saw
Ordinarily, I don’t 
even bother to look 
at  certain makes of a 
tool because I sense 
that they’re not made 
to withstand constant 
use and daily abuse. 
However, somewhere 
along the line, I 
picked up a small VPX 
lithium-ion cordless re-
ciprocating saw made 
by Black & Decker 
(www.blackanddecker.
com). I used it one 
day when I didn’t have 
anything else handy, 
and I found that it was 
a great tool for some 
little jobs. It’s com-
pact and lightweight, 
though not particularly 
strong. I hide it under 
the rest of the tools in 
my van. Unfortunately, 
the product line has 
been discontinued, 
but Black & Decker 
has a newer version 
(LPS7000, shown 
above). It lacks the 
articulating handle of 
the older model and 
sells for $50.

he same is true of 
corner joints. Regard-
ing maintenance, Olson 
says that soap and 
water are best. Glass 
cleaners containing am-
monia can damage the 
painted surface by seep-
ing through unsealed 
joints. □

Anatole Burkin is a 
freelance writer in 
Santa Rosa, Calif. 
Photos courtesy of 
Bendheim, except 
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Whether you’re building a new kitchen or updating the 
appliances in your old one, you’ll quickly discover a 
dizzying universe of proliferating product lines and 
models with only slight differences between them— 

leaving you wondering how to get the best value for your dollar. 
The multitude of appliance brands and models available today is no 

accident. Manufacturers purposely target narrow market segments by 
both price and cooking interest. Each appliance brand or collection 
aims at a focus-group-tested and divided market, often with a back-
story or character traits assigned. GE, for instance, breaks kitchen 
users into four types: aspirer (passionate but learning), enthusiast (pas-
sionate with ability), laborer (ambivalent with ability), and reluctant
(without enthusiasm or ability). The features bestowed on a model 
depend on the consumer segment it targets, overlaid with a “good- 
better-best” marketing strategy. For example, Bosch has its 300, 500, 

Understand brand marketing to spend wisely 
on your next refrigerator, range, or dishwasher

BY SEAN GROOM

and 800 series of appliances. GE has its Profile, Café, and Monogram 
collections, and it recently added the Artistry series.

Another strategy is for a large holding company to market differ-
ent brands targeted at different types of customers. Frigidaire and 
Electrolux, for example, are the “value” and “upscale” brands of the 
same company. And Whirlpool Corporation sells products under at 
least five different brands—Whirlpool, Maytag, KitchenAid, Amana, 
and Jenn-Air.

In the Whirlpool family of brands, Amana is targeted at customers 
whose first priority is efficiency. KitchenAid is aimed at serious cooks 
who can’t—or won’t—spring for Whirlpool’s premium Jenn-Air 
brand. GE has targeted its Café series at aspirers and its Monogram 
series at enthusiasts. The difference in features is noticeable, although 
it’s the cheaper Café models that often have more features because 
they’re aimed at helping people learn to cook. These features make 
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If you make energy efficiency 
a priority for any appliance, it 
should be the fridge. That’s 
the Department of Energy’s 
take as well. This September, 
the DOE will roll out new 
energy-use requirements for 
refrigerators and freezers, 
lowering maximum annual 
energy consumption by 
about 25%. In practical 
terms, today’s Energy Star 
requirements will become 
the new baseline. In the 
fourth quarter of 2014, 
almost every manufacturer 
will have introduced more-
efficient models. (Those 
meeting the new standard 
will have a black background 
in the center of the familiar 
yellow Energy Guide sticker.) 
You might consider delaying 
your purchase if you want 
the most-efficient appliance 
or if you think the price of 
current models will drop. 
(Manufacturers were able 
to use the older regulations 
until Sept. 15, 2014, so some 
less-efficient fridges will 
remain on the market.)

Refrigerator prices 
generally increase with the 
number of doors and the 
degree of integration with 
surrounding cabinets. A 
higher price also gets you 
more capacity and ice-and-
water dispensers. Inside, 
however, the glass shelves 
and plastic trim in a mid-
priced refrigerator are similar 
to what you’ll find in a Sub-
Zero built-in that costs four 
times as much. What does 
vary is the ease of access 
to bins and shelf-height 
flexibility, but that isn’t 
always consistent with price. 
Hands-on testing is the only 
way to see what works best. 
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If efficiency is your primary concern, you’ll 
save a lot of money on a refrigerator. Basic, 
small (16 to 20 cu. ft.), top-freezer models 
without features such as ice makers or water 
dispensers top the efficiency list. They are 
available for less than $700 and consume 335 
to 360 kwh/yr of electricity, which costs about 
$40. They offer basic shelf flexibility, two 
crisper drawers, and at least one door shelf 
that holds gallon-size containers. 

Bottom-freezer configurations place the 
most-used groceries at eye level. Prices start around $1100 
for 20-cu.-ft. fridges and approach $2000 with an installed 
ice maker, stainless-steel doors, and an extra 3 cu. ft. of 
capacity. Side-by-side configurations are available in this 
price range, but they don’t do well in terms of energy use 
or refrigeration performance.

The first French-door models had a 
bottom pullout freezer and split swinging 
doors on the refrigerator. Newer four-
door versions have a wide refrigerator 
drawer between the armoire-style double 
doors and the freezer drawer. With 
lots of visible sealed drawers that have 
adjustable humidity, French-door models 
are great for storing fresh food. Energy 
consumption is about 200 kwh/yr more 
than with a top-freezer model, but these 
fridges offer LED lighting, digital controls, 
a large amount of flexible storage, and 
filtered-water dispensers. Counter-depth models are also 
available in this price range, as well as various air-freshener 
technologies that promise to make that open box of 
baking soda unnecessary.

REFRIGERATION
If efficiency is your primary concern, you’ll 
save a lot of money on a refrigerator. Basic, 
small (16 to 20 cu. ft.), top-freezer models 
without features such as ice makers or water 
dispensers top the efficiency list. They are 
available for less than $700 and consume 335 
to 360 kwh/yr of electricity, which costs about 
$40. They offer basic shelf flexibility, two 
crisper drawers, and at least one door shelf 
that holds gallon-size containers. 

most-used groceries at eye level. Prices start around $1100 
for 20-cu.-ft. fridges and approach $2000 with an installed 
ice maker, stainless-steel doors, and an extra 3 cu. ft. of 
capacity. Side-by-side configurations are available in this 
price range, but they don’t do well in terms of energy use 
or refrigeration performance.

Basic fridge, better design. GE’s Artistry fridge ($1200) is 
a fairly simple model with basic storage. The side-opening 
bottom-freezer door makes access awkward, but a high-
gloss enamel finish, gently curved stainless-steel handles, 
and an arched door offer a unique style. 

Savoir faire. LG’s French-door 
refrigerator (LFC22770ST; $1800) offers 
great visibility and access to refrigerator 
items as well as a 10-year warranty on 
the compressor. Multiple temperature 
and humidity sensors and airflow 
channels regulate temperatures. 

and 800 series of appliances. GE has its Profile, Café, and Monogram 
collections, and it recently added the Artistry series.

Another strategy is for a large holding company to market differ-
ent brands targeted at different types of customers. Frigidaire and 
Electrolux, for example, are the “value” and “upscale” brands of the 
same company. And Whirlpool Corporation sells products under at 
least five different brands—Whirlpool, Maytag, KitchenAid, Amana, 
and Jenn-Air.

In the Whirlpool family of brands, Amana is targeted at customers 
whose first priority is efficiency. KitchenAid is aimed at serious cooks 
who can’t—or won’t—spring for Whirlpool’s premium Jenn-Air 
brand. GE has targeted its Café series at aspirers and its Monogram 
series at enthusiasts. The difference in features is noticeable, although 
it’s the cheaper Café models that often have more features because 
they’re aimed at helping people learn to cook. These features make 

CONSIDER 

Frigidaire, 
GE Artistry, 
Whirlpool

THRIFT

$700 to $1600

CONSIDER 

GE Café, 
GE Profile, 
Kenmore, 

KitchenAid, 
LG, Samsung, 

Whirlpool

VALUE

$1600 to $4000

T T

$70 600

V E

$160 4000
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A higher price gets you 
better humidity control 
between freezer and fridge 
from dual evaporators or 
dual compressors, which 
means foods will keep 
longer. You’ll also find LED 

lighting and mechanical air 
cleaning in models priced 
above $2000. 

Internet connectivity 
has also made its way to 
refrigerators. Whirlpool’s 
6th Sense–enabled models 
allow you to change your 

refrigerator’s temperature 
from your smartphone. LG’s 
ThinQ system promises, 
among other things, the 
ability to track refrigerator 
inventory and expiration 
dates. When a future version 
tracks inventory after 

scanning receipts or product 
bar codes, this could save 
time and money. For now, 
though, the amount of data 
that needs to be entered 
into your smartphone makes 
it highly impractical and 
unlikely to be used.

Integrated and built-in 
refrigerators are the 
most expensive. These 
are 84-in.-tall (traditional 
fridges are 70 in.), large-
capacity, counter-depth 
units that are available 
in a variety of door 
configurations, including 
refrigerator- and freezer-
only “columns.” Water 
dispensers, if offered, 
are often inside the 
door to accommodate panel inserts. With 
dual evaporators and sometimes dual 
compressors, temperature and humidity 
regulation is typically excellent, but 
energy performance is all over the map. 

Split personality. Sub-Zero’s 
refrigerator and freezer columns can 
be installed side by side as shown 
here (IC-24R and IC-24FI; $6490 
and $6650) or in separate areas of 
the kitchen. Available with polished 
stainless-steel doors or outfitted with 
panels for an integrated look, they 
have wonderfully beefy, smooth-
operating hinges and magnetic seals 
on all four sides of the door to ensure 
freshness. The interiors, however, are 
not that different from a $2000 fridge; 
there’s only so much you can do with 
glass and plastic.

Continued from p. 93 

CONSIDER 

GE Monogram, 
Jenn-Air, 
Liebherr, 
Sub-Zero, 

Thermador, 
Viking

LUXURY

$4000 and up

Continued on p. 98
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You can get a basic range with 
a radiant cooktop or sealed gas 
burners and an electric oven 
for less than $700. Just above 
this price point, however, 
you’ll start to find self-cleaning 
ovens, stainless-steel finishes, 
convection ovens, and the 
placement of the lower, baking 
element under the oven surface 
for easier cleaning and safety. 

Doubling the price offers 
convenience features such as a 
bridge element for griddles on radiant-electric 
stoves as well as several oven upgrades: 
steam cleaning, better convection technology, 
fast preheat, digital controls, double ovens, 
and warming drawers. You can also purchase 
slide-in ranges with upfront controls.

cooking fun, easy, and engaging for the neo-
phyte. Monogram is clearly a descendent of 
the commercial kitchen. In the words of GE 
product manager Steven Hopmann, “Mono-
gram is about refined elegance and superla-
tive quality.” Monogram appliances look and 
feel more robust and cost about 35% more 
than those in the Café line. 

There’s a cachet associated with a luxury 
brand, so appliance manufacturers tend to 
position their wares toward the upper end 
of the market. Even though its three major-
model series span the kitchen-appliance 
category, Bosch claims to target only the top 
20% of the market, the idea being that its 
“good” models pick up where others’ “best” 
models leave off. Brands also try to appeal 
to aspirational luxury: LG and KitchenAid 
position themselves as premium brands, as 
do Sub-Zero and Wolf, even though they 
target wildly different budgets.

GE’s new Artistry series bucks this trend 
somewhat. The idea is simple, affordable 
appliances with design touches that are pleas-
antly retro. It will be interesting to see what 
hold this brand establishes in the market. 

At what price value?
All of this raises questions of value: At what 
point are you paying for the reflected glory of 
the brand name? Does price really indicate 
quality? Just how much better, for exam-
ple, is a Bosch 800 series dishwasher than 
one from the 300 series? What exactly 
separates a $3500 LG refrigerator from a 
$7500 Sub-Zero? They’ll both keep your 
food cold, right? 

The good news is that, generally 
speaking, major brands offer qual-
ity products that work as intended. 
So what accounts for the variations in 
the scores of Consumer Reports’ top 40 
refrig erators, which range from a high 
of 85 to a low of 70? Almost exclusively, 
it’s energy consumption and ease of 
 access to storage bins.

If efficiency is your priority, it’s easy 
to pick out the high achievers because 
all fridges and dishwashers sport the 
Department of Energy’s Energy 
Guide sticker comparing relative 
energy consumption. Cooling per-
formance doesn’t vary much—
especially within broad price bands—
so choosing a fridge in your budget range 
comes down to convenience features.

scanning receipts or product 
bar codes, this could save 
time and money. For now, 
though, the amount of data 
that needs to be entered 
into your smartphone makes 
it highly impractical and 
unlikely to be used.

COOKING
Many homeowners choose the range, or the cooktop and wall oven, and 
then build their kitchen around this anchor appliance. Typically, the selection 
process starts by choosing a fuel type. For equivalent models, the price 
difference between gas and radiant-electric products is negligible. Prices 
range from $700 for a basic four-burner range to $14,000 for a commercial-
inspired four-burner gas range with a griddle and double ovens. 

Electric induction cooktops and ranges cost more than appliances run by 
other fuel types. A few years ago, manufacturers reserved the technology for 
their high-end cooktops; now there are options between $1200 and $1800. 
That’s still expensive, but there’s a lot to recommend the technology: It’s the 
most energy-efficient way to cook, it boils water faster than other methods, 
it’s programmable, and it has unparalleled heat response with precise control.

The cost of cooking appliances is driven by features and touch points. 
Freestanding commercial-style cooking appliances made with heavy-gauge 
stainless steel and sturdier doors and handles cost more. Their stylish, 
backlit knobs look nice, but they don’t improve temperature control. Buy this 
type of product because it’s a style statement you want for your kitchen or 
because you cook a lot of complex meals. 

If cooking isn’t a passion, you may be better served by traditional slide-in 
or stand-alone ranges that offer programmable controls and more timed-
cooking features. You can now find ranges with induction cooktops for about 
$1800. They’ll bring a pot of liquid to a boil, then automatically reduce the 
temperature and hold it at a simmer.

Cleaning up. For about $1100, LG’s 
radiant-electric range offers two standard 
and two high-output elements, a warming 
element, and a convection oven with an 
infrared grill. It also boasts a 20-minute 
EasyClean cycle as well as a traditional 
self-cleaning mode for baked-on messes.

CONSIDER 

Frigidaire, GE, 
GE Artistry, 
KitchenAid, 
LG, Maytag, 

Samsung, 
Whirlpool

THRIFT

$700 to $2000

Continued on p. 98

T T

$70 000

KITCHEN MAKEOVER 95

BestValueAppliances_v2BC.indd   95 2/24/16   9:46 AM



Two possibilities in this price range offer 
value not available at lower price points: 
induction ranges and separate cooktop 
and wall-oven combinations. If you’re 
motivated by energy efficiency and easy 
cooking, induction has a lot to offer. 
Separating the cooktop from the oven 
has the practical advantage of being 
easier on your back, and it offers design 
flexibility. Wall ovens come in single 

and double configurations. Double wall 
ovens have significantly more capacity 
than double ovens in a range. Among 
premium brands, a double wall oven 
and a cooktop will run between $4000 
and $4500, but at this higher price, you 
can gain the comfort and safety of a 
horizontally swinging door with Bosch’s 
Benchmark series ($2900 for a single 
oven, $4500 for a double oven).

Entry into the world of freestanding 
professional-style ranges starts at around 
$5000 for a 30-in. range. Each step up in 
width, from 30 in. to 36 in., 48 in., or 60 
in., adds significantly to cost—anywhere 
from $2000 to $3500 per increment 
depending on the brand. These appliances 
aren’t wallflowers—a Viking, Wolf, 
Monogram, or Thermador range will be 
noticed for its stout presence. Other than 
the sheer size and number of cooking 
burners, the most notable feature unique 
to this price range is the availability of 
steam convection ovens. 

FINEHOMEBUILDING.COM96

Separate functions for 
flexibility. Whirlpool’s five-
burner, 36-in. gas range 
(GLS3665S; $1100) has all of 
the functions you’d expect 
at this price: a high-output 
15,000-Btu burner for 
searing and stir-frying, full-
width continuous grates for 
sliding pots anywhere on the 
cooktop, and sealed burners 
for easier cleaning. 

Worth the price? Thermador’s $14,000 48-in. Pro Grand 
steam range (PRD48JDSGU) is beautiful to touch, and 
the heavy oven doors are outfitted with dampers to 
prevent clunky operation. The handles fit nicely in the 
hand, and their solid connection to the door feels like 
it was welded instead of made with fasteners. Not all 
extravagantly expensive ranges have this solid feel.

CONSIDER

Bosch, 
GE Café, 

KitchenAid, 
LG, Maytag, 

Samsung, and 
Whirlpool

VALUE

$2000 to $5000

CONSIDER

GE Monogram, 
Jenn-Air, 

Thermador, 
Viking, and 

Wolf

LUXURY

$5000 AND U
P

V E

$200 5000
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$500 D UP
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The first thing you’ll notice 
about dishwashers at the 
lower end of the price scale is 
that the tubs are plastic. This 
savings allows manufacturers 
to add convenience features at 
relatively low cost. However, 
less-expensive models 
have less sound-deadening 
insulation and louder motors 
than more-expensive models, 

and likely list a 40 to 50+ dBA rating 
(a decibel rating for frequencies 

having the greatest effect on the 
human ear; the lower the number, 

the quieter the unit runs). An 
entry-level Maytag dishwasher 
(MDB6769PAS; $585) allows 
the user to load the machine 

without having to scrape dishes, 
thanks to an in-unit food disposal. 

Maytag doesn’t list the operating 
decibels, so it’s probably relatively 
loud. It has a delay wash and six cycle 
options, including sanitize, baked-on 
food, and steam rinse. This Energy Star–
qualified dishwasher uses 294 kwh/yr 
of electricity, and a standard cycle uses 
4.2 gal. of water. The baked-on food 
cycle uses 12.3 gal.—twice that used by 
Bosch’s heavy-duty cycles.

Consider 
a speed-
cook oven
To maximize value and 

space, Jamie Gold, a 

San Diego–area kitchen 

designer, recommends 

appliances that can pull 

double duty. She sug-

gests clients consider 

a speed-cook oven 

instead of a second 

oven and a microwave. 

Speed-cook ovens, such 

as GE’s Profile Advan-

tium 30-in. wall oven 

(PSB9120SFSS; $2300), 

are smaller convection 

ovens that rely on com-

binations of microwave 

capability, halogen 

heating, and convec-

tion air movement to 

broil, bake, speed-cook, 

warm, or proof. Some 

models also include a 

steam option. A speed-

cook oven runs from 

$1700 to $2500, but 

it takes the place of a 

microwave, a second 

oven, and a warming 

drawer. By comparison, 

a built-in microwave 

typically costs $500 to 

$1000, and the price 

differential between a 

single and double oven 

is over $1000.

CLEANING
Dishwashers are all about convenience. They shouldn’t be heard, dishes should 
come out clean, and racks should be flexible enough to accommodate whatever 
plates, glassware, utensils, and pots you typically clean. Rated for both energy and 
water use, dishwashers are another place to focus on efficiency in the kitchen. Look 
for inline water heaters rather than exposed elements; they are a more efficient and 
consistent heating method. Models with turbidity sensors that evaluate the wash 
water for food particles can adjust cycle length as needed; fine filters with lots of 
surface area to trap and remove food waste reduce the amount of water used. 
(Filters are also quieter than motorized disposal choppers.) Stainless-steel tubs not 
only look better than plastic ones, but they aid in drying the load. 

If you regularly load the dishwasher with hard-to-clean items such as deep pots, 
baby bottles, or sports bottles, look for machines with specialty jets. Whirlpool, for 

instance, has models with jets mounted 
low on the sidewall to scrub pots; GE 
has models with tine-mounted jets that 
fit inside bottles.

Emphasis on 
convenience. Rather 
than offering quiet 
operation and boundary-
pushing energy and 
water efficiency, 
Maytag’s JetClean Plus 
dishwasher promises 
“no-scrape” loading and 
heavy-duty scrubbing 
performance. 

CONSIDER

 Frigidaire, GE, 
GE Artistry, LG, 

Maytag, and 
Whirlpool

THRIFT

UNDER $750
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The shared wisdom of people 
I spoke with is that Bosch is a 
good choice if you’re looking 
for value in a dishwasher—and 
that extends from the mid-range 
to the highest-priced models. 
Architect Russ Hamlet tells his 
clients to choose any dishwasher 
they want, as long as it’s a 
Bosch. At my local independent 
appliance store, Holloways in 
Simsbury, Conn., marketing 
manager Laurie Donahue says 
that Bosch dishwashers far 
outsell other brands.

Bosch’s models run from about 
$500 to nearly $2000. What does 
an extra $1500 buy you? Bosch’s 
Benchmark series dishwasher 
(SHX9PT75UC; $1999) is its 
quietest and most expensive. It 
has a flexible third rack, interior 
lights, an adjustable-height 
middle rack, and progress-
indicator lights that shine a 
small beam on the floor. What’s 
remarkable, though, is how 

many of those features are 
carried over to the 300 
series (SHE53T55UC; $799). 
Both use the same amount 
of water (2.9 gal.), and the 
300 model uses 259 kwh/yr 

of electricity, only 20 kwh/yr 
more than the 800 Plus model. 

Each holds 15 place settings, 
has a stainless-steel tub, and is 
equipped with a sophisticated 
leak-protection system. Aside 
from one less wash cycle and the 
lack of a third rack, the most 
noticeable difference is likely to 
be sound: The 300 series runs at 
46 dBA and the 800 Plus series 
at 38 dBA, indicating better 
insulation levels and probably a 
slightly different motor. 

“It used to be if you wanted a particular fea-
ture, size, or configuration of appliance, you 
would have to pay top dollar,” says architect 
Russ Hamlet. “In addition to more choices, 
I also see better quality and, of course, bet-
ter efficiency in a lot more brands. You don’t 
have to break the bank to get good quality 
with the features and looks you want.”

One gauge of mechanical quality—
durability—is the model’s warranty. Longer 
warranties indicate a company’s confidence 
in the machine’s internal parts. Here’s where 
luxury brands stand out. The standard war-
ranty in the kitchen-appliance world is one 
year. The relatively affordable brand LG, 
however, warrants its refrigerator compres-
sors for a decade. At the upper end of the 
market, Liebherr, a high-end Swiss refrig-
erator company, covers all parts for 12 years; 
includes labor on the entire appliance for 
the first two years; and covers labor on the 
sealed system for five. Another luxury brand, 
Viking, has a three-year full warranty and 
longer limited warranties (10 to 12 years) on 
the mechanical parts of its appliances. (This 
may be a response to a spate of poor-quality 
consumer reviews in recent years. As one 
industry rep told me, “Google has not been 
Viking’s friend.”)

Shop smart
Online research is great for narrowing the 
field of appliance choices; you can identify 
the most-efficient performers, view styles, 
sort through features, compare prices, and 
read customer reviews. But a digital screen 
is no substitute for grasping handles, open-
ing and closing doors, and experimenting 
with the function of refrigerator bins, oven 
shelves, and dishwasher racks.

With regard to pricing, remember that 
manufacturers are keen to keep people in 
their brand family, so you’ll often find hefty 
rebates for each additional appliance you 
buy. When this article was researched, GE 
was offering $100 back for each additional 
appliance purchased; Sub-Zero and Wolf 
were promising a $1000 discount when buy-
ing their refrigeration and cooking appli-
ances together, and Thermador was willing 
to throw in a dishwasher with the purchase 
of a range. Buy one of their fridges as well, 
and they’d give you a free range hood. □

Sean Groom is a contributing editor. 
Photos courtesy of the manufacturers.

lights, an adjustable-height 
middle rack, and progress-
indicator lights that shine a 
small beam on the floor. What’s 
remarkable, though, is how 

has a stainless-steel tub, and is 
equipped with a sophisticated 
leak-protection system. Aside 
from one less wash cycle and the 
lack of a third rack, the most 
noticeable difference is likely to 
be sound: The 300 series runs at 

Is this thing on? With a hidden 
control panel and whisper-quiet 
operation, Bosch’s 800 Plus 
dishwasher shines a small beam 
of light on the floor to let you 
know it’s at work.

Solid performer. Bosch’s 
300 series dishwashers share 
many features with the pricier 
500 and 800 series. All three 
series are stingy with water 
consumption.

CONSIDER

 Bosch, Jenn-
Air, KitchenAid, 

LG, Miele, 
Samsung, and 

Thermador
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