
T
here are many reasons to 
renovate. Maybe you have 
always had a mental list of 
things you’d like to change 
and finally have the time and 

money to do something about it, or 
you’ve just moved in and want to make 
the place your own. You might be 
thinking of growing your family, or maybe 
they are all grown up and your home 
needs a makeover to accommodate the 
next stage of your life. 

Whatever the reason you decide to 
begin a home improvement project, a 
large scale renovation can be an epic 
undertaking, requiring a significant 
financial and emotional investment, and 
a great deal of time and patience. It 
pays to know what you are in for.  
To provide some insight, we asked the 
proud owners of two recently renovated 
period homes about how they tackled 
their projects, what they learned – and 
what they’d do differently next time. 

GETTING STARTED
If you are considering renovating at 
some stage in the future, remember  
it’s never too early to start planning.  
A good way to begin is by making lists 
of must-haves and desirables that you 
can add to over time. Spend some time 
researching and understanding your 
home and the period in which your 
house was built before calling in  
the professionals so that you have  
a strong idea of what you want. ➺

A major renovation can be a bit like a marriage – it’s a lengthy commitment and you  
don’t get the rewards without weathering a few storms. We spoke to two homeowners  
who took the plunge, and their master of ceremonies, builder and renovator Brett Marris 
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It is also worth attending property 
inspections of houses from the same 
period as yours to see how others have 
tackled renovations, and decide what 
works and what doesn’t.

In addition to your own research, 
find out if your local council offers 
heritage guidelines or advice. This  
is often free of charge and can help 
you make choices that will be more 
sympathetic to the period in which 
your home was built. Working within 
these guidelines is also likely to make 
your home more valuable should you 
decide to sell.

Michael Kalinowski and his wife 
recently completed the renovation  
of their Victorian/Edwardian home  
in Williamstown, Victoria. They 
recommend allowing at least 18  
months for planning before bringing  
in a builder. 

“Your first solution may not be the 
best you can come up with,” Michael 
advises. “Our plans changed a lot  
over that time and I can’t imagine 
having gone with our first, second or 
even third design.”

When you have a firm idea of the 
direction you want to take, you may 
wish to engage an architect to draw up 

preliminary plans that you can show 
your builder and use when it comes to 
seeking council approval. Alternatively, 
you may find it more practical to let 
your builder enlist an architect or 
draftsman. 

Finally, you will need to arrange 
finance. Serpil Tenkin, who owns  
a newly-renovated Victorian era  
Digger’s cottage in North Melbourne, 
recommends arranging for more  
than you think you’ll need to avoid 
interruptions to building if you  
deviate from your original plan. 

“In the end I managed to do 
everything I wanted to without 
compromising on quality, but it was 
stressful trying to work out whether  
I would have enough money when I 
decided to go with high-end fittings  
in the bathroom, kitchen and living 
areas,” she admits. 

CHOOSING A BUILDER
You never know where you will find 
your perfect match when it comes  
to choosing your builder for the 
project. Serpil discovered Brett  
Marris’ firm, Marris Building Concepts 
(marrisbuildingconcepts.com.au), when 
she spotted Marris’ carpenters working 

on another house in her  
street. At first she was just looking for 
someone to soundproof and renovate 
the front of her house while she waited 
for the planning approval for a more 
substantial renovation, but when  
she realised Marris specialised in 
renovations and extensions to period 
homes she gave them the opportunity 
to quote on the entire job. To gain a 
comparison, she also sought quotes 
from a builder who lives across from 
the office where she works and a third 
builder recommended by her architect.

The prices quoted were similar so the 
quality of the workmanship she had seen 
as well as less tangible factors such  
as the builder’s attitude and ability  
to communicate became the major 
factors in Serpil’s decision. 

“Brett was the most flexible of the 
three and was willing to work with me 
to achieve the best outcome,” she says. 

Price transparency was also important. 
“When you are pricing for major 

structural works you want to know 
exactly what you are getting and that 
everything is documented,” she says. 
“That way you can achieve as much  
as possible with the funds you have 
available.”

Michael Kalinowski and his wife  
had already undertaken an extensive 
period of design and development 
before it came time to choose a 
builder. They found Marris’ knowledge 
and input extremely useful. 

“Brett was able to identify potential 
risks and opportunities, and from there 
we made some changes,” Michael 
says. “His ability to listen to what we 
wanted was a key reason for selecting 
him for the job.”

Many renovators engage a building 
firm to oversee the entire process,  
from initial planning to construction. 
Others like Serpil and Michael work 
with an architect before hiring  
a builder. Marris says going with a 
building firm from the beginning of  
a project is a good way to keep costs 
down because they use their own 
builders as well as providing the  
same services as an architect. 

“A building company will be less 
concerned about making a profit at  
the design stage because they tend  
to look at the project as a whole,”  
he explains.

For a list of qualified builders in your 
area visit the Master Builders Australia 
website (www.masterbuilders.com.au). ➺
 

“In the end I managed to do 
everything I wanted to without 

compromising on quality.” 

THIS PAGE: Brett Marris and  
his team pore over house plans.
OPPOSITE PAGE, 
CLOCKWISE FROM TOP: 
Serpil Tenkin’s new kitchen; view 
of Serpil’s loungeroom from the 
deck; ceiling rose detail.
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PLANNING
Once you have selected a builder  
they will usually set up a meeting to 
discuss what you hope to achieve. 
After hearing your aims, conducting  
a walk-through of your home and 
looking at any plans you have, they  
will be able to tell you the easiest  
way to achieve your goals and how  
to avoid common pitfalls or problems 
peculiar to your home.

The process usually goes 
something like this:

➊  Discuss your concept with  
your builder

➊  If you know an architect, you can 
approach them or your builder  
can choose one who will be the  
best fit for you and your project 

➊  The architect and/or draftsman will 
work with you on the finer details  
of your plans. The builder may 
come on site the first time to offer 
feedback about structural issues, 
discuss the pros and cons of keeping 
period details, and suggest more 
cost-effective solutions 

➊  Plans are drawn up and sent to  
the builder who will calculate a 
price for the work and organise 
engineering consultations 

➊  A rough proposal is drafted and 
submitted to your local council for 
a planning permit (these costs are 
the responsibility of the owner – for 
more information visit your local 
council’s website) 

➊  Once the council has responded 
your builder will present you with  
a list of restrictions (if any) 

➊  If the proposal is approved and you 
agree to the modifications, a contract 
is signed and work can begin 

DOWN TO BUSINESS
A cast of thousands come together on 
any renovation, but particularly one 
that requires as many specialised skills 
as a period home. Marris ticks off the 
specialists and tradesmen involved  
in an average project on his hands – 
and nearly runs out of fingers. 

“Apart from myself there is a 
draftsman, structural engineer, 
structural and finishing carpenters, 
plasterers for changing, stopping, 
cornice and specialty work, kitchen 
fitters, electricians, bathroom plumbers 
and roof plumbers. It has taken about 
six or seven years to find the perfect 
tradesmen to complement one 
another,” he says. 

Depending on the extent of the 
renovation you may be able to live at 
home during building, however it isn’t 
always advisable. For Serpil there was 
no question she would have to move out. 

“The only part of the house that was 
to remain were the two bedrooms and 
a corridor. The remainder of the house 
was being demolished and rebuilt from 
scratch,” she says. “It would have been 
impossible to continue living there as I 
had no bathroom or kitchen.” 

Serpil used the bedrooms to store 
her furniture and she and her son lived 
elsewhere during building. 

Marris recommends moving out even 
if access to plumbing is unaffected as 
the building process can be intrusive. 

“There is going to be dust, dirt  
and noise. For some people there  
can be a lot of anxiety coming home  
to that every night while the work is 
going on,” he says. ➺

   KEEP yOUR ExPECTATIONS REAL  
AND WORK TO A BUDGET

  ARRANGE fOR mORE fINANCE 
THAN yOU THINK yOU WILL  
NEED TO ALLOW fOR ANy 
UNfORESEEN DEvELOPmENTS

   ALLOW PLENTy Of TImE WHEN 
SEEKING COUNCIL APPROvAL AND  
BE PREPARED fOR ROAD BLOCKS 

  If yOU CAN, mOvE OUT DURING 
BUILDING – IT WILL SAvE A LOT  
Of STRESS

  KEEP IT SImPLE – THE mORE OPEN 
(LESS DIvISIONS) yOUR DESIGN, THE 
mORE COST EffECTIvE IT WILL BE

   COmmUNICATE WITH yOUR 
BUILDER (AND EACH OTHER If 
yOU ARE RENOvATING WITH A 
PARTNER) AS mUCH AS POSSIBLE 

 A cast of thousands come 
together on any renovation, 

particularly one that requires 
specialised skills.

RENOvATION CHECKLIST
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reno 

   scrapbook

Marris advocates a site meeting once 
a week where the owner can come 
down to see the progress being made 
and ask any questions. 

“Even if there is not much to see  
that particular week I usually have  
little notes for the client,” he says.  
“It could be as simple as checking 
whether they want to go with a 
particular detail for an arch, and 
making sure all the little things tie  
in with their vision of the bigger,  
final picture.”

Marris is a carpenter by trade and 
worked as a sub-contractor before 
starting his own business six years  
ago, eventually specialising in period 
homes, which, he says, “is something  
I have always wanted to do”. 

He enjoys the craftsmanship required 
in period homes and during his time as 
a sub-contractor was often frustrated by 
the lack of attention to detail, as well 
as by builders who were inflexible when 
clients requested small changes. 

“Those two important principles – 
the craftsmanship and [being unhappy 
with] the way some builders interacted 
with clients – are the main reasons why 
I decided to move on and take over 
the world – or at least do things  
a little differently,” he laughs.

For Marris, specialising in period 
renovations came with its own set of 
challenges as the work takes longer 
and costs can stack up no matter  
how prepared you are – costs he  
has sometimes had to wear. But he is 
convinced he made the right decision. 

“To walk away when you have 
finished a job with everyone happy 
gives you such a positive feeling,” he 
says. “I buy them a nice bottle of red 
to drink and enjoy in their new home 
because that’s a great moment – it’s 
definitely rewarding.” ➺

THIS PAGE: Serpil Tenkin’s fabulous galley kitchen after the renovation 
(above); before and after snapshots from Brett Marris’ renovation 
scrapbook (left); at the end of each project, Brett buys his clients  
a bottle of wine to enjoy in their newly renovated home (below).
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HOmE, SWEET HOmE
So the last of the tradesmen have 
disappeared along with the dust sheets, 
and you have been handed your keys. 
Now is the time to revel in the home 
you created with your building team. 

But no matter how thoroughly you 
planned the project, in the early days 
of getting acquainted with your new 
home there are likely to be little things 
you’ll wish you had done differently.

Serpil laments the direction of the 
drainage lean in the bathroom, a 
bathroom sink that sits slightly too high 
and the position of a chandelier in her 
living room that was installed based on 
how she initially planned to place her 
furniture, a formation she later revised. 
Overall, though, the result is one she 
enjoys coming home to, particularly 
when she remembers how far her home 
has come. 

“Given the limited land we had to 
work with I think we created a space 
that works well,” she says.

“I had a fairly clear idea of what I 
wanted but Brett helped me achieve 
much more than simply building  
a good quality extension. Together  
we gave the house character and 
personality from the Victorian era  
that was not in the original scope. 
There is definitely a ‘wow’ factor 
considering what I started with  
and what I ended up with.” ❧ 

“Brett helped me achieve 
much more than simply 
building a good quality 

extension.“ 
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