
get just that part done. Other 
improvements can come later—
don’t worry about that for now. Do 
some simple things: add hanging 
plants next to your front door to 
make it more welcoming; liven 
up your deck with some potted 
annuals to bring color to the space; 
or even cut down that bush that’s 
overgrown the living room window 
so gradually over the last decade 
that you haven’t even noticed how 
much morning light it’s started to 
block.

By doing a little every year, you will 
be surprised at how much you can 
accomplish­—without sacrificing 
more than a few week-end hours.

We all know the beauty of your 
home starts with its exterior—
in particular, the yard and the 
landscaping. For many of us who 
have a hard enough time keeping 
the interiors of our homes neat 
and organized, the mere thought 
of exterior maintenance—let 
alone improvement—is daunting. 
It can be overwhelming to look 
at our front or back yards and try 
to envision what it would take to 
make it look beautiful.

Surprisingly, it might take very 
little. The key is deciding what your 
focal point should be. For some, 
it might just be re-seeding part of 
your lawn so that it has more grass 
than weeds; for others it might be a 
new walkway lined with blooming 
perennials leading up to the front 
door; and for still others it may 
more extensive, like new bluestone 
stairs or driveway pavers.

You can do a lot with very little. 
Settle on a small, manageable 
project—maybe something that 
you would like to be the center 
of attention—and resolve to 
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The challenges in “civilizing” 
basements all originate from the 
fact that a basement is a hole in 
the ground. Holes in the ground, at 
least in New England, are wet and 
dirty and have lots of bugs in them. 
Not surprisingly, then, basements 
are often wet and dirty and have 
lots of bugs in them. Interestingly, 
houses in the winter are very 
effective devices for moving this 
dirty, damp, buggy air from the 
basement to upper reaches of the 
house. This is known as the “stack 
effect”—a phenomenon that stems 
from the fact that warmer air rises.

Your boiler or furnace warms the 
air in the basement—sometimes 
inadvertently, sometimes on 
purpose. The basement, as a result, 
becomes depressurized—as warm 
air rises and exits the basement 
through various holes in the ceiling, 

For a long time in the history of 
houses, the basement was primarily 
a place to put stuff that could get 
cold and damp without suffering 
much damage or a space to 
relegate a noxious piece of heating 
equipment and its accompanying 
piles of coal. The basement as a 
space to put people was considered 
like something out of Dickens—a 
prelude to a long-lingering case of 
consumption.

Flash-forward a couple of 
centuries. Instead of low-level 
servants and a coal-fired furnace 
lurking in the cellar, we have cola-
fired teenagers and large-screen 
TVs down there. These days, a lot 
of families spend more time in the 
basement than in the living room. 
What happened?

First, heating equipment got 
smaller and cleaner, mostly by 
converting from coal to natural 
gas. Also, dehumidifiers and 
air conditioning became more 
prevalent—and the electricity 
required to run them got pretty 
cheap—meaning we had easy 
ways to deal with the humidity. 
Finally, real estate (especially 
in metropolitan Boston) got 
really expensive, and all that 
square footage in the basement 
that traditionally had been left 
inhospitable became too valuable 
not to try to civilize in some way.

		   
A well-planned and 

well-executed basement 

renovation, based on good 

building science, can be 

a thing of beauty and a 

joy forever. A poorly done 

basement renovation, on the 

other hand, can have adverse 

consequences for the health of 

the house and can often only 

be “repaired” by eventually 

tearing it all out and starting 

over.

Basements:

A basement turned into a kids playroom complete with its own powder room.

replacement air is drawn in from 
the outside. Some actually comes 
from the ground around the house; 
more comes in near the top of 
the basement walls, where the 
foundation is above grade. A steady 
flow of air develops, moving from 
low to high: warm air rises, and 
exits through leaks in the upper 
parts of the house (the attic, for 
instance); outdoor air enters into 
the basement (and the lower parts 
of the house in general) to take the 
place of the air that leaked out the 
attic. Bottom line: much of the air 
that circulates through your house 
in the winter—when the stack 
effect is at its most pronounced—
originates in the basement. 

But back to the basement 
renovation. The most thoughtful, 
comprehensive basement 
renovations involve insulating the 

walls and floor of the basement 
with a material that reduces heat 
flow (as all insulations are designed 
to do) but that also resists moisture 
flow and does not deteriorate 
if it gets damp (as only a few 
insulations are able to do). Rigid 
foam insulation and spray-foam 
insulation are two good products 
for this purpose. They warm the 
surfaces they’re applied to, which 
not only reduces heat flow outward 
in the winter but minimizes 
condensation in the summer; they 
help head off moisture that may 
be migrating through the porous 
masonry walls via capillarity; and 
they do not lose performance if 
they get damp. On the other hand, 
fiberglass batt insulation is one of 
the worst materials to insulate a 
basement with—notwithstanding 
the fact that it’s the most 
commonly used material for that 
purpose—because its performance 
deteriorates considerably when 
it’s wet, the paper facing and dust 
caught in the fibers can be food for 
mold, and because it has few if any 
air-sealing capabilities.

As part of our basement 
renovations, we use foam insulation 
to create a sort of “boat hull” to 
manage the water and to warm the 
walls and floor; and then apply the 
finishes (water-resistant sheetrock 
on the walls; resilient flooring, for 
instance, on the floors) to the inside 

of that “boat hull.” The net effect 
is a dry, warm basement; in fact, 
when we monitor temperature and 
relative humidity over time, we find 
that a well-remodeled basement 
has the most stable conditions of 
any floor of the house. And not 
only is the basement healthier, 
the indoor air quality throughout 
the house is often significantly 
improved because the basement 
is no longer the source of damp, 
dirty air throughout the house 
in the winter. The basement—no 
longer just a “hole in the ground”—
becomes eminently suitable for 
living, and the house takes a giant 
step forward.

The New Living Space

An exercise room the whole family can 
enjoy.

Written by Paul Eldrenkamp



We are proud to receive the 
Guildmaster Award for our 4th 
consecutive year. The Guildmaster 
Awards celebrate service 
excellence. Each year, Guild Quality, 
a national surveying company,
gives special recognition to building 
and remodeling companies that 
demonstrate an ability to deliver 
a consistently superior customer 
experience. Out of 150 applicants, 
Byggmeister is honored to be 1 of 
27 Guild Quality members who 
have won the Guildmaster Award 4 
consecutive years.

The primary requirement for 
receiving a Guildmaster Award is 
exemplary customer service, as 
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demonstrated by an extremely 
high customer recommendation 
rate. In the home building and 
remodeling industry, the average 
customer recommendation rate for 
businesses is approximately 70%. 
In order to receive a Guildmaster 
Award, a member must achieve 
a recommendation rate of 90% 
or greater.  Byggmeister has met 
and exceeded this with a 100% 
recommendation rate from our 
clients. 

Thank you to our clients for 
participating in the surveying 
process.  We look forward to 
working with you on future 
projects.

Byggmeister earns the 2010 
Guildmaster with Distinction Award


