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These Homeowners Transformed an Ugly Duckling into a Swan

When word spread through the
neighbourhood that a pair of young bachelors with flashy cars were
the new owners of the ugliest house on the block, the neighbours began to speculate. “Party
house,” they whispered over the fences. = Sure enough, Grant Botto and Joff Brondgeest, then in their mid-
twenties, were something of an odd couple in this quiet, middle class, middle-aged neighbourhood. © As pre-
dicted, they held some great parties — even the neighbours lined up to attend. What wasn’t predicted,
however, was the arrival of heavy-duty landscaping equipment. = “Between the
parties and the backhoe, I guess you could say we got the
neighbours’ attention,” says Botto.
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A local real estate sales representa-
tive, Botto's checkered past includes a
series of real estate purchases that
began when he was 21, and a stintas a
landscaping contractor. At an early age
he was tinkering with tools, reading The
Financial Post and plotting an early
escape from the work force.

“I've always been into taking some-
thing and making it look nicer and
newer. | get a lot of satisfaction from
that,” Botto says.

He and Brondgeest, a goal-oriented
high school friend who already had one
condo to his credit, joined forces and
finances to have some fun and make
their fortune in real estate,

Finding the House

The pair knew what they were look-
ing for: a structurally sound house that
was in desperate need of fresh paint and
a fresh look. And they would only buy a
house that was below market value.

The one they found was a cosmetic
nightmare. Yellow vinyl siding, choco-
late brown stucco and purple blinds hid
a potential beauty obvious to no one but
them. The price was right and there
weren't a lot of buyers.

After employing a few
simple but creative design tricks,
Botto and Brondgeest’s swan

began to emerge

“We were looking for a house that had
acombination of long-term and short-
term potential. (Neither Botto nor
Brondgeest knew how long they would
live in the house.) The 66-foot lot had
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excellent long-term potential for subdi-
vision. With three bedrooms up and two
down, it also had good revenue poten-
tial. In case we had to sell it within a
year, we wanted a house we could quick-
ly make dramatic improvements to. The
uglier the better,” recalls Botto.

This house fit the bill: in addition to
its lousy curbside manner, the backyard
was dominated by a cracked and
crooked swimming pool awash with
algae and debris. They fell in love with
the house at first sight. All they could see
was its potential.

The Paperwork

To make sure their long-standing
friendship survived the renovation,
Botto and Brondgeest entered into a for-
mal partnership agreement.

“It specified what would happen if
one of us wanted to sell and gave each of
us the option to buy the other out. In case
of a dispute, it set out when a third party
would get involved,” says Botto.

Before they took up hammer and nail,
they also drew up a fairly detailed bud-
get and a landscape plan.

Initially, most of the mortgage pay-
ment was covered by revenue from the
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Painting the exterior gave this

old house a new lease on life, and certainly

increased its curbside appeal

With the help of a backhoe, the backyard
was transformed from o

suburban jungle to a tranquil haven

The frugal wizards resisted the temptation
to gut the bathroom — instead they
toned down the green fixtures by painting

the walls and cabinets o taupe colour







