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TRADITIONAL TRADES

Higher

Tolerance

How one
couple’s passion
for authentic
period hardware
inspircd their
pursuit of a
successiul family
business.

TEXT BY

STEPHEMN T. SPEWOCHK
PHOTOS BY ERIC ROTH

New York architect Gil Schater
codlaboated with Histonc
Housetitters 1o creaté penod-
imspared hardware for a Hudson
River Valley country house

After David and Nancy Sposato mar-
ried in 1980, they mutually decided to
make good on their growing interest
in old houses and purchased an old
Cape in Pumam County, New York,
for the specific purpose of restoring the
structure. Without much research or
bookwork on the subject, the two spent
their nights and weekends attempting to
re-create what it was that drew them to
the house: a shared interest in authentic
period details.
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“We just looked around at a lot of
old houses,” recalls David, “and it basi-
cally came down to certain architectural
and design characteristics—not to men-
tion whether it fit into the budget.”

Supported by two full-time jobs,
they began on the foundation in the
basement and worked their way up—
room by room—until final te-in of the
restored chimney into the new roof.
“We coined the phrase ‘resto-vating’
because almost everything had to be

updated throughout the restoration pro-
cess,” jokes Dawid.

Of course, this love affair with their
home occurred during the pre-Internet
era, when one’s selection of materials
was usually relegated to the local hard-
ware store. When the couple eventu-
ally got around to picking out hardware,
they realized their options were limited,
choosing instead to seck out a blacksmith
to re-create the missing pieces,

A gentleman from Vermont was
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commissioned and began working on
some prototypes. Unfortunately, the wan
period was much longer than anucipat-
ed, resulung in some unexpected delays.
Then, after finally installing everything,
some of the pieces didn't quite fiv or
work as intended. “Thats when Nancy
and I thought there’s got to be an casier
way.” savs David.

Go with the Flow
Just as they had gone about restoring
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their Cape, the couple set out with the
same fervor in creatng a niche hardware
business that functioned with higher
levels of both period accuracy and cus-
tomer service. Without any marketing
background or experience, they decided
to create a catalog of various pieces and
advertse in the back of homebuilding
magazines. “\We literally cut and pasted
little pictures of items using type-set
format,” admits Dawid. *It was very
tedious and tume-consuming.” The first

publication hit the stands in 1986, estab-
lishing Histonc Housefitters Company
as a one-stop shop for all yvour period
hardware needs.

While Nancy handled the demands
of networking contacts, administering
contracts, and fine-tuning the details of
their commission-based business, David
worked on product development—
including design, function, and work-
ability. *The goal was to provide quality
period pieces with the authentic appear-
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Designed for yesterday.

Built for tomorrow.

Your Craftsman style home is

. special. Thats why we have
the energy etfident windows and doors
to match your nspiration and budget.
For a free brochure and dealer fisting,
call 1.800.877.9482, ext. 9866, or vt
www. jeld-wen.com/2B866.
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ance of a hand-forged item,” says David.
“That and a higher level of service for
every client.”

Iniually, more clients were architects
and designers, who were secking authen-
tic period pieces for their projects. By
tocusing on the architect/builder rela-
tionship, Historic Housefitters was able
to create added value for homeowners
who had interesting product ideas of
their own. “Going in, vou think about
what or where your business should be,”
reflects David. “Ultimarely, you end up
following the current of where the cus-
tomers take you.”

Deeper Currents

Thework thatmade Historic Housefitters
profitable within three years of initial
operations could not have occurred
without the skill and pride of the black-
smiths subcontracted o do the work.
very important part of our company’s
business is the strong working relation-
ships with the group of men who are
dedicated to producing our own pieces,”
notes David.

Many arrived at David and Nancy's
doorstep by word of mouth or in response
to the early magazine ad, with most
still remaining 20-some years since the
company imtiated business. Although
spread out throughout New England,
New York, and down to Virginia, the
love of their craft acts as the common
denominator that binds them.

“Our business is made up mostly of
thumb latches and ‘L) or ‘H' hinges,”
confesses David, “vet custom work must
meet the same standards as volume work.
In order to accomplish this, it must
come from the same hand, or set of
hands, every time so that over time it is
consistently the same in appearance and
funcrionality.”

Easier said than done, as most black-
smiths use rraditional processes such as
coal forges and unique anvils that allow
for broad variances in production. Yet it
is the time-honored skills that have been
passed down from blacksmith 1o black-
smith that help close the gap on errors.

By strictly adhering to correct tooling,
they are able to minimize the mechanical
tolerances.

In an effort to minimize any poten-
tial errors, David spends a lot of tume
with prospective clients, fleshing out a
desired object from peoples’ imagina-
tions. “We produce a lot of drawings to
uncover what someone really envisions,”
he says. “Then we work directly with
each blacksmith involved on the project
to review and verify every detail.”

‘T help in the war against attrition,
the company has shifted its concept on
product development. By focusing on
a higher volume of products per order
and reducing the quantity of orders,
blacksmiths are able to increase their
workload, often resulting in the need for
additional workers. “The best economy
of scale is volume, and over time, smiths
can orient their shops for volume pro-
duction,” explains David. “But it takes
time, s0 you want to keep them busy.”

Staving the Course

Holding on to that battle ery has been
hard over the past year and a half. David
bemoans the fact that the company’s
volume of business 15 down almost 25
percent from last year this time, with
lead tmes on production dropping to
half of what it originally took. “There
1s stll work to be had,” observes David,
“but the projects are not as plentiful as
in the past.”

Stll, he remains upbeat and opu-
mistue. “We'll continue o follow the
CUrrents, Maintaining our strong interest
in period work.” Noting a trend mov-
ing more toward rustic décor in new
old country homes, David cyes another
opportunity. “With all the open-hearth
kitchens, there is a strong demand for
hand-forged fireplace equipment,” he
says, excusing himself to work on a new
set of sketches, son

Stepben T. Spewock is a freelance writer liv-
ing outside Boston.

For Resources, see page 74.
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