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A Woman’s 
Work
A first-time remodeler transforms a 

dusty, remuddled Victorian house into 
an inviting and elegant family home.

words + styling ElainE Markoutsas photographs alisE o’BriEn

Here were tHe optIons: pay a lot for someone else’s home 
re-do or grab a bargain that needs a little TLC and shape the spaces 
into a dream home.

Kathryn McBride, a single woman with a 15-year-old daughter, 
chose the second option. A romantic at heart, Kathryn fell in love 
with the turret, fireplace, and remnants of Victorian style in the 12-
room circa-1895 home. She could overlook the shag carpeting, dark 
paneling, chopped-up spaces, and color schemes from past decades.

Kathryn knew it would be beyond her budget to hire people to do 
the work. So she hired herself.

Came, Sawed, Conquered
Kathryn and her daughter, Tori, moved in, and Kathryn set out to make 
changes. She and Tori pored through design magazines, tore out 
pages showing their favorite looks, and taped them to the walls of each 
room that needed attention—that was all 12 of them!

For the next three years, Kathryn stripped wallpaper from walls, 
peeled carpeting from hardwood floors, and hauled away gold-flecked 
laminate countertops. It took an entire summer to strip five stubborn 
layers of wallpaper from the foyer alone.

ABOVE LEFT: Kathryn McBride, home renovator extraordinaire, in her entry. 
LEFT: Kathryn created a paneled look in the dining room with 1×3 boards. The 
wainscot extends from the floor to about a foot below the top of the window. 
OPPOSITE: The wainscoting and rich cobalt paint lend character to the dining 
room. Until Kathryn refinishes the not-so-perfect table, she tops it with a cloth. 
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“There was probably milk in the paste of the really old layers,” 
Kathryn says. “They were hard to get off. I used every product remover 
available, even fabric softener, as well as a steamer. I sanded off 
whatever remained.”

Kathryn signed up for classes at local home improvement stores and 
got familiar with tools she’d never touched before: jigsaws, table saws, 
miter saws. She became handy with construction adhesive and a nail 
gun. She checked out the home improvement television shows and 
devoured magazines and books. She surfed the Web. “In the middle of 
the night, when you can’t figure out how to do something, the Internet is 
always there with lots of information,” she says. 

Knocked Down, Dragged Out
Part of Kathryn’s plan involved rectifying the chopped-up feel of some 
rooms. The entry had been partitioned to create closets, for example, 
and one window was concealed. Kathryn opened the space and let in 

ABOVE: The living room always seems sunny because of the golden hue Kathryn 
chose for the walls. She experimented with six shades ranging from olive to 
mustard to get it right. The shutters are original to the house.
RIGHT: Kathryn replaced a wall between the foyer and the living room with a 
half-wall containing built-in shelves on the foyer side and a column support.
OPPOSITE: White paint spruces up the appliqués and trim on the original mantel. 
Kathryn installed paneling above it, where a family portrait has prominence.
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the light, which shines through the two art-glass windows she made. 
White beaded-board paneling and a light-color marble floor further 
brighten the room, which also serves as a mudroom.

Kathryn also gave a more open, contemporary feel to the adjoining 
foyer and living room. A full wall previously separated the spaces. She 
removed it and built a half-wall with 10-inch-deep shelves for books. 
She also built tall bookshelves on the opposite wall, which lends a cozy 
library feeling to the foyer.

 Architectural Respect
The new look of the fireplace reflects Kathryn’s deft blend of staying 
true to the home’s architectural roots with an eye toward a more 
contemporary style. The relief design of the original tile on the 
fireplace appealed to her, but the color—a mauve pink—not so much. 
She used porcelain paint in cobalt to cover the pink.

Although she normally appreciates natural wood tones, Kathryn 
thought the oak mantel too strong with the white-painted woodwork 

LEFT: To update the staircase, Kathryn removed 
carpeting and had the treads stripped and refinished. 
She painted the risers white and topped the treads with 
seven runners—a bargain at $75 total. 
ABOVE: To make the entry more people-friendly, 
Kathryn knocked out a wall that had formed small 
closets and blocked a window. She installed beaded-
board paneling and laid white marble floor tiles. 
OPPOSITE: A floor-to-ceiling bookcase built by Kathryn 
adds library function to the foyer. 
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Kathryn says: “Always carry a tape measure.”



Before



81

D
o

 It
 Y

o
u

r
se

lf | sp
r

In
g

 2008

so she painted the detailed mantel to match. The simple paneling she 
added above the mantel creates a framework for a black-and-white 
family portrait.

“I’m very respectful of original architectural features,” Kathryn says. 
“I hate the thought of ruining something. The tile and mantel had 
been there more than 100 years. I didn’t want to take them out. Now, if 
anyone ever wanted to return the tiles to their original color, all they’d 
need to do is take some solvent and strip off the paint.” 

Lessons Learned
Each project Kathryn tackled added to her remodeling knowledge 
and built her confidence. Her first big woodworking project was to 
construct a gridded wainscot in the dining room with 1×3 boards. As 
Kathryn began to install the pine boards, she realized she already had 
made a mistake. “I didn’t get clear pine,” she says. “The wood was 
crooked and fuzzy.” She bought new boards, which gave her straighter 
edges and smoother, paintable surfaces.

Another lesson learned was to purchase primed wood when 
practical. The laborious task of priming the beaded-board paneling 
she installed in the entry taught her that lesson.

Along the way, Kathryn wasn’t afraid to change “mistakes.” Out went 
the newly installed navy mosaic tile on the kitchen floor, for example. 
“I found it so hard to keep clean, I ripped it out and had hardwood 
installed,” she admits.

Bumps and bruises came with the territory. Kathryn almost broke a 
bone in her wrist when she was yanking off the old kitchen countertop. 
But her only visit to the emergency room was for an inhalation issue; 
she’d ignored instructions for proper ventilation on a product she used 
on marble tile in an upstairs bathroom.

After doing the homework, Kathryn decided to hire out some 
electrical, plumbing (especially installing the modern whirlpool 
tub), and carpentry work. Because she wanted a clean, crisp turn on 
the cabinet crown molding as well as a neat arched top on a corner 
bookcase in her bedroom, she hired a carpenter for that project. “It 
would have been easy to do the molding at an angle, straight across, 
but I didn’t want that look,” she says, although she’s confident she could 
have handled the fluted side moldings with bull’s-eye trim.

Creative Sparks
In addition to hard-core remodeling, Kathryn added many creative 
touches to her home. She experimented with paint treatments, 
including a sponged effect for Tori’s bedroom and a mottled look in 
her own. In the entry, she embellished a simple white paint job on an 
old trunk with hand lettering so straight it looks like it was stenciled. To 

TOP and ABOVE LEFT: Kathryn designed and crafted the art-glass valance at the 
window to coordinate with a Tiffany-style light fixture she purchased. 
LEFT: With granite tiles rather than more expensive slabs for the countertop, 
Kathryn got the look she wanted and practiced her tiling skills. 
OPPOSITE: New cabinetry wasn’t in her budget, so Kathryn stripped and 
refinished the existing pieces with a polyurethane stain in rich mahogany. She 
also added new hardware. 



Web extra!
See more of this home at 
www.diyideas.com/mcbride
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coordinate with a Tiffany-style light fixture she bought for the kitchen, 
Kathryn thought she’d try her hand at making an art-glass accent 
herself and signed up for a workshop. One art-glass accent was not 
enough! A pair of windows in the entry/mudroom, a pair of windows 
in the stairwell, a hallway light fixture, a window valance in the kitchen, 
and a few panels for doors are the artistic result. 

“When I began this house, my plan was to work really hard, doing 
the work myself so that I could afford to send my daughter to college,” 
Kathryn says. “It became so much more for me than that. I did increase 
the equity enough to satisfy that goal, and I did the whole house for a 
fraction of what some would spend on a kitchen. But something else 
happened: I found there wasn’t much that I couldn’t do if I put my mind 
to it. Now my home feels like a piece of art. I can’t wait to do another!”

For Resources, see page 98.

RIGHT: Kathryn designed the bookshelf, then hired  
a carpenter to execute the tricky arched openings. 
OPPOSITE: White sheers and a lavender silk panel 
shirred behind the bed create the illusion of another 
window and a pretty backdrop for the furniture. 
BELOW: Kathryn’s mother sewed the silk bedding and 
pillow covers. Kathryn attached tiny faux pearls and 
edged the pillow shams with lavender beads. 

Kathryn says:  
“When sewing 

on beads, run the 
thread through 
fabric glue, then 
tie it off. It sticks 

better!”


