CONCREILE
GOES UPSCALE

As an industry forms around concrete counters, backsplashes, sinks
and tables, artisans worry that ‘fly-by-nights’ will cheapen the appeal
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Mot so beayg ago, only the urbaneand affluent were in the
know on concrete countertops, To the rest of s, concrete
was an ugly word that supgested sidewalks and driveways.
The master craftzmen of concrete design had every
e 1o be pleazed with thiz atate of affaies, A boom in
real estate values and a proliferation of millionaires have
foeded a locrative market for the katchen surfices, which

IS CONCRETE RIGHT FOR YOU? 5 can cost more than granite. [

Concrete counterlops and fixtures are becom- | Then interfor design glossies shone the spatlight
ing increasingly popular in ame rencvation. But | ofl counters, lables, sinks and Bathtubs molded and
determining whather concrate & right far you | twisted from concrete, and this “liquid stone® as art-
depends an your Dudget and tastes. : zans call it, found & wider following.

Two Years g, a concrede artizan in
Raleigh started a training center, The

PROS . Conerete Countertop Institute, and
Ansthietics: Cusbamized, ong- the city besame a focal podnt for Fast
of-a-kind designs are re- Coast concrede desiFners,

garded as functicnal sculp- This week, the institute held the in-
bures, Mo one will oen A dhistey’s Arst countertop conference.
caunterinp e yours. A% right, It alresw moore than 200 people om 41
a coneree ktchen cousderbap states and several countries Eo the
incarparates nandprints. State Fairgrounds.

Varhety: Thie maferial can he The indusiry i still tiny, with abowt
finted any color and adormed SRR i 350 eoderete countertap r'l'lﬂlhlf_ﬂi‘:-
With abjects such &5 marble turers listed on an indusiry Web site,

chips, jewelry or fiber-optic iilumination, ' concretenetwork.com. That number is expected to grow
quiickly, however — a fact that some industry veterans
CONS aren’t eelebrating. Conference participants said they are
; concerned that the competition could turn this high-end
Cast: Cusfomrmade products are consideratly more amenity into anather low-budget home improvement
axpernsivie (han most ather fypes of materials, product. And when concrete is availahle to everyone and
Availabildy: Customers have to find a conorete de-
siner whie appoals Lo their fastes and budgets, SCE CONCRETE, PAGE &0
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boses its exclusivily, wealthy cus-
tomers might move on bo some
giher must-have counter.

“The [mext] phase wold proba-
Bl be — and [ hope it never gets
there — the mass market,” said
Jeff Girard, president of the Con
crede Countestop Tnstitute, “Eyveny:
thing that’s mass-produced auto-
matically becomes a commadits.”

Conerete's appes] comes in part
from its mallestibe nature. Pifments
can be added Lo create jiest about
any codor, ohjects can be inlaid for
a distinctive ook, and it cin be
seilpted and malded for a specic
shapse or soom. But it alss can de
teriorate when it's poorly made,

“The dlyrby-nights give fellas ke
s bad name,” Girard s, “They
it out 2 product not waorthy of
the mme ‘eoncrete” It's essentially
a piece of sidewalk, They crack,
they chip, they'te hornbly stained.
These's some good examples of
snme really bad concrete in Baledh
ik several restaurants”

O sermanar Litle sumimead up
“Are vou selling a Hyundai or a
Lesuz? Comerete Marketing 101"

Conerete countertop fabrica-
tors ane admired as miwch for their
handiwork as for the star quotient
of their elients. Many at the con-
ference said their fypical chent
wits & "hiuTgenis i —

a snr-nf yupnle's yupple willing fo
gy whatever it takes to express
a peraonal sanse of sbyle,

Michasl Busting, a concrate ma-
terials designer at Meld in
Raleigh, has designed concrete
fixtures for Mew York Mayor
Michzel Bloomberg, Girard
counts NASCAR racer Tony
Stewart as a client,

“The market segment we're in,
the clientele is extremely paricu-
lar,” Girard said. “T had a chient
win bad a metal Trojan horse, on
wieels, s it must have been & to
10 et high. He put in a swimming
pool — in the heuge, And he had
a SH0L000 steren system.”

Like many concrete fabricators,
Bustin iz circumspect about his
prices, but he [= dip that he once
designed o 510,000 concrede sink.
Concrete countertops tend to sell
for slightly above granste m miny
miarkeds, A Consumer Beports e
view in 2004 priced conerete coun-

Apron-clad emplovees of enCounter, Doug Bannister, left, and Tim Frazier demonstrate mold=
raking far a hand-pressed ink at the Concrete Countertop Institute conference in Ral=igh.
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Klein & Co, displayed its selection of aggregate materizls at

the conference, which was held at the State Fairgrounds.

foot installed, znd pramite at 350 1o
£ 100, Designess at this week's con-
ferenee say the price of concrete
countertops can range from S100
by 2400 1 sepsie food, dependding on
the detail and [abor mvolved.

The market is concentrited
argund pockets of wealth and
trendiness in cities such as 3an
Franciseo, Mew York and Wash:
ington. Bakeiph's recent armival into
the realim of comerete 25 0 listorical
aocident. Girard is a civil engineer
furmesd comerete artist who moved

Barhara, Calif._ anth his wife, Line
IEammam, a Morth Caroling native,
At the time, be was working az a
cvil engineer and decided to make
& coneredes counter for his home s
ter reading an articl: about the sl
ek, Soan after, he started making
the coimters for others, eventually
making it his full-time work.
Mangum, who works at. the Con-
erete Countertop Instibute &5 ser-
vice director, estimates that About
two dozen people in North Car-
alina mstke concrete countertops.

stitule, concrete counters went T
conztal, The West Coast fabrica-
tors tend to be more holistic @nd ab-
stract, conference participants
sairersd, while the Ezst Coast culture
15 e functienal and wtilitarian.
Ot West, concrete sculpture can
evake the mood of & Japanese tea
cepermany and supsest elements of
fong shui. In the East, Girard ap-
phies civil engineering technigques,
and Bustin uses three-dimensional
computer modeling.

Richard Taylor, cemer of The-
gigned Concrete Surfaces in
Foamokee, Va, chucked a carcer in
mechanical enginesring a vear ansd
a half aggo for o calling in concrete.
"You can have 400 pomeds of con-
rrebe and if you add 3 half cop of wae
ber o mawch, wou throwy the mix
off,” b s, “Ti's ot & commadity.
It's not running down to Lowe's an
the weekend and putbing it on."

Alexander Kitchin, owner of
Prettyhard in Charlottesville, Vi,
wins un Eoglish lteratire major at
the Lniversiby of Virgmes whawent
on tostudy architecture belore dis-
oovering the jovs of concrete,

“This & more like living mater-
ial,” Kitchin =said.

Staff writer John Murawski
can he reached at B2%-B532



