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Chapter 1 – The basics

I designed my first kitchen in 1987 and have fitted
many kitchens, built-in cupboards and studies 
over the years. This e-book is to give you all the 
knowledge you need to plan your kitchen and find 
the right contractors to do everything... hint, it’s 
me. 

This book is about designing your kitchen from the
concept to finding a contractor that won’t let you 
down. Designing your kitchen does not cut down 
on cost, because most kitchen fitters do a free 
design quote, but it allows you to decide what, 
where and how. It also means that any quotations 
you get are comparing apples and apples.



There are several ways to save on a kitchen and I 
have seen unscrupulous designers making the 
corners blank to save money on the materials, 
allowing them to quote lower, This leads to less 
space to store Tupperware and other junk. The 
design looks as good as everyone else’s but there 
is no storage in the corners.

Like all things, you can overcapitalize on your 
home by spending too much on a kitchen. 
Kitchens and Bathrooms are said to be the two 
things that will sell a house. Buyers love nice 
looking kitchens but most of all they like practical 
kitchens with good workflow. 



There are numerous things you can add to a 
kitchen to add value, remembering that if you 
spend R 200 000 on a kitchen in a house worth 
R 800 000 you are unlikely to recover that if you 
sold in a short time or ever. 

Further advice is that Kitchens that are subject to 
fashion become dated very quickly. I can identify 
the period in which most kitchens were fitted by 
the style of the units and the doors. For instance, 
if I walk into a kitchen that has white doors with 
Oak trim and Venza Oak Formica tops I can almost
be sure it was installed in the mid to late ’80s and 
Cherry Royale with black shadow lines the early 
2000’s



Today to install a kitchen you need very few tools 
and no big machines. The average kitchen 
installer now works from home and has no 
equipment that cannot be loaded on to a bakkie 
(pick-up or UTE).  They do this by using cutting 
and edging shops, Most board suppliers will now 
cut, edge and even drill your doors for hinges. 
They also buy their doors from places that 
specialise in making doors like wrap and solid 
wood doors.

Measuring up the kitchen to design it can be 
interesting, I will talk about allowing space for 
walls that are out of square and how to make sure
your units are going to fit.  The measuring affects 
every part of your design, As a kitchen fitter I 
have at times had to cut units and doors down 



while doing the installation because the 
measurements were not accurate. 

We will be talking about designing your kitchen 
and how to think about workflow. A badly laid out 
kitchen can lead to the Chef walking 10 - 15kms a 
day I once read, There are many schools of 
thought on kitchen design, starting with the 
triangles, the zones and C.R.A.P. I will show you 
how important all of these things are when 
planning your kitchen. 

The materials section of the book will introduce 
you to all of the options, I will walk you through 
what Melamine is, what Formica is and all the 
alternatives out there. I will also give you the 
advantages and strengths of all the different 
materials so that you can make informed choices. 



In the hardware section of the book, I will talk 
about handles, knobs, screws, hinges and all the 
bits needed to make your kitchen work.

Managing your project is very important especially
if you are working on a budget, what comes first, 
when does the electrician come in? Who is doing 
the gas and the plumbing? When should you tile 
and are there alternatives to tiles that are great to
use in a kitchen? How many plugs are too many?
The average kitchen installer now has it a lot 
easier than I did when I started making and 
building kitchens in the 1980s this means it is also
a lot easier for the DIYer. 

Finishing is the part that many fitters fail to do 
properly, a little silicone, some sealant, filler and a



paint pen can turn a very average looking job into 
something spectacular. Good luck!



Chapter 2  Measuring up

To plan a kitchen properly you need a pile of 
measurements. The technique for rough 
measuring and fine measuring differ, a few mm’s 
don’t make a difference when you are planning, 
but on installation, they can make or break a 
kitchens look.

You need to check for square as much as possible.
I once fitted a kitchen in a farmhouse that was 
Jerry-built by what I can only assume was a 
drunken drug addict with no idea what a square 



and a straight edge were. When I went to measure
free-standing cabinets were covering the corners 
and the walls. 

When I started fitting the units, the corner unit 
would not go right into the corner because the 
walls were concave from floor to ceiling and also 
corner to corner, I had a 50mm ( 2inches give or 
take) gap between the top of the unit on both 
walls and the bottom was flush into the corner, at 
the worst point the gap  was 75mm (3 inches)

This affected the positioning of the units and the 
top depth, I was lucky I was making solid wood 
tops for the kitchen so was able to make them 
wider without too much trouble, but a unit that 
was supposed to line up with a window was 2 
inches off. Don’t assume that the building was 



built by a professional and not some one-eyed 
bloke named Joe with no depth perception. 
Herewith a sketch of a room with all the critical 
measurements. You will also need to measure all 
appliances, fridge, freezer, washing machine, 
dishwasher, microwave and anything else you 
want to fit in the kitchen.

I like to allow 10mm per meter on each corner, to 
ensure that there is nothing that will be too tight, 
a 50mm filler is rarely a 50mm filler even in 
situations where everything is seemingly 
absolutely square. 

If from a corner to corner is 3126mm I design to fit
3096mm, giving me a tolerance of 30mm which is
normally enough to compensate for out of square 
plastering. 



 



Chapter 3 Refacing vs replacing

You may have a kitchen that does not need 
replacing and could save as much as 50% on the 
cost of replacement by refacing.  If your kitchen is
still in good enough shape and you don’t need to 
redesign, refacing is an option. 

I have seen kitchens go from zero to hero by 
replacing tops, doors and faces. I have also seen 
some great old solid wood kitchens look like new, 
by sandpapering and refinishing, Spray painting or
hand painting an old solid wood kitchen can 
change the colour or just renew the wood with 
varnish. Like any old piece of furniture, a 
restoration can be as good as getting something 
new.



If you are contemplating this as an option, you 
first need to know if your units are still good or 
not.  The fact is that the major reason for not 
refacing would be if your units are damaged or 
worn out.  The major damage would have been 
caused by water. 

Open the sink unit doors and have a good sniff, if 
anything smells mouldy or damp, the unit will 
need to be replaced.  Next, run your hand over 
the insides of your cabinets, if they are not 
smooth, but are bumpy, they have been damaged
by water. They need replacement.

Look for sagging shelves, This will occur when 
1200mm or wider units have been used without 
any support, 



Check along the floor, and make sure that the 
plinths and cabinet sides are not collapsing. 
Especially check next to washing machines, 
dishwashers, stoves and the fridge. If you are 
lucky you may need to replace none of the units, 
but in all likelihood, the sink unit will need 
replacement

If you haven’t found any damage, why replace, 
just reface. 



Chapter 4 Designing the kitchen

Let’s start talking about usability, Badly designed 
kitchens are not a pleasure to work in, having said
that some of these rules may be difficult to abide 
by because your kitchen is a strange shape, or 
very small or extremely large. 

Designing a small kitchen has its challenges as 
space is at a premium, very large kitchens have 
the opposite problems but using the zones as 
described can help make it more versatile and 
usable.

From a usability perspective, these rules will make
a great kitchen to work in. Now I move on to 
making the kitchen look good. I like to use what I 
call the CRAP principal.



The first leg of CRAP design is colour.

When pupils are studying interior design colour is 
a big subject because colour can make or break 
any design. Colours can clash, they can tone in 
and become bland.  I don’t like to use bright or 
fashion colours in the doors and tops, It is far 
better to bring in bright or fashion colours with 
appliances and other items that don’t mean 
spending 10’s of thousand to replace when that 
mint green colour you fancied no longer has you 



entranced, Paint the walls mint green and when 
you want to change the kitchen to an orange 
pallet, it will cost you the price of a few cans of 
paint. 

Some colours go with just about anything, wood 
tones, white, grey, beige and most neutral colours
can be paired with contrasting colours or 
matching colours in the same tonal range. You are
going to want to live with your kitchen for many 
years because let’s face it, you don’t want to 
spend a ton of money every few years to update 
your kitchen because a fashion trend has passed 
by.

The second leg of CRAP is Repetition
Using a series of doors that are the same width 
looks a lot better than having every door in a



 series a different size. It is far better to repeat a 
size than not. If you have even and equal 
proportions repeated throughout the project, the 
kitchen will look more pleasing.

The third leg of CRAP is Alignment
If the top units and the bottom units don’t line up 
the kitchen will look bitty. I like to repeat the lines 
below and above the counter, this creates 
continuity and a pleasing effect on the eye, I will 
sometimes use a 450 and a 300 unit on the floor 
with a 750 unit on the wall. I will specifically make 
the doors to match the unit below it. 

When designing a
kitchen wider units
are more economical
than narrower ones,
so rather than using
a 300 and a 450 unit
to match the floor a
750 unit will save
some money, but the
standard door sizes
will break the
alignment so change
them to match. 

Lines that align well
will always look
better than lines that
are off centre and all
over the place.



And the final leg of CRAP, Proximity
Every kitchen should be designed with four zones 
in mind, These four zones are as follows. The 
proximity of each item makes the kitchen a 
pleasure to work in or not.

Storage
It is good to keep all storage in one area, so 
fridges, freezers and grocery cupboard should all 
be in the same proximity. If you need ingredients 
they are all to hand without having to cross the 
kitchen to get something else.

Preparation
The next zone is your preparation area. If your 
cleaning area or scullery is not the same general 



area a prep bowl giving you water in this area is 
always a good plan. Part of the preparation area is
the cooking area, stove, oven, the microwave 
should all be in this area. You would also store all 
your preparation and cooking utensils in this zone

Serving
From the stove you should be moving all your 
prepared food to the serving area, this would be 
the exit closest to your dining area, making it easy
to serve your diners and guests if applicable. 
Ideally, you would store all your serving dishes 
and cutlery in this zone

Cleaning 
Your sink, your dishwasher and any other washing 
up appliances should be located here.  It is best 
when designing a kitchen to create these zones so



that the cooking and cleaning chores are 
simplified.

I read somewhere years ago that a housewife 
could walk up to 10 or 15 kilometres a day in a 
badly designed kitchen.  It makes sense to use the
triangles to simplify the design and make the 
kitchen easier to navigate with minimum fuss. 

There are two basic triangles in a kitchen, If you 
can line up the triangles with the shortest 
distances on the legs you will achieve the perfect 
design. 

Storage – Preparation – Serving
The triangles should be obvious because when 
cooking, you will take the recipe items from the 



storage area, you will move to the preparation 
area, cook and move the prepared meal to the 
serving area, before sending it to the table.  This 
is the preparation triangle.

Serving – Cleaning – Storage
From the dining room, you would stack the used 
dishes and cutlery here and move it bit by bit to 
the wash-up and then back into the storage 
space, This is the cleaning triangle.

Standard Dimensions

Modular kitchen units are usually designed using 
standard measurements.  First, let us talk about 
the different components and their heights. From 
the floor you would start with the kick plate at 
150mm, then the base unit at 720mm, top at 
32mm, the gap between the base and top units 



450mm, standard top unit 720mm, add 360mm to
get “ceiling height” units (1080 mm)

Widths start at 300mm in 150mm increments to 
900mm and 1200mm.  So 300, 450, 600, 750 and 
900mm widths. This does not mean you cannot 
use off sizes, they are just not standard modular 
units. The narrowest unit I have built is 150mm 
and I have built units in sizes that are not rounded
off to the nearest 50mm. 

The Units
Standard kitchen units come in various forms. The
basics are shelving or drawers.  A bin unit with a 
flap door is also an offering I have seen.  I don’t 
supply these because they are difficult to clean 



properly, I would rather have a pull out bin that 
allows access to the cabinet for cleaning.
Here at WoodGuy, I make a special sink unit with 
drawers to make the best use of the space below 
the sink.  I also make corner drawers. These are 
not seen in most kitchens. 

If you have seen something spectacular on 
Pinterest or facebook, just show me a picture and I

can incorporate the idea in your kitchen. 

I manufacture a walk-in pantry and grocery 
cupboards incorporating drawers, spice racks and 
microwave shelves as well. 



Chapter 5  - The materials

In this chapter, I will discuss the various material 
options with explanations of exactly what the 
strengths and weaknesses of each are. I have built
kitchen units with a wide array of materials for 
carcasses, doors and tops. This chapter will be 
broken down into three categories Carcasses, 
Doors and Tops.  

Carcasses 
Carcasses are usually 
built with white 
Melamine in modern 
kitchens, Kitchen 
carcasses are made 
with side panels, 
shelves, and rails. You
will then use primed 
Masonite or a coated 
MDF (Supawood) for 
the back.  I have used
alternatives in the 
past including spray 
painting Supawood, or
pine plywood. Both of 
these options add 
substantially to the 
price and make no 
difference to the 
longevity of the units 

if properly cared for.  All of these products can be 
damaged by water. 



The only way to minimise possible water damage 
on carcasses is to seal any edge thoroughly and 
ensure that the chipboard is lifted off of the floor. 
In days gone by I used to use waterproof 
chipboard for the plinths, but today, plastic or 
stainless steel feet make this a lot easier.

Doors and Faces
Faces are the sides that are visible when all 
installation is complete and appliances are fitted. 
This also includes filler panels, light rails and 
scochures.  I like to make these from the same 
material as the doors. 

Kitchens can be made with a range of different 
finishes and materials, The three main types of 



material used are  Melamine, Solid wood and MDF 
(Supawood) 

Melamine can be bought in two main types and 
two brands in South Africa. Melamine is a laminate
applied to a substrate of either chipboard or 
supawood. Melamine comes in a wide range of 
colours to suit most tastes in either a plain flat 
colour or a textured plain colour. It also comes in a
wide range of faux wood finishes from the almost 
white Black Cherry to the almost Black Cadbury 
Oak.  Melamine is now also available in a range of 
high gloss finishes at a price.

The main advantages of Melamine is that very 
little work is required by the fitter because the 
doors can be ordered, pre-edged, pre-drilled and 
ready for installation, it is easy to clean and I have



seen 30-year-old plus kitchens that still looked 
good when well looked after. 

The disadvantages are that Melamine doors are 
easily damaged when treated badly, the hinges 
can pull out if abused and the chipboard and MDF 
don’t like water. I have seen cupboards damaged 
because the cleaning lady soaked the floors with 
water when washing them, the capillary action 
soaked up the water causing dry rot in the 
Melamine. Melamine also leaves very few options 
as doors will need to be flat. 

MDF AKA Supawood is a little more durable than 
chipboard but with prolonged exposure to water, it
also swells and rots. MDF has a few advantages 
over Melamine as doors can be made in different 
styles and finishes,  Basically your imagination is 



the only limitation there is with MDF, from raised 
panel doors to the shaker and farmhouse styles 
can be made. MDF doors can be hand-painted or 
spray-painted, Any finish you desire can be 
created with paint, a little practice and time.

Solid wood gives you more options,  but now I are 
getting into the realm of expensive. You can get 
doors in materials from the low end of the scale 
like Pine and Cedar to the high end of the scale 
like Cherry and White Oak. 

I have seen Formica used on doors as well, but 
this tends to be a pricy option when Melamine is 
available in a wide range of colours.



Wrap doors are another option being sold at 
various places, you can order the doors you need. 
I do not recommend wrap doors because I have 
seen too many de-laminate and peel on the 
edges. Wrap doors cannot be fixed and the only 
option is replacement. In essence, a wrap door is 
a chipboard or MDF substrate with a PVC sheet 
laminated on a vacuum bed. They look great till 
they start de-laminating. 

Counter Tops
The five main types of countertop are Formica, 
Natural Stone, Man-made stone, Concrete and 
Solid wood. 

Formica is a laminate with a wide range of finishes
and textures on a chipboard substrate. You can 



also order it on an MDF substrate, but the 
difference in price makes it uneconomical, the 
benefits are way less value than the cost. 

Formica is available in various wood textures, 
stone textures and plain colours. There are three 
different edge profiles available at most board 
suppliers, there is the traditional 90 degree round 
over, and then bullnoses, available in a 3mm or 
6mm radius. 

Formica is the economical option, the range looks 
good and is cheaper than all other tops. The 
downside is that chipboard and water don’t mix 
well, but I have a process that will prevent water 
damage around the sink area.  I have never been 
called to replace a top using the product I use.  I 
have seen 5-year-old Formica tops damaged 
beyond belief because they were not sealed well, 



and have seen 30-year-old Formica tops that still 
looked good because they were and were looked 
after well.

Granite is my least favourite material as this is a 
non-renewable resource, every bit of granite that 
is in a kitchen was once part of a mountain that 
no longer exists. Granite looks pretty but has been
known to crack and cannot be repaired. 

Cement tops are being made more popular in the 
USA because making a mould is quite easy, 
however the hardeners and aggregates they use 
allowing them to make tops are not readily 
available here. Concrete tops that can be made 
here must be built in situation and the slabs are 
usually pretty thick at 70mm plus. 



The downside of concrete tops is you will be 
without a kitchen for two weeks while your tops 
are curing. 

Man-made stone finishes are usually a 
combination of epoxies, resins or similar and 
stone chips. Ceaserstone and Silestone are two of 
the readily available brands.

Solid wood tops should be laminated timber to 
prevent twisting and warping. You can use live 
edge slabs which are generally cut at 75mm and 
thicker for this reason. I like solid wood tops as 
they are a renewable resource, look good and are 
easy to maintain. If you burn it because you put a 
hot pot on it, a little sandpaper and mineral oil 
fixes it pretty quickly. If you scratch it, a little 
sandpaper and mineral oil and it’s as good as new.



They do require regular oiling, Never varnish or 
use any toxic materials to seal them, these toxins 
will leech into food prepared on these tops. 



Chapter 6 – Hardware

I want to start this chapter by advising you to stay
away from some things. These are my opinions 
and others may disagree.

Corner unit lazy Susans, sound great in theory 
until something falls off the back end of it and 
jams up the works. Many a carpenter has been 
heard cursing under his breath while dismantling 
a lazy Susan to remove an offending bag of flour 
or Tupperware lid, jammed in a corner. 

Anything fitted to doors that is not a hinge or a 
handle. Heavy loads on hinges not designed for 
carrying lots of weight cause hinges to fail, hinges
to tear out of carcasses and doors falling off.

Bin cut-outs in tops are just yuck, These are 
unhygienic and don’t do the job you want them to 
do.

I don’t know if the fold-up ironing boards still get 
sold, but unless these have improved drastically, 
stay away.

Feet
Back in the day, I would build units that stood on 
the floor or a ladder frame, I now exclusively put 
feet under them because it makes them quicker to
line up and adjust. If I am putting kick plates in I 
will use plastic adjustable feet, if not I will use 
stainless steel feet because they look nicer.



Hinges
Modern kitchens are built using concealed hinges, 
These require a 35mm pothole drilled for them on 
the door. I see many kitchens where the 
installer/manufacturer choose to install fewer 
hinges than are recommended by the 
manufacturers of the hinges. I have found very 
little difference in longevity between the cheap 
hinges and the more expensive ones.  I like the 
ones with the four-hole mounting plate more than 
the two-hole ones though.

The suggested hinge ratios are as follows (door 
heights) basically 1 hinge per 450mm or part 
thereof. 
    Standard doors (720mm) 2 hinges
    Tall wall unit doors (1080 mm) 3 hinges
    Grocery cupboard  (1920 mm) 4 hinges
    Full height doors (2250mm) 5 hinges

Make sure the Kitchen Guy knows that you know 
this spec and want him to work to it because I 
have seen them only 3 hinges on full-length doors.

For standard single or double door units use 
straight hinges, for corner units use 165-degree 
hinges, for specialised units see notes in that 
chapter.

Self-closing hinges are an option, as well as the 
push to open types. The costs will increase by 
using these.

Drawer runners



Drawer runners come in two basic types, the roller
type runners and the extendible runners which 
run on ball bearings. I use the extendible runners 
exclusively because they last longer and carry 
more weight. 

I would suggest you insist on the extendible 
runners because they will outlast the roller 
runners by many years.

You can also get self-closing and push to open 
drawer runners at a price.

Handles
The range available is enormous, You can get 
anything from antique-styled knobs to modern 
stainless steel handles, from the plain to the 
ornate. 

Pull out larders
There is a wide range of hardware available for 
kitchens, like pull out larders, spice racks, 
vegetable racks, baskets and drawer inserts. 
These all work on runners and make kitchens look 
great if you want to spend the money



 Chapter 7    Appliances

Most electric appliances for kitchens are built to fit
modular sizes, most washing appliances fit in a 
gap 600mm wide and 870 high, the standard 600 
mm depth is generally enough to cover them with 
a countertop. 

There are many brands available out there and 
most often kitchen designers will work with what 
you have. 

Washing machines
There are three types of washing machines 
available in the market place, from the twin tub 
semi-automatics which are rarely used in kitchens,
to top loaders and front loaders. If you want that 
built-in look the only type that works are front 
loaders. 

If you have a scullery or a laundry, a top loader 
may be an option, but you cannot put a counter 
over them so you will lose counter space when 
designing with a top loader, which is why most 
people have front loader machines in designer 
kitchens.

If your washing machine uses hot and cold water, 
you will need to allow for that in the plumbing

Dishwashers
Most dishwashers fit in the same space as a front 
loader washing machine, and the plumbing is the 



same, some machines have both hot and cold 
feeds.

I have seen a few smaller dishwashers, but have 
only ever fitted one into a kitchen. I built a drawer
below that one. 
Dryers
Dryers are most often the same dimensions as the
washing machines, the main difference is that 
they don’t require plumbing, only an electrical 
outlet.

Fridges
Single fridges are normally 600mm wide and have
varying heights when measuring the fridge, you 
will need to decide if you want cabinets above it. 
When building in a fridge it is wise to remember 
that they will need space to breathe. I will place a 
full-size panel on either side and move the top 
cabinet forward leaving space behind it, and a gap
between the fridge and the cabinet to allow hot 
air to escape. 

You can get matching side by side fridge and 
freezers, or one of the larger combination fridges. 
Some fridges now have ice makers and cold water
supplies that need a plumbing point. It’s easier to 
make provision for this in the original design. 

Stoves
Freestanding stoves are available in different 
sizes, the most common being 600mm wide, this 
is true for gas and electric. You can also find larger
stoves in two sizes 750 and 900mm. You can use a



combination of gas and electric, electric, or gas 
only. When designing for a gas stove remember 
by-laws and regulations are determining the size 
of the gas bottle, placement and more. Off the top
of my head, a gas bottle must be more than 2m 
from the stove and not more than 9kg if it is 
stored in the kitchen. Check your local rules.

Ovens
There are two ways of incorporating a built-in 
oven into a kitchen, at eye level or below the 
counter, from a safety perspective you are less 
likely to get an oil splash straight in the face from 
an under-counter unit than an eye level unit. 

If you are planning to install at eye level, rather 
get an oven that is side-hinged than bottom 
hinged. You will be happier with that 
configuration. 

There are few fitted ovens with a warming drawer,
this is something that confounds me as warming 
drawers are extremely useful.

You can get these in gas or electric. Some gas 
models have auto starters that need an electrical 
connection. Much like freestanding stoves these fit
into a 600mm space, built into a 600 unit. There 
are some models at 750mm wide, but these are 
not as common any more.

Hobs



Hobs are stovetops that get installed into the 
countertop. They are available in many different 
types, Electric includes induction cookers, glass 
top hobs and solid plate hobs. I have not seen a 
spiral plate hob in years. There are gas hobs with 
4 burners, 6 burners or even with a large burner in
the centre with standard burners on either side. I 
have seen combination electric and gas hobs, but 
not recently. I suspect these are only available in 
premium brands like Smeg or Miele. 

Extractor fans
Extractor fans are a nice to have, I don’t know 
how effective they are in reality especially the 
non-ducted versions. You get two basic forms, 
both can be ducted or non-ducted. Most kitchens I
have seen have never done any ducting on the 
extraction units. 

The two forms are the flat ones that fit between 
two cabinets with a half cabinet above them, and 
the other is the cooker hood with an angled base 
and chimney. The latter are normally installed with
a sliding piece pushed up to the ceiling.  Knock a 
hole in the ceiling and the cooker hood unit will 
suck all smells into the ceiling.

Microwave Ovens
Most Microwave ovens will fit in a 600 wide unit, 
The design of a microwave unit will be discussed 
later. There are a few exceptions, I owned a Sharp 



Convection oven that needed a larger unit, having
said that it was more than a microwave, it was a 
convection oven that made the most perfect pork 
crackling. I would consider the Sharp Microwave 
as a complete replacement for an oven, and there 
are not many that I would.



Chapter 8 - Managing the project

Managing the project can be summed up in a few 
words. How long do you want to be without a 
kitchen? I fit kitchens for a living and have spent 
up to three weeks in a kitchen working a full day 
every day. My advice, build all the units before 
stripping out anything, that’s what you have a 
garage for.

Kitchen installation may be as simple as stripping 
out the old units and fitting new ones in the same 
design, but this is rarely so. A kitchen redesign 
may include some construction, moving plumbing 
and electrical points or even adding a few.  If you 



are doing it all yourself you may find it useful to 
check the local building regulations to ensure you 
are not doing things that are going to create 
problems down the line. 

I want to talk about a few of the problems that I 
have found over the years that are not usually 
easy to spot before stripping out the units and can
cause unexpected delays. 

The builder without a square or level
In the chapter about measuring up I told you 
about the farmhouse with concave walls, but this 
is not the only thing that can happen when a 
builder does not use the right tools, you can find 
floors that are out of level, I have seen tiled floors 
that allow water to flow and dam up in a corner, 



Walls that have acute corners, You think a corner 
unit is going to fit and you find that you cannot 
push something square into a corner, because it 
just won’t go, The other issue I have seen is 
ceilings that have different levels in every corner, 
so the effect is a twisted level above your units.

The kitchen fitter can only do so much to make 
sure that the result is going to be pleasing, Some 
of the faults mentioned above need to be fixed 
before even trying to fit a kitchen, I have levelled 
floors, replaced ceilings and replastered walls 
during installations.

The walls are not plastered behind the 
existing units

When stripping out units I have found unplastered 
walls, When stripping tiles I have found tiles 
applied with huge chunks of adhesive with gaps 
between them, with some of these chunks falling 
out when the tile is being chiselled out. This 
mostly applies to houses build before the 1970s 
but be aware that this will need to be remedied. 

The plumbing is rotten
When stripping out the sink, I have loosened 
connections and had pipes break off because they
were ready to blow, but the plaster was keeping 
them semi-sealed. The moment you put a wrench 
on the pipe it just falls apart.  I have had to repipe 
houses right back to the geyser because as I went
back I just found more rot. Be aware that when 



you start a job like this there can be hidden costs 
in the plumbing and electrical. 

While you have the walls open consider going 
back to the connection beyond the kitchen. The 
last thing you want is a pipe in the wall going pop 
just weeks after you spent all that money on 
redoing the kitchen.

Recently I was pulling out some stuff and the 4x4 
boxes in the walls were rusted out and the plugs 
could not be fixed to the wall. It is not always like 
this but the older your house the more likely there
are to be hidden faults. I also worked on a house 
that had ten plugs coming from one circuit 
breaker and they wondered why they had regular 
power problems.



This chapter is about managing the project so I 
best advise on how to do that. I advise making the
units and storing them somewhere. I don’t do it 
this way myself because I find it easier to 
assemble and install each unit as I go, having said
that I start a job and work on it every day till it’s 
complete,  If your Kitchen Fitter is assembling on-
site, give him access to a garage if possible. 

Step two is stripping the kitchen and doing all the 
ancillary work that goes with that from 
construction to plumbing and electrical, Get all 
the wet work out of the way before introducing 
your cabinets. Wet cement and chipboard or even 
wood cause problems. 

Most contractors don’t like working with other 
contractors in a limited space, this has many 
issues like contractors getting in each other's way,
slowing down both of them. Get the plumber, then
the electrician and then the plasterer. When they 
quote get a time estimation and plan around that, 
Day 1 Plumber, Day 2 Electrician, Day 3 Plastering
and other wet works. Allow 1 week for all the 
ancillaries if the plan is to tile before the 
installation or not, you want the plaster to dry 
before the units go in.

There are two schools of thought when it comes to
tiling. Tile before installation or after. I like to tile 
the floors before installation because I then have 
a level surface to work off when doing the 
installation. I install using adjustable feet so the 
more level the floor the better, because nothing 



looks worse than plinths that are not equal in 
width from one end to the other, Before tiling the 
floors have a layer of self-levelling screed put 
down. This will cost a few Ront more than you 
would like to spend ideally, but the tiler's job will 
be easier and you will get a better tiling job.

If you are thinking about getting a tiler from 
outside the tile shop, just remember there is a 
reason the tiles shops all have a notice saying 
they are not associated with, nor recommend, the 
tilers in their parking lots. I have had many an 
occasion to rue employing someone that claimed 
to know how to do the job. 

Get references and go and look at the work they 
claim to have done. It might take an hour or two 
to do this homework but can save you thousands 
in tile replacement costs, adhesives and more. 
They will do a bad job and still demand payment, 
you have been suitably cautioned.

Walls can be done after installation because you 
don’t need to be tiling behind units unnecessarily. 
Tiling before does have one advantage your tops 
are not as likely to be damaged by an 
irresponsible tiler.

Once the kitchen has been fitted call the 
electrician and plumber back to do the 
connections.

On completion of each contractor's work, do a 
thorough check and create a snag list. Be very 



specific about any faults, make it easy for the 
contractor to solve any issues you may have 
picked up. 

 



Chapter 9 – Choosing a contractor

There are a few ways of checking your chosen 
contractors credentials, but relying on web sites 
where people can make anonymous complaints is 
not one of them.

I often hear people talking about Hello Peter, but 
here is the thing about Hello Peter, Anyone can 
lodge a complaint anonymously and the website 
will not give the business a right of reply without 
payment. 

The website is a thinly veneered extortion 
scheme, forcing small businesses to pay to 
respond to what could be a “complaint” by a 
competitor or just someone with a grudge. 

Statistisics say that for every complaint there may
be 3 unhappy clients, for every positive review 
there may be 10 happy clients. I know after many 
years doing this that it is impossible to please 
everyone, and the impossible to please will 
complain loudly, where the satisfied are less likely
to do reviews.

Do a review or check a review.
Google reviews is a far better place to check 
because people cannot make anonymous 
complaints without a lot of effort.

The following should also be taken into account, 
No one can make everyone happy and a negative 
review is much easier to get than a positive 



review. I seem to be good at keeping my clients 
happy and had mostly positive reviews on Google.

Two years ago I shut down my business because 
of COVID lockdowns. I lost my record of good 
reviews, I will be rebuilding my record after 
spending two years hiding out on a farm.

Should you choose me as a contractor I will 
actively encourage you to review my service on 
Google, but facts are that about 1 in 4 or 5 people
will actually do a review. If someone has done 
something for you recently and they did a good 
job, go and give them a good review, you are 
doing them a solid and helping their business. 

If they did a bad job, do a negative review, you 
will be helping out prospective clients. If you do a 
review make sure it’s honest and not slanderous 
because Crimen Injura is a criminal complaint. If 
it’s not true, don’t say it.

Fly by night and crooked contractors can be hard 
to spot, but one thing I know about them is that 
they build web sites with other peoples work and 
photos. If you are on a web site grab a pic or three
and do a reverse image search. 

If you find the same pics on web sites not 
belonging to the contractor, that is a huge red 
flag. It has become far too easy to use others 
work and pass it off as your own, but the good 
thing is that it’s an easy crime to solve. 



The price seems too good to be true.
If you don’t want to spend an arm or a leg, you 
may be your own worst enemy. I was taught that 
there is always someone that can do it cheaper 
and worse. 

Even worse there are people that underquote to 
get the deposit and never finish the job.  If you are
the type to do price shopping, always ensure that 
you are comparing like for like. Beer is not 
Champagne. 

Here is a good rule of thumb, if you get three 
quotes on exactly the same project, the prices 
should be within a few percent of one another. If 
any quote is substantially cheaper than the 
others, there will be a reason. 

I will never be the cheapest option, because I will 
not leave your home in a mess, will not deliver a 
below standard job and mostly good quality costs 
more. 

There is an old saying in the industry. Quick, Good,
Cheap, Choose any two. 

Also, pay peanuts and get monkeys.

The Pub Contractor
There are a group of contractors out there that 
have limited or no experience, They are known by 
a few different names, Have bakkie, will build. I 
got retrenched and need money, anyone’s will do.



The most common is the contractor that drops off 
a team at your house and spends the day in the 
pub. I have met contractors on various sites that 
will grab casual labour in the morning, drop them 
off and get back just in time for Chaila. 

I don’t. I am there working, the only time I leave 
site is to get materials. My staff and sub-
contractors are known to me and if I need a casual
for some heavy lifting, I don’t leave them alone on
site to snoop.

I make dream kitchens happen at reasonable
pricing. Every quote comes with a 3D 
drawing so that you can visualise your 
project.

I also do bedrooms, studies and bathrooms. 
Custom woodwork for that unique 
conversation piece, fitted or free standing 
furniture.

 


