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Custom-home builder found a way to follow his heart

eier Polhemus isn't a sappy

sort of guy, bt his advice

to the Youth of America is
simple: Follow your heart,

That's what he did back in

the 15705, when he shocked

his father and evervone elss

who was paying attontion

by taking a leave his sophomore year at
Harvard College. He never went back.

The 'Tds being what they wers,
Polthemus could have gone in any
number of directions. Instead, he
focused his energies on architecture and
engineering, enrolling in a little-Enown
college in Vermont and later graduating
with the skills and metivation o carve
out his own niche in the design-build
industry.

Flash forward fto the present, and
Polhemus runs one of the most successfu)
custom-home  design and building
compank=s in the Northeast. He recently
met with BBJ Real Estate Editor Cralg M.
Douglas to talk about his business, career
choices and the challenges of catering to
the rich and famons.

Did you start outl with high-end
clisntele in mind?

Yes, The nature of the Industry on the
Cape ks it's mostly second homes, retire-
ment homes. We were defindiely In the
high end, and then the high end got high-
er, We kind of climbed that scale.

Do you ever turn down projects, due
to design or budget constraints?

Mot really. One of the things that's re-
ally nice Is that the people who want to do
these kinds of things on the Caps, versus
East Hampion or, say, Florida, tend to be
people who are very successful but are
not frying to make a staternent. It's going
to be a respite for them, for their family,
for thelr friends. They want high quality
and they want it really well done, but they
specifically don't want it do be in your
face. Which 1s to me, really nice because
it"s much closer to my sensibiiities,

And that's pretty much who always
comes through your door?

Dme guy, There was one guy who want-
ed & house in Orleans, and [ had met pri-
marily with his wifie, and 1 thought that
we had pretty much natbed jt. And we
wire going through the presentation and
e sald, “No, no, no, You don't get it. When
samebody walks into this house, I want
them to think, ‘mansion.’ ® He ended up
gelling the property.

Given the amount of detall in proj-
ects of this scale, how do you
handie a budget?

What we do, tight from the start, when
we meet with a cllent, we try and get a
sense of what they want, because we have
a whole range of things we can do and ag
differemt cost levels. But we take all of
that information and we tell them what
we Think iz a reasonable number, sose-
thing thai we can work with, ... Hut we'll
work together (o make sure it's going the
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way they want it to go,

So the ultra wealthy have budgets?

Oh yeah, You know, these are really
pood business people. They didn't get to
where they are by baing loose, . When
we say what we do, We 2ay We manage re-
lationships. We manage expectations. So
they don't all of the sudden find out that
thedr §1.5 million home is now §3 million
or §4 million.

How do you deal with clienis when
you're over budget?

It's oftahi times not a comfortable con-
versation tosay, “thiz is poing to cost you

more money.” As an architect, iU's not
something you do,

How long does the custom-home
process take?

[esign can take anywhere from five
months to & year, depending on how ex
tensive it s and the number of revisions,

What's the lengest job been, from a
design standpoint? !
1 think iz was a year and a half,

Were you ready to rall up the blus-
prints and burn them at that point?
Mo, because i least we were making

progress. But, oh, my wand,

Aside from Bill Bates and Mark
Zuckerberg, you don™ hear of many
Harvard dropouts going on to have
sugoessiul careers. What was i
that prompied you to leave?

I weni through my freshman year ad
Harvard ... my younger son would refer
fo me as & nerd. But [ had worked for &
year before, so | was really excited to be
in school, It was a luxury. | cleaned bath-
rooms for 30 hours a week. That was my
work study. It kept me humble, particu:
lardy on Fridays when guys' girlfriends
wonlld be arriving for the weekensd and I'd
show up with a Knock: *I'm here to clean
your toilet.,” Dut I was fine with that, It
wasn't until I came back sophomore year
amd had to pick a major.

You weren"t ready to plck a carcer
path?

Mothing jumped oui at me, and if 1
wasn't totally engaged, | didn't want to
be there, 30 [ took a leave of absence and
went to work for a builder in Chatham,
iromically,

How did that work out?

We were raming houses, conventional
heowses, and T kept a journal ai that poind
and I was writing that when we would
frame a howse, before the sheet rock weni
s, you could look through the howse and
see gach of the rooms and how It was laid
oiit. And then the sheel rock would go up
and I'd get really depressed. And 1 Kepd
writing that there must be some sort of
way o proserve this sense of opemness
and light. Then we did a house thai was
designed by an architect, which was open
and had bots of Lght. And that got Kind of
interesting.

S0 you enrolled at tiny Goddard
College in Vermont? That must
have gone over weall back home.

Well, what [ did is I went up to the ad-
mizslons office and told them 1 wanted
to enrall and they sald we're full for this
wear but you can try and enrell in the
fall. I talked to the head of the program
and he sald there was a space for mae, but
then the admissions guy still sald no, Sal
called up the president of the college and
I puiled the Harvard card. 1 sald I'm on a
leave of absence at Harvard and I'm inter-
ested in transferring.

So Harvard wasn't a waste after
all?

The president satd come on over and we
can have coffee and 5o on. 5o [ ended up,
mch to my father's chagrin, leaving Har-
vard and going to Goddard and graduat-
ing from their destgn-build program,
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