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Business smarts and old-meets-new design have helped Environs
Development carve itself a niche with stately infill homes in Chicagoland

By Stacey Freed

bout 170 homes ago, architect and builder Ken Brinkman

designed and built his first spec home, a small frame

house with vinyl siding on a narrow lot. “We tried to cre-

ate a configuration that was efficient and gave a future

owner alot of livable space,” says the owner of Environs
Development, in Chicago. And, looking back, he wouldn’t change a
thing, he says, since “the house was perfect for the time and the
location.” But that first house also taught Brinkman a valuable les-
son that continues to inform how he does business: “l designed that
home for a couple with kids—people like me and my wife—and the
people who bought it were a gay couple with no children. It taught
me about being flexible. The client’s wants and needs are more
important than mine.”

LOSS AND PROFIT

Few 8-year-old boys would enjoy being toted around to open houses,
but Brinkman didn’t mind. “My mom loved to look, and I'd grab a sales
brochure, sit in the car, and redesign the house,” Brinkman recalls.
To top it off, their home was in a subdivision that was in the midst of
construction. “That was our playground,” he says.

There were many hurdles to leap between being a boy from a
lower-middle-class background to owning and heading up a firm
that employs a team of 25. “| was good at art, but | also liked math,”
Brinkman says, “and architecture combines the two.” So he studied
architecture at the University of lllinois at Urbana-Champaign. But
Brinkman knew that in order to be successful and profitable in
whatever field he chose, he’d need an edge, so he received an MBA
from the University of Chicago and got a job with a commercial real
estate firm. Then, in 1990, he recalls, “the field practically collapsed.
Residential trusts took over the S&Ls and restructured the industry.
| was invited to no longer work for the firm | was with.”

At the time of the layoff, Brinkman was married and had one child,
with another on the way. He was terrified, he says, but told his wife he
wanted to start a business. “The last few months before | sold that
first house,” he says, “we were living on a Visa card to buy groceries.
We didn’t want to lose our own home; our fallback was living next to
our in-laws in a second home they owned next door to their own house
in rural Kentucky. | don’t think we would have been happy there.” But
Brinkman’s first spec house sold, and the commercial real estate
world’s loss has been the architecture and custom home world’s gain.

THOUGHTFUL INFILL

Brinkman got the name for Environs from the title of a book of
maps he used while a student in Paris studying architecture. And,
after 26 years in business, the firm’s client base is no longer
buying small, vinyl-sided spec houses for $330,000. With the
company serving as designer, contractor, and developer, Brinkman
acquires properties, mostly in the Chicagoland area, and designs a
home or multiple homes for the site. Often, a sale is made before
construction is complete, so clients are able to customize their
home. “We can make pretty substantial changes to the character
and style of a home, even if we have a full set of drawings,”
Brinkman says.

Although he enjoys the luxurious David Adler houses of the
1920s and ’30s and Frank Lloyd Wright’s “flowing interior spaces
that aren’t defined by walls,” Brinkman says he’s inspired by “every-
thing that’s come before; | look at the work of all architects.” Since
many of his homes are infill projects in Chicago’s older neighbor-
hoods, they do tend to have “older characteristics,” he says. “We
try to look like we were the nicest home on the block in 1890, but
the interiors are more modern.” Spec homes now range in price
from $3.5 million to $3.8 million.
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“We try to look like we were the nicest home on the block in 1890,” says Environs
Development owner Ken Brinkman, “but the interiors are more modern.”

Brinkman credits his success to a design-first philosophy and a collaborative ap-
proach. “There’s often a competitiveness between architects and designers. Here,
we're all on the same team and work together,” he says. But on the business side,
he points out, getting an MBA changed the way he thought and has been a big ad-
vantage, helping him develop a solid financial sense and understand profit margins.
“At the end of the day,” he adds, “isn’t that why we’re in business? To make money?”

To that end, Team Brinkman maintains several strong partnerships, one of which
is with areal estate broker who’s a former banker. “She has worked with me for 26
years,” Brinkman says. “She’s sold every one of my houses for me, helps me find
land, and is very much an adviser. Most developers think of Realtors as a cost they
don’t want to incur, but that’s not my perspective.”

It was the broker who introduced Brinkman to a banker for his first construction
loan and, Brinkman says, “we’ve kind of grown up together. 'm animportant client
for him and he’s an important resource for me.” Brinkman’s attorney is also some-
one he has known for 30 years. “It’s all about relationships,” Brinkman says. “That’s
what my Realtor has taught me.” CB

Stacey Freed writes about design from her home in Pittsford, N.Y.
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Easy Space Savings
a Key Benefit

Easy space savings is another one of
the key benefits builders like about the
Geberit concealed tank systems. For
example, using Geberit's in-wall tank and
wall-hung toilet carrier system creates
approximately 9" of additional space for
user comfort and design flexibility in the
bathroom, the smallest room in a home.
You can also choose Geberit remote
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flush actuation in special construction
situations that can be placed within a
5.5 ft. radius of the toilet, increasing
accessibility. Your customers will also
appreciate the wide variety of single and
dual-flush actuators, increased water-
savings, improved hygiene and faster
and easier bathroom cleaning with a
wall-hung toilet system from Geberit.

Geberit also provides a comprehensive
range of space-saving installation
systems for additional sanitary
equipment like urinals, bidets, and
wall-hung lavatories. Geberit systems
fitin standard 2x4 or 2x6 drywall
construction and are suitable for in-
wall and pre-wall installations. Geberit
systems adapt well to either renovation
or new construction and unique building
requirements.

To learn more about how
builders, architects, and
designers are solving
special bathroom
construction problems
with the help of Geberit, g
call 866-787-3924
and ask for a copy of Inspire, our
reference projects magazine. Or visit
Geberit on the web at

-> geberitnow.com/inspire
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