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The Buyer's Primer 
 
House vs. home 
     There is a difference between buying a house and buying a home. A house is a structure in which a person or 
family is sheltered; a home is far more personal. A home is not just where we live. It is more than a place; it is a 
state of mind. It is as much, or even more, an emotional as an intellectual experience. It  plays an essential role in 
our sense of security, as if it were another intimate person in our lives, like a spouse. Coming home after a trip 
evokes a pleasure similar to coming back to a loved one. I have occasionally commented to a couple contemplating 
the purchase of a house that a house is like the third party in a triangular relationship. It may bring out strengths in 
their relation; it may bring out weaknesses. If  a couple shares a common attachment to a house it likely will be-
come a home and their partnership will benefit. If their house does not become a home for both, it may become a 
bone of contention undermining their relationship. A house can even contribute to the splitting of a relationship 
when it does not became a home for both. 
    Note the expression "we are going to buy a house." That sounds natural enough yet when it is a second one, the 
expression is invariably "we are buying a second home."  A primary residence is a necessity;  a second residence is 
optional and owned for pleasure. One of its most important purposes may well be to complement and enhance a 
relationship between partners or among family members. (For a single individual it may be the relationship, not the 
third leg of a triangle.) 
  So before a couple sets off to buy a house, especially an optional second house, they should carefully consider 
their own relationship, understanding how their new "structural partner" will meet shared needs, not aggravate cov-
ert differences. The latter is exactly what the "triangle" may do if differences which have heretofore been sub-
merged are exposed.  
  
Right for self; right for neighborhood 
    Asking yourselves whether a house is right for both of you is the first question. The second question, more often 
asked by the seller sotto voce, is whether the prospective buyers are right for the house. Sellers often put their heart 
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               When does a house…….. become a home? 
A house is a structure, a home is a state of mind. If  a couple shares a com-
mon attachment to a house, it likely will become a home and their partner-
ship will benefit. If their house does not become a home for both, it may 
become a bone of contention undermining their relationship. 



into their house, especially if they have lived there a long time. They see their house as a home, as part of them-
selves - as a successful triangular relationship. Sellers hope for the best in buyers who will appreciate the house 
and what they have done for it and their land. Yes, there is no accounting for bad taste in decorating, at least to the 
eye of many buyers (who ought to keep their opinions as much to themselves as the sellers will their own opinion 
of the buyers). An insult is a hair trigger to subsequent intransigence when in negotiation.  
    Many people feel that whether a buyer is right for a house is irrelevant: a house is or can become whatever new 
buyers desire. It is there to fit their whim and wallet. But this is not so under certain circumstances. Zoning, espe-
cially historic zoning, is a community's way of ensuring that its past remains present, a present which will inform 
its future. Another purpose of zoning is to make desirable features in a neighborhood survive and thereby to dis-
courage those who would be too self-expressive. Fortunately zoning is unnecessary 90% of the time as most people 
buy into a neighborhood because they like what they see. Zoning is primarily a way to control taste on the 
"fringes" of society lest residents wake up one day only to see a tasteless wonder going up next door. 
    This brings us to the real character of any community into which buyers may choose to move. By attending a 
planning board or zoning board of appeals hearing buyers will likely witness, loud and clear, the otherwise pa-
pered-over schisms in a community's values. These days it is what I call the split between functionalists vs visual-
ists. The former are mostly those who grew up locally, work at local jobs and seek better opportunities for them-
selves and their children while having the freedom to do as they please on their own property. Visualists tend to be 
from outside, often from the "Big City," often second home owners buying into a neighborhood for its quiet attrac-
tiveness and wanting to keep it just that way through comprehensive planning and zoning. This is a major dividing 
line in upscale rural communities, cross cutting even traditional political affiliations. While this is likely to become 
increasingly important in the future, fortunately there are countervailing interests which bring people together. At-
tend a village 4th of July Parade or a property tax grievance meeting and buyers will experience a remarkable 
sense of community unanimity. 
 
Finding the house 
   Well buyer, we have not even gotten in the front door or considered other critical issues you need to think about. 
So once you do get your foot in the door, what should you be looking for. Having grown up all your life in houses 
or their big city equivalents (apartments), you should have an informed idea of what works for you (and your part-
ner we hope), including room size, arrangement, circulation, number of bedrooms and bathrooms, etc. (Remember, 
we have only been considering the house, not the land and neighborhood,  which are topics for another time). What 
you may not be so confident in judging is condition and age. Do what many people do these days, for $300 hire a 
good house inspector. Have the inspector perform tests for water quality and flow, radon, boring insects, deterio-
rated septic and field, rot, leaks, and all of the many other items on his check list. Use a local inspector, one  famil-
iar with the problems often found in houses in the area. A big city inspector isn't going to know enough about local 
conditions. For example, most old houses need to be explained to buyers who have lived in new co-ops, lest they 
regard signs of normal aging as a terminal house condition. 
    If not confident of the value of the property, spend another $300 and get a real appraisal; recall that asking prices 
may not necessarily be close to true market value for the reasons given above. Also ask for a survey. This is espe-
cially important if it is a large or valuable piece of land. If there is no survey, it really is incumbent on the seller to 
get one done to prove what he claims he owns. A buyer can reduce the chance of  protracted litigation by knowing 
up front that the advertised 180-acre farm being bought really surveys out at only 140 acres. In this regard tax 
maps are useful, but their accuracy is not guaranteed. Your broker should have access to these, to additional real 
property information available in assessors' offices, to town zoning ordinances, and to wetland and soil maps. 
    Having done all this and identified your dream house, prepare to make an offer, but  not without consulting your 
attorney as to its terms. It is generally advisable to use an attorney from the area where you are buying, as each 
county has its own variations regarding legal practices, such as differences in deposit percentage at the offering, 
and at contract.  Some counties allow brokers to draw contracts, others require attorneys to do so.  Major sales 
have foundered because a lawyer from another area just couldn't abide local practice, however legally correct it 
was. 
   This article touches on a number of the highlights of finding a house -- more importantly finding a home. Your 
broker should be able to supply you with a check list of the entire process, thereby answering many of your ques-
tions and relieving much of your anxiety. Finding the right house is like adopting a child - papers, patience, and 
persistence. It is all about relationships. The pitfalls of making an offer, negotiating terms, finalizing a contract, 
securing financing, and finally taking title at closing will be in another column. 
 



Market Update 
   The real estate market nationwide, according to David Lereah, National Association of Realtor’s (NAR) chief 
economist, 
“... is probably close to a peak right now in terms of sales activity, but there is tremendous momentum, Sales are 
expected to coast at historically high levels into next year, but they will trend slightly downward.” 
   The NAR projects  national median existing-home price for all housing types to rise 10.5 percent in 2005 to 
$204,600, and the median new-home price should increase 5.2 percent to $232,400. The NAR expects the 30-year 
fixed-rate mortgage rate to slowly increase to 6.2  percent by the end of 2005 and to 6.6 percent a year later. 
   The media has been reporting for some time the existence of a real estate bubble, both in terms of units sold and 
increase in price. In the hottest markets, which mostly includes both coasts and high-end housing in and near large 
cities (including the Hudson River Valley), prices have doubled in the last five years. Prices in our region rose 25% 
in 2004, a record amount, and continued to rise this year at a somewhat slower rate.  
   What is hidden behind the headlines of price rises are other changes which suggest we are in a change of trend. 
Over the last year, to now, the number of residential properties which have sold in our area is down 20%. Over the 
same period the number of listed residential properties on the market have increased 20%.        
   This imbalance in supply and demand has not influenced selling prices, which are still going up,  but it likely will 
soon. The number of properties with recent price reductions is increasing lately in tandem with the increase in the 
number of properties for sale. In the last two months some real estate brokers have informally confirmed that the 
number of buyer inquiries is down. Some blame the unusual hot humid weather, others believe the bubble is deflat-
ing.  
   On August 8th, New York Times columnist Paul Krugman wrote: “In fact, prices often keep rising for a while 
even after a housing boom goes bust. So the news that the U.S. housing bubble is over won't come in the form of 
plunging prices; it will come in the form of falling sales and rising inventory, as sellers try to get prices that buyers 
are no longer willing to pay. And the process may already have started.” 
   Real Estate markets can change direction for one or more of a number of reasons. Here are the leading indicators 
of a bear market in real estate. 
> In the past a downward change  has been triggered most often by high interest rates, a result of general inflation 
in the economy. 
>  The investment pool in the country shifts with opportunity, a real estate market can suffer as funds shift into a 
bull market in equities.        
>A market may respond to unexpected international (war) 
or national (election) events.  
>People get fed up with paying higher and higher prices for housing and may stop buying at the same rate as be-
fore. 
>When properties become the focus of investors and speculators rather than just home owners, any dip in the mar-
ket will precipitate dumping of these properties, driving prices down. 
> When the level of borrowing (or lack of saving) gets too high and there is too little disposable income left to in-
vest,  a major prop of the real estate market is withdrawn.  
   Think about how many of these factors obtain today. The last time a real estate bubble deflated was in the late 
1980s when  the number of sales decreased and prices went flat or decreased moderately in our region over a 6 
year period. Likely history will repeat it self again in a similar manner although more to the downside to compen-
sate for a record run-up. Real estate is currently priced 35% above its long term average ratio of price- to-rental 
income, the best indicator of value.  
 
————————————————————————- 
 
Rod Blackburn is principal of R. H. Blackburn & Associates, inc.—Real Estate, specialists in period houses and 
distinctive landscapes in the upper Hudson River Valley with offices in Columbia County (Hudson and Kinder-
hook), New York.  
   Your inquiries are welcome (518 758-1788, blackburn @berk.com, and  greatperiodhouses.com) and will con-
tribute to the topics we will cover in future columns. For email copies of our recent articles, contact us.  
   For a photo tour of our region and its wonderful landscapes, interesting houses, and historic sites, explore our 
website. 


