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This book is dedicated to Fiona Hindlip who was brave in all things, especially house hunting.

“So long lives this and this give life to thee.”
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INTRODUCTION

Ten years ago, Phil and I first sat down to write this book. What we wanted to produce was a clear, easy-to-follow guide for anyone looking for a home, or indeed anyone who has found one but is unclear about what happens next.

I think we cracked it, and so did lots of you, if the kind of comments we received are anything to go by. But we know a lot more now than we did then, partly because our lives have changed so much and we have another ten years of house-hunting experience.

Between us, we now have four sons, two stepsons and two dogs. Phil and his family live between south London and Kent and we live between west London and Devon.

The last decade has also been one of change for the economy. The collapse of the subprime mortgage market in the USA created chaos, confidence in global financial institutions was eroded and seven trillion dollars was wiped off global stock markets in 2008. One of the knock-on effects of the credit crunch was a downturn in the UK property market. There was a fall in property prices and house sale transactions but, more importantly for buyers, there was a tightening of lending criteria and mortgage approvals went down. Property prices in some areas have returned to what they were pre-crash but not in other regions.

But enough of the doom and gloom, you didn’t buy this book to be put off finding your dream home. Yes, you might need to jump through a few more hoops to secure a mortgage, and interest-only deals are fewer on the ground, but there is help available. 

Phil and I have seen more highs and lows, more bad choices and good decisions, more sainted sellers and rogue agents and more hopeless solicitors, risk-averse surveyors and reluctant lenders than you can shake a stick at. So we thought now was the time to revisit this book: to update some bits and reiterate others, all in order to ensure you have a useful sword and shield in the great home-buying battle. 

Taking the first step towards buying a home is one of the biggest financial commitments you’ll ever make, but it is also one of the most exciting things you’ll ever do. Some people only buy one property in their entire lives and very few are involved in more than four property transactions, yet most folk head out into the world of estate agents, mortgage advisers, surveyors and removal men completely unaided. Would you head out to sea with no compass, radio or flares? No – not unless you were crazy. Yet that is exactly what happens when people attempt to buy houses. So that is why we are here, to give you the information you need to cross those treacherous seas and find the home of your dreams.

We have been involved in literally hundreds of property purchases and have come across every possible scenario.

Between us we have personally purchased nine properties, and as professional homes search consultants we have guided people through property purchases for many years. As a result we have been involved in literally hundreds of deals and have come across every possible scenario. There is little in this game that surprises us and less that shocks us. And we love it – we love the houses and flats, the A to Z, the leases, the surveyors’ reports, the deal making and we love the agents! We want you, too, to benefit from our knowledge, so that your house-hunt is as successful as possible.

To do this you must ensure that you stand head and shoulders above other buyers. Therefore, our biggest trade secret is this: be very, very nice to estate agents. Until you can learn to love, or at the very least like, estate agents all our other advice is, at best, only 50 per cent effective.

We realize this is a revolutionary concept but, like all the best ideas, it’s simple and it works. This approach has served us very well. If you’re nice to them and build up a good working relationship they won’t want to see you walk away with a dud house. Granted, it takes practice, and there are some agents who would try the patience of a saint, but they are rarer than you think. Most agents are just trying to keep body and soul together and pay their own mortgage; it’s not their fault that the product they are selling plays a uniquely important part in your life.

When you tell your friends and colleagues that you are trying to buy a house or flat you will be inundated with horror stories; stick your fingers in your ears and walk away. Home buying isn’t all bad. It’s like having a baby; some people have good experiences, some bad, but once you’ve got your new baby all the pain is forgotten. This book is your pain relief. Some people don’t need it, but it’s nice to know that you’ve got the option. Focus on the job in hand, don’t skip the boring bits and push when we tell you to.
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