Profile: Be Jane

By Taryn Bickley

For obvious reasons, you can’t call her a handyman.

But make no mistake; Heidi Baker is at home in a tool belt.

The former Birmingham resident and her business partner, Eden Jarrin, have been making waves in do-it-yourself circles with their company, Be Jane, Inc. Just four years after founding Be Jane, they’ve made numerous TV appearances, launched a Web site (bejane.com), and published a book, #Be Jane’s Guide to Home Empowerment.#

Be Jane’s female-oriented empire is helping catapult women to the forefront of a recognizably male-dominated industry. “This company came out of a need,” Baker says. “There are currently 17 million single-women homeowners, and by the year 2010, [there will be] 32 million.”

Although Baker’s roots are in Birmingham (she attended Groves High School for two years), it was a move to San Diego that sparked her DIY interest. “I bought my first place [there],” she says. “I was 30, single, and had $150 in the bank. I couldn’t afford to hire someone, so I’d work on my days off and use that money for my house.”

Her first project included dismantling 20 kitchen cabinets and seven drawers, while sanding, staining, and re-molding them all in the span of 12 hours. When asked how a novice could tackle such a giant task for a  first-time project, Baker says, “I took this on because I had to create a place I could love, a home that could nourish and take care of me.”

She didn’t stop with the kitchen. “My favorite project to date [is] my walk-in closet, which cost me $450 to make,” Baker says. “The original quote was $4,000.”

Now she hopes the Be Jane Web site — the backbone of the company — will awaken “handywomen” everywhere.

The site is packed with instructions and tutorials on projects ranging from installing carpet and staining concrete to building an outdoor barbecue. It also includes an active message board and popular Q&A section, which allows women to post their own experiences while learning from others. “We’re trying to not just be the how-to, but also the why-to,” Baker says.

Although about 8.5 percent of the Be Jane members are male, it’s still a female-dominated environment. In the Web section titled “Mood,” Baker and Jarrin divide projects by category, such as romantic, happy, healing, lively, and sophisticated. They do that, they say, because homes have a direct effect on people’s emotions — and one emotion that emerges from hands-on improvements is confidence.

“I came from a family who called for help when they needed something fixed,” Baker says. “Did I ever see myself doing this? No, never in a million years.” 

Sidebar

Another metro Detroit native, Tim Allen, glorified the joys of workmanship on his long-running TV show #Home Improvement.# 

But Heidi Baker says it’s tool time for women.

“A lot of things women say they can’t do stem from them not having the right tool,” Baker says. She suggests investing in the following five tools for home improvement:

1. Tape measure. Get one that’s at least 25 feet long and at least 1 ¼ inches wide. (Wider widths make for easier reading.)

2. Hammer. Look for an anti-vibration variety with a rubberized grip.

3. Cordless drill. Buy a version with at least 9-12 volts. Hold it above your head to see if you can handle the weight. 

4. Compound miter saw. This type of saw is used for moldings. The ability to cut moldings can significantly cut carpentry costs. Look for one with a laser guide, which helps with accuracy.

5. Power nailer. This tool helps with a wide range of projects, from installing molding to building furniture. 
