
Solid 
foundations

Andras Borbely and Fiona McAllister 

Andras and Fiona’s 
property renovation in 
Chester became even more 
of a challenge after they 
discovered historic bomb 
damage. Mike Fletcher 
tells the story
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Andras Borbely was supposed to be relaxing as he lay by the 
hotel pool during a holiday on the Greek island of Mykonos 
with his partner, Fiona McAllister, in 2016. 

Having picked up a copy of Property Investment for Beginners 
by Rob Dix at the airport on the way out however, he was far from 
relaxed. Instead, his mind was racing with plans for a future in bricks 
and mortar back home in the city of Chester. 

“We were in the middle of purchasing our first joint property 
and I just couldn’t wait to get started,” Andras recalls. “Our initial idea 
had been to grow a rental portfolio but on reading Rob Dix’s book, 
we started making exciting plans to flip and invest.”

Getting started

Andras, or Andy as he’s better known to his non-Hungarian friends, 
had been in a relationship with Fiona for 11 years at this point. She 
worked as an estate agent and dabbled in rental projects, while Andy 
had been making a living as a physiotherapist before retraining as a 
joiner, then setting up their own construction business. 

With cash raised from the sale of two of Fiona’s rental properties, 
they had an offer accepted on a three-bed semi on the outskirts of 
Chester. Once home from Mykonos, they got to work on the refur-
bishment, opening up the downstairs and getting it damp-proofed. 
They made £18,000 profit and Andy was hooked. 

“For us, the sense of achievement and pride far outweighed the 
financial gain. Rentals are more of a numbers game, but transforming 
and bringing new life to property is special,” says Andy. He admits 
that when they handed over the keys to the new owner of their second 
property project – a two-bed semi with an attic conversion – they both 
shed tears: “It really was a labour of love.”

A bomb-shell challenge

All three of Andy and Fiona’s investments so far have been situated in 
and around Chester, and their confidence has grown with each one. The 
pair bought their latest and most ambitious project – a three-bed semi in 
need of work – in June 2018 for £135,000, £5,000 under the asking price. 

They chose it based on Fiona’s local estate agency knowledge: it 
was close to the heart of the community and in an up-and-coming arty 
neighbourhood where rental prices were on the rise. They planned to 
completely remodel it by adding a single-storey rear extension and 
converting the attic into a master bedroom with an en-suite bathroom 
and walk-in wardrobe. 

“As it turned out, it needed a total gut and rebuild as we were 
faced with major structural issues,” Andy explains. “We discovered 
that a World War Two bomb had exploded somewhere close by and 
the whole street had slid as a result. We only found out about this 
major subsidence after we’d bought it. Fortunately, we had acquired 
the property for well under the asking price and brought a fantastic 
structural engineer on board, whose advice we followed to the letter.”

Learning lessons

Although Andy, 38 and Fiona, 52 had no real way of knowing about 
the street’s historic bomb damage, they had fairly smooth experiences 
with their first two flips, so were prepared for something major to 
crop up sooner or later.
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Above: the extension and 
renovated kitchen 

Bottom left: bathroom  
after renovation 

Bottom right: bathroom  
before renovation 
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“I’m a big believer in learning from lessons along 
the way,” Andy says. “We’ve climbed a steep learning 
curve comprised of planning, architects, neighbours 
and building regulators and with every step, you ensure 
you’re better prepared for the next eventuality.

They brought in a private building regulations 
firm in an attempt to guarantee the process of strength-
ening the foundations would be sufficient. “Even though 
we thought we were covering all our bases, we still end-
ed up having to underpin the underpinning after we 
were inspected by six different building regulators,” 
explains Andy. 

“Only one of the assessments said that we hadn’t 
removed enough ground. It just goes to show that you 
have to account for the unaccountable.”

Everybody needs good neighbours

By getting all the party wall agreements in place early 
and fostering good relations with neighbours on both 
sides, Andy avoided any further disruption to the 
project.

He says: “Having neighbours on-side from the very 
beginning is incredibly important in our experience. We 
held meetings before submitting planning applications 
and stuck to our promises of regular communication. 
Neighbours want to see a benefit to their own situation 
rather than focus on the potential disruption. By show-
ing them the potential of what can be achieved and the 
overall rise in value, it can be an inspiration.

“At one stage, we had a joint agreement in place 
with the neighbour on our left-hand-side to continue 
the flat-roof across the party wall and carry out a double 
extension, which would have replaced their existing 
conservatory,” Andy continues. “Unfortunately, their 
financing dried-up so we were unable to continue with 
this plan, but if it had come to fruition, we would have 
mapped the garden wall and gained additional space 
on either side.” 

Above: 
renovated 
garden with 
a view of the 
extension roof

Above left: 
kitchen after 
renovation

Left: kitchen 
before 
renovation

Switching mindsets

Another key lesson Andy has learned during his time 
in property is how to run the business-side of things. 
In the past, he would turn to his supplier and sub-con-
tractor friends and if they weren’t available, he would 
prefer to wait for them out of loyalty rather than find 
someone else. 

“It would set the project back and have a knock-on 
effect on orders and scheduling,” Andy admits. “I’ve had 
to learn to treat it more as a business. You can’t allow 
personal relationships to get in the way of timings. You 
have to employ those professionals who can carry out 
the work according to your set time-scales.”

Maintaining a business mindset to ensure the 
uninterrupted flow of each project is one thing, but 
Andy and Fiona discovered that switching to a more 
personal frame of mind is important when it comes to 
the aesthetics of interior design. 

“Our strategy is to treat each investment as if it 
were our forever home,” Andy explains. “Fiona has 
gained huge insight into the workings of houses and 
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understands how the small details can make a house 
a home. 

“We view each property through those eyes. We 
focus on enhancing elements such as storage space, 
natural light, extra insulation and anything that could 
maximise the property’s future appeal. We treat it as 
though we would be living in it, which is perhaps why 
we get quite emotional when we eventually need to 
hand over the keys.

“An example from our latest work is underneath 
the main staircase. There’s a one square metre section 
cut-out, which most developers would have blocked 
off as there’s not enough room to stand-up and barely 
enough room to store anything. But it is the perfect 
place for a dog-bed so we decided to design it into the 
house.”

Doing the right thing

The new foundations plus a new roof, along with the 
single storey extension, attic conversion and extensive 
refurbishment, meant this latest project took 13 months 
from start to finish. 

By July 2019, it was finally done, but finding a 
buyer would take a further three months. Considering 
the couple’s second property had secured a proceedable 
buyer within 24 hours of it going on the market, three 
months felt like a lifetime to wait after all that hard 
work. 

A buyer eventually came knocking, but formed 
part of a chain. As the chain proceeded slowly, another 
offer came in looking to gazump the original buyer by 
£5,000 more. Andy and Fiona once more had to make 
a difficult choice between a business-driven decision 
or a more personal, empathetic approach. 

“We did what I believe was the right thing from an 
ethical standpoint by refusing the higher offer,” Andy 
says. “Property can be so personal and you have stick 
with your gut feeling about what’s right and wrong. We 
had made a commitment to a couple who we felt had 
the same emotional connection to the house that we 
did so we were determined to honour that commitment 
by waiting and selling it to them.”

The sale finally completed in December 2019 and 
just like the house, Andy and Fiona’s property invest-
ment business is now on a much firmer footing.

If you have an interesting property case study (good 
or bad) we’d love to share your story. Email us with 
some information and photos and we’ll get right 
back to you: hello@propertyhub.net
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Left: garden 
before renovation

Above: master 
bedroom after 
renovation

Right: upstairs 
bathroom and 
shower room

RUNNING THE NUMBERS

This is how Andy and Fiona’s three-bed semi in 
Chester stacks up financially:

Purchase price: £135,000

Finance method: cash

Purchase costs: £5,278 

Renovation costs: £88,900

Project duration: 13 months

Sold price: £304,000

Selling costs: £1,585

Profit: £73,237
k
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