How to Buy Granite Countertops

This article is intended to help the customer understand the myriad of issues when buying granite and natural stone surfacing. It is not exhaustive but you may find it exhausting reading because there are so many questions, choices and options. 

Granite countertops are becoming more and more popular as the price has been driven down by ample supply and increased availability. While there are lots of imitations, nothing can equal the beauty and luxury of granite, marble and natural stone, so it's not surprising that customers want to know more about the product. 

The stone industry has been around for thousands of years attaining greatness with the Egyptians, Greeks and Romans but it is still a bit of a mystery to the average consumer. It should come as no surprise that the Mediterranean countries, and in particular Italy, have been in the forefront of stone quarrying and manufacturing. That is all changing today with the dramatic growth in stone activity in Brazil, India and China. Finished stone products are now produced in just about every country in the world. 

So you've decided that granite countertops are on your list of must-haves and you know there are lots of things you don't know. And you know that there are things you don't even know you don't know…… This article should go some way to helping you learn more about granite, find a supplier, ask them the tough questions, compare estimates and make final decisions. 

This article and its subchapters may be freely duplicated or copied provided it is done so in whole and it contains the following complete reference and acknowledgement.
Any other paper or electronic duplication or other use is strictly forbidden. 
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New Construction:

If you are having new cabinets installed make sure that the cabinet installers know you are using granite countertops and specify that your cabinets need to be within 1/8" of level, and make sure they use a large (six foot or longer) level to check the installation. Make sure they pay extra attention to spans across gaps (dishwashers, ranges, farmhouse sinks etc). If the cabinets are not level there will be a large amount of shimming required to get the granite level. This will create large unsightly gaps between the cabinets and granite that will have to be trimmed out by a carpenter. And, more importantly, it just won't look right....... 

Dishwashers: 
Most dishwashers are screwed to the bottom of old wood/laminate or tile-on-wood countertops.  It's difficult  to put screws into granite, so some other attachment method is needed.  There are two popular solutions:  1) is to attach a piece of wood to the bottom of the granite and to the cabinets on either side of the dishwasher and drive the same (maybe shorter) screws into it.  With this solution you will be able to see the piece of wood so it will need to be painted/stained to match the rest of your cabinets.  2) a more elegant solution is to use a "side-mount kit" which allows the dishwasher to be attached to the cabinets on either side of the opening.  Check with your dishwasher manufacturer to see if these are available.  In either case the dishwasher may have to be raised or lowered on its adjustable legs, to fit the opening.  Also check with a plumber or your local city building codes to see if you need to add/retain your air-gap.  This is the mysterious, and not very attractive, piece of plumbing mounted on your countertop/sink next to your faucet.  While some manufacturers of newer dishwashers do not necessarily require this item, some city building codes still do. 

Bar-Tops 
A lot of homes have bar top areas which rest upon 4" stud walls.  Old bar countertops are usually supported on plywood which is screwed into the wall.  With granite, you don't really want the plywood left in place because you will be able to see the rough edge of the plywood.  Granite also weighs many times more than wood, Corian and even tile (up to 20 pounds per square foot), so it's important that it is supported properly.  Two favorite solutions to this challenge are:  1) using substantial, structural brackets or corbels of metal or wood.  

Vanity Sinks 
Most bathroom vanity cabinets are only 21 inches deep compared to kitchen cabinets which are 24 inches deep.  This means that there is only limited room for vanity sinks and you need to make sure the sink you choose will fit into a standard 21 inch cabinet (For example, a Kohler K2211 sink will not fit in a 21" cabinet and leave room for faucet holes).  Also some faucets will be very cramped.  It's a very good idea to have these selections done as early as possible and discussed with your fabricator to prevent delays and surprises as your countertops are built.  Also there is rapidly growing trend towards "vessel" sinks or bowls which sit elevated above the countertop.  These also need to be selected early and all the faucets and fittings chosen before fabrication begins.  The central drain hole needed for a vessel sink will depend on the sink and the drain pipe-work.  Your fabricator may have to charge extra if additional field cutting and finishing is needed because you delayed your choices.  There will most certainly be extra costs if your fabricator has to return to the job because you didn't provide sufficient information and the drain hole is the wrong size for the pipe fittings. 

Cooktops 
Almost all cooktops have very specific and non-standard cutout dimensions.  A 30" Jenn-Air cutout may be completely different from a 30" GE.  Again (at the risk of sounding monotonous) make this choice early .  There will be additional costs if the fabricator has to return to the job-site to change the size of the opening.  Plus cutting the opening inside the home will create and enormous amount of dust that no amount of plastic sheet can completely control.  So - buy the cooktop early and give all the installation instructions and specifications to the fabricator when they come to template your countertops.  Remember, it is difficult (no - impossible) to un-cut a hole........ 

Kitchen Sinks 
The sink you choose is the one you will have to live with for quite a while, because all sink cutout dimensions are very unique.  Some customers might think about saving some money and going with a drop-in sink, thinking that they will be able to upgrade to an undermount later.  Virtually all drop-in sinks have a larger cutout than an undermount - so it is impossible to make the hole smaller later!  You can sometimes go from an undermount to a drop-in but not the other way around.  But who really wants a drop-in sink when an undermount shows off the granite so beautifully. 

Faucets 
There are some new fancy faucets on the market which require more room to operate.  If you have a backsplash immediately behind your sink you need to check that your faucet will operate properly without banging your knuckles or hitting the backsplash. 

The Timeline - how long will all this take and in what sequence? 
Here is the "normal" sequence of events: 

1. Call to schedule an estimate. 

2. Get the estimate and start shopping for a granite color. 

3. Finalize choices (granite, sinks, faucet, cooktop etc) and schedule a templating date and reserve an installation date.  Also make sure your faucet choice goes with your sink choice and consider the layout for the holes that may need to be drilled in the granite. 

4. Consider backsplash options. 

5. Templates are made and old countertops removed.

6. The granite is cut to size, edged and polished. 

7. On installation day the sink is mounted.  For undermount sinks the plumber should connect the faucets and drains on the next day (giving time for the adhesives to fully cure). The backsplash is installed. 

The most time-consuming part for most jobs is choosing a color and locking in an installation date.  As soon as you are ready to go ahead with the project, even if you haven't fully settled on a color choice, call to set the schedule.  Depending on the time of year we have a two to four week lead time - i.e. when you decide to go ahead our first available installation dates will be two to four weeks out.  

There are always special considerations which can mix up the normal scheduling sequence so be sure to discuss them with us during the estimating process. 

Now you have your quotes, how do you make sense of them? 
Don't just rely on the old headline “per square foot” price.  This often leaves out basic and essential costs to actually fabricate and install your countertop.  Make sure you understand how many square feet you are going to get billed for – will it be the actual square feet of your finished countertop or will it be the area of the slabs of granite used, including waste and defects? Or maybe something in between.  

Sometimes small jobs will be charged at a higher per-square-foot price because a fabricator will be stuck with over half a slab of stone with no certainty they can re-use it on another job, so ask about minimum quantities that go along with pricing structures.  Believe it or not, different granite fabricators can come up with quite different estimates of square feet of countertop, particularly when angle and curve cuts are involved.  Sometimes special colors are charged at a higher rate because fabricators can't re-use the left-over material for another customer.  How much are they charging for polishing the edges?  Some will provide a simple edge design for free and others will charge extra for any edge.  At Huntsville Granite and Marble we offer 4 edges for free.  Don't forget that 2 cm granite may contain separate charges for the laminated edge and plywood sub-decking.  

Then there are cut-outs, sinks, cook-tops, faucet holes, electric outlets, and backsplashes.  Some charge for every cut-out, some provide them for free. Under-mount sinks are very beautiful but they are more expensive to produce.  I encourage all my customers to use them because it provides the focal point for anyone looking at your kitchen.  Not doing an under-mount sink with a granite countertop is a bit like buying a new car painted with just primer.  Ok, a bit of an exaggeration but you get my point.  Back to prices – are there extra charges for delivery, installation, demolition and removal of your old countertops or initial sealing and polishing of your countertop? Unless you are armed with all this detail it's very difficult to understand and compare your estimates and ensure that there are no hidden costs that will appear after the job is done.  

Also be prepared to hire plumbers and electricians to do your disconnects and re-connects, before and after the granite installation, unless, of course you have absorbed all the Bob Vila tips and tricks from the DIY shows and feel comfortable doing this yourself.  Most granite installers are not trained or licensed to do this and if they do offer to reconnect your appliances, plumbing and drain lines beware - will they stand behind their work if your house floods or has an electrical malfunction, or worse? 

And - finally - why is one granite more expensive than another?  Are higher priced granites stronger? - No!  Are they higher "quality"? - No!  It's good ol' Economics 101 and supply versus demand.  More attractive stones are in higher demand and if they come from a distant land in small quantities the price will be higher.  Some of the toughest stones are also quite cheap and some of the most expensive can be very fragile.  Also note that all natural stone contains small "pits" to varying degrees.   These are simply small voids between grain boundaries and some of the most expensive stones can be full of them.  

How do you care for your new granite? 
Be sure to get your suppliers advice on caring for your new granite and marble countertops as they should be cleaned regularly with a pH neutral cleaner, sealed with a penetrating sealant about once a year (in most cases) and polished regularly to keep it beautiful.  On the other hand, beware of salesman pushing stone sealer!  Some stones are extremely dense and impermeable and do not need a sealer - Black Galaxy is an example.  Sealer will only build up on the surface and cause clouding, requiring eventual stripping with harsh solvents.  If a granite countertop becomes cloudy in appearance it's a reasonable bet that it is due to buildup of "something" on the surface. 

I also recommend using a granite countertop polish, as needed, to really keep the granite looking stunning.  It is a lot like a car wax - apply, let haze and buff off.  It also makes spills bead-up on the surface, providing an additional layer of protection. 

Although granite is very hard and most of the minerals are harder than steel, it can be scratched.  If that happens it is usually best to cover up the scratch with a stone "darkener".  Scratches can be polished out but that involves actually removing some of the stone and this can create a very slight "dish" in the stone which will show up in reflections.  Polished stone is as flat as a mirror and changes in the surface will show up as distortions and these are often more noticeable than minor scratches.  

Granite was once a molten rock and it can handle a LOT of heat - much more than engineered stone and other countertop materials.  Go ahead and put your hot pans directly on the stone.  I still encourage customers to be careful with pots and pans however, mainly because they can cause scratches it they are dragged across the surface and there is a piece of grit underneath.  Also some metals will leave a black or grey mark on the stone.  If you need to remove something like this, or something which has glued itself to the stone, don't be afraid to use a single sided razor blade or steel wool to polish the surface of a granite.  Don't do this with limestones or marbles, however, they will scratch more easily.  Huntsville Granite and Marble carries a line of cleaners and sealers that we use in our production line and sealing the stone is a FREE part of every installation we do. 

BUT - don't let any of this scare you.  I know many people that simply wipe down their granite countertops with a mild dish soap solution and take care not to let any of it build up on the surface, and their granite looks as good 10 years later as the day it was installed.  

Why do you need to think about backsplashes?
In virtually all cases the installation of new countertops will require you to choose new backsplashes.  If you are making the sensible choice of 3 centimeter (1 1/4 inches) thick granite, it is thicker than most existing countertops which use laminate over 3/4 inch particle board, or engineered material (such as Corian) which is only 1/2 inch thick.  Both of these older counters have laminated edges to give a thicker appearance, but this is usually only at the front edge.  In rare cases where a customer wants to retain a tile backsplash with special meaning (hand painted by their grandmother?) the only option is to cut the tile about 1/2 inch up from the existing countertop (if laminate) and hope that the granite/tile interface will fit fairly tightly after the required shimming and leveling of the granite is performed.  Another less desirable option is to butt the granite to the tile and cover the inevitable gaps (walls that aren't straight etc) with some form of tile "quarter-round" that matches or picks up the color tones of the old tile and new granite. 

The real solution is a new backsplash - either granite or another tile (ceramic or natural stone).  Most customers should look at this as an opportunity to be more creative with their backsplash.  There is an amazing array of tile options on the market today and an infinite number of designs.  Consider mixing tile shapes, sizes and orientations and look at creating borders and special designs behind cook-tops to add additional flair and elegance.  Tile are also so easy to install that attending a Home Depot class or two and watching HGTV for a few weeks will enable anyone to get creative and save some money by "doing it yourself".  

