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By Jenny Lee

From gathering design in-
spirations and researching and 
planning the scope of work, re-
modeling a home is no small 
task. It is often expensive and 
time-consuming, and can cause 
a considerable amount of anxi-
ety for homeowners, who look 
for a trusting hand to guide them 
through the process. 

For many of them, the Wilkins 
family has been the answer to 
their search.

For more than six decades, 
Custom Kitchens by John 
Wilkins on Telegraph Avenue 
has been a beacon for Bay Area 
homeowners needing a remod-
eling company to manage their 
home renovation projects. 

Last November, the compa-
ny was honored with three top 
REMMIES awards from the San 
Francisco Bay Area chapter of 
National Association of Remod-
eling Industry (NARI). 

And this week, the company 
was awarded the 2013 “Best of 
Houzz” by Houzz, a leading on-
line platform for residential re-
modeling and design. According 
to Houzz, Custom Kitchens was 
chosen from the annual survey 

of more than 11 million monthly 
Houzz users. 

What makes Custom Kitch-
ens so successful? The answer is 
its “house-first” philosophy and 
passion. 

Staying true to the house 
and doing quality work is the 
company’s mission, according 
to Jerry Wilkins, 59, the son of 
John Wilkins, and current CEO 
of Custom Kitchens. He and his 
wife, Joy, took over the company 
in 1990 when his father retired 
from the business. 

“If you were to stand out-
side in the street and look at the 
house, and then walk through 
it and look at the work we did, 
you would notice that the style, 
architecture and design fit the 
architecture and design of the 
house,” he said.

That philosophy has been 
passed down from his father 
John Wilkins, a former fire-
fighter in Oakland who saw an 
increasing need for kitchen and 
bathroom specialization when 
he opened Custom Kitchens six-
ty-three years ago.

John Wilkins recognized the 
changing lifestyle in the post-
World War II era as kitchens 

became family gathering places. 
To accommodate this, he de-
signed the first built-in spaces 
for refrigerators, microwaves, 
garbage disposals and dishwash-
ers that are now standard for 
kitchens.

Over the years, Custom Kitch-
ens has become known for an-
other very special kind of work: 
historic restoration – including 
Victorian, Craftsman and Mid-
Century. 

“I like the vintage architec-
ture – the wooden molding, 
old windows and the old glass, 
and the craftsmanship. It’s like 
somebody who likes old vintage 
cars… It’s timeless,” marveled 
Wilkins. “It feels comfortable 
and cozy to restore something 
and bring it back to life.”

The company has restored 
many Julia Morgan-designed 
houses in the Bay Area, in-
cluding the Williams House in 
Berkeley, which won a historic 
preservation award from the 
Berkeley Architectural Heritage 
Association in 2011. 

But historical restoration 
comes with many challenges, 
starting with the cost: it is ex-
pensive to do it correctly. Older 
homes have old parts, such as 
door locks, windows, faucets, 
that cannot be found at modern 
hardware stores like Home De-
pot or Lowe’s. Custom Kitchens 
has learned to solve this problem 
by making and/or fixing them in 
its own workshop. 

These problems are small, 
however, compared to the fun 
and excitement Jerry and Joy feel 
when working on an old house.

“It’s fun going through the 
history of the house,” said Joy, 
the firm’s designer. “You find out 
which famous people have lived 
here. You find things in the wall. 
It’s kind of like an archeological 
dig. You never know what you’re 
going to find… You just don’t 
get this opportunity when you 
are building something new.” 

“We are passionate about it. 
It’s really fun when it all comes 
together,” said Jerry.

Piedmont Bath
A before and after look of a residential bathroom in a 1925 Tudor 
Revival-style home in Piedmont. The project won a 2nd place REMMIE 
award in 2012.

Custom Kitchens earns more awards
Oakland firm wins NARI awards, named 2013 “Best of Houzz”

Berkeley Kitchen
The original kitchen of this 
charming 1935 home in Berkeley 
lacked continuity to the adjacent 
rooms.  The new Custom Kitchens 
design provides a nice flow and 
easy access to the adjacent powder 
room and laundry room. 

Alameda Kitchen
The original kitchen, part of a Colonial Revival-style home in Alameda, 
was built in the late 1800s and remodeled in the 1930s. The 2012 
reconstruction by Custom Kitchens breathes the grace and poise 
associated with the turn-of-the-century back into this space.


