



'Toolbelt Diva' hits town to teach women how to tackle home improvement

By KRISTIN DIZON
SEATTLE POST-INTELLIGENCER REPORTER

Norma Vally wants women to tap into their inner diva.

Not the one that likes stiletto heels, champagne in flutes and cameras flashing along red carpets.
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	"Toolbelt Diva" Norma Vally, left, prepares to tape a segment of her show with Ballard homeowner Leslie Forsberg, right.


She's talking about the one that gets jazzed about power tools, lumberyards and doing it yourself (DIY) -- aka the "Toolbelt Diva." That also happens to be the name of Vally's new Discovery Home Channel show, which is shooting in Seattle this summer. The first half-hour episode will air Friday, Aug. 6.

"A lot of women are not with men and they have to take care of themselves," says Vally. "It's empowerment: You're a woman and you can do anything. You can take control of your surroundings." 

Leslie Forsberg was ready to take control of her brick home in Ballard. Last weekend, Vally and a Seattle-based crew from Screaming Flea Productions took over her house, showing Forsberg how to create a built-in desk for an office.

"I'm very ambitious and I like to dream big, but I don't have the skills to back it up," says Forsberg, managing editor of Alaska Airlines magazine and a free-lance writer.

Before Vally and Co. came knocking, Forsberg, 47, hadn't touched power tools much. Nor was she encouraged to DIY while growing up. 

"When I was in high school, girls weren't allowed to take shop. They were only allowed to take home economics," she says. "And I really wanted to take shop."

Nor did she learn much in the way of home improvement from her ex-husband, who wasn't very interested in the subject. 

Her few attempts at trying her own projects hadn't gone smoothly. One project to texturize her rec room walls had resulted in a gritty, sandpaperlike finish. 

Another time, at a lumberyard, she struggled to find the right words to describe the proper cut of wood. "The men there made me feel really small. They were chuckling at me," says Forsberg. "And I was so humiliated that I haven't been back since."

But two days of back-to-back videotaping and building have gotten Forsberg up close and personal with a circular saw, power drill and more.

Before the Toolbelt Diva showed up, Forsberg's office was cramped and cluttered. The 10-foot-by- 10-foot room had a large oak desk and a dining table, filled with books, boxes and more. 

After taking measurements, making a plan, shopping for supplies, cutting and priming the boards on Saturday, the women had spent much of Sunday morning installing the desk.

"All right, I want you to feel it," says Vally, showing her how to sink a screw into one of the desk's support brackets, attaching it to the wall.

"I can feel that it's really loose," Forsberg responds. So Vally shows her how to hold it in place, while pulling the drill trigger in little bursts.

"You make it look so easy," says Forsberg, who found out about the show through a contradance listserv.

"No, no, we have more to go," says Vally, patient and encouraging. "You'll get it."

Later, they don safety glasses as Forsberg grabs a compressed-air nail gun. 

"It's an amazing tool," says Forsberg, an eager and enthusiastic pupil.

Forsberg squeezes the gun, sinking brads into trimboard to cover the rough plywood edges of the desk.

"That's so easy. It's another tool I need!" she says.

Vally checks the sturdiness of the wall-mounted desk. "We're going to be able to do the tarantella right on your desk," she says. "You'll be able to dance on this desk."

"The salsa!" Forsberg replies cheerfully.

Forsberg is thrilled with the end result and even prouder that she did much of it herself. She's already musing other projects, including updating her '60s-era rec room, adding more lighting in the house and tearing out old tile in the kitchen. She's thinking about what tools she'll buy.

"It was such a gift of knowledge," Forsberg says of working with Vally. "Now my head is just crammed with all these neat things."

As the single mother of 10-year-old Kirsten Zeller, Forsberg also thinks it benefits her daughter to watch Mom in action.

"I really believe that by seeing her mom do this kind of work, in the long run it'll give her an appreciation that everybody can do this," she says. 

Even better, Kirsten helped prime the rough boards of the desk and puttied up the holes in it.

We all know that more sistahs are doing it for themselves, but there are still plenty out there (this reporter included) for whom the language and ways of drills, power saws and biscuit joinery remain mysterious and intimidating, rather like Esperanto. 

"Toolbelt Diva" is geared for those who are curious and want to try projects, but don't yet have the experience or confidence to do it themselves. As producer Liza Keckler says, it's also for women who are tired of nagging their husbands or boyfriends to get busy on a home project.

"I want it to be realistic. I don't want it to be, ta-da, there it is!" Vally says. "But, it is TV. We can't do every step on TV."

While Vally and the homeowner do a lot of the work, there are also one or two carpenters on set to keep things moving along, off-camera.

But Vally's not afraid to show the glitches. When her power screwdriver slips off the screw head, she cheerfully says, "Oops." When she momentarily loses track of which trim pieces cover which plywood edges, she smilingly confesses, "I knew I should have numbered them."

Diva is the first solo showcase for Vally, a veteran of the Discovery Channel show "Rally Round the House." Now based primarily in Los Angeles, she also is writing a book, "Chix Can Fix" -- part DIY manual, part humorous tales of being a hammer-wielding chick.

A Brooklyn native who says she was a tomboy as a child and loved to hang out with her dad, Vally comes from a large Italian family. She has a B.A. in English literature and psychology, but she's held a laundry list of jobs. She's been an English instructor in France, a backup singer, swimsuit and lingerie model, personal trainer, special events coordinator at New York's Fashion Cafe, and even a lumberyard worker when she was in high school.

Oh, and though she doesn't look it, she's 39. And for a carpenter, she's got a great manicure.

Her construction background comes from spending 10 years on and off renovating homes and apartment buildings with her cousin Sal. She was invariably the only woman on the job.

"People wouldn't know why I was there," she says. "They'd think I was his (Sal's) secretary, or the designer, or just bringing the coffee."

But she says the men she worked with were always accepting of her on the job. "I have a certain attitude," she says with her meaty Brooklyn accent. "I don't think they'd dare say anything, especially when I have a drill in my hand."

A handful of men have written to her telling her that she's too self- reliant and has lost her femininity and delicateness. Another told her that she needed to "let a man be a man."

Vally, naturally, disagrees.

"You can be feminine and graceful and still be strong and self-reliant," she says. 

You can be a toolbelt diva.

NORMA VALLY'S TOP 10 DIVA DO's & DON'Ts

1. Don't wear loose clothing that might get caught in power tools. 

2. Do know where the main shut-off valves for gas, water and electricity are. 

3. Don't worry about lack of upper-body strength. Vally says there are ways of using leverage rather than brawn. 

4. Do mark project materials with measurements before cutting them. 

5. Don't buy cheap tools. Save yourself aggravation and money in the long run. 

6. Do turn screws and fittings in the right direction. A general rule: "Right tight, left loose." 

7. Don't be embarrassed to ask for help from staff in home improvement centers and hardware stores. 

8. Do organize your work space and keep it clutter-free. Clean up as you work to keep the area free of hazards. 

9. Don't forget to bring old parts that you're replacing to the hardware store. It's easier to find a new one. 

10. Do unplug your power tools when you're adjusting a part or changing a blade. 

You can learn more about Vally at her Web site, www.chixcanfix.com. 

P-I reporter Kristin Dizon can be reached at 206-448-8118 or kristindizon@seattlepi.com.
