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Bob Vila never looked this good. 

Highlight

Norma Vally, 39, host of the new Toolbelt Diva on Discovery Home, got her start on Discovery's Rally Round the House, in which neighbors and a team of carpenters fix up a deserving house.

Vally is a former lingerie model, personal trainer and English teacher who began working construction jobs with her cousin in New York. Now she's writing a book called Chix Can Fix and wants to create her own line of tool belts for women. She'll start shooting a second season of the series this week.

In carpentry, she says, "I learned as I went, little by little. One of the funniest periods of my life was when I was modeling and working construction ... My biggest concern was not to get bruises."

The legendary handyman's This Old House on PBS paved the way in 1979 for today's full-blown home makeover TV show craze. But it took Ty Pennington on TLC's Trading Spaces to heat up the trend by remodeling the carpenter's image.

Gone are bearded, thoughtful men in plaid shirts. Now it's all about sexy nail-gun-wielding handyman hunks and, in the newest trend, hunkettes. 

It's as if the pages of a bodice-ripping romance novel have come to life, with unassuming, chiseled young guys and busty, sweet young gals — all with tool belts hanging at their hips — arriving on unsuspecting homeowners' stoops. 

Male or female, every show has one.

Some shows have more. Renovate My Family, Fox's new makeover program (pre-empted for baseball until Oct. 29 at 9 p.m. ET/PT), features 26-year-old ex-Playboy Playmate triplets as the main carpenters.

"We're considered the construction crew," says Nicole Dahm. "We do sawing, pour cement, run Bobcats, we do it all."

Says Jacklyn Dahm: "It's pretty sexy to watch girls pick up a nail gun or drive a Bobcat." 

Home-related shows may have started out as simple Saturday afternoon fare on public broadcasting and cable. But now, the sprawling landscape of renovate, fix-it and redo programming has grown into a prime-time network battleground.

And while the breathtaking transformations of the structures on these shows draw oohs and aahs from happy homeowners, the pinup carpenter cuties are nailing the numbers. ABC's Extreme Makeover: Home Edition in particular has surged this season, averaging a top-20 15.4 million viewers each Sunday at 8 p.m. ET/PT and beating CBS drama Cold Case among the important young adult audience. Renovate My Family averages a more modest 6.1 million viewers. 

"Once these types of shows started to infiltrate broadcast networks, then it became about the ratings," says Bob Baskerville, president of cable's DIY Network, which targets do-it-yourselfers. "And when it's about the ratings, you have to believe that the theory is that the right-looking people will help boost those ratings."

Exploitation or empowerment? 
Vila, who now hosts a syndicated show called Bob Vila's Home Again, says he has "no comment" on the handsome-carpenter phenomenon. But when asked his reaction to the Playmates-turned-woodworkers, he says, "What channel?" 

Even if he hasn't noticed, the sexing up of the renovation shows has fans buzzing. Showing off the carpenters' assets is a crucial part of the format. Messages on TLC's online boards point out how certain work shots — a female carpenter bending over a 2-by-4, for example — reveal cleavage, making any home improvement project all the more enticing to male viewers. 

Such camera angles seem to be staples of these shows. On a recent Renovate My Family, the Dahm triplets were on their hands and knees in their tank tops working on the floor. And one viewer wrote that TLC's In a Fix, in which a home repair team fixes projects gone wrong,should be renamed "Hooters Does Home Repair."

"For our television show, the ideal candidate is someone who's telegenic as well as skilled," says Gena McCarthy, executive producer of In a Fix. But she says she does not tell anyone how to dress, and adds, "By no means are our cameramen asking them to bend over."

Female carpenters are at a premium on home makeover shows, says McCarthy, who happens to be looking for one right now. "There are definitely more men than women" in the talent pool.

"Everybody likes pretty people," says Dean Minerd, executive producer of a new TBS show called The Mansion, with eight good-looking remodelers vying to win a house they're upgrading. "We have an attractive cast," he says, and he thinks female carpenters make "a great positive statement." 

Kelly Smith, founder of the feminist BeingJane Inc. and beingjane .com, wonders whether it's empowerment or exploitation. "Are they making the choice to dress in belly shirts and wear the tool belt down on their hips? It's a sexy image, but would they go on a job in that outfit? While it looks like a step backward in that sex sells, it might be a step forward in that TV is showing a woman doing something not traditionally female."

From models to role models 
So what's behind the trend? Are more skilled female carpenters finding their way on TV these days? Or are more producers casting actresses adept at playing the role?

A blend of both: Skilled women who are good on camera are finding jobs on TV carpentry shows. 

The Dahm triplets got hired for Renovate after they were spotted on the recent USA cable series House Wars, in which they worked with their dad to redo a home. Their renovation won.

Norma Vally, 39, host of the new Toolbelt Diva on Discovery Home, got her start on Discovery's Rally Round the House, in which neighbors and a team of carpenters fix up a deserving house.

Vally is a former lingerie model, personal trainer and English teacher who began working construction jobs with her cousin in New York. Now she's writing a book called Chix Can Fix and wants to create her own line of tool belts for women. She'll start shooting a second season of the series this week.

In carpentry, she says, "I learned as I went, little by little. One of the funniest periods of my life was when I was modeling and working construction ... My biggest concern was not to get bruises."

What's funny is the reaction of homeowners when a female carpenter shows up, says Trading Spaces' Amy Wynn Pastor, 28. 

She has always "dabbled in acting," she says, but has "studied carpentry" as well. She began by working on theater sets, combining both passions, and eventually auditioned for Spaces. She was cast days before Pennington in 2000.

Female homeowners usually aren't happy to see her in the driveway. They're hoping for a handsome hunk. Men are often wowed by her, she says, but tend to question her skills. " 'Isn't there somebody behind the scenes who does it for you?' A big one I get is, 'Let me see your hands' — they're looking for calluses or scars. Which I have." 

'Sawdust buildup is insane' 
It's not about selling sex, Pastor says. A tank top and a tool belt are just standard wear for the job. "When you're working with power tools, you need to wear close-fitting clothing. It's not because I'm trying to make this image." 

But she has seen some female carpenters on TV wearing "really low-cut shirts. Now that's a problem. The sawdust buildup is insane." 

Sexy and skilled, Pastor is becoming a role model. "There are little girls who say, 'I want to be a carpenter when I grow up.' Or 'My daughter wants to dress up like Amy Wynn for Halloween.' "

The same thing happens to Paige Hemmis, 32, who joined Extreme Makeover: Home Edition last season. "Most of the fan mail I get is from young girls or moms thanking me for offering something different from the usual stereotypical woman on TV."

Hemmis, who has been a wedding planner and an emergency medical technician, got the carpentry job by auditioning. The casting folks asked her to build something in front of them in 30 minutes. 

She made a jack-in-the-box out of balsa wood, using a rat trap and the guts from another toy. Instead of a clown popping out, a little house jumped out. "A huge, burly carpenter dude came in after me with enough wood for a 4,000-square-foot house. He couldn't build anything," she says. 

She did make one girlish decision for TV: She always wears pink. 

Glamorizing the industry 
While the women are creating a stir, the men are noticing it.

Carter Oosterhouse, 27, who took over for Pennington (who left for Extreme Makeover: Home Edition), is now the resident stud on Trading Spaces, which starts its fifth season Saturday at 9 p.m. ET/PT. 

A carpenter since age 12 and a nutrition major, he was featured recently in a two-page Star magazine spread — shirtless. Readers learned that he sleeps in his boxers.

"I'm totally not into that stuff," he says, talking on his cell from a Home Depot in Denver where Spaces is shooting. "I understand the draw with sexy carpenters. At the same time, it's hard work." 

He says he has noticed more female carpenters on TV. "I'm getting scared," Oosterhouse says with a chuckle. "Now with all the tools out there, they can do things just as well and just as easily."

What do real-life carpenters think of their made-for-TV image?

"Anything that glamorizes positions in the construction industry I'm all for," says Stephen Sandherr, CEO of the Associated General Contractors of America. "People gravitate to careers where they feel they're competent and that they enjoy. Why should looks or gender have anything to do with it?" 
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