A
Connecticut
House

A protohpe

It would be very easy simply 1o parade pretry pictures of
diminutive houses across the pages of this book and state that
exposure wus complere. However, if the oppertunity is missed
to convey a deeper sense of whal polential economies can be
realized through small-house design, then the wuths staed
vEmin unproved

Fortunately this author has spent the better part of 2 years
translating Ldeas into a specific built form. Given the Intimacy
of involvement, a eertain lack of objectivity must be forgiven
in exchange for the amount of knowledge that is o be
communicated.
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The Dickinson House

LIST OF PARTICULAKS
Location: Madisoe, Comnecticm
Rpace:  Finished, heased 1100 spaes fran
Detned unheatcd BOD square feer
ideck, carport, emry)
Total perceired’ B0 square feet
J 21982 the Dickinsons, sn sl - SV 13058 I The lot was in a cosstl
architect and  sooa-to-he R 7,000 wetlands-management area;
law swdent, decided that the Appliances 3000 therelore;
central raterial focus in their Total peuoct cost #108, 500"
lives was their home, In this e pge 27 for moshodulagy, * Any basement would hawe
case the home did not exist— i ———ry o be designed o resist
bur its vision was the single Archinece: Duo Dickinson hydrestatic  loading—and
mess important aspect of thelr Coneracior: Pos Road Wood Froducts would be quite expensive
material wants and desires, to bulld.
Unfortunately, because the
Dickinsons were in their lae * The septic feld would also
fwentles, cash was far from a readily available commodity. have 10 be engi 1 and o fully

They desired an in-town location in a coastal Connecticut
oy, and lots were either occupied by centuries-nold homes
or outmgeously priced,

The fiest lot they inspected was well-situated but dificule
1o build on, and the price was simply prohilvitive. Many
ather lots were walked, pondered, and rejected because
they were 100 remote or oo expensive o because there
WERE 00 many questions aboul resale value

After more than a year and a half of searching, the Dick-
insons found that the original bor remained unsald They
made an offer far below the original asking price, negotia-
tions were held, and satisfaction was reached,

The lot represents the ugly-duckling bargain that only a
trained eve can see us having swan potential, A list of restric.
tions and problems reads as follows:

L o

5.

and quite expentively

* The first-floor beight had 1o be at least 20 feet above
aren high warer,

Vehicular and utility access to the sie was over a 200-foot

right-of-way; therefore:

* Cars could access the site jmelf at only one point at the
edge of a steep drop.

* Uitility lines had 1o traverse over 100 feet through rock-
ledge, again increasing costs.

There was very poor passive solar patential. The site was

essentiully a hillside facing a nonherly 6-acre salt marsh.

Winter sunlight was indirect until the mid-moening
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hours, and the primary view arientation was due noeh, with no potential for solar gain.

F

Since (hie 1ot was 4 subdivision of the backyard of an cxisting house, the owners of that house were the sellers,
and they did not want their view restricted. Hence a sight line was determined as the point behind which all
building could happen

w

The proximity to the sellers’ house was 4 problem. The sellers’ house was a looming Shingle Sryle building.
Aesthetically its nearness had 1o be addressed; functionally, its visual intrusicn had 1o be avoided

-

There was a steep drop-off ar the site edge. If a normal home wil
huge quantities of fill had o be brought in

h yard and garge was 1o be accommodated,

The site presented many negative aspects. Obviously a typical raised ranch house, Cape Cod cottage, or saltbox
would be economically foolhardy in terms of the amount of site work needed. The wonderful salt-marsh view was
abseured by lush undergrowth. The utility companies’ estimates for hookups were outrageously expensive.

Amid all this sdvessity was a vision held by the aschitect, which led to a singular design concept Three grand
old white caks stood on the site. From early marning until sunset, light struck their upper wrunks and all their
limbs. Seeing this simple fact, the architect saw the potential for 2 different type of “raised” house If a simple
methad for mising the house coukd be provided, the crucial problem of poor solar penetration could be solved
and the mandatory first-floor elevation could be efected withouy excessive landfill cosis

Utility-access costs could be greatly reduced if all blasting costs were directly assumed by the home owners,
bypassing the bloated urility-company estimates. The other site restrictions and limitations could be dealt with—
as long as optimism and a vight budget spurred on creativi

As the photographs and drawings best illustzate, this is a simple house made special by its siuation—held aloft
by two bearing walls—and by the articulation of its various pans. The system-by-system description thar follows
enlances the images shown.

and shen & roof All & elad En fnswlanion and
siimgles, the fintch trim is pussiect, and the
stomework huttresses are comated. AL stepa
el stmplespan crmmetrical framing and

stenaand wchakgues wsad i

sowghil
fifigarre ¢

and 12}
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Phkcs 16 counesy of the axchiect

10 The Small House



CONSTITUENT SYSTEMS

1. Structure

ed stiff-

* Foundation. There are two hearing walls with buttressed end condition:
ening (|

. plus continuous triang

the [k of Cramingz) at the wop edges of the walls

* Praming. Floors and roof 2 3 10s, 16 inches on center; walls are made of 2 X 45, 16 inches on center;
triangulating bracing made of 2 % 65 with ¥ inch plywood guaserts at o

comers.

* Beams, Twe composite beams conslsting of
the north as cantilevered suppor for the deck

our 2 X 108 run the e

length of the house, terminating to

* Sheatbing.  On all exte
was used, creating shear walls. Wood sheathing [

o walls and on the north and south interior walls of the living reom, ¥ inch phywood
. 3s) was used on the roul.

= Sepel. Reinforcing bars were used threughout all concrete work, and an 158-fool, § X & steel angle was used

1o stiffen the living room's north wall. Also, X-inch steel tie-rods were used 1o prevent roof sag at the spring
paint of the cathedral ceiling
2. Inswiation. Al cxirior wall amd floor cavides were flled with maximum depth fiberglass ba insulation, with
vapor barr Il exterior walls and underside were covered b X inch urethane sheatl

it of Housing and Urban Develops
air bag when not in use

Departme:
a de facto insulating

ot guidelines for the region). Note that the living ares serves as

3. Extervior Surfaces. red with clear red cedar shingles, 6 inches 1o weather. All corners
are mitred, and there white cedar shingles, bordered by rwo 2-inch
inch to weather each). Underside and eaves are made of painted poplar §-inch tong
of clear cedar, painted.
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4. Interior Surfaces
* All wiills are mide of ¥inch gygmum bowd, paimed.

» The first-story floos Is made of 6-4

h poplar, vrethaned.
= The bedroom floor and the steps are carpeted,
= The bath has & mosaic Ule Door and waingcol.

# The kitchen and bath ceilings are made of painted poplar &-
Inch wngie and groove; other ceilings are made of %inch
gypsum

« All trim Is made of painied poplar.

w

Heating. The house is heaed with gas-fired hot water, using
radiator (versus baseboard) distribution. Note that the solar
arlentation of the south end of the house and the use of a fire
place in the lving room ald in heating. Note also that the
clothes drier wents internally and that the vents Far the heating
plant, hot-water heater, and chimney flue run inside the
house, all allowing gain.

. Plumbing. There is a single vent stack and a venical chase.

Electricity. The house has standard 100-ampere service,
expandable to 200 amperes.

]

7 4 dwings by Ardra Searz

Figure 8 Explodad structisal avoncessiric,
T T ——
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THE HOUSE ITSELF

b and hanve o this house as & “covered bridge,” “doghouse,” “car wash,” and “ark."
The simple truth is thax this house is the direct result of two interfacing systems,

Essentially those systems are the built pars (the structure) and the applied parts (the insered elements, such as
doors, windows, cabinet work, mill work, lighting, &nd plumbing}.

There were inherent limitations in Building this house—not the least of which was a modest budget (365,000 1o
#70,000 for construction), but there were equally inherent means 1o defeat the sense of limits. The house was to
have an extremely simple occupancy (a marred couple}, and it would be built with an adventurous spirit born of
the home owners' relative youth (27 at the beginning of the project).

The owners hoped to use existing technologies for ion to reduce the of fahrication while
creating a fresh sense of space and form with innovarive applications of those very same sandard building
techniques,

To help define the internal dynamism of familiac systems used In inerpretive ways, let us tum 1o a discussion of
the rationales behind the two systems, built and applied.

The Constructed House

In contemplating a small prototypleal house, famous architects of the past and present have sought to reinvent the
methods used 10 design and bulld small structures, Whether it is Gropius and his grid/frame, Frank Lloyd Wrighe
and his hexagonal or circular grids, Le Corbusier and his Modulor, ar Buckminster Fuller and his geodesic dome,
the herole designer of the past has inspired contemporaries and furure admirers.

Unformunarely none of the average houses built in the United Stares today use the techniques developed by such
designers, primarily hecawse the architect-applied materials, techniques, or dimensioning systems involved are
thocaughly uncovrdinated with the existing building technology thar has been in use since the late ninteenth
censury. The architects, some of this era, some of the past, who have adv d vihing from air-inflated seruc-
tures to urethane foam shells 1o recyched beer cans set in concrete as methods of consiruction have ignored one
stmple historical truth: A concept becomes the starus quo anly when Its wiility is proved over time,

Stanchasdized uae of dimension lumber (2 X 45, 2 X 65,2 X #5, eic.) and the 16-inch module that progresses
into 4 X 8 foot sheets of material s simply a Fait accompli in the building trade. To tgmore this faet and invent a
new system simply prevents that new system from having economic viability for the vast majority of American
homes,

Sothe dimensioning, furm, snd structural detailing of the Dickinson house have been based on the use of stan-
dard building marerials and the 16-inch framing module, plus several essential costsaving applications of that
technology. Fresented in the form of 3 list, here are the various uses familiar framing technology has been pur to,
maximizing its economy by reinforcing its latent simplicity.

Length of Building. Determined by 16-inch framing module,

Width of Building. Dewermined by uncut 20-footlong 2 X 10 jois. (Note that 20 feet is fteen 16.inch
modules.)

Location af Foundation Walls, Placed at maximum span (12 feet) and cantilever (4 feet) of 2 X 10 joists
noted ahove,

Straighi-Run Stairs.  No platforms or winders,

No Curved Walls. The only curves present in the house are in the form of cut surfaces (south wall opening,
counternops).

Standard Roof Pited (8 im 12). This accommodates prefabricated vont fue flashing.
Symmetrical Roof Framing. No valleys, dormers, changes in pitch, or crickets.

Stugle-Thirection Framing. All loads bear directly on foundation walls; there are na load-bearing and -colleet-
ing beams or columns. ¥

9. No Cremellations in House Form,  All formal variarion is via redectfon from the building perimeter derived by
20-foot joist and 16-inch framing module.

o
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The Applied Parts

As with the hinig above, those items that are inseried (2o and applied ento the sirue.
tural frame can be viewed as opportunities for Ending delight in redefining existng technology. A chief selling
point to architect-designed residences is their level of finish. This Is due to berer use of higher.quality materials
aned components,

The counterpaint 1o the sense of care in the detailing of architect-designed buil &5 15 the ly devil.
may-care attitude about certaln crucial funcrional uspects of the derailing.
First and foremost of the un: truths ahout architect designed homes is that skylights, custom glazing, and

awkward Rashing conditions 21l tend to Invite leaks, Second, seamless aesthetics employed in Madernist architec.
ture are anathema to the natural warld of and i and use. Last, custom-designed and
-crafted items are all uniested; hence, they may prove to be dysfunclional over time more often than seandard
products.

But if innovation were always ignored for the safety of the familiar, this would be 2 book about the small eave,
The choice is not simply berween | 1§ and swultifying danity; there is a middle ground of

nis of © VErsus

‘When this book's introduction dealt with using the exciring dynamics of scale as 2 means to liberate the small
house from aesthetic inertia, windows and doors were crucial aspects of that interplay. Similasly, locations of all
applied parts should h with the module d and these objects should be placed to rein.
force dominant views, axes, and sparial organizatlons. Here Is a listing of those objects that helped creare the lively
spirit of the Dickinson house.

1. Windows. Windows were oriented 1o specific views and light conditions (south, north, and west). Lazger win-
dows are best for light and view, smaller ones for ventilation, backlighting, and small spaces. All of these guide-
lines can reduce the tatal number of windows in o house, and hence the cost, while they imcrease energy ef-
clency and aesthetic impact.

2 Doors.  The number of doors needed was minimized by creating multiple-purpose spaces. A door can be used
1 release the power of an axis (as in the Dickinson entry).

3. Custom lems. The following custom items were used 1o reinforce the averriding qualities of the spaces they
are siveated in: mouldings, cabinet work, work sation, upper window units (south and west), front docr, deck
benches and bollasds, front steps, range hood, handrails, fireplace moulding, living room shelf, and bay window
underside.

8 Jiems, Used o - In the Dickinson house, you find an interior bay window, sliding doors
used s windows, standard dle panerned creatively, and a prefabricated firebax used in a special way, All of
these create custom-quality amenity at no more cost than that of the catalog components these items truly are.

3. Lighttng. The number of lighting fixtures needed was minimi through impu use,

6. Oddball Catalog ftems. Radiators, sink faucer, bath hardware, lighting—all add a sense of delight to poten.

tially bland senings without the cust of custom fabrication,

7. Paint. With the use of four tones, from white to light vellow, portions of the house were highlighted, enhanc:

ing latent intré and formal id # oo additional cost, save tme 1o the owners, who painted the house
themselves.

4,

By taking nothing for granted, you can use proven technologies—economical in both purclise price and instal-
lation cost—for the interior finishing of 3 house, and ¥ou can use them in innovative ways to reinforee the basic
‘organization and aesthetics of the house, In the Dickinson house, a mix of custom, standard, and imaginatively
reinterpreted items has been used o add depth 1o an otherwise simplistic house,

Similarly, for construction the most familiar of building rechnologles—standard lightweight frume construe.

of th

tion—was used in such a direct manner that the for form derived
power.
Now that the site restrictions encountered and the huilding tech ! have been di d, it is time

10 assess the latent organizational and sestheric intentions of the Di;hmun house.

A Comnecricur House



