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Introduction




Why Live Small?


Most of us dream of having a place of our own. Some of us dream large, but more and more of us are dreaming of something small.


Perhaps we long to own our first house — something on the smaller side because we’re just starting out. Perhaps we are empty nesters, downsizing into more practical space. Perhaps we want to build a little place of our own, with our own hands. Perhaps we want to build small in order to live mortgage-free. Perhaps we want to minimize the impact of our home on the environment.


Whatever the reason, a compact home offers advantages across the board: reduced building time, reduced use of building materials, less impact on the environment, smaller carbon footprint, and less maintenance once it’s built. With these savings, a compact home also allows for quality materials, solid craftsmanship, and even a few touches of luxury. These characteristics would appeal to any homeowner.


Some potential homeowners may object to the idea of a small house, perhaps equating the concept of small with cramped, crowded living quarters. But with good design, a compact home is a comfortable one. It feels welcoming. As with any home, its particular character depends on its designers and owners. Some may want their compact home to be warm and cozy; others may prefer a more spartan aesthetic, with neatness and efficiency the ruling principles. The point is that design, not square footage, determines a home’s worthiness. And good design is the focus of this book.


This book is intended for folks who want to have a hand in designing or building a compact home that fits their needs in a simple, affordable, ecologically sustainable way. Whether you are a home designer, builder, owner, or some combination of the three, you’ll find useful advice here on the criteria for critical house elements, such as room layouts, power sources, appliances, furnishings, and space-saving (or space-enhancing) design features. Each element plays a role in the aesthetic and functioning of the home, but most important is the way in which all the elements work together. Successful small-space design is a gestalt process. Gestalt describes a group of components that function as a unit and are so integrated that the unit’s properties are not derivable by a summation of the components. In other words, the whole is more than the sum of its parts. That’s the beauty of a well-designed compact home.


In this book you’ll find dozens of original home designs in a range of styles and a variety of sizes, from around 800 to 1,400 square feet. But this book is not just for those looking to build a new home. There is a vast range of compact homes already in existence, from bungalows and ranches to Capes and condominiums. Many are in dire need of renovation and thus are available cheap. With a little forethought and consideration of the design imperatives for small-space living, you can readily transform these houses into comfortable, efficient, stylish homes. You can convert a cookie-cutter Cape into a quirky, modern abode; retrofit a dark, dingy ranch into a sleek, open-plan “green” dwelling; or renovate a shabby old farmhouse to make it the warm, welcoming home it was meant to be.


All advice notwithstanding, I hope to encourage you to draw on your own creativity, building on the concepts developed in this book to arrive at a home plan that is both personal and well designed. Our home is a part of our identity. It is our launching pad and our refuge. To truly serve us well, it must clearly reflect our lifestyle and values. That makes it important to choose the design ideas that are best for us. We are all anxious to jump into our house project, get our hands dirty, and move in as soon as possible. The time we spend up front in the design phase will pay off in a number of ways, reducing building time, helping us avoid mistakes, and adding to our long-term satisfaction.






Engineering and Codes


Though this book offers many design ideas and plans, if you are not a builder or architect, you will need to work with one, or a construction engineer, to create a detailed building plan. You will also need to consult with your local government’s building department to make sure that your plans conform to local building and zoning codes.









Chapter 1




Plans: 50 Designs for Compact Houses


The 50 designs in this chapter are meant to serve as a starting point for folks who want to have a hand in designing their own space.


The designs are not intended to be final plans. Even if you fall in love with one particular design shown here, you’ll want to tweak it to make it work for your site, living needs, and aesthetic, and you should work with a builder, architect, or construction engineer to arrive at a working building plan.


The designs are roughly organized first by the number of floors (single-story homes followed by two-story ones) and then the square footage, from smaller to larger. Each design notes the square footage of the home, the number of bedrooms, the number and size of bathrooms, and any unique features, such as a fireplace or an open living plan. Feel free to mix and match elements, incorporating those you like into whatever turns out to be your dream-home design. Kitchens and bathrooms are particularly interchangeable. And don’t feel limited to using these designs just for new homes; many of the ideas suggested here can be incorporated into existing houses (see chapter 4 for more on that topic).


Each floor plan is accompanied by an outside view of the home, an illustration showing one style in which the home could be built. Keep in mind that these drawings are just ideas. Any floor plan can be executed in numerous styles, with any number of siding materials and roofing options. What you see here is an interpretation of the floor plan, not a mandate. This is your house, and it should suit your style and needs.


The designs are named for sites and natural places in my home state of Pennsylvania. Many were inspired by those specific locations — a home with a 270-degree view named for a hilltop, for example, or a home designed for a wooded setting named for a state forest. You can call them whatever you like, of course.


Note: These floor plans are meant to serve as design inspirations, not decrees. They can — and should — be changed to suit individual aesthetics and needs, along with the peculiar demands and limitations of the specific building site. Though each of the plans lists its interior square footage, this is an approximate measurement. Any changes you make to the plans will, of course, change the dimensions and square footages. Even if against all odds you decide to follow a plan exactly, your builder’s construction decisions — using 2×6 versus 2×4 framing, for example — will affect the exact square footage. Here again, I can’t emphasize enough the importance of working with a reputable, experienced builder, architect, or construction engineer.






Abbreviations


BB = bunk bed


C = upholstered chair


CR = crib


CT = coffee table


D = dresser


DT = dining table


E = entertainment center


ET = end table (or side table)


FB = full-size bed


HW = hot water heater


NS = nightstand


S = sofa


R = refrigerator


SB = sideboard (or buffet)


SH = shelving (or storage cabinet)


TB = twin bed









Bathroom Definitions


A full bathroom contains a tub, a toilet, and a sink. A three-quarter bathroom contains a shower, a toilet, and a sink. A half bathroom contains just a toilet and a sink. A Japanese-style bathroom is one in which the bathtub, toilet, and sink are each in their own space, with a door or screen separating them from one another (see page 128 for more on Japanese-style bathrooms). A rain shower is a specialty shower head that uses gravity to release large drops of water. Gentle, yet still effective.







Key to Furniture Arrangements






[image: 102334.jpg]








[image: 102335.jpg]








[image: 102336.jpg]








[image: 102337.jpg]








[image: 102338.jpg]









First Fork


A super-compact design with great potential for energy efficiency, bundled into a home with a modern aesthetic and stylish details. The open-concept living space is easy to heat with a fuel-burning stove, and operable clerestory windows allow for natural ventilation in warmer weather. For a similar but slightly larger layout, see Cook Forest (page 16).




Features




	814 square feet


	2 bedrooms


	1 full bathroom


	Open-concept living space


	Fuel-burning stove


	Multiple decks









[image: 102340.jpg]








[image: 102341.jpg]












Sand Spring


This very compact home blends privacy and openness to the outdoors, with minimal windows on the side walls facing the neighbors, an expansive but high wall of glass facing the street, and a beautiful stacked double deck out back, complete with hot tub.




Features




	884 square feet


	2 bedrooms


	1 full bathroom


	Open-concept kitchen/living space


	Fuel-burning stove


	Multiple decks
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Cook Forest


This design, similar to First Fork (page 12) sets the bedrooms and bathrooms in a private wing. The rest of the house is an open-concept living space, with the kitchen and dining area integrated with the living area. Skylights and clerestory windows bring light into the core of the house.




Features




	912 square feet


	2 bedrooms


	1 full bathroom


	Open-concept living area


	Fireplace


	Multiple decks
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Cherry Springs


Both the sunroom and the fireplace area can be isolated from the rest of the home with glass sliding doors, cutting down the floorspace that must be heated in colder weather. This is an ideal home for a young couple just starting out; it can easily be added on to later.




Features




	940 square feet


	1 bedroom


	1 full bathroom


	Kitchen island


	Fireplace


	Sunroom









[image: 102350.jpg]








[image: 102351.jpg]












Big Spring


This is a great house for raising kids. The sliding door between the two back bedrooms allows the space to be converted into a large playroom, perfect for days when it's cold and wet outside. The open concept maximizes the usable space for a growing family.




Features




	961 square feet


	3 bedrooms


	1 full bathroom


	Open-concept living area


	Fuel-burning stove


	Multiple decks
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Saw Mill Creek


This modern design has a double-pitched roof, angling in from opposite sides; a water catchment system installed here could easily provide for all the landscaping’s irrigation needs. A deep closet adjacent to the bathroom can hold the mechanical systems (hot water heater, furnace, and so on), allowing you to build this home on a concrete slab, rather than a full-depth foundation; this can save money and expands your siting options.




Features




	988 square feet


	2 bedrooms


	1 full bathroom


	Open-concept living space


	Kitchen island


	Fuel-burning stove


	Deck
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White Haven


This long, narrow design lends itself well to modular construction; it can be built off-site and trucked in. With its front wall given a southern orientation, it becomes a passive solar home. The windowless back wall can be built into a hillside for its insulative and protective capacity.




Features




	1,000 square feet


	2 bedrooms


	1 full bathroom


	Open-concept living space


	Woodstove or fireplace


	Deck


	Passive solar applications
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Allegheny Front


With its flat roof, this house is designed for a warm climate. Operable clerestory windows encircle the house, shielded by a deep roof overhang, providing for plentiful natural ventilation even in wet weather.




Features




	1,011 square feet


	2 bedrooms


	1 full bathroom


	Open-concept living space


	Kitchen peninsula


	Fuel-burning stove


	Deck
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Rock Pass


This is a wonderful design for warmer climates, with natural ventilation provided by sliding glass doors surrounding the central garden. With the open side of the house oriented southward, passive solar heating keeps the house warm during the colder months.




Features




	1,014 square feet


	2 bedrooms


	1 full bathroom


	Fireplace


	Pantry


	Semi-enclosed courtyard


	Passive solar applications
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Canoe Creek


This open-concept home has clerestory windows on three sides and a cathedral ceiling over the main living space, making the interior feel quite bright and roomy. When oriented with the sunroom facing south, it has possible passive solar applications.




Features




	1,039 square feet


	2 bedrooms


	1 full bathroom


	Kitchen peninsula


	Fuel-burning stove


	Sunroom with skylights


	Deck


	Covered porch
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Ruxton


Sliding panels throughout this home allow for flexible living arrangements. The dining space can be separated from the living space by a shoji screen, and the garden atrium can be accessed from any side by the sliding glass doors. The atrium functions as a central light well, allowing sunlight to penetrate the core of the building.




Features




	1,056 square feet


	2 bedrooms


	1 full bathroom


	Fireplace


	Atrium


	Deck
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Pine Ridge


This bright and comfortable home offers both a garage and a sunporch. The fireplace in the living room corner can be designed as an eye-catching focal point, with a fieldstone chimney and adjacent masonry seats, or as a more petite woodstove, with an unobtrusive stovepipe chimney.




Features




	1,100 square feet


	2 bedrooms


	1 full bathroom


	Kitchen peninsula


	Fireplace


	Fuel-burning stove


	Sunroom


	Garage
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Buffalo Creek


This design is set up to use solar panels on its roof; if you replaced these panels with skylights, the home could also have passive solar applications. The master bedroom affords a great deal of privacy.




Features




	1,136 square feet


	3 bedrooms


	1 full and 1 three-quarter bathroom


	Fireplace


	Deck


	Photovoltaic array


	Passive solar applications
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Rothrock


With a deck and a patio, this open-concept one-level house lends itself to outdoor living. It has the potential to be a very energy-efficient design, particularly if the fireplace is replaced with a woodstove.




Features




	1,157 square feet


	2 bedrooms


	2 full bathrooms


	Open-concept living space


	Fireplace


	Deck


	Porch
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Oxbow Bend


If oriented southward, the glass “light well” bump-out in the dining area allows light to flood into this house. This feature makes this home appropriate for a wooded lot, allowing maximum light into the structure while at the same time providing an expansive view of the outdoors.




Features




	1,176 square feet


	2 bedrooms


	1 full bathroom


	Open-concept living space


	Solar atrium


	Fireplace
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Caldonia


This home wraps itself around an outdoor courtyard that could accommodate a garden, lap pool, or fish pond. The sliding glass doors on all sides of the courtyard provide excellent summer ventilation, and if the open side of that outdoor living space were oriented southward, the home could take advantage of passive solar heating.




Features




	1,190 square feet
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