There’s No Such Thing as a
Perfect Building Site

BY JEREMIAH ECK

fall the principles that govern house design, siting is the most
underrated and most often ignored. You may have a func-
tional plan or a pleasing, well-proportioned exterior, but those
attributes won’t be quite so evident if your house isn’t sited
properly. To my mind, the sprawling quality of most houses built today
would be less offensive if a few simple siting principles were considered
more thoughtfully. This is true for almost any piece of land, whether a
quarter-acre lot in a subdivision or a spectacular site along the seashore.
Siting is also increasingly important because in most towns, the good sites
are long gone. The only sites left are those that are problematic in some
way: a featureless lot in a development, a downslope lot that tumbles away
from the edge of the road, or a lot that’s restricted by setbacks and zoning.
If you examine a site closely and plan to surmount its shortcomings, then
you can end up with a better house.

Invest in the process of discovery

I advise everyone to research a building site as they would a good Wall
Street stock. Start by collecting all the external data, such as site boundar-
ies, topography, weather, and restrictions. I walk the site at different times
of the day and at different times of the year to see what’s nearby. I always
carry a compass to determine where south is, to figure out where the sun
rises and sets, and to see how the sun tracks across the sky. Bear in mind
that the winter view is very different from the summer. To get a better
view of the topography, I bring a stepladder or climb a tree that approxi-
mates the height of a house’s first floor.

I also look for good views. When you’re in a house, you need a relation-
ship to the outside, something that draws you to the window from time
to time. All sites have a vista of some kind: a little meadow, a swale in a
distant hill, a grouping of trees. My job is to find that view and make the
house take advantage of it. I take notes about the site’s vegetation and look
for any large trees that I might want to save.

Finally, don’t ignore the wisdom of those who may have built before you.
When I was just starting out, I spent a day with a landscape architect, drag-
ging a 9-ft.-tall viewing platform around the site of an abandoned farm,
looking for the best place to build a new house. As the sun was setting,
we discovered the one spot where the views, the solar orientation, and the
topography all came together. It was, of course, right in the middle of the
farmhouse’s ruined foundation. O

Jeremiah Eck, FAIA, an architect in Boston, is the author of The Distinc-
tive Home (The Taunton Press, 2003). Drawings by Martha Garstang Hill.
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What's the best way to take

On any site, there’s no more important
issue than a house’s solar orientation. A
house and its occupants benefit greatly
from lots of sun. Sunlight makes the
house more pleasant and inviting, and
it can give rooms a sense of drama
throughout the year as the days and
seasons progress.

Of course, it's not as easy as facing the
house due south. | used to have a house



An architect offers
some smart strategies
to fix imperfect situations

60° of flexibility for getting the most sun

There’s nothing better than sunlight pouring
through a window, but it's often challenging

e

House can be turned within
this range and still receive
sunlight in most rooms.

Summer sun
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used for solar gain.

Winter sun
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In cooler months, the lower
position of the sun can be

to orient a house for the best views as
well as solar gain. If a house is sited
within 30° east or west of due
south, its position can be
modified to account for
other considerations, such
as view, vegetation,
and neighbors.

advantage of the sun?

oriented at an acute angle to the

south, and almost every room got
sun at some point during the day,
especially in the summer.

Solar orientation may not coincide
with the best views, so plans may
have to adjust accordingly. If you
turn a house so that it faces within
30° east or west of south, you'll have
60° of play to adjust the house's

location so that most or even all
rooms get sun at some point during
the year.

When you're investigating the
way the sun tracks across your site,
remember that the sun's position
changes seasonally. | live in Boston,
where the summer sun rises in the
northeast, reaching a high point of
about 70° from the horizon. The

winter sun rises in the southeast, but
only to about 30°. No matter where
you live, you can use this seasonal
movement to influence the house's
design. For instance, deep eaves can
keep a house cool in the summer
but still allow lower winter sun to
increase solar gain.
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Curved driveway
creates landscaping
opportunities.

The lot is surrounded by neighbors,

so where's the best place to build?

When homeowners come to me
with an existing piece of property,
they often bemoan the fact that
houses are within their view or,
worse yet, next to them. My reac-
tion is always to tell them to be
happy about it. Chances are that
unless you're in a fast-changing
neighborhood, the relationship of
your house to those of your neigh-
bors will remain just as you planned
for years to come. After carefully
examining the site’s conditions and
the locations of neighboring houses,
site your house accordingly, using
the less important sides of your

The benefits of a
slightly stepped
foundation

Rather than grade a flat spot
for the house, use that slight
grade to create a design that

incorporates different ceiling
heights.
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house as well as landscaping to
screen the neighbors.

Also, houses located in denser
neighborhoods don’t have to occupy
the same spot on each site. When
| was on a recent flight, | happened
to look down at a group of suburban
developments. The houses all faced
the curving street, separated by the
same setbacks. | wondered what
it would be like if all those houses
were oriented to the south, or if
every other house were pulled
back from the street so that the
front yards joined the underused
side yards.
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Living room has a higher
(95 ft.) ceiling that makes a
more elegant space.

A house can be
situated to take ¢7
advantage of /
' the best solar {
~ exposure.

Foundation
steps down
12 in. to 18 in.
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| Creative planting can G
block unwanted views.
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2 Sightli es are
. improved.
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When a house is placed R
toward the rear of the site, = =
the front yard combines with
. side yards, creating a more
parklike setting. :

Don’t be afraid to use the best features of your lot

In typical suburban neighborhoods, houses tend to face

~ the street and often are sited the same distance
' from the street. Side yards aren’t used for any-
thing except offering a buffer. Solar orientation
is completely dependent on the direction
of the road. A few siting modifications

can change the nature of the
neighborhood for the better.

What do you do if the site is flat?

Is a flat site really flat? I'd lay you

a dime to a dollar that what some
people call a flat site is not neces-
sarily flat; it has a little bit of a rise
to it. At first glance, subdivision
sites often don't seem to have much
change in topography because too
frequently, the existing topography
has been altered drastically to ease
construction. It bears little resem-
blance to its original state. Even in
an altered state, though, the site is

8-ft. ceiling height
in the kitchen,
bedrooms, etc.

8 ft.
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It may not sound like a lot, but you

likely to have some change in grade.

can take advantage of just a foot

in elevation; stepping up or down
along the grain of the site can make
a house more interesting. Because
he couldn’t visit all his sites, Frank
Lloyd Wright used to require his
clients to send him topographic sur-
veys marked to 1-ft. intervals instead
of the usual 2-ft. intervals. The closer
intervals gave him a better sense

of the site’s contours and, there-
fore, gave him more options for the
house’s design.
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What if the site slopes down

away from the road?

Some of the hardest sites to develop

are hillsides that fall away from road
level. Obviously, unless you like
flooded basements, you don’t want
to build at the bottom of the hill.
One solution is to build a tall house;
another is to build a house that cas-
cades down the hill, but there are
two problems: People usually don't
like a lot of level changes, and in
the case of multistory houses, many
towns have height restrictions.

Another common attempt to solve
this problem is to situate the garage
at the front of the house near the
street. People in this situation often
say they want a walk-out basement,
but they also want a deck that canti-
levers out from the back, which
creates unusable space, a dark cave
under the back of the house.
Instead, | think it's best to bring the
driveway around the side of the
house and to stick the garage under
the house. This move improves the
curb appeal of the house as well:
You're not looking at the garage
from the street.
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Typical approach

Street-level parking

The space below the deck is
dark and not good for much
except storage.

Use the back of the house on downslope lots

A common response to a downslope lot has been to situate the
garage or parking area between the house and street. Built on the
slope, the house usually has a walk-out basement that’s often covered
with a cantilevered deck. The space below the deck is dark and not
likely to be used. Instead, bring the driveway around the side of the
house and use part of the basement for garage space. The house’s
front exterior isnt cluttered with parked cars, and the basement
becomes a more useful space.

Curb appeal is improved
because the garage isn’t
visible from street level.

A better idea

Off-street
parking

.
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of neighbors. :

2. Find due south and
determine the solar
orientation.

5. Separated from the house,
the garage can buffer the view

b\

1. Setbacks
(distance from
street, other
property lines)
immediately limit
\ the site’s size.

’

4. Identify important
. trees. Déciduous trees
close to the house can
. shade the‘house in
summer but allow light
to penetrate in winter.

How do you site a house on a corner lot?

The corner lot is always a difficult
situation because it is isolated.
Bounded by road on two sides, the
lot's access is often in question, and
there’s little room for a backyard. It's
a location where we can see all the
factors of siting come into play in
one place.

Here's the first thing that | ask
when | look at a corner lot (or, for
that matter, any site of an acre or
less): What is the buildable foot-

print? How is it determined? First,
you have to consider the inflexible
issues of setbacks and zoning regula-
tions; right away, the footprint has
become smaller. Setbacks give mini-
mum requirements, but they should
be considered only a starting point
in siting a house.

Next, consider a logical list of site
characteristics: solar orientation, lo-
cal weather, topography, vegetation,
neighbors. The footprint is getting

Counting steps toa bmldable corner lot

On a small suburban lot, a chronology of technlcal and subjective
concerns influences the actual size of the buildable space.
Setbacks, which may include on-site septlc%nd well locations,

' come first. Within this newly defined space, the next priorities

! should be to discover the solar orlentatlém favorable views,
and then factors of weather (if appllcable,), followed by

topography vegetation, and the Iocatlon:of neighbors.

smaller. If city utilities are available,
there are limited considerations,

but the need for a well and septic
system has a deeper impact on the
final location of the buildable foot-
print. The good news is that even

in a constrained plan like this, if you
pay careful attention to the site and
its relationship to its surroundings,
you're going to build a better house.
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