
Making
the Most
of a
Laundry
Room
A laundry chute, a
custom-built towel
drawer and a fold-
down ironing board
ease the tedium of
wash day

BY BYRON PAPA

any builders rely on fancy
kitchens, baths, living rooms and
exterior facades to sell their hous-

es. To give my buyers real value, though, I
think that I have to put an equal effort into
the utilitarian aspects of my houses.

When I'm designing a house, one of my
starting points is the laundry. Features such
as laundry chutes (photos right) and towel
drawers (drawing p. 93) that extend directly
from the laundry into a bathroom lessen
wash-day drudgery.

Locate laundries centrally
Laundry rooms play a big role in making a
house convenient. A larger laundry room

Much of laundry's labor
is transportation. A laun-
dry chute from an upstairs
bath (above) delivers dirty
clothes and towels to a
first-floor laundry room
( le f t ) .
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Even in a small house, a laundry can accommodate more than a washer and
dryer. In about 80 sq. ft. this laundry packs in a folding table, a towel draw-
er, a laundry chute, an ironing board and—out of sight—a utility sink.

could double as a sewing or hobby room, al-
ready set up with ventilation and a sink.
Some designs I plan to build have the laun-
dry on the second floor. If all the bedrooms
are upstairs, it's logical for the laundry room
to be upstairs, too. Then I build two towel
drawers, one to each second-floor bath.

I place the laundry in a central spot relative
to the bathrooms—that is, adjacent to the
first-floor bath, which is directly below a
second-floor bath. This way, laundry chutes
and towel drawers, not to mention plumb-
ing, are easy to place. And I can build a clos-
et off the laundry for a direct-vented water
heater. This central location is close to show-
ers and faucets, so there isn't a wait for hot

water. I try to put other mechanicals here,
such as the electrical panel (photo above),
the central vacuum and the alarm controls.

Opening the house's primary side door in-
to the laundry is popular, particularly with
families that have young children. If you reg-
ularly hang clothes outside to dry, the trek to
the clothesline is shorter.

The laundry is also a great spot for a closet
to store cleaning gear. I install hooks for a
heavy-duty mop and broom, and leave room
for a vacuum cleaner.

Appliances go on an exterior wall
If the laundry room is the main side entry to
the house, it's imperative to locate the appli-

ances and fixtures to maintain an unob-
structed path through the room. The laundry
room is a workroom where the debris of
half-finished tasks may linger. I try to antici-
pate these scenarios and design around
them. For example, I like to include a fold-
away ironing board, positioned so that even
when it's open, it's out of traffic's way (inset
photo above). I use one by Nutone (800-
543-8687). Most foldaway ironing boards fit
between 16-in. o. c. studs, so if one isn't in
the budget right away, you can easily add it
later. Just be sure there's a clear stud bay in
the right spot and a nearby electrical outlet.

I position the washer and dryer on an exte-
rior wall so that the dryer vent can be short



.

PVC sewer pipe makes a great laundry chute

I build laundry chutes from 14-in. dia.
schedule-40 PVC pipe. In the second-
floor bathroom, a door opens to a
12-in. PVC feeder chute that flows into
the main vertical chute at a 45° angle
(top drawing, facing page). The PVC
costs about $100 per house and is ma-
chined with saws and routers. Its
smooth inside won't snag socks, and
the outside can be coated with acrylic
paint to match the laundry's ceiling.

The only drawback I've found is that
the pipe comes in 20-ft. lengths and
that a typical house takes only 7 ft. I
buy enough for several houses at once.

The chase for the laundry chute must
be designed into the house from the
outset. The bath above must line up
with the laundry room so that the
main chute has a straight drop.

Framing is simple: I lay out the sec-
ond floor so that the chute fits be-
tween two joists, and I nail solid block-
ing between the joists to box in the

Fitting the feeder to the main chute. A
belt sander is the tool to trim the feeder
chute to fit with the main chute.

chute. Then I build stud walls on the sec-
ond floor above this box. No additional
framing is required on the first floor.

I cut the main chute to length, belt-
sand the cut smooth, then round over
the bottom with a -in. radius bit. I rab-
bet the inside of the top of the chute
with a bearing-guided router bit to re-
ceive a round cap of laminate-faced

-in. birch plywood. To let me reach in-
side to mount the chute, I set the cap
last, after the chute is screwed in place.

The chute is raised into the chase, and
reaching inside, I screw it to the framing
with at least ten #12 by -in. flathead
stainless-steel sheet-metal screws. I
predrill and countersink all the screw
holes. Sooner or later, a kid will climb
down any laundry chute, so don't skimp
on blocking and screws.

After securing the main chute, I cut a
45° angle on a long piece of 12-in. feeder
chute with a jigsaw. Holding this in place
against the main chute, I scribe-fit the

and straight. In cold climates, though, you
might think twice before locating plumbing
on outside walls. The washer shouldn't be far
from the laundry-chute hampers. Other
considerations are a surface for folding laun-
dry and a bar for hanging clothes.

A shelf or cabinet over the washer is great
for storing laundry supplies. With the new
front-loading washers, which use about half
of the hot water that a conventional washer
does, you no longer need access from above,
and any cabinets or shelves can be built low-
er. For my next house, I might opt to install a
cabinet that has a shelf below it, just above
the appliances.

No laundry room of mine is without a util-
ity sink, complete with a sprayer. With
faucet, these bargain sinks cost about $90.
They are a great spot to clean muddy boots,
paint rollers and small pets. A built-in bench
near the sink makes a handy spot to sit and
take off muddy boots.

Fan helps to dry wet clothes
The moisture level in a laundry room is
bound to be high, so it's a good idea to install
a vent fan like one that would be found in a

bath. I put these fans on built-in timers. I
think they're more likely to be used if the
homeowner doesn't have to remember to
turn off the fan. My favorite fans are made
by Panasonic (800-222-4213) and Nutone.
Panasonic fans are whisper quiet, but Nu-
tone offers more options. I size the fan based
on the manufacturer's recommendation for a
bathroom of a similar size.

To ensure long-term durability, I vent the
fan and dryer through 4-in. sheet-metal
ducts. I pop-rivet and seal the joints with
mastic or silicone. For energy efficiency, all
the bath and laundry fans duct outside
through a terminal with a backdraft-pre-
venting door (Energy Federation Inc.; 800-
876-0660). For the same reason, I vent the
dryer through Tamarack Technologies's
(800-222-5932) dryer-vent terminal.

I install a short closet rod between a win-
dow and the vent fan for drying delicate gar-
ments. With the window cracked, the vent
fan moves air through the garment, drying it
quickly and taking the moisture out of the
house. If this rod can be put over the sink, it
makes a perfect location to hang dripping-
wet swimsuits.

If ever a room begged for bright fluores-
cent lighting, the laundry is it. A standard
double 4-ft. fluorescent with warm-light
bulbs does an excellent job.

Satin paint for easy cleaning
A laundry room sees a lot of action, so all
walls and trim should be coated with durable
paint. Glossier paints are easier to clean, but
they highlight imperfections in the painted
surface. Walls look best covered in flat paint,
but flat paint is hard to clean. I compromise
with semigloss for trim and satin on walls.
I'm not loyal to a particular paint manufac-
turer but go along with  Consumer Reports
recommendations. They rate wall paints
about every three years. Right now, I use
Home Depot's Behr brand.

For easy maintenance, I opt for a high-
quality sheet-vinyl floor. Laundries are small
rooms that see heavy use. It doesn't pay to
skimp on flooring quality here. Again, I base
my choice on Consumer Reports  ratings.

Byron Papa is a building and remodeling contractor
in Durham and Chapel Hill, North Carolina. Photos
by Andy Engel, except where noted.
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The laundry
chute is planned
from the outset

First- and second-
floor baths stack
atop one another,
and one wall must
be common with
the laundry.

Because of their
chimneylike
structure, laundry
chutes can speed
the spread of fire.
Precautions include
capping the chute's
top with -in.
plywood, hanging a
smoke detector
from the cap's
bottom and sealing
around the chute.

feeder chute to the main chute, trimming
with a belt sander. When I like the fit, I
mark the feeder chute's outer edge on the
main chute and cut to this line with a jig-
saw. The feeder chute now just fits inside
the main chute.

Then I mark and cut the feeder chute
where it enters the bathroom and sand
the cut edges smooth. I screw the feeder
chute to horizontal blocking and to the
wall framing. I use silicone caulk to seal it
to the main chute; a piece of -in. ply-
wood fits around the feeder chute's open
end. A cabinet door closes it off.

Any penetration between floors is a po-
tential path for a fire to follow. To block
this path, it's important to seal around the
chute where it penetrates the floor with a
collar of at least 18-ga. steel. Tom
O'Loskey, a building official in Connecti-
cut, calls for a smoke detector, linked to
the other alarms in the house, to be in-
stalled inside laundry chutes at the cap.
—B. P.

Organizing
laundry's ebb
and flow
Soiled laundry
from the second
floor lands in a
basket atop a
built-in cabinet.
This cabinet is
installed in an
opening in the
wall between the
laundry and the
first-floor bath. In
addition to the
towel drawer
(photos left), a
door opens into
the first-floor bath
to allow wet
towels to be
tossed right into
the laundry.

Drawer closes into the laundry. With
the lid open, towels can be taken from
the dryer and stored in the drawer.

And opens into the bath. A deep
drawer ensures there's always a clean
towel when it's needed.

Drawings: Christopher Clapp


