





APPLIED HOME ECONOMICS IN T.V.A. HOUSES:

EARLE 8.

24N BUILDING the new com-

~4 munities at Norris, Wheeler,
| and Pickwick Landing dams to
provide for necessary housing in
connection with construction of the -dams,
the Tennessee Valley Authority has ap-
proached the problem of the small house
from a standpoint of home economics in
every sense of the term. These houses are
truly homes and actually economical—real
homes in arrangement, appearance, and
equipment; economical in first cost, in up-
keep, and in the expense and labor of
housekeeping.

Too often the difficulty of making practi-
cal application of the science of home
economics has been due to thinking that
there is a final or all-embracing solution
based on a preconceived technological for-
mula or an esthetic strait jacket. The
designers of so-called “model” kitchens, for
instance, too often seem unaware that the
living requirements of people are as variable
as the people themselves. Eating in the
kitchen or sleeping in the living room may
be entirely unacceptable to one group and
distinctly preferable to another. Nor is
this entirely a matter of social standards
or relative ability to pay. Some of the
luxurious apartments of Park Avenue and
the “Gold Coast” provide for just this sort
of doubling up. The T.V.A. is not at-
tempting to impose a brand-new way of
living upon the people of the Valley.
Rather we are attempting to blend modern
forms with the long-existing living habits
and social customs of the locality.

1 Presented at the meeting of the division on the
house, American Home Economics Association,
Chicago, Illinois, June 25, 1935.
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Altogether, at Norris, Wheeler, and
Pickwick dams, the T.V.A. has built 511
houses, the great majority of them of
permanent or semi-permanent construction.
Among these are bungalows and story-and-
a-half and two-story types varying from
two to six rooms in size and based upon
more than forty different floor plans. Thus
a wide choice is available to the people
who make these houses homes.

At Norris the location of each house was
an individual problem. Owing to the
rugged nature of the site, streets are wind-
ing, blocks are irregular, and every building
plot varies from its neighbor in size, slope,
and topography. In determining the posi-
tion of the house on the plot, it was recog-
nized that an abundance of sunlight and
fresh air within the house is often as much
a matter of orientation as it is of windows
and doors. Another consideration was that
the kitchens as well as the living rooms
should be favored with attractive views,
but this was not a difficult problem on a
high but rugged plateau bounded by wide
valleys and steep river bluffs and with
irregular mountain ranges on every hand—
in fact almost every window in the town
frames an extensive and attractive view.

Aside from the varying preferences and
requirements of different people and fam-
ilies, the functioning of even the simplest
house is a complex affair when we pause to
consider the diversity of its routine activity
and its effect on the safety, health, comfort,
and privacy of its occupants. Among other
things, it is at once capable of serving—
sometimes simultaneously—as a workshop
and factory, social and recreational center,
nursery and training school, warehouse and
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purchasing department, laboratory and
testing bureau, restaurant and hotel, hos-
pital and first-aid station, gymnasium and
concert hall, craft and repair shop, a place
for study and repose, and occasionally—at
least in the eyes and ears of the housewife—
a madhouse!

Therefore, the plans of T.V.A. houses are
based on time-and-step principles of deter-
mining the layout of work spaces and the
placement of fixtures. But these studies
have been based upon observation and
experience as well as theory. They recog-
nize variations between individuals in
methods of work and in their definition of
comfort or convenience. For instance, we
have made no attempt to develop a stand-
ardized kitchen to be incorporated as a
fixed unit in every house we build. Within

the limits of systematic and orderly plan-

ning we work out various arrangements
suited to individual requirements and de-
sires, always, however, based on the relation
of work centers to each other and to the
house as a whole. Economy in time and
conservation of energy is the aim through-
out. The sequence of work; whether the
worker is standing or sitting; width and
height of table and other work surfaces;
width, depth, and spacing of shelves—all
these and many other factors are carefully
studied in the arrangement and equipment.

Due to the low electric rates of the T.V.A.
it was perfectly feasible to electrify these
houses to an extent that might appear
wholly impractical in most places under
present costs of current. Too, the elec-
trical household equipment was bought in
large quantities and for cash, thus effecting
large savings in first cost. The equipment
of a typical T.V.A. electrical kitchen con-
sists of a range, a refrigerator, and a
domestic water heater—all electrified and
largely automatic in operation. Space for
an electric washing machine is also provided
either in the kitchen or on an adjacent
recessed porch.
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In these houses the typical grouping of
kitchen equipment is based upon the sink
as the work center. Immediately adjacent
to and above the sink, wall cases are built
in for the storage of packaged foods, dishes,
utensils, and so on. On one side, and
usually at right angles to the sink, are the
food pantry and refrigerator, and on the
other side is the electric range. In narrow
kitchens one or several of these articles are
placed on the inner wall opposite the sink.

In some cases sinks are placed on an inner
wall at right angles to a nearby window.
This position is considered excellent by
many authorities; it has the merit of provid-
ing full wall space for-dish cabinets imme-
diately above sinks and is said to reduce
fatigue due to the glare of a window facing
a sink. On the other hand, in many of our
kitchens the sinks are placed on outer walls
immediately below the windows. This is
because many women feel that to be able to
glance outdoors from time to time merely
by raising the eyes makes work at the sink
seem less monotonous and tiring, and that
in summer it seems to offer a cooler place
to work.

Combination laundry tubs and sink are
placed in the kitchens and so related to the
rear door or porch that waste steps and
commotion are avoided when hanging out
clothes. In a few cases laundry tubs are
located in an enclosed portion of a rear
porch convenient to the kitchen. The
bathroom is usually next to the kitchen,
with a common wall between them, thus
simplifying plumbing.

In size the kitchens vary from the very
compact kitchenettes of the efficiency apart-
ment type to those which also contain
ample space for dining purposes. In many
cases a screen or partition may be used to
separate the dining space from the kitchen
if desired. A few of the houses have
separate dining rooms, and in some cases
meals may be served in an end of the
living room.
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Because of local building practice and
living customs, basements are not included
in these houses. This makes the provision
of storage space quite important, not only
in attics and closets, but also in kitchen
pantries. But we have not gone to the
extreme of trying to include service pan-
tries, and butlers’ pantries are conspicuous
by their absence in T.V.A. houses. Rather,
we have provided adequate, well-arranged
space designed to meet the requirements
and methods of food storage to which the
people are accustomed.

Electric house heating simplifies the
basement problem. At first thought, the
idea of electric heating for these low-cost
houses seems too ambitious, too luxurious—
perhaps pampering; but after all the costs
are weighed one discovers that, as compared
with ordinary house heating systems, elec-
tric heating has definite economic ad-
vantages in addition to the greatly increased
comfort. For instance, installation costs
are much less than those required for boil-
ers, piping, valves, gadgets, radiators, ducts,
and registers; and complicated and expen-
sive labor is avoided. There is also the
matter of space, every cubic foot of which
in a house costs money; when the usual
cumbersome heating equipment is installed
it means either that more room must be
added for this purpose or that less room is
available for other uses. For one thing,
a radiator not only uses the actual space it
occupies but also renders surrounding space
practically useless, particularly the space
above it. Further, for an efficient heating
plant of the customary type a basement
must be provided for the boiler and for
fuel; service drives and alleys must be
installed for delivery of fuel and for ash
removal. With electric heating much of
this expense is made unnecessary.

Electric heating produces no soot, smoke,
or ashes. The expense and wear and tear
of cleaning and renewing rugs, curtains, and
other house furnishings is, of course, greatly
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reduced. Walls and woodwork require
painting and decorating less frequently;
clothing does not get so grimy; and outdoor
painting and upkeep costs are also much
lower.

Electric heating is also more flexible.
Each heating unit is separate and self-
contained and may be snapped off or on
in any room at will without affecting any
other portion of the heating system.

In our near-southern climate outdoor
living may be enjoyed for a longer period
of the year than in the North; therefore,
open porches are another characteristic
and practical feature of Valley houses,
and most of them have at least one porch
and sometimes two. Usually these are
placed on the side or rear of the house to
insure privacy and are so related to the
various rooms that they may be used either
for living, dining, or sleeping purposes.
Our porches are screened and may easily
be glazed in winter if desired.

It is neither an anachronism nor a merely
sentimental gesture that provides fireplaces
alongside of electrical heating units in
T.V.A. houses. Fireplaces are traditional
in Valley houses, and the psychological
effect of an open fire is well known to all of
us. “Taking off the chill” is a mental
process as well as a physical one. But
aside from all this, the fireplaces in T.V.A.
houses actually supplement the electric
heaters during the coldest spells, and on
crisp mornings and evenings a small open
fire often makes other heat unnecessary,
thus aiding in conservation of electric
current.

A novel feature of the Norris houses was
the development of a special type of shower
bath which is used in place of a tub in most
of the houses. This consists of an alumi-
num shower stall with a high ledge across
the bottom of the opening and a stopper
for the floor drain, thus forming a footbath
or a basin for bathing small children.
Brackets on the side walls of the stall
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provide for a self-contained seat or bench.
An overflow outlet prevents flooding the
floor of the room. These showers are easy
to keep clean, require less floor space than
tubs, and have proved satisfactory in use.

One rule has been to provide at least as
many useful closets as there are rooms in
our houses. But let us hasten to add an-
other rule: waste space on a plan is not
labeled “closet” just because no other pur-
pose can be found for it; in such cases you
must sharpen your pencil-and your wits—
and try another plan. Waste space is
waste space no matter how much rationaliz-
ing you do or how euphoniously you mis-
name it. For purposes of accessibility and
to prevent waste and clutter, the majority
of the closets are shallow and wide rather
than deep and narrow.

An unusually generous but not lavish
number of electric outlets have been pro-
vided in these houses. Their position is
studied for utmost convenience and use
rather than merely to make a blank wall
space look busy. The type and placement
of lamps is considered from the standpoint
both of glare and of shadows that might
interfere with kitchen work or placing a
chair for comfortable reading.

- The ceilings of T.V.A. houses are low,
usually about seven feet four to six inches
above the floor. This makes a definite sav-
ing in construction costs, causes the room
to appear larger, and reduces heating bills,
an unusually important item where electric
heat is used. The casement windows are
so placed that there is no dead air space
above the windows.

Insulation is an important feature in
T.V.A. houses. Rock or mineral wool for
walls, insulation fiber board for ceilings and
sometimes attics, and aluminum foil for
floors are used to cut down heat loss during
the heating season as well as to make the
house more comfortable in summer. It is
interesting to note that during last summer
an extended series of temperature tests in
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Norris houses showed that the attic spaces
up under the roofs were about as cool as
the rooms below.

The majority of houses have attics, and
although the regular use of these for living
purposes is considered secondary, narrow
stairways are provided so that they may be
easily accessible. Windows in the gables,
and sometimes dormers, furnish light and
ventilation—in fact many of the residents
of Norris utilize the attics not only for
storage but as studies, extra sleeping quar-
ters, and the like.

The finish of T.V.A. houses is extremely
simple and practical. They contain but
few moldings and little “millwork.” Some
are plastered, but the typical wall treatment
is a wide plank wainscot up to the window
sills with plywood walls above and fiber
insulation board for the ceilings. Practi-
cally all interior woodwork is given a
“natural” finish. Floors are of native oak,
stained, this being cheaper than first
quality pine. Such parts as mantels and
entrances are of plain but well-studied
design and made of plain lumber and
“stock” molding.

A novel and important departure from
the usual methods of small house construc-
tion is seen in the cinder-block houses at
Norris. In this group the walls, both
exterior and interior, are of cinder concrete
blocks. The floors are of precast concrete
slab and joist construction with a smooth,
colored surface finish similar to tile. The
interior and exterior wall finish is of cement
paint applied directly to the surface of
the blocks. Roofs are of sheet metal
painted to harmonize with the surroundings
and insulated to reduce the passage of heat
or cold. These houses are economical in
first cost and upkeep and are virtually fire-
proof. They are sanitary, easy to clean,
sightly and homelike, and vermin and
termite proof.

While all of the houses at Norris are of
permanent construction, the T.V.A. com-
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munities at Wheeler and Pickwick dams
are of a more or less temporary nature- ex-
cept that in each place some fifteen houses
of a permanent type have been provided
for the use of the operative and maintenance
forces after the completion of construction
work on the dams. Even the temporary
houses, however, are not flimsy shacks. All
have baths, kitchen sinks, insulated ceilings
—all the essentials of decent, sanitary,
comfortable living. The kitchens at Pick-
wick Camp are fully electrified and the
houses are electrically heated as an experi-
ment and demonstration in complete elec-
trification for low-cost housing. Stove heat
is provided at Wheeler.

Quaintness and cleverness do not enter
into the design or equipment of T.V.A.
houses. Nor are they based upon “model”
plans for the “average family’—whatever
that is. They are adapted to the region
and to the people who make them their
homes. These houses are simple but not
crude, inexpensive but not skimped, roomy
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but not luxurious. There was no set
approach, either “modernistic” or ‘“‘tradi-
tional,”” merely an honest attempt to design
houses that were functional, adapted to the
locality, and making use of native materials
to the greatest possible extent. They do
not pretend to offer a cure-all or a solution
of the housing problem once and for all.
In meeting our own needs, however, there
have been developed ideas of real value and
solutions of merit.

It should be emphasized that in working
out these houses the T.V.A. has proceeded
on the assumption that the objective of the
science of applied home economics is to
promote real homemaking and home life,
to contribute to the happiness and well-
being of flesh-and-blood people. In ar-
rangement, construction, everything, these
houses are based upon the habits, the
desires, the comfort, and the contentment
of a varying group of human beings rather
than on standardized formulas applicable
to a world of robots.

































