
Getting Your Fill
Construction of and on Compacted Fills by Edward J.
Monahan; John Wiley & Sons, N.Y.; 1986; 192 pages;
$37.95, hardcover.

Building compacted fills is a fairly
common problem, common enough
that Edward Monahan, a registered
engineer and professor, saw the need
to write a book on the subject.
According to the preface the book is
directed toward constructors and other
nonspecialists, assuming no prior
knowledge of the subject on the part
of his readers. Later he adds another
readership category, that of young
engineers and technicians who are
likely to be working as field
inspectors. In my view this is really
Monahan’s primary audience, as I
found the discussion going over my
head (as a typical nonspecialist) early
and often. Unfortunately this
situation was not always remedied by
the glossaries, index, or text. So I was
left in the dark about concepts such as
Atterberg Limit tests, liquid limit, and
dilatancy. The occasional formulas and
mathematical calculations included in
the book also seemed aimed at a more
technical readership.

The book is further limited by the
use of examples drawn from projects
such as highway embankments and
dam construction-rather than, say,
the backfilling of foundations. Finally,
the author devotes more than 13 pages
to his own avante-garde idea of using
rigid foam plastic for fill (he holds two
patents on the method), which might
have been better devoted to other
topics.

Nonetheless there is much to be
learned from Compacted Fills. Of
particular interest are the mechanics
of frost action, an excellent chapter
on types of specifications and their

implementation, practical advice on
field inspection (right down to gear
and clothing), and how to avoid most
costly blunders. How many times have
you seen, or written, a spec calling for
“95 percent compaction”? Did you
know that there are actually two
compaction test standards, and that
one uses 4 1/2 times more energy than
the other? Only the latter is suitable
for load bearing situations, so do
yourself a favor and don’t blindly spec
“95 percent,” without first learning
the difference. You’ll also learn that
soil moisture content influences
compaction energy, and that clays are
energy sensitive while free draining
sands must be compacted while
“puddled. ”

Beyond the technical details,
Monahan’s concern with ethical issues
and practical day-to-day situations on
the job is another real strength of the
book. Finally, Monahan’s sense of
humor permeates the book, saving it
from being dry, analytical, and
“textbooky.” From his observations on 
lawyers (they sue everyone in sight to
gain a bigger settlement pool), to his
own corollary to Murphy’s law
(Monahan’s theory of the perversity of
inanimate objects), to his citation of
an article of “The Uselessness of
Elephants in Compacting Fills,” the
author attempts to make a rather
narrow technical subject readable,
understandable, and enjoyable, and to
a large degree he succeeds.
Compacted Fills is expensive and will
be of interest to a limited number of
readers, but it fills both a theoretical
and practical niche. -Paul Hanke

Building Small
The Small House by Duo Dickinson; McGraw
Hill, N.Y.; 1986; 194 pages; $34.95 hardcover.
Modest Mansions by Don Prowler; Rodale
Press, Emmaus, Pa.; 1985; 268 pages; $19.95
hardcover, $12.95 paperback.

Beauty, it has been said, is in the eye
of the beholder, and so it may be with
smallness. Henry David Thoreau, for
instance, reputedly wanted to
experiment with living in a packing
crate, although the average person
might have thought his cabin on the
shore of Walden Pond was small
enough. On the other hand, if Elvis
Presley had been forced to move from
his Graceland Mansion into a typical
suburban tract home he probably
would have felt unduly cramped. In
fact, I knew of a 4,000 plus-square-
foot luxury house that feels terribly
small from being carved up inside.

The idea of small houses has
occasioned two recent books by
architects: The Small House by Duo
Dickinson and Modest Mansions by
Don Prowler. Both tackle the tricky
problem of defining just what
constitutes a “small” house and then
attempt to set forth principles of small
house design, illustrated by
appropriate examples. The results
differ dramatically in style, content,
and usefulness.

As the preceding examples point
out, there is in reality no such thing
as a “small” house, and both
architects admit there is some latitude
to the definition. Prowler’s examples
are never more than 1,500 square feet,
with most being substantially less.
This compares to an average 1983
American house size of 1,740 square
feet. Dickinson, on the other hand,
defines small as ranging from a two
bedroom house of less than 2,000
square feet to a five bedroom house of
less than 3,500 square feet, and his
examples include several specimens
approaching his maximum limit.
Granted a house full of teenagers
might make even the largest abode
seem small, but by Dickinson’s logic a
feudal mansion with 20 bedrooms
could be called “small.” As Dickinson
says, “small is a relative modifier.”

Another problem with Dickenson’s
book is its excess of architectural
jargon of the worst sort. Language
such as what follows abounds
throughout the book: “Seeing the
conflict inherent in the aesthetic
apartheid of a High Tech style so high
that it is somewhat out of control and
a Sub-bourgeois Bucolic style, Lipsey
divined his own aesthetic
integration.. .” or, “. . . an implicitly
ad hoc sense of gratuitous
juxtaposition.. .”

In contrast, Prowler’s writing is
exceptionally clear, and his drawings
carefully illustrate his points.
Dickinson’s examples, however, offer
more in the way of art criticism, and
are not clearly drawn from the text.

One interesting aspect of The Small
House is Dickinson’s effort to quantify
what he calls “perceived space”-
those tricks-of-the-trade that make
small houses seem larger than they
are. And I did enjoy some of his case
studies, especially the retrospective
appendix on the work of Arthur
Carrara, an early follower of Frank
Lloyd Wright. Nonetheless, The Small
House stands more as an photographic
essay on what young architects are
doing these days than as a guide to
creating small houses.

Modest Mansions is in every way
superior as a practical guide to
compact homes. Prowler argues
persuasively for the construction of
smaller but higher quality houses in
today’s market, addresses issues of
planning, detailing and building
scaled-down buildings, and explains
how to use space efficiently. He ends
the book with appendices on the
changing impact of codes and
dimensional standards on every room
in the house, plus an excellent
bibliography. Packed with practical
information and advice, clearly
presented and well illustrated, Modest
Mansions is one of the best books I’ve
read in the recent past on any subject.
It’s “must” reading” for anyone in the
residential design or homebuilding
field. — Paul Hanke
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