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Introduction
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Once a standard feature on American homes of all types, the traditional covered porch all but disappeared over the course of the 20th century. Until recently, this unique indoor-outdoor room and many of its everyday benefits seemed lost to a bygone era. But today the porch is making a comeback in a big way as homeowners are rediscovering the simple pleasures of a sheltered space that’s just a step from the main house but can feel like a world apart—casual, communal, welcoming, and, best of all, full of fresh air and sunlight. Not coincidentally, sunrooms, three-season porches, and other patio rooms are now more popular than ever and are joining porches at the top of homeowners’ wish lists.

So why did we disregard the porch in the first place? Several factors have been suggested: a shift in architectural tastes, economies in home building, or perhaps a subtle decline in community interaction, among others. In many regions the biggest change came with the advent of air conditioning; with indoor comfort achieved by flicking a switch, there was no need to rely on nature for relief from summer’s heat. As the porch began to lose favor, it was increasingly replaced by backyard patios and elevated decks. But while these do an adequate job of encouraging us to get outdoors, they have a decidedly different feel, and more limited uses, than a porch or patio room.

Unlike decks and open patios, which lack overhead shelter, porches and enclosed patios can be enjoyed during rainstorms and when the sun is bearing down at midday. (In fact, a summer rain shower is one of the best excuses to linger on a porch.) A three-season porch, with its plentiful windows that are easily opened or closed depending on the weather, is the perfect stage for watching the seasons change. And a sunroom can be a delightful retreat no matter what’s happening outside. The additional shelter of a porch or patio room also allows for more flexibility with furnishing and decorating the space, even if that means nothing more than a rocking chair and a soft light for reading by after the sun goes down.

If you’re thinking about adding a new porch or sunroom, or maybe converting an ordinary patio into a more versatile indoor-outdoor space, this book can guide you through every phase of the project. The Portfolio section is there to inspire ideas with its photographic gallery of beautiful outdoor rooms. The two sections that follow take you right into the planning and construction details, helping you to narrow your focus and refine your plans. From there, any of the dozens of step-by-step projects will show you how to get the job done, whether you’re doing the work yourself or hiring it out to professionals.
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Portfolio of Porches & Patio Rooms
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When design professionals begin the planning stages on a new project, they often ask their clients to provide examples of things they like, usually in the form of magazine clippings, dog-eared book pages, photographs of neighbors’ houses—anything that captures an emotion or conveys an idea. The designer’s goal is not to borrow concepts or fast-track the brainstorming process; it is to help the clients discover what they really want by first exploring the possibilities. In this section of the book, you’re invited to take an inspirational, and occasionally practical, look at some of the many, many things you can do with a new porch or patio room.

Of course, choosing the major elements that will shape the plan of your project—the size, layout, construction, finishes, and overall look—are big decisions. But even more important is blending just the right elements to achieve the special emotional quality you desire. A porch or patio room is meant to be a personal space. Your space. Take the time to imagine yourself enjoying the room on a daily basis. This is the key to creating a truly cherished, well-used part of your home—something that is much more than an attractive addition.
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If you’ve ever lived in a house with a bona fide porch, you probably already know why people love them so much. While decks and patios are great for grilling steaks or basking in the sun, there’s nothing quite like the feel of relaxing on a good porch. Wide open to the breezes, yet sheltered from the rain and hottest sun, a traditional porch is the perfect blend of indoor and outdoor space—a magical combination that somehow conveys the very essence of leisure.

Of course, a porch doesn’t have to be made of wood or even be wide open to feel like a porch. Porches come in all shapes and sizes. Some are fancy, some rustic. Some offer private seclusion, while others invite neighbors to stop by for a chat. But regardless of its size, style, or location, a porch lets you get out of the house without having to leave home. Deciding what you’ll do when you get out there—that is, how (and when) you’ll use the porch most often, should become the guiding principle for all of the planning that follows.

If you’re also hoping to improve the look of your home, keep in mind that a well-designed porch can perform architectural wonders. It can make a bland facade picturesque or turn an uninviting front door into a gracious, welcoming entrance. It can even enhance the overall decorative scheme, lending legitimacy to existing but perhaps ineffectual details. In short, a porch adds curb appeal like no other embellishment can. So, what could a porch do for you?
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What could be more inviting to family and friends than a lineup of rocking chairs and an open view to your little piece of the world unfolding before you?




[image: images]

A traditional porch swing adds a quintessential touch to this turn-of-the-century open porch. The swing serves as both a boundary and an invitation to relax in the shade.
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Simple yet nicely proportioned, this porch with hipped roof fits perfectly against the backdrop of the home’s gable-end wall.
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Open railings are ideal for defining a porch’s boundaries without closing off the space. Hanging plants and flowerpots are another way to blend decoration with a subtle sense of enclosure.




[image: images]




[image: images]

A good porch needs to satisfy only what the house and its owners call for. This house desperately needed shelter for its entry door. The owners wisely expanded the roof design to incorporate the window and provided just enough room for a sitting area.
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A large open porch is perfect on farm-house style homes, where it both shelters the entryway and creates a comfortable sitting area. In some climates and regions, however, insects can make an open porch less practical.
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For those who love a garden environment, a little weathering, mature vines, and plenty of seasonal plants and flowers are essential ingredients.




[image: images]

Here is a good example of what a porch can do for a flat front facade. Old homes like this lose a great deal of character when their original porches are neglected and, ultimately, removed.
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The clean lines and stately flavor of this newer home set the tone for its open front porch. Separating the porch roof from the entryway gives the space prominence and enhances the “outdoor room” effect.
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A portico —traditionally a small, projecting roof supported by columns over an entryway—isn’t exactly a porch, but this can be a great feature for adding definition to an entry and providing shelter for visitors at the front door.
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Upgrades to this older porch included poured concrete steps and painted iron railings, creating a nice contrast with the original wood construction materials.
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Two approaches to an approach: At left, a tapering staircase and an opening centered on the front door say “welcome” loud and clear. At right, while no less inviting, an extra turn to the front door focuses more attention on the porch itself and builds anticipation for reaching the final destination.
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Faithful architectural detailing is critical to designing porches for period homes. To make the porch fit in, it’s important to complement the home’s rooflines, trim, and other decorative elements.
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A breezeway is a unique building feature joining two structures with a porch-like roof. Linking a house entry with a detached garage or carriage house, for example, a breezeway offers a great opportunity to turn a transition space into a homey porch setting.
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This classic-looking front porch has a distinctive feature that sets it apart from most standard designs: The gable end on the shed roof frames the top of an eye-catching composition including the columns, steps, and side railings, all centered over the front door.
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Screened-in porches and patios represent the next level in indoor-outdoor living. For many, this is the best of both worlds: a warm, sun-sheltered spot for enjoying fresh air and the sights and sounds of the surrounding landscape—all without the considerable nuisance of bugs. Going a step further by filling the wall openings with windows provides additional shelter against rain and uncomfortably cool breezes and can extend the usable time of the room well into the transitional seasons. But if you’re trying to decide between all screens and all windows, the answer, not surprisingly, depends on how you plan to use the room.

Screened rooms are for warm weather, period. Most of them simply don’t get used in the cooler days of spring and fall, and yet, that’s a big part of why they’re so special. Screened rooms are made for that all-too-short summer season of outdoor entertaining, afternoon naps in the shade, and long, lazy evenings when it’s just too nice or too hot to be indoors. When the temperature begins to drop, the beloved room sits empty, a summer memory, until it’s rediscovered as a favorite hangout the following spring.

Glassed-in porches and patios, or three-season rooms, are designed for use in every season except winter, when their uninsulated walls and windows make the rooms impractical to heat in colder climates. Three-season rooms are often ideal in spring and fall, and any time when it’s just a little too cold to be outside. The rooms’ plentiful windows allow their interiors to be warmed by the sun without the chilling effect of airflow. In summer, maximum ventilation is important, as even open windows can prove too restrictive during the hottest days.
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Anyone who lives at a higher elevation is used to dramatic swings in daily temperatures. An enclosed outdoor room is great for buffering those chilly mornings, blazing-hot noontimes, and pleasant sunsets that quickly turn cold.
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Glassed-in patios serve adequately as three-season porches in almost every climate and can be used all year in mild climates. Large operating windows are essential for providing ventilation in warm weather.
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In this well-appointed screened porch, the furnishings tell the story. A wicker sofa, a coffee table, and an end table with a lamp suggest a casual twist on a formal living room setting, while the porch swing is all about outdoor leisure.
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At the opposite end of the spectrum from a screened room, an enclosed porch can have conventionally framed and finished walls and look like an ordinary addition from the exterior.
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Desiring a truly built-in look, these homeowners opted for full-height brick wing walls and a short kneewall to anchor their enclosed porch addition to their home.
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This beautiful sun porch is clearly an add-on, but its proportions and detailing complement the house perfectly.
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Adjacent to the home’s living and dining rooms, this expansive screened patio is seamlessly linked to the interior with large glass doors.
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The best of both worlds: The insulated bump-out to the right serves as a year-round sunroom for this home, while the adjacent screened patio is a haven for warm weather.
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Large slider windows and lean structural elements help preserve a simple, outdoor feel on this backyard deck converted to a three-season porch.
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Wraparound porches can be ideal for adding a screened or three-season room, providing plenty of space for an enclosure and an open porch.
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Because this wraparound enclosed porch makes up the first story of the home’s facade, it needed to look like part of the original design. Prominent, trimmed columns and substantial, symmetrically arranged framing members on the screened openings give the porch a structural quality that visually supports the rest of the house.
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A fireplace on a screened porch? Why not? Just as with an indoor fireplace, an outdoor hearth creates the perfect setting for gathering and socializing on cool evenings.
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Kneewalls add privacy and a greater sense of enclosure. Here, the low walls create a cozy backdrop for furniture and add just the right formal touch for an outdoor dining room.
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For anyone who feels pangs of envy whenever they see a cat curled up in a pool of sunlight under a window, a sunroom is just the thing. By any definition, a sunroom is an interior space with lots and lots of windows, with the express purpose of bringing in lots and lots of sunlight. Designed for year-round use in any climate, a sunroom is a home’s very own shrine to the sun, a constant invitation to come in and make like a cat.

The chief distinction between sunrooms and three-season porches is that sunrooms are completely insulated—including the floor, walls, roof, and windows—so that the space can be heated and cooled like any indoor room. This also means a sunroom is integrated with the rest of the house and works more like a room addition than an indoor-outdoor space. While a sunroom may not have the same outdoor feel that a porch has, its many windows can provide open views to the outdoors. This visual connection can be greatly enhanced when the sunroom projects beyond the main footprint of the house.

Sunrooms come in all shapes and sizes and may be known by several different names, but most fall into one of a few broad categories. A classic sunroom is a three-sided affair that juts out from a main house wall and has a framed roof that may be solid or glazed. A conservatory is a glassed-in room with lean framing and, typically, a glazed roof. Originally designed for cultivating fruit trees and other warm-weather plants in colder climates (primarily Britain), conservatories seem as much like greenhouses as conventional rooms. Finally, a solarium is a framed glass lean-to structure attached to a house, often with a continuous curve joining the wall and roof sections.
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Some sunroom kits are lightweight enough to go right on top of an existing deck. Depending on the climate, this type of room can be great for three-season or year-round use.
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Elegant and airy, this sunroom is clearly decorated for a summery feel. White is always a good choice in a sunroom: It reflects light nicely and helps minimize heat gain, and it de-emphasizes window frames and other obstructions to the view.
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Solarium-style sunrooms often take the form of a bump-out to an existing interior room. It’s like a room-sized garden window for you and your plants.
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To help minimize the darkening effect of its solid roof, this modern sunroom has fully glazed, heightened walls. A glass interior door with surrounding windows brings ample light into the adjacent room.
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Tucked in between (what were) two exterior walls, this cozy sunspace has become an intimate living and entertaining room that feels miles away from the TV room and other everyday hangouts.




[image: images]

A three- or four-sided conservatory is the ultimate sunroom. However, a completely glazed room like this isn’t practical for every climate; hot summer sun can be difficult to contend with.
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Positioned for maximum sun exposure during the cooler months of the year, this sunroom kit includes heat-blocking ceiling shades for added comfort in the summer.
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With the leanest possible framing —painted green—and nothing but glass elsewhere, this magical conservatory seems as much a part of the landscape as the vines clinging to its walls.




[image: images]

Fully screened openings provide ample ventilation for this convertible sunroom, while the glazed ceiling panels permit light and protect the rear entry from rain showers.
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Appropriate for almost any style of home, French doors are ideally suited to sunrooms. They let in loads of light and air and can be opened wide for easy passage into the house or out to the yard.
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Manufactured and kit sunrooms can be installed for much less than custom additions and with little or no alteration of the house or outdoor elements. Here, the sunroom kit sits atop a new wood deck built on the ground. The kit included its own door for convenient outdoor access.
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A “patio suite” is probably a better term than “patio room” to describe this extravagant indoor/outdoor living area. Clear polycarbonate panels are employed to close off the roof surrounding the gazebo as well as to create see-through sidewalls. The patterned porcelain floor tile ties the rooms together visually.
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While this spectacular custom sunroom is out of reach for most people’s budget, its traditional details and symmetrical design can be inspiring for anyone seeking a refined, formal aesthetic. Note how the solid, frame-and-panel corner sections balance the weight of the heavy cornice and create a nice contrast to the fine glazing bars on the large windows.
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Solid kneewalls are common features for both custom and manufactured sunrooms and conservatories. Cladding the low walls with the same finish that’s on the exterior house walls is an effective way to ensure architectural continuity.
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Detached from the house, a sunroom becomes a summerhouse, a magical retreat for lazy afternoons or a shining centerpiece for outdoor parties.
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Building Porches & Patio Rooms
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This section will guide you through the steps of building a porch or enclosing a patio from the ground up. First, you’ll see how to transform a minimal front entry into an attractive open porch with a framed floor and roof. From there, you’ll learn how to add railings, build new wood or concrete steps, and even screen-in the porch using any of a number of popular techniques. Next comes a detailed project for building a complete three-season porch addition. Enclosing a porch can be much like building a porch, with a few key differences. Two custom patio enclosures are shown here, along with a quick and easy method for claiming under-deck space for a new patio room. Because of the similarities in construction, you might choose to adapt design elements from the porch projects to use in a patio enclosure, or vice versa.




[image: images] Planning a Porch or Patio Project

The adage “form follows function” applies as much to a porch or patio project as it does to any other architectural design. Begin your planning by listing ways you would like to use your new porch or patio. Are you looking mainly for a comfortable spot where you can contemplate your garden in summer bloom, or do you want a light-filled place where you can enjoy your coffee and the morning paper throughout most of the year?

Next, take stock of your property. Is there room to build around your existing landscape elements without major removal or additions? Is the proposed area exposed to direct sunlight or high winds? Sketching a site drawing will help you assess these factors. Also consider the style and construction of your house. If you are thinking about adding a porch, for example, would it look best with a peaked gable roof that matches your house roof, or would a flat roof blend in better? Once you have made some initial decisions about the project that is best for you, enlist the aid of an architect or a designer. He or she can help you develop ideas into detailed design drawings needed to obtain a building permit. Also consult your local building department. The inspectors there can supply you with information about building codes and other requirements that will affect your project.




End of sample
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