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Cold winter proves builder's energy theories 

By George Koppe 
The SW'.,...,.....,.. 

Aside from a few orange.:-:srowera in South 
America who stand to profit from the ~rida 
freeze. it is dIfficult to im.q1ne anyone actual­

ly feeling grateful for t&e nlged winter of 11111_ 
Craig Wolfe. a former country rock musician who 

is now a Kansas City, Kan.-based home builder, is 
just such 8 person. 

Not meaning to seem callous. Mr. Wolfe acknowl­
edges that thia winter's bitter cold poaed geat bard­
ships for many area residents. But the barah condi­
tions of December. January and Februa.ry also pr0­
vided an excellent laboratory for the testioa of Mr. 
WoHe's latest housing desJgn, • l.588-1quare--foot · 
split·level home be has dubbed "The EoercY 1 Qm. 
cept Home. " 

A unconventional dwelling completed Jut faU 
September at 141122 W. 85th Terrace in 8 convention· 
al Lenexa subdivision called The Cedars, the house 
passed the winter's test with flying colors, he says. 

While other families struggled with buge natural 
gas bills. the owners of the house, Mr. and Mrs. Tom 
Staggs, spent only $114 fOil heat from Dec. 1through 
March 1, a cost incurred throUgh the operatiDo of 
three of the home's four electricbaseboard beaters, 
the only mechanical heating devices to be found in 
the house. 

Based on standard comparisons of the efficiency 
of electric beat to natural gal heat, Mr. Wolfe says, 
the $114 paid by the Staggs to the Kana8JI City Power 
& Light Co. is the equiViIant of $55 worth of natural 
gas. an average cost of $13.75 a month. 

"A lot of builders in solar energy didn't think it 
would work," Mr. Wolfe said of his house. wbich 
combines elements of passive solar, earth CODUIct 
and super-insulated housing designs into one pack­
age. "They didn't think we could heat thiI bouse 
with four small baseboard heaters." 

The heaters. morutored during the winter by 
KCP&L. dId not heat the house by t.bemaelve.. Tbe 
sun provided most or the beat through .large south­
{acing windows and a greenhouse--beat w'hIcb IV.. 
reWned imide the bouse by super-insulation fea­
tures designed to limit "JnfUtratioo" of outa.Ide air. 

Court Cosby, technlcal director for EDertech Con­
sultants Inc., an energy management finn wbJcb 

..... -W'·L ~.,_ . --.- - - • -. " .... , -- ___ " _ ~_ 

A varietyofenergydicient leatures,lncludlng a greenbouse (at rfgbt) and clerestory windows 
(upper center) helped keepe1ectrlc heating bHTs down to $114 dw-ingthe winter of 1981-82at tills 
house at 14622 W. 85th TeJTace, Lenexa, erected by builder CraiB Wolfe without a conventional 
furnace. (lUll pbofo byDo~u) 

assisted Mr. Wolfe aDd KCP&L In the monitoring 
and testing of the house, said heat 1051 in the house 
through IriliItratiOD was limited to ODe-sixth the lev­
el for the average bome. In moat homes, he sald, up 
to 50 percent or more of the heat can be lost through 
infUtratiDn. 

"1bi.s is the t1gbtest house In Kansas City that we 
have tested." aatd Mr. Cosby. a former engineer 
with Butler Manufacturing Co. here. "It is one of 
only two bouael we b4ve tested which could meet 
the Swediab staDdard.s for infiltration required on 
all DeW bouIes.I' 

That tbe muse could meet Nordic atandarda 
sbould not be surprising. CODildertna the fact that 
Mr. Wolfe based Ids des.fjn on tecbn1ques created by 
builderl in Finlaod, a ScandInavian country where 
energy conservation In housing 11 less a matter of 
economics than a means or survival. 

Mr. Wolfe. a UoivenitytlKanaas bUlineaI gradu­
ate who worked for a decade 8.1 a singer-eongwrtter 
in a group called Amdabl-Wolfe. hal latebeii on to 
the F'inniIh deI1gn after only four yean AI a bome 
builder. 'Ibe key to the plan, be laYS. ia conab:Uction 
technique. ' 

JWo.a.- tbe bouse is beavDy InIulated to protect 

against heat losses (including two inches of Styro­
foam on the foundation. one inch of Thermax aroWld 
exterior framing from the base plate on up and lay­
en of thin. plastic-like polyethylene spread virtual· 
ly everywhere from foundation to ce.ilioga to act as a 
vapor barrier). construction requires meticulous at­
tention to detail. 

So serious is Mr. Wolfe about eliminating infiltra­
tion that exterior walla are "double-walled," with 
the standard ~cL;rour walla bolatered by two-by­
twos on the . _ Both walla are filled with 
insulation bats and separated by a layer of polyethy­
lene. Electric outlets are instalfed inside the two-by­
two section, eliminating the chances of heat loss 
through outlet boIeS. 

The IUD is brought inside through large floor-level 
wIndowI and clerestory window. in the great room. 
All window! are in!:uJated with Window Quilts. roll­
log thennal shades wbicb reduce heat lou at night 
aDd during cold daya as well 8.1 protect against 
unwanted aunllabton bollWDDlerdays. 

'llIe home', three bedrooma are bermed OD the 
north and back up to the geenbouse, a two-level 
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glassed-in area where sunlight is 

absorbed by the thermal mass , a 

i6-inch concrete wall broken only 

by doors which provide access to 

the greenhouse from the bed­

rooms. Mr. Wolfe said beat takes 

eight to 10 hours to conduct 

through the mass, meaning that it 

is gathered from the sun during 

the day and radiates into the bed­

rooms at night, when it is needed 

mosL 


The greenhouse also contains 

an attic fan which is used at night 

in the lummer to cool the con­

crete tile floor in the great room 

and the thermal mass wall. 


Stale air, a problem in " tight .. 

houses where outside air infiltra­

tion is minimized, is moved out of 

Ole house through an air-~air ex­

changer , a device which brings 

outside cool outside air into the 

house and heats it with the stale 

warm air it is expelling. Without 

the exchanger. Mr. Cosby noted, 

residents would be annoyed by 

cooking and other odors and en­

dangered by posaible pollutants. 


AIl these devices. assisted by 

the baseboard heaters. kept the 

hoUle a comfortable 68 to 70 de­

grees all winter. said Mrs. 

Staggs. who. like her husband. 

works for Sperry Univac Corp. 


Baled on an average cost of 
$I'" to · iDatall a conventional 

tunaaee. Mr. Wolfe says the alter­

..... ba the SlaW' home coat 

$l.al more than conventional 

COIIItr1aetion. But even when the 

cost of cooventioDlll mortgage fi­
c~~-~~ • added (the couple 


....., the JM)UIJe with aD adjusta­

ble rate market loan). be says. he 

~lieves the energy savinp make 


The ~at room of Craig WoHe's Energy I Concept Home 1n Ltibua Js heated in large part by 
sunlight which enters through large south-facing windows (at left) and radiates offa concrete 
tile Door. In this view from the dining room, one of the windows u coyered by a rolling shade 
(called Window Quilts) used at night during the winter and to regulate the sun in the aummer. 
Against the wan at right is a w.QQd-burning stove which was DOt used by the owners 01 the bouse 
because Kansas City Power IrUght Co. was monitoring the bome's use 01 electric baseboard 
heaters lor auxiliaryheat. KCP&L paid the family not to Use)tile stove. (stall photo by Dan 
~) 
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sucbbollieeablrpin.' 
So much so, in tact, thafbe and 

. Mr. CGlby of EDertecb are DOW 
diIcuIaJna with investors the pos­
sibiIity cif developing a JobDIon 

c,uty lubdivilion of l.IQt:. 
~eot Energy I ~ 
Homes. 

"We think this is it : uu. ia the 
desigD p~ we are going to UIe 

from DOW 00," says Mr; Wolfe. 
"We are esclted, but.it la'kind of 
scary too, because we ~ giving 
people not what they want but 
wbat we thinktbey need." 


