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HOUGHTON — Retired contractor Dave Bach said 
he lives in an energy-efficient house not only to save 
money, but to conserve natural resources and slow 
global warming.

Bach worked as a building contractor who special-
ized in energy-efficient houses for 25 years before 
retiring. His high-performance Houghton house looks 
and feels like a normal house, with the environmen-
tally friendly measures hidden in the details.

The house is heavily insulated to make it as air tight 
as possible to conserve energy, Bach said. He also 
used foam gasketing, which is a strip of foam put be-
tween seams and cracks to prevent air leaks. The foam 
is flexible and does not crack like caulk does, he said.

A mechanical air-to-air heat exchanger controls the 
house’s air flow. Two vents take air out of the house, 
while three vents replace the air with outside air. The 
ingoing and outgoing air pass through tubes in the 
exchanger where the heat from the hot outgoing air 
transfers to the cool incoming air. Bach said that if the 
air outside is zero degrees and the inside air is 70 de-
grees, the incoming air will be about 50 degrees after 
going through the heat exchanger.

The house’s design is a key part to its efficiency. 
The kitchen and living room, the two rooms most 
often used, face south to maximize sunlight use. The 
southern wall has large energy-efficient windows to 
let sunlight in. Special awnings on the outside of the 
windows allow winter sunlight to come into the house, 
but block summer sunlight from entering. Inside, spe-
cial Mylar blinds pull down to reflect heat and seal the 
windows so air doesn’t get by. 

The floor of Bach’s living room is cement, a ther-
mal mass. Thermal mass is a dense material, like tile 
or water, that absorbs heat to prevent overheating and 
releases heat later in the day.

The house does not have a traditional furnace. 
Instead, a standard 40-gallon water heater heats the 
house. Hot water is pumped from the water heater and 
circulated through plastic tubes in the house’s floors 
before returning to the heater, Bach said. 

Bach said he used materials that have a high re-
cycled content whenever possible while building his 
house. The property he chose to build on was filled 

with rocks from the mining days, so in a way, it, too, 
was recycled, he said. 

“It would be normally a site you wouldn’t think you 
could build on,” he said.

Bach said energy-efficient houses are more expen-
sive to build, but the savings make it worthwhile. 

“In the end you pay about one percent more than if 
you would build a regular house, but if you do a few 
quick energy calculations, you see you recoup that one 
percent really quick in energy saved in your heating 
bills,” he said. “You’re going to save that energy for-
ever in that house. The older that house gets, the more 
it will have saved you money.”

At the home of Terry Kinzel and Sue Ellen Kings-

Dave Bach stands outside his energy efficient house in 
Houghton. He used metal siding instead of vinyl siding 
because it contained recycled material. Many other mate-
rials in the home also contain recycled content. His land 
formerly contained many large boulders from the mining 
days so it, too, was recycled, Bach said.



ley, environmentally friendly measures have also been 
taken.

Kinzel and Kingsley produce their own electricity 
using solar panels, a hydro-electric system and a wind 
generator. They are connected to the power grid and 
pull from it when they need extra electricity and sell 
electricity onto it when they produce extra.

They also have a room filled with tanks of algae 
and plants that naturally filter their wastewater. Kinzel 
said the algae breaks down bacteria and the plants are 
known for their ability to filter water. After the water 
goes through the “living machine,” it flows to a drain-
age field. ::
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Above, a window outside of Dave Bach’s house has a special awning that allows winter 
sunlight to enter the house to warm it. In the summer, the sunglight is blocked by the 
awning, keeping the house cool.


