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THE RANCH STYLE HOUSE

THE CALIFORNIA RANCH STYLE, ALSO KNOWN AS THE TEXAS RANCH OR WEST-
ERN RANCH STYLE, WAS CREATED DURING THE SPANISH COLONIAL PERIOD IN
THE AMERICAN SOUTHWEST IN THE 1830s. IT WAS REVIVED BY CALIFORNIA BAY
REGION ARCHITECTS IN THE 1930s. IT EMBRACES THE SPANISH COLONIAL, SPAN-
ISH COLONIAL REVIVAL, SECOND BAY REGION, AND CONTRACTOR MODERN
STYLES.

IN THE 1950s ALMOST ANY ONE-STORY, CLOSE-TO-THE-GROUND, RAMBLING
HOUSE WAS CALLED A CALIFORNIA RANCH HOUSE. HAVING THE ABILITY TO
MOVE FREELY ABOUT THE HOUSE, WITHOUT STEPS, INTO LARGE PRIVATE
PORCHES AND PATIOS FROM ALMOST EVERY ROOM WAS LIVING THE “GOOD
LIFE”.

THE INFORMALITY AND STRAIGHTFORWARDNESS OF THE CALIFORNIA RANCH
HOUSE WAS SOMEWHAT RESPONSIBLE FOR, AND REFLECTIVE OF, THE 1950s
AMERICAN LIFE-STYLE. THE STREET-ORIENTED FRONT PORCH OF VICTORIAN
TIMES WAS REPLACED BY A PRIVATE REAR TERRACE. THE GARAGE BECAME AN
IMPORTANT INTEGRAL PART OF THE HOUSE DESIGN. PRIVATE OUTDOOR LIVING
WAS JUST AS IMPORTANT AS INDOOR AND THE CHARACTER OF LATER RANCH
HOUSES WAS ACCOMPLISHED WITH MATERIALS APPLIED OVER A RECTANGULAR
BOX RATHER THAN WITH MANIPULATION OF SHAPE AS THE BAY REGION ARCHI-
TECTS HAD DONE SO WELL.

THE RANCHHOUSE, AS WE KNOW IT TODAY, WAS DEVELOPED IN CALIFORNIA BY
CLIFF MAY AND OTHER ARCHITECTS WORKING IN THE SAN FRANCISCO BAY RE-
GION. THEY USED LOCAL VERNACULAR BUILDING METHODS AND MATERIALS
FOUND IN BARNS, SHEDS, AND OTHER FARM BUILDINGS SUCH AS SPLIT SHAKE
ROOFS, BOARD AND BATTEN SIDING, AND CONCRETE SLAB FLOORS TO SHAPE
THEIR DESIGNS. IN THE MID-1950s THE CALIFORNIA RANCH STYLE REACHED ITS
PEAK IN POPULARITY AS BUILDERS FOUND THIS DESIGN EASY TO BUILD AND
SELL. THE INFORMALITY, LIVABILITY, AND EASE OF CONSTRUCTION OF THE
RANCH HOUSE WAS RESPONSIBLE FOR ITS EVOLVING INTO THE CONTRACTOR
MODERN STYLE POPULAR IN THE 1960s.

GENERIC FLOOR PLANS

THE TYPICAL COMPACT, SINGLE STORY “RANCH” TYPE FLOOR PLAN IS DIVIDED
INTO TWO DIFFERENT COMPONENTS: A BEDROOM COMPONENT AND A “LIVING
AREA” COMPONENT THAT INCLUDES THE LIVING, DINING, AND KITCHEN/FAMILY
ROOMS. A THIRD COMPONENT, THE GARAGE/CARPORT, IS USUALLY LINKED TO
THE LIVING AREA COMPONENT.

IT IS THE MANIPULATION OF THESE THREE COMPONENTS, THEIR SIZE, PROPOR-
TION, AND RELATIONSHIP TO EACH OTHER,THAT CAN PRODUCE A WIDE VARIETY
OF PLAN VARIATIONS. AN INVESTIGATION OF THESE VARIATIONS WILL INDICATE
THAT THEY CAN, FOR THE MOST PART, BE REDUCED TO FOUR GENERIC DIA-
GRAMS ILLUSTRATED.

THE FOUR GENERIC PLAN DIAGRAMS INCLUDE THE FOLLOWING ARRANGE-
MENTS ORIENTED AS IF TO FACE A STREET.

A. ADJACENT BEDROOMS AND LIVING AREAS.

B. ADJACENT BEDROOMS, LIVING AREA AND GARAGE/CARPORT.

C. ADJACENT BEDROOMS AND LIVING AREA WITH GARAGE/CARPORT, IN
FRONT OF LIVING OR BEDROOM AREAS.

D. ADJACENT LIVING AND GARAGE/CARPORT AREAS WITH BEDROOMS
BEHIND GARAGE/ CARPORT. (A PATIO HOUSE ARRANGEMENT)

I. INTERLOCKING PLAN VARIATIONS - FURTHER MANIPULATION OF THE
ELEMENTS BY ROTATING, OFF-SETTING AND VARYING THE COMPO-
NENTS’ PROPORTIONS, WILL PRODUCE SEEMINGLY VERY DIFFERENT
PLANS THAT ARE APPROPIATE FOR DIFFERENT SITE CONDITIONS, BUT
WHICH RETAIN ESSENTIALLY SIMILAR FUNCTIONAL RELATIONSHIPS.
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BEDROOM COMPONENTS

The bedroom component in a
compact house is usually rectangu-
lar in shape with proportions that
vary from house to house. This
analysis illustrates the effect of
proportion on space utilization
within the bedroom component. It
does not attempt to explore pos-
sible exterior detailing refinements
that could alter the plan configura-
tions. The designer is encouraged
to make whatever modifications are
appropriate to reflect specific de-
sign criteria.

The basic elements within the
bedroom component are:

• bedrooms
• bathrooms
• clothing, linen and general
storage

• access corridors

Additional elements that may or
may not be included in the bed-
room component include:

• air conditioning and heating
equipment

• domestic hot water heater
• Laundry equipment
• basement stair

Of these elements, the most critical
key plan determinants are the
location of the access corridor and
bathrooms.

An anlaysis of the bedroom compo-
nents from 16 to 32 feet in depth
will reveal a number of interesting
plan characteristics. Some of these
include the following.

16 foot depth: access corridor along
exterior wall causes high percent-
age of circulation space (figure in
parenthesis) and exterior exposure,
but this depth is a useful proportion
for patio and cluster housing.

18 foot depth: similar attributes to
16 foot depth, but corridor moves
inside of storage wall, allowing for
additional and more convenient
storage.

20 foot depth: corridor moves inside
of bathrooms, allowing for walk-in
closets, storage rooms and more
efficent circulation.

22 foot depth: corridor moves to
allow for increased bathroom depth
and efficient “wrap around” 3 bed-
room unit with master bedroom
suite.

24 foot depth: corridor moves to
allow turned bath plus storage, well
proportioned rooms and a great
variety of bedroom, bath and stor-
age configurations. 336 sf   5% 384 sf   7%

24’

22’

20’

18’

16’

16’14’12’
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24’22’20’ 30’28’26’18’
432 sf   8% 480 sf   8%

400 sf   8%

396 sf   10%

440 sf   6%

528 sf   7%

384 sf   14%

432 sf   10%

480 sf   5%

528 sf   7%

576 sf   9%

416 sf   15%

468 sf   11%

520 sf   6%

572 sf   9%

624 sf   8%

448 sf   12%

504 sf   10%

560 sf   6%

616 sf   9%

672 sf   7%

480 sf   12%

540 sf   11%

600 sf   7%

660 sf   9%



BEDROOM COMPONENTS

26 foot depth: corridor moves to
allow back-to-back bathrooms. Bath
moves from upper right to end of
corridor in most narrow (14’) unit.

28 foot depth: A popular depth for
many builders, 28 feet allows for a
wide variety of layouts.

30 foot depth: a useful depth to
combine with shorter living room to
develop front or back porches and
terraces. a different bath location
(upper left) is possible at 30 feet.

32 foot depth: 32 feet allows for 3
bedrooms to be placed in a verti-
cally or in an “L” shaped living area
to develop a variety of pinwheel
and interlocking geometries.

The bedroom components are
dimensioned in increments of 2 feet
in order to take advantage of
“OVE”**  24” o.c. framing tech-
niques.

** Reducing Home Costs with OVE
Design and Construction

32’

30’

28’

26’

448 sf   4 %

16’14’12’
384 sf   6 %

420 sf   4 % 480 sf   4 %360 sf   6 %

392 sf   5 % 448 sf   3 %336 sf  5 %

364 sf   5 % 416 sf  7 %



544 sf   6 %

22’20’18’
832 sf   9 %570 sf   5 %

28’2624’ 30’

600 sf   8 %540 sf   7 % 480 sf   4 %

560 sf   8 % 616 sf   6 %504 sf   7 % 672 sf   6 % 728 sf   7 %672 sf   6 %

520 sf   7 % 572 sf   6 %496 sf   8 % 676 sf   7 %624 sf   8 %



LIVING AREA COMPONENTS

The living area component in a
compact house contains the living,
dining, kitchen and family room
functions, as well as, in some
instances, the entry closets, base-
ment stairs, general storage and
laundry areas.

In the past, the living, dining,
kitchen and family room functions
were frequently separate and com-
partmentalized. However, the trend
to more informal living, the in-
crease in the number of house-
holds without children, and the
need to have individual activity
space appear larger by “borrowing”
space from other activity spaces,
has lead to more open planning.

The living room in larger houses
frequently served as a parlor, with
the dominant number of activities
taking place in the family room.
This redundancy is no longer pos-
sible in small houses, and the
functions of the living room and
family room have largely merged
together. Separate dining rooms
have also become obsolete, and
this function now takes place as an
area in the living room, or is com-
bined with the kitchen in what has
become a “country kitchen”, a new
type of family room where cooking

and conversation co-exist. The
kitchen, additionally, is frequently
visually linked to the living area by
means of a counter pass-through.

As a plan determinant, the kitchen
is the most significant element in
the living area component. Its
specific location within the living
area component will dramatically
change the character and quality of
the space, in particular, whether it
orients to the entrance yard or to
the back of the house.

The matrix at the right of this page
illustrates the effect of alternate
proportions on the quality of space
and furniture arrangements, as well
as the effect of different kitchen
locations within the living area
components. The area of the alter-
nate components is indicated be-
low the plan diagrams. The adja-
cent number in parentheses is the
depth of the unit. The numbers at
the bottom of the page refer to the
unit lengths.
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TYPE ‘A’ FLOOR PLAN
AND VARIATIONS

A typical “ranch” type plan with adjacent
living area and bedroom components. This
plan is also adaptable to a two-story house
with a garage by means of a mid- level, split-
foyer entry.

In this design the kitchen is located in the
front of the living area for visual control of
the entry area. The location of the living
room at the rear of the house allows for
protected views into a landscaped yard and
keeps circulation at the periphery of the
room.

As in all plans, the bedroom component can
be “flipped” along the horizontal axis in order
to locate the master bedroom at the front of
the house.

Bedroom and living area components can be
square.

Adjacent components’ proportions can be
varied to define front or rear porches or
terraces.

Adjacent components’ proportions can be
varied to create front or rear yards and “L”
shaped patio house plans.

Components can be offset with respect to
each other to create both front and rear
yards.
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This compact plan, which ap-
pears quite different from the
typical “ranch” type plan below,
is, in fact, a very similar plan
rotated 90°.

B

L

This combination of an almost
square bedroom component
with an elongated living area
component defines a protected
rear court and provides effec-
tive interior zoning.

B L

A plan similar to that at the left,
but with the setback oriented to
the entry side.

B L
The combination of an elon-
gated bedroom component and
a square living area creates a
terrace setback in front of living
area.

LB

B

G

LEFT: A popular “ranch” plan
with the kitchen and dining area
to the rear.

BELOW: Offsets allow for
interesting elevations, effecient
circulation

L
B

L
Offset, elongated components
help define private front and
rear courts in narrow site con-
figurations.

L

B

Offset, elongated compo-
nents help define private
front and rear courts in
narrow site configura-
tions.

L
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TYPE ‘B’ FLOOR PLAN
AND VARIATIONS

An effecient plan with bedroom, living area
and garage components aligned. This ar-
rangement is particularly economical, as the
roof configuration is very simple. In some
instances, however, narrow site widths pre-
clude this in-line component arrangement,
particularly when a two car garage is re-
quired.

Bedroom and living room components’ pro-
portions can be square or elongated.

Adjacent components’ proportions can be
varied to define front or rear porches.

Adjacent components’ proportions can be
varied to create front or rear yards and ter-
races.

Components can be offset with respect to
each other to create both front and rear
yards and terraces.
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As in all plans, the key organizational deci-
sions involve the orientation of the living
area. This decision should reflect consider-
ation of many factors, including significant
site features, special functional require-
ments, the importance of solar access, the
need for privacy, and other subjective user
requirements.
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B L
This plan utilizes the area
behind the garage as a
breakfast/ family room.
Another optional use for
this space would be a
porch.

G B L G
A plan that provides for
seperation of bedrooms
and the opportunity for a
dramatic center building
section.

B
L G

Elongated components
allow for an in-line com-
ponent relationship on a
narrow site. B

L G

Square shaped in-line
components may
require too great a
lenght for many of the
newer subdivisions
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By rotating and offseting
components a plan is devel-
oped that would work well for
attached, zero-lot-line and
narrow sites. Ample light and
ventillation are provided to
all interior areas, something
which is not true with many
narrow-lot houses.
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Another plan derived from a
diagram that would work well
with narrow lots. In this
instance the living room
orients to both the front and
rear yards.



TYPE ‘C’ FLOOR PLAN
AND VARIATIONS

In this plan configuration, the garage is
located in front of either the bedroom or the
living area component. The location of the
garage in front of the bedroom allows the
living area to orient to the entrance side,
while the alternate location of the garage, in
front of the living area, necessitates that the
living area orient to the rear or side yard.

Bedroom and living area components can
have square or elongated proportions.

The proportions of adjacent components can
be varied to create front or rear courtyards.

Adjacent components can be offset with
respect to each other to create front and rear
courtyards.

Combinations of differently proportioned
components can provide a variety of differ-
ently proportioned exterior spaces.
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This particular configuration allows for the
use of narrower lots than the type B compo-
nent relationship described on the
preceeding page. Because of its “L” shaped
plan, it creates an entry court, which is fre-
quently a desirable feature.
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BG
Typical “ranch” layout
rotated 90° with living area
component forward.

LB

G

Elongating the living area
component allows for an
additional living room.
exposure.

A narrow lot plan with
internal patio/court.

Elongated living room
component creates an
entry court, and alos pro-
vides efficient circulation.
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A rotated “ranch” plan with
bedrooms forward and
living area oriented to the
rear.
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Offsetting components
provides efficient circula-
tion. Level Changes
generate interesting
building sections.

A “patio” type plan gener-
ated by rotating elongated
components. This arrange-
ment could work for at-
tached housing.
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An alternate conventional
layout with kitchen/dining
forward.
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TYPE ‘D’ FLOOR PLAN
AND VARIATIONS

A quite different arrangement of components
that generates patio or courtyard type plans.
The patio house, while popular in Europe,
has had relatively little use in the U.S. With
the need for higher density solutions due to
increasely smaller affordable lot sizes, (40’ -
50’ width range), this type of planning con-
cept deserves further study.

Variations in the proportions of components
will produce a variety of courtyard sizes. This
plan will also work for two-story housing but
will require design ingenuity to maintain
privacy.

Components can be offset in relation to each
other to create both front and rear court-
yards.

Houses can be detached and oriented south
for solar access.

Houses can be attached and can front on
common courts or pedestrian ways.

L

B

G

L

B

G

L

BG

As opposed to many zero lot-line site plans
which create narrow, difficult-to-use side
yards, the patio concept concentrates exte-
rior space in private, well-protected and well
proportioned courtyards. This concept also
works well with the solar access requirement
of passive solar heating.
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An elongated living room
component allows for
separate dining and living
rooms.

L B
G

An elongated living room
component allows for
separate dining and living
rooms.

L
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A plan with the living area
afforded a dual exposure
and the kitchen oriented to
the front.
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An elongated plan that
uses level changes and an
open study/bedroom to
create interest.
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A plan that uses a side
entry to allow for shorter,
more central circulation
and a larger garage.

B
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A different component
arrangement with the
garage/carport at the end
of the living room.
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Oriented south, the elon-
gated living room is adapt-
able to passive solar con-
cepts.
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INTERLOCKING PLAN
VARIATIONS “I”

While the plan types on the preceding pages
are characterized as having bedroom and
living area components that abut each other
but do not necessarily overlap, in this plan
type, at least one component is “L” shaped
and interlocks with the others.

An “L” shaped bedroom component inter-
locks with an “L” shaped living area compo-
nent, or with two or more rectangular compo-
nents that form an “L” shape.

Components can “pinwheel” around a cen-
tral living area core. Elements can overlap or
be aligned.

Components can “pinwheel” around a cen-
tral space forming open or closed courts.

“H” or “U” shaped configurations can also
generate plan Variations.

L

G

The living room frequently serves as the
organizational center to which other compo-
nents are joined. Often quite different plan
arrangements, including pinwheel types, can
be generated.

As in all plans, the location of the kitchen is a
major generator of plan variations.
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A typical compact plan
arrangement affording a
central entrance to the
living area.
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A plan with elements that
“pinwheel” around a living
room that is oriented to a
solarium.

L
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A plan similar to type
“B” floor plans but with
an “L” shaped bed-
room component.

L
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A variation on the “L”
shaped bedroom compo-
nent with the bathrooms at
the bottom leg.

L
B

A plan variation that
locates the kitchen at
the front of the home. B L

A plan with bedroom
component wrapping
the rear of the house
causing the living area
to orient to the front.

B L

An “H” shaped plan
organized around a
sunken living room. As
in many of these plans,
a second story loft is
possible.
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Angular geometries have
dynamic relationships to

rectangular plans.
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