

CHAPTER 1
The Intent

After twenty-five years of installing and servicing septic tanks, I’m still amazed to find out how little people actually know about their home sewage disposal systems. And this is true, not only of people who have recently moved to rural areas, but also of those who have lived with their different systems for many years. As Bismarck said, “The less people know about politics and making sausages, the better they sleep at night.” Perhaps this is also true of septic tanks.

However, with increasing numbers of people moving from urban to rural areas, or buying second homes there, it’s more important than ever to understand more about what is generally referred to as “country plumbing.”

It is, therefore, the intent of this book to help familiarize these people with the different types of systems now in general use, and the problems which accompany them.
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CHAPTER 2
The Universal Problem

You bought your house seven years ago and it was five years old at the time. Since then everything has seemed to function pretty well. Once you had to call the electrician to fix the oil burner, and once the TV man to fix the set. Other than that, no big problems.

This morning seems just like any other morning. You’ve just finished your morning constitutional and it happens. The water in the toilet bowl starts its ascent to the rim. Damn! Well, the manufacturers seem to design these units so the water just reaches the top of the bowl before it stops.

The next move is to scream, “Alice, get the plunger. The toilet’s plugged up.” A few minutes later the plunger arrives, a little dusty, but still serviceable.

You address the bowl with this instrument and proceed to try and stuff the flexible head down the toilet’s throat. After several frustrating and unsuccessful attempts (and a slight displacement of water), you retrieve the plunger and notice that the little head has somehow turned itself inside out. And now you are looking at a very small orange-colored umbrella.

How to pop it back into its original position? Simple. Just place it between your feet and yank up. You almost have it and “plop”—your nice clean pants are now ready for the cleaners. At this point the language deteriorates rapidly.

“Alice, call the plumber.”

For a change, something goes right and the plumber says hell be there right after lunch.

Sure enough, he arrives around two o’clock, in the usual beat-up van, with helper in tow. Everything’s going to be all right now. With much self-confidence and one of those new scientifically designed plungers—you know, the ones you see advertised in magazines—he proceeds directly to the problem area.

Prior to his arrival, you have meticulously mopped the floor, as you didn’t really want him to know you’d failed with this seemingly basic tool. However, there’s a secret to using this instrument. Instead of trying to push the stoppage down the pipe, the plumber slowly pushes the plunger down and then quickly yanks it back up. If the plunger is going to work at all, this is how to use it. In this case, it doesn’t.

So the plumber removes the plunger, unceremoniously plops it on the clean floor, turns to the observing helper, and says, “Donald, git the auger.”

Several minutes later Donald returns carrying this tube with a crank handle on its top, and you’re informed, “This is a toilet auger.” And if you wondered why it took him so long to find it, later when you’ve had a chance to view the inside of the van you’re surprised he found it at all, as the inside of the van looked as if it had been turned upside down at some time or other.

Once again, with professional aplomb, the plumber draws about three feet of flexible wire into the tube, and inserts the end with a small bulge on it into the toilet. Now, by pushing and cranking at the same time, he forces the cable down into the toilet. This simple operation is repeated a half dozen or so times. No luck. At which time he turns and solemnly announces, “Yup, it’s plugged up, awright.”

It’s always reassuring to have someone tell you what you already know. Now what?

“I guess it’s your septic tank,” he mutters. “You know where it is?”

“No,” you murmur weakly. “I didn’t know we had one.”

“Know who built the house?” he asks.

“No, and the man we bought it from died.”

“That figures,” he sighs. “Let’s go into the basement and have a look.”

Well, there it is, the big black pipe going through the cellar wall. The location of this pipe tells you two things: which side of the house the tank may be on, and also how deep the tank may be. Why do I say “may” be? Because once outside the wall, the tank may be anywhere. Also it may be at any depth. Installers do strange things. Many times, regrading after the house is built puts the tank much deeper than when it was originally installed.

But at least we have a starting point. If the pipe is more than three feet below grade outside, I recommend hiring a backhoe to locate the tank.

If it’s less than that and the soil is not too hard, there’s a good chance you can find the tank with a long probe rod. Now the treasure hunt begins, and it’s the helper’s turn to go to work. Under the supervision of the plumber, who has a large chew of tobacco in his mouth as well as a shovel to lean on, the helper starts to aerate your front yard.

Now sometimes it’s possible to find the tank by removing the cleanout plug at the end of the big black pipe in the basement just before it goes through the wall. Insert a sewer rod and by pushing the rod out, you should hit a hard stoppage that should be the inlet baffle of the tank.

Now two things can help. By measuring the rod, you can get a general idea of how far out the tank is. Also, by pushing the rod in and out and rapping the baffle, you can sometimes locate the tank by having someone listening outside. I’ve found many tanks this way.

However, there’s a slight problem involved with this procedure, and that’s taking the plug out in the basement. That can cause disaster: a flooded basement and a very unhappy homeowner.

If you do attempt to remove this plug, do so very carefully and slowly, as there’s almost always pressure behind it. If the tank is plugged, water will start to squirt out as soon as you start to loosen the plug, but you’ll be able to tighten it back in before it flies off and floods everything.

I’m not concerned with the prospect of the homeowner removing this plug, as they are usually, it seems, put in originally with a four-foot wrench. Only a plumber with powerful arms and vocabulary is going to get it out.

How we find the tank—by rod, backhoe, or just plain luck—is unimportant. But let’s say we find it. The first thing to do is remove the cover and look in. This will tell the plumber or septic tank man all he needs to know. In this particular case, the twelve-year-old tank is long overdue and pumping the tank eliminates the problem.

However, there is one small consolation. Save that little orange plunger, the next time your neighbor, the one who borrows everything and returns nothing, needs a plunger, let him take this one. He’ll never borrow anything from you again.

Since we’re on the subject of “plumber’s helpers”, also called plungers, you may wonder sometimes why they perform so poorly. The answer is simple. You are probably using the wrong one, not using it correctly, or both.

There are two types of plunger. The toilet plunger and the sink and drain plunger. (See Figures 1 and 2.) The toilet plunger is designed to work in the toilet bowl only, while the sink plunger is for kitchen sinks, bathtubs and drains with flat
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APPENDIX

By Mike Haupt

Situations often arise where a standard gravity-flow septic system won’t work. Homeowners and builders have a wide range of possibilities. First and foremost, a system must be designed and constructed that will be approved by the local authorities. It’s important not to buy the lot or start digging without an approved sewage disposal design in hand.

It’s also important to understand that all systems, large or small, primitive or high-tech, rely on aerobic bacteria to do the actual work of cleaning up the sewage so the water can return harmlessly to the environment.


Site Evaluation

As Gerry suggests in chapter seven, before committing to a lot or site for your house, you must have a professional inspection to determine whether a traditional, gravity-flow septic system will function properly on your site. Local authorities must approve any sewage disposal plan.

Deep probe: The evaluation of your property will generally consist of a “deep probe” or what Gerry calls a “test hole.” Here the idea is to determine where the water table is, and also to find a “limiting zone” or impermeable layer that may be too close to the surface.

Percolation test: In addition a percolation “perc” test will reveal how fast the soil above the “limiting zone” can absorb the effluent from the septic tank. The bacterial action in this soil is what renders the final effluent harmless to the environment.




“Peres” too slowly

The solution here can be as simple as increasing the area for the effluent to drain to. A larger leach bed may do the trick.

Trench system: As described by Gerry Hartigan as a “leach field” or “disposal field” on pages 26 and 27, instead of one leach bed filled with clean stones, the perforated pipes from the distribution box are farther apart and laid on clean stones in individual trenches. That way both the bottom and the sides of each trench are available to absorb effluent.

Mound system: If the terrain permits, a mound system also can help with slow-to-perc soil. A mound system may also be indicated when the water table is too high, or an “impermeable layer” is too close to the surface. Because the effluent from the septic tank is dispersed in a mound or mounds constructed above the original soil, a pump may be required to push the effluent up to the higher level. Most of the bacterial action takes place inside the mound so the effluent is cleaner when it enters the natural soil.
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Constructed wetland: Some jurisdictions allow homeowners to create a gravel-filled bed which is isolated from the soil by a heavy plastic liner. The bed is planted with evenly spaced wetland plants whose root systems remove pathogens and absorb nutrients from the household wastewater after it has passed through the septic tank. The effluent from the bed is then clean enough to be harmlessly absorbed in a subsurface absorption field.
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“Peres” too fast

Here the problem is that the water flows through the soil so fast that the bacteria don’t have enough time to do their job. A typical solution here is to replace the soil in the absorption layer with denser soil.




Alternative systems

In some situations none of the previously described systems will be sufficient. Tiny lots or waterfront properties can fall into this category. Another category of situation occurs when a traditional system has failed, and the cost of traditional remediation may be out of reach. Sometimes the regulating authority may require that a disposal field be a certain distance from a body of water or a water supply, but the homeowner’s property is not large enough to relocate the field to a legal location.

In these situations the homeowner can solve the problem with his own personal sewage treatment plant. These systems require electricity to function, and they typically have an alarm indicator in the house so the homeowner is alerted if the system is not functioning.
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Sewage treatment plants of all sizes from New York City to your own backyard function on the same principle. They all rely on aerobic bacterial action to process waste and return the water harmlessly to the environment. Home systems combine pressurized air to force oxygen into a chamber or chambers where aerobic decomposition takes place. In addition there are filters to keep solids out of the effluent.

As is the case with any sewage disposal system, the local authorities must approve the system before it can be installed. Many local sewage enforcement officers may not be familiar with some of these alternative systems, but they represent an suitable alternative. The quality of the effluent from many of these systems has been rated excellent by governing authorities in many states and communities.
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