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PLUMBING PROBLEMS 

 

Problems with plumbing, automobiles and computers require a cool discipline 

that is not taught by parents, schools or religions. If you have the cash, you probably 

should just throw the money at all three until the problems go away. But even that 

doesn’t always work. 

I come from the old-fashioned school of Thoreau, which means that I pride 

myself in possessing a noble, though often foolhardy and unsupportable, sense of self-

reliance. If a faucet drips, I should be able to fix it. If the water in the toilet tank keeps 

running, I should be able to convince it that there is an appropriate time to run and a time 

to rest, cease and desist. And so I blunder on into the new century with the ambition of a 

nineteenth-century New England transcendentalist, a few good screwdrivers and 

wrenches handed down to me by my father, and a modicum of pride left intact to 

approach the problems of home with the same idealistic concern as I would approach 

finding solutions to global warming or social injustice. 

The Canadian poet, John Newlove, once said, “If you know nothing, be pleased to 

know nothing.” A man who truly knows nothing about plumbing would never even 

consider the installation of a new kitchen sink. For many, any act of plumbing is as far 

removed from their possibility as splitting an atom. My problem (and perhaps yours) is 

that I know a little bit about a lot of things and feel I am capable of solving all sorts of 

things on my own. 

Plumbing attracts various avoidance mechanisms. I am writing this right now, for 

example, as an excuse to avoid putting in new taps in the bathroom. On the surface it will 

seem like a simple job. I’ve thought it out. I’ve bought all the parts I need ahead of time 

at Canadian Tire. This will prove itself to be a boldfaced lie before the day is out because 

I will probably find I require a certain half inch compression fitting at about ten minutes 

to nine tonight, just before the store is about to close. 

Robert Service knew that “the happy man is he who knows his limitations,” but 

you should adopt that code only if you are prepared to let the world solve your problems. 

And the world will want substantial sums of cash to solve them. It will also solve them in 



its own good time and will sometimes create other problems along the way. This sends 

you back to choosing the lesser of two evils. 

So to get on with it. Procrastination is a first step in curing plumbing ills. If you 

are like me, a small part of your brain actually believes that if you ignore a problem it 

will go away. This does actually work in the world of social interaction – not always, but 

sometimes. Some health problems go away of their own accord. Colds, for example. Or 

small uninfected wounds. Let it bleed a little and then allow it to heal – in its own good 

time. 

Luck and bleeding usually doesn’t work for plumbing, though. When I installed 

the plumbing in our old farmhouse, I did it on the cheap because we had very little money 

then. A friend told me how to sweat pipes and I learned how to glue together PVC 

plastics and the whole shebang. I lit walls on fire with propane torches while trying to 

melt solder. I injured my body and my spirit in innumerable ways and, in the end, the old 

two-hundred-year-old house had fresh running water coming from a well in my backyard. 

A well that I had dug with my two bare hands. I did hire a few kids to help dig but they 

all quickly grew discouraged by the project and gave up after making very little headway 

in the rock and gravel hillside. 

It is important to remember that, with plumbing, things don’t always turn out right 

the first time and, if they do, you should be wary that something really big is wrong. This 

philosophy is true with investing in the stock market too. It’s the code of the mutable, 

fallible world and you should tape it to your dashboard: if it looks like you’re winning, 

you are probably not. 

When I plumbed my house, I put in only one main water valve against the advice 

of professionals. One valve turns the water to my house on or off. So if anything leaks 

anywhere, you turn the water off to the whole house. Simple, neat, cost-effective. Other, 

more knowledgeable souls followed the professional’s advice and put valves at every 

outlet. If a faucet leaks, you turn off the water only for that outlet. So today, I’ll have to 

shut down the water supply to my entire house to solve one problem. The time frame is 

unclear and if things don’t go well, my household will be out of water for a long time.  

In my own defence, I should say that by not installing a bunch of seemingly 

frivolous water valves in 1979, I saved nearly a hundred dollars (in 1979 currency). Had I 



invested that hundred dollars at a mere eight per cent interest per year – well, you can see 

where this is leading. I could have put one of my offspring through a substantial part of 

university. Unfortunately, I put that hundred dollars towards a new surfboard, which has 

long since been put to rest in my basement surfboard archives. And today I shut down the 

family water supply for an indefinite period until I install the new taps (and new valves 

for each). 

 

You may think you have it bad with plumbing problems. The world was, in some 

respects, a happier place before modern plumbing. No one was plunging away at smelly 

plugged toilets in the thirteenth century. Philosophers and poets did not spend hours and 

even days during the renaissance trying to stop a dripping faucet from playing music into 

the pots in the sink.  

I’ve come to accept modern plumbing by a circuitous route that involves living 

with a biological toilet. In 1979, when I hooked us up to running water, we did not have a 

septic field. Nor were there any public sewage lines out our way. And that well I dug in 

the backyard was full of water when it rained and the water reservoir diminished through 

the summer as the rains did. So I bought a state-of-the-art biological composting toilet. 

You plugged it in; you threw in some dirt (yes, perfectly organic dirt with enzymes and 

helpful bacteria that supposedly broke down human waste into something that could 

ultimately be spread on your flowers). 

You didn’t need water to flush the damn thing and it did not require plumbing – 

just a vent to the roof and you plugged it in the wall so the fan and heater inside could 

work. Aside from the electric part, Thoreau would have approved. I was content that the 

money invested in this earth-friendly disposal system was well-spent. Like Samuel 

Johnson said, “Self-confidence is the first requisite to great undertakings.” 

However, both Johnson and I were wrong. The toilet did not perform as promised 

in the glossy brochure. When it rained, water came down the vent, filled the tank and 

overflowed all over the floor, having blended with the contents of the tank. When the 

rains stopped, the contents inside seized up like the V8 engine of an old Chevy running 

without oil. I had to remove the top half of the contraption, chip away at it with a small 



hand axe and then remove the brick-hard contents to a grave in the forest. We lived with 

this imperfect device for several years. 

Eventually, a septic field, a flush toilet and a lot of plumbing ensued. Water 

moves in and out of our house now, commuting from the well to the indoors and back out 

to the septic field on a daily basis. No one in my household ever missed the so-called 

biological toilet.  

This old house originally had an outhouse that I had left standing for many years, 

toppling it only to make way for the aforementioned septic field – a kind of milestone in 

our family history. Outside (and that’s where the “out” part came from) was certainly a 

better place to store your compostables while they were composting. Thoreau and even 

Walt Whitman had been great fans of outhouses. 

Going to the outhouse, for many in the old days, was not just a biological function 

but also an event. Summer or winter, it was an encounter with the elements. A lot of real 

thinking took place in outhouses, I would argue, and as Albert Schweitzer has pointed 

out, “Thought is the strongest thing we have.” 

 

But here I am stuck in another, more technically advanced century and I can’t turn 

back. So today I will try to fix a mere leaking faucet by tearing out the entire unit and 

putting in a new one. Sadly, my old unit requires parts that can no longer be bought in 

North America. The new set of taps I notice are called “Washerless!” (The exclamation 

mark comes from the manufacturer, not me.) What the exclamation means is that you 

can’t fix the bastard. It suggests that it will never require plumbing work. Hey, guys, no 

more replacing the washer in your taps! But the truth, I reckon, is that if it starts to leak, 

you’ll have to put in an entirely new unit. To that end, I’ll install valves beneath the sink. 

I have some final words of advice about plumbing. 1.) It is humbling and that is 

always good if your ego tends to swell as a result of favourable book reviews or a really 

good golf game. 2.) Plumbing requires a kind of Zen purity of thought. If you can wrestle 

with plumbing without getting angry at it as if it is your mortal enemy, then you are on 

the road to enlightenment. Think pure thoughts; take your time. 3.) Be curious about how 

it works. Try to imagine that you are Leonardo da Vinci confronting modern plumbing 

for the first time. There is a world of wonder there, just waiting to be explored. 


