
Unlikely Lives: Tiny Homes                                    1

Life in a Tiny House

Ten Inspiring Stories About How 
Your Home Can Change Your Life



Unlikely Lives: Tiny Homes                                    2

Life in a Tiny House:

Ten Inspiring Stories About How Your Home Can Change Your Life

By Billy Ulmer

Copyright 2014 Unlikely Lives



Unlikely Lives: Tiny Homes                                    3

First Things First
Acknowledgments

I’m deeply grateful to all of my tiny home interviewees. They 
were all wonderfully open, reflective and generous with their 
time and space. Many even went well above and beyond my 
expectations by offering me a place to stay, making me tea or 
soup, or inviting me out for drinks. I’m humbled by the bravery 
of their actions, and feel fortunate to have met each and every 
one of them. 

Thanks also to Dee Williams and Joan Grimm of PAD Tiny 
Houses, and Lina Menard of Niche Consulting, who introduced 
me to the tiny house movement and to some of my interviewees. 
Thanks to my editors Ben Pawlik, Rachel Ferry and James 
Gendron for helping me translate the big mess in my head. 
Thanks to my family and community, for everything. 

Process and Content

I shot all the photos in this collection inside and in the 
immediate vicinity of the homes I visited, with permission of 
the interviewees. I recorded and transcribed our interviews to 
preserve their voices and details. All of their quoted statements 
are their own words, but I have condensed and edited them for 
brevity and clarity. 



Unlikely Lives: Tiny Homes                                    4

Contents

Tiny Houses:  An Unlikely Approach to Home  5

Profiles:

Dee Williams: An Independent Spirit Grows Into Community 15

Chris and Malissa: Committed to Home, But Not to a Mortgage 36

Erin: Be Fearless and Have Fun       57

Esther And Kenny: Quality Over Quantity    76

Aldo Lavaggi: Count Your Blessings, Whatever Your Square Footage 92

Candice and Baoying: A Family Scales Up              110

John Labovitz: Through a Traveler’s Lens              130

Alex and Allison: The Community is Their Living Room            146

John Wells: Fascination Fuels a Life Off The Grid                         163

Macy Miller: Following A Dream To Unexpected Places            180

Conclusions: 201

How to Build a Tiny House   201

How to Live in a Tiny House,     
Without Leaving Home   208

A Personal Note    216

About the Author     217

Links      218

Notes      219



Unlikely Lives: Tiny Homes                                    5

Tiny Houses:  
An Unlikely Approach to Home
Many people are interested in tiny homes, but the homes and the 
people who live in them are still rare. Standard media coverage 
often describes tiny houses as “cute” or “extreme,” implying that 
people who live in them are totally different from you and me. 
Even if you want to live in one yourself, you might feel like you 
can’t make the choice that they’ve made. It’s too scary, too hard, 
too… impossible.

But it’s not impossible. It’s just unlikely. And people all over 
America have already turned this unlikely choice into their 
ho-hum, daily reality.

So what separates those who are curious about tiny homes from 
those who have already moved in? How did they overcome the 
cultural barriers telling them what they “should” do – what’s 
desirable, successful or normal – and choose something 
different?

Where There’s a Will, There’s a Way

This collection features personal profiles of people living in 
tiny homes, using in-depth interviews and photos to give you 
the feeling of having met and discussed their story with them 
personally. I drove and flew all over America to visit people in 
the houses they designed or built, took pictures of them and their 

homes, and talked with them about questions like these:  

• Why did a tiny house feel right to them?

• How did they go about designing, building and moving in?

• What is life like now that they’ve been living there, for  
anywhere between a few months and ten years? 

I embarked on this project because when I entered the tiny 
house community, I found something missing. I began working 
for PAD Tiny Houses, which Dee Williams co-founded to help 
others safely build their own little houses on wheels, just like she 
did. I met many people who were inspired by Dee’s story and 
were in love with the idea of building a tiny house, but struggled 
to make it happen for themselves. 

As I learned more about the movement, I found plenty of 
support for the technical challenges of tiny home building. If 
you’ve already decided you want to build or live in a tiny house, 
there are nearly endless resources that will help you learn how 
to design, build, plumb and electrify them. But I saw very few 
resources for people struggling to decide whether a tiny house 
was right for them. And that decision isn’t technical at all. It’s 
emotional. 

Choosing where you’ll call home is a hugely emotional decision 
that affects many practical aspects of your life, like job  
opportunities and connections to friends and family. Even 
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choosing a conventional home is a little scary. Choosing a tiny 
home adds the complexity of stepping away from the traditional, 
American notions of “bigger-is-better” status and success, and 
often involves a murky legal situation. From where I stood, 
the tiny house community was well-stocked on how-to’s, but 
skipping over the huge emotional challenge of choosing a tiny 
home.

Simply put, it can be really intimidating to do what’s right for you 
when it’s different than what most people are doing. Having made 
what I think of as “unlikely decisions” myself in the past, I know 
that while it can be really difficult to do, I’m always much happier 
once I’ve done it. I wanted to help those who, like me, feel drawn 
to make the choice that’s right for them, even when it’s not what 
everybody else is doing. And that meant creating an emotional 
resource for the tiny house community - one based on relatable, 
first-person stories of different people across the country living 
and thriving in tiny homes. 

What helps people make a decision that runs against the grain 
is knowing others who have already made that decision, or who 
are thinking about it. I saw this again and again in the Northwest 
tiny house community. Many people who were new to the idea of 
tiny homes reacted to Dee as though she lived on the moon. But 
once they spent some time with her, the idea started to seem less 
“extreme” and more normal. People began changing their minds 
when they felt connected to her, even though she had done 
something that baffled or intimidated them.

The online tiny house community is great at collecting gorgeous 
photos of tiny homes. Images can draw us in and excite us, but 
it’s stories that create a feeling of connection, and pass on the 
practical knowledge we need about what’s behind the photos. 
Making up your mind about a big decision becomes a lot easier 
when you when you know that what you want is really possible 
– for you, not just in theory – and that it would actually be 
preferable to what you’re doing now.

To feel like it’s possible for you to do what other people have 
done, you want to hear their story and think, “If they can do it, I 
can do it.”

To know if it’s preferable to what you’re doing now, you want to 
know what it’s really like. How would it would affect your biggest 
dreams, and how would it change your day-to-day actions? 

Because as Annie Dillard reminds us, “How we spend our days is, 
of course, how we spend our lives.”

“Did You Have Any Moments of Doubt?”  

That was the only question I asked my tiny home interviewees 
that they all answered the same way. Shockingly, to me, the 
answer was always, “No.” They did not doubt that they wanted to 
move into homes the size a large area rug or two. The nine out 
of ten that built their own did not doubt that they were up to the 
challenge, whether they had prior experience or not. The eight 
out of ten who built on wheels did not doubt that they would find 
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a nice place to park their homes, despite the lack of an air-tight 
legal path to do so.

These are all totally reasonable doubts to have, which you may 
have right now if you are interested in tiny homes. You can learn 
a lot about how to overcome those doubts from the people who 
didn’t have them. Their trail-blazing perspectives, and the unique 
realities they’ve created for themselves, are the focus of this book.  

What’s Possible, and What’s Preferable

If you decide to build a tiny house, you may need all of the 
ebooks on design, digital plans, and videos and workshops to 
teach you to how to build one, down to every nut and bolt. 

But what if you can’t decide? What if you feel sure that a tiny 
house is for you, but you’re unable to move forward? Or what if 
you want to know more about tiny homes and the people who 
live in them, but suspect the idea is totally nuts?  

This is not a technical resource. There are already great technical 
resources out there to tell you exactly how to put a tiny house 
together.  “The way” is already well-covered. This is about shoring 
up “the will” that gets you there. That’s all you really need to start 
with: clarity on what you’re working toward, the feeling that it’s 
possible, and the conviction that you can have it if you try.  

This book is about the perspectives that got people where they 
wanted to go, so you can examine which of your own  

perspectives might be getting in the way of your plans. It’s also 
about documenting some of the different daily realities of tiny 
house living, so you can see how a tiny house would fit into your 
life, or not. 

Change Your Housing, or Change Your Mind

You may read this book and not feel certain at all that any of 
these stories sound like what you want, or what you can have. If 
you find that tiny home living is not for you, that is absolutely 
okay.  

Many people feel inspired by stories of others living economically 
and purposefully in tiny homes. You might feel drawn to their 
senses of freedom, security or peace, but a tiny house isn’t 
required to feel any of those things. You can use the stories and 
perspectives in this book to promote those feelings in your own 
life, no matter where you live. 

Some of the benefits these people experienced are tied directly 
to the practical circumstances of their homes, like drastically 
reducing their housing expenses. But some of the benefits they 
found, like greater ability to appreciate what they have and 
increased opportunities to connect with others, are actually 
perspectives that anyone can work toward. A tiny home can be 
the catalyst for living more simply and happily, but so can an 
honest effort to examine your life as it is now, and a willingness 
to try new things to change it for the better. 
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Tiny Homes in Context
Everyone I interviewed had their own compelling, personal 
reasons for choosing a tiny home over a conventional one, but 
they were also responding to broad economic and social trends 
that affect all of us, whether we are aware of them or not. Many of 
my interviewees saw their tiny homes as a beneficial solution to a 
problem, but what problems were they responding to? Are there 
cold hard facts, not just feelings, that make their decisions more 
relatable?  

A “Normal” House Today

“Tiny homes” are often defined as homes under 400 square feet, 
but in another sense, what’s considered “tiny” is completely 
dependent on what it’s being compared with. So maybe the 
question really is, what’s a “normal house?” How long has it been 
normal, and is it normal everywhere? 

All the homes I visited were in the United States, so let’s start 
there. In 2010, the average newly built American home was 2,392 
square feet. Just 40 years earlier, in 1970, it was 1,660 square 
feet. And 20 years before that, in 1950, it was 1,000 square feet.  
Around 1900 homes were even smaller, with many built between 
600 and 800 square feet.

If you grew up surrounded by newly-built homes, it could be 
hard to picture anything else. Historical data doesn’t erase our 
current sense of what’s normal, but it provides some food for 

You’re not alone in wondering if a tiny home is right for you. 
Others are wondering the same thing right now. And others 
still have already wondered, decided, and changed their lives 
accordingly. You won’t find the one correct answer or a step-by-
step guide, because paths are as unique as people. But when you 
discover the common ground you share with ordinary people 
who have taken a big leap and lived to tell about it, their lives 
may not look so unlikely after all.
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thought. In the not too distant past, Americans did just fine with 
much less space at home than we have today. Do we need twice 
as much space as we had 60 years ago?  Do we want it?  Or is it 
just all we know? 

These aren’t countries we associate with hardscrabble, bare-bones 
lifestyles. These are wealthy, developed countries, just like the 
United States, with a very different idea of “average” than we have 
on this side of the Atlantic.  

To sum up, houses in America are much bigger than they used to 
be, and are bigger than almost everywhere else in the world.  

What’s Space Worth?

Home prices in the U.S. are occasionally volatile, and there are 
many ways to interpret them, but in general, they just keep going 
up. Between 1940 and 2000, even after adjusting for inflation, the 
median value for a home in the U.S. quadrupled, according to the 
Census Bureau.  

It’s not just that homes are increasingly large and expensive, 
it’s also that Americans are increasingly hard-pressed to afford 
typical homes even when they want to. Total household debt 
(including mortgages, student loans, and credit card debt 
increased by a factor of 4.5 from 1975 to 2007, after adjusting for 
inflation. Average credit card debt per household alone doubled 
in America between just 1994 and 2006. 

Then factor in that wages in America are stagnating, with the 
Economic Policy Institute noting that while worker productivity 
(the output of goods and services workers create) has grown 80 
percent since 1973, hourly compensation has only increased by 
11 percent. 

A “Normal” House Elsewhere

What’s normal or  necessary also vary widely from place to place 
in the here and now. A study conducted from 2003-2006 showed 
that while newly constructed homes in America were hovering 
around an average of 2,300 square feet, European countries were 
building much more modestly. In that same period, Denmark’s 
new homes were an average of 1,474 square feet, France’s 1,216 
square feet, Spain’s 1,044 square feet, and Britain’s only 818 
square feet.  

The house on the left is 1,169 square feet, statistically average for the time it 
was built in 1955. The home on the left was built in 2014 and is 2,552 square 
feet - the new average for today. 
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In short, homes keep getting more expensive, and so does  
everything else, but most people aren’t getting paid much more 
than they were in the 1970’s, despite working harder.  

So how is anybody supposed to afford an “average” house in 
America? And do they even want to?  

Tiny Home Options
Tiny houses are usually considered to be under 400 square feet, 
but aside from size, there are some important distinctions.

Tiny houses on wheels have recently captured America’s  
imagination, and were the majority of homes I visited. These 
homes are built directly onto a tow-able trailer instead of a 
conventional foundation. Building on wheels and eventually 
hitting the road means dealing with constraints like trailer sizes, 
weight limits, and height maximums for driving down the road 
without hitting an overpass. Building on a trailer means getting 
to move your house when you move, and, for better and worse, 
sidestepping the legal processes and permitting scrutiny applied 
to conventional, foundation-tied homes.  

In the U.S., homes need to meet permit and code requirements, 
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and be inspected for health and safety measures. Most codes were 
written to protect you from nasty stuff you want protection from, 
like collapsing roofs and faulty wiring. But these codes were also 
written before anybody thought about putting a house on wheels, 
so some codes are incompatible with tiny homes on trailers. 

Tiny homes on wheels usually occupy a legal gray area. They’re 
often built without the permits that designate them as legal 
homes, and they can be legally classified as Recreational Vehicles 
(RVs), but then they often aren’t legal to occupy full-time in 
one location. This legal limbo doesn’t mean their owners will 
be arrested or that their homes will be taken away if they’re  
discovered, but it often means that owners of tiny homes on 
wheels need to move if a neighbor complains that they’ve stayed 
too long in one area.  

A “ground bound” tiny house is just a smaller-than-average 
home built on a conventional foundation, like John Wells’ home 
(at left). These homes may be legal or not depending on the 
building and zoning codes in the area, and whether the builder 
went through the appropriate legal processes.  

An accessory dwelling, (or accessory dwelling unit, ADU or 
mother-in-law-apartment) is like a ground-bound tiny house, but 
with one defining characteristic: it must share a lot with a bigger, 
“primary home.” That’s why it’s an “accessory.” An accessory 
dwelling might start out as a garage, basement, or can be a newly 
constructed building that shares a lot with a conventional home. 

Alex and Allison built their accessory dwelling before the 
primary home that will someday replace an old garage (above, 
with the garage in the foreground).  Many areas have legal 
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pathways for accessory dwellings to add housing to a booming 
area or to allow families to keep aging members close and safe.

What Home Includes
Tiny homes are extremely customizable. Some include all the 
creature comforts in conventional homes, including electricity, 
water connections and septic hookups. Some are built more 
simply to avoid complex construction processes, or for maximum 
independence, so they can easily be taken on or off the grid and 
“parked” anywhere. For instance, having a conventional toilet 
and a septic system might be more comfortable for many than an 
old-fashioned composting toilet. However, it also means that you 
can only park somewhere with septic access, which limits your 
options. 

Everyone I interviewed uses their little house as their primary 
home. And yet, their entire life doesn’t necessarily take place in 
the square footage of their tiny house. 

John Labovitz lived full-time in his housetruck on the west coast 
for around five years, but then found it wasn’t designed for winter 
in West Virginia. He now plans to “winter” in the big house 
he’s parked outside of, where he’s also building a workplace: a 
photography and letterpress studio full of equipment too large to 
fit in many conventional houses. John Wells has a similar balance 
of home space to work space: his desk, bed and kitchen are in his 
tiny home, but he also has a greenhouse where he grows food, 
and stores excess possessions, tools and equipment.  

When I visited Esther, she and Kenny were temporarily using 
the bathroom in the big house they parked behind because they 

A housetruck is a home built directly onto a flatbed truck instead 
of a flatbed trailer, and is usually smaller and more mobile than 
a tiny house on wheels. Like John Labovitz’s housetruck (above), 
it’s a home you drive instead of tow. 

Housetrucks are the home-built, more customizable cousins of 
traditional RVs, which combine the vehicle and home into one. A 
travel trailer has a similar relationship to a tiny house on wheels 
- it’s a home you tow behind your car or truck. Many tiny home 
enthusiasts chose to build their homes instead of purchasing RVs 
or travel trailers because they wanted greater control over the 
style and materials of their homes.
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Why Perspective Matters
Whenever possible, I try and include my interviewees’  
perspectives on why they made the decisions they did, and the 
experiences that led them to those perspectives. Even if you don’t 
currently agree with their perspectives, you can usually follow 
their logic and see how their experiences led them to see the 
world they way that they do.

This is important, because while it seems like the top success 
factors involved in building a tiny house would involve design 
and construction experience, that wasn’t the case with the people 
I interviewed. Some had prior technical experience, and some 
didn’t. But many of them shared similar perspectives and beliefs 
about what they were capable of, how to conquer challenges, and 
whether their decisions were risky or safe. They shared more 
common threads between their perspectives on the world than 
between their prior skills. 

Building Our Beliefs

Our perspectives are usually based on our experiences, but  
experience is subjective. Two people can have the same 
experience and come away with two very different perspectives 
on it, and those perspectives will color the decisions they make 
every day. 

Our world views aren’t drawn from just one or two big deal 
experiences; we do things every day that we extract meaning 

hadn’t yet finished their own. Aldo and Dee, by contrast, decided 
their homes didn’t need showers permanently: that’s something 
they could use elsewhere. Most of the people I spoke with  
considered installing laundry machines, but decided they’d rather 
use a laundromat or a friend’s house.

Are these still “real” homes? Especially in the United States, 
where private ownership is presumed and idealized, tiny homes 
sometimes inch into a very messy conversation about what it 
means to be an “independent home.” But no one lives their entire 
life within the walls of their home, no matter how big it is. 

People might do their work at the office, run at the gym, read 
at the library, eat in the park, hang out at a friend’s house, keep 
some stuff in their car, or even travel and live elsewhere for 
weeks at a time. A tiny house doesn’t become legitimate when 
it contains 100% of someone’s time, needs and possessions any 
more than a big house requires you to have your own home 
office, movie theater and bowling alley.  

While it’s increasingly common for American homes to outfit a 
nuclear family for every possible function and hobby, it certainly 
isn’t necessary. I used to work at an office, and now I work 
at home. Dee used to shower in her own home, and now she 
showers at the house next door. What makes a home “real” or 
“independent” is ultimately up to the person living in it.
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from, which compile into the stories of our lives. We carry these 
stories into every situation we enter, and they affect what we do 
because they affect what we think we can do. 

Your story might include broad themes like, “I’m good at 
learning new things.” It might also include more specific themes 
that influence how possible a tiny house seems to you, like, “No 
one would let me park my home in their yard.” 

Once a few experiences line up into what looks like a pattern, 
it’s natural to keep looking for that pattern until it becomes your 
general perspective on the world. Some perspectives expand 
your sense of what’s possible, like, “I’m good at yard work, so I 
bet I can learn to use a power saw.” But others limit them, like, 
“I flunked shop class, so please keep me far away from spinning 
blades for everyone’s safety.”  

Borrowing New Beliefs

What if all the patterns and perspectives you’ve been collecting 
are telling you that building a tiny house is too hard, too weird, 
or too risky? Luckily, you can start collecting evidence that you 
like better from others, and use it to shift your own perspective. 
You can do the simple yet challenging work of changing your 
own mind. 

Pay attention to people’s perspectives and experiences 
throughout these profiles, especially if you find that some of 
your perspectives clash with those that got people into their tiny 

homes. Start by just believing that their experiences were true for 
them, and then ask yourself, “What would change for me if I felt 
the way that they do? What would I do differently tomorrow if I 
believed that I could learn anything, even how to build a house, 
if I wanted to? What new experiences would I have if I thought it 
was fun to take risks and try new things?”

Changing your mind isn’t easy, but it might get you where you 
want to go - like into a tiny house, if that’s what you want. If 
you’re like me, you can only spend so much time dreaming, 
scheming and occasionally turning pea-green with envy before 
you give up and ask, “I want this so badly, what do I have to do to 
get it?” That question comes from a place of great power. It comes 
from an openness to try new things, and a willingness to do what 
it takes. And perspectives like that really keep your options open. 
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Dee Williams: 
An Independent
Spirit Grows 
Into Community
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How does a pioneer become a pioneer? It’s hard enough to do 
something that few people are doing, like building a tiny house in 
2014.  What if you wanted to build one in 2004, when there were 
no how-to guides and no building manuals? And what do you 
learn from living in a tiny house for ten years?  

Almost any time Dee speaks to a crowd - which she does 
frequently, as an author and teacher about her 10 years in the 
tiny house she built - she mentions the rain. That “rain” isn’t 
one thing, but a thousand different things. She hears each one 
distinguish itself as it falls, pounds or rolls across the roof just 
inches from her head in the sleeping loft of her 87-square foot 
house. “That’s what you can look forward to when you live in a 
tiny house,” she told a crowd of the tiny-house-curious.  

But which came first – the tiny house, or that much sensitivity to 
her surroundings? Does Dee notice the rain because she lives in 
a tiny house? Or did she move into a tiny house because she’s the 
kind of person who notices the quiet nuances of rain?

Dee was living the handy American dream of fixing up a 
1,500-square foot bungalow in Portland, Oregon when she was 
diagnosed with an ever-worsening set of heart conditions. She 
was facing the potential future of withering in a hospital bed for 
her unknown years left on earth, yet at the same time, witnessing 
global poverty that made her daily life look pretty plush. Then she 
saw a picture of a tiny house on wheels, and found a project to 
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delight her, distract her, and ultimately, help her find comfort and 
meaning despite living an uncertain life in a complex world. 

She built a little house and moved into a “woolly” neighborhood 
in Olympia, Washington, where she parked in the conjoined 
backyards of her friends Hugh and Annie, and their elderly Aunt 
Rita, who since passed away. Dee’s memoir The Big Tiny was 
released in 2014, and shares her full story with a combination of 
Midwestern folksiness and real poignancy. A tiny house definitely 
can’t take credit for all of Dee’s unique journey, but it did change 
her path. Instead of shrinking back from some pretty scary stuff, 
it helped her grow outward into a community that’s taught her 

about the joys of needing others and being needed in return. 

Making A Change

In 2004, when the modern tiny house movement barely existed, 
Dee had a lot on her plate. She worked full-time and poured her 
free hours into fixing up the house she owned. She was getting 
correspondence from a good friend doing humanitarian relief 
work in war-torn parts of Africa that made her first-world 
conscience uneasy. And then a series of heart attacks led to a 
diagnosis of congenital heart failure, with a potentially grim 
prognosis. 

In the wake of all that uncertainty, she felt a tug in one clear 
direction when she flipped through a magazine and found 
a picture of Jay Schafer, the father of the modern tiny house 
movement, standing in front of his little house on wheels.  

I was sitting in the waiting room at the hospital and came across 
a picture of Jay Schafer. It totally struck me. I was so enraptured 
by it that I had to rip it out of the magazine and sneak it out in 
my pants, like porn. 

I stuck it to my fridge and over the next week or so, every time 
I saw it I would just get these happy, melty feelings. It was so 
intriguing to me. At the same time, I was unraveling information 
from a friend of mine, Gina, who was in Uganda. She would 
send emails and photos about her time in these little villages. 
And I had this curiosity about, you know, maybe I’m infatuated 
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with tiny house man’s tiny house because I’m getting almost 
a daily reminder that I’m a part of a global community that 
doesn’t have much. And I’m looking around my big house, and it 
doesn’t feel like it fits me.  

Starting a construction project with serious heart problems might 
look like a risky move, but Dee’s fascination with the little house 
transported her back to the comforting forts and tree houses of 
her childhood. At the time, comfort was the perfect feeling to 
chase:

It seemed to resonate in a way that I couldn’t quite put my 
finger on. When I was a kid and I had a tree house, everything 

was set right somehow. I would climb up in the tree house after 
getting into an argument with my mom, or feeling a little lost 
in whatever was happening, and nothing bad was ever going to 
happen again. It smelled like dirt and wood, and you get this 
bird’s eye view of things so the earth starts to have this really 
great stretch to it. You start to feel yourself at home, and in place. 
You can get yourself pulled back together again.

Given my health, and this confusion about, like, what are we 
supposed to do with poverty, war and insecurity? What do we do 
with all these really big questions? I think a part of going small, 
building something myself, and creating this little wooden space 
was so that I could feel safe again. I could get my moorings.
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“How Most People Live”

As a rock-climber, Dee had always respected “dirt-baggers,” climbing 
slang for people who “live to climb” and let everything else take a 
back seat. Who needs a big house if you’re doing what you love?

It’s a willingness to sleep in your sleeping bag after it’s been rained 
on for days. To make dinner out of the rice that fell into pine needles 
earlier. Use it up, wear it out, do without. That whole notion of 
living light on the planet with your stuff, in order to do what you’re 
really passionate about. So the idea of camping, more or less, day in 
and day out? That sounded awesome! 

I think it’s important to recognize and acknowledge that having any 
kind of shelter is a gift. There are plenty of people who don’t have 
shelter. Going tiny is a very normal, practical way of using resources 
wisely. You don’t have to heat as much, cool as much.  It makes 
sense. That’s how most people live.  
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It can be hard to connect with the idea that “most people” in the 
world live with less luxury than average Americans, but Dee saw 
these lives with her own eyes on a series of volunteer vacations to 
Mexico and Guatemala with her brother. Combined with her health 
problems and pre-existing ethics, she felt ready to blaze a trail.

We had gone on trips together to build houses in Mexico. A lot of 
people in Tijuana live above the cover of the landfill, and they’ll 
mine for things they can make a house out of. You’ll see a little 
structure made of milk jugs, with a truck camper shell sitting on top 
of it, and a family will live in that. 

They make houses out of sandbags, tires, anything that they can slap 
together. We’d go down and build these houses out of 2x4’s, wrap 
them in tar paper, string chicken wire over it, and put stucco over it. 
He talked me into doing a couple trips with him and I loved it. Then 
he pulled a trip to Guatemala together and we went to help build a 
school. It was wonderful.  

I had a heart attack the week before that trip. So coming back from 
it, I was not only dealing with this really big cultural kick in the 
pants, but also trying to understand this scary health problem. I 
didn’t have a lot of time to sort through what’s right and wrong in 
life and find my path. I needed to just blaze it. I needed to just go. 
Otherwise, I was going to spend another year banging around in my 
big house, paying a big mortgage, paying big utility bills, and still 
wondering how that meshes with the idea that there are many, many 
families sleeping in a house made out of corn stalks tonight.  
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Designing (Truly) From Scratch

Dee couldn’t stop thinking about the little house, but thinking 
was practically all she could do – at the time, there were no 
resources in print, online or in person where she could learn how 
to build one. Jay Shafer, the “tiny house man,” would eventually 
write The Small House Book and introduce the modern concept 
of the tiny home on wheels, but not for a few years. At the time, 
he was just a photo in a magazine, so Dee tracked him down 
through telephone directory assistance. At first she viewed the 
little house as a fun, backyard project - she wasn’t intending to 
live there full time. But she was still building it as a safe, livable 
structure, perhaps for temporary use, and wanted to do it right. 
So she flew out to the Midwest to visit Jay and his house in 
person.

I had too many questions. I didn’t know how he fixed the house 
to the trailer, I didn’t know what it felt like... I didn’t know what 
it was! It looked like a hay wagon. What WAS it? I read the 
article in January, went to visit in February, and by the end of 
February, I was gonna do it. 

The information I got from Jay really wasn’t enough to build a 
house. There wasn’t a framing plan, information about securing 
it to the trailer, about high winds.  I spent about another month 
doing research at the library.  

In a way, buying the trailer felt like the moment she was 
committing to the project, but Dee didn’t see big ticket purchases 

with much finality. She didn’t see it as a big a deal, because 
anything that can be bought can be sold.

I bought my housemate’s motorcycle when she couldn’t make 
rent. I was like, “I’ll buy your motorcycle, and then I’ll have a 
motorcycle, and you can pay rent.” It seemed like a really smart 
thing. 

I had it for a year, rode it to work a couple times, and did one big 
ride. It scared me. I was never gonna be a big motorcycle person. 
So I ended up selling it, and it was like I didn’t ever pay for it. I 
got all my money back, plus I had a motorcycle for a year and 
had fun with it. 
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So buying the trailer, even though that was like pulling the 
trigger, it really wasn’t. I could always sell the trailer. We have 
these big hang-ups around money. “I don’t want to put a bunch 
of money out and then lose it all.” But I was really frivolous 
with my time. I was totally excited about this. It had completely 
captured my imagination. That time investment didn’t seem like 
a waste, and the money was stuff I figured I could make back if I 
needed to.  

So none of it felt like a very big gamble. It just felt like I could go 
for it, and if I got further down the path and realized it wasn’t 
good, I could get out of it. I think kicking the can down the road 
was what I did through the whole building process.

Breaking Up Risk Into Bite-Sized Pieces

One important way Dee “kicked the can” was by beginning the 
house as a project, and not her full-time home. This allowed her 
to take a few moderately kooky steps instead of one really big 
risk. It was emotionally difficult to decide to make the little house 
her home, but after that, she just felt exhilarated.

Originally it was like, maybe I could move it up to Olympia, and 
when I visit, I could stay in it. Or if my mom and dad got sick, I 
could stay in that and help care-take. I had done that when my 
sister-in-law went through chemo. I went back for six months. I 
liked having the freedom and flexibility to do that. So there was 
something about the little house, even when it wasn’t going to be 
my primary residence, that was going to allow me to do that.  



Unlikely Lives: Tiny Homes                                    24

Finally deciding to sell my big house, to me, represented: I’m not just 
building a little house. I’m pulling out of this game. 

Part of it was that my health was still just my health. Cardiomy-
opathy makes your heart bigger and less efficient. I just remember 
laying in bed some nights, so sore from working my butt off, and 
I was imagining it pumping gallons and gallons of blood as I was 
humping plywood up a ladder.  

Some of those reflections on my heart, and not having any security 
in the future, made the idea of continuing to chip away at this 
massive, 30-year mortgage... It wasn’t in my equation for my 
lifespan. Even though I loved my house and I had spent a lot of time 
and energy on it, it didn’t pass the straight face test anymore. 

Once I made the decision that I was going to move into it, god, that 
was such a relief. Like, “Oh my god, I’m gonna move into it, I’m 
gonna get rid of everything, I’m gonna live on eight dollars a month. 
This is cool.”  

Which “Necessities” Are Necessary For You?

Dee had lived in some pretty rustic and unconventional housing 
situations over the years when she was strapped for cash, so living 
in the little house didn’t seem that wild. She knew which traditional 
housing comforts were and weren’t important to her: running water 
felt optional, but her winter months in a freezing “boat hut” taught 
her that warmth was required:
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I moved in in October and moved out by 
February because it was too cold. It was a one 
room cinder block hut right up against a lake. It 
had a little fireplace, and this was the Midwest 
- it was fricking zero degrees out and snowing. 
I’d warm up in my car for a while, and then I’d 
run into the boat hut, hoping by then the fire 
would have warmed the place up, but it hadn’t. 
So I’d just freeze all night. I started going back 
to work at night and pretending that I’d left 
something, and then I’d sneak down to the 
women’s lounge and sleep on the couch. Then I 
finally got an apartment that I could afford. 

I really wanted to be warm and comfortable. But the idea of having running 
water? There was a total work around with that. I could shower at work, I could 
shower at friends’ houses. I didn’t need running water. 

I had lived in enough odd places, and then those experiences getting Gina’s 
emails from Uganda, and going to Guatemala and Mexico... The people I met in 
Guatemala didn’t seem like they were suffering from their lack of running water. 
They were suffering under the weight of horrible poverty, and whether their kids 
were safe, but running water was about 5th on their list of worries. So if they 
figured it out, I could figure it out. 

Humility and the Perfect House

One of the hardest parts of Dee’s construction process wasn’t the construction 
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itself - except rafter patterns, which still bug her - but accepting her imperfect work as a novice builder. When 
her big house sold, she got a hard deadline to move the little house out of the yard. This kept her moving forward 
despite being unable to build a flaw-free house the very first time:

I’m a well-educated person. I have this clear sense that I can figure anything out. I started the project in a pretty 
arrogant place and figured that building a house was just a matter of following the recipe. And very soon after 
that, realized that I had absolutely no muscle memory that could inform how to pick up a sheet of plywood, or 

understand how the wood grain was going to affect laying the rafters 
out. That comes with going out and just trying.  

Over time, my sense of humility kicked in. It takes a lot of courage 
to acknowledge that something is good enough. I had a pretty high 
standard at first, and it was informed by really believing I could build 
a perfect house. And it’s like, no! Building a house takes years of being 
in your body in a completely different way. Get out and volunteer. 
Learn how to pick plywood up by helping somebody else do it.

Perfection takes time. I would still be working on my house, but I sold 
my big house, and I needed to be out of it by September. Like it or not, 
my house was going to be moving, so I really wanted it to be done by 
then. 

Dee’s mistakes weren’t threats to her safety, so she learned to accept 
them as inevitable, forgivable, and sometimes just a matter of style:

I cut the roof too short.  I bought 10-foot sections of corrugated metal 
for the roof, and my clever idea was that I’d split them in half and have 
two five foot runs, which is exactly I needed. I put them up and put the 
ridge cap on - this piece of metal that lays across the very pointy top 
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of the house - and it wasn’t big enough! The roofing was too short. I needed two 
more inches on each side.  

So I cut these little strips, put those on, and then put the ridge cap on top of it. I 
was so mad at myself, because I thought I was being so clever. Now it looks funny 
and wonky. 

Then I had a neighbor come by and be like, “I really like what you did up at the 
top, It really pops that roof line out nicely.” And I’m like, “Yeah, I meant to do 
that. That’s what I wanted.”

Awareness That Grows With Her

Dee figured out a long time ago how to make life function in a small space. She 
gives most books away after she reads them, and secured her ladder to the loft after 
it flipped out from under her as she climbed up. Her house itself is very simple. 
Upon moving in, she reflected that it felt, “Magical, perfect and comfortable.” But 
at this point, it’s more important as a vehicle for how she views the world. 

Living in the house itself, I’m still surprised how much I love it. And I’m very 
surprised that it still fits me. I haven’t outgrown it, you know?”

I remember talking to a friend about how she and I were willing to walk across 
America, or eat sawdust for a really good cause. The little house was a way for 
me to practice day-to-day activism. It was a way for me to walk my talk. MY talk. 
It’s not going to look like Hugh and Annie’s. I’m still going to buy cheap beer from 
St. Louis. I’m still going to drive a car. But I’m going to gain a sense of myself by 
doing this every day. It changes me. It makes me want to offer more. 

Tech Tip: Tiny Houses and Security

I’ve had many emails over the years from 
young women who want to build a little 
house, and their question is, “Do you ever 
feel vulnerable living alone?” And I did 
feel really vulnerable when the fence along 
the alley wasn’t there. I felt like somebody 
would walk by and just be curious and 
look in the windows. Putting that gate in 
was really important to me.  

When you’re siting a little house, 

I don’t think you should be able 

to see it from the road. Your eyes 

should have to work for it. Your 

feet should have to work for it a 

little too, even if it’s a meandering 

path to the front door.” 
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It’s like once you have a baby. All of a sudden you recognize your own anatomy differently.  Like your soft 

earlobes, or the way our necks fan out into our shoulder blades. You can’t live in a little tiny house that puts 

you right on the edge of your natural environment and not be profoundly changed by that, and see your 

place differently.  
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A Community of Friends

Dee was offered her location in the shared back yards of her friends Hugh 
and Annie and their Aunt Rita, who since passed away, before she even 
started building. This little community she joined, and her relationships with 
everyone in it, influence as much of Dee’s experience as the house itself. After 
meeting Jay, Dee emailed Annie to out test the tiny house idea, and got a 
very encouraging reply:

I wrote something like, “I just talked to this guy about building a little 
house. What if I did that and moved to your backyard? Ha ha ha.” This was 
before I was really invested in it. I was just putting it out there, like you just 

want to see what the reaction is.

I think what Hugh and Annie latched onto was, “Dee 
could be our neighbor. Holy cow, that’s exactly what 
we’ve wanted.” That’s awesome, because I want to be 
here too!

Almost every day we’ll chitchat. We’ll have dinner 
together sometimes, and just hang out or go for 
a walk. In the summertime, we’ll be hanging out 
outside. I lived in Olympia for six years before I 
lived in Portland. I had a lot of friends here. And I 
had gotten to know Hugh and Annie really well, so 
Olympia was a huge draw, largely because of them. 

The Greater Community

Dee’s little house has shaved down her ongoing living 
expenses considerably, allowing her to save money, 
work part-time, and prioritize her ties in a number 
of communities. She flies to the Midwest to go home 
for family health emergencies and record release 
parties. Her backyard community functions like 
an extended family, and she’s involved in her local 
community in the city of Olympia as well, with its 
surprising wildness.

There’s tons of ways to spend money and time that 
I didn’t have before. I spent a week one time helping 
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make props for this Olympia, once-a-year talent show. I made a 
giant Barbie box. This guy was gonna dress like Barbie as a doll 
on a shelf, and as part of his dance routine, he burst out of the 
box! 

Anything can happen in Olympia. I like that we’re close enough 
to the water to see salmon, seals, otters, starfish... Puget Sound is 
so beautiful, and it’s right here. I was in the Co-op one day and 
somebody ran in and yelled, “WHALES!” The store emptied, and 
there were hundreds of people leaving to see two gray whales. 
They had to shut the streets down because there were so many 
people standing on the bridges, trying to get a look.  

And Olympia has the Species Parade every spring. Everybody, 
grade school kids all the way up to old ladies, dresses up like 
their favorite animal and then parades downtown. I love that 
there’s this collision of different cultures, and our natural 
community. 

If You Build It, They Will Come

Dee works part-time for the City of Olympia, and with Portland 
Alternative Dwellings, or PAD, the company she co-founded to 
teach others how to build their own little houses, just like she 
did. As one of the first people around to build a little house on 
wheels, Dee became a one-woman open house for thousands of 
people curious about tiny homes. PAD developed naturally over 
the years as she tried to steer people to build safe and smart. She’s 
glad her light work schedule leaves her time to contribute to the 
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tiny house community and do things like, “Sit down with a kick-ass 
young woman to show her my house.”

She came with her parents. She was probably 23. Just a kick in the 
pants, really funny, all gung ho. I was like, “Have you ever built 
anything?” And she’s like, “I took shop class in high school!” I’ll 
never forget watching them leave, I’m waving goodbye, and I’m like, 
“Never gonna happen.” And sure enough, she did it! And Candice, 
and Chris and Malissa too. They figured it out!

They have something I find so inspiring - persistence, or stubborn-
ness, or a vision of something that can drive them over the hurdle to 
actually get something done. In the book I quote Diane Ackerman, 
and the quote is something like, “Given something like death, what 
does it matter if one looks foolish now and then, or tries too hard, 
or cares too deeply?” I don’t know if that’s the thing that gets people 
over the hump of taking a dream and actually going for it. 

“Growing Emotionally Wasn’t Part of My Plan”

Dee’s modest house isn’t much of a story to her anymore, but she has 
much to share about the emotional growth it’s helped her tackle. She 
entered it stubbornly independent, even with a health condition that 
could eventually require some serious generosity from others. But 
the house slowly softened the walls between her friends and family, 
and she took the bait to grow into a healthy role in her community.

It’s helped me become a little more comfortable asking to take a 
shower if I’m going over to somebody’s house for dinner. Living in 
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the backyard, I’ve learned to accept help a little more gracefully, 
and to feel a really profound sense of gratitude that I have such 
amazing people and this natural environment around me.

I’ve been surprised by how much growing up it’s accommodated. 
In the last 10 years, I’ve been able to work through fearing my 
death - fearing growing ill, and needing to sleep in somebody’s 
living room. Being relegated to one of those hospital beds, and 
I’m watching a fan overhead for whatever moments I’m awake 
during the day, and my friends are taking shifts to come take 
care of me. 

Those senses of being needy and needing help were very  
frightening for me. I’m not afraid of death - I’m afraid of dying 
slowly. So it’s been really good for me to address that discomfort. 

It’s about me needing to lean in to people better, 

and learn how to trust that when people give me 

things, they’re doing it from an open place in their 

heart. All of that is probably stuff I could have 

spent a lot of money on therapy to do, but I’ve 

gotten to do that in my house.
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Growing emotionally wasn’t a part of my plan. [laughs] Part 
of the reason I bought the solar electric system was because 
I wanted to be autonomous. I didn’t want to have to ask for 
electricity. I didn’t want to put anybody out. I didn’t imagine 
that I was going to use Hugh and Annie’s shower, Rita’s shower, 
their kitchens. In my mind, I was fully contained. And then my 
understanding of things changed.  

No matter what your situation is, whether you’ve got some 
housemates, you’ve got a partner, or you’re living alone, you’re 
still resting in the arms of a beautiful community. You’ve got this 
natural community all around you. If you live in a city, you’ve 
got all this infrastructure. None of us is living alone. Ever. It’s a 
myth. I think I just needed to recognize that. And man, it’s good 
to know I’m not alone.

I was really used to calling my own shots. Placing myself in the 
very awkward position of living as a 40 year old in somebody’s 
backyard, and having to put up with somebody telling me where 
I could plant a garden... 

Rita was ex-CIA. She was 83 when I moved into the backyard. 
She knew my comings and goings, and she knew if somebody else 
was in the house with me. She could barely see my porch, but she 
seemed to always be able to count shoes. 

You don’t get away with much, living this way. Part of that felt 
like I’m a college kid returning to their parents’ home. And that 
kinda sucks. But the other side of it is, I want somebody to ask 
me whose shoes those were. 
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I can certainly hide inside my house, but you can only do that 
for so long. I’ve been forced to deal with my stubborn sense of  
independence, and huge amounts of pride around not needing help. 
That needed to be eroded a bit - to feel comfortable that in the next 
year, or next 20 years, when I get sick and it’s my time to die, I’ve got 
a good posse of people that I absolutely want to have help me. That’s 
huge.  

It’s hard to parse out the role of Dee’s tiny house in her complex 
journey. 10 years of unconventional living make the answer to any 
question multi-layered and circuitous. But no matter how you slice 
it, Dee’s little house continues to support her as she feels gratitude for 
what she has, for as long as she has it, and feels the joy of connection 
with her friends, family, communities, and with the most beautiful 
and least tangible moments of life.

I guess this is pretty common with people who have heart problems 
- your heart is functioning differently, and all of the pathways that 
connect your heart to your brain are kind of screwed up. I felt like 

I appreciated that sense of enough autonomy that I 

didn’t feel spied upon, but enough connectedness to 

know that I was missed, or I was wanted. I don’t think 

I would have given myself permission to feel that way 

in my big house. It’s simply a matter of being seen. 
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my sensory system was on overdrive. I was feeling this great fear and sadness because I didn’t know 
how much longer I was going to live. But I was also experiencing this overwhelming euphoria for how 
beautiful so many things are. Things that aren’t really taken into account in our daily formula. Like 
how kind people are. Complete strangers who say, “Hey, you dropped your wallet.” 

One time I passed out on the side of this road I was running on, and all of a sudden I had this series 
of very strange images. The ending one was this field I was running next to. It was getting to be dusk, 
but you could still see the top of the sun. And it was this sense that I was a part of everything that you 
could use to describe that picture. From the wheat, to the “shhhhh” sound that the wheat makes in the 
wind, to the wind, to the trees off in the distance, to the sunlight radiating across the top. Every single 
part of that image, I was absolutely a part of. It was the most complete, satiated, kind feeling in the 
world. I think we miss that all the time, and it’s just waiting for us to just gobble it up. 

Above: Dee built this kayak and painted it with depictions of herself, her heart condition, and her beloved dog RooDee in a 
style inspired by Pacific Northwest Native American art. 

Dee On Tracks by 
Robyn Davidson

It’s about this woman 
who hikes across 
Australia with camels. As 
a kid reading National 
Geographic, I found 
her story stunning. She 
just decided this was 
something she wanted to 
do.

I think that’s the essence 
of inspiration: somebody 
reminds you that you 
can be anything. You 
can act on what is 
important to you. You 
don’t necessarily have to 
bow to what somebody 
else thinks is important, 
or what cultural norms 
tell us what we should be 
focused on. Ultimately, 
I think our hearts tell 
us what we should be 
focused on. 
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Chris and Malissa: 
Committed to Home, 
But Not to a Mortgage
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What do you do when you’re ready to settle down, but not all the 
way down? You want to invest in your future, and bouncing from 
rental to rental feels like wasting time and money, but you’re not 
ready for a 30-year mortgage. And committing to one location 
seems silly when your future could still beckon you around 
the corner or across the country. How can you find some real 
stability while parts of your life are still in flux?

Malissa and Chris Tack were happily married but unhappily 
renting when an acquaintance told them about tiny houses. 
The idea fit their desire for a stable home they could customize, 
but saved them from over-committing to a big mortgage and a 
geographic area that they might not stay in for long. 

While they had almost zero experience in architecture or 
construction, their research led them to others who, like them, 
were learning to build as they went, and making it happen. They 
jumped in - not waiting around to learn everything at once, or 
save all the money that they’d need ahead of time - but doing 
their homework at each step along the way. Their confidence 
grew as they continued, and by thoroughly documenting their 
build process online, they helped inspire others to take the 
plunge as well. 

Completing the house required both their ingrained work ethic 
and attention to detail, as well as a new acceptance of surprises 
and spontaneity - having everything go according to plan isn’t 
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always an option when you’re building your first house. Now Chris and Malissa are 
able to save money for hobbies and travel, and have flexible work options. Their 
tight quarters have brought them even closer as a couple, and their willingness 
to share their journey has made them friends across the country and opened 
unexpected professional doors. After two years of living in a 140-square foot 
house, they’ve found a balance of commitment and adventure that works for both 
of them.

Rent, Buy...Or Build?

Chris and Malissa wanted more stability and control over their space than 

apartments offered, and their ideal rental - a 
nicely-made, small place in a scenic location - 
didn’t seem to exist. But even though they saw 
friends paying less for a mortgage than they 
paid in rent, they weren’t ready to commit to a 
big loan and a single location:

Chris: Like most young people, we jumped 
into the whole renting life when we went off to 
college. Neither of us went to college near where 
we grew up. 

Malissa: Living in an apartment, the rent gets 
changed, or something gets altered... There were 
too many variables. It was always worrisome, 
but there’s nowhere to go other than another 
apartment. And I was getting tired of going 
from one to another without gaining anything 
at all. 

I wanted something that was consistent. I 
always wanted to be in a house. My own house. 
That was motivation on its own, to feel more 
secure in your own space.

Chris: We had so many suggestions from 
people: “Why don’t you just buy an RV and 
live in that?” Which was not an option for us, 
because they’re not built with materials that are 
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meant to be used on a daily basis.

Malissa: We wanted a home feel, also, not a 
recreational vehicle feel. Before this we were in 
college for four years, then we moved to New York 
City for two years. We decided, maybe every two 
years we’ll move around a little bit. But when we 
landed out in Washington, we were like, “This 
place is amazing, we’re gonna stick around a little 
bit longer.” But we were paying at the top end for a 
bottom location kind of apartment. 

Chris: We didn’t feel extremely safe. One of the 
things that hit home to me was finding out that 
one of my friends was paying less for his mortgage 
payment than we were paying in rent. That was 
really an eye opener. But at that point, we didn’t 
know if we were settled here. 

Malissa: That’s why an apartment worked for 
us...but it wasn’t working for us. We were ready 
for a change, but not one that included a 30-year 
mortgage. We are young. We want to travel. 

I saw these little houses on trailers and I’m like, 
wow, there you go. We can put our house on a 
trailer and take it where ever we want to go. The 
tiny house combined all the options into one.

The Big City Perspective on Small Spaces

Malissa and Chris were already comfortable living in relatively small spaces, 
like the 700-square foot apartment they rented before they built their house. 
After seeing life in big cities like New York and San Francisco, where space is 
costly and people adapt to small apartments by necessity, a tiny house didn’t 
feel like a big deal.

Chris: It always was really odd to me, going over to my friends’ houses and 

We didn’t want to buy a house in a certain location and then 

have to sell it, and keep buying and selling.  - Malissa
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seeing these huge rooms - rooms bigger than our entire house - that they would use one or two 
times a year. It just felt so ridiculous that they would dedicate that much space for using about four 
hours a year. Maybe it was that I grew up in a smaller house for a family of four, and we had dogs 
and cats. So it never felt small to me, when we started looking at the tiny house thing. 

I think the most appealing part of it was that we had just moved out to Washington from New York 
City, where rent is high, everything is crowded, you have small spaces to live in for a lot of money. 
So it didn’t seem so far out there, especially after seeing some of my friends’ studio apartments and 

how tiny they were. Millions 
of people live in big cities, so 
it’s not that crazy.

Malissa: In other countries, 
in our space, they sleep 20 
people. Knowing that other 
people are able to live in 
spaces much smaller than this, 
it’s not shocking for us. We 
have a friend who recently 
moved to San Francisco. His 
apartment was a closet space 
- his bed fit, and that’s it. He 
learned to adjust. 

It’s not that daunting when 
you think about how much 
time you’re actually in that 
space, too. Most of the time, 
you go home, cook dinner, 
lounge around, and sleep. 
Everyone’s got a job, or 
they’re outside doing different 
activities. We didn’t need 
anything dramatic, just a 
small retreat, so keeping it 
small was just a better option.
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Moving Forward Without Waiting For Savings

Malissa thought a tiny house on wheels was perfect for their 
situation, and set out to convince Chris by creating potential 
designs in the computer modeling program she used for work 
as a 3-D artist. They volleyed ideas back and forth and found a 
layout that they both liked, and then realized they didn’t have 
the money they’d need for the whole house. They decided that 
starting immediately was the wiser financial decision in the end, 
so they found a way to get going: buying many of their materials 
on a Home Depot credit card they could pay off later:

Malissa: I started planning it out in 3-D, playing with different 
ideas and figuring out what would work for us, because every 
space is different for every person. 

Chris: The design process was kinda funny, because you started 
doing it in 3-D on your own, and there were things you had in 
there that I didn’t really love. I’d be like, “Could we try that?” 
And you’d do a completely revised version of it. You probably 
went through five or six different versions before this.

Malissa’s 3-D designs are very well thought out and detailed. 
She put models of people in there that were the sizes of us, so 
you’d have some sort of perspective as to how much room was 
underneath the loft. Because I’m looking at the model like, “Am I 
gonna hit my head on this?” I couldn’t comprehend it. 

Malissa: I was afraid of him not wanting it as much as I did. 
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I think I started fantasizing about living in a tiny house way too much. He’s a 
working photographer, he’s got a lot of gear. Trying to incorporate storage space for 
him was a big challenge. I figured if I could make it work, maybe I’ll convince him 
that this is a possibility.

And he surprised me when he was like, “So when are we gonna do it?” My eyes got 
huge, my mouth opened. I’m like, “Oh my gosh, this might actually happen!” 

Of course, my response is, “When we have 
money.” [laughs] But nobody has all the money 
they need at the time. 

Chris: I didn’t think that was fair, to try to 
expect us to save up as much money as we’d 
need for it immediately. We were going to be 
spending so much money on rent over the 
next two or three years, trying to save up that 
money. If we just find a way to do it now, we’ll 
be much better off in two years. We have to find 
a way to do it. 

They had learned about tiny houses from Chris’s 
then-acquaintance Candice Ding, so Chris, 
Malissa and Candice drove to Olympia to see 
Dee Williams’ house, the only tiny house they 
knew of in their area. Seeing real houses and the 
real people who live in them was an additional 
reassurance for Malissa and Chris that others 
like them were also pursuing the same plan:

Chris: What made it seem more possible was 
visiting other tiny houses. It gives you the extra 
peace of mind. We got to see Dee’s tiny house, 
and she mentioned there was someone a couple 
blocks away who was building a tiny house. 
Then we got to see a house that was more the 
size we were thinking about. 
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Malissa: It was an 18-foot tiny house. But we were still looking at each 
other like, “We have to live together in this space comfortably, and each 
do what we do on our own.” So we expanded it out to 20 feet.

Learning to Build One Step At A Time

Despite having no construction experience, learning to build the house 
themselves made sense to the couple, and was a financial necessity. They 
avoided feeling overwhelmed by choosing simplicity when possible, 
moving carefully through the process, and preparing for each step as it 
came up:

Malissa: We had absolutely no building experience whatsoever. I built 
a little salt and pepper shaker/napkin holder in high school, and that 
turned out horribly. [laughs] It had burn marks on it. The first thing we 
did was read the instructions on all the power tools. [laughs] 

We kept things pretty simple. It was our first experience building and 
we didn’t want to over-complicate it. I went off my plans exactly. I 
would have my laptop out there, measure out which board I needed, 
and Chris would do the cuts as I shouted out the cuts. We just started 
putting it together, and it all fit. And we got a little bit more confident 
towards the end of it. 

Chris: We were extremely precise with the measurements, too, to the 
1/16th of an inch. I think the windows, and the skylight, were absolutely 
the most intimidating. We didn’t want a leak in our roof coming into 
the house. Instructions, in many cases, are not as good as they should 
be. There was one picture that showed hands coming through the roof. 
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There wasn’t even a hole in the picture. We were like, what are they 
trying to tell us?

Malissa: And of course, in the instructions it says, “If you install the 
flashing incorrectly, you void all warranty of your skylight.” I’m like 
okay, this got a little more complicated. 

But it wasn’t overwhelming. We start from the ground up when we 
start building. We’re not thinking about how we’re going to install 
our flooring by the time we’re putting insulation in our subfloor. You 
get comfortable once you get to a certain point, then you just move 
into the next thing. I didn’t feel overwhelmed, did you?

Chris: No, not at all, because we took everything one small step 
at a time. We didn’t try to tackle a whole bunch of things at once. 
We would focus on, today we’re going to do the flashing for all the 
windows. And the next day, we’re going to put in all the windows. 

Malissa: Knowing that the next step is to install the windows: okay, 
how do you install windows? We spent a ton of time at the library, 
and the internet was a great resource also, just seeing what other 
people were doing. 

Malissa and Chris knew others who were building tiny homes with 
minimal experience, so why couldn’t they? They also knew they were 
researching the details of tiny house construction more than most 
professional contractors. And they felt buoyed by a support network 
of people they could ask questions of - other tiny house builders, 
and a friendly professional who walked them through the electrical 
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system, which was particularly intimidating.

Malissa: We probably wouldn’t have been able to afford someone to build it 
for us. Also, to somebody who knows how to build, but they don’t know tiny 
houses... There are a lot of little, secret things that you’re not considering - in 
terms of utilizing space, as opposed to just covering it up. 

Using everyone we knew was a great resource. Dee built hers, Candice was 
in the process of building hers. It was comforting to us to know that we could 
always have someone help us out. 

The electrical was intimidating to me. That’s why I didn’t touch it. [laughs] 
I told Christopher, “I’ll build the whole house for you, but you get to do the 
electrical.”

Chris: I had some minimal experience. My dad was an electrician’s apprentice, 
so I remember changing outlets or a dimmer switch at the house for him. Just 
simple electrical things. 

We were very fortunate that the property owner here is a certified electrician 
and plumber. He was an amazing resource. If we wouldn’t have had him, we 
probably would have hired somebody. Maybe not even to do the work, but at 
least to go over everything with me. 

He didn’t actually do any of the work. He would verbally walk me through it, 
and have me explain it back to him to make sure I understood what I had to 
do. Then he’d say, “You got it! Have fun!” [laughs] He offered to double check 
it and make sure it was done properly, which, thankfully, I had him do on 
several occasions. 

Everyone we knew built their own, 

so we figured if others can, then we 

should be able to. - Malissa
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Enjoying the Process

Instead of seeing the building process as 
a series of necessary chores, the couple 
enjoyed the process itself. Chris’s full-time 
job dampened his enthusiasm on long days, 
but overall both of them liked building the 
house:

Malissa: It was such a fun experience! Even 
the many trips to Home Depot, and the 
many thousands of hours we spent there. I 
don’t think I ever looked at it like a downer. 
Aside from putting in the skylight. I did cry 
a little bit that day. [laughs]

Chris: I felt excited most of the time, but 
the thing that was tricky for me was coming 
out after I’d just worked eight or nine hours. 
And I had to figure out the way she was 
doing things, so we had consistency. That 
was a little challenging.

Malissa: Every time I’d want to do a big 
portion - say, put down the flooring - I’d 
be like, “Should I wait until Christopher is 
available so I can share the experience with 
him? Or should I be greedy and take it all 
for myself ?” [laughs] I was so excited.

Tech Tip: Designing by Time,  
Not Space

Chris: One important thing when 
you’re planning your house is 
looking at how much time you’re 
going to be using something. To 
dedicate space for a washer/dryer 
that you’re going to use for maybe 
two hours a week - is that really 
worth it? We decided it wasn’t. 

Malissa: There are so many ways you 
can design the space around you. We 
could have had a full oven in our 
house if we’d really wanted to, but 
we would have been sacrificing our 
40-gallon freshwater tank for our 
house to go off-grid. 

We’re definitely going to need our 
water, whereas our oven, we hardly 
ever use it, so we just cut that out. 

A Tiny House For Two

Back when Chris and Malissa were researching tiny homes, they only knew of one 
couple building - most were single individuals. While some still can’t picture living in 
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a small space with a partner, it’s worked well for them since they 
communicate well and enjoy collaborating. Malissa works from 
home full-time, and Chris is a product photographer by day and 
freelance photographer/videographer by night, so both spend 
significant time working in the house. After a few adjustments to 
their design and their behavior, they don’t feel constrained by the 
space. 

Chris: My coworker has been in our house, he knows what size it 
is. He was like, “I could do that for myself, but definitely not for 
two people.” That’s the response we get a lot. 

Malissa: And definitely not a married couple, because you’d 
drive yourself crazy. But I think our relationship has grown so 
much since living in this space, and having to work so close with 
each other all the time. You can’t run off to another room to 
avoid somebody. You’re always going to be there. It has made us 
communicate so much better. 
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Chris: It makes you very respectful of personal space and what you’re 
doing. As I’m sitting here three feet away from Malissa working on 
my video project, I keep having to hear the same audio over and 
over again to get the exact spot where I need to cut it. So I’ll put 
headphones on and spare her having to listen to the same audio 15 
times in a row.

Malissa: When we only had the one computer we were working on, 
we had to adjust our schedules - I would work during the day, he 
would work during the night. But we started becoming overwhelmed 
with projects, and needed another workspace for Christopher. 

We’re much more mindful of how we can help each other out. Even 
filling our water tank, we do it as a team job. We could do it by 
ourselves, but we make it an “us” experience. It’s connected us a 
lot more than our last living experience. It turned out to work out 
perfectly for us. 

We designed the house to grow with us. We’re a married couple, 
we’re planning on having a family down the road. We designed our 
house so that we could take out our bench and cabinet - we laid 
flooring underneath all of it. We can even add a smaller loft up 
there, or have the child sleep up with us for a couple years. 

We worked with the understanding that our life is 

going to change, and our house has to change with 

us.  - Malissa



Unlikely Lives: Tiny Homes                                    49

We cook pretty much every 

meal. I’m pretty good at 

keeping the kitchen clean. 

 - Malissa

You have to be when you 

have such a small space. 

You can’t leave three or four 

plates in the sink, because 

then your sink is half full.         

- Chris
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Finding (and Keeping) a Site

One of their biggest hurdles was finding a place to build. After 
ordering their trailer and realizing they had nowhere to put it 
when it arrived, Malissa and Chris contacted properties near 
them with garages or warehouses that might offer an enclosed 
place to start construction. One property owner accepted their 
offer and let them build in his garage. The couple eventually 
wondered if he’d let them live on the site when they moved in, 
and slowly mustered the courage to ask to stay.

Malissa: Finding a space is priority number one in some respect. 
I hand-wrote about 15 letters, and put them in mailboxes 
around the area that were were driving around that had big 
garages everywhere. We needed space for the house and all our 
power tools. When we started it was the rainy season. We didn’t 
want to be delayed, because we wanted to be done by October, 
when our lease was up. We thought this would be the perfect 
space to at least start our project. 

Chris: As we were just finishing building, the property owner 
was out one day and we were like, “How would you feel about us 
living here in our house for a few months?” Thankfully he was 
open to the idea. That was a big sigh of relief.

Maybe six months into living here, the discussion had never 
come back up. We were kind of uneasy about it. We need to make 
sure he’s on the same page as us, so he doesn’t come up to us 
tomorrow and say, “By the way, I need you out next week.” Gosh, 
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we had the solar panels for months before we put them up, because we were so uncertain about 
everything. When we finally had that conversation, and said, “Are you okay with us just staying 
here for a while? It’s working for us, is it working for you?” He said yes, so we were very relieved.

Balancing Natural Beauty With Community Support

Malissa and Chris are both passionate about the natural beauty where they live, and both feel more 
secure parking in an area with fewer neighbors who could potentially mention their little house to 
the county, who could ask them to move. But some neighbors are nice to have - sharing a lot with 

the home of the landowner’s 
daughter means easy access to 
helpful resources: 

Malissa: We’re friends with 
the landowner’s daughter 
and her husband. We don’t 
have an oven or a washer and 
dryer, but they do. Chris likes 
to make cookies, so he leaves 
some for them as a thankful 
gesture. It’s got this little 
community feel to it. When 
we’re gone, they watch our 
cat, and when they’re gone, we 
watch their dogs. 

I really enjoy the landscape. 
I’ve never had the opportunity 
to grow my own garden 
because I haven’t had the 
space. I recently put a bird 
feeder out, and I get to see 
hummingbirds come around. 

Chris: I like being further 
away from things, as well. We 
had an offer from one of my 
coworkers to put our house 
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in her backyard, but she lived more in a neighborhood setting, 
and we were uneasy about that. How it’s gone for most people is 
that unless someone complains about your situation, the county 
doesn’t come knocking on your door saying you have to move.

It takes me about 35 minutes to get to work. It’s nothing out of 
the ordinary. I have a ton of podcasts that I listen to on all the 
various interesting subjects out there. It would be nice to be a 
little further out, but there’s another trade off: the commute I 
have is reasonable, but I wouldn’t want to add 15 to 30 minutes 
to it. 

Malissa: I’ve always wanted mountains in my backyard, and 
technically I have them. But I would like a little plot to call my 
own. We’re still on somebody else’s land, it’s not totally under our 
rule. But we would miss the community feel on the property and 
the resources shared between us. 

Awareness and Appreciation

Malissa and Chris feel they have a greater awareness of the 
resources they need, use and value now that they’ve sacrificed 
some common comforts, like laundry machines.
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When I was planning all the solar stuff, we decided to have the battery 
back up as well. The only way you can have power at night if you 
are completely off the grid is if you have batteries. I had to list out 
everything that needed power, the specifics of how much power it 
consumed, and how many hours a week we used those things to figure 
out what size battery bank we would need. 

That opened my eyes. A lot of appliances are very wasteful in electricity. 
Our hot water heater uses a ton of power, but because we have it on a 
switch, we can turn it on when we need it and turn it off when we don’t.

Malissa: We have solar, but on days that we’re not getting as much sun, 
we have the ability to hook up to the grid. I’d say we spend less than 
$300 a year on electricity. 

Sharing The Journey and Building the Community

Chris and Malissa began their build in early 2012, when there were 
few tiny house resources on the internet. They actively video and 

When you have a washer and dryer, you can do laundry 

whenever you want. When you don’t, you’re a lot more 

mindful of how often you’re doing laundry. It increases 

the awareness of certain things, and makes you  

appreciate them a little more too. - Chris



Unlikely Lives: Tiny Homes                                    54

photo-documented their build to contribute to the early but growing 
body of knowledge online. They continue to pay forward the help they 
appreciated from others as they got started, holding open houses and 
maintaining their blog long after they finished their build.

Chris: At the time that we were building, there weren’t a lot of people 
blogging about their progression of building a tiny house. We decided, 
“We’ve got to take pictures and give people as much information as 
possible,” because at that point there was nothing else around on the web.

Malissa: And we wanted to continue our blog, because it wasn’t just 
about building. It’s the entire journey, and that journey is definitely not 
over. People started asking us questions and wanting to see the house. 
I’m gonna be that stepping stone for them, just like the one before me 
was for me. We hold open houses that bring a lot of people into the 
space. 

I think that part of building the house has been the most beneficial for 
me. Every time I have an open house, I get excited. All these other people 
with the same interest coming in here. It’s nice to be that inspiration to 
help drive somebody. 

By The Seat of Their Pants

Chris and Malissa are both detail-oriented, and neither started the 
process particularly comfortable with “winging it,” but they learned that 
embracing surprises has benefits, too. They couldn’t have completed their 
house without a take-charge, can-do attitude, but they also couldn’t plan 
every step they way they might have liked. 
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Chris: I think building the house made us more spontaneous, and more 
comfortable with uncertainty.

Malissa: We definitely became a little calmer when it comes to just 
going by the seat of our pants, because that’s how we did our house. We 
didn’t know exactly how it was going to turn out, we just knew we were 
going to have some type of result at the end. We don’t plan as much 
anymore. We’re more spontaneous.

I’m a very planned person, so this was hard for me to get over. The 
house has opened up different possibilities. Things change, and you can 
just go with it, and it will still work out. It will just be different than 
what you thought. 

Having finished their house, they have all the benefits they hoped for, 
and then some. Their minimized expenses give them the free time 
and financial security they wanted. Getting involved in the tiny house 
community helped them make great friends and created professional 
opportunities for Chris’s freelance photography and Malissa’s 3-D 
designs. Creating the commitment to home they were looking for with 
their own hands continues to pay off for them:

Malissa: This house has made a change in our journey. It’s allowed us 
more free time, because our expenses are so low. It gives us the option of 
working full-time or freelance. It’s a huge money-saver for us. That was 
one of the biggest things that was a, “Go! Yes!” And being able to only 
use what we need, and become a little more conscious of that. 

Chris is lucky with his freelance gigs, they bring us to a lot of different 
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locations. We just went to Hawaii, and we’re going to DC for a 
video gig. 

Chris: It’s allowed us to travel more, and pay off student loans 
more quickly. We have more income, because we’ve cut our 
expenses so much. We’ve been able to meet tons of amazing new 
people that we probably wouldn’t have met otherwise. 

Malissa: And we can say we built a tiny house! [laughs]

Chris: It’s always fun when you’re in a group setting, and you 
do “Two Truths and a Lie.” People always think that living in a 
140-square foot tiny house is the lie. [laughs]
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Erin: Be Fearless 
and Have Fun
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What do you do when you know what you 
want, but it scares you? Do you find a situation 
that poses less of a risk? Or do you move past 
the discomfort, and find ways to embrace the 
unknown? 

Tiny homes on wheels usually operate in a legal 
gray area because the movement is so new that 
building and zoning codes haven’t addressed 
them yet. In most cases, an unhappy neighbor 
or a curious local inspector can force a tiny 
house to move along and find a new place to 
park. The basic advice is to stay out of sight and 
be a good neighbor. But what’s the advice for 
feeling comfortable when you’re not in control 
of your living situation?

Everyone who lives in a tiny house that could 
be asked to move has a different rationale for 
why they’re comfortable with that. Erin may 
have needed an especially strong resolve, since 
she’s more visible than many – just around 
the corner from a busy, mixed-use corridor in 
Portland, Oregon, not tucked away in a rural 
area or residential neighborhood. 

Parking issues didn’t deter Erin because she 

knows that on a fundamental level, change is constant. Nothing is forever - 
parking included. At first she tried to gain approval for her little house from the 
city and from the raised eyebrows of others. But to move forward, she had to 
accept that controlling other people’s opinions and behavior wasn’t one of her 
options. 

Erin’s attempts to legally legitimize her home didn’t result in a city stamp of 
approval, but it did strengthen her belief that “the city” isn’t something to fear. It’s 
just a group of people who are doing their jobs, and are being faced with a building 
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type they don’t have a stamp for yet. Her earnest advice to other 
tiny house enthusiasts was, “Be fearless.” This advice has served 
her well as a tiny home owner, a small business owner, and as 
a person who works to see life’s obstacles as opportunities for 
growth.  

Planting A Seed

While some started designing their tiny homes immediately after 
the idea struck them, Erin’s dream had been, “Percolating for 
probably 12 years or so.” She was drawn to small space designs 
like yurts and teepees, but wanted a different feel. Her exposure 
to tiny homes was so gradual that she couldn’t trace it back to 
the beginning, but she always knew she wanted a space that was 
small and independent, yet portable. Some of her attraction was 
to the “economy” of a small space, and some was to finally having 
a home that felt like an accurate expression of who she was.

I don’t mean just financially economical, but economical like 
economy of scale, economy of space. You know, things are MY 
size. You can only be in one room at a time. So it seems just very 
comforting to be in something that feels like a little nest, versus 
extra rooms that you don’t really inhabit, you just pass through. 
I think that small spaces fit me. 

I wanted to have a wood stove in it. I wanted it to feel like a 
cabin - to be cozy, to be welcoming, to be light. When I pictured 
a site, I pictured being able to have a yard, to some degree. 
What’s around, I know that that will change - I’m on wheels. But 
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I always envisioned having nature around, to be 
able to have a semblance of yard or a deck. That 
was huge: a place to be outside. Also, a welcoming 
place where I can have a friend over and it feels, 
when they come in, like an expression of me.

Though she was certain about what she wanted, 
Erin was patient about when it would make sense 
to proceed. She loved her small apartments, but 
knew they were only temporary.

I was living in a very small studio apartment in the Bay Area. I was realizing 
how much I liked that, but it was still an apartment, and I knew I wasn’t going 
to stay in the Bay Area forever. So I wasn’t going to do it then, wasn’t going to 
do it there. But I definitely knew small spaces were appropriate for me. 

Timing is everything. Sometimes you plant a little seed. You don’t push your 
dream into manifestation: you cultivate it, you wait, you read, you dream, you 
draw... You do all these things that are fertilizing that little seed. But you’ve 
got to give it its own time.  



Unlikely Lives: Tiny Homes                                    61



Unlikely Lives: Tiny Homes                                    62

Falling Into Place

Over the years, Erin moved from the Bay Area to Portland and began running a small coffee 
shop. She had been sketching designs, but wasn’t interested in doing her own building. Two of 
her major turning points were finding a site near her business, and a builder she could trust and 
communicate with.

At one point I thought I might have to wait until I retired to do this. I was picturing it out in 

the country somewhere. But I love 
my work in the city. So because 
I found a location near where 
I work, that was finally where 
pieces started to fall together. 

Also, after so long, 

you think, “Gosh, 

what if I get hit by 

a bus tomorrow? 

Maybe I should start 

doing this!” 

It became real to me when I met 
Abel Zimmerman. He’s a tiny 
house builder, and when I met 
him, I knew that was another 
piece of these converging elements 
that were coalescing to make this 
happen now versus 20 years from 
now. He had built tiny houses. He 
was the first person I knew who 
had built several. 
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He took me on a tour up in Olympia. That was when I knew, 
“I’m gonna do this.” Meeting him, trusting him, and knowing 
that I finally had the other piece of the puzzle.

I was scared, and excited, and I was grateful that Abel is out 
there in the world. To find someone who’s a builder and an 
artist, who simultaneously has impeccable integrity and heart? 
To me that was the sign: it’s time to get that little seed sprouting.

Construction as Collaborative Art

Years of planning and research meant that Erin already had a 
design in mind, but she was happy to have Abel execute her 
vision and enhance it with his own ideas. And despite the 
inevitable unpleasant surprises along the way, seeing it finally 
come together in three dimensions was worth every step:

I had a lot of site preparation to do, and some of that got to be 
very expensive. More expensive than I would have imagined. So 
I kept writing checks, and we always get a little vulnerable and 
scared when we’re spending money on something that doesn’t 
make any money. We’re just spending it. There it goes!
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There were times of increased fear, and then there were times 
when I felt elated because Abel would send me pictures of his 
own embellishments on our design. It’s like hiking across a 
bridge. You just sort of rally and say, “Well, I’m right in the 
middle of this process. I’m not going back.” 

I was so shocked the first few weeks, just walking in there. I’m 
walking into this picture that was on a piece of paper a year and 
a half ago. It was just two-dimensional, and I’m walking into it. 
That was so far out to me. 

Accepting Change

Finding her site was one of the clinching details for Erin. When 
she realized that getting an official stamp of approval for her 
parking situation wasn’t possible, she trusted that no one was out 
to get her, and that parking her tiny home wasn’t really a bigger 
gamble than anything else in life: everything changes, and we all 
roll with the punches when it does. She loves her location, and if 
she has to move, she’ll just find another place to love. Having a 
sense of control over her location wasn’t a deal-breaker for her:

My site presented itself to me because I have a small coffee shop, 
and my landlord, who owns the building I’m in, had a vacant lot 
behind the building. I brought him this idea of renting the lot.

We know that intellectually. We walk into houses 

all the time. We know they start as an idea in  

somebody’s head, and on a piece of paper. But  

to actually have gone through it for myself and 

watched every step of that? Even to the point where 

it was my hand that did the initial drawings so  

long ago? I was like, “Whoa, that’s awesome!” 

I was so grateful, because it took so many different hands – not 
just mine, not just Abel’s, but my landlord, my neighbors, people 
that I will never know – to erect that, to breathe life into it. 
Collaborative art, you know? It’s quite a process. Quite inspiring.
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Anyone who’s interested in living in a tiny house, who’s explored 
it even a little bit, knows that there are these challenges regarding 
the siting, where they are. Are they legal? Are they not? Right 
now, we aren’t on solid ground in terms of legal ins and outs. So 
I had to just let that go, the idea of permanence.  

I tend to be a little bit more cavalier about things like that. But 
my landlord wanted everything to be buttoned up with regard 
to the city and legality, T’s crossed and I’s dotted. I attempted 
that – not for me, but for him. And after many months of a lot of 
leg work, going back and forth to the city, I got more comfortable 
with the sense from the city that there’s nobody sitting in their 
office thinking, “I really hope that this girl doesn’t build a tiny 
house and live in it.” 

There’s nobody that’s against me. I knew that the spirit that 
was going into what I wanted to do was very much in line 
with the spirit of our community, and with our leaders in the 
city. I didn’t feel like I was violating any of that spirit. I mean 
really, in my heart of hearts.  

Where ever you go, there you are.  

I know that sounds so pithy 

and whatever, but it’s just so true. 
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Ultimately, I was able to bring all this information to my landlord, and then I 
told him, “If I have to leave, I have to leave, but I’m willing to take the risk.” He 
said, “Okay, as long as you know and you’re comfortable with it.” He was looking 
out for me. He didn’t want me to go to all this trouble and have my heart broken. 
But moving a house is not heartbreaking. I’ve been through some heartbreak, 
everybody has, and it’s never something so silly as moving. 

And where did Erin develop this perspective that makes a risk not feel too risky?  

I probably had it already, as a small business owner. [laughs] I’m philosophical-
ly-oriented. At the end of the day, we play these games, and we explore different 
paths, like I play the Game of Life with my niece. I approach things like a 
challenge, or an assignment: for fun. Nothing can be forever. Yes, I’m sitting here 
loving my house. But I do not pretend I’m in some sort of bubble. It’s fun to take 
risks. I mean, I’m not jumping out of planes. People do that. I’m not THAT risk- 
oriented. But I can think back to times in my life when somebody suggested that I 
couldn’t do something, and that really gets me going. [laughs] 

The Gauntlet of Individuation

Erin was confident in her tiny house dream, but got mixed reactions about the idea 
from others. Though a support network was important for her, facing the doubters 
also became a test that proved her conviction to herself.

We’re all walking this gauntlet of individuation. We talk about individuality, but 
to actually be an individual can be isolating or lonely. We want two different 
things: we know it’s important to be an individual, but we also want to be part 
of the club. [laughs] It can be a challenge, but I think it’s worth conquering one’s 
fears to do. 

I think we all have that little bit 

of imp in us that says, “Really? 

You’re going to tell me I can’t do 

that? You watch.”
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When I first knew that I was going to do this, I brought it up to my parents and there was 
very, very, very little enthusiasm. [laughs] I’m very close with my family, and I love my 
parents dearly. I wouldn’t be sitting in my tiny house if it weren’t for them. But I knew how 
important it was to me, because from that moment on, I did not mention it to them again 
until it was almost completely done, delivered, sitting on the lot. 

I see my parents all the time, and for almost a year of my life, there was this huge thing I 
was doing that I wasn’t talking to them about. The fact that they were so negative about 
it, I didn’t want to bring any of that in. So I had this secret. And maybe, when I look back, 
it needed to be a secret. It felt almost better, because I was just doing it without any extra 
noise, without any extra feedback. 

You can always find people to say, “You shouldn’t do that. That’s crazy.” 

It’s just another one of those little challenges life throws at you to congeal 

your own mission, and to test it. How you respond to that is going to define  

whether it matters enough to you. 

People have their own way, their own vision. It’s valid. It’s respected. I think when you 
give people that, it’s really important. Some of us don’t get that. Some of us get our 
ideas shot down so many times that we cave into ourselves, and we’re afraid to speak 
our mind. Can you let go of needing that validation? Can you just be out there by 
yourself ? 

Meeting Abel was one spark that lit the flame for me, and taking a tiny house 
workshop was another one. Being surrounded by people, like, “Oh, people are doing 
this!” Seek information. Don’t be too proud to show your design to people. Utilize 
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all the knowledge and all the resources, but at the end of the day, make your 
own decisions, and don’t let anybody rain on your parade. When you’re trying 
to do something different or unique, surround yourself with optimistic, positive, 
supportive people. You need that.

We all want some wind beneath our wings, you know? Even if people say, “You 
know what? I don’t get it. But I know that what you do will succeed, because I 
know you.” Those are your friends. Those are your allies. Those are your tribe.

And, interestingly, my parents came around. Because once it was here, they could 
see the whole picture. Now they’re bringing their friends over. They’re, dare I say, 
proud that I did something a little different.

A Home That Fits

After 12 years in the making, Erin finally has a 
home that expresses her identity, and also gently 
pushes her past some of her previous comfort 
zones. But for her, these changes are beneficial 
opportunities for growth:

Living in condos and apartments, it always felt 
like I was wearing someone else’s clothes. Now I 
feel like, “Ahhhh. This fits.” I feel like Goldilocks 
trying out different chairs. I finally found that 
most comfortable fit.

To some small degree, I’m a little bit more 
exposed than I’m used to being. If I’m outside, 
or even in the house, there’s lots of windows... I 
know a lot of people around my neighborhood. 
It’s kind of helping me break down some 
boundaries of being an introvert or a little bit 
of a hermit, because I’m just very much visible. 
Much more so than when I could stay in a little 
apartment where nobody saw me. But I think 
that’s actually a good thing. I’ve met so many 
neat people because of that. I’m getting to know 
my neighbors so well, and that’s wonderful.

The space has also encouraged her to find new 
ways to spend time outside of her home, with 
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positive results. Instead of relegating a corner of her living room to painting, 
one of her long-time passions, she now rents a dedicated studio and experi-
ences the activity in a whole new way:

I heard somebody say, “Tiny houses spit you back out into the world.” Because 
this house is not very big, there’s not a lot recreationally that I can do here. 
I leave to go paint, I leave to practice yoga, or I leave to go to the bookstore. 
I go for walks. I think that I definitely get out and about more than I would, 
so that’s a good thing. It’s kind of like a corrective measure for some of my 
character pieces that I know that I need: that tendency to hibernate too much. 
So it serves my life very well. 

I found that having a studio to go paint at, versus having it in my home, has 
been phenomenal. When I go there, it’s like a switch is turned. Nobody knows 
where I am. I don’t bring my phone. I’m just completely in another place, and 
I think it helped me be more productive.

The house exceeds my expectations in terms of fit. 
I think it serves the broader context of my life in 
greater and more unexpected ways than I would 
have imagined. 

I had my trepidations about certain aspects of a 
tiny house - like the composting toilet. And what 
about the shower, and the water pressure, and the 
heat? And not having a washer/dryer? Some of 
the physical comfort issues that you give up when 
you’re not living in a modern space. But those have 
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been nothing. The benefits have so far 
outweighed the problems. Those aren’t 
even problems.

There was a time when this design had 
a washer/dryer in it, but I’m glad that 
I didn’t give up space for something like 
that. I have a sense that if you get too 
comfortable, you can stagnate. If you 
think you’re going to avoid having any 
of your buttons pushed or your comfort 
zone encroached upon, life will throw 
you those things that keep moving you 
forward, keep breaking down walls. And 
gratefully so. 

When something happens that’s kind of 
a bummer, then also you say, “That was 
a grace that was given to me to make 
sure that I’m not just sitting here being 
comfortable and caving in.” 

This experience has broken down 
walls, put me in places that were very 
uncomfortable. I mentioned not talking 
to my parents for a year. That was a 
huge deal. It was uncomfortable. It was 
odd. But the universe throws you these 
opportunities to challenge yourself. 

Dream House, Dream Job

It was particularly important for Erin to find a 
site close to her job because she’s so passionate 
about her work. “I feel so fortunate,” she said, “I 
can have this space where I can have my dream 
house and my dream job at the same time.” 
While her tiny home is a dream home to some, 
her job running a neighborhood coffee shop is 
a dream job to others.  She considered trying 
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to paint for a living earlier in her life, but rather than seeing 
painting as the dream she deferred, she found a way to feel like 
she can live both passions at the same time.

I became a barista and found out that I absolutely adored 
making coffee for people. I love the interactions and the  
environment of a coffee shop. I don’t have an elaborate answer. 
It’s very simple: I get to make coffee for people. 

You’re interacting with people, you’re serving them. At the end 
of the day, I think serving people is what makes us happy. You 
can realize all the dreams in the world that you have for yourself, 
and you can still be really unhappy. [laughs] When people ask 
you to be served? They’re helping you, they’re blessing you. When 
they say, “I’d like a double tall latte”? I think, “Thank you for 
asking me for that, because I can do that for you.” 

Opening up my little coffee shop, and greeting my customers, and 
seeing my coworkers who I adore, that’s an awesome day for me. 
That’s the gospel truth: my perfect day involves my work. This 
summer it will be nine years, and I still love it! I’m crazy, right? 
Maybe it’s because I’m totally unqualified to do anything else. 
[laughs]

At the end of the workday when I’ve worked at the coffee shop, 
I feel great and fortunate. I’ve shared laughs with my coworkers 
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and customers, I’ve shared funny stories. I’ve really 
felt like I was inhabiting my life fully. It can be 
mutually uplifting, these interactions and that energy 
that goes on. You’re helping your coworkers - that 
feels good. “Hey, what can I do to help you right 
now?” That just feels good. 

The only other path, and it still speaks to me, is I 
do love to paint. I’ve practiced painting my whole 
life and thought, “Oh, I should try and be an artist.” 
But anything in my life that pops into my head that’s 
prefaced by “should”... “Oh, I ‘should’ be an artist and 
pursue that.” The ‘should’ makes me question whether 
that’s authentic, because it implies this judgment of 
right or wrong, the right path to take. “I ‘should’ do this. That would be the 
right thing to do.” When I just follow my heart, I’m doing what I like to do. I’m 
doing what feels good.

I will always continue to paint, and whether or not anybody else calls me an 
artist is really none of my business. That’s not why I do it, and that doesn’t 
matter. I feel like it’s a useful thing because it does express my values. I value 
beauty. I value putting your hands to some craft when they’re idle. I find value 
in that, and I think that art is serving me as a person. In developing the person 
that I hope to be 10 years from now, who does spend her time relatively wisely, 
who doesn’t waste time. And what the products are is really irrelevant.  

One career door that recently opened for Erin is the opportunity to take a real 
vacation. Which, for her, is an exciting opportunity to sprout another seed she 
planted a long time ago, to keep finding exciting new ways to test her limits.
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I’d like to do a volunteer travel vacation to India. For me 
that’s a challenge. I kind of don’t want to do it. But it’s pushing 
that envelope of my comfort zone. I am very comfortable and 
fortunate, so I figure I can just hang out in comfort-ville, or I 
can pose a challenge to myself. I love my creature comforts. To 
travel to a foreign country and do some volunteer work, I think 
it would be a great way to test my own resources, internal and 
external. 

With the house, meeting Abel and having the site made it 
possible. Like the universe said, “What excuses do you have?” 
And this travel vacation... Probably 12 years ago I had a book 
called “Volunteer Vacations” sitting on my bookshelf, and I read 
it from cover to cover. That was a long time ago, but I didn’t have 
the resources. I couldn’t leave my job for that long. But I’ve just 
hired a general manager. Meeting her gives me the opportunity 
to entertain being gone for a month or longer. This is the first 
time I’ve ever felt that way. So it’s like, “Maybe I should take that 
as a little nudge to get out there.”

Honest Self-Expression Is Contagious

Having made it through the “gauntlet of individuation” of 
pursuing her tiny home, Erin knows the challenge of taking 
action on what’s right for you, especially when it’s unexpected. 
She sees it as a struggle you’ll be glad you faced, that serves 
others as well as yourself...and one we probably blow up into a 
bigger drama than necessary. 

If I can create material circumstances that allow 

me to more fully explore my own ability to break 

down walls, and to be patient, and to live simply, 

then my material life is supporting what I think  

is important. 
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It’s really thinking, “How do you want to spend your day?” It doesn’t matter if 
you have a proclivity for mathematics or something. It doesn’t mean you have 
to be a math teacher. It’s knowing your personality, and being comfortable 
with it, and working with it instead of against it with, “I ‘should’ be this kind 
of person,” and, “I ‘should’ have this kind of job.”  

You have to have compassion for yourself. We all eat popcorn for dinner 
sometimes, even if it’s not good for us. We reach for that second cup of coffee. 
We’re flawed, ridiculous people. 

We get into these little pickles and predicaments and think, 

“Oh my god, it’s so important!” And, “Oh my god, what if I 

do the wrong thing?” But it’s funny! And we’re all doing it 

together. Amen for that. 

I’m grateful to the people that check in with themselves and try, because the 
things that you do that keep you on track, that helps me. There’s a paradox 
in there: you get really selfish, and check in with yourself and who you are, 
and start being that person, and it becomes a selfless expression. It becomes a 
selfless act. It spills over and helps other people be themselves.  

The struggle for self-expression plays out through our career identities, from 
barista to artist, as well as material choices, like the housing that speaks to us. 
For Erin, what matters is being true to yourself, and respecting it when others 
do the same.
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Tech Tip: Hiring A Builder

Interview a lot of builders. I encourage people to check out Abel 
Zimmerman’s work because I think that he’s an artist, and he’s 
talented, and works with integrity.

I think it’s really important to be respectful of all the choices that 
people make that are individual and meaningful. That’s really 
living a life worth living. It’s not necessarily what that dream 
is, but respecting everybody’s version of it: what fits them and 
speaks of them, and when you enter that space or when you see 
that person, they’re speaking authentically, and it’s real and true 
of who they are. 

I feel like our homes are a huge part of that. It kind of starts 
with how we dress ourselves, or it starts with the careers that we 
choose, but we’re always communicating. I think all of us should 
be able to communicate with 100 percent honesty to reflect who 
we are, and not have to edit that, or pare it down - or make it 
bigger, and try to be more grandiose than we actually are, either.  

Some of us fall into that - “I’ll be better or more accepted if I 
build a big house, or have a certain job.” But that isn’t true of 
who that person is. Maybe they want a small job, and they want 
a big hobby. [laughs]
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Esther and Kenny: Quality Over Quantity
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What are your priorities? It’s surprisingly hard to know, and 
to focus on them. The traditional vision of material success in 
media and advertising suggests we can live in large, impressive 
homes, take lavish vacations, and still find time to throw 
show-stopping dinner parties. But that type of success is hard to 
come by in the real world. 

We can’t all “have it all,” so most people have to make choices 
about what’s most important to them. If you built your life 
around your unique priorities, what would it look like? And even 
if it didn’t look how you expected, would it still feel like success?

As Esther explained while Kenny was unavailable, they knew 
their priorities: to do the work they wanted (even if it won’t 
make them rich), have flexible schedules so they can spend time 
with the people they love and the hobbies they enjoy, and live 
in a beautiful house. The size of the beautiful house was less of 
a priority, so a tiny home felt like the fastest route to everything 
that was most important to them.

Kenny and Esther had always wanted to build their own home, so 
a tiny one seemed like a good place to start. After a construction 
process marked with quick successes and slow slogs, they happily 
moved into the house where they built it: in the yard of a family 
property in Albuquerque, New Mexico. Now the house supports 
them as they prepare to build the life they want to live down 
the road. They’re shopping for land of their own where they can 
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park the little house and eventually build the small adobe house 
they’ve always dreamed of.

Instead of feeling like they have to scrimp and save on the way 
to their future, they’re working the jobs that interest them, and 
working flexibly enough to take off hiking for a week when they 
feel like it. Aligning their housing to their priorities turned out 
pretty well, and they didn’t even have to sacrifice living in a 
beautiful home.

Housing That Supports Your Life

Esther and Kenny’s hugely important first step was identifying 
what was most important to them in life and work, not just 
housing.

I think people are kind of fed up with working to live. People 
don’t want to spend all their lives just working to keep up with 
bills. People are looking for ways to downsize and save money, 
instead of working and making more money.

That’s how we felt. I’m a musician. Kenny’s a woodworker, does 
tree climbing, that kind of outdoorsy stuff. But we’re not in big, 
money-making careers. So instead of thinking, “How can we 
make more money?” We were thinking, “How can we downsize 
our needs?” Because we’re never going to make that much money. 

But, let’s do this in a way where we can live comfortably, and do 
the stuff we want to do. We want to have flexible schedules, so if 
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we want to go backpacking for a week, we’re not committed to a 
nine to five, and we can do that. I think that’s a common thing 
- people wanting quality of life in terms of time, not in terms of 
material things.

Think about what you need in life. You need food, and a place 
to sleep, and quality, face-to-face time with the people you love. 
And your dog. [laughs] Once you’ve got that, you’re fine. There’s 
nothing about 140 square feet that stops you from doing that.  

They knew quality time was their top priority, and especially after 
working jobs that housed them for free, they knew that paying 
less for housing was a great way to save money:

Think about where your monthly expenses go. Reducing the 
mortgage or rent, that’s the biggest way to save money. And 
consequently, you have more time to do the things you want. We 
lived in a cabin for a few summers, on a ranch in Colorado. Part 
of the deal working on this ranch was that we got to live in this 
cabin for free. It’s like, “Wow, when you don’t pay rent, you can 
save a lot of money!” [laughs] That’s how we started thinking, 
“How can we do this? Let’s live in 5th wheel! Let’s live in a yurt! 
Let’s live in a teepee! No, let’s live in a tiny house!”

Housing That Aligns With Who You Are

Though they considered 5th wheel trailers, yurts and teepees 
first because that’s what they had heard of, those options just 
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didn’t feel like a fit with who they were. A tiny home on wheels 
didn’t immediately strike them as the right decision, but the 
independently-minded couple had always wanted to build their 
own house, and starting with a small one felt manageable.

Yurts and teepees... They’re just so hippie. It’s too much like 
camping. Being in a yurt would be like being in a wall tent or 
something. Which would be cool, but it feels a little primitive.

A friend of ours talked about tiny houses with us. He just 
thought they were the coolest idea. Originally we were like, 
“No, that’s silly.” But the more we started thinking about it, we 

were like, “We can actually build something on this scale that’s 
affordable.” It was within our means to build. It wasn’t like 
getting a mortgage. We felt like we could actually do this. 

We wanted to live in a place that was sort of personalized, and 
where we were involved in every aspect of it. At this point in our 
lives, we don’t have the money to do a big house. But we did have 
the money to do a really tiny house on wheels. And then this is 
going to be the place where we live while we construct another 
house someday.  

A High-End Space for a Reasonable Price

Minimizing costs wasn’t the only filter Esther and Kenny put on 
their housing. They wanted a beautiful, well-designed space made 
from high-quality materials. They just didn’t really care how big 
it was:



Unlikely Lives: Tiny Homes                                    81

Most of the world lives in tiny spaces. That’s the normal thing to do, 
really. And historically, that’s what we’ve done. Think about your 
needs: you need a place to sleep, a place to cook and prepare food, 
and a place to hang out. And you can fit that in 140 square feet. 

For me, any sort of space can feel good if it’s got natural light, it’s 
clean, and it’s cozy. It doesn’t matter how small it is, as long as you 
can make it your own. I think that’s the important part.

One of the cool things about building on a small scale is that you can 
actually afford to use really nice materials. If you had a full-sized 
house, doing butcher block counter tops and real wood floors? That’s 
SO expensive. But on this scale, that’s doable. 

At each step when we were coming to things like the floor or the 
siding, we could spend this much money on the really cheap, 
generic stuff, or we could spend this much money on the really nice, 
high-quality, real wood stuff. When you’re building on a small scale, 
the difference between those two numbers isn’t that bad. Whereas if 
you’re building a 2,000-square foot house, it’d be like, “Ugh! Okay, 
let’s do the cheap, ugly one!”

We wanted to live in a space that was beautiful, 

and building small was one of the only ways we 

could do it on the budget that we had.
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Picking Up Momentum on a “Doable” Project

Their interest in building a house themselves came before the tiny house idea, 
partly from Kenny’s background with woodworking and renovation, and partly 
from a general can-do attitude about building in the American Southwest:

Building our own house just always seemed kind of doable. It might be living in 
the Southwest. There are a lot of adobe, straw-bale and rammed earth houses. 
Things like rammed earth - it’s just three-foot thick walls of mud. I mean, that’s 
pretty easy. It’s just mud.  

We helped build this outdoor amphitheater thing at St. Johns College in Santa 
Fe, and it was all adobe. That project was just a bunch of college kids throwing 
adobe bricks together. It worked, and it’s this beautiful structure. Adobe is a 
really friendly building material. When you see that, you think, “We can build 
anything.” I mean, why not?

They were so sold on a tiny house as a fit for their life that they didn’t try to visit 
one before building their own. After some online research, they felt ready to roll:
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We started looking on the internet and were like, “There’s 
gazillions of these things.” [laughs] We talked to a lot of people 
about them, and we got a good sense watching videos and seeing 
photographs. 

We realized, “Oh, we can live in a space this small.” And, “Oh, we 
can build something like that. Look at all these other people that 
did.” Once we arrived at that, we were like, “Yeah, let’s make it 
work.”  We came up with the idea in the summer, bought the trailer 
in the fall, and started construction around January.

Moving quickly came with benefits and drawbacks. They worked 
from a floor plan, but didn’t draw out roof and rafter plans. Their 
walls are structural insulated panels (SIPs), which are factory-made 
to custom size specifications and come pre-squared. So putting 
up the walls provided a great boost of visible progress...which was 
nice, since everything after that happened much more slowly. 

We had a floor plan, and then we built the walls using SIP panels. 
They’re kind of hard to mess up. They’re a very friendly building 
material, so that all went really smoothly. Then everything after 
that took forever and was so painstaking. 

Actually putting the walls up took a day. That was the barn raising 
day. We had a whole bunch of people over, and a big pot of green 
chili stew and we just did it. In less than a day! It was amazing. 
Four walls! Putting the siding up was also pretty fun, because it 
went from being just these ugly walls to actually looking the way 
we wanted it to look. 
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Pleasant Surprises

Not setting foot in a tiny house before building their own actually 
had a positive effect for Esther and Kenny: it felt even bigger 
than they thought it would. This helps them identify with their 
visitors, who also tend to be surprised by its spacious feel. They 
were also surprised at how the scale of the home satisfied their 
need to use resources efficiently and build relatively green:

Now that it’s built, the more people we bring into the house, they 

get it. You think about 140 square feet, it’s like, “Holy crap, that’s 
small. That’s the size of my dorm room.” But you can lay it out in 
an intelligent way. People get it when they see it, but the idea is a 
little scary at first. 

Most people, when they come into this house, are like, “This is a 
lot bigger than I thought it was.” That’s the first thing they say. 
That’s kind of how we felt about it too. Once we got the roof on 
we were like, “Oh, this is huge.” 
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I really thought it was going to be smaller. On paper it 
looked smaller, and I never lived in a space this small 
before. For a week, we were bumping our heads in the 
loft. [laughs] The first night, I hear Kenny: “[Thunk] 
Ow! Crap!” [laughs] But we don’t bump our heads 
anymore.

Our original skepticism was that we’re very interested 
in natural building materials, and living less  
wastefully. That’s kind of part of the tiny house 
movement - reducing your footprint on the earth 
and using less. But tiny houses are still made out of 
typical construction materials. So that was our first 
hesitation: you’re still using all this lumber and cutting 
down the trees, how’s that saving the environment? 
But it clicked after a while, that it’s about the scale of 
things. In this house, it’s ridiculous how little energy 
we use. It’s stupid.

I just love it in here. I love the light. 

I love the space. It’s just cozy as heck. 

That’s something that was important to us. We don’t eat out that much, it’s 
pretty cheap if you cook your own food. We had a dinner party a few weeks 
ago and I think we had six people in here. We brought in some extra chairs, 
and it was tight, but who cares? We usually go to other people’s houses now, 
but it doesn’t stop us from having people over. We have a table outside and 
we eat outside a lot.

Esther and Kenny always knew they were interested in buying their own 
land sooner or later, which influenced some of their design decisions. 
They knew they’d eventually have consistent access to a septic system and 
planned for that, but right now they’re in water system limbo.

Eventually we want to have real hook-ups - a real water line, a real 
graywater or septic system. Right now the bathroom’s not finished, so we 

Though the house isn’t big enough to host large 
gatherings, they don’t mind occasional close quarters 
with guests, so it hasn’t changed their social life too 
much.

I love cooking in here. There’s so much counter space. 
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use the bathroom in the main house. Eventually the bathroom will 
be finished, we’ll have real hook-ups, and it will be 100 percent, fully 
functional. We thought about doing a composting toilet, but because 
we’re going to have our own property, and it’s going to have a septic 
system, we thought, “Let’s just go with a conventional one.”

We don’t have a septic hook-up here. The water just comes in 
through a garden hose, which is not convenient in the winter, 
because it freezes. And it drains into a bucket underneath the house 
we empty ourselves. So that’s less than ideal. That feels a little...third 
world. [laughs] But we can live with that. That’s fine. It’s temporary.  

The Key to Legality? Flexibility.

Esther and Kenny’s strategy to stay out of legal trouble in the little 
house and to find and keep a good parking spot was largely to win 
the approval of neighbors by making it look good, which has worked 
so far.  

Honestly I’m kind of surprised nobody’s complained about it. 
Actually, I was looking through the minutes for a zoning meeting in 
our area, and somebody brought up the question of, “The legality of 
homemade trailers in our area.” They just said, “I don’t know about 
that.” And that was it. 

I think people don’t mind it being in the neighborhood because 
it looks nice. Almost every day people are like, “I love your little 
house.” If you have good relations with your neighbors, that helps 
too. 
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They had planned to live in the little house while saving up and 
gearing up to build a modest adobe house - a building method they 
prefer, but is far too heavy to put on wheels. But because their lot of 
choice is vacant, the tiny house alone could attract scrutiny from tax 
assessors. They explored their legal paths and did find an option, but 
it requires they show progress on the adobe house, and soon. 

We’re trying to buy this piece of land, and trying to do everything 
legally. So we thought, “Let’s call it a mobile home, because it’s a 
home and it’s mobile, right?” Seems like a mobile home to me. But 
that didn’t fly, because a mobile home has to be manufactured in 
a facility and stamped by an engineer. From a zoning perspective, 
there’s no such thing as a homemade mobile home. 

Next we thought, “Let’s make it a building.” But there were several 
little things that wouldn’t pass the building code. For instance, the 
front door is two inches too short to be a means of egress. Which, to 
me, seems stupid - if my house is burning down, obviously I can get 
out, because I come in and out of it every day. 

Now we’re calling it an RV. If you call it an RV, you’re under the 
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jurisdiction of the motor vehicle department. They really don’t 
care what it looks like. As long as it has a bathroom, a bedroom, 
working brakes, and lights, it’s an RV. But the problem with it 
being an RV is, in most places, you can’t live in an RV full-time.  

If you start trying to do it by the books, you get into a lot 
of problems. Being sort of off the radar, we haven’t had any 
problems yet. We just thought, “We’re going to put this on our 
land, let’s try to make it legit.” And it ended up being more 
difficult than we anticipated.

The plan now is we call it an RV, and we’ve received permission 
to live in our “RV” temporarily for two years at a time while we 
construct another house. It’s a permit that’s good for two years, 
and we can renew it if we need to...which we probably will. We 
just built a house, and I think we’re going to spend more than 
two years building the next one. When we started, we were 

thinking we were going to be living in this for like 10 years. But 
now it might be more like three or four years.

Their new desire for legitimacy comes specifically from buying 
vacant land, which would make it obvious that they were living 
in their “RV” full-time.  While this put a wrinkle in their plan 
for the tiny house, purchasing the land would meet many of their 
other desires, so they’re comfortable adjusting the plan.

The concern comes in just because it’s vacant land. If bought a 
piece of land with another house on it and then parked it there, 
they would probably just think it’s an RV that’s stored there. But 
the fact that it’s vacant land and it’s stored there looks kind of 
weird. The area is a little more agricultural, but it’s just outside 
city limits. If we were out in the boonies I’d say, “Who cares 
about zoning?” But it’s close enough to town that zoning is still a 
concern. 
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I’m a musician, I teach music, I sub with a couple symphonies. I 
need to be in an urban area for that. Kenny’s dream job is living 
in the woods, by himself, 300 miles from anything. [laughs] So 
this is a compromise. It’s out in the country enough that we can 
run chainsaws and no one cares, but it’s close enough to town 
that I can still do my career.  

We’re planning on building a real simple, 900 to 1,000-square 
foot adobe house. We’ve talked about selling this one, which right 
now seems hard to think about because we’re really attached 
to it. It would be the sweetest guest house ever. I kind of think 
that’s what’s going to happen. It’s a nice practice space. And when 
friends come in from out of town, it’d be sweet to have a real nice 
place for them to stay. 

One of the pros of having a tiny house on wheels 

is you can move it depending on the season. We 

moved the house last summer when it got really 

hot and put it under the shade of the trees.   

Instantly, it was like, “Damn, this really keeps the 

house cool during the day.” You can’t do that with 

a normal house. 
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We’re sort of being forced to build another house, but 
we’re going to take our time. And the tiny house really 
does serve in that way, because we have a place to live 
while we work on the other house. We can take our time 
and do it as we can afford to, instead of being pushed to 
finish it because we have nowhere else to live. And we can 
avoid paying rent while we’re building.

A Tangible Accomplishment 

Esther and Kenny’s house is an impressive, visible  
accomplishment they can be proud of, both for what it 
does for them, and for what it says about them. As they 
always suspected, building their own house was “doable” 
after all.

I feel like we’re pretty self-sufficient people in general. To 
build your own house, I think you have to be. One of the 
coolest things was having this idea and just executing it. 

I’m a musician, and I do that a lot. I say I’m gonna 
learn this piece of music, and then I learn it. But to have 
something so concrete as a house? And it’s 21 feet long, 
and over 13 feet high, and it’s this huge thing that we built 
ourselves? It really does feel like an accomplishment. 
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Aldo Lavaggi: 
Count Your Blessings, 
Whatever Your Square 
Footage
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Would you be happier in a tiny house? Sure, it 
wouldn’t solve all your problems, but surely with 
more money in your pocket or more time on your 
hands, life would feel easier…wouldn’t it? Many 
people feel a tiny home would help them live a 
simpler life, one where they can slow down and 
focus on what’s important. But what does simple 
living really mean, and what does it feel like?

Aldo Lavaggi likes a challenge. When he found out 
about tiny homes, he knew he’d found the right 
opportunity to engage his passion for creative 
problem-solving. He could use his hands and mind 
to improve his situation in both practical and 
philosophical ways. 

The landing page to his thoughtful blog frames 
his tiny house experience as, “An experiment 
with voluntary simplicity in American culture.” 
Approaching life in his tiny home as an experiment 
was part of the fun, and helped him see multiple 
sides of every issue, including how it’s promoted or 
challenged his habits, thoughts and outlook on life. 

Aldo’s home site of the last year and a half in New 
York’s Hudson Valley has been a pretty, pastoral 
area, dotted with small towns and large vacation 

properties. It looks rural and remote, yet connects him to the community he 
leans on and contributes to. Little surprises hid all over Aldo’s home and his 
reflections on it, like the hooks in his ceiling that transformed into a hammock 
chair to satisfy his need for “squishy comfort,” and his views on how clutter can 
distract us from attending to our internal sense of well-being. 
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Clearing away distraction is the work Aldo is here to do. Though his 
tiny home has helped him save money and open up new options for 
his future, one of its biggest benefits has been as a tool to help him 
live deliberately and focus on the “inner work” he feels is important. 
Aldo found a tiny home, on its own, won’t make him more or less 
happy, but it has helped him focus on appreciating all that he has in 
life.

Discovering A New Option

Before he knew about tiny houses, Aldo thought housing was 
something that came later in life, and planned his future around 
his career ambitions. But when he found out about small housing, 
he saw an opportunity for a fun and challenging project that would 
create immediate, practical benefits:

I’d been thinking about my life in term of profession, but not in 
terms of my living situation. I felt that would come when I needed 
to settle down, or when I had a budget to buy a larger house and 
get a mortgage. I never really faced that question, “Is there another 
option?” It was either rent or buy. Then it hit me - “Oh, I could not 
rent, and I could not buy.”

I had suspicions that it would feel great to not rent, and to live in 
something that I built. And that it was going to be a challenge to me. 
It was going to meet me on a day-to-day basis and require that I live 
in different ways. That was attractive to me, in the same way that 
people are attracted to hard hikes: you know you can do it, and you 
know there’s gonna be an exhilaration connected to the challenge. 
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Further Reading: 

Flow

by Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi

Some of Aldo’s tiny home 
inspiration came from Flow’s 
description of why creative 
challenges can be so  
rewarding:

One of the central   
concepts of that book is 
that human beings are 
happiest when they’re 
using all of their   
abilities, and they’re   
pushing themselves to 
develop new abilities. 

I had some building   
experience, and I knew it 
would push that, and I’d 
have to grow. So I was like, 
“Wow, that would be fun.”

I wanted that adventure. I wanted that challenge. It was a creative 

project, one that would require me to use all of my abilities, and push 

the limit of my abilities. 
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Activism Without An Enemy

Beyond the immediate practical and intellectual benefits, Aldo 
was interested in, “Expanding the conversation on American 
social norms,” with his unique housing. He wanted to put himself 
in a situation where he couldn’t shirk the commitment he was 
making to a cause that’s both political and personal.

Another thing that was really attractive to me, I think on a 
subliminal level, was that I was not pointing the finger at 
anyone. It was a way of being an activist without demanding 
anything of another person. It was something I could do that 
other people could take note of or ignore, but I wouldn’t have to 
stand there and say, “You should be this way.”

And I could do it without trying. Once you live in a tiny house, 
you don’t have to wake up and be like, “Am I gonna live in a tiny 
house today?” Because you are, you wake up there. It’s not like, 
“Should I go off coffee?” And you’ve got to keep deciding. 

I think there was something about the essence of a tiny house 
already living in me when I was a child. When I was 14 or 15, 
I did things like clear out my room. I got rid of everything. I 
just had a bed and white walls. I had this strange drive to strip 
things back to their most basic. That lived in me from the very 
beginning. I’d take my blankets outside and sleep on the deck. 
This is just one more way of engaging in life that’s simpler, with 
less distraction. 
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Ripe Fruit, and How to Get It

The process of Aldo moving his tiny home project from idea to plan started with 
an emotional spark, then moved into practicalities. The emotional “first step” was 
almost immediate, but the second happened more slowly:

Take going on a journey. You hear about some island off the coast of South 
America that sounds interesting. But then you hear that there’s great, ripe fruit on 
it. And there’s a massage school there, where the students look for people to work 
on. And there’s a culinary school where people cook delicious food. And all of a 
sudden it hits you – “I want to go there.” That’s the first step. 

The second step is when you acquire the 
money, and the means of transportation, and 
you cancel your work, and you organize your 
life such that you can take the first leg of the 
journey.

The point at which I realized it was something 
I did want to do was very quick - a matter of 
a week or two. The point at which I actually 
started, because I felt like I had enough in place 
that I could - financially, the room in my life - 
was about a year plus.

Aldo did have some building experience, but 
much of his confidence in the plan came from 
growing up seeing his parents doing similarly 
independent work:

My father was sort of a homemade builder 
and architect. He didn’t have a degree in 
architecture, but he designed houses, brought 
them to an architect to get stamped, and then 
built them. He was already finding loopholes 
in the system. I grew up with that. I benefited 
from seeing both my parents as self-employed 
people. I think that influenced my decision to 
say, “Oh, I CAN do it if I decide to do it. I don’t 
need permission.”
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When he became more confident in his plan and more comfort-
able sharing it with others, the openness paid off. A local business 
owner took an interest in Aldo and offered him key resources 
that he didn’t know how he’d find when the plan was just in his 
head: 

People take things with a grain of salt until you’re doing it. I 
mean, I took it with a grain of salt until I was doing it. After I 
started, the conversation shifted, because people took it more 

seriously. People started interviewing me. People offered me 
things. 

Solaqua offered me a key to their tool shed and their workshop. 
That was the clinching detail that allowed me to go from the 
idea to doing it: when Jody, the owner, said, “I love that idea. 
You could do it here.” And this was a covered, heated workshop, 
with a variety of tools. I was there for over a year. So I’m really 
eternally grateful to the trust he had in me. 
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Making Abstractions Concrete

While others drew plans or made digital 
models, Aldo created a life-size mock-up 
of his tiny house design that he could 
stand inside, which answered the questions 
that stumped him when working in two 
dimensions. He also reached out to a 
builder and toured the closest tiny homes 
he could find.

I loved the designing process. I mocked 
everything up before I built it. I built 
the whole house out of paper and 1x2’s, 
full-scale. I needed to get inside of it. I 
couldn’t decide on layout on paper. I moved 
it around on paper, but it remained so 
abstract. 

It wasn’t until I got inside of it that I 
started scratching out options. One of them 
was to have a salt box shape, where the 
roof line is off-center. One thing I learned 
in the tiny house was, anything that’s a 
little skewed affects your internal state 
much more, because it’s closer to you. For 
instance, my house was a little bit off-level, 
and I felt...BAD. Then I leveled it, and I 
was like, “Oh!” Like I had an adjustment. 

So having an asymmetrical roof line, to me, was very uncomfortable, which I 
perceived only after getting inside of that full-scale mock-up. 

Tim Giles, from Yes We Cabins, he talked to me for hours. He showed me his houses, 
we walked around. I just interviewed him, basically. And at the end of it he said, “You 
could buy my plans and get certain dimensions from them.” So I had a set of plans, 
and used them to cross-reference some ideas I had.

There’s Always Something Further Down The Road

Though Aldo knew he might face challenges securing a location for his completed 
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house, he felt he could easily overcome them. 
He faced the fears many avoid and spoke 
directly with some building inspectors, and also 
felt experienced with finding workable plan B’s 
and C’s in case plan A falls through:

There’s always this fear that someone can kick 
you out of your situation, but it’s on wheels. 
You can move it. I figured I’d come up with 
a solution. I didn’t need to come up with it 
beforehand. I didn’t seriously get concerned 
about that because I felt like something would 
work. I grew up camping. I knew that, if there’s 
not a camping site here, if you keep going down 
the road, they’ll be one somewhere. 

I spoke to building inspectors and they said, “Legally, you’re really not allowed to 
live full-time in something like that. Especially without running water. But so long 
as you’re out of sight, and you’re not bothering anyone, no one’s going to mind, 
and we’re not going to mind.”

Appreciating Both Sides of The Coin

After his year and a half living in the house, the space has created some new 
forms of excitement in Aldo’s life, and he’s learning plenty from his “experiment in 
voluntary simplicity.”

The passive solar opportunities are awesome in a small place. It’s so satisfying 
- the sun comes out, and the place gets warm in the middle of the winter. The 
biggest unexpected benefit is that you’re always by a window. And in a setting 
like this, where you’re surrounded by the landscape? You’re perceiving changes in 
light, the animal community around you, the plant activity... You’re perceiving 
the natural world many more hours in a week than you would in a regular house, 
where you’re more insulated. That has brought whole new levels of appreciation of 
the natural rhythms of the day. 
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I used to always rent, so it’s nice to invite someone into my own space. It feels 
different. People are excited to come here. That often opens up conversation, 
that it’s fun to be in. I’ve had so many wonderful, excited people come and say, 
“This is great! This reminds me of MY dreams!” And then they start talking 
about their dreams. It’s like, right on! [laughs] I didn’t do anything. They just 
came in here, and it sparked their interest.

Clutter is the enemy of small places. The 

expression “This should be ship shape,” 

is because the ship is the original tiny 

house. 

I sorely would love to have house parties. I’ve had 
five people in here for a house party. It was great, 
but it was tight. I can’t have family gatherings with 
a bunch of people. That’s a serious drawback. And 
then there’s the real treat of having one or two 
people for dinner, and it’s actually a very intimate 
environment where you can just connect with a 
person. As long as it’s clean. [laughs]

Where you place things will come back to bite 
you in the next five minutes if you’re not careful. 
[laughs] You’re always in this process of taking 
things from their place, and putting them back in 
their place.

Every morning, pretty much, I wake up and I put 
away the stuff that I left out last night. If I left 
my pants on the ground because I was too tired, I 
wake up, and put away my pants before I start my 
day. In a big house, I don’t! I walk over them for a 
couple days, and then put them away. [laughs]
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A Foundation For the Future

Beyond the day-to-day pros and cons, he sees the house as a beneficial move for 
his long-term future that allows him to grow his savings, maintain his job flexibil-
ity, and plan for the rest of his life:

I’ve paid it off in two years. Now I’m able to save money. For the first time in my 
life, my bank account is kind of climbing slowly. I haven’t got a better job. I’m 
not making more money - maybe a little bit more. But I’m just not spending it as 
quick, because there’s fewer things to spend it on. 

It’s allowed me to entertain having a family in a larger way, in the sense of 

material preparations for family life. I wouldn’t 
live in this house with a family. I think it would 
be too small. Not that it wouldn’t be possible, 
but I don’t want to do that. 

But looking at a 500 or 1,000-square foot house 
on a couple acres at some point... Without 
earning more money, I could I think theoreti-
cally park the tiny house on the land, and rent 
the house out to pay down the mortgage. And 
then the tiny house becomes an office, or a 
music studio, or the kids need it one day. 

Even after I “grow out” of the house 

in my life, it doesn’t become obsolete. 

It’s a pretty sound investment.

What To Keep, Share, and Let Go

The ever-present view from Aldo’s windows 
is of rolling hills and pastures, but his rural 
location doesn’t cut him off from friends, work, 
fun, and a farm store and grocery that rivals big 
city markets for great quality food:

People come from 50 miles around to shop 
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there. They have a Waldorf School, and there’s a Biodynamic 
farm and learning center, and kids from all over the country 
do farm learning weeks here. It’s a great, really well-established 
community, so it’s nice to be a part of it.

I grew up in the Catskills, and I would look out across the 
Hudson, and there’s just this sea of little blue hills, and then the 
Taconic range. And I’d say, “Gosh, what a world it is out there.” 
So I was building this and I was like, “Wouldn’t it be fun if I 
could look back and see the Catskills?” And it just so happens 
that you can see the Catskills on a clear day. 

Aldo’s time in this particular location is coming to an end, and 
while he’ll make things work no matter where he lands, his ideal 
tiny home location would involve more deliberately shared 
resources.

Because I teach music, I‘m not going to move so far that my 
fiddle students can’t come. I don’t have a shower, so I like 
to live places that I can have friends who have showers, and 
there’s a few friends around here I can shower at. If I was going 
to be more settled in a tiny house, I would have room for my 
tools, a place that I could do woodworking, store my canoe. 
I’d have a well. Right now I’m carrying in all my water, which 
is...something. Eventually I would love to have a well on my 
property, or at least a source of water. 

Having community around is very important to me. I’m 
personally of the opinion that the real challenge is, can you get 
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outside of the paradigm of, “I’m going to have my own stove, 
shower, kitchen, bedroom, guest bedroom, car, driveway, 
landscaping... My own everything. And then right next door 
to me is another person who’s going to have all those things.”

Is there something between that model, and the inten-
tional community model, where you have no privacy, 
and everything is shared? I see the tiny house as just one 
component of a community. It’s just the personal, private 
space. 

Ultimately I see a large shared kitchen space where people 
can interact, a shared tool shed. I think that is more the 
ideal than the private, individualist homesteader that does 
everything on their own. That’s admirable in a way, but none 
of us do it all on our own. So embrace that, and be there in 
support of other people. 

Prioritizing Inspiration and Openness

Aldo finds teaching music to be a great way to understand 
others, and it’s largely, “What paid for the house,” but he 
doesn’t plan to do it forever. In concert with the tiny home, 
his minimized expenses and part-time work have opened up 
his life to pursue his passions.

You’re getting to sit with people and help them discover 
this joyful thing, and get better on this instrument. 
Meanwhile, you’re getting to play music yourself, and learn 
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about humanity through teaching. You get to 
understand what inspires people. You get to 
learn tons of music, because you gotta teach it. 
And you get paid for it. It’s a pretty sweet deal. 

And the fact that I do it 15 hours a week 
theoretically gives me 25 hours of a work week 
to do other things. Last year I worked in the 
Waldorf school and got to work with kids. 

I’m involved in a puppet theater right now. 
We’re doing a production of “The Peacemaker,” 
which is the legend of the origins of the Iroquois 
Confederacy: how five or six warring tribes in 
the span of a few years became united under 
one peaceful partnership. We’re going to tour 
the show in schools, and on village greens, 
and in old age homes around the area. That’s 
this huge, wonderful, creative project that I’m 
thrilled to be involved in. 

My career has got to branch out in these other 
cool ways. If my life didn’t have such a low 
overhead, I’d probably have to be more the 
straight and narrow, earn some money. 

What Is Living Simply? 

Aldo wanted the house to “require him to live 

differently,” and it has, in practical and emotional terms. His tiny home isn’t a 
“utopia,” especially since he chose a very simple design without running water. 
But Aldo was looking for a continual challenge he would rise to meet, and it’s 
increased his awareness of the role of material wealth and comfort in his own life 
and the lives of others:

A tiny house, it’s not like some silver bullet, like all of a sudden your life gets great. 
If you’re in a lousy mood, the mood is more in your face. There is less distraction. 
You can’t walk away from things, you kinda gotta deal with them. It makes some 
things easier, and it makes some things harder, and the two are really intertwined.
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By and large, it’s harder to live in a tiny space than a large house. But I have 
plenty of friends who own large houses who are always like, “The squirrels have 
gotten into my so and so, and the wasps are in my so and so, and I’ve got to get 
storm windows for like 25 windows.” And I’m like, “God, it’s nice not to have to do 
that.” 

But here’s the trick, for all of us:      

can we be aware of our good situation? 

The truth is, the common man in America 
is wealthier today than at any other time in 
history by monetary standards, but our levels 
of anxiety and of expressed dissatisfaction with 
our lives are also higher than ever. The two are 
not in correlation. To really see my blessings 
for what they are, and have an appreciation for 
my good fortune? That’s going to be a challenge 
whether I’m in a large house or a small house. 

However, I will say this: my appreciation of 
public spaces and larger houses has really 
bloomed, because I’m living without them. 
Society has gotten wealthier around me, even 
though it hasn’t changed at all, because my 
lifestyle has, you know, stepped down. 

On the one hand, life can be harder in a tiny 
space, but then you go to the library. And you 
use their state-of-the-art bathroom, and you 
turn on their faucet, and hot water comes out. 
And you go to this giant room and sit in their 
chair and read literature, it’s like, “Yeah! How 
much does this cost? Free!? Right on!” [laughs]

The essence of the human situation is that no 
outer condition is going to ultimately make us 
happy, whatever the outer situation is. So long 
as that is the perceived cause of our happiness, 
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we’re going to wake up one day and realize, “I want something 
different. I want the thing I left two years ago. That’s what’s going 
to make me happy.”  

And we start to realize: tiny house, large 

house, none of it is going to make me happy. 

It’s dependent on my inner ability to perceive 

the blessing in my current situation.

This tiny house has not made me happy. Nor has it made me 
sad. But it was a conscious choice which has intensified some of 
the hard things and some of the joys and appreciation of what’s 
in my community, and what’s in my life.

Tossing Out Material Distractions

More than anything, for Aldo, the house clears the space for 
him to ask the big questions that are on his mind. Material  
possessions require time, money and attention, and for him, 
that’s mostly just distraction from what’s really important.
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In a material sense, the demands on me [here] are far fewer than 
they would be, all things equal, in a larger house that I owned.

We all are thinking, “What is the purpose of my life? What 
are we here for?” And we ourselves are our worst distraction 
to answer that question. One of the ways people do that is by 
buying things, and having to pay them off. [laughs] I think I 

still distract myself, and I’m asking that question continually. 
Why am I here? The starkness of that ultimate question is still 
there for me as much as it is for anyone. It’s just like, meanwhile, 
there’s fewer things to do around the house. 

Each day, you’ve got to get yourself out of bed, put away the 
little things you left undone yesterday, and say, “Okay, let’s start 
again.” There’s this new beginning, in the same way that someone 
who’s trying to live very deliberately is trying to do inwardly.

The creative challenge Aldo chose when he began his tiny home 
continues to serve his earnest goal to live deliberately himself. 
He felt Henry David Thoreau had expressed a similar sentiment 
about how distracting material possessions can be, and found it 
in his bookmarked copy of Walden.

It’s a question of, “What do you really want to be 

needing you?” Do you want it to be a person?  

Helping somebody, or having a conversation? Or is  

it a giant house, or a very expensive material thing? 
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“At present, our houses are cluttered, and defiled with it...
What should be man’s morning work in this world? I had 
three pieces of limestone on my desk, but I was terrified to 
find that they required to be dusted daily, and when the 
furniture of my mind was all undusted still. And I threw them 
out the window in disgust.” 

He threw out his three pieces of limestone because he found he 
had to dust them before dusting off his mind. The cloud that 
we all wake up with every morning, you know? Like there are 
so many outer things to do, I can’t get to it. And there are still 
shelves I haven’t dusted in this house. [laughs] There’s just 
fewer of them!
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Candice and Baoying: 
A Family Scales Up
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What if you hatched a plan you were totally passionate about, but 
you didn’t have any of the skills or experience you needed to put 
it into action? It would solve so many of your problems, achieve 
so many of your dreams. Could you start down the path, and 
assemble everything you needed along the way? What would give 
you the confidence that you could make it work? And would it?

All it took was one short video to capture Candice’s imagination. 
A tiny house on wheels that could be her own space, everything 
she wanted it to be. No more feeling like she should clear out of 
the common spaces when her roommates or landlord got home, 
as she had been for the last ten years she’d lived in the U.S.

The timing couldn’t have been better. Having already begun the 
lengthy Visa application process to bring her mother, Baoying, 
to the United States from China, Candice lost her job, and wasn’t 
sure how she could afford rent for two once her mother arrived. 
If she could build the house, she and her mother could both live 
there affordably. All she needed was the knowledge, skills and 
resources. In other words, everything. 

But when she needed to, Candice found everything. She threw 
herself at learning to design and build, and connected with 
people and professionals who helped her feel like her plan was 
possible. She got a loan from a family member to begin building, 
and found the water, electric and septic hook-ups she needed on 
a farm nestled in the forest an hour outside of Seattle.
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It’s here that Candice has found more freedom than anywhere else. While sharing 
a two-bedroom tiny house with her mother can be challenging, she now works 
part-time, admires the moon through the skylight in the sleeping loft, and walks 
peacefully through the woods with her pet chicken on one side and pet cat on 
the other. So much of the tiny house conversation is about doing without and 
downsizing, but Candice felt she upsized instead. She started from scratch, built 
the house of her dreams, and now has more than she’d ever had. 

An Instant Connection

Candice felt an instant spark of opportunity when she first encountered a tiny 
home. After she’d begun applying for a Visa for her mother to come to the U.S. 
from China she lost her job, and didn’t know how she could afford to house both 

of them when her mother arrived. When a 
friend showed her an early online video of Jay 
Shafer’s tiny home, she jumped at the idea:

She said, “He built this teeny, tiny house, and 
he’s living there! It’s so crazy, you have to see 
it!” At that time, Jay had some video featured 
on Yahoo. I watched that thing, and I just went 
crazy. I come home, pull up their website, find 
out they have a workshop the next week in 
Portland. That was the closest one to me. I sent 
them an email and they said it was all sold out. 
Then a day before the workshop they said, “One 
person’s not coming. Do you want to go?” At 
1:00 a.m. I saw that email, and the next day I 
drove over there. 

I was applying for my mom to come over, 
because it takes two or three years. My mom 
hadn’t come, but I know she’s coming. I lost my 
job. I had no plan - I was just worried. How 
am I going to afford everything? When the tiny 
house come in, I just jumped on because I know 
this will make everything work great! 

Downsizing or Upsizing?

Though she hadn’t lived in a stand-alone small 
space before, Candice didn’t see a tiny home 
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as “downsizing.” Renting rooms in the homes of others made her feel like her 
bedroom was the only space that belonged to her, and in a tiny house, she 
could make customizations that no landlord would allow. Heading to Portland 
for an educational workshop fanned the flames of her excitement, and got her 
started on the path to designing her home:

I was renting from other people. I haven’t lived in a small place before. But I 
know the space is enough, because when I rent other places, I always felt my 
room was only that 10’ x 12’. In my mind, that’s what I believe my home is. 
But this is more than 10’ x 12’.

The first place I live, they have a huge skylight, a huge picture window, and 
a fireplace. That was the best place I lived in Seattle. After that, I was always 
missing a big skylight and wood stove. 

When I saw this tiny house, my light bulb just immediately 

went off: I could have my skylight and have my wood 

stove! I could never knock down my landlord’s roof and 

put a skylight in there! With a tiny house, I can have  

everything I ever dreamed. 

At that time, I have no skill to build it. I don’t even know friends with skill to 
build it. I have no money. I don’t have anything, but I was just so drawn to it. 
I went to the design workshop, and I just smiled like a chimpanzee. I couldn’t 
close my lips. I was so happy and proud. 
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At the workshop, all Jay talk about is, “Find out what makes you happy.” So I’m 
thinking, “Oh, I like to knit,” and, “Oh, I like my cat.” So I need to find a place I 
can knit, and also my cat can be with me. I’m just trying to collect everything that 
make me happy. That’s how I started in my construction. I need to have a wood 
stove. I need to have a skylight. I want to have a movie screen. I want to have this, 
I want to have that. 

When people talk about tiny houses, it’s about downsizing. It’s about getting rid 
of stuff. But me, it was about adding stuff, just collecting everything I like and 
cramming it into the house. A couple things I couldn’t cram in, and the rest is 
what you see. 

That’s how I designed this. I just 

made a list of everything that makes 

me happy, and then tried to find 

room for it. 

If They Can Do It, I Can Do It

Candice didn’t have any design or 
construction experience, but her enthusiasm 
continued as she did research online and 
began her own designs. She didn’t see her 
inexperience as a barrier, but merely as the 
step before learning something new, and she 
took inspiration from others who learned to 
build when they needed to.

I jumped onto the designing workshop 
because at that time, I didn’t have money 
to build. I wait almost another year. I was 
thinking and talking about it, and I started 
drawing in 3-D. I had no money, but I read 
that people built them for $10,000. So I 
figure my budget is $10,000. 

I’m not crazy - I know these things need to be 
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put together. I figure, I’ll learn. There’s a book. 
There’s a YouTube video. There are a lot of 
people who have done this before. I can learn. 
I’m not stupid. If they can do it, I can do it. 
The people who have done it make me feel very 
encouraged. 

The soonest building workshop was in 
California, so I drove to California. In four 
months I got a loan from my cousin and I just 
decided to build. 

A Human Connection

Candice found live workshops were key to her 
education, and meeting other tiny house  
enthusiasts in person was hugely important to 
her inspiration - helping her feel that her dream 
was achievable. She introduced acquaintance 
Chris (of Chris and Malissa) to the tiny house 
concept, and then the three teamed up to visit 
Dee Williams’ tiny home a few hours away. 
Connecting with Chris, Malissa and Dee, and 
seeing Dee’s home in person, created a lifeline 
of possibility and potential support:

I can read everything on a blog, but if I truly 
do it, I want to talk to a person. I want to see 
a real house, and I couldn’t find any. Then I 

bought Dee’s ebook, then I ask Dee a question. Then Dee say, “You wanna see my 
tiny house?” Dee was so friendly, so helpful. Even though I wasn’t ready, I was 
suddenly not scared anymore, because I know she can tell me what needs to be 
done if I have a question. “I have people I can call on. I’m not alone.” When I find 
Dee, that’s how I feel.

Legality, Insurance, and Cultural Expectations

Candice felt her comfort level with the questionable legality and insurability of 
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tiny homes came from the cultural attitudes she grew up with in China. Insurance 
for tiny homes is only available in some areas, but she didn’t feel she would miss 
it because insurance is rare in China. She also grew up with an inclination to look 
past the rules when doing so might help people more than it hurts:

In America, they’re very lawful. There are rules. People follow the rules. I don’t 
follow the rules sometimes. For me, it’s really easy to ignore the rule. For them, it’s 
not. But it’s not bad. I’m not hurting anyone. 

In China, we’ll share pills. My boyfriend said, 
“Are you crazy? Those are pills your doctor 
prescribed for you, by your weight and your 
symptoms.” But in China, if somebody’s sick, we 
just share our pills. 

One lady said she absolutely needs a tiny house! 
Then she come and visit, and she realized she 
couldn’t buy insurance on the house. She goes, 
“I’m not going to put $20,000 into something 
I have no insurance on.” I grew up in China. 
Nothing is insured. I don’t need insurance. Even 
if you offer insurance, I don’t know if I buy 
it. I haven’t grown up with the idea. But here 
everything is insured, and no insurance makes 
people very scared.

First, Build It For Free

Candice used the program Google SketchUp to 
design her house and understand how all the 
pieces went together before she started buying 
or cutting anything. She felt this was a crucial 
first step, more like a functional test-run of the 
build itself than just an aesthetic sketch of how 
the house would look.

The first thing is, build in 3-D. It doesn’t cost 
you money. It gets you to see how everything’s 
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put together. Drawing 3-D, it’s not something fancy to 
please to the eye. It’s really, “If you can build stud by 
stud in 3-D, why can’t you put it in real life?” You just 
put a screw in there. It can’t be wrong. And if there’s 
something wrong, if you don’t know how it’s supposed to 
be connected, show people, ask a professional, until you 
get it right in the computer. 

It’s risk-free. It doesn’t cost anything. It’s a very first 
foundation for building a tiny house. My house was 
designed in SketchUp, and then it come out exactly like 
that. I didn’t have to change much later on. 

Accepting Help

Learning which parts of the build to complete on her own and which 
parts could use some help from others was a valuable part of Candice’s 
experience. When her mother arrived from China, she was grateful to 
have her help organize the process: 

When you start doing this, you find all these tasks. The most difficult 
thing is, how do you order them? Which things come first? My mom, in 
that regard, is the biggest help. She’s very organized. 

There’s so much you have to do. It’s crazy. I was running around in a 
circle. At the very early stage, my mom come in from China. She just 

Candice’s mother sleeps in the loft, and Candice sleeps in a bedroom on the first floor, 
behind the kitchen. While it’s just large enough for her bed, it has two windows, built-in 
shelves, and a light box.
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start helping me full-time. We would work eight or ten hours a day. She would clean at the end 
of the night, organize things, so the next day, we would come in and have fresh ground to work. 
Without my mom, I couldn’t do all those things. 

Candice also benefited from the support of other family and friends, both to boost her 
confidence and to encourage her to hire out some parts of the work instead of doing it all on her 
own. Sometimes this was hard, because she wanted to control the process and the outcomes. But 
eventually she was happy to have additional eyes and expertise on the project to help her build 
safely and feel good about the finished house:

When I started building the tiny 
house, I really worried. My friend 
said, “Oh yeah, you gonna build 
it. No problem.” She was a big 
support for me. She also was the 
one who talked me into hiring 
people for building my walls. I’m 
like, “I don’t need it! I went to 
workshop, I know how to do it.” 
She goes, “No no, you need to hire 
somebody.”

It was tough for me, but I was 
really glad I did it. After that, I 
allowed people to come in and do 
work on my house. Before I was 
like, “It’s mine, I’m gonna build 
it! Other people have done it!” 
Even though I don’t really know, 
I’m like, “I know how!” I built 
something, then later on I decide 
to hire somebody. Then they took 
down what me and my mom built 
and restructured it. [laughs] 

I hired this guy George to do the 
plumbing. He’s a licensed builder 
for 25 years. Before I do anything, 
I ask him detailed questions. He 
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tell me anything. He helped me a lot. I can put 
anything together, but how do I know it’s right? 
George was like my security blanket. If he come 
over and spot something wrong, he tell me.

At the beginning, I don’t know who’s going to 
help me. I was staining the siding in the garage, 
and a roommate spotted me and was like, “This 
is a poison, you need open the garage door.” He 

opened the door and put a fan there. Maybe this is basic knowledge, but I didn’t 
know it. My neighbors and everybody, they come in, they share their knowledge. 
Help just keep coming.

“Everything That Makes Me Happy”

Candice’s enthusiasm for building her house and accepting help when it made 
sense all paid off in the end. She loves the freedom of her little house, and the 
wood stove and skylight she dreamed about:
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It’s a trade-off: it’s tiny, but it feels good. I have this window 
open, and I’m laying there and feeling good. What if I had a huge 
house and a big skylight? It feels different here, when the skylight 
is lower, just right there. 

When I lived in other houses, I didn’t really do a lot in the house. 
I mainly hid in my room. My personality, when I live in another 
person’s space, I don’t feel free to use their space. Now I can have 
more stuff. I can be free to buy beautiful plants. 

At night, I lay here, and 

the moon come up over 

the tree tops, and the 

whole bed is white from 

the moonlight. I just lay 

here and watch it and fall 

asleep. I took a picture, 

but there’s just no way to 

see what I see at night. 

The best part is, I can have friends over, have them sleep 
overnight. That’s huge. Now I’m like, “Come over! We’ll watch 
TV, cook whatever we want!” People love it. 

I have friends, they have a beautiful river as their backyard. 
They come over and they go, “Candice, we going to build our 
own tiny house!” They have a huge house! A huge yard! They 
don’t need a tiny house! But I feel awesome. I like to get people 
hooked on tiny houses.
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Storage is an issue in every tiny home, and Candice manages it with numerous 
inventive storage spaces around the house, and by keeping some seldom-used posses-
sions and bulk food items outside. She also chose to avoid busy decor, like hanging 
pots and pans, because they take up a lot of visual space.

It’s unbelievable how I can’t get rid of things. Before you come in, I have a couple 
things I move into my car. [laughs] I always cheat. It’s the things you just can’t get rid 
of: a sewing machine, some blankets... I have another set of China I didn’t want to 
give away. 

Visiting Malissa, I can call her in five minutes and say, “Hey, I’m here.” It’s alright, 
because what you see is how they live. But if you come visit me, you need to let me 
know a day ahead of time so I can move my stuff. [laughs] I thought I had enough 
storage for me, but no.

Balancing Freedom and Comfort

Candice used the internet to find a site that met her major criteria: a rural location 
with a septic hook-up for 
her conventional bathroom 
with an RV-style toilet. She’s 
glad she opted for these daily 
comforts, even if they limit 
where she can park: 

I put an ad on Craigslist. 
There was a picture, and I 
said, “I have this tiny house. If 
you have a place, have water 
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and leveled outside, contact me.” I had people email me from all 
over. With different prices, from $150 to $500. Some with septic 
tanks, some not. 

Finding a location can be difficult. If you’re just you, plugging 
into a room, you can plug into a room in many locations. Having 
a house to move is a big thing. You can’t just live in a parking lot 
or on the street. I have to be close to a house to be going to the 
septic tank. It’s limited.

I was thinking about doing the composting toilet, and my mom 
would tell me, “No, no, no, you don’t want to do that.” My mom 
would always point me to the guideline, “What’s more comfort-
able?” If it’s something you have to do every day, you need to 
make that comfortable.

Before I build my tiny house, I wanted to live off the grid. Things 
were designed for off the grid, but when I don’t have a septic 
tank or something, I realize, “Oh my god, life is so much more 
comfortable when you’re connected.”

It’s quiet. There’s lots of trees. That’s what I like. My cat and 
chicken can run around. They’re free range. They need to come 
out, they need to be free. It makes it difficult for me to move to 
another location. Who’s going to let my chicken run free?

Finding Peace in the Woods

Many people in tiny homes on wheels keep an eye out for 
neighbors who might complain to the city and ask to move, but 
Candice has few neighbors to fear on the wooded road to her 
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house. After years in various cities, she discovered she enjoys the 
peace and quiet of her animals and her home in the forest.

The best day for me is to wake up, get my hot tea, sit outside, 
play with my chicken, and take a walk. My chicken love to go on 
a walk with me. We walk all the way to the state land and a little 
picnic area. She scratch for a worm, I get a stick, I scratch too, 
and she knows I’m her friend. She follows me! She follows me 
and along we walk, one side is cat, and one side is chicken. We 
just go. It’s so awesome. The time spent with my cat and chicken, 
being outside, fresh air, makes me extremely happy. 

I used to always be around people and live in the city. Then my 
job went to Woodinville, and I live on five acres, and it’s just 
awesome. Then, I go to the city, with the cars and the people, 
and I just get anxiety. When I come to a place with less people, I 
have more calm. 

I never experienced peace until I started my 

tiny house. Before, I always want happy. 

Now I realize, peace actually feels better than 

happy. And I didn’t know that, because I 

never experienced it. 
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For me to achieve peace, I can’t achieve it when there’s a lot of 
people, a lot of activity. If I talk to people I have anxiety. “Did 
I say the wrong thing?” But if I don’t see people, I won’t have 
anything in my head. That gives me peace. I used to have to go 
out all the time, be with people all the time. I have to feel like I’m 
doing something. But ever since I moved to this wooded area, I 
don’t have the urge for it.

With people, you feel happy, you feel excited. Sometimes you 
feel sad, you feel worried. You feel all kinds of emotions, except 
peace. [laughs] It’s the feeling of the monk or the nun, that’s what 
I’m trying to get. I guess it’s harder to be a monk, unless you’re 
a really good monk, in a really noisy place, and still feel peace. 
[laughs] I’m not that good.
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Mother and Daughter

Candice and her mother live together because 
it makes sense financially. They both think it 
would be preferable to have their own spaces, 
but neither seems strained by the arrangement. 
Baoying had just recently returned from her 
first long trip back to China since living in the 
house. Candice asked Baoying to explain how 
she felt about the house after her time away and 
translated her responses. To Candice’s pleasant 
surprise, her mother’s trip had shifted her 
perspective considerably. Baoying, in a mix of 
limited English and translated Chinese, was able 
to offer a fresh view of some of the benefits of a 
tiny house in a very different cultural context.

She mostly live here full-time, but she was 
went back to China for six months. If I had 
opportunity, I’d do another one, so my mom 
would be living in a different house. That’d be 
much better. 

We have no other place to go. We applied to a 
senior apartment. If we have senior apartment, 
my mom could have her own space. That’d be 
much more pleasant for her. She’s not as hot as 
me about this tiny house. You have to get along 
very well, or else you butt heads all the time. 

When I move in, I feel great. I feel like, “Yeah, this is my house!” As long as the 
door can close, I can live in here, I was happy. I don’t think my mom is very happy 
with it. But my mom says that how she feels about the tiny house has changed. 

A house in China is bigger. She’s not very used to it. 

Baoying: Too small, too small. 

When I have an open house, my mom would tell everybody, “Too small! Terrible!” 
But everybody’s like, “It’s great!” [laughs] Nobody was really discouraged. 

But with the time going by, she feels she likes the tiny house. Especially when she 
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But how she felt was different 
than how she imagined when 
she went back to China. The 
main way was, when she went 
back to China she looked at 
tiny house pictures and kind 
of missed it. She find it cozy. 
It’s growing on my mom, the 
tiny house. I was worried 
about my mom coming back, 
but she actually feels good. She 
said even though the space is 
small, it’s alright. She showed 
pictures to friends of my tiny 
house.

Baoying: Chinese friend say, 
“Beautiful, beautiful. Very 
good.” 

China doesn’t have such fresh 
air. She wasn’t surrounded by 
nature. This time she says she 
feel more calm around nature. 
She tell her friends, “People 
have to just be in nature, then 
you can feel more happy.” 
When she said nature, I think 
she means more natural 

[impersonating Baoying] “I’m going to China! I don’t have to be so cramped in 

this space. Ha! I can go home, turn around, and not worry about hitting things!”

visited China. She had a three bedroom condo in China, 120 square meters (1,292 square feet). 
[laughs] Before she leave here, she was very happy. 
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material. That’s something my mom didn’t like about my tiny 
house - she didn’t like the wood. 

In China, everything was concrete. Not even drywall, concrete. 
Nothing wood. This is very strange for my mom. In America, we 
grow up with cabins and wood. People immediately are drawn to 
like this, but my mom didn’t like this. Momma says, “When we 
in China, we think, ‘This is normal. This is how life should be.’” 
Every house is cement and concrete. Now she says putting people 
in these concrete blocks is not a good life. 

Now she thinks the advantage a tiny house has that a big house 
doesn’t have, is number one, you can move your tiny house. 
Second, we should take less resource from the earth. Instead 

of building bigger and more, and bigger and more, we should 
appreciate nature, and try to take less. She thinks a tiny house 
can contribute in that kind of way. The number three benefit is 
the economy. It’s a huge pressure in an economy, and living in a 
tiny house, you can feel less pressure on your shoulder. It doesn’t 
cost that much. That’s great. 

It forces you to go outside. [laughs] If you have a huge house, 
you come in, you walk from one room to the other room. There’s 
no reason you go outside. You have enough room. In the tiny 
house, you grab a book and go outside and read. If you want 
more room, you’re kind of forced out. I have to go outside. I eat 
my food on the deck because I like the fresh air. It’s much less to 
clean. That’s what she thinks the good part is about tiny houses.
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My mom and I, we used to fight a lot. Sometimes if she think 
I’m right, she will hide it, won’t let me know. [laughs] That’s 
what she said earlier: “I didn’t tell her.” [laughs] So that’s good to 
know. She has change of heart for my tiny house. 

Building for Necessity, Fun, and Profit

Candice’s adventure in tiny home building helped her discover 
a passion for design and construction she didn’t know she had. 
She’s channeled that into small building projects and a new 
job in craft manufacturing, but is also interested in building 
an additional tiny home someday to give she and Baoying the 
separate spaces they’d prefer: 

After I build this house, I just need to build something. My 
mom mainly view things as work. Not much fun in there for my 
mom. I say, “Mom, this is a very fun project! People want to get 
involved, I want to let them!” I was afraid when it’s done: the fun 
is done, the project’s over. 

I have friends who want me to help them build. It’s very 
addictive. I built my chicken coop. A lot of people have two 
backyard chickens, so I’m designing a two-chicken coop. I’m 
building a cat tree house. A tree house for a human to live is so 
difficult, but little tree house for little kitty is simple! Everybody 
has a kitty, they all have a tree in their backyard! These are just 
small things. 

Candice hasn’t built her cat a tree house (yet), but did install a series of shelves 
connecting the loft to an elevated cat door that exits to a net-enclosed porch 
for a tree-house experience.



Unlikely Lives: Tiny Homes                                    129

And the big things: I want to buy a piece of land, and have a shop and build 
things. If I had land, I could build another tiny house for my mom. If my mom 
go back to China, I can rent it out. That would be my plan. Satisfy my need for 
building things, and also I could make some income. 

Freedom, Comfort and Security

Candice was able to transform sheer excitement into a two person household 
because she was willing to forge ahead, learn new skills, and to reach out for help 
when necessary. Her tiny house laid the foundation for a comfortable, secure and 
more peaceful life for she and her mother:

Ever since I move into the tiny house, I can 
afford to just work part-time. Before, I have to 
work full-time to support myself. I do different 
part-time jobs. I had a waitress job part-time, 
and that was enough. Later on I work with 
George, help him build a house. I work another 
job part-time online. 

I make money here, there, and it’s 

enough. That’s what the tiny house 

allows me to do. 

At the time I lost my job, I don’t have my 
chicken but I do have a cat. My friends could 
let me crash on their couch, but what about 
my cat? I can’t tell them, “Make sure you keep 
the door closed every time you go in and out.” 
I can’t do that. I know if my mom come over, I 
can’t pay $1,000 a month to rent an apartment. 
With this we pay like $200-$300, and me and 
my mom can live here. 

So this is much more freedom, very inexpensive, 
and very comfortable. When I see this tiny 
house, I don’t really care how small it is as long 
as we all can be together. It’s more secure. I 
have a roof over me. This is great.
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John Labovitz: 
Through a Traveler’s Lens
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What would your home look like if one of your top priorities was 
maintaining the feeling of traveling, where an interesting surprise 
could be waiting around any corner?  

The reality of life on the road can be exhausting, and hard to 
integrate into the more traditional, stationary worlds of work,  
relationships and home. But what if you could you capture the 
positives of travel and minimize the negatives? How could you 
wake up every day and see with fresh eyes, try new things with 
excitement, and stay curious about what might happen next?

“For me, the showman’s wagon is a more appropriate form than a 
peaked cottage grafted onto a trailer. The wagon look says ‘move’; 
the cottage seems to say ‘stay.’”

This quote from John Labovitz’s blog helped explain why he 
elected to build a housetruck, modeled after British “showman’s 
wagons”: movement is fairly central to his approach to life. After 
a frustrating experience with a conventional house, he considered 
his values and decided to design an even more mobile option 
than a tiny house on a trailer. His housetruck is just that: truck in 
the front, house in the back.
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John has friends and roots in numerous places, and travels for 
work and for the pleasure of exploration. He was inspired by the 
idea of literal mobility - moving easily and often. But he learned 
that just feeling like he could move along as he pleased helped 
him treat his homes as destinations instead of backdrops.  

John’s longest parking tenure was three years in a bustling area of 
Portland, Oregon, but he now lives in a very different setting: a 
semi-functioning apple orchard his family owns in West Virginia. 
As he investigates creating an artist residency program for print-
making and photography on the farm, he’s opening a new chapter 
in his life, still full of question marks. But John thrives in the 
gray areas. His preference is to integrate his work, play, home and 
travel, and always leave room for new possibilities. He’s uncertain 
of where, exactly, he’ll be living in this new vision, but to John, 
that’s part of the excitement.

“Fixed House” Frustrations

John always had a travel bug, and an interest in unique and 
mobile housing, but home and travel were separate parts of his 
life until he bought a traditional house in Silverton, Oregon and 
developed second thoughts about its location.

I’ve done traveling and road trips all my life. I’ve always been 
interested in living in different places and being light enough, 
in a sense, to do that. I was interested in funky buses and 
things you see on the road that someone made. I like the idea of 
carrying your home around like a snail. 
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It was an old house, kind of cool, in an interest-
ing neighborhood. I liked the town. I still like 
Silverton. But I had frustrations around the 
siting of the house. There was this industrial 
park nearby, and it started really bothering 
me that there was this constant hum from the 
food processing plant. Within months I thought, 
“Why did I do this? This was a mistake.” It 
wasn’t really my house that I was fed up with, 
it was the situation. Where the fixed house 
was...“parked.” [laughs] And I couldn’t move it!

It got to that point where I said, “I need 
something else, and it’s not just another house 
or another neighborhood.” Living in a fixed 
house doesn’t work for me. Even the coolest one 
that I’ve found. I need something that’s more 
movable. So how could I do that, and still have 
a place I want to live in? I’ve thought about this 
stuff all my life, and occasionally I flirted with 
it, but this was the time to do it. 

What a great opportunity, to build my own 
place. The house was really complicated, had 
old wiring that had been redone poorly. I’d 
think, “I just want something simple, why does 
it have to be so complicated?” That got to be the 
fun part of the project - I could totally design it 
from scratch. 

The “tiny home on a trailer” solution looked perfect to John at first. But after a 
careful evaluation of his values, he knew it wasn’t quite right, and kept searching 
for a better fit.

I went on a road trip with a friend of mine, and we were bopping around, and 
I thought, I want the house I’m building to have this aspect of that road trip. 
“Let’s go over there!” Not be worrying so much, “No, we can’t do that, because 
we’re towing a trailer.” I know from experience towing trailers, I wouldn’t be just 
bopping around. I wanted it to be easier to move. 
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I think in terms of what I call “design by value.” What’s your big picture 
view of what you’re designing? Travel and mobility were important, so it just 
seemed to make more sense to do it on a truck.

Play House Now and Your Design Will Work Later

He had prior, positive experiences in small spaces, including living in a small 
RV “somewhat full-time” for a few months, and happy memories of using a 
Winnebago RV as a bedroom while visiting family growing up.

I think it was that Winnebago that really got me. When I‘d go out and 
visit my grandparents, that was my bedroom. I just loved it, because it was 
separate, and quiet, and my own space.

While designing his new space, John tested out his future home’s size within 
his big house, even purchasing and using his small housetruck refrigerator to 
find out how his cooking habits would change.

I found a little room that turned out to be exactly this size. I moved my bed 
down there, and spent time in there, and said, “I’m not going to use the 
upstairs. I’m going to use this and use the kitchen.” I moved all my stuff out 
of my refrigerator and moved it in [his housetruck refrigerator]. This doesn’t 
have a freezer. What if I don’t have a freezer? As much as I could, in that 
existing house, I tried to pretend, play house. I did that for a couple months.

Design By Value

John’s process of “designing by value” emphasizes looking past common 
assumptions to discover a very personal design that serves your real uses of 
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the space. For instance, his housetruck doesn’t have a bathroom, 
because he knew he’d always be parking close to one:

It’s about a way of thinking about design that isn’t “tiny house 
porn.” It’s okay to collect the kind of, “Wow, that inspires me.” 
But move up from, “I want something like that person’s,” into, 
“What’s my value?” 

For me, it was mobility and durability. You can say, “Which 
stove should I get?” But, do you need a stove? Maybe you do, 
maybe you don’t. Think about what you’re doing and why you’re 
doing it. Rise above the, “I need a kitchen, I need a bathroom, I 
need a closet.” I especially notice when people talk about “rooms” 
in a tiny house. When they say, “Where’s your bathroom?” I say, 

Tech Tip: Visiting Tiny Homes and Trying Out Designs

Build mock-ups. Try it out. Not everyone is visually inclined, so 
doing as much of a physical mock-up as you can is a really good 
idea. Find a really tiny room in your house, do something that 
gets it to the size that you want your house to be. Move your bed 
in there, and really try to live in there. It’s not going to be exact, 
but you can get close.  

I did as much visiting other spaces as I could, and now I’d 
suggest doing even more. Talk to as many people and visit as 
many places as you can. It’s a lot cheaper than un-building later.

“Let’s talk about function, about context or environment.” But 
we’re all so conditioned to “room thinking.” It’s the Victorian idea 
that rooms all have specific functions. 

I started thinking, “What would I do in this?” Not, “What would 
I put in it?” I’m going to sleep, eat, hang out, have a little bit 
of storage. I’m going to work - I was doing programming at the 
time, so desk work. That became the way I thought through the 
design.  

If you take the idea of a house you build for yourself, what is 
that? Because it IS yourself. It’s not me, it’s you. If you could 
build your own space, what would that be?
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From Typing Code to Swinging Hammers

John had some design experience, but was unaccustomed to 
construction, and found it a welcome change from his usual 
work:

I took architecture and mechanical drafting in high school, then I 
taught myself SketchUp, which isn’t that hard, and that helped a 
lot to visualize. I’m a good designer, but I’m a sucky builder. I’m 
fine as long as you don’t mind a tolerance of a 1/4 of an inch.

There was something about that kind of work, especially as 
someone who’s done mostly desk work. Lifting sheets of plywood 
and trying to figure out how to clamp them on so that they don’t 
fall off while you’re screwing them in. I felt tired, but I felt really 
good when I worked on it. I started in September and worked 
most of that winter. It was six months. I enjoyed working on it. It 
kept coming together.   

After some unsatisfying experiences accepting help from skilled 
friends who couldn’t work within his design aesthetic, John 
did the majority of his construction work alone, and with a few 
skilled craftsmen he hired who shared his enthusiasm for the 
challenge of the project. Like Byron, a metal fabricator who 
constructed the steel skeleton of the house.

It was one of the best things to work with people who knew what 
they were doing. And they liked working with me because it 
was this funky project that was interesting to them. Byron was 
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building an aluminum boat, and had half-built helicopters in his shop. He was 
a very straight-forward, country guy, but when I showed him this foamcore 
model, he just had this glint in his eye like, “Oh, that’s cool.” And I thought, 
that’s great, because I had a little bit of the opposite experience. 

I talked to one guy who built trailers, and I remember telling him what I 
wanted to do, and he was totally not interested. I didn’t work with him, and 
it was partly that I’d much rather work with someone who’s interested and 
passionate about what they do. I approached it more as an art project, really, 
than as a project that I had to get certain things outsourced.

Take Your Time

John advocates for taking your time during the design process. Design was 
especially important for him because the lighter, more travel-friendly steel 
frame of his housetruck is also more permanent than wood-framing. Settling 
that design and giving Byron the green light to start welding was John’s signal 
that things were really on their way.

I was actually amazed. I never had the stamina or the patience to build 
something like this before. It just kind of moved along and almost built itself.   

I kept wondering, “Did I get it right?” Unlike a wood structure where you can 
redo it, once I figured out that shape, that was the shape. I’d done months 
of SketchUp work and all these measurements. I was nervous that I was 
committing to this structure, but that’s the advantage of putting a year’s worth 
of design time into it. I was pretty serious about that design. It was mostly just 
butterflies, like, “Oh my god, I’m starting!” [laughs] Then I could stand inside 
of it. There I am, inside my SketchUp model. And it felt exactly right.
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What’s the Right Housing for Travel?  The Right 
Travel for Housing?

John planned to move to Portland, around an hour from 
Silverton, so he sublet an apartment in the city while scoping out 
a stable parking place. He didn’t want to park his housetruck on 
the street after past experiences, saying, “I’d done that with the 
RV I owned, and it was always really stressful.” He was eventually 
offered a spot parked outside of a house that would become his 
home base for three years. The truck functioned as a “mobile 
bedroom” he retreated to, while using the bathroom, laundry and 
sometimes kitchen in the big house.

I felt mostly like a roommate. Having this kind of space is great 
in the sense that it’s a personal place I can retreat to every 
day. Especially in Portland, it worked out really well to be in 
that busy part of the city and have all these things available to 

me. Every single time I’d walk home - especially when it was 
the summer, and all the trees and vines were coming over the 
housetruck - I’d come in and close the door, and I’ve got my little 
place. Like my little place in the country, except I’m in the middle 
of the city. It was really perfect. 

Travel presents many shades of gray: are you moving daily, 
weekly, monthly? John found that staying put for a few weeks at a 
time worked well, but the housetruck wasn’t ideal for traditional 
road trips:

I think where it works best is with my friends in California who 
have a kind of ecovillage. It was absolutely great to have the 
housetruck there, because I had a place to live, and they had a 
kitchen and shared bathrooms. So I could just have this as my 
little away place.  
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About a dozen people live there, and usually 
they’re busy building houses. I’m either figuring 
out something technical like their solar electric 
system, or saying, “Y’all are busy, I’m gonna 
cook dinner.” That’s a place that’s never boring, 
and I can just show up, and there’s always 
things to do. It’s a little village of people I love 
to hang out with, but coming back to my little 
corner of the world is really important. That 
kind of situation - where I go to a place and 
I’m there for a month - that lines up with I 
originally thought.

Portland became John’s home partly because 
those “one month stay” situations can be hard 
to find, and because the housetruck had some 
technical issues: the truck’s transmission blew, 
and the house’s complex roof sprung a leak.

The roof was the thing that I did not spend 
enough time designing. Make sure you spend a 
lot of time on your roof. This is a unique design, 
so I had to invent it myself. And it was the one 
part that I outsourced in that non-collaborative 
way, and he didn’t really think it through. In a 
heavy rain, it would start leaking in one corner. 
I added a sort of “super roof ” to it, and that 
kind of glued it in place, because I couldn’t 
drive with all that stuff. 

As he learned where it worked best and where something else would work better, 
John was content to use the right tool for the job and not drag his housetruck into 
situations where he needed to move more than stay put. 

I wasn’t really ever going to do major road trips, in the sense that every day you’re 
in a new place. That’s fatiguing in a car, but it’s even more fatiguing here, because 
you’ve got a big rumbly truck that you’re navigating. Even though it’s mobile, it’s 
still big and heavy. If I’m driving along on a little country road, I’m concentrating 
mostly on, “What if a car comes the other way?” I’m less likely to say, “Look at 
that little side spur, I’m gonna take a trip down there.” And it attracts a lot of 
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attention. If I was a circus performer, it would 
be great, because it’s always the weirdest thing 
around. I get questions every time I stop for 
gas. It’s impossible to be anonymous.

I’ve actually been planning a “Model B” 
housetruck. It would be much simpler. It would 
be really a tiny van built out inside. This is 
about as small as it should be for what it is, but 
it could still be a smaller vehicle, which would 
probably be better to travel with.

Encouraging The Feeling of Travel

Having the housetruck stay put more than he 
anticipated hasn’t been a let-down for John 
because it still serves the deeper value of what 
he appreciates about travel. It’s helped him 
experience the feelings that he enjoys when 

traveling, without demanding that he actually wake up in a different place every 
day. Since leaving Portland, he moved to his family’s land in West Virginia, where 
he grew up visiting regularly. Though the weather forced him to move into his 
uncle’s house for the winter, he was looking forward to moving back into the 
housetruck once the season thawed.

Even though I’m not living in this full-time, I don’t feel like there’s a failure there. 
I totally look forward to moving into this in the spring once it gets warm enough. 
I’m really excited about moving it down to the orchard and living in it there. 

There’s a house down there that’s not been lived in for 20 years, and I actually 
have these fantasies about renovating it. It seems totally normal right now to say, 
“It’d be great to live there for a little while, but if someone comes and visits, I’ll 
move back into this.” Constant shifting around actually feels much more normal 
than saying, “This is my one house.”
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As a bedroom outside of the big house in Portland, or in the orchard in West 
Virginia, one of the biggest benefits of John’s housing situation has been that he, 
“Didn’t have to go through the mental commitment to a place, whether it was 
signing a lease, or even just saying ‘I live here.’”

In Portland, I could say, “I live at 28th and Alberta,” but it was always slightly 
temporary, in a good way. I mean, that’s where the truck is parked, but if I got 
a better offer I could go somewhere else. [laughs] I think that’s what worked out 
really well for me. Even though technically the house truck was parked for three 
years in Portland, it didn’t feel like it was cemented-in.

I’ve known people who really love having their home base as a fixed place. They 
buy the house, and do all the things they do to their house and their land, and 
they get a lot of satisfaction out of that. But that’s not how it works for me. It 
works in some ways out here. I’m satisfied, but for different reasons. It has a 
personal background - it wasn’t a place I acquired myself, it’s just a place I’m 
connected with. 

I actually relate to places better when I feel like I’m 

traveling. Because I always try to have that fresh eye. 

Once I get into a place and I get too settled, I stop 

seeing things. 

There’s something about the size, too. It’s so small, it’s easy to 
close the door and walk away. I like spending time in here, but 
I can also easily go somewhere else. There’s something about a 
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bigger house - the bigger a place is, the harder it is to leave. I 
even have that here at the farm. I can be here for weeks. [laughs] 
Over the winter it was kind of funny that way. We were snowed 
in a lot, and there wasn’t any NEED to leave. I got good at going 
out to the store and stocking up. I can just sort of be here and be 
satisfied with it. 

But when I was in the tiny house in the city, it was just enough 
interface. It was my own space, but it wasn’t a fixed space. It was 
part of the city, but not a cemented-in part of the city. It just sort 
of existed in this gray area. 

Home, Travel and Work: An Integrated System

John has managed to integrate his home with travel, and integrate 
his work with play. He’s been a freelance programmer, graphic 
designer, writer and photographer for around ten years - work 
that holds his interest, and travels well. His travel also isn’t the 
usual leisure travel: each trip to the ecovillage comes with some 
tasks he enjoys, and his other trips tend to involve assignments 
as well. Recently he’s been traveling the country to interview 
and photograph letterpress printers, and before that, he pursued 
artistic projects in Portugal and Louisiana:

I went to the Cajun area, the Acadiana. I rented a car, and every 
day I would go out and take another back road that I hadn’t 
taken. I ended up taking 2,000 miles of back roads, this whole 
spider web of maps all over the area. I wrote a bunch of travel 
essays about that, and I photographed. I kind of played the 

When it’s not defined, to me, that’s where things 

are interesting. Before you know everything, but as 

you’re seeing it. Which is what traveling is about. 
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exploratory journalist. 

I spent money on it. There’s a level of commitment to the project, to the work. 
Not that, “You are working.” It’s, “There is the work.” This was taught to me 
by those folks where I did the residency in Portugal. They were always saying, 
“How is the work going?” I thought, that’s a great way to look at it. There is 
the work to be done, and it sort of guides you along eventually, but you’re not 
being forced by someone else. It’s like riding the wave. I enjoy that mode, and 
for me it’s fulfilling.

I don’t really know what a vacation is, and I feel like I don’t know what work 
is, because both of them are weird, extreme concepts for me. So the letterpress 
project is work. The Louisiana project was definitely work. That’s a mode that 
I tend to be in. I’m happier with things integrated. 

I’ve never really understood going to a resort, and just 

hanging out. Why would you not want to do projects?

I don’t really believe in doing things that are not fun and interesting. I’ve done 
a lot of freelance work in my life - graphic design, programming, technical 
consulting and book design. I’ve probably done more freelance work in my life 
than I have worked for an employer. 

Even the programming, I essentially let myself retire from that last fall. The 
business and technical aspects of it I was finding to be really frustrating, and 
I was having less and less fun. I decided, I’d done it. I didn’t have to do it 
anymore. 
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A Future Worth “Settling” For

When he moved to West Virginia he thought he would still live 
in Portland for part of the year, but he’s found a new reason to 
stay relatively put. His personal interest in printmaking and  
photography led him to start accumulating equipment he 
currently stores in the basement of his uncle’s house. And his 
traveling letterpress interview project lit a new fire for John:

I’ve sort of shifted over to this art focus: photography, printmak-
ing, writing, and using the programming as a tool in that. My 
plan is to actually build a larger facility for printmaking and 
photography, and have people come out and do retreats and 
residencies. Last year when I was traveling around visiting with 
printers, I discovered that urge to do it, and realized, I have this 
opportunity: here’s this land that’s sort of dormant right now, 
not being farmed. I want to do this, and it seems like it would 
be doable. And talking to the kind of people I’d want to have 
come out, people say, “That sounds great, when are you going to 
start?”

Then I went, “Well duh, I can have tiny houses as residences 
here.” People love that. I’ve had people ask me specifically, “Are 
you gonna have tiny houses there to live in?” And I say, “Yes, 
actually, I am.”

Though the back roads of West Virginia could seem like a world 
apart from John’s setting in Portland, he’s comfortable with the 
transition, and it’s an active asset in his new venture:

It’s a lot less distracting to be out here. I like being alone, so it 
doesn’t bother me to be out in the middle of nowhere. I think the 
biggest thing I’ve been surprised by is how much I like it. There’s 
an arts organization that has an incredible number of artists 
who are all really nice people and very down to earth. I had no 
expectation there was an arts community, or a little cooperative 
grocery, or that it would fit in that way for me.
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Happy in Transition

If John’s whole life sounds like it’s in transition, that’s because it 
is. But he thrives there, in the gray areas and in-between spaces. 
It’s another condition that helps him keep that traveler’s eye: 
seeing options, asking questions, and wondering what’s next  But 
his appreciation for the housetruck hasn’t dulled: 

I keep checking myself on, am I still happy with this space? 
And I totally am. It never has felt too small. It’s always felt just 
perfectly sized. Not to say I can do everything in this, but for 
this calm, slow part of life, the sleeping and having coffee in the 

morning, and the personal retreat thing, it’s exactly right. I was 
in here today getting it all cleaned up and thinking, “Oh yeah, 
I really like this space.” Not too much in the winter - too damn 
cold. But this kind of weather, with all the windows open? I still 
love it. 

Obviously right now I’m in a new phase of doing things. This 
new idea of the residency retreat is inviting people out, and that 
implies various things shifting. I’m really excited about creating a 
bunch of little spaces that I can live in at various times, like I can 
travel around between them. It’s a fun way to sort of make my 
mobility idea work even on this smaller scale.
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Alex and Allison: 
The Community is Their 
       Living Room
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Is it what’s inside your home that matters, or what’s just outside 
your door? Your home places you near some things and far from 
others. It connect you with natural resources, communities of 
friends and neighbors, or infrastructure and job opportunities. 
You might think of home as what’s contained within your walls, 
but what’s outside of them can be just as important.

Alex and Allison wanted their home to provide easy access 
to the people and activities that make their lives feel full and 

meaningful. A tiny home was just the path that got them there. 
They bought a nearly vacant lot and applied to build a main 
house and a fully legal, 320-square foot accessory dwelling. Once 
approved, they simply built the “accessory” first, and have lived 
there for over a year and a half.

Alex and Allison’s cool, modern tiny home fits in strangely 
well in Yellow Springs, Ohio. This college town of 3,500 people 
is clustered around a main street packed with cafes, cute 
restaurants, and other hallmarks of thriving urban areas. After 
living there temporarily, the couple decided they wanted a more 
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permanent move to the area, and the good friends and interesting 
work they found there. 

Alex’s passion for small and sustainable spaces led him to design 
and learn to build an accessory home they’d be happy to live in for 
a few years while gearing up to build the main house – a whopping 
800 square feet. An accessory dwelling is basically a little living 
space that shares a lot with a “big house,” but is functionally 
independent. For Alex and Allison, it was a great way to get back 
to Yellow Springs, put themselves on track for their future plans, 
and add housing density to the town as it tries to grow healthily 
without pricing people out. 

They arrived at the idea that a small home was right for them in 
part because they’d lived in many places and tried many styles of 
housing. Every experience taught them something different, but 
none left them feeling like there was one living situation that was 
right for them forever. Their little house works great for now, but 
they’re also excited about building another home that will work 
well for the next chapter in their lives. Just as they carry lessons 
with them from their times in the suburbs, the city, small towns 
and cohousing communities, they plan on taking their small home 
experience with them wherever they go.

A Passion For Design and Simple Living

Alex and Allison were attracted to the challenge of designing 
and building a little house for different reasons, but one mutual 
vision satisfied their aspirations. Sustainably-minded architectural 
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designer Alex had a passion for small spaces, and wanted the new and valuable 
experience of taking a design from a sketch on paper to a useful structure: 

Alex: I’ve been drawing small houses for as long as I can remember. What can I 
do in 16’ x 16’? 10’ x 10’? It’s a challenge. It’s a small enough project that a very 
beginner architect can really wrap their mind around the whole thing. Housing is 
just fascinating - the way the space you live in can shape your daily routine. And 
how could I be an advocate for simple living if I don’t do it, you know? I really 
want the experience of living in a small house. 

Designing for myself is practical at this scale, at 
this time. It’s a real pleasurable thing to be able 
to do a design for yourself, or the way you want 
it in general. With clients, you have to make 
compromises. 

Allison had spent time actively pursuing 
different housing experiences, and came away 
with valuable insights about what kind of 
housing works best for her. She discovered that 
while engaging with her community is vital for 
her quality of life, living in communal housing 
didn’t satisfy her need for time alone. Living in 
a small, stand-alone house seemed like a great 
way for her to have the space and community 
connections she wanted:

Allison: Something Alex and I share in 
common is that our interest in design is really 
intimately tied with community. Healthy 
communities have strong design, which includes 
different-sized houses, and houses that are 
sustainable. We’ve lived in all sorts of commu-
nities, both suburban and urban, and have seen 
creative ways to do that. 

I’ve lived in different kinds of cohousing, I’ve 
lived in intentional communities. I’ve lived at 
Arcosanti in Arizona, in a tiny concrete cube 
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house in the middle of the desert. I was really interested in commu-
nities of different types, so I traveled around a little bit and lived in 
different places. My background is in art education and fine art, so I 
lived in places that I could do work exchange in return for art classes 
a lot of the time.

Some of my best experiences have been living in shared spaces. I’m 
still really close friends with a group of women that I lived with 
for a time in college. We had shared meals every night, and house 
meetings, and all of those cohousing-type experiences. 

I really value community, but I’m a fairly private person. I like to 
have down time that is solitary. Our space doesn’t have to be huge 
for that, but I need to have a nook that I can call my own, and then 
I can go back out and be energized in the community.

What Makes a Charming Place?

Their shared values of living simply and sustainably paired well with 
Alex’s architectural curiosity. They refined the idea together after 
Alex proposed it to her, which he joked played out like this:

Alex: “How about we go live in a tiny house!?”

Allison: More like, “Look what I’ve been sketching lately.” 

Alex: Thanks for going along with it! Still married!

Allison: We were pretty committed that living simply was important 
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to us and we were willing to try it out. It’s been 
on the edge of our consciousness for a long time. 
When we decided we wanted to come back 
to this community, it was a way to consider 
making that happen, because when we lived 
here the first time, we had a really hard time 
even finding a rental. 

This would be an opportunity for Alex to do 
some designing and actually build something 
himself - a really cool, creative endeavor, while 
meeting a need of there not being enough 
housing.

They wanted to return to Yellow Springs, the 
home of progressive but tumultuous Antioch 
College. Yellow Springs has a small, impres-
sively active main street that gives their home a 
“Walk Score” of almost 90 out of 100: a grocery, 
post office, hardware store, wine bar, coffee 
shop, food cart and art theater are all packed 
into the center of town within an easy walk of 
many residents. 

It seems idyllic, but they had lived there once 
before, and the couple knew the challenges of 
the area as well. When more people move to a 
nice little town, the town needs to build more 
housing, or prices rise until only the wealthy 

can afford the desirable, close-in homes. One of the keys to getting back to Yellow 
Springs was to find a home they could afford that also met their livability require-
ments. When a rare empty lot came up for sale, they saw an opportunity to move 
back to town and create additional, diverse housing to contribute to the quirky 
character that makes Yellow Springs interesting.

Alex: This is an attempt to have somewhere to live transitionally for a few years, 
and after that it will be an addition to the fabric of Yellow Springs, which is full of 
unusual living situations, and young people, and kind of high property taxes, and 
not a lot of good rental properties.

Colorful shops near Main Street in Yellow Springs, Ohio.
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Even in the neighborhoods, you’ll find some interesting houses 
around town. Straw-bale is pretty popular here. There’s a house 
around the corner that’s somebody’s kind of art project. It’s very 
funky. 

One of the worst by-products of functional zoning with, you 
know, everybody who lives in 1,000 square feet lives over here, 
and everybody who lives in 4,500 square feet lives over there... 
You get these vast farms of identical houses. You really have to 
have diversity in housing to have a diversity in people. 

Once the main home is complete, they might use the little house 
as an office for Alex, or as an affordable rental property in the 
challenging local rental market. This is another community 
benefit of accessory dwellings: more housing density, or “infill,” 

can help distribute the town’s rising property taxes and maintain 
valued community services like their well-regarded schools. 
Creating more housing wasn’t only a way for Alex and Allison 
to move to Yellow Springs, it’s the type of development that 
promotes the traits of livability that drew them there.

Alex: There’s a real struggle between it being a bubble of wealth 
and a bedroom community, when it’s been a diverse, functional 
community for a long time. There’s all these balancing forces 
and inevitable changes going on. And Antioch was defunct for a 
couple years, and now they’re back in business and getting their 
stuff figured out. So the town’s gone through a lot of chapters. 

If we can get more infill, then we can have more density and 
grow this town in the only way that we can. We’ve all, as a 

Above and at right, two of the unique homes in Yellow Springs.
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community, said we don’t want to sprawl. The only way to do it after 
that is up, or infill. And there’s a big problem with property taxes 
being too high. We’ve got great schools, but a lot of people are being 
priced out. 

The more people that can live here, the lower our 

individual property taxes are. So there’s a larger 

goal there: to continue being a living community, 

not a bedroom community, and not a hollow shell 

of a town. - Alex

The “Neighborhood” Feeling

Allison’s experiment in communal housing taught her that she valued 
close connections with other people and resources. Meanwhile, 
Alex experienced both small town and spread out, suburban life as a 
child, then studied abroad in France during college. He learned that 
he enjoyed living in small spaces clustered around shared resources, 
where everything you need is just a walk or a bike ride away.

Alex: As a very young child, I lived in a small town not too different 
from this, and I had a great deal of autonomy. I could go out on 
a Saturday, roam the town, collect cans, turn ‘em in, and buy a 
hot dog with it. That was something that my parents could be like, 
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“Okay, go do whatever you want to do. Go play in the woods.” 

And then moving to a typical suburban situation - a single-use, 
residential zone - I was stuck in the house. Or I could sit on my 
street, and look down at the other houses. And that was terrible. 
Just a really bad experience.

Transportation’s a big issue. Why can’t we just ride bicycles? I got 
the opportunity to look at European cities, and take a vacation 

or two to New York and see how it is there, people just walking 
place to place. The answers seemed kind of obvious.

A Fully Legal Little House

Allison and Alex wanted their little home to be fully permitted 
and legal, which they knew would involve some red tape and 
bureaucracy. But the process ballooned in complexity when it 
happened to coincide with Yellow Springs’ zoning and building 
code updates, and one of the proposed updates was a 500-square 
foot minimum size for new housing. After a spirited debate, the 
town applied a minimum size to new construction on empty lots, 
but not to accessory dwellings. So their home is legal, but the 
debate delayed their already-ambitious timeline. 

This garage was the only structure on the property when the couple bought 
it. Their accessory dwelling sits behind it, and they’ll eventually replace the 
garage with their primary home.

The whole goal was trying to do this very  

small house thing in an above board, legal,   

standard-construction sort of way. First it   

was easy, and then it was hard.  - Alex

Alex: It is legal to build a house this small. That was a ferocious 
debate in this town. They were going to put a minimum of 500 
square feet on housing. It’s kind of democracy in action, which 
is great. But people just dig in on their positions, and sometimes 
you feel like they don’t have a lot of reason to do so. 
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I was actually totally blind-sided by the 
amount of resistance I did get. There were 
vocal opponents. They had some declared 
arguments...and they had some biases that I 
could guess at. Which are like, “It’s just not 
proper.” Property values - that’s a big one. “If 
you build a tiny house next to a big house, their 
property value is going to go down.” And there’s 
no basis for that as far as I can tell. 

Allison: There are so few empty lots left, that’s 
not going to be where people try and put tiny 
houses. So overall it’s really positive: there can 
be more infill with small homes on existing lots.

Timing is Everything

Alex’s background was architectural design, 
but aside from “a few hours” volunteering for 
Habitat for Humanity, he was new to building. 
He was glad he got the “full experience of a 
house, beginning to end,” but knew his building 
process wasn’t as efficient as it could have been. 
Allison was excited to help build as well, but her 
new job demanded much of her attention, and 
she didn’t feel as connected with the process as 
she wanted.

Alex: I’m the designer, and I’m also the lackey 

to a lead carpenter that I hired. I’m like, I’ll just tell him what to do when I’m 
there. He knows all the trades. So sometimes he’s telling me what to do, because 
I’m following him around building, and sometimes I’m telling him what to do 
when it comes to design stuff. That was an interesting, pretty fluid process, but not 
terribly efficient.

Allison: Originally I was really excited to help build it as well. Not only do we 
have this cool design that Alex drew up, but this will be a bonding life experience 
together. We’ll build a small house to live in ourselves. But then I really didn’t end 
up helping that much because of my job. 

It was weird to not be directly involved. If I had been here on site, I wouldn’t 
have had as many reservations. “How long is it taking?” And, “Oh my gosh, we’re 
spending more than we wanted to.”
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Alex: If I were to do this again, I’d have a really complete set of plans, instead of, you 
know, a one page outline.

Allison: For example. [laughs] I helped build the windows, and that was really cool. 
Even just doing one small project, I felt a lot more comfortable with some of the 
unknowns. I think for people that are interested in building their own spaces, it really 
is best if you’re intimately involved.

They planned for a fast-paced, three-month building schedule, but permitting and 
construction dragged on longer than they anticipated. They ran out of time in their 
summer sublet, and were forced into some very rustic temporary housing, like a tent. 

The time-crunch also forced some choices 
between building quickly and building 
affordably. They had hoped the space could 
be an example of sustainable design on 
a budget, but saving money often means 
spending time, and they were understand-
ably eager to move out of the tent, into their 
house, and feel settled at last:

Allison: When we first started talking about 
this project, we were really excited about 
the urban homestead idea - it could be 
educational in terms of sustainability, and 
making things really affordable. While this 
ended up being more expensive, we still 
really want to be able to invite people into 
this space and show them how living in a 
fairly simple way, a more sustainable way, 
can be affordable and accessible. 

But just in terms of cost... You see lots of 
examples of people making it super-accessi-
ble, using recycled materials and stuff. I like 
that aesthetic, and it makes sense environ-
mentally, but that takes so much more time. 
We had this crunch of time. 

Alex: We rented a house for the summer, 
which wasn’t quite enough time to build 
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this. So we had a few different accommodations, including a 
tent, and a friend’s van. Which is the perfect way to transition to 
a very small house, because it was so much nicer than a tent.

Allison: We just moved here, and I started a brand new job. So I 
was living in a tent, not getting to shower that often, and having 
to go present in front of the entire village at council meetings... 
I’m brand new to the town, essentially, and I’m in front of all 
these people who have lived here for 30 years. The transient 
experience was challenging. Living in a tent, with a cat, in a 
thunderstorm...[laughs]

Alex: She was a trooper. She was like a little princess house cat 
before that. We lost her in a rainstorm once. [laughs] She came 
back. It was fine.

Test Your Assumptions and Discover Your Needs

After making it through the challenges of permitting and living 
in a tent, their experience in the space has been very comfortable. 
In many ways, it’s made them see standard expectations about 
private space as silly, as they learned recently when they stayed 
in a hotel. It’s also shown Alex that to create energy-efficient 
housing, building small is an affordable alternative to using more 
complex green building techniques like Passive House:

Allison: Your perspective is shifted in a really pleasant way. 
When we go camping and come back to our small house, it feels 
luxurious.

Alex: It’s weird to go stay somewhere, like the hotel room in 
Colorado? It was bigger than our house! That’s so weird! 
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Allison: I found myself thinking, “What is this space FOR?”

Alex: I don’t need a bowling alley, a theater room, and a den. In the design field, 
I face that with clients. “You really want all this space?” Even people who want 
efficient housing are still like, “3,500 square feet is about enough.” 

My overall goal is low energy housing, whatever size it is. A new, near Passive 
House in town, their electric bill is the same as this one. They’re both all electric 
houses. They do in 1,700 square feet what we do in 320. So there’s a number of 
ways to reach that goal. This one’s a lot less expensive. [laughs] 

Small Space Survival Tips

One way the space has challenged them is just that it’s just one space. They both 

When it’s sunny, you feel like a 

cat. The sun streams in and you 

have so many relaxing places to 

sit. It’s deeply satisfying to me to be 

comfortable in this size space, and 

to know that I don’t really  

need anything else.  - Allison

sometimes work from home and keep different 
social schedules, so they’ve found it’s important 
to communicate and find subtle ways to 
separate the space to share it well. 

Alex: I have to ask when I want to have friends 
over, or I meet people elsewhere. If one of us 
wants to go to bed, the light is in our only 
room... 

Allison: Even though we do use the town as 
our living room a lot, it’s a small town, and 
everything shuts down really early. So for 
socializing, its still hard because it’s all one 
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space. After everything downtown is closed, there’s not a separate 
room if you want to do something in the evenings and the other 
person doesn’t.

Alex: Yeah, it’s kind of a bummer. Even the gas station closes 
at 10 pm. The grocery store closes, the restaurants. Sometimes 
Sunrise Cafe does a martini lounge until 1:00 am or something. 
That’s kind of nice, but that’s it.

Allison: At one point we were both working from home, and that 
was just really hard. We weren’t being efficient with our time. 
We enjoy talking about all kinds of stuff, so we would just talk to 
each other and not do our work.

Originally we had the desk, my office, out here, and I like it a lot 
better in the closet. It creates a more delineated space to me. Just 
being able to close the curtain, it feels more intentional. That 
might look weird when you first look at it, but it works really 
well in the day-to-day use of it.

Affording and Encouraging Access to Community

Allison and Alex value that the location and size of their house 
gives them easy access to pretty places, good friends, and the 
greater community of Yellow Springs.

Allison: We’re really connected with nature even though we’re in 
a town. The nature preserve is a five minute walk down the bike 
path. On a really nice day we’ll get up, go to the farmer’s market, 
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go for a hike later in the day, and have people come over and 
spend time in our space. Last night we just made really delicious 
homemade pasta and hung out. 

The health of our lifestyle is a really important factor in our 
lives. I used to commute 45 minutes each way to my job when 
we lived in Denver. Now I walk two blocks to the school where 
I teach. It’s great. My best friend, she’s a five to ten minute walk 
away.

Alex: I’d rather buy new shoes than brake pads. [laughs] I get 
to take a short bike ride to the office and come home for lunch 
by the same method. It’’s so freeing. Like a lot of younger people 
today, I don’t really want to drive a car every day.

A few months from now, we’ll just be able to go right outside our 
door, and harvest some vegetables, and cook in good company, 
and maybe go for a beer after dinner.

Allison: All of those things, being able to choose to do them or 
not, and have it be an easy decision, that makes a really good 
day. You don’t have to spend a lot of time deciding what to do. 
Most of it’s accessible, all the things we want to do.

Alex: Yeah, and it’s not like we have to pick a day when we’re 
going to clean either. It takes about 20 minutes to do a pretty 
good sweep, vacuum, put things away - boom!

One of the benefits of devoting time to your community is having good 
friends, such as the one who hand-forged Alex and Allison this kitchen knife 
as a wedding present.
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An Experience They’ll Take With Them

If the small house works for them, why build the main 
house at all? In part because they want their main house 
to be even more energy-efficient than the little one. In part 
because Allison is entering a five-year PhD program with 
a demanding schedule. And in part, because they don’t see 
moving out of a space as a sign that it’s failed them. Like 
their many other housing experiences, this one is enjoyable 
and meaningful, but they want to try new experiences too:

Allison: I could keep living here. It would just mean creating 
some other solutions. I could get an office space. There’s 
Antioch campus - their library is a short bike ride away. 
I took a class there last fall and I spent all my time there 
studying. 

I don’t want to give the impression that our time is up for 
this space. We just happen to be in a situation where it’s also 
exciting for us to be able to build an actual Passive House. 

I think this reinforced values that we already 

had in a really helpful way, to keep the focus 

on the things that are most important to us.  

- Allison
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Some of my best experiences have been living in shared spaces. It 
was really important to who I am as a person. I think there’s just 
a place and time for it - it’s not something you have to commit 
your whole life to. We may live in a tiny house for two years, five 
years, ten years, and then we’ll live in a different type of home. 
And then maybe we’ll do some cohousing again. 

I think that’s a concept generationally that people are becoming 
more comfortable with – we’re not necessarily going to buy one 
house and live in it for 50 years. 

Alex: Living in this situation will hopefully be something we can 
carry with us forever in the way we live, the amount of stuff we 
have around us, and what we think we need.
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John Wells: 
Fascination Fuels 
a Life Off The Grid



Unlikely Lives: Tiny Homes                                    164

Sometimes you just want to get away. You’ll leave your stresses 
behind, live simply, and find greater meaning in life’s little 
moments than you could in the frantic pace of your life now. 

Many tiny house enthusiasts are interested in being off the grid, 
designing their homes to be independent of traditional power 
and water utilities so they’ll have the freedom to live anywhere. 
It’s easy to romanticize the idea of getting away from it all, but 
will you like what you get away to? 

With Freedom Comes Responsibility

John Wells got away in a big way. He spent his 20’s and 30’s 
working in the arts in New York City, then fled to upstate New 
York to escape the city crowds. But after feeling besieged by bills 
in his big country house, he decided to get away even further, 
and bought 80 acres of empty land in Southwest Texas. The land 
was so cheap that he could afford to experiment: instead of using 
his talents to make money to pay for food and shelter, what if he 
used them to create food and shelter directly? 
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First he built an affordable, 128-square foot house to live in at 
“The Field Lab.” The house is for sleeping and eating, because 
the rest of his life takes place outside. John spends some days 
tending his cattle, greenhouse garden and land. He spends others 
building the useful contraptions that keep him satisfied in an 
environment that’s cheap because it’s challenging: the heat and 
storms are intense, and good paying work is rare. But he didn’t 
expect his new life to be easy - he’d probably be bored if it was. 

Life off the grid works for John because he’s endlessly curious 
about the world, and always ready to turn curiosity into action. 
He acquired a mix of professional skills throughout his life 
that prepared him surprisingly well for pioneer living. The line 
between his work and play can be hazy. His to-do list includes 
taking powered paragliding lessons, trying to grow coconuts, and 
building a solar-powered pasteurizer so the water he catches on 
the roof of his greenhouse will be safe to drink. 

This life wouldn’t work for everyone. It works for John because 
his days now are filled with what he really likes to do: pursue a 
broad range of interests that create tangible results. 

Sick of the City

John spent his 20’s and 30’s working in New York City as a 
photographer and prop builder. He enjoyed photography, but 
shooting for fashion and catalogs wasn’t very interesting. Prop 
building provided a creative outlet and a good income, but he got 
sick of New York City’s crowds.
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I went into fashion photography for a while. I worked in a catalog studio. That was the only 
full-time job I ever had - full benefits, regular paycheck. It’s just like factory work, day after day. It 
was for these flyers, like you get in your Sunday paper, for some discount store. 

Then I got a chance to work for a big fashion photographer as an assistant. I didn’t have this 
driving passion to be a super duper fashion photographer, I was just all about the whole lifestyle. It 

seemed kind of cool. So I went 
to work for the big fashion 
guy for a year, and discovered 
I hated big fashion. I decided 
there was so much more to life 
than what color to wear next 
spring.

I worked for another guy who 
was more down to earth, 
and I learned a lot of my set 
building skills, electronics 
and welding from him in the 
photo studio. After a year, I 
started my own prop building 
business, and did that for 
about eight years. 

We had one job that made 
me switch to prop building. It 
was a guy who was pretty big 
in the prop building business 
in New York. We did a shoot 
for Reynolds Wrap. It was a 
Thanksgiving ad and they 
needed somebody to make a 
giant turkey out of aluminum 
foil. 
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This guy did it, and he 
charged $10,000. And in 
his contract, he had this 
little clause that said, “This 
is for the construction of 
the prop and its use for the 
photography. You do not own 
this.” We did the shoot and 
the art director said, “Pack it 
up, we’re going to take it back 
to our office,” but nope! They 
paid another $10,000 dollars 
to keep it. 

So I did that in all my 
contracts. I had several 
instances where the art 
directors got really pissed off. 
Sometimes I got paid double. 
And I had several props that I 
built that actually worked for 
me on three or four different 
jobs because I owned them.

I had already moved out of 
Manhattan and to Brooklyn, 
but I was just sick of being 
around a lot of people. That’s 
when I decided to move to 

upstate New York. I did a couple little prop jobs once I first got up there, and then I just didn’t feel 
like going back to the city at all. 
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Stressed in the Country

John moved to a 2,800-square foot house on 35 acres in  
Spencertown, New York. The pace and space were more to his 
liking, but the cost of living wasn’t. As the stress mounted, he 
recalled feeling perfectly comfortable in his 400-square foot New 
York City apartments, and the big house felt unnecessary.

The reason I bought it was, I was thinking that if I was going to 
get married and have a family, I was getting to that age where I 
better think about doing it soon. It didn’t pan out, but I had the 
house just in case. Then I decided, “If this isn’t gonna happen, 
then I can’t keep paying for this house.” My property taxes alone 
were $1,000 a month, and the mortgage on top of that, heating 

oil, and all the bills...My nut was like $4,500 a month up there.

2,800 square feet was a really big waste. This huge farm house, it 
had four bedrooms. I actually slept in each of the four bedrooms 
at one point in the six years I lived there. I hardly ever used the 
upstairs bathroom. I just felt so weird having this huge house, 
and it was constantly occurring to me that I was paying all this 
money for all this room that I don’t use.

Paring Down and Getting Out

John eased his transition into a tiny home and off the grid with 
some test experiences. He made extra money in Spencertown by 
renting his big house to vacationing New Yorkers for the summer 
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while he lived in a travel trailer on his property.

I wasn’t thinking about moving at that point, I was just trying to 
stay there. I figured if I could rent my house in the summer, that 
would help pay some of the bills. That was sort of my last ditch 
effort to stay. 

I discovered it was really nice to live that way. I was living in 
about the same-sized space that I have here. At the end of the 
summer when the renters would leave, and it was time for me to 
go back to the big house, it was like, “I kinda want to just stay 
out here.”

Plus, it was sort of an experiment in off-grid living. I’d done my 
second summer out with my one little set of solar panels and my 
solar shower, and it was time to do it for real.

“I Was Ready for Something Different”

As John grew convinced that he was ready to leave New York 
behind, a road trip took him through Texas to visit a couple he’d 
been corresponding with online about their homemade wind 
turbines. His first impression was, “You’d have to be crazy to live 
out here,” but that evolved as he explored the area further.

That impression I got at the time was because I’m driving on this 
road and there’s nothing on either side for 40 miles. I never went 
further south to Terlingua or Study Butte and saw that there was 
actually town down there where you could buy gas, and there’s 
food and restaurants. I felt like I was 60 miles away from Alpine, 
and there wasn’t anything else. I finally went south and was like, 
“Oh, this isn’t the end of the world.” That made it a little less 
intimidating. 
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Though his move looked pretty dramatic, he was comfortable 
gambling on his new, off-grid life because the land was so 
inexpensive, he didn’t have much to lose. So he sold the house in 
Spencertown, and bought land in the desert.

I ended up making the move here only because it was so cheap 
to buy land. I thought, “It’s so cheap, I’ll just try it. If it sucks, I 
won’t be out that much, and I can move on.”

The last six months I was in upstate New York, I paid my 
mortgage with a credit card. I was paying a 6.25 percent interest 
mortgage with a 22 percent interest credit card because I knew I 
was selling the place, but we hadn’t had the closing yet. I did the 
math, figuring I’ll still walk away with a nice nut. And I paid a 
$64,000 dollar credit card bill. 

Boy, that felt good to write that check and cancel the card after 
that. I got the call from American Express, she said, “But you’ve 
been a member since 1985, why do you want to do this?” I said, 
“Because I have no debt anymore, and I don’t want any more 
debt.” And the girl on the phone says, “I wish I could say that.”

Now I don’t have to think about my bills when 

I get up in the morning, which is a really nice 

feeling.
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John dove right into construction when he moved out to the 
property. His construction process was straight-forward for him: 
the design was very simple, he had prior experience, and he 
didn’t mind a big a burst of work.

Building my place was easy, because I know how to build stuff. 
It took me a week to build the basic box of my house, and two 
or three months to do all the finish work. I just wanted to get in 
something fast. I jumped in. 

I was all gung ho, boy. I was working like 10 hours a day getting 
everything together, getting the house all completed. I worked 
straight through those three months. I just did basic carpentry 
and set building skills to throw my thing together, and it hasn’t 
blown away yet.

Life Happens Outside

A little house works for John partially because most of his life 
takes place outside. While spending his summers in the travel 
trailer in New York, he got accustomed to seeing home as a small 
place to relax after a day of activity.

The trailer was basically just dinner time, watch a little TV, 
and go to bed. I was doing a lot of carpentry over the summer, 
so I wasn’t home that much. I was going out to work. Since I’ve 
moved out here, it’s the same thing. I use my house for basically 
eating and sleeping. I don’t do a lot of entertaining, so I don’t 
need a dining room.
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Jon spends much of his time in the greenhouse, the cattle 
pen, and on his acres of land. He had a genuine interest in the 
challenge of the pioneer life, as he wrote on his website, “Where 
hard work payed off and living life was a fulfilling experience.” 
Tackling the puzzles of providing for your own needs in a harsh 
environment isn’t an irritation to John, it’s one of his inspirations 
for going off the grid.

I didn’t come out to get away from government. It wasn’t  
environmental. I don’t consider myself a “prepper” either. I just… 

I’d read a book that was a compilation of letters that a great, 
great, great grandmother had written, that were turned into a 
book by a historical society. It was when she left Baltimore and 
went to the Ohio frontier somewhere. 

I read the whole book, and it was so intriguing to read about the 
frontier life: creating it all on your own, and leaving the city life 
behind. It was a year or two before I even thought about leaving 
upstate New York, but it occurred to me that that seemed like an 
interesting lifestyle, to just provide everything for yourself.
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Much like the pioneers, John does a little of everything. Most 
of his work is practical, but he’s creative enough to keep it fun 
and interesting. His now-rusty “bike-o-worsher” was more fun 
to make than it was efficient to run. He built an impressive and 
labor-intensive arched roof on his enormous greenhouse just to 
stand out among the boring, flat shade structures in the area. One 
day he’s hacking his freezer’s temperature settings, and the next 
he’s hatching baby chicks. 

John used to conclude his blog posts with, “Another perfect day 
at the Field Lab.” These days, a perfect day is all about the doing.

A day where I get up in the morning, and I’m excited about 
doing something, and have fun doing it all day, and am pleased 

with the results at the end of the day, and go to sleep thinking 
about doing the same kind of thing the next day. I kinda go 
back and forth between working on projects that are fun, and 
doing stuff that’s kind of like drudgery. But there’s been far less 
drudgery since I made this move out here. 

Once I went freelance, I just took over that work ethic of always 
being involved and busy in what I’m doing. You’re not just 
punching a time clock for somebody else, and they’re basically 
making it happen. 

   You gotta make it happen when it’s your gig.
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Adjusting to Quiet

Keeping a daily blog for seven years made John something of an off-grid internet 
icon, and is one of the reasons that he isn’t as socially isolated as it might look. He 
maintains relationships locally and online, and blog fans track him down regularly 
to visit The Field Lab. Some of his friends and family were concerned about his 
abrupt move, but his online presence and minimized expenses calmed them down. 

My stepmother was a little freaked out thinking that I was just coming out here to 
be a hermit. I didn’t start my blog until like eight months after I’d been out here. 
Once she saw that I was not just being a hermit, she was a little relieved. Friends 

and neighbors from my old hometown thought 
it was a little crazy to just make a move out to 
the desert, until I started bragging about how 
much my property taxes were. When I got my 
first property tax here, I estimated it out. In 
property taxes, what I pay per year here is what 
it cost me every five days to live in upstate New 
York. That’s a big enough difference to get your 
attention.

John himself only had one period of viewing 
his move as crazy. While losing his dog, the 
one relationship he brought out with him, he 

Fans of John’s blog have sent him art inspired by his life, 
including this painting of his bike-o-worsher, and this 
sculpture of his beloved cow, Benita.
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actively chose a healthy perspective on the situation to prevent 
himself from getting discouraged. Things improved as he settled 
in, and found new animals to hang around with.

It didn’t occur to me that it was kind of a crazy idea until after 
I’d been here a month. All of a sudden I was like, “What am 
I doing? I’m out here in the middle of nowhere!” I put my dog 
down that I’d brought out here, and that’s when it was starting to 
occur to me that it was a little crazy. She was 17 years old, and 
she started to have major problems. I thought, “Oh man, this is 
going to be such a bummer.” 

I was still really attached to her, but I had to concentrate on 
the freedom I’d have when I’d finally have to put her down, as 

opposed to, “She’s gonna be gone. I’m gonna be all alone.” That 
was a good mindset to start getting into, because it was three 
weeks later when I finally said I had to put her down. 

Then the cows showed up, and I was like, “Well, it’s not so crazy 
out here anymore.” It wasn’t a loneliness thing. It was like, when 
I started thinking about being in the city, and now I’m out here, 
no traffic, no cars, no houses within sight... It was a little creepy 
the first couple nights I slept out here, but I got used to it.

John’s blog is so popular that receives a lot of questions from 
people considering making a move like his. He’s quick to caution 
that although the land is beautiful and cheap, there are significant 
challenges to living in the area, like limited job prospects. His 
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expenses are minimal but ongoing, so he found a way to raise 
money occasionally through his blog’s devoted audience. John 
has great affection for the animals at The Field Lab, which shows 
in his posts and beautiful photographs. Many of his fans share 
that affection, and mourned along with him when his longhorn 
cow, Benita, passed away.

It suddenly occurred to me when Benita died, I had a Facebook 
page for her with 2,000 fans on it, and they were all bummed 
out. So I made these memorial t-shirts, and made money 
selling shirts. For Carl, my rooster, when he died, I did coins 
and sterling silver ingots, and raised money to keep my steers 
fed. Making money off your diary is not something you really 
think about until you start doing it. I provide people with an  
interesting product that has a little more meaning to it.

There’s no way to get a good job out here unless you can do 
something on the internet, or you want to be on Border Patrol. If 
you’re gonna work for a living, you’re gonna just be struggling. 

Weather and Ingenuity

The intense summer heat of the desert is another challenge of the 
area, but the it’s the kind of challenge John likes: one solved by 
research and invention. In this case, with a homemade “swamp 
cooler” that’s like an energy-efficient air-conditioner that lets him 
avoid using a power generator. 

That first summer, I was like, “Wow. It’s hot. It’s getting up to 

100 degrees INSIDE my house.” I started putting on a long sleeve 
t-shirt that was soaking wet at night, sleeping in front of a fan 
so it would cool me off, and waking up four hours later, and the 
t-shirt’s bone dry, and I had to soak it again. I did that three 
nights in a row and was like, “I gotta do something about this.” 

I built a prototype swamp cooler the next day and discovered, 
“This is really blowing cooler air in.” I built the final version 
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the next day, and bam, that was done. So it was three days of 
anguish and two days of tinkering, and problem solved. 

He calls the periodic but intense storms in the area his only real 
source of anxiety in the desert, but he finds a silver lining in 
those too - afterward, he can explore the land and check the haul 
of the rainwater he catches from the large roof of his greenhouse.

It doesn’t happen that often, but when we get a bad storm out 
here, it is freaking scary. 70 mile per hour wind, and rain’s going 
sideways, and roads are flooding, and I’m thinking, “Am I gonna 
die?” 

75 miles per hour is the most wind I’ve seen out here, and that 
was really scary. My whole house was kinda rattling, and I was 
thinking, “Is my house going to blow away in this storm?” I went 
out and actually sat in my truck for a few minutes. And I’m 
sitting in my truck, and my truck’s going back and forth in the 
wind. And I’m like, “I’m going back in the house!”

But without the scary wind and black clouds, they’re kind of fun. 
Because it’s so neat to see what happens out here when it rains 
really hard, and water’s running everywhere. And as soon as it 
clears up, there’s a rainbow, the sun shines, and I can get out and 
pump water into some of the tanks that I’ve got. It’s always a 
matter of, “How much water did I collect?”
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Persistence Makes It Work

John was remarkably well-prepared for his move to the desert. 
He developed technical and functional skills during a variety of 
work experiences, test drove off-grid living during two summers 
in New York, and his curious and hardworking nature helped 
him pick up whatever else he needed along the way. The shift has 
actually gone rather smoothly for him, though he cautions that 
that might not be the case for everyone.

The thing about starting this life that surprised me the most 
was how easy getting my living situation comfortable was. I was 
pretty prepared. I had a good sense of what I needed to do. I 
warn people that think they want to come out here, “You gotta 
know what you’re doing, or else you’re just going to be miserable.”

One of John’s most idyllic ideas about what off-grid life would 
look like was his greenhouse garden, which continues to 
challenge him. But ever-confident that he’ll figure it out with 
some more tinkering, he presses on.

I figured as soon as I finished the greenhouse, in one year I’d 
have a jungle in here, and everything would just grow magically 
without any problems. I really thought it was going to be easy, 

I call this my biggest sculpture I ever built, and 

it’s actually useful in a way.
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and it wasn’t. I’ll start having a problem with a plant, and I’ll 
go online and it says, “You’re either over watering it, or under 
watering it.” And I’m going, “Thank you! I’d like to know for sure 
which it is.”

It was kind of like, “Huh. So I’ve got to work at this a little more. 
I guess it really doesn’t always happen the way you expect it to.” 
At this point, I’ve put so much time and effort into this, I can’t 

just go, “Aww, this isn’t going to work.” I just gotta make it work. 
It’ll be a jungle the next time you come out. 

Further Reading:

The book that hooked John on off-grid life was American Grit: 
Stories from the Ohio Frontier, Edited by Emily Foster.
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Macy Miller: Following A Dream 
To Unexpected Places
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Have you ever had an idea so exciting that you wanted to 
drop everything to work on it? There are always anxieties: 
Will I still feel devoted when the going gets rough? Will 
it be worth it at the end? When we start something new, 
we never know quite where it will lead us. What happens 
when you pursue your passion project?

Macy Miller is a young architectural designer who found 
an opportunity to make her professional and personal 
passions overlap: she could design her own house, satisfy 
her curiosity about the construction process, and  
drastically reduce her living expenses. She wasn’t afraid of 
hard work, so she dove right in.

Who knew that the next two years would include a baby 
and an onslaught of publicity and praise for her home’s 
distinctive, high-end look and low-end price tag? 

She expected the house to satisfy her need for professional 
knowledge and financial independence. But it also became 
a space to start a family, and helped her achieve some of 
her most ambitious life goals, too. 

No one knows what will happen when they start down 
a path, but by following her instincts and persevering 
through challenges, Macy’s flexible design and flexible 
attitude have paid off far beyond what she expected. 
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An Aversion to Debt and Renting

After literally dreaming a tiny house layout one night, Macy measured it out in her 
existing apartment and decided she could “totally live there.” Especially since her 
apartment was not working for her lifestyle.

I don’t like renting. I like painting walls, I 
like making my space my own. You can’t do 
that with a rental necessarily.

I was renting a little, 600-square foot 
apartment. I was working two jobs at that 
point, volunteering... I had maybe two free 
nights a week. I was never home, so it was 
just painful to pay $700 a month to store 
THINGS that I never even used anyway. 

I had a room that I never went into in that 
apartment. I don’t use more space than this. 

Macy’s tiny house plan was also influenced by a 
hugely frustrating experience with the mortgage 
of a conventional house she bought with her 
now ex-husband. The situation spiraled into 
a banking bureaucracy nightmare that might 
inspire anyone to find another path for their 
housing.

It was about a five year process of me weekly, 
if not daily, talking to banks. Imagine calling 
anybody every week for five years. It’s painful. 
Eventually I chewed out this poor guy on the 
phone who heard the desperation in my voice 
and pushed it up the ladder, and we foreclosed. 
I hadn’t been living in it for almost five years at 
that point. 

It was just miserable. You’re held hostage. You 
can’t make any forward motion, but they won’t 
stop the process, and it’s completely at their 
whim. In talking with real people every day, you 
could just hear how confused everybody was. 
Every person has a different answer, nobody 
really knows what the hell’s going on, and it’s 
incredibly frustrating when it’s your livelihood 
that’s being messed with. They’re not people I 
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want to trust with my money or my future money. 

My story is not nearly as bad as a lot of people’s. They’ve apologized 
to me and sent me a check for like $3,500. Totally not worth it. I’d pay 
$3,500 not to have to deal with the last five years. Being involved in that 
system really wakes you up. I don’t want to ever be in that situation, 
ever again. I don’t want to take out another mortgage. This allows me to 
build something that’s mine that I don’t owe on.

My ex-husband had to talk me into getting that house. Our society 
makes people comfortable with debt from the get-go. I never liked debt. 
If I lent my brother a lollipop, I kept tabs on it. [laughs] I’ve always been 
frugal. Or cheap, whichever one you want to call it. And I’ve gotten 
myself in trouble when I didn’t listen to those instincts. 

When you’re comfortable with debt, then it maybe seems more normal to 
go the traditional route. But this didn’t seem that weird for me because it 
makes sense financially.

Homework, With a House At The End

Macy’s distaste for debt and rented apartments supported her interest in 
a tiny home, but she was particularly driven by her career interest as an 
architectural designer. 

I was studying to take my licensing exams for architecture and realized 
how much I don’t know. In school you’re taught to design, and it’s a 
lot of drawing and graphics, not a lot of the nitty gritty. How does this 
plumbing intersect with the electrical? How do you make it all work? 
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I’d built a dog house before, and it was shameful. [laughs] And 
it didn’t even have electrical or plumbing. I wanted a bigger 
project, and this is about the smallest big project you could 
have that has all of those components to it. But since I’m doing 
this, I can integrate all of these green strategies, like the radiant 
heat and the modified green roof. Does it really help? It’s a little 
testing laboratory for these different technologies so I can have 
real world experience.

Support Networks and Normalcy

Macy quickly tested the idea out on her brother, who she trusted 
to point out her blind spots. When that went well, she expanded 
her support network to the rest of her family, which she knew 
would be important to the success of the project.

I sat on it for a week before I told anybody, because I was a little 
worried they’d think I was crazy. Then I tried it out on my oldest 
brother Dan, who’s the most critical in our family. And he’s like, 
“Do it. That’s perfect for you.” I was shocked at how supportive 
he was, because he’s very logical. I was most worried about his 
reaction, and it meant a lot when he was like, “That makes sense 
on every level.” 

Primarily, it’s a learning project for me. But then at 

the end, I don’t need a mortgage, and I don’t need to 

pay substantial rent.
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So I tried it out on the rest of my family, and everyone had the 
same consensus: “Do it. Build one.” I thought it would take more 
convincing. At the time I told them, I was sold on it already. I was 
just looking for somebody else to back me up. 

You have to get the support system behind you, because any project 
you have, you can’t just do it yourself. I knew it was something that 
would be met with a lot of criticism. I needed somebody else on my 
side. Find your helpers. They don’t have to do anything for you, but 
they have to believe in the project too. That’s immense. 

Macy expected criticism because tiny homes on wheels are new 
and rare, but she also knew that other types of small housing are 
accepted. For instance, houseboats have been around for a while, so 
why not build a “land houseboat?”

It was a weird feeling in the beginning - “Why don’t more people do 
this? I can’t see anything wrong with it. Am I missing something?”

There are apartments that are smaller than this house, and it’s okay 
because they’re clustered together. But if you want your own walls, 
it becomes this taboo thing. You don’t even blink an eye when it’s an 
apartment this big.

Saving Money Means Spending Time

Macy’s construction costs were under $12,000, which is quite low 
among tiny homes in general, let alone a home with an attractive, 
unique design. The price stems from Macy’s willingness to prioritize 
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spending time over spending money. She used free shipping pallets for exterior 
siding, which meant disassembling, sanding and staining all “80 or so.” And she 
contacted businesses for “sponsorships” - like free or cheap building materials 
that are commonly left over from bigger construction jobs - which she knew were 
available through her work in architecture. 

Macy also bought an atypical, gooseneck trailer, and did a tremendous amount 
of work preparing it to be the foundation of her tiny home. Her used trailer came 
with a wood floor that had to first be fully disassembled before she could start the 
more exciting process of building upward and seeing visible progress.

I’m really cheap, so I found lots of work-
arounds. Those things take time. The gooseneck 
came on Craigslist at the time I happened to be 
looking, and it was in my budget, so I designed 
around that. I was just excited to get going. 
Getting the trailer the rest of the way ready - 
taking off the boards, building the floor into 
it - took out all my steam. I had two months 
before I saw any vertical, and when I did it was 
just like a plate, an inch and a half high. Ugh. It 
counts! [laughs] We’re vertical!
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Macy’s stamina and resilience got her through 
the project despite her construction inexperi-
ence and labor-intensive projects. Falling off 
the roof and seriously injuring her back during 
construction slowed her down too, as she took 
time to heal. But she set fair expectations about 
her skill level, took things step by step, and 
never considered quitting an option.

I went into it knowing I’d never really  
constructed anything of note. It’s fun being 
engaged in your house that way. “I’m going 
to learn plumbing. Okay, I need to learn 
electrical.” The little steps that get you going 
forward. 

It stayed a cool idea the whole way through, it just got hard at parts. Like when 
I broke my back. I think people just expected I’d stop at that point. When I was 
going forward again, people were like, “That must have been a tough decision.” 
And I was like, “I’m way too far into this thing to not finish it. It sucks that it set 
me back a little bit, but I have things I want to do!”

This just got all of my free time until it was complete. It stayed interesting to me. 
It stayed an answer for not paying rent. It stayed an answer for getting out of the 
rat race, and being able to save money.

 There are going to be things that 

don’t work, and I’m going to have 

to fix them down the road. And 

I’m okay with that. That’s life: 

nothing is perfect from the get-go. 

You work with it. 
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What Feels Possible and What Is Possible

Macy knew that we associate fear with building processes that 
might not really correlate to the difficulty of the process itself. Our 
perceptions of what’s hard or easy influence the challenges we bite 
off, like deciding between natural building methods like straw-bale 
and adobe, conventional wood “stick framing,” and metal framing. 
For Macy, the hardest comfort zone to expand was wiring the electric 
system for the house.

A lot of straw-bale and adobe is acceptable to do it yourself. I don’t 
know why that is, when a lot of times, it’s harder than stick framing 
something. Even metal studs versus wood studs - people feel  
comfortable stick framing something. Most tiny houses are wood 
studs, but metal makes so much more sense - it’s light weight. But we 
live in our own limitations, our own comfort zones.

Electrical is very daunting when you’re not familiar with it, and 
you hear all the horror stories of people messing themselves up. It’s 
so frustrating, because it’s so simple. You can easily diagram an 
electrical plan. But then doing it, there’s disconnects, and there’s 
worry in those disconnects. There’s nothing complex about the 
electrical plan in a tiny house. It’s too small to get too complex, but 
that was very daunting.

Go!

Macy dedicated an entire section on her website to other “Tiny 
Housers,” encouraging others to write in about their building process 
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and educate others. She wanted to catalog 
a variety of perspectives to show DIYers 
that there were many right ways to build, 
and that “just doing it” is what really gets 
projects off the ground. She stressed that 
it’s impossible to know everything ahead 
of time, and that most problems can be 
fixed as they come up. So the first step to 
building a tiny house is, “Just go. Think 
about it later.”

I wanted to show that everybody did it 
different. Everyone was asking me questions 
like, “How did you do your shower?” 
There’s a million ways you can do your 
shower. There’s not one answer for that. 
I wanted to show that every single one of 
these people took a different approach, and 
they all worked out. 

There’s things that don’t work, and you 
fix them along the way. And just doing 
it is going to accomplish a lot more than 
planning it. You can think about it too 
much. I probably go too fast more often 
than not, but you can’t possibly think of 
everything before you get going on it.

Last week some people drove up from San 

Francisco to see the house. They knew 
everything about the model of toilet I 
had, and every other toilet out there. 
They were going to go with a different 
toilet, and I explained the reasons I 
went with this one. They were like, 
“Oh, that makes sense.” They had 
settled it in their heads already, and 
then I said one thing, and they were 
like, “Oh yeah, I didn’t think about 
that.” They just need to go, you know? 

Do what makes sense as it compiles. I 
have a big rats nest right behind that 
wall where my vent pipes, plumbing 
pipes, propane pipes and electrical all 
come together. I could not possibly 
have planned that to be fixed a 
different way. I just had to figure it 
out as it was there. 

There is a Pandora’s box that gets 
opened once you get interested in 
tiny houses. Every one of those little 
houses on my Tiny Houser list can 
be explored for days. And you can do 
that, or you can do your own. You 
can watch people live their lives on 
TV, or you can live your life. 
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Get the general idea, really feel confident that you could live this 
lifestyle. If that means going and renting somebody’s tiny house for a 
week to see if you can do it, do it. Get comfortable with yourself. Find 
your little helpers for when you lose your way. But other than that, you 
can plan it too much. If you never make a move, you’re never going to 
have an end product. 

A Machine For Living

After 18 months of construction and countless hours of labor, Macy 
learned from her project and is proud of the product. She now has her 
own “machine for living,” to quote famous architect Le Corbusier. 

Everything that’s in a big house is in this house, down to a washer and 
dryer. I had to learn all of those things to put them in here. That was 
the draw to the project to me, but I think people don’t realize that a 
lot of the time. I didn’t - that’s why I thought I could get it done in six 
months. 

I’m stoked about where it’s at right now. Sometimes I sit here and I’m 
like, “I built this. That’s pretty neat.” I love it when it’s rainy out and 
you’re dry inside. It’s such an accomplishment. “I made shelter!”

Corbusier’s whole philosophy is: your house is a machine for living. It’s 
got to function for you. It was a fascinating process to really dissect how 
I work, what I need. This house, for me, it fits me perfectly. I’ve thought 
about every little aspect in here, and it is how I use a house. So it’s fun 
thinking of it as a machine for living, and knowing with that, there are 
going to be tweaks that you make along the way.
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Space for Flexibility and Growth

Macy’s machine for living was primarily designed for one, but she created 
a flexible design that could grow with her as her life changed. That paid 
off quickly when she became pregnant and had the baby after living in the 
house for less than a year. She started seeing her boyfriend James during 
construction, and when she finished building the house, she moved it 
onto the lot of his conventional home. 

I did consider all the options, even having a kid. My life 
could have gone any number of directions, so I designed 
it to be very flexible. 

I designed the porch so it could be enclosed, so if I 
wanted more privacy, I could have a separate bedroom, 
or it could be a little nursery. It would work well for 
that. I thought about doing it, but I love my porch, and 
I don’t need it: kids want to be around their parents. 
Around the time she’s three or four, I imagine we’ll have 
a different situation. There may be a point that it makes 
sense for her to have a separate space, and I enclose that 
patio and it becomes her room. 

A lot of tiny houses have built-in furniture. I don’t have 
built-in furniture very intentionally. I like re-arranging 
a lot. There’s about nine different arrangements I could 
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have for this furniture. People do not believe me, but I can draw them out for you. 

So there’s a lot I can come up with if this situation doesn’t work, but it does. I 
wouldn’t change it if I could. But that may not always be the case. I’m just going 
to go with the flow, have the flexible attitude. Whatever she needs, whatever I 
need, we’ll make it happen.

Macy’s work and volunteer positions used to keep her busy out of the house most 
days and nights. Now she’s home more often, and is working toward a more inde-
pendent career so she can fully work from home. But in this period of transition, 
the house and its diminished expenses have freed up her options and time:

I’m glad I’m getting to spend more time here. And I’m really glad that I have it, 
because I’m not stressed about having to get back to work so I can pay rent. It’s 
enabling a lot more relaxed time. I cook more now. I love cooking, but because I 
wasn’t here very much, I didn’t cook much. It definitely accommodates everything 
I designed it to accommodate. I didn’t necessarily use it to its potential before.
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I’m on maternity leave right now. If I go back, it’ll be half-time, 
but I don’t know if I’m going to go back yet. If I can make other 
things work, I’d rather stay home and raise my kid. James and 
I are talking about starting our own thing, and this has opened 
up a couple opportunities for us. I got to do a 400-square foot 
straw-bale house. This lady read the story of this on Yahoo and 
she’s like, “That’s who I want to design it, because it’s a small 
space.”

I’m going to be building a straw-bale house next - a 600-square 
foot house, which includes a workspace for us, with separate 
bedrooms for her and for us. James does work from home, and 
I’m trying to get where I’m working from home. 

There’s a lot of balls in the air right now that I’m just gonna try 
to catch. This is the priority. And she’s a pretty damn good baby, 
huh?

Parking is Uncertain...But So Is Everything Else

Macy’s house currently sits on the lot she shares with James’ 
big house. The usual tiny house parking unknowns weren’t easy 
for her temperament, but her mortgage nightmare changed 
her perspective somewhat. She never felt fully in control of her 
housing even in a normal house, so she figured that if everything 

The whole idea behind a tiny house is focusing 

on the priorities, and she’s become a priority. 
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is uncertain, she may as well pick the plan she actually wants.

It was critical to me to be downtown. I like riding my bike to 
go get a beer. We’re herd animals. We function in schools. I’m 
very introverted, but it’s nice to be around other people, not  
completely solitary.

I think you have to just have some faith that something will work 
out. Once you have a final product, people get it, and then it 
works out. The unknown is hard. I’m super anal, it’s hard for me 
to cope with. I like having a plan. But the thing I found out with 
my [big] house is, that’s not a plan either. Somebody can just tell 
you you have move there, too. 

Normalizing, then Legalizing, the Movement

Macy was hoping to change people’s minds about tiny houses 
from the start, but thought she’d just affect herself and her 
community of friends. But when the media swooned over her 
story and made her home one of the most publicized tiny houses 
out there, she got involved in the national movement too. She 
also became a planning and zoning commissioner in Meridian, 
Idaho - her permanent address just outside of Boise - to work on 
the slow process of legalizing tiny homes on wheels.

One of my really good friends is a very girly girl. A lot of it, I 
designed with her in mind, because if it’s not weird for her, it’ll 
be normal for other people. I used her for my basis for design 
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when I was picking out my composting toilet, because I wanted 
that type of person to be like, “That’s not THAT inconceivable.” 
Some of these things I put in just to normalize the concept more. 
Originally it was just for my circle of friends, education-wise, but 
it’s gotten bigger than that I guess. Most people don’t care about 
that. I do because it’s my profession, so it’s my little experiment. 
Can I design this weird thing to be sort of normal to you?

When I joined planning and zoning, I didn’t tell anyone about 
it. I was like, “Once you guys get to know me and you know I’m 
a normal person, then it will come out, and you will think it’s 
normal too.” And it very much has worked that way. 

I expected that I’d be kind of a joke sometimes, and I was 
comfortable letting it go that way. I’ve been surprised how many 
people are supportive, but it is kind of nerve wracking when you 
don’t know which way it’s going to go. 

Macy found a key step in moving forward - and saving serious 
money asking sponsors for discounted materials - was letting go 
of the idea that everyone ought to agree with what she’s doing. 
She couldn’t have built her house without risking that approval, 
and knows the movement won’t grow without others doing the 
same:

At a certain point I was looking for sponsors, so I would tell 
more and more people about the project. Some people do think 
you’re crazy. It’s like, “Are they gonna think I’m a weirdo, or are 
they gonna think its awesome?” Once you’re okay with people 
thinking you’re a weirdo, it’s fine.

A lot of people can’t separate themselves from being affected by 
other people’s opinions of them. It takes effort to get there, but 
it’s definitely something that needs to happen eventually if you’re 
doing a tiny house, because people are going to have opinions 
about it. 
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I try to encourage other people, “Tell as many people as you can 
about your project. Ask them if they want to sponsor. If they don’t, 
you’ve still done a good thing by talking about it. You normalize it 
every time you mention it to somebody.”

Though the normalization of tiny houses happens one person at a 
time, legalizing them is a complicated web of safety codes and zoning 
restrictions. All along, Macy prepared for a conflict with the city over 
the safety and legality of her tiny house on wheels.

There was a moment that I consciously made the decision to screw 
the laws and go forward. If I get caught, when I get caught, then 
we’re going to have some conversations. I did a lot of things on my 
house strictly for when those conversations come up. Like my toilet. 
It’s 20 percent of my budget. They’re worried about how you handle 
your waste, rightfully so. Here’s a solution that answers all of your 
questions. Now what’s wrong? 

That’s the conversation I want to have. It’s been almost a year and 
I haven’t had it yet. I’m a little surprised, because I’ve told every 
neighbor that if they don’t want me here, all they have to do is make 
a complaint to the city. I feel like that’s their right. 

Macy’s overlapping roles as an architectural designer, planning and 
zoning commissioner and tiny house aficionado have given her a 
voice about something that’s not often discussed in the tiny house 
world: how safety regulations would actually help the movement 
gain acceptance and viability. She’s confident in the ability of most 
do-it-yourselfers, but has seen a few bad apples that she feels could 
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jeopardize the legitimacy of the movement, particularly when 
they’re driving down the road.

I am on a path to make these more legal. It’s something I’m 
working toward with a lot of people across the country. Being in 
the building industry, I feel a little bit of a social responsibility to 
help that shift happen.

I’ve looked at lots of tiny house builds, and there are many that 

I think it’s getting more and more accepted, not 

more and more legalized...yet. 

are not safe structures. I will actively pursue that they need 
regulation because of what I’ve seen. It’s largely that the people 
doing them are not in construction. It’s enabling another type 
of passion to happen in their life. Sometimes that shows, and 
sometimes they do a great job, but there should be some standard 
of safety. 

A couple of them, I’m like, “I hope I never end up on the road 
behind that one.” Those are the ones that are going to give it a 
bad name. I’m not pro-regulation for “the man,” because I’m 
about as against “the man” as you can be, but I don’t want my 
daughter driving behind them, or me.
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I think it’s a limiting factor to normal-
izing them - to legalizing them - that 
there are no regulations on them. I feel 
like that’s the next logical step to making 
this sort of a lifestyle okay, and that’s my 
ultimate goal. 

Unexpected Accomplishments

It’s not all doom and risk in the tiny 
house world, especially as the work and 
openness of people like Macy creates 
acceptance and momentum for the 
movement. Surprise victories can appear 
at any time, such as the “sustainability 
award” her house received from the City 
of Meridian.

I had no idea what the award was for 
when I went down there, and I was 
pleasantly surprised it was for this. You 
don’t know what you’re going to get! 
That’s how unsure it is. They could have 
just as easily called me and said, “You’ve 
got to move that thing.” Or, “You got an 
award for that thing.” 

The uncertainty is the hardest part about 
it. I’ve got a lot of plan B’s, but I’d just 

like to know it was okay to do this, and 
I think a lot of other people would also. 
That’s why I keep trying to work towards 
making them okay. You’ll probably 
always have to deal with the people who 
think it’s silly to live this small, but it 
should be okay if you want to do it. So 
it’s cool to have a city recognize that.

Since design is Macy’s career passion, her 
house has met many of her career-related 
goals. But it also met a number of her 
whole-life, “bucket list” goals, even the 
ones that seemed like a real stretch before 
she started building.

Some of them are so simple, and some of 
them are like, “Get a masters degree.” I 
find I’m checking off the hard ones first. 
I have a Great Dane, and my parents 
have a Chihuahua, but I’ve yet to, “Walk 
a Great Dane and a Chihuahua at 
the same time.” And I have access to it 
constantly! [laughs] That Chihuahua’s 
going to die, and I’m going to be like, 
“What the hell was I doing?”

Part of the process of me deciding if this 
was going to work was, I went through 
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my bucket list, and if I built this house, it would check off 14 things. That seems 
like it’s worth doing. I’ll pay $10,000 for that. And it has hit so many more than 
that. I had, “Be on the radio,” on my bucket list, and I’ve been on NPR! “Be in 
Dwell Magazine?” I get to check off Dwell! And I’m pretty sure it is the cheapest 
way to get into that magazine. [laughs]

The publicity was an unexpected surprise, but the house has really been a success 
because it helped her accomplish what she planned from the beginning: it taught 
her want she wanted to learn, and created a result that frees her from frustrating 
rent checks and mortgage payments.

It’s opened a lot of doors. That’s given me a voice. I think have different motives 
for doing it than other people have had - just the fact that I’m in the design 
realm. The publicity, and the ability to help everybody else, and see how many 
other people are interested in it, has inspired me to take it a little further than I 
otherwise would have. 

But the actual house itself, it’s an educational tool for me 

that has this by-product of free rent. It’s a big experiment 

that I’m living in, and I think that’s cool and fun. 
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So if you’re not sure, how do you become sure? 

Connect With Others

If building or living in a tiny house feels exciting but like a 
far-fetched dream, get closer to the reality. See if you can track 
down real tiny houses, and meet the people who designed and 
built them. Look for events near you where you can meet others 
who share your interest and learn more about tiny house building 
and living. This isn’t just “research.” This is building emotional 
conviction, and creating the vital feeling of possibility that you’ll 
need to succeed.  

Most of the people I visited took inspiration or reassurance from 
meeting others who were building or had built small. Chris, 
Malissa and Candice all tracked down Dee to visit her house 
and ask her questions, which helped them move forward on 
their own processes, just as Dee had visited Jay Schafer. And 
Candice and Erin both took in-person, educational workshops 
on tiny house design and construction to learn more about the 
process from real people in an environment where they could ask 
questions directly. 

I’ve spent time with a number of tiny house workshop partici-
pants and educators, and one thing that consistently surprises 
people in both roles is the emotional value participants get from 
meeting people who share their interest. A recent participant in 
one of Dee Williams’ workshops commented that, “Being able to 
look around the room full of passionate people and know that I 

How to Build a Tiny House
These are some of the perspectives and strategies that helped the 
people I spoke with overcome a variety of barriers on the way 
to building and living in their tiny homes. Everyone’s story is 
unique, but these are the points where the profiles overlap, and 
the overlaps provide some useful guidance.

Deciding What You Want

Be Certain

This isn’t a straightforward item to check off, but it was the 
number one success factor for everyone I spoke with. Simply put, 
none of these people “maybe’d” their way into a tiny house. They 
all faced moments of challenge on the way to moving into their 
tiny homes, but not one of them recalled moments of doubt that 
they were making the right decision. 

Most of them began their journey missing at least one, if not 
many, seemingly crucial pieces of the puzzle - money, skills, time, 
help, or a place to park when they were finished. But they were all 
certain that they were on the right path, so they either waited for 
the pieces to fall into place, or did the work necessary to gather 
them. “Where there’s a will, there’s a way,” may sound clichéd, 
but applies perfectly here. The only thing you really need to get 
started is the firm conviction that this is what you want. The will 
is non-negotiable. After that, the ways can be created, learned 
and gathered. 
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am not alone in my dream to build tiny is priceless.” The power 
of this feeling to propel people forward is so strong that Dee 
now hosts Portland area “Tiny House Mixers” to give tiny home 
enthusiasts an opportunity to connect with one another. 

If nothing like that happens in your area, try finding just one 
person who shares your passion and wants to trade notes 
and stories. Even meeting for coffee with someone else who’s 
interested in building will likely result in some useful infor-
mation and the emotional boost of, “Hey, I’m not the only one 
interested in this.” 

Many of the people I visited mentioned the importance of having 
a support system for their project. These can be existing friends 
who believe in you and your plans, or new friends who share 
your interest more directly. But try to really meet them, in person 
- it will help you so much more. When you’re considering doing 
something that stretches your comfort zones and that many 
people may not understand, you might need more than a list of 
books and blogs.

Try It Out

If the big idea is starting to feel possible, start trying out the 
specifics. The people I visited had numerous ways of testing 
out their ability to live in small spaces. Aldo built a life-sized 
mock-up of his design, walked through it himself, and learned 
vital lessons about features he did or didn’t like. John Labovitz 
moved into the smallest room in his house to see how it felt and 

worked, and even bought and used the small fridge he planned to 
install in his housetruck to see how it would change his cooking 
habits.

You can use any and all of these methods to test out the general 
idea of living in a small space, or a specific design you’re consid-
ering. But more and more, you have options these folks didn’t 
have. See if you can find any tiny homes in your area that you 
can visit or tour during an open house or special event. Or even 
better, use airbnb.com to find a tiny home or small space you 
can rent and stay in overnight. The Caravan Tiny House Hotel 
in Portland, Oregon made a splash with this specific service, but 
there are additional options all the time. Rent an RV, stay at one 
of the numerous travel-trailer hotels around the country, or just 
rent a small cabin with a kitchen and try cooking in it for the 
weekend. As John Labovitz advised, “I did as much visiting as I 
could, and now I’d suggest doing even more.” 

If you have cold feet about whether you could wake up in a tiny 
house every day, spending real time in one will make it pretty 
clear whether that will work for you. If you decide it doesn’t feel 
right, it’s great to know now before you chase the wrong dream. 
And if it feels like you’re on the right track, keep at it. Each 
design can feel very different, so collect all the experiences you 
can. Each one will inform your own designs, and importantly, 
will start to make tiny houses feel less foreign. 

By the time I entered my 10th or so tiny home, I truly forgot 
they were supposed to be niche or rare. I started to think, “Cool 
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house,” instead of, “Cool tiny house.” This kind of normalization 
takes some repetition, but is worth its weight in emotional gold.  

Planning the Project

Get Excited About The Process

If you’re planning on building your own tiny house, ask yourself 
if you’re excited about the building process itself. While past 
experience in design or construction wasn’t a prerequisite for 
the folks I talked with, all nine of the people who built their 
homes actively enjoyed the construction process. They found it 
interesting, exciting and rewarding. Some - even those without 
prior building experience - continue to feel invested in design 
and building even now that their houses are complete.  

Notably, no one expressed the opinion, “I hated doing the 
construction, but I soldiered through it because I really wanted 
the house.” Depending on your other commitments, building 
a house can take a few months or a couple years of long days, 
nights and weekends. Without a genuine passion for the process, 
you may not get very far. 

Get a sense of your interest now. Closely read through some 
tiny house architectural plans - do they make you sleepy? Take 
on a really small construction project - install a bookshelf, 
make a spice rack, build a dog house. Volunteer for Habitat for 
Humanity, or find a friend who knows how to build and offer to 
assist them. If you decide to build, stuff like this will be your new 

job, homework and hobby all at once for the next few months. So 
try it on. How does it feel? 

Do Your Homework, But Don’t Spin Your Wheels 

Most of the people I visited felt that it didn’t make sense to wait 
until they had all the skills and resources they would need before 
beginning their homes. They opted instead to accumulate skills 
and resources as they went. Macy was the most passionate on this 
point, advising people to be sure they want to live in a tiny house, 
then “just go.” She cautioned that learning about every kind of 
tiny house before you begin could be an endless process of study 
with no action.  

Chris and Malissa decided not to wait for all the money they’d 
need to build, preferring t go into temporary debt they could 
pay back when they moved into the house and shrunk their 
expenses. They also chose to learn the construction specifics of 
each task before they began that task, rather than learning to 
build the entire house before day one of construction. Learning 
as they went helped them avoid feeling overwhelmed by trying to 
understand everything at once. 

Dee and Esther felt a similar nonchalance about their first initial 
investment: buying the trailer their little houses would sit on. 
Both felt the purchase wasn’t too big a deal, because if they 
changed their minds, they could just re-sell it and get all or most 
of their money back.  
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need some kind of help with something. Even though Alex is an 
architectural designer, he had little experience in construction 
and wanted to work with a professional. They took turns learning 
from one another, with his carpenter guiding the execution of 
Alex’s designs, and Alex taking the lead when design questions 
arose during construction. Kenny had some construction 
experience, but he and Esther still asked for the oldest kind of 
home building help: gathering friends for a “barn raising.” They 
made dinner, and in return, friends helped lift their walls.  

Putting yourself on a path to independence and self-sufficiency 
doesn’t have to mean doing all your own design and construc-
tion, from welding the trailer to wiring the circuits. It can, if you 
want, and you can do it safely. But if there are areas of work that 
you worry you’ll do poorly, or even slowly, don’t be shy about 
calling on friends and professionals to work smarter, safer or 
faster.

Adopting Useful Perspectives

Walk Your Path

Do you feel sheepish about telling friends or hired professionals 
about your tiny house ambitions? That’s totally normal when 
you’re doing something people might not have heard of, but that 
feeling fell away quickly for the people I met. Perhaps Macy put it 
best: “Once you’re okay with people thinking you’re a weirdo, it’s 
fine.”  

Building a house is a huge project, so it’s natural for some aspect 
to go a little awry. Dee created an accidental aesthetic detail in 
her roof by cutting her roofing too short. John Labovitz took his 
time designing, but his curved roof confused one of the construc-
tion professionals he hired, and created an occasional leak he’s 
still managing. It’s important to roll with the punches and accept 
some crooked trim, but not to ignore threats to the safety or 
integrity of the structure.  

“Feeling prepared” is very personal. Some felt prepared enough 
when they began, and then realized along the way that being 
more prepared would have been more efficient. But they still 
completed their houses. You may not have all the pieces you 
think you need to begin, but it’s helpful to put the pieces you do 
have in motion, and collect whatever else you need along the way.  

Accept The Help You Need

Some of the qualities that attract people to tiny homes, like 
independence and financial freedom, can also make it chal-
lenging for people to ask for help and outsource aspects of the 
process to others. As Macy points out, everything in a big house 
is in most tiny houses too. And big houses are built by dozens of 
professionals, all with different specialties. If you really want to 
do absolutely every aspect of your design and building yourself, 
you can. But you don’t have to, and you might not want to. And 
that’s okay. 

No matter what your prior experience level, you’ll probably 
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Many of the people I spoke with experienced some confusion or 
skepticism from others about their plans, but most reactions were 
polite, and actually changed over time. The pattern that emerged 
was that while people’s family and friends weren’t necessarily 
supportive about the idea of the tiny house, they were supportive 
of the reality once it was finished. A common refrain was, “Once 
people see it, they get it.”

So if someone looks at you like you’re crazy for wanting to live in 
a tiny home, take heart: It’s not that they’re picturing your new 
home exactly, and warning you that it’s a terrible idea. It may 
be that they just can’t picture it. Try interpreting any skeptical 
looks you receive as puzzlement instead of judgment. Having 
supportive friends or fellow-enthusiasts on your side was another 
way people shook off the doubters.

If you make it through to the other side and build your house, 
the doubting looks will be replaced with respect and admiration 
from others who also want to call a tiny house home. Everyone 
I met had been stopped by curious and enthusiastic strangers 
who wanted to compliment their beautiful houses. Many have 
welcomed tiny house enthusiasts into their homes to give visitors 
a look at the real thing, which doubles as a chance to show off 
their hard work and pass on their knowledge to a receptive 
audience. 

Visitors tend to light up as they enter tiny homes, whether they’re 
planning on living in one or not. Aldo recounted guests to his 
home spontaneously sharing sentiments like, “This is great! This 

reminds me of my dreams!”  

Not every home inspires a sense of childlike wonder, peaceful 
retreat, and causes people to share their grandest ambitions. You 
and your home could open the door to those conversations and 
reactions regularly. Isn’t that worth a few cranky naysayers along 
the way?

Legality and Parking: A Matter of Perspective

Those considering tiny houses on wheels frequently cite the 
legality issue of where they can park as their biggest roadblock. 
Yet most people I visited said things like roof rafter patterns 
and electrical wiring were far bigger challenges. So where’s the 
disconnect? How can legality be the central issue for some, and 
an afterthought for others? 

The people I interviewed shared a variety of answers about why 
they weren’t deterred by parking and legality, but they all boiled 
down to one basic premise: it will probably be fine, and if or 
when a problem comes up, I’ll solve it.  

Some might see this approach as naive, but it actually has  
tremendous power. How can you know that it works? Because 
it has allowed them to move forward. That, right there, is the 
evidence that it’s working. These are the people who have taken 
the leap, and this is what they tend to believe. To move forward 
yourself, and create a plan for how you address parking and 
legality, a good first step is to try and adopt this belief yourself.  
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That could sound like a stretch if your usual approach to life 
involves following the letter of the law and creating concrete 
plans that do not allow for change. If you are wedded to that 
approach, it will probably be difficult for you to live in a tiny 
home at this time. As broad interest in tiny homes grows, it’s 
likely that the building and zoning codes will change, the laws 
will be updated, and the legal challenges will fade away. There 
are things you can do to participate in speeding up this process, 
but no one person is in control of it. You cannot add, “Make 
tiny homes legal,” to your to-do list for tomorrow. But you can 
add, “Practice flying by the seat of your pants and seeing what 
happens.”  

It’s not easy to change your mind about something like that, but 
it can be done. Just study the people who have what you want. 
Listen to the rationales behind why they feel okay with their 
parking situations. Aldo grew up camping, and found that, “If 
there’s not a camping site here, if you keep going down the road, 
they’ll be one somewhere.” Erin felt that “Moving a house is not 
heartbreaking,” and that tiny home parking carried less risk than 
many other commonly accepted activities: “I’m not jumping out 
of planes. People do that. I’m not that risk-oriented.”

Note also that everyone did what they could to mitigate their 
risk. Most people emphasized the importance of keeping up 
relationships with neighbors, and staying out of easy public view 
to minimize the attention they attract.

These are all strategies that support that underlying perspective: 

“If I do what I can to make things work, it will probably be fine.” 
Whatever you personally can do to contribute to the success of 
the situation is important, but ultimately, it isn’t in your hands. 

If the legal and parking side is your biggest hurdle, there are 
really two options, and it’s up to you which to take. You can hold 
on to your existing perspectives and comfort zones, and wait for 
the laws and codes to change and give you a clear thumbs-up. 
Or you can accept the laws and codes as they are, change your 
perspective, and move forward now. 

Looking Ahead

Design for Today and Tomorrow

There are practical design tips sprinkled throughout these 
profiles, and you can find about a million more design tips 
online. The overarching theme that’s important here is to design 
a customized space for your needs and wants today, while also 
keeping in mind how your life might change, or how your use of 
the house might change.  

Everyone’s custom-designed houses are based on their lives 
at present, but with an eye for what tomorrow might look like 
too. Macy didn’t design her house with a baby in mind, but 
considered the possibility, and planned flexible options for her 
design to accommodate it. Erin chose a design without a sleeping 
loft so she can live in her home full time as she gets older, when 
climbing a ladder to bed might not feel so easy anymore. 
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Many of the people I visited also took peace of mind from 
planning uses for their house beyond how they use it today. They 
know their lives might change, and feel that even if they move 
out of the house, it’s still a useful asset in their lives, not a mistake 
they’re moving on from. Many could see their homes becoming 
rental properties, home offices, art studios or guest quarters. 

Set a Deadline, But Stay Flexible

Many of the people I met were spurred on by real-world 
deadlines. They didn’t necessarily meet those deadlines, but 
having some external pressure kept them moving forward during 
challenging times. Dee sold her big house before she was finished 
building her little house in its yard. Having the hard deadline of 
the new owners would show up forced her to let go of the idea 
that her house could be “perfect,” and to actually finish it instead. 
Alex and Allison’s deadline to finish their small home was the 
end of the lease on their rented apartment. They couldn’t finish in 
time, but it turned out that living in makeshift accommodations 
like a van and a tent keep you very focused on finishing construc-
tion. 

Success isn’t meeting the deadline you started with - surprises 
and delays of all kinds will come up again and again. But 
deadlines keep you rolling forward, and pull you back to work 
despite the surprises and delays. Success is when you finally move 
in, and know, as Macy said, “I made shelter.” 
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How to Live in a Tiny House 
Without Leaving Home
Living in a tiny house is less extreme and more practical than 
many people think, but it still won’t work for everyone. If you 
don’t see yourself in a tiny home, but you do want to find more 
time, money and attention for what’s important to you, you 
still have plenty of options. No matter where you live, you can 
benefits from closely examining your priorities, and asking how 
your home can support them.

Designing Your Life

Designing a home of any size means understanding the lives that 
will take place there. What’s most important to you?  How do you 
want to spend your days? Do you cook or get take-out?  Prefer 
sunsets or sunrises? 

In a conventional house, you have the double-edged luxury of 
providing vague answers to those questions. You can choose a 
living room and a family room, if you think you want both. You 
can put storage in the basement and the garage, just to be safe. 
The downside of that “luxury” is that it doesn’t necessarily force 
you to think too hard about what you’re deciding. If you can 
choose both, you’re not really choosing. 

Designing a tiny home intensifies this process. You have to be 
much clearer about what’s important to you, because you often 

can’t choose both. Tiny home design begins with really knowing 
yourself and your priorities, and then finding ways for your 
home to align with the life you want to live.  That’s a process that 
anyone can benefit from. Here’s how to take yourself through a 
process that mirrors the journey of designing and moving into a 
tiny home, no matter where you live.

Find Your Inspiration

What is it exactly about tiny homes that speaks to you?  People 
are attracted to the movement for many different reasons, and 
their sense of satisfaction in their tiny home can come from 
different things. 

Malissa and Chris appreciate having a combination of stability 
and flexibility that they couldn’t find in another kind of housing, 
and value the money it’s helped them save. Candice’s home helps 
her achieve her goal to work less, yet support herself and her 
mother. John Labovitz felt free to roam in his housetruck, at last. 

You may feel inspired to create a home that expresses your 
individuality, to have stability or flexibility, to have more money, 
less debt, less work, better work, more travel or more community 
connection. Consider what’s most inspiring to you about the tiny 
home experiences you’ve read about. What makes you green with 
envy? 

What you most envy in others is often a priority in your life that 
isn’t getting the attention it really needs. Hold on to this feeling of 
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inspiration and know that even without a tiny home, you can still 
get closer to meeting that need.  All you have to do is be willing 
to try some new things. 

Discover Your Priorities

What’s most important to you?  Not just in your home - in your 
whole life?  

Most people grow up with some idea of the home they aspire to 
have, or at least assume they’ll have. Whether it’s a penthouse 
in the city, a cabin in the woods, or a white picket fence in the 
suburbs, you are probably carrying around an idea of what your 
home “should” look like. Perhaps everything is going smoothly, 
and your ideal home is a pleasant, supportive backdrop to your 
life. But it’s also quite possible that your dream home is what 
you’ve decided success or happiness looks like, yet the money and 
energy it requires actually thwarts your dream life - the things 
you most want to do or experience. 

A spacious, custom home in the suburbs might give you the 
commute from hell. The cabin in the woods might isolate you 
from friends and family you love to be around. The big city 
penthouse might cost so much that it keeps you at a job you hate. 
Any of these homes could look like the home of your dreams, but 
if they’re making it harder for you to live the life of your dreams, 
are they really what you want?

Paying attention to what’s most important to you and choosing 

a home that supports your needs is surprisingly difficult. We’ve 
spent our whole lives in the homes of our family and friends, 
and we’ve seen thousands or millions of homes in ads and in the 
media. The people I spoke with who chose a tiny home despite 
all that looked beyond what they’d grown accustomed to, and 
realized that a conventional home wasn’t going to help them live 
the lives they wanted.

John Wells was tired of working jobs to make money, and wanted 
to spend his time working to provide for his own needs more 
directly. John Labovitz felt stuck in a home location he didn’t 
like, and wanted to feel free to move around. All the people I met 
realized that conventional homes and apartments were actually 
preventing them from getting what they wanted most in life. And 
what they did to turn things around was choose something that 
fit their priorities, even if it looked odd or felt unexpected. 

If we had all the time, money and energy in the world, we could 
choose it all: work part-time or not at all, live in a big, beautiful 
house, travel as often as we like, and so on. But most of us live in 
a world of limited resources. We have to make choices. As Chris 
Guillebeau says, “You can have unlimited dreams and goals, but 
not unlimited priorities.” The nature of a priority is that it comes 
first, even ahead of other stuff you also want. 

So the bad news (that I bet you already know) is that you 
probably can’t have everything you want exactly the way you 
want it with no sacrifices at all. 



Unlikely Lives: Tiny Homes                                    210

But the good news is that identifying and honoring your  
priorities feels great. It frees you from wasting time on things you 
don’t care about and spending money on things you don’t enjoy. 

When you start thinking about your housing in terms of what it 
needs to be to support your priorities, and stop making assump-
tions about what that looks like, you suddenly have many more 
options than you did before.  

Candice’s first brainstorms when she was prompted to think 
about what made her happy were, “Oh, I like to knit. Oh, I like 
my cat. So I need to find a place I can knit, and also my cat can be 
with me.” If those are her needs, there are so many ways to meet 
them!  

And as Esther said, “Think about what you need in life. You need 
food, and a place to sleep, and quality, face-to-face time with the 
people you love... There’s nothing about 140 square feet that stops 
you from doing that.”

So ask yourself, what are your real priorities? How is your current 
housing situation serving them, or thwarting them?  What other 
situations might serve them better, even if they’re unorthodox?  

Consider What’s Holding You Back

If you know what it is about tiny homes that inspires you, and 
you know your priorities, you can probably identify aspects of 
your living situation that pull your time and money in directions 

that don’t provide you with much satisfaction. Sometimes that’s 
necessary - you do need some kind of shelter. But with a fresh, 
discerning eye toward your housing, you can find opportunities 
to increase your focus on what’s important to you, and shed what 
isn’t. 

The term “downsizing” comes up a lot in relation to tiny homes. I 
feel the term often conjures uncomfortable visions of lay-offs and 
giving up things you like to live a sad, spartan, existence. Perhaps 
whittling by dim candlelight while your friends do something fun 
with all the cool stuff you don’t have anymore, like ride jet skis, 
or wear their best clothes out to a fancy restaurant. If something 
like that is on your mind, I hear you. But freeing yourself from 
responsibilities and stuff you don’t like feels awesome!

When you realize that some of the things you thought you 
needed or wanted are actually keeping you from things you like 
more, you get two benefits at once: better access to what you 
really want, and freedom and distance from things you don’t. 
The idea of “losing” anything naturally makes us tense up a little. 
But think back to what’s inspiring to you about tiny homes or 
tiny home life. Focus on that feeling whenever you feel yourself 
grasping, and consider how my tiny home interviewees viewed 
what they were “losing” and what they were gaining. 

John Wells lost a big, beautiful house in a scenic area, and gained 
freedom from debt, bills and jobs, and the opportunity to live 
a truly independent life. Dee lost her equity in a house she was 
doggedly renovating, and gained flexible free time she lovingly 
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spends with family, friends and her community. 

We all want to be materially secure. We want to be comfortable, 
warm and safe in our spaces. But after basics like that, wants and 
needs are much more individual than we’ve been led to believe. 

Anyone who lives in a tiny home had to go through a process of 
realizing that their material circumstances were actually holding 
them back from things they wanted more. They all had to find 
their way, whether in a week or over the course of years, to a new 
kind of housing that looked unexpected, but made them happier.

Are there aspects of your housing situation, big or small, that you 
realize are standing in-between you and your priorities? Is it your 
mortgage? Your lease? Your location? Your square footage? The 
issues could be smaller, too - your crowded closet, the canoe you 
never use, or the ceramic cookie jar collection you inherited from 
your mother. 

The more you understand what’s really essential to you, the more 
the inessentials will stand out, and maybe even begin to bother 
you. As you become aware of them, you’ll actually start to itch 
for the next step, even though it might make you nervous or 
uncomfortable. 

Give Yourself Permission Not to Have it All

It’s very easy to take a black and white perspective on material 
possessions: things we need, things we don’t. Things we want, 

things we don’t. Many of the people I interviewed became 
acquainted with the middle ground between those poles: things 
they need or want sometimes. The space constraints of a tiny 
home led them to draw a hard line around what they needed 
consistently enough to include, and to find new solutions for 
what they needed less often. 

When Alex and Allison moved into “one big room,” they needed 
to find ways to accommodate their different schedules. Alex 
didn’t want to distract Allison when she needed to work, or vice 
versa. They found places in the community they could borrow 
as a “living room,” so each could work, study or spend time with 
friends without bothering the other. Dee and Aldo both side-
stepped plumbing their tiny homes and opted instead to shower 
at friends’ houses, or at work.

There may be things you’re reluctant to say goodbye to, or things 
you’d love to say goodbye to, but find you need quite frequently. 
When you feel torn, is sharing an option? Public libraries are a 
long-standing tradition in America, but other sharing services 
are growing as well. Car and ride sharing programs are becoming 
quite popular in many cities. Tool libraries allow people to 
borrow the weed whacker they only need for two weeks a year, 
and even kitchen libraries are popping up to loan out pasta 
makers and food dehydrators for special occasions. 

If there isn’t a sharing infrastructure for something, can you just 
talk to a human?  Friends, neighbors and coworkers might all be 
willing to lend a laundry machine, toaster oven or tennis racket 



Unlikely Lives: Tiny Homes                                    212

if you ask them. After all, who knows what you have that they’ve 
had their eye on? Sharing isn’t mooching, it’s a mutual give and 
take. Many people own more resources than they can reasonably 
use on a daily, weekly or even monthly basis. What do you really 
need, but only sometimes? Where else could you get it? What 
could you offer in return?  

Try A Gentle Experiment

Change is hard. I won’t pretend it isn’t. But a great way to ease 
any transition, and something many of the people I spoke 
with did, was to temporarily test out a potential change before 
committing to it. It’s like trying a new food. If you don’t like 
it, you just take a sip of water, and go back to eating your old 
favorites.

Most of the people I interviewed had unique ways they “tested” 
tiny house living before they took more permanent steps, such as 
Aldo building a life-size house model, and John Labovitz moving 
into a small room in his home. But others used temporary living 
situations to learn what they liked about and disliked about 
different options as well. 

Allison spent years trying on different kinds of housing, like 
cohousing and intentional communities, to find the balance of 
privacy and community that felt right to her. John Wells lived in 
a travel trailer in his backyard for two summers, and by then felt 
like living in a small, semi-off-grid space was pretty fun. 

These experiments not only helped people fine-tune what they 
did and didn’t like, they also served the super important purpose 
of allowing them move forward without feeling like they were 
diving in blind. If you feel like you’re choosing between, “The 
familiar life you know,” and, “The great unknown,” it’s pretty 
difficult to choose the unknown. But it’s a lot easier to try 
something new if you can dip a toe into change, see how it feels, 
keep what works, and lose what doesn’t.

If you’re trying to cut your housing costs, you don’t have to 
choose between 2,000 square feet and 200 square feet. You don’t 
have to choose between the heart of the city and a far-flung 
suburb. Any degree of change that moves you in the direction 
you want to go is a beneficial step. 

If you’re considering a smaller home, close off one room for 
a while and see if you miss it. If you suspect you’d be happier 
getting rid of some things you don’t use, box them up and stick 
them in a closet. Maybe you’ll like how your space looks without 
the clutter. Maybe it’s not clutter, and you’ll miss it, and put it 
all back. Maybe you’ll forget what you put in the box in the first 
place. The point is, you don’t have to actually get rid of it until 
you know how you feel. It’s still right there. It’s just an  
experiment. 

Cultivate the Perspective You Want

The people in this collection all shared something in common: 
they experienced challenges in their lives that they felt were best 
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addressed by changing their housing. But in most cases, they 
also changed their minds, not just the practicalities and logistics 
of their lives. They changed their environment, and then their 
environment changed them. How can you turn your home into a 
place that turns you into who you aspire to be?

As Erin put it so beautifully, “If I can create material circum-
stances that allow me to more fully explore my own ability to 
break down walls, and to be patient, and to live simply, then my 
material life is supporting what I think is important.”

Dee’s tiny home encouraged her to lean on others more, and to 
let herself be leaned on. The intimacy of her close relationships 
with others is something she now prizes, and she owes it in part 
to her home: “All of that is probably stuff I could have spent a 
lot of money on therapy to do, but I’ve gotten to do that in my 
house.”

Aldo’s tiny home encouraged him to appreciate what he has, 
and stay focused on life’s big questions, rather than devoting his 
attention to material things: 

“What are we here for? We ourselves are our worst distraction to 
answer that question. One of the ways people do that is by buying 
things, and having to pay them off. [laughs] I think I still distract 
myself...It’s just like, meanwhile, there’s fewer things to do around 
the house.”

What might you be able to change about the logistics of your 

living situation to encourage yourself to be kinder, stronger, more 
open, or more informed? Could you hang a curtain over the 
television to trick you into reading or pursuing hobbies? Clear 
some space for an item that inspires you to pause and feel more 
reflective? Place your running shoes at the foot of your bed each 
night to remind yourself that you want to start your day with 
exercise?

There are always circumstances in our lives we want to change, 
but there are often things we wish we could change about 
ourselves too. Where might the two overlap? What could you 
change about your environment to encourage you to be the 
person you know you want to be?

Find a Community

Making a change is much easier and more fun when you’re not 
doing it alone. When you’re trying to do something differently, 
there are a lot of ways other people can make things easier or 
harder for you. Consider increasing your chances of success by 
finding some friends who support what you’re doing, or even 
better, who want to join in a little. 

You’ve probably experienced the social challenge of change if 
you, say, started a diet one morning and then came home to find 
your partner making macaroni and cheese for dinner. Or maybe 
you decided to save some money, and then your friends invited 
to you to join them on an expensive weekend get-away.
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These situations are hard because we don’t exist in isolation. 
Most behavior is social behavior, and we either have to get people 
on board with what we’re doing, or be tough enough to ignore 
them when their routines tempt us or distract us. Can you eat 
salad while someone next to you eats pizza? Can you face your 
friends when you suggest a more affordable adventure? It takes 
some strength to stick to your guns when everyone around you 
is just doing what they’ve always done, especially if they don’t 
understand why you’re going to the trouble of changing in the 
first place.

Many of my tiny home interviewees benefited from support 
networks, and encouraged others to do the same. Support 
systems helped them feel encouraged when times were hard, and 
or when they faced skepticism or resistance from others. 

“I knew it was something that would be met with a lot of 
criticism. I needed somebody else on my side.” Macy explained. 
“Find your helpers. They don’t have to do anything for you, but 
they have to believe in the project too. That’s immense.”

Almost everyone gained from some type of support network. 
Chris and Malissa pitched in with Candice, and vice-versa, to 
learn from one another’s build experiences, and all of them took 
heart when they visited Dee’s house and felt they could ask her 
questions if they felt lost. 

See if someone close to you is interested in making some of the 
same changes you are. Maybe you can team up and make things 

easier for both of you. If you’ve decided to save money, you could 
host a potluck meal together at home as an alternative to eating 
out with a group. 

Your team or pal doesn’t necessarily have to share your exact 
goals to be supportive. They might be invested in changes of their 
own. If their goals don’t look like yours, you can support each 
other on the process, check in on how it’s going, and laugh off the 
naysayers together. 

Even if no one you know feels like making a change themselves, 
you probably know someone who’s willing to be a supportive 
friend to you while you’re experimenting. A sympathetic ear and 
encouraging pat on the back is way better than nothing. As Erin 
said, “Even if people say, “You know what? I don’t get it. But I 
know that what you do will succeed because I know you.” Those 
are your friends, those are your allies, those are your tribe.” 

Can you find a friend or team who, like you, wants to  
purposefully dedicate their life to their real priorities? 

It’s worth searching. It’s worth trying these steps out for yourself. 
You may not have to literally re-design your life to find real 
opportunities for beneficial change. The people I met improved 
their lives by closely examining what they wanted, testing their 
assumptions, and trying new things. That same process can bring 
more joy, peace and freedom into your own life, and you might 
not even have to build an entire house to do it.
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A Personal Note
Despite the relative rarity of tiny homes, I was heartened to find a 
growing awareness and curiosity about them all over the country 
while I traveled for my interviews. But this was my single most 
unlikely tiny house encounter. 

In the two hours I spent coming and going from John Wells’ 
Field Lab on Route 118 in Southwest Texas, I saw few vehicles in 
either direction. The road mostly takes travelers to Big Bend State 
Park, or further on to Mexico. In fact, it was the only time I’ve 
ever been stopped by border patrol without leaving the country. 
Just driving through the area is apparently enough to warrant 
suspicion. That’s how few people are out there.

Yet as I pulled away from The Field Lab that afternoon and 
stopped to take a picture, the single car coming my way caught 
my eye. It was towing something large and wooden. A boat, 
perhaps? I thought little of it, and put away my camera just at 
the wrong time. As the car passed by me, it was a tiny home on 
wheels. One hour south of Alpine, Texas, headed for I-know-not-
where. I wonder what Border Patrol thought.

Tiny homes may be hidden around any corner, in any back yard, 
and on any winding road. If you’re willing to speak first about 
them, you may have any number of excited conversations with 
strangers, acquaintances or friends. I recommend it. It always 
makes me feel as though the world is quite small, yet so open. 

Faintly visible behind that truck is a tiny house on the road in  
Southwest Texas.
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About the Author 

Billy Ulmer does not live in a tiny house, he does know what it’s 
like to put far too much stock in how happy a house can make 
him, and how beneficial it can be to test his assumptions about 
what he needs and wants.  

This is his first ebook, but his work with PAD Tiny Houses 
continues to support the tiny house movement, and promote 
education about how small housing can improve our lives and 
communities. He believes we always have more options than we 
know, we just have to feel like we do. 

He lives in Portland, Oregon, and you can always reach him at 
billy@unlikelylives.com.
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Links
Dee Williams:  Dee’s memoir The Big Tiny is available in 
bookstores everywhere, or visit PAD Tiny Houses to learn more 
about her educational workshops, books, and plans.

Chris and Malissa Tack: Visit Chris and Malissa’s blog for 
ongoing stories about life in a tiny home, as well as plans and 3-D 
layouts for tiny spaces.

Erin’s home was built by Abel Zimmerman. View more of his 
work at Zyl Vardos. 

Esther and Kenny: Check out Esther and Kenny’s blog for  
documentation of their build process and ongoing updates.

Aldo: Visit Aldo’s blog Gold Thread Tiny House to hear more 
about his tiny house experience in his own words.

Candice: Visit Little Tiny House to learn more about Candice’s 
tiny house and see additional photos. 

John Labovitz: Learn more about John’s housetruck and projects 
at Polymecca.

Alex and Allison: Visit Alex and Allison’s blog for more on the 
construction of their small home, or learn more about Alex’s 
green building work at Green Generation Building.

John Wells: Visit The Field Lab to learn more about John’s home, 
or read his blog for daily entries about life off the grid.

Macy Miller: Visit MiniMotives for updates on Macy’s tiny 
house journey, her house plans and how-to’s, and a repository of 
information from other tiny home builders. 

http://www.amazon.com/The-Big-Tiny-Built-It-Myself-Memoir/dp/0399166173/
http://www.padtinyhouses.com
http://chrisandmalissa.com/
http://zylvardos.com/
http://kennyandestherstinyhouse.blogspot.com/
http://goldthreadtinyhouse.blogspot.com/
http://littletinyhouse.com/
http://polymecca.com/glenn-house
http://orchardhouseblog.wordpress.com/
http://www.greengenerationbuilding.com/
http://www.thefieldlab.org/
http://thefieldlab.blogspot.com/
http://minimotives.com/
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7. How we spend our days: Annie Dillard (1989). “The Writing 
Life”: Ch. 2. 

8. In 2010, the average newly built American home: “Median 
and Average Square Feet of Floor Area in New Single-Family 
Houses Completed by Location.” United States Census Bureau. 
Accessed March 19, 2014, http://www.census.gov/const/C25Ann/
sftotalmedavgsqft.pdf

8. 20 years before that, in 1950:  “Housing: Then, Now, and 
Future.”  Moya K. Mason. Accessed March 30, 2014, http://www.
moyak.com/papers/house-sizes.html

9. A study conducted in Europe from 2003-2006: “Room to 
Swing a Cat? Hardly.” BBC News. Accessed August 13, 2014, 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/uk_news/magazine/8201900.stm

9. Between 1940 and 2000, even after adjusting for inflation: 
“Historical Census of Housing Tables: Home Values.” United 
States Census Bureau. Accessed August 22, 2014, https://www.
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9. Then factor in that wages in America are stagnating: “The 
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209. You can have unlimited dreams and goals: Chris Guillebeau 
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	Tiny Houses: An Unlikely Approach to Home
	Profiles
	Dee Williams: An Independent Spirit Grows Into Community
	Chris and Malissa: Committed to Home, But Not to a Mortgage
	Erin: Be Fearless and Have Fun
	Esther and Kenny: Quality Over Quantity
	Aldo Lavaggi: Count Your Blessings, Whatever Your Square Footage
	Candice and Baoying: A Family Scales Up
	John Labovitz: Through a Traveler's Lens
	Alex and Allison: The Community is Their Living Room
	John Wells: Fascination Fuels a Life Off the Grid
	Macy Miller: Following A Dream To Unexpected Places

	Conclusions
	How to Build a Tiny House
	How to Live in a Tiny House Without Leaving Home

	A Personal Note
	About the Author 
	Links
	Notes

