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Greg Foyster is a widely published journalist and an alumnus of the Centre for Sustainability Leadership. He has presented on environmental issues and at writers festivals around Australia. The Age recently featured him in their ‘Top 100’ inspiring and influential Melburnians.


Sophie Chishkovsky is a classically trained cellist and a committed cyclist. This whole crazy adventure was her idea.














‘At first, Greg Foyster and the cast of characters he meets on his journey all seem a bit mad. Oh, how we need mad bastards like these. Changing Gears opens up new approaches to the way we live our lives, without the discomfort of saddle rash that Greg had to go through.’


SEAN ‘THE BIRDMAN’ DOOLEY, author of The Big Twitch 


‘From advertising to dumpster diving. The thought-provoking account of how one couple sought ways to live by their principles by riding thousands of kilometres around Australia. You’ll learn many tips for your own life, such as “don’t ride thousands of kilometres around Australia”.’


CRAIG REUCASSEL,The Chaser and The Checkout


‘Until humanity figures out what to do about climate change, we need heroes like Greg Foyster and Sophie Chishkovsky who put their lifestyles on the line to inspire us to change.’


COLIN BEAVAN, author of No Impact Man




‘Greg is funny, insightful and sometimes painfully honest. But Sophie is hilarious!’


TANYA HA, author of Greeniology 2020











‘This book is honest, edgy, raw and confrontational. Greg shares his truth in an uncut, heartfelt and mind-digested way. In the saddle of his pushbike we share a personal journey that’s uncovering community for what it is... A compelling ride to the future we are all creating.’


COSTA GEORGIADIS, host of Gardening Australia




‘Greg Foyster raises questions many of us have asked ourselves about work, spending, values and commitment. Looking for a way to live well within an ethical framework, he and his girlfriend Sophie hit the road to cycle up the east coast of Australia. They were looking for others who had moved from a life of stress and overconsumption to a gentler and simpler way of living. What they found was self-belief, self-reliance and the beginnings of a better life. If your lifestyle clashes with your values, if you want to change how you live but need a push to get you there, this is a must-read book for you.’ 


RHONDA HETZEL, author of Down to Earth






















To Sophie, for putting up with me.
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Not Sold


This is a book about me and my partner cycling up the east coast of Australia exploring simpler ways of living. So it’s mostly about bikes, but for me the journey actually begins with a car.


Or, to be precise, several cars: a taxi, and a whole fleet of bogan utes.


It’s October 2008, and I’m in a taxi rushing to hospital. My breathing is shallow and rapid. My arms are stiff in front of me, my fingers splayed in a rigid V. I can’t move my hands or feet, and a tingling sensation is creeping up my limbs.


‘It’s probably an asthma attack,’ says the worried taxi driver.


I try to mouth the word ‘ambulance’ but my cheeks are numb, my jaw locked shut.


By the time we make it to the hospital my condition has worsened. I’m frozen in a sitting position with my forearms extended, propped up by invisible armrests. The orderly has to carry me to a wheelchair and push me into the Emergency Room.


I’ve never been in an ER before. My eyes swivel around, searching for nurses ferreting medical supplies or surgeons barking ‘Stat!’ But there’s no mad rush, no scampering to save lives perched on the precipice. The doctors stand around holding clipboards and chatting. The nurses look almost bored. For some reason, this workaday atmosphere soothes my jangled nerves, and my breathing returns to normal.


After an oxygen test and an ECG, a doctor walks over and calmly delivers the prognosis:


‘It was a panic attack.’


A panic attack? I thought only neurotic, overly sensitive types suffer panic attacks? People with agoraphobia or OCD or severe personality disorders? Am I really that highly strung?


The doctor tells me a panic attack is a physical manifestation of a psychological problem. The stressed mind sends the body into shock, and breathing becomes quick and feeble. There isn’t enough oxygen to reach the hands and feet, and so they seize up. ‘Has anything stressful happened lately?’ he asks.


You could say that. Yesterday I quit my job.








Four months earlier I was at a swish function room in Melbourne’s Docklands precinct, attending an award show for the advertising industry. I’d been working as a copywriter for the past four years, but I’d felt increasingly uncomfortable with my role spruiking consumerism. Yet there I sat, gorging myself on a slab of expensive steak, clapping along as the advertising fraternity congratulated itself for finding clever new ways to increase consumption.


As far as I was concerned, Australians consumed enough already. I’d recently started writing a column about environmental issues for a magazine, and I’d begun to think that overconsumption was the root cause of many ecological problems. Put simply, people in rich developed countries were gobbling up more resources than the planet could replenish. 


The most pressing problem was climate change; Australians had among the highest emissions per person in the world. Our modern lives, while comfortable and full of conveniences, were almost wholly reliant on burning coal, gas and petrol.


That’s where the second lot of cars – those bogan utes – come in. For while I was spending my nights and weekends learning about the environmental evils of fossil fuel use, I was spending my days writing retail ads for Holden – a company that, at the time, was known for producing inefficient V8s. I was a walking contradiction, and I hated myself for it.


At work, I kept my newfound conscience a secret. I rode in a Hummer limousine to a staff Christmas party and then got drunk to drown my guilt. Back at home, I watched An Inconvenient Truth with my girlfriend Sophie and curled up on the couch with my face in my hands. ‘You can’t keep making yourself miserable like this,’ she said.


This wasn’t the first time I’d questioned the industry I worked in. Truth is, I’d had reservations about advertising from the very beginning. At my first job interview I met a creative director who spent twenty minutes criticising a recent Vegemite campaign. Surely, I remember thinking, there were more important things to do with your life than discuss the ‘brand personality’ of a kitchen condiment? Judging by what I did next, there weren’t. I got a job at that agency, finished a degree in ‘creative advertising’, and was soon pumping out TV commercials for frozen meals.


About a year later, I attended a brainstorming session for Heinz and spent an entire day discussing whether to change the nozzle size on a tomato sauce bottle. Was the new nozzle size a good fit with the brand’s integrity? How would it make customers feel? A co-worker later told me I’d been in the privileged company of ‘the best canned food marketer in Australia’, a woman entrusted with overseeing such cultural landmarks as ‘Beanz Meanz Heinz’. What an honour.


As much as I mocked advertising, I also secretly loved it. For a young person with creative ambitions, copywriting is one of the coolest jobs around. You get to sit in fancy offices coming up with wacky ideas, and then companies pay to turn those ideas into slick 30-second videos. I got a huge buzz when my ads appeared on TV or in magazines. Instead of slogging away for years at a novel or film script that might never see the light of day, I could channel my creative energies into big-budget commercials that had a guaranteed audience. Who cared if it was all meaningless crap? At least my work was being seen. Advertising was the creative equivalent of a chocolate bar: instantly gratifying and dangerously addictive.


I was hooked. Mingling with film directors, businesspeople and C-list celebrities made me feel important and intelligent. I clung to this prestige, even though I still had reservations about the ethics of the industry. My job was entwined with my sense of self-worth, and so I couldn’t quit without giving up my identity.


Fear of unemployment also played a part. Not that I was worried about money. I didn’t have kids or a mortgage, and working in advertising had inoculated me against ‘affluenza’ – the pathological urge to out-shop the Joneses. No, what worried me was the social stigma. I was afraid of not having an answer to the perennial party question, ‘What do you do?’ I was afraid of being a nobody.


So I kept working, promising myself I’d leave the industry once I’d reached a certain level. ‘Wait till you’ve done one really great ad,’ I’d say. ‘Wait till you’ve won an award.’ ‘Wait till you’ve worked in a top agency – it’ll look good on your CV.’ Years went by as I waited for the milestone that would give me permission to ‘do what I really wanted’. Of course, once that milestone arrived, another beckoned. And another. And another.


I might have kept marching towards a mid-life crisis if I hadn’t taken on this environment column. The contradiction of promoting Holden cars while writing about climate change was too much. For the first time, what I believed and what I did were in direct conflict, and the rift was tearing me apart. I tried to justify the hypocrisy to myself, but it didn’t work. After years of spouting corporate spin, I was immune to my own bullshit.


As I sat at the advertising awards function applauding the latest innovation in packaged goods marketing, I couldn’t take it anymore. Why were we congratulating one other for making the world a worse place? I put down my knife and fork and slipped outside. I walked around the corner to a pier with expensive yachts bobbing on the dark, silky water. I knelt down with my head between my knees and started crying.


After that I stopped writing ads for Holden cars, and then for other products I also considered unethical. Four months later I walked into my boss’s office for a chat. The agency had recently moved into the eleventh floor of a CBD skyscraper. I looked around at the designer decor: the white bookcase, the super-thin Mac laptop, the ergonomic desk chair, the large glass window with a stunning view of the Yarra River. This was a workplace people envied, the sort of office I’d been taught to aspire to. But it just wasn’t me.


‘I need to quit,’ I said.


For the next 24 hours, I felt elated. Then the panic attack struck. What the hell was I going to do now?






After I left my job, I tried to make a living from freelance writing. I set up a home office in my bedroom and started pitching feature articles to every outlet I could think of. Within a few years I was covering stories on the environment and refugees for different publications around Australia. The work was sporadic and poorly paid, so to make ends meet, I did some freelance copywriting for solar power companies and government departments. Every now and then I had to flog products – I wrote some pretty crappy ads for irons – but mostly I stuck to my convictions.


The best part about being semi-employed was that I had more time to spend with Sophie. She was studying cello at the University of Melbourne, and I got to know some of her more radical friends – artists and activists who lived in a warehouse, scavenged their food from supermarket dumpsters and put on amazing exhibitions. Their example opened my eyes. I didn’t want to squat in squalor myself, but I was fascinated by the fact they got by on very little income and had lots of free time. 


Previously I’d lived in fairly typical share-houses: one person per bedroom, takeaway for dinner, nights in front of the TV, weekly shops at Coles. I was the resident hermit, arriving late from work and retreating to my room to read or churn out an angst-ridden journal entry. If I heard a knock on the front door, I’d quickly turn off the light.


I had a decent income in advertising, so most of these places were pretty nice. They were the sorts of share-houses professionals live in: modern, clean, well-kept. One North Melbourne terrace was so fastidiously spotless that if I left an unwashed mug on the kitchen counter my housemates would glare at me like I’d just strangled a dolphin. Our relationships were equally sterile. I’d say ‘bye’ on the way to work each morning and ‘hi’ on returning at night. That was the extent of our daily social contact.


When I moved into a communal share-house with Sophie, I got a taste of a different sort of lifestyle. At first the house was fairly clean and orderly. Then some hard-partying artists and musicians moved in, and the place began to look like the aftermath of a rave. By the time we left, six people occupied five rooms, and a guy called Stitch was living in a two-storey shanty built against the back fence. Meanwhile, the house had collected even more animals than occupants: two dogs, six chooks (including two meat chickens liberated from a factory farm) and one constantly pregnant cat that belonged to a neighbour.


A lot of our food came from supermarket dumpsters. A housemate had somehow secured a key to the most bountiful bins around Melbourne, so our kitchen benches were always crowded with partially rotting fruit and nutritionally useless muffins from Aldi. 


The backyard looked like a cross between an organic farm and a lost-and-found booth. Broken bicycle wheels hung from a tree. Seedlings sprouted from old leather boots filled with earth. A blue kiddie pool – the site of a jelly wrestling match between a recently released asylum-seeker and a crusty punk chick – lay abandoned on the muddy ground. 


The place was filthy, chaotic and disorganised – the complete opposite of other share-houses I’d lived in. But although I complained about the dirty dishes and cluttered backyard, I enjoyed living in this communal shithole. Relationships were more important than rules or rosters. We all got along.




Forget everything I just told you. Imagine, instead, that I’m the average Australian. I’m 37, married, with two kids. (Statistically, I’ve got 1.9 kids, but we’ll round up so my youngest gets born with two full sets of toes.) Like 64 per cent of Australians, I live in a capital city – let’s say Melbourne. Together, my partner and I pull in $1234 a week, and fork out $1800 in monthly mortgage repayments on our house (hey, it beats renting), which has three bedrooms. My garage has one or two cars, and each week I spend almost four hours getting to and from work. I’m a white-collar professional, and I put in more than 40 hours a week at the office, Monday to Friday. Weekends are for BBQs and booze – as a typical Australian I eat 116 kilos of meat a year, second only to the Yanks, and I drink 111 kilos of alcohol, but eat only 98 kilos of vegies. Health-wise I’m feeling pretty good, though I’m a bit on the chubby side from eating junk and sitting down all day. Despite this, I’ll probably live longer than my parents (they’re in a retirement home), so can’t complain. 


Except, as you know by now, I was hardly any of those things. I was 28, unmarried, no kids. I lived in a capital city, but I was a renter. My home was a dilapidated share-house with five makeshift bedrooms for seven people. Instead of one or two cars, our garage had seven second-hand bikes. I almost always cycled to work. I was a white-collar worker, true, but I earned under $30,000 a year, and some years only $15,000. Being a vegetarian, I ate zero kilos of meat, leaving more burgers for the Yanks.


I don’t fit the national average, and nor would anyone else. So there’s a danger in reducing people’s varied experiences to a single ‘typical’ lifestyle – no one lives exactly that way. But coming up with an average Aussie lifestyle is also a useful tool because it highlights the underlying pattern of most people’s lives. 


In Australia, there is a really obvious pattern: most people invest a lot of money in their family home, work in a different location from where they live, and travel in a car to get there. And once we’ve identified that pattern, we can look at the incentives that drive it: government grants and tax exemptions for home-owners, jobs clustered in central locations, investments in roads rather than rail. 


All this stuff isn’t just of interest to policy wonks in Canberra – it affects us personally. Because if the majority of people live a certain way, then the economic and social system is usually set up to cater for that lifestyle. This can make it very hard – or at least prohibitively expensive or inconvenient – to buck the trend. 


As I approached my twenty-ninth birthday, I felt myself being nudged towards a more typical lifestyle. Remaining a renter didn’t seem like a good long-term option because there’s no security. When leases expire, landlords often choose to renovate or reoccupy. I’d lived in four share-houses in five years. Meanwhile, my friends started talking about buying property, maybe moving further out of the city. If Sophie and I also wanted to buy a place we’d need a deposit, and that meant a steady salary. I got the impression society was telling me to grow up, find a job, get a mortgage and start making babies. Like a planet pulled towards a black hole, I was sinking into The Average.


I wouldn’t have minded so much if I could have kept living by my beliefs. I’m not work shy, and I could appreciate the economic logic of squirrelling your savings into a house. My hesitation was that in moving to more secure housing – and in the process adopting a more ‘typical’ lifestyle – I’d have to compromise so many things important to me.


Sophie and I don’t have much money, so the only properties we can afford are in the outer suburbs. This means we’d probably need a car to get to work or do the shopping – there goes my commitment to cycling and avoiding fossil-fuel use. We could live in the middle suburbs, but that would mean an even bigger mortgage, and my preferred line of work (freelance journalism) doesn’t pay well. I’d have to take a corporate, government or PR job, drastically reducing my free time and sense of autonomy. And studies show consumption generally increases with income, so we’d end up buying more stuff. Our environmental footprint would soar. I’d find myself in the same position I was in advertising: believing one thing and doing another. I’d end up hating myself again.


A few of my friends, also in their late twenties or early thirties, faced a similar dilemma. Their solution was to look for cheap inner-city apartments in grungy areas like Footscray or Sunshine. They were exploring a fairly conservative alternative to the typical Australian lifestyle – but why not go further? Why not search out as many alternatives as possible, and then decide how to structure a life?


I wasn’t interested in being different for its own sake. Given the choice, I prefer to fit in – which is why I cut my hair short and dress neatly in jeans and a shirt. I just seemed to be heading for a life I’d never consciously chosen, simply because it was the path of least resistance. I wanted to be exposed to other options – not just the obvious ones – before embarking on the next phase.


The more I thought about it, the more a ‘typical’ way of life seemed constricting. I’d read research showing that once basic material needs have been met, more stuff doesn’t necessarily make people happier, so could I go without the mod-cons of Australian life? Did I need a plasma TV? A stereo system? A designer shirt to hang in the closet? A renovated bathroom with heated towel rack? Why complicate a life with so many extra belongings?


As I pondered my situation, another realisation arose: I wasn’t living my beliefs now. After moving into the communal share-house, I’d significantly reduced my carbon footprint, but not through my own efforts. Although I applauded the virtues of growing organic food, keeping chooks, capturing grey water and reusing plastic containers, I hardly ever did these things myself. I was a wannabe intellectual who avoided practical chores because I thought they’d impinge on free time to think, read and write. I rarely set foot in the garden. I didn’t feed the chickens or take out the compost. In all the time I lived at the communal share-house, I never once went dumpster diving for salvaged supermarket food. I was freeloading off the freeloaders.


While all this was pinging around my head, Sophie and I were talking about going travelling, but we didn’t want to fly. When she suggested cycling up Australia, I thought it was a crazy idea. ‘That’s impossible!’ I said. Then we met people who’d performed similar feats, including a genuinely loopy Scotsman who’d ridden from Darwin to Adelaide in the heat of summer. Our little excursion up the east coast no longer seemed completely nuts.


So that was it. We decided to cycle up Australia exploring alternative and simpler ways to live. Since we were both drawn towards environmentalism, we planned to visit sustainable communities on the way. For me, the bicycle trip became a quest for two things: to explore ways of life that matched my beliefs, and to learn to live those beliefs in practice.


I sent a call-out to friends, family and journalism contacts, explaining what we were doing and asking for suggestions of people to interview. Within a month I had collected one hundred inspiring examples from all around Australia. There was a forest activist living up a tree. An architect who designed tiny houses. A chef who’d organised a locally themed banquet. A man who survived in the bush using only 18 th-century clothes and tools. People were growing their own food, sewing or mending their own clothes and building their own simple shelters. A forum site called aussieslivingsimply.com.au had 50,000 visits a month and a community of more than eight thousand users sharing practical advice about worm farms, grey water, recycling and organic gardening. And apparently this movement had a name: voluntary simplicity.




Inadvertently, Sophie and I had stumbled onto something big. But before we could head off on our great adventure, we needed someone to explain the history and philosophy of the movement, and perhaps give us a gentle push in the right direction.


Preferably someone who lived within cycling distance.













The Philosopher’s Shed


In the Hindu religion, disciples seek a spiritual teacher to guide them along the perilous path to enlightenment. Since I was also on a journey of self-discovery, I decided to track down a guru of my own. Thankfully, my wise and benevolent sage lived not in the foothills of the Himalayas, but in the Melbourne suburb of Coburg, making my character-testing pilgrimage a mere 40-minute ride from the CBD.


After arriving at a brick house painted light blue, I met Dr Samuel Alexander at the door, and we retreated to the outside courtyard. His backyard was green and fertile, with pumpkin vines climbing over the corrugated iron fence. It was mid-March, and the small but productive vegie patch featured lettuce, eggplants, chillies, basil, parsley, mint and some young corn plants. I wondered if he tended the garden himself, or just freeloaded like I did.


We sat down at an old rickety wooden table. Samuel wore a plain white shirt from an op-shop, his grey-blue eyes peering behind glasses. I told him I was on a journey of enlightenment, and that he was my guru. He laughed.


Although only 32, Samuel is a lecturer at the University of Melbourne and a co-founder of the Simplicity Institute, a think-tank dedicated to unravelling the conundrum of overconsumption. Like the great spiritual teachers of the East, he had a moment of awakening – something he refers to as ‘an earthquake of the soul’ – and since then he’s been living as simply as possible. This makes him one of those rare academics who have put theory into practice.


Samuel grew up in New Zealand, played in bands as a teen, and then earned a Masters of Law at Victoria University in Wellington. His heart was never in the profession, but after so many years of study he wanted to put his skills into practice, so he took a job with a small firm in Christchurch. After a year there, he decided to exchange his scheduled pay-rise for a day off work. ‘That’s what I say is kind of my first explicit act of downshifting – choosing time over money.’


He used his day off to prepare a proposal for a doctoral thesis, and in the middle of 2006 he moved to Melbourne for postgraduate study. During his research he stumbled across Walden by Henry David Thoreau, possibly the most influential text ever written about simple living. Samuel had read the book as an 18 year old, but had failed to grasp the life-changing lessons of the dense 19th-century text. This time Thoreau’s words set off tremors of insight, triggering a genuine shift in consciousness. In his introduction to a collection of essays, Samuel refers to himself as ‘one of Thoreau’s disciples’.


Walden describes the two years and two months Thoreau lived alone in a hut on the shore of Walden Pond in Concord, Massachusetts. It’s a rich text, filled with poetic wisdom and pithy insights (describing our reliance on technology, Thoreau writes ‘men have become the tools of their tools’). The dense language lends itself to multiple readings, and Samuel has devoured the first chapter more than twenty times. I was embarrassed to say I’d only read the first chapter once – and even that was a hard slog.


But the book had such a profound effect on Samuel that in the spring of 2008 he decided to build a rustic hut of his own in the backyard of a Melbourne share-house. Samuel’s new home was about 2 metres wide and 3.5 metres long, taking only three weekends to build and costing a total of $573. The bulk of the shed was made from reused or recycled materials, including a wooden bed frame, a pile of abandoned wood found by the railway tracks and some old blankets. As a finishing touch, the words ‘Ceci n’est pas une cabane’ were painted above the door, meaning, ‘This is not a shed.’ Like Thoreau, Samuel stayed in his simple abode for about two years, and the experience profoundly changed his worldview.


‘They were two of the best years of my life and they were the two years where I had less than I’d ever had before,’ he said. ‘So it was a good reminder that meaning and fulfilment in life doesn’t depend on lots of money.’ In fact, in the last year of living in the shed he spent only $6792 dollars. On everything.


The landlord ended the lease on the rental property in 2010, and Samuel was forced to dismantle his experiment in simple living. At the time Sophie and I visited, he was living in Coburg with his partner, Helen. But the legacy of the shed remained – the frame had been turned into a chicken coop in the backyard, and the sign reading ‘Ceci n’est pas une cabane’ sat above a bookcase in his study, presiding over tomes on anti-consumerism, philosophy and environmentalism. Thoreau still seemed a central figure in his life – on one bookshelf lay a bulky copy of Walden.


Thoreau wasn’t the only renowned thinker to promote a simpler, but more mindful, existence. The Buddha was born a prince, renounced royal life to become an ascetic – apparently he once reduced his daily meal to a single pea – and then taught a ‘middle way’ between the extremes of self-indulgence and self-mortification. There’s a thread of simplicity running through other religions, too; Jesus was hardly a wealthy shopaholic, despite the orgy of consumption we see each Christmas. 


Samuel mentioned the ancient Greek cynic Diogenes, who chose a life of poverty to show that happiness was possible even under reduced circumstances. ‘He was a bit of a provocateur,’ he said, talking with the wry affection most people reserve for close friends. ‘His one possession was a cup because he’d go to the river and drink. And so legend has it he saw a young boy go to the river and drink with his hands. Diogenes looked at his cup and threw it over his shoulder. So then he was down to no possessions because he realised this cup was superfluous consumption.’


‘But do you think material possessions can also improve a person’s life?’ I asked. I was thinking of my former share-house, where we really could have done with a working toaster.


In reply, Samuel said Diogenes was an extreme case. ‘Thoreau, for example, was no ascetic. When he was invited round to his friend’s place for dinner, he would go. And he had a wheelbarrow, he had an axe, he had a flute…these things improved his life.’


Although I’d read quite a bit about simple living, when I tried to explain the concept to friends or family, I always stuffed it up. I made it sound insultingly obvious, in which case the listener said, ‘Well, of course people should stop buying stuff they don’t need!’ Or I took the easy route and blathered about the environment and consumerism until the listener said, ‘So is it like sustainability, or something?’ I was hoping Samuel could give a clear and concise explanation. Something I could use at family gatherings. Something even my drunk relatives would understand.


‘I define voluntary simplicity as restraining your income and consumption, but increasing your quality of life,’ he said. ‘I conceive of it as a trade you want to make for your own interests. You give up a certain level of material wealth, but you get more of some other type of wealth in return.’


That made sense to me, but I wasn’t sure it would convince my tipsy uncle at Christmas drinks. Did Samuel have an example?


 ‘Time is perhaps the best way to think of it,’ he said. ‘You’re exchanging money for time, and then you put that time into more meaningful activities…so when I exchanged my pay-rise for a day off work, the meaning and fulfilment I got from that extra day’s time was worth much more to me than that day’s wages.’ Some benefits from this exchange might be more time to spend exercising, forging closer relationships with friends or family, or learning a musical instrument.


Samuel said simple living could even offer a solution to our current planetary woes. ‘The scientists are telling us that we need to consume less, and at first instinct people sometimes think that’s about hardship, sacrifice and doing without.’ But there is a positive side to curbing consumption: ‘If we consume smarter, we can both consume less and live better.’


I agreed with Samuel’s simple living philosophy in principle. But, as I’d discovered when I lived in the communal share-house, I had trouble with it in practice. I still saw gardening, sewing and even making lunch as chores that left me less time to think. Samuel was also intellectually inclined, so how did he find the practical aspects of simple living?


‘Gardening I love, and it’s something I came to through this lifestyle change. In my early twenties I never planted a bean, and now we essentially don’t buy vegetables anymore,’ he said. Other domestic chores offered a welcome reprieve from the mental grind of academic work. ‘Hanging out the washing is a gift to me. I’ve learnt to value those ordinary experiences.’


Personally, I was yet to discover the Zen of laundry. But it was encouraging to know there was a deeper meaning to be found in pegging soggy socks to a clothes line.










Once an ad man, always an ad man. 


Before visiting Samuel, I decided to take a close look at my habits and personal qualities. Call it an inner stocktaking. Having spent five years watching the commercial breaks while everyone else went to the bathroom, I immediately thought of an infomercial. You know the type: an annoyingly chirpy fitness instructor does excruciating exercises with a fake smile. Cut to a testimonial from a ‘satisfied customer’. The screen shows side by side photos of a chubby bloke ‘before’ using the product and a buffed male model ‘after’.


I wanted to create something similar: a before shot of me looking sad and pathetic and, hopefully, an after shot of me much happier and more practical.


Corny? Yes. Useful? Probably not. But I did it anyway. So for the sake of comparison, here are some revealing snapshots of me before the trip:




I’m in the kitchen of my communal share-house, making a coffee. My housemate says to me, ‘You’ve lived here two years and you didn’t know we had a worm farm?’ 




I’m at a climate-change rally, standing at the edge of the crowd making notes.




I’m running around the produce section of Safeway, chucking random vegetables into my shopping basket without checking the prices.




It’s 10.47pm and I’m still at my office. I take out my phone and text Sophie: ‘B home late again.’




I step into the bedroom and suddenly realise I left my new jacket on the back of a chair at the public library.




I’m sitting at my desk typing. My laptop has been missing a hinge for over a year. ‘Should probably get that fixed,’ I mumble to myself. 




I’ve just walked away from an ATM on Brunswick Street, leaving $60 hanging from the slot.




I’m in hospital, attached to a saline drip. I just tried to cycle up a mountain in the heat of summer without enough water or dehydration salts. ‘You should listen to your body more,’ says the nurse.




I’m sitting at a Buddhist centre, watching my twin brother make vows. My leg keeps twitching from too much caffeine.




I’m back at my computer, reading a UN report about the state of global rainforests. The indoor plant next to my desk has wilted from neglect.




In Walden, Henry David Thoreau lists the ‘necessaries’ of life as food, shelter, clothing and fuel. But I realised my own life has 10 categories, and I figure as we cycle up Australia I could explore each one in turn. Based on these categories, I make a list of modest goals for the following year (with spirituality and environment lumped together):





Shelter: Choose a type of home I’d like to live in.


Community: Learn to connect with others.


Food: Work on a farm or grow a vegie patch.


Work: Learn strategies for working fewer hours and dealing with work-related stress.


Clothing: Make one item of clothing.


Technology: Power my technology with renewable energy.


Money: Stick to a monthly budget for a few months.


Health: Learn to sit cross-legged. (Something I can’t do because of poor flexibility.)


Spirituality/environment: Spend more time in nature.







So that was my A-grade, fool-proof, money-back-guaranteed plan to learn to live more simply. And now, we return to the main program…




Before I left Samuel’s place, he gave me some essays and studies to read. Over the next few days, I did something I’m very proud of. I decided not to read them. I’d started to realise that, in my case, research itself was an obstacle to change. I was more likely to read a study about a national park than actually go hiking in one. It was time for me to put down the books and immerse myself in reality.


At this stage, Sophie and I weren’t very athletic people. We didn’t play team sports. We didn’t go jogging or swimming. My only exercise was a daily five-kilometre bike ride from Thornbury to Fitzroy, after which I sat at a desk for 10 hours. I was part man, part adjustable office chair. How would I cope with cycling every day?


There was a bigger question to consider. My long office hours meant Sophie and I didn’t spend a lot of time together. Could we handle being in each other’s company 24/7? We were about to find out, because for the next eight months – from March until late November – we’d be living in a tent.
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Seeking Shelter


Nothing says Melbourne like suburban sprawl. Before I pledged to break out of my desk-bound nerdiness, I downloaded housing data for the capital city where I’d spent most of my working life. Melbourne, a city one belt-notch past four million, has an embarrassingly expansive outline of almost 10,000 square kilometres. And it keeps packing on the suburbs. Between 2001 and 2011, the five areas with the largest growth in Australia were all on the outskirts of Greater Melbourne. I wondered if we could cycle out of the place faster than it could expand.


A few days after visiting Samuel we headed through Brunswick and along Moreland Road, hoping our conspicuously dorky fluoro jackets would alert the traffic to our presence. Anyone who looked as stupid as I did on that day – with oversized bike shorts, a bright yellow vest and legs so pale they could glow in the dark – surely couldn’t escape notice. But still, as we cruised down a narrow street in Essendon, I was nearly side-swiped by an impatient driver.


On the way to Keilor, an overpass afforded a glimpse of the infrastructure that keeps a big city ticking. Bulldozers dug trenches for a new highway, kicking up decades of compacted dust. The stench of steaming asphalt hit my nostrils, making me woozy. 


The next major stop was Taylors Lakes, a suburb built around a shopping mall called Watergardens. Outside the carpark, huge pillars displayed the usual logos – Coles, Target, Hoyts, Subway, McDonald’s. We’d reached the outer suburban ring, a hostile territory for cyclists. There were so many superstores and fast-food restaurants that Sophie and I christened it Franchiseland.


Our destination was Melton, a satellite town about 50 kilometres from Melbourne CBD that lies within the urban growth boundary. Other towns on the outskirts of Melbourne, such as Woodend in the north and Warburton in the east, have a village atmosphere, but Melton has a long main street lined with franchise stores (Domino’s, Autobarn, Kmart, Bunnings). It’s not an outer suburb of Melbourne yet, but it might as well be. Melton seemed the least likely place to find someone living simply and sustainably, but it just so happened to be home to Australia’s ‘best green blogger’, a bloke named Gavin Webber.


Since the majority of Australians live in free-standing houses in the suburbs, I wanted to start our exploration of the first life category – shelter – right here, and then move to more radical territory later on. The immediate question was this: could you live simply and sustainably in a suburban house?










Sophie and I had organised to interview Gavin in the morning, but we arrived in Melton the day before, and we couldn’t find a safe camping site. So we called Gavin’s wife, Kim, and she offered us a bed in the spare room. We were standing in the kitchen when Gavin returned from work wearing a black polo shirt with a Dell logo and faded light-blue jeans. Most people would be taken aback to find two semi-strangers – not to mention sweaty, smelly cyclists – in their house, but Gavin quickly established friendly banter and offered to take us on a tour.


The family block is 779 square metres – that’s about a fifth of an acre – but Gavin has crammed an extraordinary variety of environmental features into this modest space. On the west side of the house is a vegie garden based on permaculture principles, with rhubarb, rosemary, lemon balm, thyme, kale, eggplant and many other varieties. 


‘Here’s me garlic chives and normal chives,’ said Gavin fondly as we walked along a paved pathway between neat garden beds. He showed us the aloe vera plant. ‘Whenever I get burnt like a silly bugger, then that’s what I use.’


Gavin’s blog is called ‘The Greening of Gavin’, but he doesn’t seem like a stereotypical greenie. He’s got four kids, he works in the IT department of a major bank and, as a male in his late forties, he doesn’t have quite enough hair to grow dreadlocks. He grew up on a farm in Loxton, South Australia, then spent two decades in the navy. He still refers to kilometres as ‘clicks’.


We walked to the back of the garden where there was a small greenhouse, built on an Easter break four years previous with the help of a hung-over son. Next to that was the garage roof with a 16-panel solar system. ‘We haven’t paid a power bill since the middle of last year,’ said Gavin. 


Under the garage roof was a hybrid car, parked next to several compost bins and two worm farms. At the back of the house was a swimming pool with decking made from sustainably harvested plantation timber, and on the eastern side was a chook pen dubbed ‘Cluckingham Palace’.


After the tour, we went back into the kitchen, where Kim was slaving over a dinner of bean soup and homemade vegie pizza. ‘Need a hand?’ said Gavin to his wife. ‘I know you’re probably feeling knackered, mate.’ 


The next day was Gavin’s scheduled day off work (he recently downshifted to a nine-day fortnight). After leaving some milk on the stove to curdle for homemade fetta, we retired to Gavin’s ‘blog cave’. His website, started in 2008, features more than a thousand entries and boasts over one million page views. In 2012, the Alternative Technology Association named this ‘mild-mannered’ man Australia’s best green blogger.


Gavin joked about being an ‘environmental nut job’, but he wasn’t always that way. After leaving the navy in 2000, he got a well-paying job in IT and, like many people with newfound wealth, he succumbed to the heady temptation of consumerism. ‘You start buying stuff. Stuff like a new computer every year, a new telly or a stereo. That happened for about six years.’


Then, in September 2006, Gavin experienced a ‘green epiphany’ while on a work excursion to see Al Gore’s film An Inconvenient Truth. As graphs of rising CO2 levels and images of melting glaciers washed over him, he was shocked. ‘Holy shit! Why did nobody ever tell me about this?’ Then came guilt: ‘Hey, I’ve done this. I drive cars, I bloody burn coal by using electricity, I buy furniture made of wood and cut down forests, and buy paper.’


The film had such an immediate effect that Gavin refused to take a taxi back to the office, telling co-workers, ‘I’m not doing any more damage to the planet.’ Instead, he sat alone in the cinema as the credits rolled, then walked a ‘five click’ journey back to the office, thinking about the film and crying. ‘It took me nearly an hour and a half. I didn’t want to turn up to work with bloodshot eyes looking like a big girly sissy.’


Over the next few weeks his research led him deeper and deeper into the reality of climate change. He became withdrawn and quiet, and Kim noticed this suspicious shift in mood. ‘She thought I was having an affair,’ he said. Later he showed her the film, and she joined him on a crusade to reduce the family’s carbon footprint. 


Within a month he’d switched to a hybrid car, and since 2006 the family has built a vegie garden and orchard; installed solar hot water, rainwater tanks and solar power; learnt to make their own jam, cheese, bread and soap; built a chook pen and set up worm farms; attended climate-change rallies; and helped start a sustainable living group right here in suburban Melton. In 2012, Gavin received his diploma in carbon management, and he estimated that the household has achieved a 60 per cent reduction in emissions from their previous level, mainly through energy conservation. Their town water consumption has halved, and the vegie garden now supplies about 40 per cent of their fresh produce in summer. 


Gavin’s green crusade has made him a bit of a local celeb. The day before we visited, Melton Leader featured a photo of him holding up two home-grown leeks alongside an article about home gardening tips. At noon, Gavin did a radio interview, sitting down at the kitchen table and reeling off soundbites. ‘I’ve got a nine-to-five job, I’ve got a wife, I’ve got a family, I live in a suburban house. If I can do it, anybody can,’ he said. 


I asked if he had any tips for other people looking to live sustainably in the suburbs. ‘First thing I’d tell them is dig up the lawn and plant some vegies,’ he said. ‘We can grow so much of our own food, up to 50 per cent.


‘Second one would be energy efficiency – that’s natural gas and electricity. Try and reduce your footprint.


‘And transportation is probably the other one that everyone can do. You can go from driving a massive SUV four-wheel-drive, and cut that down to catching the bus if you just want to go to the shops. Or ride a bike. Or walk.’


But he admitted that residential areas don’t always cater to human-powered transport. ‘Suburbs these days are just designed for cars. Some new suburbs don’t even have footpaths – that’s how bad they’re getting. But you can still ride your bike on the road.’ 


That’s exactly what we did a few hours later. Kim packed us a lunch of curried egg sandwiches. 










Gavin convinced me it is possible to live more sustainably in a suburban house, but I couldn’t shake the feeling he was making the best of a bad situation. Transport is a major hassle in the suburbs because everything is so spread out. Sure, you could walk, ride or catch the bus between destinations, but wouldn’t it be better to reduce the need to travel in the first place? 


In the goldfields region north-west of Melbourne, we visited Su Dennett and David Holmgren, who introduced us to the concept of a ‘home-based lifestyle’, representing an alternative to this cycle of constant commuting.


David is the co-originator of permaculture, which began in the mid-1970s as a system of cultivating perennial plant and animal species, and has since evolved into a broader philosophy to create a ‘permanent culture’ – meaning one that won’t see us bucked off the planet for screwing up the ecosystem. He’s a smart guy.


And if there’s anyone who’s thought a lot about his home, it’s David. Before he and Su moved into their one-hectare property in Hepburn Springs, he analysed the average rainfall, the type of climate, the land-use history, the geology of the area, the bushfire risk, the soil fertility and the solar potential. He even guessed that the big pear tree near the blackberry brambles was about a hundred years old – indicating the neglected property was once owned by more caring stewards. 


Since buying the place in 1985, David and Su have transformed their two sloping blocks into a food forest with free-range goats and chickens. The property, named Melliodora after the yellow box eucalypts in the area, has become a case study in applying ecological principles at a household level.


Sophie and I arrived on Sunday 6 May for a tour, and we were soon drowning in details. David said the house had full glazing along the northern side to capture the winter sun, mudbrick walls for thermal mass (keeping the interior at a comfortable temperature), a wood-fired stove instead of an electric heater and a ‘cool cupboard’ instead of a fridge, while the garden had two dams and 120 fruit and nut trees supplying two tonnes of produce this year... By the time David got around to describing the chook pen as ‘our oldest nutrient recycling system’, my brain felt as densely packed with material as his woodchip compost. 


The next day David took us on a private tour of his mental landscape, which was also chockers. Over two hours, he spoke about household economics, greenhouse gas consumption figures, theories of social change, and the conflict between efficiency and resilience, and then finally roamed back to more prosaic matters, like roasting chestnuts on a wood-fired stove. Phew.


Although his ‘long rave’, as he called it, was interconnected and wide-ranging, it wasn’t the confused babble of some holistic thinkers, whose arguments have the coherence of a rainbow tie-dye. On the contrary, he seemed a bit pedantic. When he wanted to measure his household’s ecological footprint, he didn’t fill out a crude online questionnaire. He took the data tables from leading CSIRO researchers and used them to calculate ‘total systemic consumption’. ‘It came out that we use about 35 per cent of the water of the typical Australian household, about 25 per cent of the greenhouse gas emissions, and have about 27 per cent of the ecological footprint,’ he said. Far from being the radical ringleader of a counter-cultural movement, David Holmgren, I suspected, was actually a bit of a nerd.


He’s also a bit of a homebody. David was highly critical of the commuting lifestyle most of us live. ‘People grow up from a very young age feeling that a normal day happens when you get up, you have breakfast, you prepare for some other place, and then you go there. And without doing that you are not participating in society – you are not really a whole person,’ he explained.


‘Whereas a normal existence is place-based,’ he said. This entails more time at home, but doesn’t have to mean staying in the one room all day. Movement is still a part of the home-based lifestyle – but it’s movement at a ‘human scale’, such as walking short distances. 


As David sees it, there are huge advantages to this way of life. ‘Firstly, it’s way more economic. You can live at a much lower cost. Secondly, you are your own boss…you set up your own rules.’


We were sitting in the solar greenhouse attached to the kitchen, peeling off layers of clothing as the winter sun shone through the glass. From inside came the sound of chopping as Su prepared dinner. David said Su’s home-based lifestyle was fairly regular, punctuated by milking the goats in the morning and evening, whereas his routine was more chaotic. But most days involved a combination of physical work in the garden and desk work in his office.


Another benefit of this sort of home-based lifestyle, he said, is reduced environmental impact. The most obvious reduction is fossil-fuel use from not driving. But working from home also saves having to power and heat an entirely separate building. Plus staying at home tends to involve growing or making your own food, which reduces packaging.


As a positive side effect, doing things yourself can address a distorting disconnection with the resources you use. When you grow your own food, collect your own water and gather your own fuel for heating, you become more closely attuned to your true consumption habits. 


‘A lot of these ways of living actually bring you face to face with the consequences of your own actions – whether it’s killing animals to get meat or any myriad of things. You become more responsible for them directly. You have to deal with them both at a practical level, and at an ethical level,’ said David.


In eras past, a home-based lifestyle might have been isolating, but advances in information technology now allow people to connect with others outside their local area.


David’s description of a home-based lifestyle sounded appealing. But while touring his property, I asked myself if I could live this way. I realised that although I didn’t have any gardening or building skills, I could probably learn them. Yet I didn’t want to – something was holding me back.


‘I’ve still got this sense that living in the country and working on the land is somehow inferior to living in the city and being part of a civilisation,’ I admitted. ‘And that’s what’s stopping me. It’s actually my sense of identity. I don’t want to do it because I don’t see myself as a gardener or a greenie.’


David’s response to my little dilemma was to say that his way of life is only one example. We need lots of models of ecologically sound lifestyles, rather than holding up a single solution as the panacea to all our problems. ‘There isn’t one message that’s right for everyone,’ he said.


But recently permaculture’s self-confessed contrarian has been investigating future scenarios, and he does have a message for conditioned commuters like me: ‘People in the future will be living more home-based lifestyles. So get used to it!’ 










While David and Su were living the home-based lifestyle, Sophie and I were living the tent-based lifestyle, which wasn’t quite as glamorous. Whereas his shelter had thick mudbrick walls, ours had thin nylon. Whereas he had a wood-fired stove, we had an aluminium camping set. And whereas his house was ‘passive solar’, meaning it let in the winter sun during the day, our tent was passive lunar, meaning it got really fucking cold at night. 


Sophie and I knew next to nothing about cycle touring, so after visiting Gavin we spent a month riding around Tasmania for practice. To our surprise, we found the camping more difficult than the cycling, perhaps because we weren’t used to it.


A few things gave away our inexperience. The most obvious was our bright yellow tent. At a glance it looked fine, and when we bought it second-hand I thought it was decent quality. Then one day I noticed a tag inside that read ‘specially made for Aldi stores’ – not exactly a hallmark of ruggedness. (Having said that, in Melbourne we bought a jar of Aldi honey that tasted so bad it lasted us until New South Wales, making it the most durable of condiments.)


The tent came with thin metal pegs that bent when we tried to bang them into the ground. One night we camped at Mayfield Bay on Tasmania’s east coast, which had the hardest ground we’d ever encountered.


So there we were smashing rocks against our cheap, twisted tent pegs when two older campers came to help. The first guy gave us thicker tent pegs and a hatchet, using the blunt side to bang the pegs into the ground. Then the second guy staggered over carrying a big mallet. 


‘Is it easier with a mallet?’ I asked.


‘Depends how many beers you’ve had,’ he replied.


He told me his name was Frank, and after we’d set up the tent he plonked a massive log on the ground and asked me to use an axe to split it along an existing crack. I stared at him in confusion. He took the axe from my hands and swung it at the log, embedding the blade deep into the wood. ‘Not bad for in your seventies,’ he said. I wasn’t sure if he meant years or beers.


He asked me to pull out the axe and have a go, but no matter how hard I tried, the thing stayed firmly wedged. Then Frank tried – and the blade slipped out easily. It was like the fable of King Arthur pulling the sword Excalibur out of stone. Except this was Tasmania, so the sword was an old axe, the stone was a log of stringybark, and King Arthur was a drunk bearded guy wearing board shorts on a freezing autumn day.


Camping was a source of simmering tension between Sophie and me. We had very different habits. Sophie went to bed early and woke up fresh and rejuvenated, beaming like a cheerleader. I invented a chant to capture her perky morning mood: ‘Go Sophie! Go Sophie!’ I stayed up late then waited for her to rouse me in the morning. My chant went: ‘Oh fuck, it’s eight o’clock! Oh fuck, it’s eight o’clock!’. 


Pretty quickly we discovered that Sophie was a practical, resourceful camper, and I was a buffoon. Once I got the cord on my rain jacket caught between my teeth and Sophie had to floss it out. This was the first of many stupid things I would do on the trip, which Sophie eventually compiled into a list titled, ‘Top Ten Stupid Things Greg Did’. (Even her headlines were practical.) If Sophie hadn’t been on the trip, I probably would have stored the methylated spirits with the camping gear, and on day three the tent would have spontaneously combusted. With me in it.


Thankfully, our fellow campers – like my buddy Frank – came to lend a shaking, arthritic hand. At every free campsite in Tasmania we met ‘grey nomads’, the tribe of silver-haired retirees who migrate the length of Australia in campervans the size of small houses. ‘Better you than me!’ a woman in her sixties yelled out to Sophie when we arrived in Scottsdale, north-east Tasmania, sweaty and exhausted. The grey nomads took pity on us, coming to our tent in the morning to offer steaming cups of Nescafé (Sophie called it ‘sock juice’). In time, we came to look upon them as part of the landscape, a reliable supply of water, road maps and sugary biscuits.


When I studied advertising, we learnt about ‘Maslow’s hierarchy of needs’, a brief foray into psychology that provided welcome relief from heated debates about Pepsi versus Coke. The theory goes that humans need to fulfil basic requirements such as food, shelter and sleep before they can hope to attain higher goals like, we were led to believe, writing ads for Pepsi or Coke. I never gave the concept much thought until cycling around Tasmania, where I became a living case study. While on the road, I couldn’t do anything intellectual (like read a book) until I’d done the required practical work (like air out the tent or boil water).


I’d always thought of daily chores as minor annoyances that got in the way of life, but suddenly daily chores were my life. After arriving at each destination we had to search for a safe campsite, fill up our water bottles, set up the tent, start the cooker, unroll our mats and sleeping bags, begin cooking rice and lentils, eat dinner, wash the dishes and go to sleep…then wake up early the next day and pack it all up.


The experience taught me that a home doesn’t just provide warmth and security. It also provides a level of efficiency. It makes securing the necessities of life easy so you can focus your energy on other things. 


By the time we’d completed our practice run in Tasmania, we were used to living in a tent. We could spend hours in the cramped space, only 10 or 20 centimetres between us, without feeling the urge to stab each other with a spare tent peg. That got me thinking – since we seemed to cope in this small space, could we live in a really small house?










From David’s house in Hepburn Springs, Sophie and I cycled to the outskirts of Castlemaine, where we visited a quaint little cottage perched on a hill overlooking a row of wattle trees. Australia can lay claim to having the biggest houses in the world – in 2008–09, the average floor area of a new free-standing house hit a record high of 245 square metres – but this tiny house measured a modest 10 square metres, giving it the footprint of a garden shed. 


The architect, Peter Cowman, showed us inside. The straw and clay walls were a foot thick, providing excellent insulation. Instead of paint, the walls were rendered with yellow ochre dug up from a nearby creek. The window ledges were covered in fabric and throw cushions. There was a small wooden table with three red chairs around it, a sofa that converted into a bed, a kitchen bench with sink, and a small toilet at the back. 


And that was it. No laundry, no master bedroom, no theatre room with leather lounge suite and whopping widescreen TV. And, as a result, no massive mortgage. Peter said the cute little cottage, called an ‘EconoSpace’, cost less than $3800 to build yourself. 


The EconoSpace was tiny, but the natural materials put me at ease, so it actually felt like a home. This was very important to Peter, who believed a house should be a physical and mental sanctuary. ‘Psychologically you need to know where your boundaries are so you can relax,’ he said as we sat at the small round table and looked out through the window at a row of wattle trees. 


Originally from Ireland, Peter studied architecture at University College Dublin, graduating in 1976. Slaving away in an office didn’t appeal, so he spent two decades living a semi-nomadic life in Europe with his then partner, an older woman from the United States. ‘She was a complete gypsy. She’d be sitting at the table and say, “Let’s go.” And we’d pack up and go.’ 


After she died in 2004, he decided it was time to settle down. He bought a block of land in rural Ireland, but struggled with a common question: how do you make the leap to home ownership without taking on a massive mortgage? Peter came up with the idea of building inexpensive houses the size of a garden shed – in Ireland, 25 square metres – and started teaching other people to design and construct their own simple shelters. He immigrated to Australia in 2010. 


I had a million questions about the EconoSpace. What regulations or permits does it need to comply with? Are you allowed to live in it? Do you need to be a registered owner-builder? What about re-sale value? Insurance? Peter’s standard answer was to sidestep regulations and do it on the sly. But rather than sweating the small stuff, he was more concerned with challenging the very idea of a house as we’ve come to understand it in Australia. Peter’s housing philosophy was almost the mirror opposite of the conventional view. The conventional view says borrow a lot of money to buy a big house, and then keep it as an asset. Peter says use what money you have to build a small house to live in, and treat it as semi-permanent, with no insurance.


This philosophy sounded crazy at first, and I had my reservations. Peter advocates building without permits, while remaining ‘under the radar’ of local council. To achieve that, you’d need your neighbours onside, and you’d need to be prepared to abandon the house if the council condemned it. Because the house is small you’d also need to get used to living in a fairly confined space. Most Australians would not be prepared to put up with these conditions.


And yet, Peter’s conception of a house has an appealing simplicity. In a country where a home is conceived as a status symbol, an aesthetically pleasing object or a bankable asset, Peter has the radical common sense to think of a home as just that – a home. The EconoSpace is a place to eat, sleep and relax, and nothing more. If that sounds too austere, then perhaps the problem isn’t that his EconoSpace house is too small, but that our expectations of what a house should be are too large.


Henry David Thoreau wrote something about this:




Most men appear never to have considered what a house is, and are actually though needlessly poor all their lives because they think that they must have such a one as their neighbors have.




Thoreau also wrote ‘the cost of a thing is the amount of what I will call life which is required to be exchanged for it’. Peter seemed to have a similar outlook: a less expensive house meant less time working to pay it off. ‘If you don’t have a mortgage, you don’t have to have a regular job. You don’t have to sell your time,’ he said. You can then use that spare time to ‘find out who you are’. It was yet another hint at Maslow’s hierarchy – shelter is actually a basic requirement, and once it’s sorted we should devote our time to higher ends, rather than to endlessly gold-plating our toilet seats.


Peter’s theories reminded me of opinions I had in my very early twenties, before becoming part of the workforce. As a young man I remember thinking to myself, ‘Why would anyone buy a ridiculously expensive car? It’s just a box designed to get you from A to B.’ In making this statement, I was asking myself, ‘What is a car for?’ Here was a similarly stripped-back view of housing, reducing a home to its essence: a place to live.


It’s easy to dismiss such thinking as impractical or naive, out of touch with ‘the real world’. Certainly my views on cars changed over time. I saw that they were more than just forms of transport – they could also be signifiers of status or objects of adoration. But, at the same time, there is such clarity in the simplistic view of a car as something designed to get you from A to B, because that is its original purpose. Everything else is comfort or decoration.


I’m not saying we should ignore these frills – beauty has its own value – but it’s helpful to be reminded of why we bought something in the first place. Once an object has been stripped of its cultural baggage, we’re better able to judge if we need it or if a simpler, less costly version would suffice.


Peter didn’t say any of this explicitly, by the way. He had an unusual way of communicating. He sat in the chair with his arms crossed over his patchwork shawl, moving his thin face from side to side as he rambled. Then, after a long time without making eye contact, he’d look directly at me and shout: 


‘Why would I go to work every day to buy that piece of crap house and live in it?!’


‘Why are we alive?!’ 


‘Insurance is the biggest piece of crapology!’


It was a language of Eureka moments, flashes of insight. 


He also used a lot of metaphors. As we were preparing to leave he described the EconoSpace as ‘womb-like’. Coming from a more corporate background, I had to translate this into my own words: ‘warm, comfortable, nurturing’. I’m glad I learnt to bridge our preferred vocabularies, or I would have missed the insights he offered. It was an important lesson for later on – don’t dismiss alternative viewpoints just because they’re not framed in your language.
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