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Introduction
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WHEN GILL AND I MET IN ART SCHOOL in the 1960s, the whole place was buzzing with a new kind of freedom. Somehow, we all felt that we could do it—life—better than previous generations.


I remember one evening, sitting in a college common room, listening to two young American hippie lecturers animatedly talking about how very soon we would all be forced by the failure of oil supplies to return to some sort of Amish-type self-sufficiency—log cabins, horses instead of cars, communes where groups of like-minded people pulled together to create a better society—and it was very exciting. As they saw it, and as many other people saw it, our consumer society was living off the fast-shrinking capital resources of the earth. Their thinking was that ever since the start of the Industrial Revolution, we had been taking good and leaving behind bad: taking the coal and leaving the waste, taking the oil and leaving pollution, taking the goodness from the soil and leaving it barren, taking down trees and leaving nothing in their place, and so on.


The big question at that time was, “How can we change from being a greedy, grabbing, take-it-and-run, dirty, despoiling society to a greener, more giving society?” The general consensus of opinion among college students was that the best way forward was not to try to change things from the center outward. As Timothy Leary said in the 1960s, “Turn on, tune in, drop out,” meaning that we should look inward at ourselves, look outward at society, and then, in light of our knowledge, select and reject. The idea was that changes were best made from the edges inward.


[image: image]


My reading list at that time was topped by two books: Cottage Economy by William Cobbett and Walden by Henry David Thoreau. Cottage Economy, first published in 1821, is one of the very first self-help manuals in that it describes in blow-by-blow detail how “a large part of the food of even a large family may be raised . . . from forty rods, or quarter of an acre.” In Walden, published in 1854, Thoreau describes how, upon deciding that he was going to set up his self-sufficient home in a hut in the woods, he started thinking about the implications of every minute detail, from the orientation of the hut in relation to the sun to how he could survive on fish and beans. Further, Thoreau attacked the way things were being done at that time: the rip-tear-slash-and-burn farming, the development of the railroads, and the growth of the cities, all at the expense of nature. Gill and I read these books avidly, and we found the notion of being completely independent with no electricity, no plumbing, and the like so stimulating.
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By the end of the 1960s, we were married and living in a ramshackle house in the middle of a field with no running water, no electricity, no mortgage; in fact, nothing much at all except our two toddler sons and a clear and certain knowledge that we were going to be self-sufficient. It all seemed so beautifully simple: I would continue teaching pottery, Gill would do her weaving, and along the way we would fix up the house, establish a craft workshop, dig a well, build a windmill, grow our own food, have chickens, and generally live happily ever after.


As I saw it at that time, our progress from bare plot to self-sufficiency was something like being Robinson Crusoe on his desert island. The general idea was not that we would go back to some sort of preindustrial, rural, horse-pulling basics, but rather that we would utilize the best of what was available—like Crusoe did from his wrecked ship—and use it to create a new world. All a bit romantic, I know, but that was the way we felt.


And so it was, when we were living at Valley Farm, that we tried to view every obstacle analytically through Cobbett-Thoreau-Crusoe eyes. We looked long and hard at each problem and then, over the ensuing days and weeks, did our best to figure out how to remedy the situation. For example, when it came to our water supply, we looked at the existing well, pumped it dry, timed how long it took to refill, and had the water tested. Then, in light of the fact that the water was grossly polluted, we went through various stages of collecting and storing rainwater, fitting various pumps and filters, drilling a borehole, and so on until we had potable water. It was the same with the wastewater, the livestock, and everything else. We looked at the problem, did the research, talked to people with experience in living off the grid, considered how each change or procedure would impact the environment, and then shaped our life accordingly.
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Later, in the 1970s, we were influenced by two more books by British authors: Self-Sufficiency by John Seymour and The Autonomous House by Robert and Brenda Vale. We were also inspired by the American publication The Last Whole Earth Catalog and the Canadian publication Harrowsmith.


Naturally, we had many failures along the way, such as stock dying, running out of money, and taking advice from the wrong people, but every experience, good and bad, added to the sum of our knowledge. When we first started out, people like us were labeled “hairy hippies,” but gradually, with the 1970s oil crisis, the various American back-to-earth movements, and the British sitcom The Good Life, the media and the establishment came to accept that there was another way. While most people didn’t know precisely what that way was, they knew for sure that society at large was burning up irreplaceable resources and poisoning itself in the act.
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Here we are, decades later, and have things significantly improved? The oil supplies are running out, there are more cars on the roads than ever, there is more pollution, the forests are being hacked down at a faster rate, people are stressed out by fast-paced living, and mass-produced, low-quality food is making people ill. On the positive side, whereas terms like ecological, eco-friendly, and recycling labeled their users as some sort of weird vegetarian egghead back in the 1960s, today they are a normal part of language and thinking.
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People are asking really practical questions: How can we go off-grid? How can we heat our homes without gas and oil? How can we grow food without using chemicals? How can we maximize our recycling? The good news is that not only do we have the answers, but governments and think-tank groups are also urging people to be self-sufficient. For example, when I was looking around for a wind turbine back in the early 1970s, there were only one or two very expensive, hit-and-miss machines on the market; now there are dozens, perhaps hundreds, of reliable wind turbines to choose from. Better yet, there are government grants!
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Just in case you are wondering, self-sufficiency is not about becoming all long-faced and wordy about the theoretical possibilities. It is about rolling up your sleeves and having fun in the course of cutting living costs, eating better, and generally doing your part in the “green revolution.” Of course, we know about not having enough cash and not having enough space, but we like to think that if everyone made some small change, we would be so much closer to the goal. If ever there was a time for self-sufficiency, this is it.


We hope that you will find this book both helpful and inspirational as you start on the exciting path to self-sufficiency.





Part 1: The Land
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The Perfect Plot


If you want to become completely self-sufficient, you can’t approach it half-heartedly; you have to become passionate—obsessive, even—about self-sufficiency in all aspects of your life. When you reach this level of dedication, you can then start planning how you are going to turn your ideas into reality. When you and your family are truly committed to making this total lifestyle change, you will discover the excitement of thinking about all that is possible.


Start by asking yourself the following questions:


• How much land do you need?


• Is your dream plot in the city, suburbs, or country?


• Do you think about relocating to another state or even another country where property is less expensive?


• Do you want to try to go off-grid, meaning no electricity, water, or gas?


• Can you achieve self-sufficiency by staying where you are and renting land?


• Do you want to join a self-sufficient community?


• Are you going to continue a career?


• Do you have enough assets?


How Much Land Do You Need?


The amount of land you will need depends on the location, the climate, the quality of the land, and what you plan to do with the land. A single person could probably manage with half an acre (.20 hectare) of rich land if he or she were going to grow all of his or her own food, or grow cash crops and trade and swap for other essentials. Two people would need around 2 acres (.80 hectare), but they could probably make do with less land if they opted for coppiced woodland and made and sold products for cash. If your self-sufficiency dream involves fishing, horses, sheep, chickens, and the like, you will obviously need more land and should do some research based on the particular livestock you want to keep.
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Ripening almonds on a branch.


Our first plot was a little more than an acre (.40 hectare) of remote land with poor, boggy ground and difficult access. We were in our late twenties with two babies. We succeeded simply because I earned money as a lecturer, and my regular income made everything possible. Gill was able to stay at home and do her weaving and I made pottery over summer breaks, all while looking after our two boys and keeping a few chickens, geese, sheep, and goats. Of course, it was not easy, but it worked for us because we lived off-grid and were not weighed down by utility bills.


Of course, much will depend upon your particular plans, the size of your budget, and your individual circumstances. What this all adds up to is that, while you have to start out with a dream, you also have to be prepared to make compromises. Look long and hard at options that initially seem not quite right and see if you can work around the obvious problems. The house might be in disrepair, but can you fix it? Or maybe the property is larger than you want. Can you work with the land?


Trial Period


So you want to live in the woods, or by the beach, or out in the country, and you are a bit nervous about burning your bridges. The good news is that you do not have to; in fact, it is much better to start your road to self-sufficiency with a trial period. Imagine that you own an apartment in New York City and you dream of moving to Spain and growing almonds. The prudent course of action is to rent your city property and use the cash to rent land in your dream location. This way, you will get to know the area and the people and learn about the location. You will experience the local weather patterns, talk to farmers and hear what they have to say about the land and the local markets, learn about the schools, and so on. If, at the end of the trial period, you discover that the area is not quite right for you, you can move back to the city and start again.




The Best Time to Buy


The best time to buy property is in late summer, when the owners are becoming concerned that they might not sell before winter. If you can get in with a low offer, there is a very good chance that you will get a bargain. Don’t wait too long, though, because at some point the owners will decide to wait for spring and the promise of higher prices. Have your finances in order so that you can dive right in and make a quick deal when the time is right.
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Orientation


In the United States, the United Kingdom, and Europe, it’s ideal for a house and land to be backed on the north side by rising ground so that the front of the house and the best ground is on a gentle south-facing slope. For example, two small neighboring setups are both next to a ridge of land—a high road that runs from east to west. The two houses are set so that they look across the road at each other. They are both very successful enterprises, but the house on the south side of the road—the one that has the house and land on the south side of the ridge—is better placed because the back of the house, the land, and the gardens, are sheltered from the north winds and looking toward the sun. The house on the north side of the ridge is at a disadvantage because the winds roll up the hill and hit the back of the house. In fact, the house on the north side of the ridge is called “High Winds,” while the place on the south side is called “Sunny Side.” While they are, in fact, both good options, one place has it a little easier than the other.


When you start searching for land in earnest, be sure to consider its orientation. Walk over and around the land, look at the way the trees are growing (are they windswept or covered in moss?), and generally find out as much as you can about the property.



Your Water Supply


You must have water. You can use water that comes from water mains, take water from a well, build a cistern to save rainwater, or take water from a river or stream that runs across your land.
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Water mains: This is an easy yet expensive option, especially if you have livestock. If you have no choice, then the best you can do is use your water carefully and try to cut costs by choosing off-grid options elsewhere.


Well water: The good news is that the existence of a well on your property suggests that it was once used. Pump the well dry and then time how long it takes to refill. This will give you some idea of quantity. It’s important to contact your local health department to have the water tested before use.


Cisterns: A cistern is simply a tank for catching and storing water, and it can be a good option if you live in an area of heavy rainfall. If you are using existing plumbing on your property, you can cut the cost of your water bill by using collected rainwater to replace some of your regular water usage.




Can a Backyard Be a Perfect Plot?


Yes! You can put even a small yard to productive use. Look at your plot and start by drawing up a detailed year-round plan. What will you plant? Where and when will you plant it? By being well organized, you can make sure that you are putting every corner of the property to good use. While you won’t have room for a cow, you might be able to keep a goat, half a dozen hens, and maybe even a beehive or two. Consider selling produce, such as organic eggs, honey, and goat cheese.
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Property Access


It’s ideal to have clear-cut legal access to your land, and the next best option is to have legal right of way from the main road to your property. My advice here is to make sure right from the start that your legal rights are clearly detailed on your mortgage or deed. It’s best if your land is free of public paths and walkways; in any case, make sure that there are no access issues that will keep you from doing what you want on the land, such as keeping livestock. If you have any doubts about rights of way, contact the proper authorities before deciding on a particular piece of land.







Neighbors


Neighbors in the city can be a problem when they are too close or you have too many. Neighbors in the country, on the other hand, are a must. Of course, you want to be at a comfortable distance, but the time will surely come when you need their help or they need yours.


However, a difficult scenario occurs when your house and land used to be part of a larger setup to the extent that your property is encircled by more experienced folks who are always on hand to give advice. You will need help and advice, but you must also be allowed to make your own mistakes. You don’t want someone always looking over your shoulder, and you don’t want to put yourself in a position where you might feel intimidated.





Streams and rivers: You can, in many instances, use water from a river or stream that runs across your land as long as you have permission from the proper authorities and have the water tested.


Friends and Family


If you are a bit low on capital, or you dream of a large setup that requires a larger workforce, consider the option of going in with friends or family—sort of like starting your own mini-commune. Of course, much depends on your own situation and circumstances, but let’s consider an example: you are part of an average couple and are short on funds, and your parents or your partner’s parents would like to contribute to the costs for a share of the land and responsibilities.


This is a very common scenario, and while it is not right for everyone, there are many advantages. Older people generally have more life experience, more money, more free time, and so on. In addition, many tasks are much easier if there are more than two pairs of hands.


Going in with friends can be more complicated. Experience tells me that it is always best to start such an arrangement by building in an escape route so that dissatisfied members of the group can pull out. It is best to draw up a legal agreement with the help of a lawyer.


Here are some more considerations:


• You might need your family’s or friends’ help with money, but can you work and live together?


• When going in with family or friends, you will all have to make compromises and you will all need to have your own areas of responsibility. At the same time, the group should designate someone as a leader and agree on the terms of his or her leadership.


• Look for a property with plenty of living space so that everyone can have privacy when they need it. One example is to find land with multiple houses so that each couple or family can have a separate house.


• When drawing up your initial agreement, consider all of the possibilities. What happens if one party wants to leave and pull his or her financial support? What if one of the members becomes ill or disabled or dies? If you need to sell the property, how will you handle it?


Country Living


If you were born on a farm, you know what country living is all about, but it is not as easy to fully appreciate the good, bad, and ugly possibilities if you have always lived in a city or small town. Let’s say that you live in the suburbs and you dream about being self-sufficient in the country. You have drawn inspiration from Thoreau’s Walden, you have thought it all through, you have crunched the numbers, and you are beginning to make real plans. You want to leave the gray town life behind, get back to what you consider a simple way of life, and generally live the dream. You’ve explored the countryside, looking at various options, and you may have even experienced a trial run of country living.


The not-so-strange thing is that many people are so wrapped up in romantic notions of living in the country that they forget about the sometimes harsh realities. In my opinion, country living is by far the easiest go-green option—land is less expensive, there is more space, and there is more choice—but there are also many town dwellers who are self-sufficient. Whatever you choose, you must consider the advantages and disadvantages before you make the move. Be aware that some of the advantages and disadvantages are different sides of the same coin.
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ADVANTAGES


• The feeling of space can be spiritually uplifting for many people.


• You will enjoy the changing seasons and vistas.


• Generally, there is less pollution in the country. Some farmers still use chemical sprays, but at least you won’t have to battle with car fumes.


• If you give the locals a chance, they can be very caring and protective, especially if they see you as someone who is sincere and simply trying to do his or her best.


• There is much less noise pollution than in the city. You will be able to hear yourself think. You will be able to hear birds singing, your animals calling, the wind in the trees, and so on.


• There is little light pollution. You will be able to see the stars at night.


• If you have school-aged children, you will soon be drawn into school activities. Your kids will bring friends home, you will meet their parents, and you will soon get to know most of the kids and parents in your area.


• Costs for agricultural land are low. You can rent whole fields, spreads, or woods.


• Rural activities can be fun and affordable, and your kids can do things (such as build a camp in the fields) that they cannot do in the city or suburbs.


• You will have room to do your thing: take up riding, watch nature, build eccentric outdoor structures, sing while tending to the gardens—whatever interests you.


• If you have an independent nature, you will feel empowered.


• There are fewer people, so you will have more personal space.




Off-Grid Land


Although the self-sufficiency dream is all about going off-grid—no electricity, gas, or plumbing—you cannot easily achieve this ideal right from the start. For example, with our first place, we had the house and barn complete with a vast rainwater tank, all on 1 acre (.40 hectare), and that was about it. We knew there was a well somewhere, but it was hidden away in the undergrowth.


We more or less camped in the barn for the first year, using rainwater for drinking and washing, using bottled gas for cooking and lighting, and using an open fire for heating. It can be done, but is a lot of hard work. A much better scenario is to start out with modern utility services and gradually replace each of them with off-grid options.





DISADVANTAGES


• Living in the country can be very lonely at first, especially if you are seen as being different. Country people can be standoffish and wary if they perceive you as being sophisticated or uppity.


• Transportation costs can be high, especially if you live off the beaten path. You must work this into your budget.


• You will need a good, reliable van or truck, possibly a four-wheel drive vehicle. A breakdown in the country can be very difficult—dangerous, even—if you are not mechanically inclined.


• Livestock (pigs, goats, and so on) need around-the-clock care. You will still have to feed and tend to the animals on weekends and holidays, and you will need to arrange for their care if you need to leave the farm for any reason.


• Even relatively minor illnesses, such as a cold or a sprained ankle, can be a huge problem, especially if you have livestock to care for.


• School-aged children have to get to school. This can mean a long trip twice a day, or homeschooling the children, or even sending them to boarding school.


• Weather in the country makes more of an impact—snow, rain, drought, and wind can and will rule your life.


• Country living and darkness go hand in hand. A country lane or a place out in the wilderness will be completely dark at night.


• Mud! Mud will get everywhere.


• Living in a small community or village can be very restricting. Everyone around you will know your business.


• Pets, such as dogs and cats, sometimes find it impossible to settle into country life. If your dogs chase sheep or are allowed to roam, you will fall out of favor with your neighbors.


• If you leave a gate open, stock will run loose, and you will have problems. The simple rule with a gate is to close it after you open it.
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Town Living


Is it possible to go self-sufficient in a town or the suburbs? Yes. It is very different than trying to go off-grid in the country, but it is a very real option. As for whether or not the town option is a second-best choice for people who aren’t successful going off-grid in the country, facts and figures suggest that going green in town is many people’s first choice.


Then, of course, there are different kinds of towns. A town in the rural United States is going to be very different from a town in middle England, which is going to be very different from a small town in Canada or Australia. For example, I can think of a town in Australia where the population is so low and the development so sprawling that there are parcels of land where people are allowed to keep small livestock, such as chickens, rabbits, and goats, as long as they are securely fenced and housed. I can also think of a large town in Canada where there are areas of farmland right in the middle of the community. That said, no matter the country, the overall differences between town and countryside are going to be broadly the same.


[image: image]


A good-sized yard is an advantage toward eco-friendly town living, especially if you use most or all of the space for food production. If your yard is large enough, you can probably even have one or more greenhouses. We have friends who make it all work by breeding and rearing rabbits in big sheds in the large, walled backyard, growing food on an allotment, and selling surplus in the front yard.


You can also look into renting small pieces of land: unused portions of the neighbors’ yards, small islands of land not used for other purposes, land at the edge of town, and so on. Townspeople generally will not care much about what you are doing as long as it does not impinge upon their space or rights.




Allotments


Allotments are a popular land option in the United Kingdom; they are plentiful and extremely affordable. We know a couple in England who has five plots between them and are completely self-sufficient in vegetables and fresh eggs. Anything they cannot eat, they sell. Much depends upon the area, but most allotment associations traditionally allow the holders to keep small livestock, such as chickens, rabbits, and goats, as long as the animals are securely fenced and housed.





ADVANTAGES


• The frenetic activity—and the feeling that you are at the heart of it—can be inspirational.


• You will be able to draw inspiration from cultural activities in town, such as museums, art galleries, theaters, lectures, and so on.


• The ground is less likely to be affected by severe frosts.


• You can get by with an older car or van simply because there will always be garages and mechanics close at hand.
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• You will be able to do part-time paid work to support your go-green activities.


• If you already live in town, you will not be affected by relocation costs.


• Much depends upon your definition of self-sufficiency, but it is possible to dramatically cut food costs by buying perishable foods that you cannot produce yourself.


• If your notion of self-sufficiency has to do with selling produce or other items to raise cash, you can sell at farmers’ markets, craft shows, and the like. With the large potential customer base in town, you will have no problems selling items like goat’s milk, cheese, and fresh vegetables.


• Community gardening is ever growing in towns and suburbs, so you should be able to find and join like-minded groups.


• Your children will have no problems getting to school.


DISADVANTAGES


• Transportation costs can be high if you need to travel out to the country frequently for essential supplies.


• Just as in the country, your livestock need constant care. You will not be able to take a vacation from feeding and tending to the animals.


• When keeping livestock in town, you may run into restrictions such as noise ordinances, the number and type of animals you are allowed to keep, and complaints about odors.


• To an ever-growing extent, mindless vandalism is a part of town living.
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Olive trees line the road to a Tuscan farmhouse.


• A self-sufficient setup in town has to be a tighter and more controlled operation than one in the country simply because space is at a premium.


• There is more pollution in a town or suburb.


• Land is more expensive than in the country.


Living Abroad


More and more people are moving abroad—for example, from the United States and United Kingdom to places like Spain and France—for the simple reason that land and property are cheaper and the weather is perceived as being easier. Of course, it is not all sunshine and siestas, but for many people it is a good, solid option.


My best advice is to never move abroad without building in an escape route. If you are young and ready for anything, you may think that my advice is a bit overcautious and parental (and I agree, it is), but I feel that it is vital for you to be able to move back home if your venture fails. Just be aware that today’s dream place in the sun can be tomorrow’s nightmare. Of course, you cannot and should not plan for every grim “what-if,” but you should try to maintain a foothold in your native country, whether an apartment, a piece of land, or a cache of money in the bank. Manage your move abroad in careful stages, making sure that you complete one step before moving on to the next.


ADVANTAGES


• The food can be wonderful: lots of fresh fruit and vegetables, local wines, locally caught fish, and more.


• Some parts of the world are blessed with a wonderful climate and a more relaxed lifestyle.


• Rural areas in other countries can be very affordable.


• If you want to move from one country to another within the European Union, and you want to take over a vineyard or grow food or pursue similar goals, you may qualify for a resettlement grant.


• Your child may initially experience a setback in school, but his or her overall experience will be enriched by learning a second language.




If You Want to Move Abroad


1.Dream about your move abroad.


2.Have a yearlong trial run in the country of your choice.


3.Plan your escape route so that you can go home if things don’t work out.


4.Set up your mother-country home base and rent it.


5.Employ an experienced legal adviser to guide you every step of the way. Make sure you know about your legal rights in your chosen country.


6.Move to the country of your choice.





DISADVANTAGES


• The weather might be milder overall, but summers may be too hot, or it may rain for half the year.


• There are earthquake zones in New Zealand, Greece, India, and some parts of Italy, to name a few. Do your research.


• You may not be able to speak more than a few words of the language.


• Moving abroad can be a culture shock. This may not be so bad if, say, you are English-speaking and moving to England, Canada, or Australia, or even a country that has long associations with America or England, but moving to a place like Vietnam, Goa, or Bolivia is very different.


• Laws and rights can be very different from one country to another and very complex, so don’t take for granted that you can do whatever you want. For example, can you can sell a property in Ecuador and then take all the proceeds from the sale out of the country? Again, do your research before you go.


• You may not have access to the same standards of healthcare you are used to. Be aware of this if you have ongoing special needs.


• Building standards can range from good to terrible, so find out as much as you can about a prospective property before you buy.


• Schools can be very different from country to country, and the quality of education may not meet your expectations.


• You may meet local resistance to being a foreigner and trying to buy land.





Part 2: The Self-Sufficient House
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The Perfect House: An Overview


The self-sufficient house is just that: a house that is self-contained and independent, a house that generates its own power and recycles its own waste. But there is more to it than that.


In the perfect self-sufficient scheme of things, the people living in the house would not be going out to work to earn money and then spending the money on food; rather, they would stay at home and spend all their time growing their own food. Of course, most people now agree that this self-sufficient dream of completely dropping out—like some sort of New Age Robinson Crusoe—is very hard, if not impossible, to achieve.


The reality is that we all need money to pay rent, taxes, and all the rest. The perfect self-sufficient house can only be a part of a much larger picture. Ironically, whereas in the 1960s and 1970s, most governments tended to regard go-greeners as slightly eccentric, they are now pushing us all to do our part in conserving energy, producing less waste, driving smaller cars, using less water, and so on.


The truly wonderful thing is that many of the much-debated visionary possibilities of the 1960s and 1970s are now realities. You don’t have to dream about such items as small wind generators, low-energy cars, and solar heating; these things are readily available to us. The truth is that if we all do our part toward self-sufficiency—whether a simple step, such as insulating our homes, or trying to go whole-hog and work toward going off-grid—then these efforts will go a long way in solving our country’s, and even our world’s, ever-pressing energy needs.


Better still, where most people once had no choice other than to travel to work, modern computer networks mean that more and more people can now opt for doing a good part of their work at home.


Most self-sufficiency gurus today are of the opinion that the best option is to take the middle road. Their thinking is that most of us do need to earn some money, but we could spend the bulk of our time growing our own food and maintaining our self-sufficient houses. The reality is that most people will not go down the path to self-sufficiency by choice; rather, they may be interested in certain parts of the go-green package, but they will be forced to use “eco” technology out of the necessity to cut living costs.


The Make-Do-and-Mend House


“Make do and mend” comes from a British expression that arose in the time of World War II to encourage people to repair and reuse items that were broken or torn rather than replacing them. The make-do-and-mend self-sufficiency solution is aimed at four groups of people: (1) those who by default choose green technology only because they need to cut costs; (2) those who buy into green technology because it is fashionable; (3) those who are very interested in going green but must stay where they are and make the best of what they have; (4) and those who are inspired to move to a new home and property and do their best to be self-sufficient but are still forced to take it little by little. The make-do-and-mend philosophy involves a step-by-step DIY approach that helps you evaluate what you have—no matter the size of your house—and then make a series of changes to cut energy costs.




Make-Do-and-Mend Step-by-Step Plan


• Install good, heavy curtains on all windows and exterior doors. Open the curtains during the day and close them at night to keep the heat in. Wear layered clothes when the weather is cold.


• Replace all single-pane windows with double- or even triple-pane units.


• Reduce the number of exterior doors.


• Insulate the attic and all cavity walls. If you have solid walls, add insulation to the inside or outside faces.


• If you live in the northern hemisphere, reduce the number or size of north-facing windows and increase the size and number of south-facing windows; vice versa if you live in the southern hemisphere.


• Install a wood-burning stove and remove any gas and electric fireplaces. Install vents and ducts so that you can channel excess heat around the house.


• Install a glassed-in porch or conservatory at every exterior door. Install vents at floor and ceiling height so you can direct hot air from the glass structures into the house as well as create a cooling circulating system.


• Install solar collectors on your roof so you can preheat your cooking and heating water.


• Modify your water system to save and reuse gray water (wastewater from showers/baths, sinks, and washing machines that has not come into contact with fecal matter). One example of gray water use is to use your bath water to flush the toilets.
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The Perfect House: The Autonomous House


When Brenda and Robert Vale wrote their groundbreaking book The Autonomous House back in 1975, they inspired and encouraged a whole generation to go off-grid. I remember one evening in college when the oil crisis was in full swing and gasoline had more than doubled in price. I was sitting in a candlelit common room, listening to a group of art students excitedly talking about how we could all become self-sufficient.


The part in the Vales’ book that really got me going was where they likened an autonomous house to a sort of land-based space pod designed to provide an environment that was free from the existing life-support structures of Earth. The impact of the book was such that the term autonomous house is now commonly used to describe a particular type of practical and proactive house and environmental setup. The Autonomous House is still in print, decades after it was first published, and is a perfect recommendation if ever there was one.


[image: image]


The Anatomy of an Autonomous House


An autonomous house is best thought of as a total environment in which every single energy-creating and waste-recycling aspect is considered and modified at a very basic, intuitive level; more than that, however, it is an environment where the relentless aim is to sever all links with utility pipelines and power cables. The autonomous house has solar collectors on the roof, systems to move hot air around the house, rock beds to store heat, water-storage systems, wind generators to turn the power of the wind into electricity, simple systems to recycle waste, small-scale gas plants, systems to save gray water, systems to save and store rainwater, systems that use fuel cells, and so on. The autonomous approach requires you to proactively challenge the status quo and tirelessly make changes until you achieve a stand-alone off-grid environment.


The Perfect House: The Passive House


A passive house is a house that uses no designated energy systems for central heating but instead has passive systems that gather waste heat from the domestic hot-water system, from cooking and lighting, and from the bodies of the people living in the house, along with heat from the sun. In this approach, the building itself or elements of or within the building are designed so that they take advantage of natural solar heating.


Operable windows, vents, Trombe walls, thermal chimneys, and insulation are the primary elements found in passive design. Operable windows are simply windows that can be opened, while Trombe walls use materials such as masonry and water that can store heat energy. The sun shines through the glazing and heats the masonry walls or tanks of water so that the space between the glazing and the wall becomes a thermal chimney. Vents set at floor and ceiling level in both the glazing and the interior Trombe walls are managed so that the currents of hot air that rise by convection between the wall and the glazing—in the thermal chimney—are directed either in or out of the building. Depending on the time of year, and the choice of open or closed vents, the rising hot air can be used either to heat or to cool the space.


Key aspects of passive design include appropriate solar orientation, the use of thermal mass, very high levels of insulation, and air locks or thermal buffers on exterior doors. The thermal mass absorbs heat during the day and emits it at night. Ideally, a passive house is a long, thin structure with total glazing on one of the long sides, situated so that the glazed side is facing the sun at midday. Passive systems are simple, have few moving parts, and require minimal maintenance.


The Perfect House: The High-Tech House


A high-tech house, sometimes called a smart house or even an automated house, is a house that contains automated computerized devices that control the systems within the house. There are devices that will open and close doors, turn lights on and off, open and close blinds and shutters, open and close vents and valves, and so on. Of course, the high-tech house is unsuitable if you are a technophobe, and the setup costs are high. Certainly, the whole idea has been heavily criticized as being not quite green (and, in many ways, this is true) but, once it is up and running, the high-tech approach is a very good way of cutting energy costs to the bone.


[image: image]


Overall, the high-tech approach involves reducing energy costs by trimming away every aspect of waste and by fine-tuning usage. Maybe a system that turns valves and lights on and off does not sound so wonderful, but if a network of systems—or, better still, a single completely integrated system—were to “follow” you around the house, turning on and off the lights, temperature, ventilation, and the like—then you can see that there are great cost-cutting possibilities.


The high-tech, or smart, system is designed to respond to outside stimuli. For example, if you link it with a passive solar heating system, temperatures outside the house, and your day-to-day time spent in the house, then it is capable of fine-tuning the various controls to a remarkable degree. Apart from cutting costs, and making all manner of everyday tasks easier, such a system is a great option if you are aged or in any way physically handicapped.


The Perfect House: The Natural House


A natural house is one in which every aspect of the house—its form, structure, materials, and setting—are completely in harmony with the environment. The whole notion of a natural house consists of trying to get back to “the way it was.” If you look at traditional folk and tribal houses through time from all around the world, you will see that, by using local materials and technologies that have been tried and trusted for hundreds of years, and by placing buildings so that they have their backs to the wind and their faces to the sun, the people were more in tune with nature. In the winter, whole families sat around a central fire; in the summer, they sat outside under covered porches. Rooms were small and dark, but the buildings did work. The scale was right, and the color and texture related to the environment; the house was healthy and in sync with nature.

OEBPS/images/f0002-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0006-02.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0008-01.jpg
=
£
S ¢
e <
S

\






OEBPS/images/f0021-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0006-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0008-02.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0004-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0012-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0014-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0009-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0010-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0001-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0026-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0024-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0028-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0028-02.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0007-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0020-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0009-02.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0022-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0015-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781620082355.jpg
Growing Organic Food, Raising Farm Animals, Solar and Wind Energy, Eco-Friendly Home and Kitchen

Your COMPLETE GUIDE
TO A SELF-SUFFICIENT
HOME, GARDEN, AND KITCHEN






OEBPS/images/f0013-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0015-02.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0017-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0019-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0030-01.jpg





