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 Introduction

 


“A yurt is elemental. Wood and fabric around air,
it breathes with the wind. Round, it treats all directions equally.
Traditionally, the center is sacred. Sunlight pours in through the
center dome, marking time and seasons as the light crosses the
floor. Sound is not shut out by the thin walls. You hear the best
and worst: traffic, planes, shouting, music of a passing car versus
the wind, the gentlest of rain, the pounding of storms, jolts of
thunder, the whisper of snow falling across the roof. I know the
weather before I open my eyes. “

- Autumn: 6 March 2011

 


 


If you do not know what a yurt is, do not
worry. I’ve only met a number shy of a dozen who knew what a yurt
was and were not overtly surprised by my choice of lodging even in
the rural state of Maine. The yurt is one of the oldest forms of
habitation and it is still in use today. Known as a ger in its
native home of Mongolia, yurts have existed for centuries. Before
the time of Christ, before the Buddha, people were living in
gers.

These original gers, and their modern
descendants still used on the windswept Mongolian landscape, were
made with wooden frames and felted wool coverings. Insulation was
another blanket added to the wall. Air conditioning was rolling up
the outer covering. Some designs used doors, others a hanging flap
which was often elaborately decorated.

What has become known as a yurt began to take
shape in the 1960’s. At a small school in New Hampshire, Bill
Coperthwaite, who taught about indigenous cultures, put his
mathematics class to work. What came out was a new design for a
ger-type structure. The idea touched many people. Designs developed
along with companies over the years until finally the western
version of a yurt had become standardized into three forms: fabric
walled, frame paneled, and tapered walled. All use modern materials
such as steel aircraft cable, NASA designed insulation,
architectural fabrics, and treated woods.

Yurts are subtle. For something so unlike a
traditional stick built home, they do not stand out unless designed
to do so. Like their owners, many fade into the background merging
with woodlands and fields. They are a quiet place and have a
different feel compared to an average modern house. Or they are a
place that asks for quiet and sounds, once taken for granted,
become an intrusion.

Perhaps that is why there has been a surge in
the popularity of yurts as structures for backcountry huts and
campgrounds. Yurts are now designed and found from the tropics to
Alaska, from Mongolia to Europe, to the Americas and back around to
Japan. They are used as rental structures due to their mobility and
strength, temporary homes for people in transition, and as
permanent dwellings.

Size wise, they can be tiny secluded huts or
mobile camping yurts a mere ten to twelve feet across. Or they can
soar to multi-story marvels 100 feet across. The average size for
fabric yurts seems to be in the 20 to 30-foot diameter, providing a
modest 500 to 700 square feet of living space akin to
micro-apartments found in many cities. Space, and the ability to
make the most of it through multi-purpose furniture, is highly
prized. As is sheer simplicity.

Round, the yurt heritage is from sacred
structures so that they come imbued with a sense of the
extraordinary even if the owner does not share the ideology or
culture of the ger’s inception. Four directions rolled together and
the sacred center open to sky, a year spent in a yurt opens the
occupant to a reconnection with nature, time of day, and seasons of
the year. Especially in a fabric walled yurt. It is inevitable when
your abode is a very large four-season tent.

A yurt is many things. For me, it has become
home.

— Autumn
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 Chapter
1

Why a Yurt?

Life up to March 31, 2010

 


“I feel trapped. Most of my paycheck goes to
either the mortgage or things we need to keep the house maintained.
My weekends go to the gardens, painting, cleaning all the rooms.
And there is so much more that needs to be done and fixed. It just
isn’t fun anymore.”

- Autumn: 15 August 2009

 


“It all comes down to money. I would say time and
money, but there are formulas to figuring out how valuable my time
is even at home. I have longer remaining on our mortgage than I
have until retirement. On this schedule, I’ll never be free to
follow my dreams. I’ll be too busy paying off the American
one.”

- Autumn: 4 October 2009

 


 


We were in debt. Perhaps not as bad as my
husband and I once had been, but in debt nonetheless. Many people
have asked why we did this. Why would we sell our home, car, ATV,
snowmobile, furniture, why donate over 90% of our belongings and
move into a yurt, in Maine no less? I keep coming back to the
answer of finances and especially debt.

Owing money is an obligation. It tied me down
with a promise to be steady and responsible, to take care of what
was owed even if it meant sacrificing my dreams. Besides, chucking
it all to go pursue crazy desires was a sign of immaturity. Wasn’t
it? Or was it the sole reason for living?

This is a question that is difficult to
answer. What I could wrap my head around was that I owed money on
the house and to credit cards. Most of my paycheck went to bills,
most of which went to pay off creditors or to support the
maintenance of the thing that we owed the most money on: the house.
That burden kept me from imagining what other realities might
exist. I, we, were stuck.

No change happens without a beginning. There
is no birth without conception and no conception without love. So
it is that I cannot pinpoint the moment that led up to the yurt
even though I can mark the day that Adam presented me with the
idea: March 27, 2010.

The yurt came after the decision to sell the
house. What we were going to do if the house sold was a topic not
really discussed. It was too frightening, too exciting. And the
idea of selling the house was only a glimmer during the three years
prior to that decision while we got rid of the excess of belongings
with which we’d filled every nook and cranny of our traditional
home. The purge of goods came before the thought of selling. And
the expulsion of excess belongings came after a revelation of how
much money we lost due to interest rates on credit cards. The first
decision that set off the domino chain was to get out of debt. That
was nearly five years before I’d ever considered a yurt as a
potential home.

I was away at a conference, one on which my
husband accompanied me. We checked the bank account and realized
that we had no money. Here we were in a destination city and the
only way we could do anything was to charge it. Of course, we’d
charged his extra ticket. The credit cards were tight as well.
Sitting and listening to session after session of the conference,
my brain started to whirl. This wasn’t how I had envisioned my
adult life. This wasn’t the life I wanted.

Debt hadn’t just happened. My husband and I
were responsible for the situation in which we found ourselves. We
would also have to be the solution. Some serious discussions
ensued. Adam took over the long-term financial planning. Up until
that point, I’d paid the bills and he’d been rather divorced from
how we were really doing. With both of us involved, things quickly
began to improve. First we stopped using the credit cards.

As financial organization ensued, so did
physical. Why did we have so much stuff? The very things that had
gotten us into debt lay scattered about the house and were rarely
used. What had we been thinking to buy such and such? So began the
period of the great donation. We cleaned out the eaves, the
basement, and most of the garage until everything you saw was all
we owned. All the while, we bought less, used what we had, and paid
off first one credit card then another. Then we kept going.

The clutter went next. As did the home equity
loan, rolled into a new mortgage with lower interest rates. We were
beginning to feel a bit of financial freedom. Somewhere in there, I
switched jobs and no longer had an hour-plus commute one way to
work. I spent more time at home, looking at the remains of my
hobbies pushed aside to better cope with long workdays and the
maintenance our 200-plus-year-old chestnut timber frame cape with
its fieldstone foundation and dirt floor basement required, and I
wondered why I was so in love with the place.
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Our little historic cape

 


Were we not constantly wishing that something
could be changed such as the slanted floors or the oddly made
fireplace? To fix our aged home would take money, a lot of money.
More than the house was worth, really. Not to mention the time I
spent on it. Every weekend seemed a new odyssey of repairs,
maintenance, or cleaning. Sunday evenings rolled around when I
hoped to have a few hours to pursue one of my former favorite
pastimes, writing to drawing to simply sitting and reading. I was
usually too tired to do anything other than dread work the next
day. I was starting to really not like being home.

I did love a lot about that house: the
massive kitchen, the sunny back yard, the woods that took up most
of the six acres. I had just spent over a month using the jigsaw on
the old custom made pine cabinets in the kitchen to build a spice
shelf and wine rack. Then I painted the stained knotty pine to
espresso white and misty green.

My favorite spot though was the sunporch.
We’d put a lot of work into finishing it with new tiled floors and
two French doors, one of which involved using a tiger saw to
install an exterior wall. The room faced south and had ten
skylights as well as triple hung windows that looked out to the
backyard and forest beyond. It was full of light barely framed by a
house.
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One side of the sunporch – the other contained
screens

 


Spanning the whole length of the cape, the
sunporch was over 30 feet long and 15 feet wide. We spent most of
our time there. Then it dawned on us that we could live in the sun
porch, or at least something that size. We looked once more around
at our Norman-Rockwell-would-love-it 2,000-square-foot cape and put
it on the market.

This was in 2009. We didn’t have our hopes up
for a quick sell, but we didn’t need to sell either. No matter what
the market is like, it takes a unique individual to want to own a
200- year-old house. This one had uneven pinewood floors that
squeaked, and a narrow second-floor living space where the bedrooms
were located. You could barely stand in them due to the low
ceiling. At least we’d put in a new septic, an upgrade from the
cesspool with which the house had come. And the one and only
bathroom was modern as well as most of the house wiring. So we
really weren’t worried about the market. There was a charm to the
house with its spacious kitchen, sunporch, a modern two-car garage,
all wrapped together on a quiet road. We just needed someone else
crazy enough to see it.

We continued to separate belongings into
things to keep versus those to give away or sold. Then we realized
that we needed to clear out the house in case it did sell. We
bought a ten-foot by 16-foot pre-built shed and placed it on Adam’s
family's land. Now we had storage with no monthly fee and a place
to put those things we wanted to keep without having them
underfoot. Plus, it limited us in how much we could keep.

Two lookie loos came during the fall that we
put the house on the market and then winter fell across Maine.
Houses don’t sell in the winter up here. It is just too difficult
to tell what you are buying. So for us, the packing and worry about
selling fell away as the snow buried Maine.

In the early spring of 2010, Adam and I were
immersed in plans. I had a weeklong conference and training in
Kansas City and Adam had purchased a 1981 BMW R80 G/S motorcycle in
New Mexico. He was heading out on a one-way ticket to pick it up,
fix it, and ride it back. If all went well, he could make it back
in two weeks. He was hoping to meet me in Kansas City on the way
back east, stop at my parents’ in Pennsylvania, and then have a
quick shot to Maine in early spring - cold and snowy? - weather.
Needless to say, we considered his adventure an open ended
odyssey.
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The R80 G/S outfitted for a trip

 


Adam was in New Mexico with his new
motorcycle in pieces due to a blown rear main oil seal. The house
was in tatters from a winter of “just put it inside until the snow
melts,” Adam’s packing for a trip full of unknowns, and me packing
for a week away. I was three days away from my flight south when
the realtor called me. Of course, someone wanted to come and see
the house. The first of the spring hunters. I groaned.

I was up until 11 p.m. cleaning. They would
come in the late afternoon on Friday. Afterward I would go home,
finish packing and shut up the house to leave Sunday morning.
Impatient, I gave them an hour and a half before finally heading
home, only to meet both the realtors and a pleasant couple still
dawdling in the driveway. I answered their questions, apologized to
the realtors, and proceeded to get my stuff together.

I heard from my realtor on Saturday. The
couple was going to submit an offer on the house on Sunday. I was
more annoyed than excited. I altered my packing to include my
laptop and a cell modem, happy that my realtor could at least email
offers to me as I headed out of state.

I got the first offer while on a layover in
Chicago’s O’Hare. I fired back a counteroffer and ran for my plane.
So began a week of back and forth during every break of my
conference along with several calls to my realtor in the evenings.
By week’s end, Adam had joined me in Kansas City. The final
negotiations fell into place and we had a moment to sit and chat.
Did we really want to sell the house? If we did, what to do
next?

I had been thinking of renting an apartment.
But with our two small dogs and even with our downsized
possessions, the idea was daunting. As Adam continued his journey
northeast alone, he had to confront our altered reality. Gone was
the idea of restoring the motorcycle in the two-car garage. We had
just agreed to sell the house and garage. Soon, if everything went
well, we would own only a shed full of boxes and two cars. During
all of our planning to get out of debt, reduce what we owned and
sell the house, we’d never really explored the next step. This was
what Adam had to consider as he crossed the prairie chased by a
brewing snowstorm hissing at the heels of his motorcycle boots.

Adam thought about a houseboat. He knew about
my love of water and that one of my greatest desires was to live in
a home on the water that rose and fell with the tide. But Maine has
many challenges, not the least of which is no access to pump
stations for most of the fall, winter, and spring. A houseboat was
not practical if we had to dump septic waste into the sea, even if
it was legal, because neither one of us felt right about it,
particularly in the middle of winter when getting far enough from
shore was a big enough challenge.

Adam’s mother had recently returned from a
trip to Mongolia. Somewhere in the vast expanse of the plains with
a spring snowstorm sending tendrils of icy flurries towards him
connected with the images his mother had brought home. It brewed in
his mind until the thought emerged: Why not a yurt?

By the time he found his way back to Maine,
the idea had bloomed into a plan. As we packed boxes one day, he
turned to me. “I have this crazy idea ...” So begins many of Adam’s
proposals. I knew what a yurt was because I had met people through
work that had lived in a “yome,” another name often used for yurts.
I knew of the concept. But the living arrangements and benefits of
moving into a giant tent were another matter.

My challenge to my husband? Show me what you
are talking about. Up came pictures of yurt interiors via the
internet. Rafters rising to the center dome, the lattice
criss-crossing sun- flooded windows, the possibilities of kitchens
and bathrooms were alluring. A simple home that we could configure
how we liked with a little work and some wood.

Visually, I was not against the yurt concept,
but that was just one item on the list. Adam’s research paid off as
he outlined how a yurt was insulated: a thin NASA designed layer
akin to bubble wrap between two sheets of aluminum foil. We talked
about heaters, wood stoves, kitchens, composting toilets, solar
panels, where to put it, and finally cost.

A new 24-foot yurt would cost around $13,000.
Add a few thousand more for a deck to set it on and we’d be out
$20,000. It was an amount that without a mortgage and with some
concentrated effort, we could pay off in under two years. Maybe
even one. That thought alone was enough to make me bite. No monthly
rental payment, a loss that could never be recouped? No 30-year
mortgage on which the payoff seemed a chimera? Adam’s parents had
offered us a small lot on their 16-acre property, a move of a mere
two miles from our current house. Plus they were willing to provide
us a family loan for the yurt.

Oddly enough, the potential income savings
wasn’t the biggest argument. Nor was it the vision of being able to
design and build an interior, something that my crafty nature
jumped on with full force. Instead it was Adam’s soft voice talking
about how much we’d enjoyed our camping motorcycle trip the summer
before. We’d lived outside for 16 days except for three nights in
hotels. We’d loved every minute of it. Vacations had always been a
time of peace, a chance to slow down and enjoy being outdoors. With
only the gear we could carry on two motorcycles, we’d been fine and
comfortable. A yurt, the financial freedom it could offer, and the
chance to simplify while living in a way we enjoyed was an
opportunity I could not pass up. In the end, a yurt as a future
home was agreed to without much debate. Of course, first we needed
the house sale to go through.

 


—Autumn

—

 


“What the hell are we going to live in?
Houseboat? Sure, that would be nice during a nor’easter in Maine.
Rental? Nah. Paying rent to some greedy landlord and living next to
another renter with a big dog is not practical. A yurt ...? Yeah
that might work, once I figure out what the hell it is.”

- Adam: March 15th 2009, while riding
through Ohio

 


 


Seems that after living the dream, the
American Dream, for so long you tend to forget something: your own
dreams. You know those crazy ideas you had as a kid? The ones that
people said you’d grow out of? The ones of you taking a boat and
sailing across the ocean, or exploring unseen lands. Yeah, those
dreams that you are supposed to forget in order to be an adult.
Sorry world, it never happened to me.

I’ve been rather fortunate in life. Sure I’ve
done some of the 9-5, but honestly I’ve always had a safety net. At
least I thought I did until I realized that the net was supported
by high interest credit cards and bank loans. Once I took over the
long-term financial planning, I came to realize the implications of
ignoring the pennies on the sidewalk. One hundred pennies is a
dollar, one thousand is ten, and seventy-five thousand was
equivalent to what we were giving away to a single credit card
company in one month. Do the math, multiply that by three, then add
the mortgage. Life had to change.

Life did change once we learned how to manage
our pennies. Budgets were hammered out, bills were minimized, and
in some cases eliminated. Better rates were negotiated. Tax
strategies were sought out to maximize returns to help pay off
debt. After a few years we were down to one last thing: the
house.

A house, rather a mortgage, is not something
you can simply pay some extra on for a few years, kick a few tax
returns towards, and get it paid off. Well, actually you can if you
make a good income and drop a LOT of it towards principle, but that
was not our situation. Ours was a single income, spending what we
could on the house, and it did not work for our life goals. The
decision was made to shoot the big cash hungry hippo: sell the
house and free ourselves.

Fast forward nine months, I’m negotiating to
buy a project bike in New Mexico. I figured it had been a few years
since I got anything for myself, and the trip sounded like an
adventure. Everything was paid off but the house, and it would be a
good reward for all the years of saving and budgeting. I flew down
in March and picked it up. Ten miles from the seller’s house, it
broke down.

Omen? Nah, a test of resiliency. The delay
allowed me to experience a part of the country I had never seen
before: Madrid, Santa Fe, Albuquerque. A splendid state with
wonderful people.

One thing that did strike a cord was how they
lived. The houses were mud brick adobes with very thick walls. They
were warm and draft free, yet cool in the heat of the summer. The
houses also seemed to blend in with the surroundings to become a
part of nature, rather than dominating it as is common back east. I
eventually got the bike fixed and running and headed out to
rendezvous with Autumn a thousand miles away in Kansas City at her
conference. Eventually I arrived having fought snow, cold rain and
hypothermia. I finally got there only to be told that the house had
a sale offer. Where the hell was the bike going to go ...?

 


[image: tmp_ab0371c62187cffe5967b26f31a1fc6d_IXO4YB_html_29abb3db.jpg]

The garage – where Adam had hoped to rebuild the R80
G/S

 


Once thawed out I realized I had to come up
with a plan and fast. For the remainder of the trip, I tossed
around many ideas ranging from a converted metal container, to a
micro-house, and I finally thought about a yurt. The problem was
... I had no damn idea what the hell a yurt was. I knew it was a
tent ... but seriously, a tent in winter? It wasn’t until I got to
a computer that night that the idea started to take shape…

I had a planned stop at Autumn’s parents’
where I had an interesting conversation with her mom. The drift:
I'd better provide a good home for their daughter. Oh boy! They are
going to LOVE the yurt idea!!!

So there you have it: debt lost, a dead
hippo, and some really annoyed in-laws.

— Adam

 


 



 


 


 


 Chapter
2

House Sale and Pre-Construction

April & May 2010

 


“I was ambivalent about selling the house until
we thought of the yurt and the freedom from a mortgage and monthly
bills it could give us. Now I’m so afraid the sale won’t go
through. What if the buyer backs out? What if the inspection comes
back with tons of problems? What if the appraisal is too
low?”

- Autumn: 30 March 2010

 


 


There was too much to pack to waste much
time. The buyer wanted to close on the house on May
14th. That gave us a little over a month and a half by
the calendar to clear it out. Adding to the pressure was a week at
the end of May when I was scheduled to attend another conference.
As luck would have it, I had a long dreamed of vision correction
surgery scheduled for no other than May 14th — in
Canada. Even with all the years of casting off excess possessions,
the timeline looked daunting.

Yet there was a strange inertia as well. With
a horrible housing market and frequent warnings of appraisals
coming in too low, not to mention what an inspection would find on
a 200-year-old house, part of us just didn’t believe the sale was
going to go through. We lived in a state of half-packed boxes and
anxiety.

The report from the home inspection, which
took place while Adam and I were both still on the road in March,
came back first. The verdict was surprisingly benign: a dry rotted
timber located in the dirt floor basement and some suggestions on
how to dry out said basement. Beyond a snippy back and forth over
the buyer not liking our current wood stove and us saying, “Tough,
we aren’t buying you a new one,” the sale was still on. We packed a
few more boxes and got a quote on a yurt.

The more I thought about the yurt, the more
the idea kept growing on me. What sort of kitchen would I build?
The creation of the wine rack and spice shelves in our current
house gave me the confidence to think I could build whatever I
wanted. I’d always liked to work in wood, but had only dabbled with
odds and ends. Now I was toying with the idea of constructing my
home. The yurt would not come pre-assembled. I was getting truly
hooked on the idea. Which made the wait for the appraisal all the
harder.

We weren’t trying to make a profit on the
sale of the house. In an ideal world with all the work we’d put
into the cape, we could have paid for the whole yurt and been debt
free within a few months. Instead, we were just holding on to hope
by our fingernails that we could break even. The plan was to walk
away from our old life and begin a new, simpler one with a focus on
staying out of debt and saving some cash. This grew from a dim
light to dreams of retiring early or taking a break mid-career to
see a few things best traversed while young enough to take the
risks involved.

The appraisal came in the afternoon of April
9th. It was so close. Our future was caught in the
difference of a mere $6,000. Without it, we wouldn’t be able to pay
off the mortgage. I felt breathless with a thousand ants crawling
over me. The buyer had already proven himself stubborn. He wouldn’t
pay anything additional out-of-pocket. The sale had to be through a
mortgage and the bank wouldn’t lend more than the house was
worth.

We argued with the bank and appraisal
companies. The ‘comps’ they had come up with were hardly comparable
and, of course, did not favor our asking price. Nothing like a
200-year- old cape on a pretty dead-end road had sold in the last
two years. The appraisal company listened, reviewed their
paperwork, and made no changes. I couldn’t believe the whole thing
would come apart on so little of a difference.
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