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Praise for Start in Your Own Backyard


“Start in Your Own Backyard is an extraordinary true-life story of transformation with worldwide implications. Serenbe integrates community, design, biology, and nature. It is not a proposal or set of solutions—it is genius and brilliance in action.”


—Paul Hawken, New York Times Bestselling Author, Carbon


“Serenbe is a model of leadership and commonsense design that is applicable to communities everywhere. It is also testimony to the fact that the world is still rich in possibilities and that ‘hope, indeed, is a verb with its sleeves rolled up.’ As told by Serenbe’s legendary founder, this book is an inspiring story of one man’s vision. It’s also full of practical possibilities for resettling America in a way that allows nature, people, and communities to flourish together.


—David W. Orr, Paul Sears Distinguished Professor Emeritus, Oberlin College, and Author, Dangerous Years


“Everyone plays a role in reinventing our farming system. That’s because, at the deepest level, each one of us participates in agriculture. The critical question is, How? In Start in Your Own Backyard, Steve Nygren brings the spirit of regenerative organic agriculture to life and lays out a blueprint for how people can heal the planet starting in their own backyards.”


—Jeff Tkach, CEO, Rodale Institute


“Steve Nygren’s new book is a remarkable story about a unique person and a special place. The person is a visionary and pioneer who found a better way to live in harmony with nature. The place, Serenbe, has grown from a grand experiment to a trendsetting model. Serenbe, a nature- and farm-based community outside of Atlanta, gives us hope for the land and shows us there are better ways to build that are more healthy, beautiful, and resilient than the cookie-cutter subdivisions so common throughout America. Communities like Serenbe give residents a reason to love where they live. Nygren teaches us how small, commonsense changes can transform our neighborhoods and our relationships with each other.”


—Ed McMahon, Charles E. Fraser Chair on Sustainable Development and Senior Fellow for Sustainable Development, Urban Land Institute


“Visionaries Marie and Steve Nygren have designed a model for smart residential development that works to conserve and protect trees, green space, farmland, and animal habitat. It’s a Garden of Eden! I absolutely love Serenbe, and so do my family and friends who have either moved there or visited. Even if you don’t move to Serenbe, this book gives us a blueprint of changes we can all make in our communities that will lead to a healthier, more sustainable lifestyle for our families.”


—Laura Turner Seydel, Director, Turner Foundation, and Chair Emeritus, Captain Planet Foundation


“Combine a visionary leader, an inspiring idea, and a beautiful place . . . and magic happens. This story of Serenbe provides an uplifting model of a community that promotes social connectedness, health, and happiness, while protecting the natural world. It’s a model we need to emulate widely on the path to sustainability and planetary health. Read this book, take it to heart, and get started in your own backyard!”


—Howard Frumkin, MD, DrPH, former Dean, University of Washington School of Public Health, and former Director, National Center for Environmental Health, US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention


“Steve Nygren knows that change in the world must begin first in our own neighborhoods and communities. A master builder and placemaker extraordinaire, Nygren knows we must engage with others in the timeless and sacred commitment to creating places that we will love deeply and that allow both humans and nature to flourish. He has done this in compelling fashion at Serenbe in Georgia, an inspiring community that blends innovative and creative design, deep commitment to place, and an essential connection to the daily rhythms and delights of the natural world. Nygren has become the pied piper for a new kind of city that inspires and uplifts, that nurtures our hearts and our souls, and that connects us to the magic of the natural world. There is another way to grow and build (and live), one where we care about each other and the larger ecological community that sustains us. He believes it is possible to design places that regenerate both landscape and spirit, and shows the way for others in this insightful book.”


—Timothy Beatley, PhD, Teresa Heinz Professor of Sustainable Communities, School of Architecture, University of Virginia


“Steve is a true visionary. He left a successful career in the restaurant business to do something most thought couldn’t be done. The real estate elite discounted his ability to execute on Serenbe, and they were wrong. He found an idea he believed in and built a team around him, and people became believers when they started to see him succeed. He worked through macro challenges in capital markets but stayed the course. He paid the tuition and now is offering what he learned tuition-free. That is the mark of a great leader: that he is willing to freely share best practices so we can make the world a better place.”


—Mark C. Toro, Founder, Principal, and Chief Vision Officer, Toro Development Company


“I’m so happy Steve Nygren wrote this book—and you will be too. Worried that Atlanta’s suburban sprawl would soon destroy the beloved rural landscape surrounding his farm, he and his neighbors on 40,000 acres enabled transfer of development rights to direct growth into walkable, mixed-use towns while conserving 70 percent of the land to remain unbuilt. Students, professionals, and other would-be ‘accidental developers’ will enjoy learning how Steve turned his own farm into Serenbe, a beautiful, experimental biophilic community that continues to grow, innovate, and inspire.”


—Ellen Dunham-Jones, Professor of Urban Design, Georgia Institute of Technology


“The kind of change we need in our built environment begins with people like Nygren—with the good and active participants of community life: creative doers who find within themselves not only the inspiration, capacity, and energy to shape something different but the language to share their compelling story. Start in Your Own Backyard captures Serenbe’s essential lessons for a new way of life.”


—Ryan Gravel, Visionary behind the Atlanta Beltline Project; Founder and President, Sixpitch; and Author, Where We Want to Live


“This is one of those rare books that combines aspirational vision with practical action. Steve Nygren shows us that we can both dream big and do big, simply by committing ourselves to purposeful action. In a time when everything impinging on us seems so overwhelming, Steve Nygren shows that we can start in our own backyards to create the change we want to see in our own lives, and, in the process, we can have outsized impact in our neighborhoods, our communities, and our nation.”


—Colonel Mark Mykleby, USMC (Ret.), Executive Director, Human Fusions Institute, Case Western Reserve University, and Coauthor, The New Grand Strategy


“It’s a remarkable thing to fall in love with a place. If you’ve never experienced it, I hope you do one day. If you have, I hope you treasure it. Either way, Steve Nygren and this book will help you find and nurture places of connection to nature and to each other. These are the places worth falling in love with.”


—John A. Lanier, Executive Director, Ray C. Anderson Foundation
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To my family,


who stood by me through my Don Quixote moment.


And to my grandchildren, and future generations,


for whom I wrote this book,


in the hope that common sense will guide us


in shaping the communities of tomorrow.










FOREWORD



In the 1970s, the environmentalists’ rallying cry was “Give Earth a Chance.” In the decades since, we’ve been urged to “save the whales,” “reduce acid rain,” “give a hoot, don’t pollute,” “reduce, reuse, recycle,” and much more. Understandably—and urgently—many of today’s environmental efforts, including my own, revolve around nature and the climate emergency. In fact, as I write this foreword, I’m preparing to convene a climate forum at the Rockefeller Foundation’s Bellagio Center in Italy.


Over the years, I’ve noticed that while the focus of environmental campaigns and PSAs may shift, there’s a consistent undercurrent that runs through them all: The way we live isn’t working. It isn’t working for our communities, our country, or our planet. It isn’t working for our children, our elders, our food systems, or our health. It certainly isn’t working for underprivileged and marginalized communities at home and around the world.


I came to climate activism—and a deeper understanding of my own role in it—when I recognized how deeply interconnected gender and racial justice are with all social justice issues, and how they are all tied to the urgent planetary crisis threatening our collective future. My work had long focused on equity, but this realization broadened my perspective and deepened my commitment. I joined a group of women leaders to launch a global campaign we called Project Dandelion, inviting everyone—regardless of their specific passions or causes—to embody the dandelion: climate-resilient, growing on every continent; healing, with every part usable and nothing wasted; interconnected at the roots so it cannot be stopped; and regenerative, spreading through the wind.


In my work as an activist for climate justice, I’ve often struggled with how to balance modern convenience with sustainable, eco-friendly, and soul-filling living. While there has been a lot of fresh thinking in this area, the message we often hear is that in order to prioritize one value, we must sacrifice the other.


But that doesn’t have to be the case. What Steve Nygren has demonstrated through his work is that it’s possible to create a harmonious balance between development and conservation, comfort and sustainability, personal fulfillment and environmental responsibility. His story is not just about creating a thriving community—it’s about rethinking how we live and challenging the systems that drive urban sprawl, environmental degradation, and social disconnection.


Steve didn’t set out to become a developer. What started as a simple effort to protect a beloved farm from encroaching development became a journey to create a new model for sustainable, human-centered living. Along the way, Steve learned how to work with local landowners, residents, and policymakers to apply commonsense solutions that challenge the “bigger, faster, cheaper” mentality driving so much of modern development.


My husband Scott Seydel (who is a lifelong environmentalist) and I have experienced the results of this approach firsthand. While our primary residence is in Atlanta, we have a second home at Serenbe, and we spend as much time there as we can. Our weekends at Serenbe have become longer and more frequent, drawn in by the peace of the natural surroundings, the genuine connections with neighbors, and the sense of balance that comes from being part of a community intentionally designed to live in harmony with nature.


It’s not just the beauty of the place that draws us back—it’s the feeling of being part of something different. Serenbe embodies a shift away from the rapid, thoughtless development that has come to define so many communities. Instead of paving over nature, Serenbe works with it. Trails wind through forests and fields, farms supply fresh food to local restaurants, and neighbors greet one another by name. There’s a palpable sense of balance—not just between people and nature, but between convenience and sustainability, comfort and responsibility.


What stands out to me most about Steve’s approach is that it isn’t about grand gestures or sweeping policy changes—it’s about practical, incremental changes rooted in respect for nature and community. Just like those dandelions I mentioned earlier, there are dandelions growing all over Serenbe, and Steve has sown the “seeds” for many ways for all of us to live in greater harmony with nature, to protect what we love, to envision the clearer, safer, more sustainable future that we can begin in our own backyards!


The ideas in this book are not limited to any one place. You don’t have to live in a biophilic community to embrace these principles in your own life. Whether you’re a developer, an elected official, an activist, a business owner, or a concerned individual, the lessons Steve shares here are accessible and actionable. Small, thoughtful changes in how we build, connect, and live can have a ripple effect, transforming not only our neighborhoods but also our collective future.


Steve’s work serves as a reminder that protecting the environment and fostering human connection are not mutually exclusive. When we create spaces where people can live in harmony with nature, we create healthier, more vibrant, and more equitable communities. This book offers a road map for how to begin that process—starting in your own backyard.


—Pat Mitchell


Former CEO of PBS, cofounder of TEDWomen,


and author of Becoming a Dangerous Woman










“DIDN’T I READ THIS SOMEWHERE ELSE?”



A Note on Repetition in This Book


While Start in Your Own Backyard can be read straight through cover to cover, it may not always happen that way. A biophilic approach to community building is holistic and non-linear. Thus, readers might gravitate toward certain chapters that address specific topics of interest—either on the first read-through or on subsequent ones. That’s why I’ve structured each chapter as a stand-alone reference. Don’t be surprised if you notice that some tips, best practices, and stories are repeated across several chapters.


However you choose to read this book, I am grateful!


—Steve Nygren










WHY WE INCLUDED QR CODES



If you want to dig deeper into certain topics, we’ve made it easy for you to access supplemental materials. At the end of the chapters, you’ll find QR codes linking to helpful resources. You’ll also find “image gallery” QR codes, which will direct you to full-color versions of many of the black-and-white images included in each chapter.










INTRODUCTION



Start by Saving Your Own Backyard


This is a book about the emergence of a place called Serenbe, a two-thousand-acre neighborhood community located in the city of Chattahoochee Hills, Georgia—and a pioneering model of biophilic living. But it’s also a book about empowerment, optimism, hope, and finding solutions rooted in simple common sense.


It’s a book about changing your life by starting in your own backyard, or your sphere of influence.


That’s what happened to me, and that’s what I want for you.


It’s a paradox that light is often born out of darkness. As you’ll soon learn, the idea that eventually took root and grew into Serenbe was sparked by a moment of fear, anger, dismay, and that deeply embedded human trait (that gets an undeserved bad rap): self-interest. Yet what came of it was something amazing—a place that honors the Earth and brings so many people rewarding, healthy, joyful lives.


The key word in that last paragraph is self-interest. It’s not a bad thing. In fact, more often than we realize, it’s a powerful impetus for innovation. If I had to choose a single takeaway from this book it would be: If you want to change the world, start by tending to your own backyard.


My “backyard” journey started in the early ’90s, when it slowly dawned on me that I needed a change. I was living in Atlanta at the time, fully invested in (and trapped by) what I call “the treadmill of life”—long hours at work, deep civic engagement, and (when I could fit them in) family. I kept my head down and powered through, trying to continuously grasp the next rung up on the ladder that society labels “success.”


I ran hard on that treadmill until one weekend when my family and I somewhat spontaneously bought a farm in the Chattahoochee Hill Country in south Fulton County, thirty miles from our home. I kept working in the city, and, while I liked my daily life, I realized I was really living for those weekends on the farm. Breathing fresh air and doing honest physical labor, I felt alive and energetic, connected to nature and to my body’s rhythms.


I soon realized I was experiencing a values shift. Those weekends gave me space to slow down, catch my breath, grow my own food, and truly connect with people—especially my family, but also friends and neighbors. These, I realized, were the things that fed my soul. And that’s when, with my family’s blessing, I decided to step off the treadmill, sell my businesses, and move to the farm full time. It was a frightening decision—yet once made, it opened the door to paradise.


People use words like “bucolic” or “idyllic” or “pastoral” to describe country living, but such words can’t capture the profound transformation I experienced. My life, perhaps for the first time, worked. My family and I slowed down, dug in the dirt, climbed trees, read books, talked. There was a real sense that this is how life was always meant to be.


One day, after six years of blissful living on the farm, I heard the harsh grind of a motor as I was out running on one of the trails in the woods. To my horror, it was a bulldozer taking down trees. Although it turned out not to be the start of a tract housing development as I instantly assumed, this shocking event sparked a fear deep in my soul: Was suburban sprawl coming for our country paradise? If so, what could I do to preserve the land I lived on and limit how much others disrupted it?


This was my entry point into becoming an accidental developer. It all stemmed from the sudden urge to protect my own backyard. As you’ll see in the following chapter, there was a steep learning curve. No wise expert came in and figured it out for me—I had to do it myself. I hope my “bulldozer moment” will help inspire your own. If something about your way of life isn’t working, you can change it. At the very least, you can try. And that change usually begins in our own backyards.


[image: image]


When I started down the path that led to Serenbe, I wasn’t setting out on a journey to change the world. I was simply tending to my own backyard. Had I understood the magnitude of the undertaking, I’m pretty sure I never would have begun. But, as environmental activist Erin Brockovich said, “Superman is not coming.” So over the last twenty-plus years, with the help of many talented individuals, we built a community based on thoughtful principles that, when viewed decades down the road, will likely not make us regret the development decisions.


We each have our own “spheres of influence”—backyards of many, many different shapes, scopes, and sizes. Do you run a household? If so, how does it operate? Do you check labels for chemicals? Is your refrigerator stocked with fruits and vegetable or canned soda? Is your pantry shelf brimming with preservative-filled foods or fresh and dried items? Do you put chemical fertilizer and weed killer on your lawn, spraying the air you breathe with poisons to kill irritating bugs? Do you volunteer, run for office, or directly address any of the problems you complain about?


No matter how bad things might seem right now, you (and the world) are better served by taking positive action locally instead of handwringing. It’s natural and depressingly easy to fall into a negative mindset, but if we really want things to change, we must resist that urge. As executive coach Bruce Kasanoff writes, “Being relentlessly positive means that you are a powerful, nearly unstoppable force for what is good and right. Even when it’s hard. No, strike that. ESPECIALLY when it’s hard.”1 In other words, we must get intentional—and relentless—about saving our respective backyards.


As you read this book, think about where you might start. Your diet? Your family’s diet? Removing the lawn and planting edible landscaping? Buying an electric car? Accepting a position in your homeowners association or your building’s oversight committee? Running for the school board or city council? What are your talents? Are you willing to step into an uncomfortable role to change the things you feel are destructive to your life, to our society? If we all step forward into our sphere of influence, take charge of our literal or metaphorical backyard, together we can change the world for ourselves and the generations that follow.


The first step is to change the conversation. This book is a good starting point. It’s a blueprint of sorts that unpacks what biophilic design is and how to implement it in your own backyard, no matter its size.


The first chapter of this book will unpack how—collectively and individually—we’ve made decades’ worth of choices that were meant to drive progress, but instead have had unintended consequences that harm our health, local economies, the natural world, and our sense of community. After all, to improve our backyards, we need to understand why our current way of life isn’t working, and where we may have gotten it wrong.


Chapter 2 will focus on my personal story of leaving a corporate career, choosing a full-time life on the farm despite the complicated emotions that brought up based on my childhood, and ultimately starting Serenbe, which was framed around the philosophy of biophilic design—and which was the inspiration for this book.


In chapter 3, we’ll look more closely at the various principles of biophilic design.


From there, each chapter will focus on exploring one or two of those principles by looking at how they can improve our health and well-being, how we implemented them at Serenbe, and how they can be applied in your backyard. Each chapter delves into practical aspects of creating a more connected, natural, and supportive environment.


More than anything, I hope that this book (and our story at Serenbe) is a source of inspiration for you and your community. It shows us that we can do life differently and that the status quo is changeable if enough people reject apathy, stop outsourcing what matters, begin critically thinking about whether development practices of the past are right for the present and future, and fully engage in life. Engagement is what makes community community, after all.


This book focuses on “community” in a literal sense. Yet “community” isn’t only where you live. It’s also where you work, where you socialize, where you gather with others to worship or meditate, or otherwise serve humanity and the Earth. It is my hope that you will start living by your heart and take action to impact any aspect of your life that needs it. It can be easy to default to thinking that all of the big societal and environmental issues are global, and only addressable by governments and corporations. It’s not true! We all want a healthier Earth, healthier minds and bodies, and healthier lives for ourselves and our loved ones. When we start taking steps toward creating these things right in our own backyards, our neighbors see what we’re doing and want to join in. One small win leads to another. Momentum grows. Before you know it, we’re making real progress.


In short, start in your own backyard and do what you can. If your journey is anything like mine, you’ll find it’s a lot more than you ever could have imagined.










1



Life Isn’t Working: The State of the World Today


I’ve just finished talking about the power of optimism and how it drives transformation on a local level. Now as we pull back and look at the bigger picture, we’re going to see exactly why we need this optimism more than ever. Collectively, as a nation, we’re not doing well. This is true on all levels: individual, cultural, and environmental.


As I write these words, the 2024 “World Happiness Report” has just come out.1 It may not surprise you to learn that the United States is far from being at the top of the list of the happiest countries—we’re now at number 23, having fallen from number 15 in last year’s report.2 We have a deep and profound longing for more joy in our lives, and it’s not hard to see why.


Look around you. People are struggling in numerous ways. The CDC estimates that four of every ten Americans are obese.3 Not surprisingly, chronic diseases related to obesity, like heart disease, diabetes, and some forms of cancer, are rampant. One in twelve US citizens suffer from asthma, including 4.5 million children.4 Mental health issues, too, are on the rise, impacting one in five US adults and one in six US young people.5 We are a nation of stressed-out, burned-out, overworked people grappling with loneliness.


Culturally, too, we are in trouble. The middle class is slowly shrinking as costs rise across the board.6 Families are overwhelmed and crunched for time, forced to make tough choices around child-raising and elder care. Substance abuse and addiction (including reliance on prescription drugs) are burgeoning, sparking crime waves in our cities. Stories of political division, intolerance for differences, and incivility have taken over our media. It seems there’s a breakdown of (and loss of trust in) the systems and institutions that should be our sources of stability. Education. Healthcare. Government. Religion. The criminal justice system.


Meanwhile, our environment is being relentlessly destroyed. The climate is heating up. The ice caps are melting. The oceans are dying. Pollution abounds. Our natural resources—forests, clean water, energy—are being rapidly depleted. Our food supply is in dismal shape, farmed with chemicals, highly processed, and filled with preservatives: the natural result of seven decades of focus on growing more food for less money.


Here’s the thing: All these issues are intertwined. It’s not that hard to see how obesity is connected to lack of access to nutritious foods and lack of time to exercise. How depression in our elders stems from their isolation. How poor mental health can lead to substance abuse, which can lead to hopelessness and crime. But is there a common factor at the center that causes (or at least exacerbates) all of these issues? Yes. It’s where—and how—we live.


Our connection to nature and our connection to each other are the two most healing components to our physical and mental health, and we are missing out on both. Much of this disconnect is rooted in the development practices of the second half of the twentieth century, which focused on making space for the proliferation of the automobile and keeping commercial and residential areas separate for a fast-booming, post–World War II population.


When we start paying attention to how we’ve been conditioned to live, the hidden links between seemingly unrelated problems begin to reveal themselves. For instance:




	The proliferation of subdivisions with huge front lawns and no front porches discourages walking and socializing and creating neighborly relationships—which leads to a sedentary, lonely, disconnected populace that doesn’t look out for each other.


	Nuclear families in car-centric suburbs are effectively cut off from the support systems that nourish the emotional well-being of everyone—which in turn can lead to lonely and neglected grandparents, stressed working parents worn out by long commutes, and children who lack meaningful relationships with adults who love them.


	Surrounding our homes with chemically treated (and HOA-approved) lawns prevents us from planting veggie gardens, blueberry bushes, ornamental shrubs, and wildflowers. This keeps us disconnected from our food and perpetuates our reliance on processed, preservative-laden, factory-farmed fare—which promotes obesity and a slew of health issues both physical and mental.


	When we live in ways that force us to compartmentalize our kids’ lives and cut them off from nature—driving them to sports practices and structured play dates rather than emphasizing outdoor play with friends—it harms them on a multitude of fronts. Mental health, social skills, and academic performance may be compromised. (Bonding with nature improves learning. Bonding with other kids in free play builds a plethora of life skills.) Add to this the many deficits in our broken school system and it’s not hard to see why our kids are sick, depressed, tech-obsessed, and ill-equipped to build relationships and solve problems.

Richard Louv’s book Last Child in the Woods is a great resource on the importance of nature for child brain development. Scan QR code 1.1 at the end of this chapter to learn more.


The Children & Nature Network also does fantastic work in this space. Scan QR code 1.2 at the end of this chapter to visit their website.








We’ve been boxed into certain boundaries that have harmed our health and well-being. These are just a few examples of how we’ve built the places where we live, work, and play (in other words, the artificial boundaries we place between one part of life and another) to negatively impact our bodies, psyches, and relationships. This brokenness ultimately manifests in the organizations and institutions we create. How could it not?


As we’ve severed these vital connections, we’ve outsourced so many pieces of our lives: the raising of the food that nourishes us, the education of our children, the care of our elders. In a way, we’ve even outsourced friendship, replacing time spent in conversation and fellowship with texts and—maybe on special occasions—a FaceTime call. All of these elements are fundamental to the human experience. They are the things that bring us joy.


What’s worse, we’ve been conditioned to think of all of this as “normal,” even though in our heart of hearts we know it’s anything but. In fact, today’s American lifestyle goes against our human urge to interact with nature and with each other in a holistic, integrated way. The fact that we’ve accepted this dismal reality is the perfect example of how we allow our brains to overpower our hearts. The truth is the heart has its own ancient, profound, and life-affirming brand of intelligence, and we ignore it at our peril.


If you’re interested in learning more about heart intelligence, scan QR codes 1.3 and 1.4 at the end of this chapter for two thought-provoking resources.


Intellectually and instinctively, we know that our diet, lack of exercise, loneliness, and stress are killing us. We know we need human connection. We know our kids are suffering. We know our climate is being destroyed. We know all these things. We’ve never had more research than we do right now. So why can’t we make a change? It’s because everything in society is working against us. It’s so much easier to stay stuck in a rut thinking that this is just how it has to be.


But to build a new world, we need to build in a new way.


How We Got Here: A History of Unintended Consequences


So how did we find ourselves stuck in this unhealthy way of life? Volumes could be written on this subject. With unlimited time, ink, and paper, I might be able to untangle all the motives, economic forces, sociological changes, trends, and other factors that led us to this place. However, that really isn’t the point of this book, and so I’ll keep this part brief.


Many of the homes and communities we’ve built in the last seventy years, and what we did to create space for them, are the product of thinking that was shortsighted and expedient, or nature-abhorrent, or driven by greed and corruption. Today, few individuals or entities have the breadth of understanding to (a) comprehend what has happened with the built environment, and (b) know how to fix it. Most of the accumulated information and knowledge is siloed. Government doesn’t appreciate the way systems are connected. Corporations don’t. The public doesn’t.


The darker realities of human nature notwithstanding, I believe the consequences we are experiencing are and were, for the most part, unintended. While there have always been (and always will be) callous individuals who don’t mind harming others (or the Earth) for personal gain, most people want clean water to drink, fresh air to breathe, nutritious food to eat. We want well-being, strong relationships, happiness. We want these basics for ourselves and the people we love.


In other words, we haven’t damaged the Earth and ruined our mental health on purpose. And it didn’t happen overnight. Like the frog in the pot of water that’s slowly heated to a boil, we only gradually realized we were in trouble.


It used to be that cities were built around walking. They gradually, organically grew over hundreds or even thousands of years. Because they evolved slowly and adapted in ways that made sense along the way, they were strong and productive—and they met the needs of the people who lived there.


Needless to say, this is no longer the case. For the last seven decades, the United States expanded housing without much forethought. Then, to address the unintended consequences of rapid sprawl, we added all kinds of regulations in an effort to organize the chaos. For example:




	Commercial and residential areas were separated. There was an attitude that retail and especially hospitality caused activity and noise, and that housing should be in quiet spaces.


	With the disappearance of the small mom-and-pop-type neighborhood businesses, larger national retail conglomerates began to emerge. As demand increased for large swaths of square footage, the suburban mall was born. Note the anti-nature language in A Brief History of the Mall: “The first enclosed mall was developed in a suburb of Minneapolis in 1956. Designed to get the shopper out of the harsh weather, it introduced the world to shopping complexes as worlds unto themselves—free from bad weather, life, crime, dirt and troubles.”7



	Around the same time came parking regulations to allow stores to accommodate the high peak demand of the Christmas shopping season. Merchants saw convenient parking as a draw, so the commercial community jumped on board with the idea of asphalting the nature around them.


	Zoning regulations aimed at providing ample parking have led to asphalt jungles, creating urban heat islands and promoting obesity as our culture embraced the practice of driving to the front door of everything.


	Pasteurization regulations led to a very regulated food system. In addition, the competitive race for cheap food resulted in the birth of “Big Ag” and the proliferation of chemical-saturated food designed for extended shelf life. As a result, our food supply has become far less nutritious. A landmark study from 2004 attributes this to “the trade-offs between yield and nutrient content.”8 Other experts point to the rise in CO2 in the atmosphere.9 What we do know is that perhaps for the first time in civilization we are finding malnutrition and obesity in the same bodies.10






This shift toward suburbanization and all the problems that came with it can be traced back to the end of World War II. Americans started moving away from the cities and into the suburbs. This outmigration was fueled by a GI bill that allowed veterans to get home loans easily. The postwar economy was good, and jobs were plentiful. Plus, mass production techniques made it easier to build homes fast and cheap, leading to housing developments like those created by William Levitt (sometimes called “Levittowns”) to spring up.


The interstate system, conceived by President Eisenhower from his experience as a war general, made this possible. Designed to move tanks across the country in the event of a war on our soil, this national pavement system was also a network of black asphalt veins spreading across America, fueling development that consumed our farms and forests.


Meanwhile, America’s love affair with the automobile was in full swing. Cars had been around for decades when the 1950s rolled around, but demand for them skyrocketed in the new suburban economy. There is simply no way the suburbs could have sprawled without widespread car ownership. This “car centricity” seems disproportionate when you consider the average vehicle sits idle twenty-three hours a day.11 As Lyft co-founder John Zimmer put it, “Cars weren’t just shaping my worldview; they were shaping the world itself.”12


During this same time, front porches began to disappear. Various factors contributed: The car craze meant people could leave their neighborhoods for entertainment, air conditioning meant they could stay inside instead of seeking cool breezes on the porch, television lured them in for entertainment. (Side note: Interestingly, porch use surged during COVID-19 as people sought some form of [socially distanced] connection with neighbors.)13 Meanwhile, postwar prosperity meant people could afford more space, and big front lawns and backyards became a status symbol.14


Innocent as all this may sound (and no doubt felt at the time), it set our nation on the path to where we are now. The developers, inventors, designers, and capitalists of the past simply did what we as flawed humans all tend to do. They used the materials at their disposal, and in creating their version of progress, they often spawned new, bigger problems. They very often kicked the can down the generational road. And consumers followed the path of least resistance.


If we had a crystal ball with a view into the future, I suspect we wouldn’t be experiencing the environmental and health issues of today. We wouldn’t be suffering the unintended consequences of urban sprawl on our bodies, psyches, and relationships. Our children wouldn’t be suffering those consequences on their behavior and development. Our education system and national infrastructure and healthcare system would surely be superior. We wouldn’t have replaced local farms with industrialized monoculture. We wouldn’t be eating cheap, processed fast food. We wouldn’t have so much noise and distraction.


Today’s world is suffering the consequences of yesterday’s decisions. By plowing ahead with good intentions, we became our own worst enemies. Siloed thinking became the norm. We became oblivious to the fact that when we destroy the natural landscape to build a highway system or a massive housing development or a gargantuan corporate farm, there is serious fallout in other areas. Our health. Our local economies. Our sense of community.


Now we are stuck in a rut. For example, any time development is proposed, there must be a feasibility study to fund it. This is rearview-mirror thinking. It leads to more of the same types of development with all the same negative consequences.


The great news is it doesn’t have to be this way. We can take control of our own lives. We can build (or rebuild) our communities in a way that supports our health and happiness rather than detracting from them. We have the power to change our world. The story of Serenbe shows that it can be done.
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The Farm That Changed My Life
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Gravel road from the Serenbe community to The Inn at Serenbe. Photo by Ali Harper.


It all began, not surprisingly, in our own family backyard.


In 1991, my wife, Marie, and I took a drive in the country. We stopped at a historic farm that was for sale because we wanted our daughters, Garnie, Kara, and Quinn—then seven, five, and three years old—to see some farm animals.


When we arrived, the farm had the Shetland pony saddled and ready to go. And as for us? Well, we bought the farm.


The farm and historic house were in not-yet-named Chattahoochee Hill Country, a mere thirty miles from our home in downtown Atlanta, but it felt like ten thousand miles or (more accurately) fifty years away. We began a routine that would last for years: leaving Atlanta for the farm every weekend. When we arrived on Friday afternoons, our first stop was at the caught-in-a-time-machine gas station to fill up and get the windows washed, and the attendant always gave each girl a stick of bubble gum. I felt like I had returned to the country farms of my youth. I’d grown up in rural Colorado on a farm, but my farmland childhood had often been anything but bucolic or holistic. In the fresh air and open vistas of this farm, our farm, I felt alive and energetic, connected to my family, connected to the world, the land, the food I ate, and connected to my own body’s rhythms. I loved the physical labor, the joy of being outside. The more time I spent there, the more clearly I understood what fed me emotionally and physically.


My “weekday” life was blessed: I had experienced a great deal of success in the hospitality business, and my company of several midsized restaurants had been acquired by New York investors. Now, I oversaw two of the brands in the company’s portfolio of restaurants. It wasn’t why I got into the business, but what did I have to complain about? Except that my new nature-connected life was calling me. Until then, I hadn’t realized that my life before the farm was making me tired, frustrated, and often unhappy.


After three years of weekends and holidays spent connecting with nature and each other, Marie, the girls, and I found ourselves driving back into Atlanta one Monday morning. Sitting in traffic with smog settling over the city, I felt a profound desire to change my life permanently and fully commit to the country.


But how could I give up what I had worked so hard to achieve? I’d come a long way from the rural Colorado farm, the outhouse until I was twelve, the alcoholic father who couldn’t provide financial or emotional support. I was on a steadfast path to having a life very different from the one I’d known as a child. And here I was thinking about surrendering it to life on our farm, where nature nourished me but also caused painful flashbacks.


The call to change had snuck up on me, and it deserved an answer.


On that Monday morning drive back into downtown Atlanta thirty years ago, I resolved to make a change. Marie and the girls agreed. We would make the country home our permanent home. I gathered the courage to quit my job, sell what I considered my life’s work, and abandon people who counted on me to turn on the lights and grow our company. As difficult as it was, I needed to be true to myself and give my children what I didn’t have—a present, engaged father.


I was aware and grateful that my success had given me the luxury of this move without financial risk. Still, no matter a person’s financial or emotional state, it takes strength to change. You do best when there’s a brighter light ahead. (I didn’t know that, come 2020, a global pandemic would force so many of my fellow humans to evaluate their lives and look for that light as well.)


When my family and I retreated to the country, we experienced a total lifestyle shift, one that made us realize exactly how disconnected we had been from each other and from our values for years. For instance, shortly after we moved to the farm, something surprising happened: Marie and I relaxed as parents. We had never thought of ourselves as helicopter parents, but in hindsight, we might have been (at least a little). About six months after our move, I asked our daughters, “Are you glad we left the city?”


Expecting them to mention the farm animals we’d added to our lives, I was caught off guard by Garnie, our oldest, who was eleven at the time. She glanced at her sisters, then confidently replied, “Yes, we are free here.”


Curious, I asked what she meant. She explained, “In the city, even when we played in the backyard, we always knew you were watching from the window. But here, we feel free. No fences, just nature.”


And what a slice of the natural world it was! Although we’d initially moved with plans for just a horse and a couple of rabbits, the farm quickly grew into something much bigger. We were soon gifted goats and pigs, and as our animal family expanded, so did the lessons of responsibility for our daughters. They eagerly took on the tasks of feeding and watering the animals, learning care and compassion in ways that city life had never offered.


The move didn’t just give the girls freedom and a sense of responsibility, though; it gave all of us a chance to slow down and reconnect. While we had always tried to have dinner together in the city, our schedules often clashed with work meetings and other commitments. On the farm those conflicts disappeared, and family dinners became a cherished part of our daily routine. Many evenings began with harvesting fresh vegetables from the garden we had started and ended with long conversations around the table.


Our intergenerational family dynamic also blossomed. Shortly after we settled, Marie’s mother decided to move into our guesthouse. Later, we built her a home on the farm, strengthening the bonds along our family tree and further enriching the experience of extended family life.


The farmhouse itself became a central character in our story. At its heart was a potbelly stove, a relic of the home’s original design, which we chose to keep during the farmhouse’s expansion and renovation. Positioned near the kitchen and dining nook, the stove became the centerpiece of cozy winter evenings. Its radiant warmth often kept us lingering at the table long after dinner was finished, sharing stories and laughter as the fire crackled in the background. As the months and years passed, our gatherings came to include our farm’s neighbors—who became cherished friends—as well as our own family members.


At this point, the only gray clouds hanging over me were the literal ones I could see, about to deliver a beautiful afternoon rain. For the next six years, we enjoyed a bucolic lifestyle. Surrounded as we were by fields, forests, and open spaces, natural beauty and serenity were an intrinsic part of daily life. The quiet rhythm of the countryside, far removed from urban noise and crowds, soothed our nervous systems.


In particular, planting a garden was grounding and energizing. Working with the earth transformed ordinary days into opportunities for physical engagement. The digging, planting, weeding, and nurturing of plants felt as though it was revitalizing my body from the inside out. Even the sun seemed different here. The glow it imparted on my skin felt richer and healthier; distinct from the tans I once associated with days spent by the pool or at the beach.


A reporter who visited our farm to write about our transition to rural life and the later opening of Serenbe’s bed-and-breakfast commented on the polished appearance of my nails, assuming I must be indulging in manicures. She never suspected that their natural glow came not from salon visits but from working in the garden. It turns out that soil itself is teeming with life; beneficial microbes like Mycobacterium vaccae not only support immune health but also stimulate serotonin production, reduce inflammation, and promote gut health. These invisible allies in the dirt became part of the transformation I experienced.


When I wasn’t cultivating crops or coaxing flowers to grow, morning runs and afternoon walks through the natural landscape brought a meditative calm that I had never before experienced. This daily practice predated the popularity of Japanese forest bathing in the United States, which would later highlight the profound benefits of time spent immersed in nature, such as reduced stress and lower cortisol levels. Back then, I simply knew that time outdoors gave me a clarity and peace I’d never felt in the city.


After lunch on most weekdays, while the kids were at school, I would retreat to the daybed swing on our screened porch to read the papers. Inevitably, my reading would be interrupted by the weight of my eyelids, and I’d drift into an afternoon nap, lulled by the sounds of rustling leaves and birdsong. Somehow, I always woke in time to head out for carpool, feeling refreshed, present, and ready for engaging conversation on the way home.


Then came the significant day in 2000 when the bulldozer rolled onto the scene.


That morning, while running with Garnie, we heard an unpleasant, menacing noise coming from just over a rise in the road. When we got to the top, we saw the bulldozer, growling, eager to wipe out a forest of trees. I feared that the clearing would be used for tract housing. It didn’t make me feel much better when, weeks later, I found out it was for a landing strip for the neighbor’s prop plane.


This was my “backyard” they were encroaching on. Self-interest snapped me awake to the fact that seclusion from the world was bound to end once profit-motivated, shortsighted development (commonly called “progress”) found us. I wanted no change to my surroundings. I wanted to stop this angry yellow machine from razing acres of trees.


But just wanting it to stop would not make it so. That moment turned into something so much bigger for me—a bridge to the way I would ultimately think and act.


I had to do something to protect and honor the natural environment that had sustained me and my family—and so many others—over the years. I could buy up a certain amount of acreage, but I knew that hoarding land was no long-term solution. I began investigating alternatives to what I saw as reckless development and discovered a great division between developers driven by economic interest and conservationists concerned about ecological balance. I pondered why these had to be opposing camps. This is where the concept of building something else, Serenbe, came into being.


Conceptualizing a New Kind of Community


The seed of an idea had been planted, but I still had to build the place and, more accurately, the community, that I was envisioning.


I had thought simply moving full-time to the farm was enough to find fulfillment. Again, it turned out that life isn’t so simple. For the first time since our relocation, conflict and doubt had entered our pastoral little corner, and I was forced to consider: What really matters to me? What matters to my family? What is sustainable, durable—what’s a way of building and living that would have no reason to someday get bulldozed?
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