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PART I
RECLAIMING TINY HOUSES




1
WHY TINY? WHY RECLAIMED?


Tiny houses have captured the imagination of people for more than a decade now. The promise of affordable housing is an enticing proposition in today’s world. We see people struggling to find themselves in this modern age, a time defined by “bigger is better,” “keeping up with the Joneses,” and a mentality that tells us we must always strive for more, go faster, and achieve perfection.


Tiny houses stand in stark contrast to this outlook. Small homes, which typically range from 100 to 400 square feet, have drawn much attention as a viable alternative to traditional housing because of cost, design sense, and environmental friendliness.


In this book we profile tiny houses of all shapes, sizes, and styles, which embody the spirit of the movement. These homes are built with a purpose: to pare down on space and possessions in order to focus on the important things in life.


While many want tiny houses to be confined in a neat box, the truth is a tiny house, at its core, is about breaking preconceived notions of what a house is.


The essence of a tiny home is not the square footage, it is not space-saving storage, it is not a particular style or design practice. Rather, a tiny house is a structure that provides everything you need to live your best life in the most efficient and cost-effective manner possible.


A tiny house is a home that conforms to the following three principles:




	It focuses on effective use of space.


	It relies on good design to meet the needs of the residents.


	It serves as a vehicle to a lifestyle that the resident wishes to pursue.





A tiny home for a family of four might be 1,000 square feet. For one single person a house of 150 square feet might be right, while another individual might want 300 square feet. All of these are tiny houses.


Reclaimed Materials and Their Role in Tiny Houses


There is often a correlation between people who are interested in tiny homes and people who are both environmentally conscious and budget minded. Their ethos are closely aligned. It is no surprise then that we find a lot of people using reclaimed materials in tiny houses.


Many looking to make the move into a tiny house are looking for a more affordable way to live. Others want to live in a home that is gentle on the earth and lessens their impact. Reclaimed materials are great in meeting both of these goals.


Lots of people don’t have enough funds to build a home, so using reclaimed materials is the only way to make the construction of a house possible. They don’t want to spend years saving, so using reclaimed materials can cut down on the time to when they can walk in the front door. Time and money are both precious commodities, and using reclaimed materials as a way to achieve your dream of living in a tiny home more quickly can have a profound impact on the trajectory of your life.


There are others who are drawn to the aesthetics of reclaimed materials, the rich tones aged wood can bring, the unique look of their house that comes from materials with a history. Often using salvaged materials can lead to innovations, creating homes with a lot of character. Many people like the fact that they are able to design and build a house that is purpose-built to their lives, their tastes, and their needs.


This is a strong contrast with modern-day tract homes, which are built “on spec” and optimized for an “ideal buyer,” a data-driven profile created by market research. That research is used to create a home that appeals to the largest segment of home buyers. What this means is today’s modern homebuilding isn’t really built for anyone; it’s built to maximize sale and resale. The person who lives in that home doesn’t get a house built for her or his life but for someone else’s.


Finally tiny house people love reclaimed materials because they allow for a story. The story comes both from the life that the materials afford them in a tiny house and the stories from the materials themselves. Obtaining reclaimed materials is a complex process. You must interact with many different people to piece together the materials for your house. Such a process, finding everything you need, often requires a strong social network of individuals. Through all our interviews with people who used reclaimed materials in their homes, we found they had to construct a strong web of relationships for their homes to be completed. This brings a narrative of connected humans and objects to each of these houses.


All these things add up to stories about the people who helped you build your tiny home and the materials that ended up in it—stories that you then share with others when they come into the tiny house. In building your home, you are writing the next chapter in that material’s story.


Tiny Home Cost


A huge advantage of tiny houses and, in particular, the ones that use reclaimed materials, is their cost. The expense of a tiny house pales in comparison to that of a traditional house. The cost of housing has grown dramatically over the past sixty-five years. This is particularly noticeable today when income has stagnated. In 1950 the median household income was $4,237 and the average house cost was $7,354 for an income to home cost equivalent of 1.7. Compared to today, the median household income is $51,939 and the average house cost is $343,300 for an income to home cost equivalent of 6.6.


This sharp increase means that most people can no longer afford to purchase a home. Even if they are able to earn enough to qualify for a mortgage, more and more homeowners owe more on their mortgage than they can actually earn in a standard working life. Mortgages used to have fifteen-year terms; today the norm is thirty years, but we are beginning to see a rise in forty-year mortgages and reverse mortgages just to make owning a home possible.


Considering the average home in America sold for $341,500 in 2015, tiny houses are a breath of fresh air. The average tiny home built by its owner costs an average of $20,000, a price easily achievable for many people with a few years’ savings. The houses we profile in this book range in cost from $7,000 to $25,000, the average being around $13,000.
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Tiny Home Design


Beyond the cost of the home, tiny houses are an attractive option because of their design. Often a great deal of care is devoted to their aesthetics and layout. They are homes that are built and designed from the ground up for the occupant, because to live in such a small space, you must have it perfectly customized to you.


Tiny home designers focus on both the structural and social aspects of a home. How does the design impact how its owner interacts with the space? How do the placement and design choices of storage, seating, windows, and materials impact the feeling of the space? Does the storage hide clutter to promote a clear mind? Do the windows extend the sight line to make the home feel bigger? Do the materials provide a warm sensory experience?


It is this attention to details and interactions that people find so appealing. Modern home designs largely ignore these things, so it is a breath of fresh air to many when they see quality design. Modern cookie-cutter neighborhoods are predicated on designs that maximize profits, not the owner’s happiness. Large-scale builders strive to minimize lot sizes to increase the number of units per acre. They focus on formulas for optimal marketability, and they cut corners in building quality to such an extent that code enforcers must step in to keep many builders honest.


Good design itself is difficult to put a number to, but the feeling it creates, a comfort within a space, is undeniable. Mass-market homebuilding can’t market design, so it concentrates on telling prospective buyers about the number of rooms, square footage, granite countertops, and walk-in closets. While big house Realtors sell to the largest number of people—which they define as their market—they have honed their house designs to a type; anyone outside of that ideal customer has a difficult time buying, building, or selling a home. Today most homebuilders design homes for large families, with extra rooms for entertaining and accommodating guests. As a result many single millennial home buyers are forced to buy homes with multiple bedrooms that will remain mostly empty.


Reclaimed Materials


The use of reclaimed materials in housing is nothing new, but it’s seen a recent rise in popularity as people look for unique ways to decorate and build their space. Reclaimed materials have a long history that is rooted in practicality. Reclaiming materials was and is an efficient way to build and maximize what you already have. At a time when hardware stores weren’t on every corner selling inexpensive lumber, you saved on the labor of milling boards.


Way back when, cutting trees into dimensional shapes was difficult and labor intensive. Back in the pioneer days, buildings were constructed by hand hewing logs with which to build and later hand sawing them. It was only later that modern lumber mills began processing lumber with methods that didn’t require removing material by hand with an axe or hand saw.


Today’s mills are advanced operations that precisely monitor moisture, use lasers to scan for perfect cuts, and employ computer-controlled milling to maximize the boards yield per log. Add to this a global transport system allowing for goods to be moved quickly around the world and we now have lumber that is easily accessible and cheap to buy. We’ve come a long way, but the appeal of reclaimed materials is still ever-present—however, for different reasons.


What Are Reclaimed Materials?


In today’s world we often focus on buying new, but there has been a rise in recycled and repurposed materials in all aspects of our lives. Lumber is no different. At its simplest definition reclaimed wood is lumber that was used for one construction project, but is then salvaged and used in another.


Typically when we speak of reclaimed wood, we are talking about wood that was harvested some time ago and possesses some unique attributes that new wood does not. Often people prefer to leave it in its original form, instead of milling it or chipping it. This doesn’t have to be the case, but it is often implicit.


Broadly speaking, we can also consider wood that has been recycled to be reclaimed as well. This is a growing trend in the building-material industry as it looks to maximize its use of materials.


There are two main types of recycling in wood products: industrial wood product waste and recaptured wood materials. With any manufacturing operation you will find some waste from the process; in the case of wood product manufacturing, this includes wood pulp, sawdust, and rejected materials. Recaptured wood products are discarded consumer wood products collected in mass, chipped, and then used to make new products; a good example is retired pallets that are chipped and turned into particle board.


Then there are items besides lumber, such as fixtures, handles, lights, scrap metal sheeting, used windows and doors, along with a whole host of other materials. These items are often kept in their original form and either used again in the same way or reconfigured into new creative uses.
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Why Should You Use Reclaimed Materials?


As is the case with tiny houses, the reasons for wanting to use reclaimed materials are varied. Reclaimed materials offer many opportunities and drawbacks, so it’s up to you to determine what makes sense for you to use in your tiny home. Following are some common reasons why people use them.


THEY’RE BUDGET-FRIENDLY MATERIALS


One of the biggest reasons people use reclaimed materials is because they can save a lot of money when it comes to building their home. There are opportunities to reclaim lumber from old buildings, items and fixtures from building salvage stores, and everything and anything from those who no longer need the materials.


You may not have a lot of funds, but you do have free time. In many cases it’s enough payment that you can show up and haul away the materials. In this way you’re able to gain building materials for free. In many cases you’ll have to act quickly so it’s important to be flexible and ready to take advantage of opportunities that present themselves.
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