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FOREWORD


Christopher Nyerges has honed self-reliance to an art, not only to survive a disaster, but as a way of life. Equally at home in the city as in the wilderness, his life is an ongoing quest to thrive on less.


During the ’70s, I could not find backpacking gear in my size (being seven feet tall), so I taught myself how to make a lightweight sleeping bag, an all-weather jacket, and a pair of hiking and cross-country ski boots. A decade later, married with two children, I was growing enough vegetables to feed our family. But I never managed to bring down our utility bills and we always remained a high-input household. It takes discipline and dedication to disentangle ourselves from the consumer society.


The evolution of civilization is a process of increasing specialization and interdependence. Not only does every individual depend on a large number of specialists to live in comfort, but nowadays whole countries get in trouble during an interruption in global trade. Add to that modern management’s preoccupation with efficiency and the tight coupling of dependencies such as “just-in-time” to minimize inventory costs, and our vulnerability to any kind of natural disaster becomes even more pronounced. The shortages of protective equipment during the coronavirus pandemic is at least partly a result of this eagerness to maximize efficiency.


Every so often we need to be reminded of the likelihood of a natural disaster. Here in California, a major earthquake could disrupt electricity, water, internet, and mobile phone services for an extended time. The devastation could be so extreme and widespread that we will find ourselves in need of some basic survival skills.


In this book, Christopher shows us the many ways by which we can reduce our reliance on the trappings of modern living and thereby become more resilient in case of a natural disaster. Many of us may only be able to implement a few of Christopher’s many suggestions, but the book will serve as a lifelong reference and inspiration.


— Carel Struycken, actor and proponent of permaculture




INTRODUCTION


On the path to a sustainable life … in the city


Back a million years ago when I was in high school, my days were spent engrossed in the study of mycology, botany, and herbalism. Through the ancient knowledge of the use of wild plants, I saw the very salvation of the world that everyone else seemed to have forgotten and left behind.


I was still young, and not caught up in making money as the primary purpose and goal of my life. I truly thought that the problem with modern society was that there was something that “we” were all missing, or ignoring.


I moved to my grandfather’s farm in rural Ohio, since I believed that perhaps the methods built into farm living somehow imparted the simplicity and natural self-reliance I was seeking. But—in general—I found that farm people were just like everyone else in wanting the latest gadgets and technological devices as the main means to improve life. I saw some hope and solace in observing the rites of the Amish, who eschewed electricity and insisted on a life full of manual labor and community involvement. It did not hurt their goals to have large farms and large open spaces where they lived. Still, I was an outsider to the Amish. I wondered if their methods were possible to apply if I did not have a large farmstead, and a large group of like-minded neighbors.


When I returned to California, I was introduced to Richard White, who had recently founded a non-profit (White Tower Inc., or WTI), whose purpose was to teach city dwellers how to live their daily lives more ecologically. The raison d’être of his organization was to learn, study, live, and share techniques of wilderness survival, urban survival, economic survival, political survival, physical survival, and spiritual survival. He was a pioneer in this broad approach to life, and he took more than his share of criticism. I became his student, joined his organization, and let his influence dominate my thinking about the ways I could live more frugally, and get more for less.


Along the way, I learned many abiding principles that I’ve more or less followed all of my life. In both his private and public life, White was a radical minimalist, one who believed that it was best (physically, morally, spiritually) to not waste resources, and to use only those resources that you actually need. He completely embodied the Depression-era motto by Boyd K. Packer, to “Use it up, wear it out, make it do, or do without.”


I believe that if there had ever been a serious catastrophe where he lived during his lifetime, he would have continued his daily routine, more or less unhampered. Such was the degree of his minimalism. It is from my interactions with White that many of the lessons of this book derive.


As a part of my involvement with White’s non-profit, I was introduced to another pioneer, Marshall Greenwood, about whom an article had been written in the Los Angeles Times. Greenwood was described as “America’s Greatest Poor Man,” and he wrote a book describing his lifestyle and how he managed to live on $99 a month in his San Diego apartment. In the writings of Greenwood, I found a like-minded person who described the folly of so many of the products of modern life which so many people believe they cannot live without. Greenwood lived a good life without having to pay for all the stuff he considered nonessential. In fact, he discovered—in much the way that Thoreau discovered, as I have discovered—that many of the trappings of modern life keep us very busy being very busy. They keep us too distracted to live life fully and too often keep us from living our life to its fullest potential. We mistake acquiring a lot of stuff for a truly meaningful and successful life.


At this time, I was living in Pasadena, practiced organic gardening in the side yard, and bicycled most of the time. I was a student of botany, mycology, and journalism at the local college. Soon, I moved into northeast Los Angeles, and worked more actively with White’s new non-profit, and taught inner-city youth such skills as fence building, framing small structures, gardening, and landscaping. In that capacity, I became aware of an empty house on a one-acre lot in that neighborhood. I occupied that house, fixed it up, and squatted there for a year and a half. As a result of that unique situation, I used the opportunity to practice low-impact self-reliant living. I grew some of my food, and raised some animals. I practiced composting, and used a small wood-stove for some of my cooking. I learned to make usable furniture from discarded wood, and I collected and used rainwater. All these things I did because I wanted to practice living lightly on the land. I worked all the time, though since I only had a few part-time jobs, all my practices were very much low-budget. In fact, to be accurate, they were “no-budget.”


That was over forty years ago, and a lot has happened since then as I have continued to seek and find ways to live a low-cost ecological lifestyle. It has never been my intent to do these things in order to coerce others to change their lifestyles. I was concerned about my own personal choices, and the impact of my choices upon the environment. If others found some value in what I did, I always found that to be a good thing. However, I mostly heard (usually third-hand) the negative comments. These included, “What he does is very impractical,” or, “He wouldn’t need to do those things if he just got a job,” and even, “He’s a bum.” Yes, I understand such feelings.


As I understood from the descendants of the peers of Thoreau, he was by no means admired during his lifetime. Rather, he was regarded as somewhat lazy, a bum, and someone who would not, or could not, hold a job. Thoreau was seen as someone who would rather hang out in the woods with the Indians rather than working at some job in town. Only today is Thoreau’s simplicity valued by school teachers and intellectuals who wish to capture those lessons of self-reliance for a modern generation.


White was well aware of the ravages caused to the earth by everyone’s voracious appetite for more and more stuff. He often used the excesses of the Christmas season to make his point, namely, how we rush about on crowded highways, buying lots of stuff that we can barely afford, in the hopes of abiding by the societal norm of giving things to other people. Should we actually be commemorating what should be a Holy Time by this excess of wanton consumerism?


Once, during one of his educational exercises, we dumped a post-Christmas trash can and analyzed the items that are routinely and casually tossed away. At least half was packaging, mostly paper-based, and now just wasted. The other half consisted of products that could still be used, or recycled, but are now just discarded. These were items manufactured from wood, paper, plastic, glass, metal, and maybe fabric. We took our time to discuss what it took for our society to get to the point that such valuable products could be manufactured for our ease, and we discussed the ramifications on the environment to produce such products merely to discard them into landfills. We came to see how our buying habits were part of the worldwide trash problem, and degradation of the environment.


Since a big component of White’s non-profit was “spiritual survival” (he also emphasized physical survival, wilderness survival, emotional survival, mental survival, moral survival, and economic survival), we looked at each discarded item from the standpoint of Karma.


By Karma—the Law of Cause and Effect—White was intending for each of his mentees to take responsibility for any and all resources that they came into contact with, a goal that most regarded as “impractical.” The short version of this is that we create our own destinies by our millions of choices, including how we use resources. “If you waste water,” he told us, “you will find yourself—sooner or later—in a situation with no water, or less than you need.” That could manifest as drought, toxic water from fracking, or even inability to pay the water bill. Though he often spoke about the effects that industry has on the lives of many (fouled air, water, and land), he emphasized that the way to improve our status is to improve the quality of our personal and private choices.


This book arose from several of my experiences: The most important influence was Richard White and the positive but frugal urban lifestyle he lived and taught. I was also a squatter for a year and a half in the city of Los Angeles, and took many West Coast hitch-hiking trips and numerous camping trips throughout the Southwest. It was my great desire to live off the land like the great homesteaders of a century earlier. All of these experiences influenced my point of view as to why we have the economical and environmental problems we have, and how the solution begins with our personal choices.


SOME PERSONAL BACKGROUND


I was a squatter between 1977 into 1979, when I experimented and learned much about urban animal husbandry, raising food, wild foods, alternatives to conventional power sources, alternatives to the flush toilet, and so on.


During this time, after I had met Richard White, the combination of my experiences led me to the insight that the primary reason we are still facing an ecological crisis is because we are not collectively choosing a lifestyle that is compatible with environmental health. It is not very complicated!


I was able to live well on less, while experimenting with food and power production, recycling, and gardening. In moments of reflection—usually late at night—I realized that most urban dwellers rush through the best part of their lives to make money at their job, to support a non-ecological home and lifestyle that simply further exacerbates all our economic and ecological problems. Most often, these choices are made because there seem to be no other options, and so millions work in big cities when they’d rather live elsewhere, so they’d be close to the job that enables them to support the lifestyle that they’d rather not have.


Though many books had been written on how to move to a rural area and become self-sufficient there, few practical guidebooks had been written for the urban dweller who also wants to live ecologically and be a part of the solution. In fact, perhaps most city dwellers don’t really have the option to move to a rural environment.


When the idea for this book first arose, it was intended that it would provide a basic blueprint for the average city dweller to become more self-reliant. It was intended to provide simple choices for anyone who wanted to be a part of the solution. All of the ideas and choices were to be within the existing social structure, legal, simple, and economical. In other words, my associates and I wanted every reader to say, “Hey, I can do that today, in my own kitchen, or backyard, and it doesn’t cost me anything!” We wanted every reader to realize that there was, and is, nothing to wait for, and no need to sit around hoping “the government” does something.


An early, very different version of this book was released in 1980, and yet another version was created 1998, when we were getting lots of calls from worried people who were being told that the world would end when 2000 rolled around due to the Y2K computer problem.


We started doing research, and were pretty certain that the world was not going to come to an end at the end of 1999. Still, we found ourselves telling people to do all the things that they should do to prepare for a major earthquake. That is, store food and water, have medical supplies, cooking supplies, a simple toilet in the backyard, cash on hand, a woodstove, solar panels, and so on.


If the worst-case Y2K scenario was to come to pass, it would be like a major earthquake disrupting everything, but the buildings would still be standing!


We soon found ourselves fielding so many queries that we started conducting seminars to reassure city people that the world would not end and that there were positive actions they could take.


When January 2000 rolled around, no one was interested in Y2K anymore, but all the basic details of self-reliant living found in this book were—and are—still valid and viable: an efficient living shelter, water, food, cooking, hygiene, alternatives to electricity, communications, wise use of resources, community and safety, and how we live our lives.


The Great Tsunami of Christmas 2004 showed us that quick extinctions (like Noah’s flood) can and do happen without apparent warning. Hurricane Katrina not only told us that it can happen to us, but that it is foolhardy to make no preparations and pretend that the government will take care of you in the post-disaster landscape. War, rumors of war, famines, political instability, economic instability, viruses and biological contamination, the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse, the Beast—all these real and fictional issues are causes for concern to the average family.


As I write this, everyone is still reeling over the coronavirus pandemic of 2020, wondering whether government actions made things worse, or made things better. Whatever is finally determined, it’s good to keep in mind that you can never prepare for everything. This is partly due to the fact that the thing that eventually gets you is the very thing that you had not even considered!


Still, this is not a book about surviving a disaster. This is a book for simple living, with a focus on city living. Part of this simple living includes the topic of “economic survival” since this is such a fundamental building block of everything else in modern society. Money cannot be ignored.


THOREAU REVISITED


Remember, what you are about to read will include many of my ideas and perspectives, but at the end of the day, this is all about the basic principles of living ecologically and economically—in the city! The city is where most of us live, like it or not. And when I try to get into Thoreau’s mind, I realize that, in essence, he just walked to the edge of his town and chose to take care of himself, mostly by himself, so he could take the time to ponder what life is all about. In his day, and especially in our day, each of us is told from childhood that we must rush about all day long—get an education so you can get a job so you can occupy yourself all day with some mundane dollar-making activity so you can die in peace. Yes, perhaps it is not all that bad, but I can recall sitting through endless hours of “the job” and feeling so spiritually and mentally stifled, all the while telling myself I had no other choice. I realized from reading Thoreau that there are endless choices we can make to create the type of life we want to live. And there are many forms of work beside the job that you do for money.


I respect the courage that it took for Thoreau to build his own home, and produce his own food, and take the time to have meaningful conversations with the other denizens of the forest. And perhaps the most meaningful point that I derived from Thoreau, and other such seekers-of-meaning, is that you don’t really have to go anywhere else, and you don’t need to wait for someone or something. Just take one step to creating and living a “sustainable” lifestyle. Do it now, today, where you are. That was the lesson I learned from Thoreau, Marshall Greenwood, Richard E. White, and a handful of other pioneers I have met along the way.


THE MODERN WORLD


In my quest for sustainability, voluntary simplicity, and ecological living, I am well aware that the technological aspects of our world have changed dramatically, in some cases year by year. We now have interconnectedness via the internet, and apps, and smartphones, and wireless, and drones, and instant gratification in almost all areas. These are all mixed blessings, since they provide us with so many benefits, yet at the same time, we are increasingly dependent on these new technologies to get our information and our supplies. We thus live in an increasingly more dangerous world, since the ground-level knowledge of how to do the most basic skills of human life is less and less commonplace.


Regardless of all the technologies you decide to use, never lose sight of the fact that any electronic conveyance can fail you when you least expect it, for reasons way beyond your control. Never lose sight of the fact that your skills that you have worked hard to develop are always yours, and your relationships with other people (especially in hard times) are more valuable than gold.


I hope that you find this book useful in your quest for self-reliance. This is a very basic blueprint of what anyone can do in their own home, in their own yards, to be a part of the solution to the ecological crisis facing us all. It should be clear to you that each chapter of this slim book could be an entire book. My goal, however, was to provide the basic overview of what each of you can do now. We welcome your suggestions and questions.
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CHAPTER ONE


THE CITY: IS THERE AN IDEAL FORM?


“The measure of any great civilization is its cities and a measure of a city’s greatness is to be found in the quality of its public spaces, its parks and squares.”—John Ruskin


WHAT IS A LIVEABLE CITY? A SUSTAINABLE VIEW OF PUBLIC SPACES…


As populations inevitably increase, and urban centers grow more crowded, how should we think about the public spaces that everyone uses? Let’s talk a little about public spaces before we get to your personal space.


The public spaces in our cities can define how we feel, and what we do. They can define the very nature of our existence, much in the way that geography nearly always defines the character and the activities of the people who live there. How we build out our public spaces can create a fulfilling and exciting life, or it can lead to hell on Earth. While it is probably not possible to create public spaces for large numbers of people that please all the people all the time, we can still attempt to define the ideal public spaces in terms of human scale, sustainability, ecologic principles, health, and enjoyability.


The economics involved in planning, permitting, and building public spaces are obvious aspects that can prove to be limiting factors, in some cases. Sometimes, money is not a limitation, per se, but rather a motivating factor. If there is much more money to be made by adding ever-more buildings than there is in creating, or preserving, open and/or green space, the monetary side all too often wins. Yes, it often comes down to just that: profit now vs. long-term sustainability, one of the huge realities that face those who fight for sustainable public spaces, especially where private property, and personal profits, are involved—as they often are.


THE MEXICAN ZOCALO 


I decided to live in Cuernavaca, Mexico, one summer some years ago, for the express purpose of learning Spanish. During this first long stay in Mexico, I experienced a mindset that governs life and the ways that their towns and cities are used. Indeed, “public space” was a concept that was very real and alive in this town, and in nearly all the small towns I visited in Mexico.


Like the town square of every small American town, every Mexican town has at least one zocalo. The zocalo is the large square where there is typically a raised platform for speakers and music. There are large paved areas for walking, or dancing. The zocalo is often arranged with rows of trees throughout, and nearly always with a perimeter of trees. Many of the Mexican zocalos have rows of stores on all four sides. On the weekends, there are often musical events, and temporary booths that would appear for craft and food vendors to provide for the many shoppers. The zocalo is the place to meet people. You feel safe and comfortable there.


I realized that the zocalo was not so much the product of a city engineer as it was the organic manifestation of a society that likes to meet together, and insists on having that place to do so. The zocalo probably has its roots in the large central ball courts of the Maya and Aztecs, which appeared to be the center of social, political, and religious life. Every town and city needs its zocalo—perhaps with some tweaks—as the most ecological way to let our building practices support a healthy population.
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The Mexican zocalo is heavily planted, and full of benches to sit. It is a place where crafters sell their products and musicians play.
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Entertainers attract a crowd in a Mexican zocalo.
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When one sees the vastness of the ball courts and other open spaces of the Maya, you wonder how exactly these spaces were used. Were these the precursors to the zocalo and town square?


A LESSON NOT ALWAYS


As I have traveled through many cities of southern California, and throughout the United States, I realize that every community needs public space, and the zocalo or traditional public square is a great place to start. It must be centrally located, and it must be inviting. It must be where people will naturally go, and it must feel safe. It need not be massive—many of the world’s great public spaces are relatively small. A great view of a lake or ocean is nice, but not essential. It has to be people-friendly where you can sit and meet your neighbors, get a bite to eat, and feel confident to say hello to anyone present.


Of course, there are many attempts to create great new public spaces, but sometimes the priorities are not in order. There are many examples of commercial public space in the United States, which can be an open or enclosed mall, or other shopping sites where they have placed a token fountain and statue and some grass so you don’t feel that it is entirely for commercial purposes. Except that, it is.


GENERAL ECOLOGIC PRINCIPLES FOR PUBLIC SPACE


What are the basic principles that should govern the thinking of urban planners and architects when planning meaningful public space? I may not automatically define these factors as I walk through various public spaces, but I will inevitably be left with some impression—which can range from feeling very uplifted, to the other extreme of wanting to get out of there as quickly as possible.


So, when urban planners examine great public spaces, certain aspects are most commonly cited for that “greatness” that we all want to experience.


PEOPLE-FRIENDLY


The space need not be prohibitively large, like the great Russian plazas where thousands of soldiers neatly line up when the weapons are promenaded each year in front of the politburo. Such a vast expanse of cement is not people-friendly. A good public space feels good, looks good, and smells good (food and flowering trees). People want to be there. It is most likely a place where vehicles are not allowed, though this is not always the case.


Local merchants sell homemade products in this Mexican zocalo, or town square.


FLORA


Lawns are not essential, but green spaces are necessary. If it’s absolutely not possible to have pockets or lines of fragrant and beautiful vegetation, there should at least be as many trees as possible. Trees should be selected that are appropriate to the area, and planners need to do their homework and discover which local native plants would do best in a public space. Yes, trees that produce food would be great, but you’d not want to plant fruit or nut trees that require an excessive amount of cleanup, or that would attract rats or ants.
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Farmers markets allow people to buy fresh produce, and meet their neighbors. They do not require large amounts of space, but should be inviting and attractive.
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The public space should offer a balance of nature, commerce, culture, and community.
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Oscar Duardo operates a neighborhood public garden in northeast Los Angeles, on an old house lot, immediately adjacent to the downtown district.
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Neighborhood gardens often co-exist in the urban downtown areas, where they are perhaps needed the most.
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Guerilla gardeners will plant corn and other plants wherever there is bare soil.
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In what had been a large cement sprawl, the city of Pasadena has “softened” the area by planting drought-tolerant plants around much of the perimeter.
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Rooftop trees and plants can add shade, oxygen, and beauty to downtown areas.


WATER WORKS


Some great public spaces are near lakes, or rivers, or an ocean. People are always attracted to water because it feels good to be around water, and the negative ions around water make such spots healthy places to be. If a public space is not around water, it would be good to add a pond or a fountain. To keep the water circulated, solar-powered pumps are relatively easy to obtain these days.
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A public water fountain. Where water is scarce, it can be recycled.
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A popular and traditional fountain at Pasadena’s city hall.


CHAIRS AND BENCHES


People stand and people walk, and in the places where we gather, we sit. A great public space really needs chairs and tables, ideally built locally of cement so they last forever, or built from local wood by local craftspeople. Still, there are public spaces with no chairs or tables, and they are inviting places where you can even sit on the ground as you wish.
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A water feature in a shopping venue which mimics a stream and small waterfall.


ARTWORK


Artwork is not essential to a public space, though the buildings and infrastructure can easily contain art in the form of sculpture or murals.


Planners of public spaces should always think long term, and avoid current fads or movements. Avoid political or religious themes in public art, and avoid extreme abstracts that invite derision or confusion. I have a personal bias toward art that is realistic and meaningful. For example, the Protection statue at Forest Lawn mortuary in Glendale, California, is one of my favorites.


THE NATURAL LANDSCAPE


Because so many urban public places have been created from the ground up, they may look “natural,” though they are not. Those which do the best are those where the planners took careful note of the actual pre-existing landscape. They took into account the wind flow for that area, the movement of sun and shade throughout the day, the contours of the land. And they chose plants and trees which in time become an integral part of that landscape. If edible plants are grown, such as fruit trees, it’s best to get a local organization on board first, such as an organization that would make sure all the fruit is collected, and used, and not left to rot and become a problem.
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Universal themes are best. Here is the famous “Protection” statue, where the father holds the bow, protecting the mother with child.
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Here Pasadena honors its famous son, Jackie Robinson, in the city hall square.
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Public art in Tabasco, Mexico, featuring the enigmatic “Olmec heads,” whose identity remains a mystery. These were dug out of the ground, remnants of the pre-Mayan culture, and are now popular public art, embodying art and culture.
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Unique metal musicians in Yucatan.


THE JAPAN MODEL


Remember, “public space” is not simply the public square. Public space is any space that is not privately owned, and over which the local jurisdiction can exercise some control. In some cases, what we call “public space” can also be applied to the private space that we see, referring to such cases where billboards on private land can still mar an otherwise beautiful view that you experience while walking or driving on public land. This can also refer to a tall building that blocks your view of the mountains, or a tall building that blocks out your sunlight.


It is worth looking at the Japanese model.


THE DESIGN CODE


What is loosely called the “design code” in Manazuru, Kanagawa, Japan, gradually developed because the residents loved the quality of their city. Because those special qualities attracted ever-more people who wanted to reside there, business interests were also attracted. The local people created a series of concepts to maintain the character of the city, the character that attracted everyone there in the first place.


The design code is similar to the building and safety codes of major cities, but rather than strict rules, it is more a series of overall guidelines. Builders would meet with local legislators and other citizens to make sure their project meets the design code. In some cases, the project is disallowed. In some cases, the project will be modified so that the spirit of the design code is maintained. Briefly, here are some of the key elements of the design code.


DON’T BLOCK THE VIEW OF THE OCEAN


In many US and European cities, land rights are regarded as vertical, and land owners are often allowed whatever meets building guidelines and height guidelines. Blocking your neighbor’s view is typically not regarded. However, in Manazuru, everyone’s view is regarded as important. In planning meetings, the effect of your project on the neighbor’s view would be discussed. The view of the ocean is so special to everyone that new buildings and additions must not obscure your neighbor’s view.


PASSAGEWAYS AND ALLEYS BETWEEN HOUSES


One of the quaint features of Manazuru and surrounding areas is the alleyways that run between the houses. These are narrow paths, not full streets, and they allow walkers to get around, and often meet their neighbors. Maintaining these walkways is an integral part of the design code. It also means that houses will not be built right atop each other, as you see done in parts of San Francisco and other big cities in the US.


KEEP ALL THE CITRUS TREES


Citrus trees were once widely planted throughout Kanagawa, and they are regarded as a local treasure. Thus, residents are urged to not cut any of them down, and even to plant more. They are regarded not just as a source of food for the body, but as a source of food for the soul as well.


LOCALLY SOURCE BUILDING SUPPLIES


Where possible, the design code encourages builders and homeowners to use local timber and stone and other local building materials. Not only does this provide somewhat of a consistent appearance, but it is also beneficial in that it seeks to continually support local craftspeople.


WORK WITH NEIGHBORS TO GET AGREEMENTS


One of the key elements of the design code is that it requires builders to not hide what they are planning, but to openly discuss it with those whom the project may affect. This takes time, and is not always easy. However, when both “sides” meet together, face to face, and share their concerns, most of the obstacles and challenges can be resolved equitably.


Of course, the design code is not a panacea, and may not be as easy to institute in countries that do not have the group ethic that you find in Japan. Still, city planners whose blueprints and ideas shape the feel of public space should seriously study the design code.


SUMMARY


For a public space to be noteworthy and special, the following qualities should all be present:


• The space is safe and welcoming to all who live nearby. People should not only want to visit such a place, but they should want to return often.


• There must be space where people can walk or bicycle, where automobiles are not present.


• The local culture and history should be reflected in some way (e.g., Olvera Street in old downtown Los Angeles).


• There are social activities that occur there that invite people to enter (e.g., food, dance, meetings, chess, music, Tai Chi, etc.).


• There are architectural or natural features that are appealing and of interest to all ages.


• The public space must have a good relationship to the surrounding area, whether that is stores, or schools, or park spaces. The best public places are surrounded by diversity, not uniformity.


• The space must be well maintained, and kept clean. This may mean hiring a maintenance staff, or organizing volunteers. Good public spaces can be quickly abandoned by most people if they fill with trash and graffiti, and criminal activity.


A great public space should have as many of these qualities as possible. The designers of the space (especially where it was designed from the ground up) must also grasp that the space will be entered and used by living, breathing people who live in that area. A great public space is not a static museum to be looked at, but it is rather a dynamic entity, vitalistic, which (if properly conceived) will take on a life of its own, and will serve to uplift all who go there.




CHAPTER TWO


SHELTER: OUR PERSONAL LIVING SPACES


Now that we’ve discussed the “big picture,” let’s look at our personal living spaces. If you’re living in the city, you’re living in a house or apartment. You own your place, or you rent a place. This book is addressed to the average urban dweller who enjoys the benefits of urban living, but dislikes what seems to be the inherent overuse and misuse of resources that city living seems to encourage and accept. Most city dwellers don’t think about it too much, but too many of the urban resources are provided from outside agencies, such as electricity, plumbing for our water, and natural gas.


Our goal is to make your home—even a small urban home—more ecological and sustainable. You probably can’t be a fully self-sufficient farmer, but you can grow at least some of your food. You can use your garbage to create soil. You can use fewer electrical appliances and decrease your dependence, and you can use more manual appliances. You can learn to capture some of the sun that shines on your home for electricity and cooking your food. You can begin to capture some of the rain that falls on your place, and you can do your best to keep all your rain on your property. In other words, you can maximize the ecological quotient of your little place in the city. You can be a part of the solution.


In this chapter, let’s discuss how you can make the shelter you live in more economical and ecological.


Let’s look at the many time-proven methods that you can do so that your home will provide you with warmth in the summer, and cooling in the winter, simply by the way the house is built, modified, and located.


[Note: This book does not address building an efficient home from the ground up. That sort of information can be found in countless other books, such as Living Homes: Stone Masonry, Log and Strawbale Construction, 6th Edition, 2010, by Tom Elpel, or The New Net Zero: Leading-Edge Design and Construction of Homes and Buildings for a Renewable Energy Future (2014), by Bill Maclay, and other books.]


DEALING WITH HEAT AND COLD


HOW TO BE COOL


There are natural forces that we can tap in order to stay cooler indoors when it is scorching hot outside. Part of our ability to tap these natural forces has much to do with how well the house was planned, and aligned in its particular terrain, and how well it was built. Unfortunately for most of us, we’re living in a house built by someone decades ago with no regard to sun and wind alignment, and no regard to ecological and economical living. So we end up trying to do the best we can with what we have. We have to find the way to make the best of a bad situation. So let’s try to get back to the basics. Let’s review some of the many principles that enable us to stay cool.


We are always assaulted by the forces of nature, especially in the form of what we call weather—heat, cold, wind, rain, storms. How the masses of hot air and cold air come together and create weather is fascinating, and you’d benefit by learning more about it in a good book such as Eric Sloane’s Weather Book.


Part of the problem of settled people is that we have plopped ourselves down in our homes and cities and we have no desire nor ability to move nomadically with the seasons. Plus, there are just too many of us today to do that. So we deal with the conditions of weather, wherever we are.


Before we address specific details of your house, let’s just take a moment and look at our own body and how it’s designed to help us stay cool.


When it’s hot, we sweat. The sweat cools us down a bit. Yet in our modern world, people are often inappropriately concerned about the fact that our bodies are designed to sweat. There is a million-dollar industry designed to make us smell good because we sweat. I understand that. But any drugs or surgery designed to prevent the body from sweating is not a good idea, and ultimately bad for the health of the body. The body is designed to sweat for a reason. The pores not only excrete water to help cool us down, but they also excrete toxins.


LIQUIDS


As we sweat, we are losing water in the process. So when it’s hot, we should also drink more fluids. Now, we drink to replenish fluids, but some fluids actually lead to a greater net loss than a net gain. For example, alcohol, and sometimes coffee, might replenish the water our body is losing by sweating, but the increase in perspiration and urination may be greater than what we’re putting in. So, when it is very hot, drink more fluids, but not alcohol.
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