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Building and inhabiting a small cabin in rural North 

Carolina gave the writer a mechanism for spiritual and 

philosophical growth. Initially, the project focused 

on sustainable living. Construction and living in the 

cabin, however, allowed the themes of simple living, 

bioregionalism, and embracing a place to emerge. The 

cabin created the need to live simply and 

purposefully. Life there required continuous 

interaction with and understanding of the natural 

world. Ultimately this led to embracing community and 

developing a desire to establish permanency there. 
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FINDING MY WAY; A JOURNEY DOWN A PATH TO A CABIN IN THE WOODS 

“The plumber was digging around in the pipes & he saw something shine in 

the muck & it turned out to be the soul of the last tenant. He gave it 

to me & I said I wonder how we can return it & he shrugged & said he 

found stuff life that all the time. You'd be amazed what people lose, 

he said.” (Andreas, 29) 

This is a narrative about building and living in a cabin in the 

woods. It is also about my pilgrimage with this cabin; what began as a 

physical endeavor soon became a spiritual journey. Initially, my intent 

for building the cabin was to experiment with issues of sustainability. 

But as the experiment progressed, it became much more. It became an 

awareness and an acceptance of my life as an integral piece of the 

natural world into which I 'was born into, and the cultural world in 

which I grew up in. 

Life prior to the cabin 

In 1996, I purchased a ten acre wooded lot in Orange County, North 

Carolina. At the time, I lived iin the city of Durham, North Carolina. 1 

found that walking the suburban streets left me apprehensive and 

distracted. This was most evident when I took walks through the woods. 

These walks brought me peace and mindfulness. I came to the realization 

that I would always feel a sense of dis-ease living in the city. While 

cities have a lot to offer those who enjoy the human made communal 

infrastructure, the community I find fulfilling requires more trees than 

buildings, more animals than cars, and a clear view of the evening  



stars. Having never been comfortable with the idiosyncrasies of city 

life, I decided to remove myself from the human made surroundings that I 

experienced all day, everyday. After I purchased the land, I knew it 

would be awhile before I would be able to build on it. I would visit 

the land as often as I could, sometimes bringing my dogs or my friends. 

These hours during which I walked around on the land to become 

acquainted with it expanded into months and then grew into years. 

explored every rock cropping, avoided the briar patches, and listened to 

the chatter of the owls. I knew that one day I too would. be part of 

this environment. 

In 1998, I put a house on that ten-acre lot and I moved in with two 

friends. My new conventional three bedroom home afforded me a 

comfortable life with all the modern conveniences - central air, central 

heat, running water, washer/dryer, dishwasher, satellite dish, pizza 

delivery, etc, I brought with me to the property my suburban lifestyle. 

Yet I wanted to maintain the peacefulness I felt in these woods. Thus I 

made sure there were very few trees cut down so that the natural world 

neatly surrounded the house. Being among the trees, I figured I would 

find peace and mindfulness in my new home. 

Although nature encompassed the house, I had not anticipated how 

much the luxury of my house would impede my interaction with nature. For 

various reasons, I felt disconnected from the natural world. The house 

felt like a fortress in the woods. When there was a storm whirling 

around outside, I hardly noticed it. In winter:and summer, I avoided the 

outdoor temperature extremes by sitting in my climate-controlled house. 

I was further shut off from nature because my windows were always 

closed. All the sounds and smells of the natural world escaped my  



senses. I slowly began to feel that walking through the door into the 

house was like passing through a portal that pulled me out of a diving 

world into a lifeless one. 

The house was not only to blame for my disconnection from nature - 

a cultural expectation of consumerism and an anthropocentric lifestyle 

was entrenched in my thinking. My lifestyle demanded that I work long 

hours in order to afford the luxuries to which I had grown accustomed. 

Long work hours took from me the time I needed to enjoy my garden or to 

walk my dogs. Not only was consumerism pilfering my time by demanding 

long work hours, it was actually changing the way I viewed nature. 

Nature no longer had its own identity and reason for existence. It now 

became a commodity and belonged to the consumer world, of which I .was. an 

active participant. 

Walter Brueggemann, in The Prophetic Imagination, writes about the 

enculturation of the American ethos of consumerism and how it has left 

the American church powerless in its beliefs or actions. He writes, 

“[o]ur consciousness has been claimed by false fields of perception and 

idolatrous systems of language and rhetoric” (Brueggemann, 11). 

Brueggemann laments the abandonment of the church from the faith 

tradition due to this enculturation. I believe this argument equally 

holds true for the human abandonment from nature. Spirituality 1s not 

only rooted deeply in the church, but also in the natural world. My 

spiritual connection with nature became more distant as 1. became more 

active in the American worldview of consumption.  



Re-establishing a Connection with the Natural World 

In order to re-establish a connection with the natural world, I 

needed to disconnect from what Brueggemann calls the “dominant thought” 

of the American culture. I needed what Brueggemann referred to as an 

“alternative consciousness” that both “criticized” my present state of 

being and “energized” me into a future one of hope and faith. This 

alternative consciousness would help me examine my present lifestyle and 

make the necessary changes that would move me to a more fulfilling 

place. 

The realization of my separation from nature developed over time. 

Although I had a yearning for the natural world, it was a very faint 

sound I often heard in the distance -- kept there by the dominant 

thought of the American culture. Over time, classes at Saint-Mary-of- 

the-Woods, self-examination, and most importantly, building the cabin, 

helped me find the connection. 

In developing an alternative consciousness, I discovered four 

themes that guided me in this process of re-establishing my bond with 

the natural world: 

Sustainable living 

Simplifying my life 

Bioregionalism 

Staying Put 

felt that living sustainably would help ensure a viable lifestyle 

for future inhabitants of Earth. 1 also believed that living simply 

would bring mindfulness and tranquility to my life. I found that by 

learning, exploring, and getting to know my bioregion, I could grow to 

understand and appreciate both the cultural and the natural world that  



surround me. Finally, through understanding and appreciating my 

bioregion I would become it. 

 



SUSTAINABLE HABITAT 

“Sustainability is part of a trend to ...consider the whole instead of 

the specific. Sustainability emphasizes relationships rather than 

pieces in isolation. ...Sustainability is not at all about regressing 

to primitive living conditions. It is about understanding our 

situation, and developing as communities in ways that are equitable, and 

that make sense ecologically and economically” - (Center for Sustainable 

Communities, I-3) 

The point of building a sustainable habitat, such as the cabin, was 

to enmesh me in the natural world and find a way to live in harmony with 

it. I wanted the cabin small, simple, and non-intrusive. I wanted it 

built with ease and with as many re-used parts as I could obtain. The 

cost of the building was a factor - I wanted to build a livable space 

and still have change to spare. I kept in mind that living sustainably 

also meant living simply, and one of my simple living objectives was to 

need less money and thus work less. 

Deciding on the Design 

In designing the cabin, 1 took into consideration several different 

sustainable building designs. After spending time researching, 

experimenting and soul searching, I had acquired a list of advantages 

and disadvantages of each. 

At first, I considered using either a cob or straw bale house 

design. Both of these designs are desirable to me because they make 

little negative impact on the environment. These designs require limited  



amounts of wood and other processed materials, i.e. nails, paint, sheet 

rock, and need for insulation. In addition, the materials (straw for 

the straw bale house and clay, sand and straw for the cob house) are 

entirely biodegradable, but if maintained properly, can last for 

hundreds of years. 

The down side to these two designs is also substantial. To begin, 

both are inherently labor intensive, and would be even more so for my 

project. I built in the middle of the woods with the building spot 

accessible only by foot, down a winding trail. To get to the site, I 

must haul everything by hand, on my back, or in a small cart. Several of 

my friends were helping me with this project and their well being was 

foremost on my mind. Hauling anything to this site, regardless of its 

material makeup, is not an easy task, but transporting straw bales or 

bags of clay and sand would have been brutal. 

While researching the different building designs, I learned that 

anything built non-conventionally was against building codes, and 'the 

powers that be' in Orange County, North Carolina do not consider straw 

or dirt houses conventional. I could choose to build a non-conventional 

home illegally, but this.would put me at ‘greal risk for having to tear 

it down 1f caught. 

In addition to straw bale or cob house being labor intensive and 

illegal, the cost of building the cabin with such designs would be 

prohibitive. I have learned that building environmentally friendly, 

i.e. “green” homes, 1s very costly. 1 realize that humans need to take 

into consideration more than just financial costs, and that the whole 

point of sustainability is to act responsibly with our limited natural 

resources. But given my realities -- limited financial resources,  



limited friends, building codes, and my objective to build inexpensively 

to De able to live simply, I had to opt for a more conventional design. 

It was going to be a stick frame cabin, with siding on the outside, 

sheet rock on the inside, :and a tin roof. 

Going along with the conventional design, I considered adding 

passive and/or active solar components to the cabin. Unfortunately, 

building the cabin with either of these energy-saving devices requires 

one act which I am not willing to do == cutting down .the trees on the 

south side to give the cabin solar access. Again, after much soul 

searching on this issue, I went back to one of my original objectives: 

to build non-intrusively. Cutting down trees is not my idea of nestling 

in among the other habitats. Besides, those standing trees, alive or 

dead, are homes to many creatures. The forest has a rhythm that keeps 

it alive and healthy, and ‘I am not prepared to disrupt that rhythm, 

Instead, I want to become part of that rhythm. 

Sustainable Construction of the Cabin 

Approximately one half of the cabin is constructed and furnished 

with re-used materials. Re-using materials makes it a more sustalnable 

project, «as this practice results in less negative impact on the 

environment. Re-use of items reduces waste of the old and prevents 

consumption of the new. In addition, it saves financial resources. 

Throughout the building process, I have acquired a variety of re-used 

materials. Below is a table of the items re-used in the construction and 

furnishing of the cabin.  



ITEMS SOURCE 

Doors Gifted - used 

Windows > Gifted, 5 purchased from Habitat for Humanity 

Sink Gifted - used 

Rock on patio Collected from land 

Woodstove & piping Purchased - used 

Brick Gifted ~ used 

Domestic plants Already owned 

Dog fencing Purchased - used 

Gas grill Purchased - used 

Furniture Already owned 

Compost bin Salvaged materials from other building sites 

Lumber Salvaged materials from other building sites 

Cistern Salvaged materials 

Due to the amount of wood necessary to build a 16' x 1l6' structure, 

I had to purchase a large amount of it. TI also purchased the 

insulation, the tin for the roof, and the wiring for the electricity. 

Regardless of the material I had’ to purchase, I was elated LO 

receive re-used building materials free or at a reduced cost. However, 

pbuilding and furnishing with them was considerably more difficult: and 

time-consuming than going to the local building supply stores and 

picking up new items. Old material often requires special preparation to 

enable its use. For example, most of the two by four lumber I salvaged 

from construction sites was either warped or full of nails (which I had 

to pull out). We live in a consumer paradise where buying new materials 

is faster and easier then re-using the old. Still, regardless of the  



difficulty, it was immensely satisfying to re-use the materials. As a 

complete unit, the cabin may be only couple of years old, but 

individually, its components have a long history. 

One other avenue of sustainable consumption that I considered was 

so-called "green buying". On some of my materials, I contemplated using 

the new environmentally friendly products that are more efficient and/or 

less polluting. There are three draw-backs to buying these products 1) 

the cost, 2) the consumption of a new product that requires new non- 

renewable resources to create, and 3) the old product, which already 

exists, would become waste and placed in the landfill. To give an 

example, the wood burner I placed in the cabin is 20 years old, in 

perfect condition, burns .clean and hot, and cost $75.00..The maker of 

that same brand promotes this year's model as more efficient and 

environmentally friendly, but it cost 351500 more. I weighed the 

environmental and financial costs and benefits and chose to use the old 

model. 

As tempting as it is to create and fill the entire cabin with green 

products, 1 feel less like a consumer. (therefore better):by reducing, 

reusing, and recycling. “Sharon Beder, author of Global Spin: The 

Corporate Assault on Environmentalism writes, "It is not surprising that 

the 1990s saw the rise of green marketing, which was aimed at increasing 

consumption, not reducing it. Many firms sought to capitalize on new 

markets created by rising environmental consciousness. 'If we made a 

lot of money destroying the planet, we sure can make money cleaning it 

up, ' said one Vice-President for Environmental Affairs of a major 

Canadian food distributor, who has written a handbook on environmental 

marketing called "Green is Gold" (Beder, 176). The consumption of green  



products can result in less waste than consumption of conventional 

products. However, re-using involves the least waste of all. 

Cabin Facts 

The cabin is a one-room 256 sg. ft. (16x 16%) structure. It has a 

conventional stick-frame construction, with Tl-11 siding, sheet rock 

interior; plywood floor and a tin roof. + 1t has two exterior doors, 

seven windows, and a loft designed for sleeping. A carpenter led 

construction of the cabin, and four unpaid workers did the bulk of the 

labor. 

Temperature Control 

A woodstove provides heat for the cabin. Since the cabin is well 

insulated, the stove is an effective source of heat. To help retain 

heat longer in the cabin, I surround the stove with bricks and tubs of 

water (for mass). In the summer, the shade of the trees cools the cabin, 

along with a ceiling fan and opened windows. 

Cistern and Plumbing 

I constructed a cistern from a re-used 50-gallon Coca-Cola drum. 

cut out the opening on top and covered it with a tightly pulled fine 

screen mesh. I placed the drum directly below the roofline edge in 

order to catch the rain and the excess run-off from the roof. I then 

ran piping from the base of the drum through the cabin wall to the 

faucet of thersink. I bullt a tall frame for the cistern so that I 

would not need to pump the water. Instead, gravity forces it to run 

through the turned on faucet.  



This system requires monitoring and maintenance. I have discovered 

the importance of keeping track of the water level, keeping the cistern 

clean, and preventing it from freezing in the winter. 

The rainwater I collect has multiple uses. I use to maintain the 

composting toilet, to clean the house and wash dishes, to boll on the 

wood stove for added moisture in the winter, to water house plants, to 

wash my hands and face, and as drinking water for the dogs and cat. 

could make the water potable by placing an elaborate filtration system 

on the cistern, but the maintenance of such a system is extensive and 

costly. Instead, I haul drinking water from the main house, where 1 

also shower. 

Greywater System 

The greywater drains from the sink out through the cabin wall and 

into a separate 50-gallon drum. The system design is for natural 

purification and safety. Due to the biological contaminants that form in 

the greywater I never hold the water longer than 24 hours. The water 

runs from a hose to selected locations where I have planted domestic 

plants. For safety, the greywater filters through mulch so that there is 

no standing water for the animals to drink or otherwise encounter. Next, 

the water filters through healthy topsoil where microorganisms 

biodegrade biological contaminants into nutrients, which are removed by 

plant roots before the ground water is recharged {Oasis, 1-23). 

Composting Toilet 

The composting toilet is waterless and self-contained. It has an 

electric fan that helps the evaporation and exhaust of the liquids and  



odors. Maintenance of the toilet requires sawdust, water, microbes, and 

aeration. The microbes are highly efficient if fed, aerated, and watered 

regularly. I empty the compost yearly onto the domestic flowering 

plants that I water with the greywater. 

Electricity 

The cabin is wired A/C and is hooked to the grid at the main house. 

The cabin is equipped with the following items that require electricity: 

compact: florescent lights, refrigerator, toaster oven, two-burner stove, 

toilet fan, TV/VCR, stereo, and an overhead fan. 

Due to the wiring limitations, 1 am restricted to the amount of 

electricity I can draw at one time... In the event I overdraw on the 

power, the breaker overloads and I am sitting in the dark. This makes 

me intensely aware of my energy use. I can run a combination of three 

or four items at one time. For example, I can run the refrigerator, one 

stove burner, and a set of lights OR 1 can run the toilet, overhead fan, 

lights, and the toaster oven. 

End Result 

Having electrical, water, and heating restrictions keeps me mindful 

of my needs and constantly aware of my environment. Before the cabin, I 

had grown accustomed to the luxuries of having an endless supply of 

clean running water, a control mechanism on the wall for heating and 

cooling,” and no limitations onithe amount of ipower... The constant 

interaction with the cabin and the natural world teaches me what it 

means to be a true participant in life.  



The Outcome of Building Sustainably 

"By holding down the right foot pedal on a piano, you can release the 

keys after playing a chord and listen to the harmony resonate for a 

minute or two or more as the pedal sustains the chord. While sitting 

there on the piano bench listening to each pitch gradually fade, it can 

  
seem like the notes keep ringing indefinitely, albeit ever so faintly. 

The right foot pedal is called the sustain pedal” (Davidson, 141). 

I am learning, as time goes by, the difficulties of living 

sustainably, ‘as‘well as the comfort I.find in this ilifestyle. It is 

difficult at times because of the effort required to live comfortably 

with limited luxuries, e.g. cutting, hauling, and stacking wood for heat 

as opposed to turning the thermostat up. However, as difficult as it 

is," 1 find comfort in knowing that 1 am contributing in sustaining the 

notes, albeit ever so faintly. 

 



SIMPLE LIVING -- SEEKING TO SIMPLIFY 

When I first envisioned building and living in the cabin, I not 

only wished to live sustainably, but also simply. These two go hand in 

hand because they focus on the welfare of Earth and all of her 

inhabitants. Sustainable living and simple living, however, do have 

differences. One of the major components of living sustainably requires 

a constant awareness and concern for the Earth's future, whereas simple 

living requires being present and in the moment. In today’s fast paced, 

hi-tech world, life has become very complicated. Nothing seems simple 

anymore. . In an attempt to regain a simpler life, I need to take a close 

look at my lifestyle and judge whether it is suitable for me. 

When I first heard about the simplicity movement, I was immediately 

drawn to it. Its proclamation of freedom and tranquility rang clear and 

true to me. There are many ways to simplify and everyone has a different 

way of approaching it. What simple living meant to me was living 

purposefully and consciously without many distractions. I was hoping 

that a change in consciousness, and a life in the cabin, would give me a 

simpler lifestyle that was more fulfilling and joyful. My goal was to 

exchange my burdened and cluttered lifestyle, a lifestyle that had left 

me wondering who or what I was, for one that gave me insight into my 

true identity. Perhaps by restoring simplicity to my life, I would not 

need to amass material possessions to gain a sense of value. 

When I thought of simplicity the first thing that came to mind was 

shedding materials goods - this is what Duane Elgin in “Voluntary 

Simplicity and the New Global Challenge” calls outer simplicity (Elgin, 

1-3). But in order to .truly gain simplicity, I first had to commit to  



inner simplicity. "According to Elgin, inner simplicity requires ridding 

the mind of clutter. By being mindful, there 1s an awareness moment to 

moment. Outer and inner simplicity cajole each other through a feedback 

loop. The feedback loop ensures my needs are being met, both physically 

and mentally. 

To add clarity to the term simplicity, Duane Elgin effectively 

differentiates between voluntary simplicity and forced simplicity. 

Voluntary simplicity is consciously and deliberately chosen; it is 

something a person has the free will to do. Forced simplicity such as 

poverty is externally imposed (Elgin, 1-3). Many people are forced to 

do what I had the luxury to choose to do. In seeking voluntary 

simplicity, it is important to remember that there is great privilege in 

having the option to live simply. 

Reasons to Simplify 

There were four major reasons for wanting to simplify my life. 

1st) STUFF. My life was full of too much material stuff. I needed 

to unload what I had and to stop accumulating it. 

2nd) MINDFULNESS. My mind was never where it was supposed to be. It 

was like a sunbeam bouncing off things. It seemed impossible for me to 

keep myself in the moment. 

3rd) TIME. I never had enough time. Life became a loud clock and 

everything I did became a race against it. 

4th) SELF-DEFINITION AND SELF-DETERMINATION. Somewhere under all 

the confusion, clutter, "and lost time, lies my essence, my self- 

identity. I needed to define it and use it.  



I hoped that a simpler life would help me to meet my goal in all 

four of these areas. 

Stuff 

“Too many people spend money they haven't earned, to buy things they 

don't want, to impress people they don't like” (Rogers, III-1). 

The American culture is best defined by its consumptive pattern: a 

small percentage of the world's population consuming an inordinately 

large percentage of the world's goods (Atlee, V-7). Americans have 

become dependent on consumption of goods because our culture has 

convinced us that this behavior brings us fulfillment and security. We 

believe that by consuming certain items we define who we are, or who we 

think we are. Cultural pressures lead us to keep up with the Jones's in 

order to feel a sense of worth. We consume in order to promote economic 

prosperity to our communities, to our country and to our selves (Risher, 

11-8); 

My first step towards greater simplicity involved shedding material 

things, This was not as easy as I had hoped. When I initially started 

my simplicity movement, I made a list of my needs and my wants. The 

basic needs list included money, nutrition, transportation, clothing, 

and shelter. The wants list expounded the needs list. For instance, I 

needed money but I wanted a lot of money. 1 needed nutrition but I 

wanted locally grown organic food. 1 needed transportation but 1 wanted 

a black BMW with a CD player and a sunroof. 1 needed clothing but I 

wanted the new designer clothes. I needed shelter that included cable 

and pizza delivery.  



In sticking with my commitment to simplify my life, I determined 

what was absolutely necessary and affordable. I found I had already most 

everything I needed to satisfy various wants. Now, I continue to make 

purchases but I scale back my wants list. 

For instance, my cabini.has no cable or pizza delivery. I chose 10 

keep my clothes that are old but nice, instead of buying new ones. I am 

learning that the difficulty in dealing with life’s wants and needs 1s 

finding a balance between extravagance and struggle. This involves a day 

to day assessment of my comfort level. 

The other difficulty of consuming less is dealing with the material 

expectations of my friends. My friends and I are accustomed to spending 

excessively on dinners and movies or going to the beach for the weekend. 

My choice to live more simply has led me to scale back, which puts them 

in an awkward situation. "Gift giving has become a little strained, too. 

One Christmas, I insisted on everyone exchanging hand made gifts. 

thought the idea was brilliant, but they thought dt was too difficult 

and stupid. 

 



Mindfulness 

“Some people have to think their way into acting and some people have to 

act their way into thinking.” - Helen Johnson from my Simplicity Circle 

Becoming mindful is a constant battle for me. 1t requires self- 

reflection at all times. By being self-reflective, I take the time to 

focus on what is important to me at that moment. It creates mindfulness 

that helps me get rid of the clutter in my mind and helps eliminate many 

of my habitual thoughts and behaviors. Moving into the cabin has given 

me great insight into some of my habitual patterns. For example, 

although I do not have hot running water, my sink has a hot water handle 

and I find myself constantly turning it on expecting hot water Lo start 

flowing 

In addition to regulating my behavior, self-reflective thought 

heightens my awareness of the interconnection of all the life going on 

around me. In Coming Back to Life, Joanna Macy writes, "[w]e have 

received an inestimable gift. To be alive in this beautiful, self 

organizing universe, to participate in the dance of life with senses to 

perceive it, lungs that breathe it, organs that draw nourishment from it 

- it is a wonder beyond words. And it is, moreover, an extraordinary 

privilege to be accorded a human life, with this self-reflective 

consciousness which brings awareness of our own actions and the ability 

to make choices" (Macy, 81). When walking through the woods or even 

along the path to the cabin, I take time to stop and observe what is 

happening around me and how I might be affecting it or how it is 

affecting me. ‘Being conscious of the little details of my actions 

increases my awareness of my relationship with all life on Earth.  



Time 

“iime is but the stream I go a-fishing in. 1I drink at it; but while I 

drink I see the sandy bottom and detect how shallow it is. Its thin 

current slides away, but eternity remains” (Thoreau, 142). 

I realized that I had lost control of my time when I found myself 

multi-tasking my multi-tasks. I would do things like boil water for tea, 

doing the dishes, watching the weather report on TV, talking on the 

phone to a friend, thinking about what to have for dinner, and worrying 

about my schoolwork. So I was working, watching, talking, thinking, and 

worrying about different things at one time. This made me very 

efficient. However, by multi-tasking I was never present for anything or 

anyone. I could not be present; I had too much to do with very little 

time to do it. 

Of all the different elements of simplicity I am working on, the 

time element is the most elusive. The biggest part of my problem with 

time is my inability to be in the moment. Instead of consciously living 

every moment, I let them flit away unnoticed and unaccounted. 

somehow, living in the cabin is changing my impression of time. IC 

does not seem so evasive anymore. For the first time in a long time, 

time seems to be my companion, like when I was a kid. Maybe this has to 

do with getting rid of the clutter in my mind and the clutter in my 

life. 

Self-Definition - Self-Determination 

“The mass of men lead lives of quiet desperation. What is called 

resignation is confirmed desperation” (Thoreau, 50).  



Looking back on my life, somehow and somewhere I came to a fork in 

the road. I had a choice - I could go down the road less traveled, the 

narrow one that was covered with pine needles and ivy, or I could go 

down the one that had been cut wide and paved with economic prosperity 

and shiny new appliances. Against my better judgement, I chose the 

latter one. 

Years later, here I am, still on this path along with most everyone 

else. I stay the course, never realizing how circular it is - greeting 

the same people, doing the same work, reading the same billboards, and 

buying the same stuff. Everything in life seems normal. Henry David 

Thoreau commented in Walden that "[i]t 1s remarkable how easily and 

insensibly we fall into a particular route, and make a beaten track for 

ourselves. I had not lived there a week before my feet wore a path from 

my door to the'pond side...The surface of the earth is soft and 

impressible by the feet of men: and so with the paths which the mind 

travels. How worn and dusty, then, must be the highways of the world, 

how deep the ruts of tradition and conformity" (Thoreau, 371)! I see 

myself as having fallen into the beaten track of the American culture. 

It was mot until T heard. the call of “simplicity” that I knew. I had to 

break free of this aimless course. 

For me to unburden and unclutter my life and live purposefully and 

consciously, 1 would need to break From these ruts of. tradition and 

conformity. In trying to define what aspect of my life I no longer 

needed or wanted, I had to peel away at the layers of my lifestyle. That 

required shedding a few pounds. That required simplifying.  



The Difficulties 

In seeking simplicity, I confront the challenges of simple living 

everyday. At times, it is difficult to continue this lifestyle, 

particularly when I socialize with my friends. Desserts and alcoholic 

drinks at a meal seem normal for a night on the town, but for me they 

are now excessive. Even apart from the influence of my friends, I see 

things in the store windows that I think would look nice in the cabin. 

I get caught in thinking I too need a DVD player - they are hardly 

considered a luxury anymore. Having greater awareness about my 

consumptive habits helps me make these often difficult consumption 

decisions in a way that more accurately reflect my beliefs. 

It is tough not being a consumer. By keeping an inner dialogue 

with myself, I get through some of the tougher times. Monitoring my 

feelings, needs, and making sure I am content with my decisions, helps 

build my confidence and commitment. I have also built a support network 

that helps me confront the challenges. Members of my simplicity circle 

share stories about their triumphs and failures of obtaining simplicity. 

It is hard not to bow to cultural pressures if there are no friends or 

family helping. 

Simplicity in the Cabin - The Outcome 

The outcome of life in the cabin, and life lived more simply, has 

been a blessing. By meeting the challenges of stuff, time, mindfulness, 

self-definition and self-determination, I have shed some of my anxiety, 

agitation, anger, and pessimism. In their place, I have found calmness, 

freedom, empowerment, clarity of values, and an appreciation of life. 

My life is not free of anxiety or pessimism, and it is not free of  



agitation or anger. However, it is not full of them either. What is 

extraordinary about these "breakthrough" feelings is that they are not 

unique to me. When I was young, before my life became so complicated, I 

had more clarity of values and feelings of empowerment. I remember 

feeling calm and free and loving life. I just cannot pinpoint when I 

lost these feelings. 

 



SENSE OF PLACE - UNDERSTANDING BIOREGIONALISM AND DEVELOPING 

COMMUNITY 

Before I began the cabin building process, gaining a sense of place 

- the need to develop an understanding of my bioregion and develop a 

personal relationship with it - had not really occurred to me. I had 

acquired a very non-holistic view of my bioregion; there was the natural 

world and there was the human world. In my view, although they 

interacted with each other, humans were humans and all of the other life 

and non-life on earth was nature. Nature did its own thing while humans 

were busy doing their things. For instance, nature was outside creating 

tornadoes, dropping leaves, or building nests. Humans were driving 

cars, reading books, or going to church. Once I moved into the cabin, 

this line of thinking, where humans are separate from nature, seemed 

ludicrous. 

Giving Definition to the Natural World 

“If ants had a language they would, no doubt, call their ant hill an 

artifact and describe the brick wall in its neighborhood as a natural 

object. Nature in fact would be for them all that was not 'ant-made'. 

Just so, for us, nature is all that is not man-made; the natural state 

of anything is its state when not modified by man” (Lewis, 45-46). 

The cabin and I are nestled in the forest. We are dependent on, and 

at the mercy of, Mother Nature. Like all of the other inhabitants in the 

woods, we are thankful for the leaves that shade us from the hot summer 

sun and humbled when the winds blow and lightning crackles all around  



us. The cabin has become home to many creatures in a variety of ways. 

Spiders weave their webs close to the outside light in order to catch 

the unsuspecting moth. Raccoons root through the compost bin, and a 

young family of wrens nest in the eaves. To be surrounded by all this 

activity and to step off the front steps into a‘thicket of trees and 

chirping birds has dispelled my initial interpretation of bioregion. 

realize now that I am very much a part of the environment and so are all 

humans. Standing in nature's yard and thinking any differently would 

now be impossible for me. 

In Sex, Economy, Freedom & Community, Wendell Berry writes, "The 

idea that we live in something called ‘the environment,’ for instance, 

is utterly preposterous. This word came into use because of the 

pretentiousness of learned experts who were embarrassed by the religious 

associations of ‘Creation’ and who thought ‘world’ too mundane. But 

‘environment’ means that which surrounds or encircles us; 1t means a 

world separate from ourselves, outside us" (Berry, 34). 

I have taken to heart these words of Wendell Berry. To think that 

the environment is something that is going on outside my cabin window 1s 

incorrect. As far back as I can remember, nature has always been 

present. Nature is crawling across my counter or it is caught up in my 

hair. It makes no difference where I am standing. Nature is inside my 

home or in the forest. 

 



Redefining Bioregionalism 

In re-defining my bioregion, I considered what Kirkpatrick Sale 

writes about communities in Dwellers in the Land: The Bioregion Vision. 

He states that "all biotic life is divided into communities, differing 

in size, complexity, development, and stability, but existing 

everywhere, throughout every econiche. If one were to look for the 

single basic building block of the ecological world, it would be the 

community" (Sale, 62). I see the following building blocks as multi- 

dimensional communities with both natural and cultural aspects: 1) my 

immediate community: myself and the cabin and the other non-human 

inhabitants in the woods 2) my neighborhood and community of friends, 

and 3) the remaining natural and cultural world of Orange County. 

Immediate Community 

Initially, I was vaguely aware of the immediate community into 

which I had moved. There are snakes, mosquitoes, squirrels and many 

other creatures. The cabin stands within a think canopy of vegetation 

that includes tall oak trees and squatty, white mushrooms. As I expand 

ny focus and look deeper into theithicket, 1 notice the other aspects of 

my community. Not only are there animals and plants, but there are also 

the soils, the climate, the water, the air, the rocks, and the microbes. 

There is a very complex and integrated ecosystem that is operating non- 

stop outside my cabin's door. 

Everything that grows in these woods is the result of the 

topography, soil, geology, and hydrologic conditions. The outcome of 

these variables creates the rest of the natural community. The  



different species of animals that I have witnessed in my little cabin 

community include, but are not restricted to, the barred owl, the red- 

tailed hawk, the eastern box:turtle, the snapping turtle, the pileared 

and the hairy woodpecker, the black snake, the mud salamander, the black 

vulture, the cottontail rabbit, the raccoon, the red-breasted nuthatch, 

the rat snake, the tufted titmouse, the ruby-throated hummingbird, the 

Carolina chickadee, the bluebird, and the copperhead snake. Other 

creatures that I cannot identify by a more specific name include 

spiders, moths, wasps, slugs, butterflies, frogs, toads, dragonflies, 

crickets, grasshoppers, and many more birds. As I have acquainted 

myself with the trees, I discovered White Oak, Red Maple, Flowering 

Dogwood, Sassafras, Sour Gum, Sweet Gum, American Beech, Loblolly Pine, 

Red Cedar, Tulip Tree, and many more. 

The need to develop a relationship with my community required a 

holistic understanding of the natural world. I needed to be acquainted 

with its rhythms, its potential, and its limitations. Something as 

basic as living in my cabin requires constant attention to my needs, to 

the cabin's limitations and to the natural world around us. For 

instance, I stay aware of the water level in the cistern; if it is low 

and there ls no.raln in sight, I use it sparingly.  1f ir is'going to be 

a cold night, I gauge the amount of wood I need to have to keep me warm. 

I have learned to tell those days when I can keep my doors open without 

fear of being invaded by mosquitoes. 

In the summer nights, while 1 lay in bed, I listen to the sounds 

that carry through the forest. li hear the barred owls talking to each 

other as they continuously switch locations. The wind blowing through 

the trees causes loose limbs to fall down around me, leaving me to  



wonder if they really are limbs or 1f there is someone outside. During 

a rainstorm, every single raindrop taps the cabin's tin roof, making me 

aware of the fragility of my sanctuary. 

Neighbors and Friends 

As I look beyond my cabin and my immediate environment, I expand my 

bioregion to include my neighbors and friends - humans and non-humans. 

As I have become more intimate with the humans, I realize how the 

natural world that surrounds their homes reflects their worldview of 

nature. For instance, my nearest neighbor has an elaborate collection 

of bird feeders, birdbaths, and birdhouses. To go along with that, she 

has an elaborate collection of birds, some good (in their opinion) and 

some bad (in their opinion). Of course with baby birds and birdfeed 

come the predators (snakes) and the scavengers (raccoons), each of whom 

will be killed if the human catches them. 

Another neighbor has a beautiful pond and most of her wooded lot 

has been cleared of the trees and planted with grasses. Every spring 

two or four adult Canada Geese fly in and each pair starts a family. I 

enjoy watching the interaction of the adults with their young. It seems 

clear that they love the pond and they love the fields. The human who 

created this haven for the geese does not allow any other parts of 

nature to interact with the geese. She is like a human Mother Goose 

taking care of her flock. "She considers any other aspect of nature a 

threat to their livelihood, and does whatever it takes to keep these 

geese alive. She will shoot anything that even looks at these geese 

crossed-eyed. All of the "good nature" is beautifully arranged, groomed  



and maintained, with the approval of Mother Goose, while “bad” or “evil” 

nature is controlled or destroyed. 

As for my community of friends, I can only define them as being 

very different from me, but supportive of all that 1.do. By different 'l 

mean they do not view nature in the same light as I. They think it is 

fun to consume a lot, and they would never live in a cabin like mine. 

But we also share similarities. They also feel, for example, that their 

lives are far too complicated and that they need to simplify. 

Two of my friends, who do notilive far from me, have a fifteen-acre 

farm with goats, chickens, an orchard, and a garden. Their homestead is 

entirely different from mine. They have a very large old North Carolina 

farmhouse with numerous fireplaces, two water heaters, and a covered 

front porch. During the summer, their yard is bursting with every 

conceivable color from every conceivable flower. Bird feeders are 

visited by finches, cardinals, chickadees, hummingbirds, titmice and 

on. Butterflies flutter around the butterfly plants. Their yard is 

beautifully groomed and contains several oak trees that are over one 

hundred years old. They consider themselves environmentalists and it is 

apparent that they have a genuine love of nature. However, it 1s a love 

for nature that I would define as different from my own. It 1s an 

aesthetic love in which they covet. They define and shape nature 

according to their liking. Last summer, they discovered a snake 

devouring some baby birds. Much to my dismay, their response was to 

kill the snake “so that the baby birds can live”. 80 they cul the snake 

in half. Every time I think about that story, it makes me sad. I am 

sad for that snake and all the snakes that have come to the same end by 

people who do not understand nature in progress.  



I am amazed at the different shades of green that environmentalists 

come in. In my neighborhood alone, I have encountered multiple 

perspectives on the worth of nature. 1 cannot expect us all to have the 

same ecophilosophy. Peter Coates in Nature: Western Attitudes Since 

Ancient Times, expresses it best when he writes, "[h]ow nature's various 

defenders conceptualize nature depends on whether their approach is 

pragmatic, sentimental, aesthetic, recreational or ecological" (Coates, 

14). I have friends in the community who fall all along this spectrum. I 

appreciate that they have some love for the natural world and in their 

own way, want her healthy. 

Orange County, North Carolina 

The next dimension of my bioregion is the natural and cultural 

world of Orange County, the county in which I live. Studying the Orange 

County bioregion in depth is a very daunting task. What started out as 

"me and my cabin" in a world of oak trees, squatty mushrooms, goslings 

and a Mother Goose, has become a world of economic activities, cultural 

patterns, clear-cutting, political systems, population data, watershed 

concerns, religious entities, mining rights, urban sprawl, farmers 

markets, environmental racism, bonds for education, recycling issues, 

conservation trust funds, topsoil erosion, and dueling universities. 

Construction of the cabin took me to the Orange County Planning 

Department. A plethora of information is housed there that I never knew 

existed and certainly could not have obtained on my own. To get a 

perspective of the region, I examined the county’s maps. The maps seem 

so abstract that a person needs to take a course to comprehend what all 

the little blocks and squiggly lines mean. Topographical maps and data  



split nature into every conceivable utilitarian segment. Zoning and 

ordinance maps list building rights, mining rights, and forestry rights. 

There are maps of roadways, waterways, and future highways. There are 

maps of soil types, of wetlands and watershed boundaries, land-use 

pattern maps of dwindling farmland next to sprawling suburbia, and 

population maps showing distribution and density of humans. There are 

economic development maps proudly displaying economic prosperity. 

Color-coded maps define the different recreational parks and 

conservation projects. It seems every component of humans’ 

understanding of, interaction with, and use of nature is recorded and 

placed on a map at the Orange County Planning Department. 

After viewing the maps, I have an entirely new perspective on my 

community. No longer can I simply define it by a drive in the car, a 

walk in the woods or a talk with the neighbors. A complex network of 

blocks and squiggly lines, restrictions and permits, numbers and colors, 

data, ‘and future projections defines it. To see it solely froma 

pragmatic perspective, divided and controlled, perplexes and disturbs 

me. Kirkpatrick Sale in Dwellers in the Land: The Bioregional Vision, 

writes that the scientific approach of observing nature as mechanical, 

tangible, quantifiable, utilitarian, linear and divisible, took humans 

away from understanding nature as organic, spiritual, incalculable, 

mysterious, circular and holistic (Sale, 19). This is apparent when I 

speak to the governmental officials concerning the different bioregional 

maps. I am amazed at their knowledge of the data; but at the same time, 

saddened by their inability to be humbled by it. 

Of course, the governmental authorities are not solely to blame for 

this utilitarian view of nature. It is found in our own minds, in our  



daily practices, introduced to us through the teachings of our churches, 

learning institutions, and economy. In The Great Work Thomas Berry 

affirms that all of these institutions "presume a radical discontinuity 

between the nonhuman and the human modes of being, with all the rights 

and all inherent values given to the human. The other-than-human world 

is not recognized as having any inherent rights or values. All basic 

realities and modes of being retain their reality and value only through 

their use by the human" (Berry, 72). 

As daunting and complex as humans have made our place, it is 

possible to find simplicity, peace and tranquility in community. 

still find the bees buzzing around the flowers, and the hornets making 

their nests in the eaves of the cabin. My neighbor invites me over when 

there is a new hatching of bluebirds or when she has discovered a 

hummingbird nest up high in the branches. My friends and I enjoy the 

company of each other at the local cafe as we drink a decaffeinated 

hazelnut latte after our late night dinner. I used to shy away from 

community-bullding activities. Now that I am able to find tranquility 

in human community, I find great fulfillment in my time spent in human 

community. I discovered that the trick to finding simplicity in 

community is developing a relationship with the community - all the 

communities. 

Developing a relationship with communities both requires and 

results in responsible interactions with them. For instance, I am 

aware of the need for particular types of habitats for the animals that 

live around the cabin. Because of my dogs’ and my constant intrusions 

into their world, I have built several large brush piles with the intent 

to supply sanctuaries for the rabbits and the birds. Once I hear the  



barred owls’ mating calls, which I have come to cddistinguish, I stay 

indoors 80 as not to disturb them. These are an example of how I must 

consider the needs of those in relation to me when I am confronted with 

choices. 

On a larger scale, I feel I should be active in my role to promote 

a healthy community. For example, I am interested in locally grown 

organic produce. Within my community, there are an ever-increasing 

number of organic farmers due to an ever-increasing demand for locally 

grown organic produce. Every Wednesday and Saturday, the small town of 

Carrboro sponsors a farmers’ market. People participate in the farmers! 

market for a variety of reasons. For some, it is an economic activity. 

For others, it is a political statement. I enjoy the cultural diversity 

and the communal spiritual experience. 

 



Community: How it has grown in my Understanding 

"Community, then, is an indispensable term in any discussion of the 

connection between people and land. A healthy community is a form that 

includes all the local things that are connected by the larger, 

ultimately mysterious form of the Creation. In speaking of community, 

then, we are speaking of a complex connection not only among human 

beings or between humans and their homeland but also between the human 

economy and nature, between forest or prairie and field or orchard, and 

between troublesome creatures and pleasant ones. All neighbors are 

included” (Berry,W., 15). 

I never thought I would familiarize and attach myself to any human 

community - I enjoy isolation too much. However, the necessity of being 

actively involved with my bioregion’s environmental, political, and 

cultural issues weighs heavily on my mind as I become aware of the 

integral role every human and nonhuman plays in community. 

I look around these ten acres and realize that it is a complicated 

place beyond my comprehension. But, with its complications, I have 

discovered its uniqueness. Nowhere does a plot of natural world exist 

that is exactly like this one. The impact I can make on .it is 

phenomenal. This holds true for my entire bioregion. Each of my choices 

and actions ripple out to other members of the community and back to me. 

 



STAYING PUT 

"There are no privileged locations. If you stay put, your place may 

become a holy center, not because it gives you access to the divine, but 

because in your stillness you hear what might be heard anywhere. All 

there is to see can be seen from anywhere in the universe if you know 

how to look; and the influence of the entire universe converges on every 

spot " (Sanders, 115-116). 

I was born and raised in central Wisconsin, a place that will 

always hold wonder for me. I remember the four seasons - winter, spring, 

summer and fall, alternating throughout my younger years, with each 

season unique in its presentation. The falls were spectacular and the 

springs were exciting. My memory holds the pictures of the summers in 

color, and the winters are in black and white. 

1 now live in the state of North Carolina. 1 came here via 

Minnesota and Virginia where I had lived for several years after I left 

Wisconsin. When I moved to North Carolina, it was not my intent to stay 

forever or any specific length of time. After 1 had been here for four 

years, I moved back to Wisconsin for three years, and have since moved 

back to North Carolina, where I have been for the last five years. In 

these last five years, I have found myself thinking about how long 1 

plan to stay in North Carolina and where I will“live next. And 1 have 

spent a lot of time thinking about Wisconsin. 

I enjoy North Carolina. The state is beautiful and the people are 

nice. However, being from Wisconsin, I find that many things about this 

state are peculiar. For instance, in central Wisconsin the soil is  



black or brown. Where I live in eastern North Carolina the soil is 

orange. Orange. For nine years, I have been looking at orange soil and 

saying to'myself, "this is just not right". Although things grow thick 

and lush in it and there 1s a logical scientific explanation for its 

color, I have difficulty seeing it as normal. 

The list of differences is extensive. The crops grown here are 

different, the level of humidity is different, and the recreational 

pastime is basketball instead of football. This state even has an 

annual hurricane. Try getting used to that, when you are from Wisconsin. 

It seems everything is a little off in North Carolina. But the truth of 

the matter is, everything is perfectly normal here - it is just I who am 

feeling a little off. 

Regardless of the differences, there is something very special 

about North Carolina. Otherwise, I would not still be here. I moved out 

of North Carolina once, but 1 returned to it. I have built a community 

of friends here. I have grown attached to the natural world and I never 

want to leave my cabin. My thoughts of Wisconsin will always occupy a 

place in my heart, but there is another comfort growing inside of me 

a comfort that nestles me here, in North Carolina. In About This 

Life, Barry Lopez states that, "[i]t is through the power of 

observation, the gift of eye and ear, of tongue and nose and finger, 

that a place first rises up in our mind; afterward it is memory that 

carries the place, that allows it to grow in depth and complexity" 

(Lopez, 142). From childhood to adulthood, my experiences of Wisconsin 

have given me ample memories to cause the state to reach considerable 

depth and complexity in my mind. Now that I am here in this unique  



place, I am committed to experiencing it thoroughly so that it too will 

become a place of depth and complexity. 

It is not only my memories of Wisconsin that have kept me hankering 

to leave North Carolina. I have considered moving to Georgia or 

Indiana. Moving to Italy has even crossed my mind. Growing up, my 

family and I did a lot of traveling and I became accustomed to visiting 

places. When I was old enough to leave home, I did. My stay in other 

places was sporadic until I landed in Virginia and finally North 

Carolina. I have always wondered if my need for a geographical fix was 

normal. Scott Russell Sanders realizes the restlessness that exists in 

many of us. In Staying Put, he writes, "...we are a wandering species, 

and have been since we reared up on our hind legs and stared at the 

horizon...[m]obility is the rule in human history, rootedness the 

exception" (Sanders, 108). Sanders also recognizes the need to stay in 

one place and make a home in this “restless world”. Although the need 

to be transient courses through my veins, I also have a need to form a 

connection with this place, and that can only be accomplished by staying 

put. 

My desire to stay in North Carolina is directly related to building 

my cabin, learning my bioregion and embracing my community. Since I 

formed this attachment, I have developed a sense of place. In The Great 

Work, Thomas Berry writes "[t]lhis psychic world of no attachments, no 

intimacy, is also the world of no fulfillment. There is effectively no 

feeling of intimacy with our place! (Berry, 94). My undying’ love for 

Wisconsin and my undying love for my cabin and my community have aided 

in creating an undying love for this earth. Having the ability to 

attach myself to a place - "heart, mind, and soul, has given me one of  



the greatest gifts in creation. If I had never felt an attachment, I 

would never have found fulfillment. 

Yes, there was something special about growing up in Wisconsin. 

Whether it was two feet of alfalfa growing in the fields or two feet of 

snow standing in the fields, that world seemed perfect and I felt at 

home in it. As a child growing into my adulthood, I had not yet 

discovered what Henry David Thoreau had written in Walden: " [w]e are 

wont to forget that the sun looks on our cultivated fields and on the 

prairies and forests without distinction. They all reflect and absorb 

his rays alike...” (Thoreau, 211), I am comforted knowing that 

regardless of where I call home, the sun will always shine its rays upon 

me. 

 



ANCHORING ME HOME 

When I began the project of building the cabin, my focus was on 

creating a structure that would reflect my interests in sustainable 

living. Upon reflection, I realize the meagerness of that goal. What 

started as: a material project evolved into a spiritual journey for me. 

The process of building the cabin deepened my awareness of the issues of 

sustainability, simplicity, bioregionalism, and more importantly, 

anchored me to my home. 

My cabin has given me a spiritual gift. 'As I spend more time in 

the cabin and on the land, I grow accustomed to the beauty and the 

mystery of this tiny piece of the natural world. Not only has nature 

given me a place to build my cabin, wood in which to heat it, and shade 

to cool it, it has also given me countless hours of tranquility and joy. 

This is evident in my relationship with the path to the cabin. 

The path that leads to the cabin weaves and winds its way through 

the woods and measures a little over 400 feet in length. If I were to 

grab both ends and pull the path taut, it would measure 100 feet 

shorter. But a path like that would have meant cutting down trees, 

cutting through fallen trees, and creating an unnatural conduit through 

the woods. My aim wasi'a path of little resistance, one that opened 

before me. 

The path is well worn by my friends, animals and me. When I first 

designed it, I considered it an extension of the cabin -- something 

created specifically for me. It was nothilong before«l discovered that 

would never be true. Human hands and feet may have altered nature by 

creating that path, but the natural world.never gives it up. «Nature is  



forever grooming it with new tree seedlings, autumn leaves, spider webs, 

fallen tree limbs, and occasional snowfalls. 

No matter what the forest does to disguise it, I know the path too 

well to be fooled. I have walked it by moonlight, sunlight, dawn's 

light, and flashlight. I have walked it in the rain, the wind, and the 

snow. It keeps me in step whenever I travel it. There is something 

special about that path. There has never been a time that I have walked 

it and not felt the presence of something spiritual and reassuring under 

my feet. 

While walking the path brings me quiet moments of reflection, 

living in the cabin is a source of amusement and pleasure. With the 

combination of the cistern, the electrical limitations, and the 

composting toilet, I am constantly interacting with my living 

arrangements. No longer do 1 take for granted the thermostat on the 

wall, or the endless flow of clean water from the faucet. Having these 

electrical limitations keeps me mindful of my necessities. 

The wood stove is the most labor-intensive aspect of cabin life, 

and also the most satisfying. I enjoy the involvement of heating my 

living space. The continuous job of hauling, splitting and stacking'the 

wood is meditative, mindful work. The cistern gives me a different form 

of attentiveness -it lends me to be ever vigilant of the weather. In 

order to have sufficient water, I stay attuned to the rainfall, and 

during the winter I must closely monitor the freezing temperatures. 

It is interesting how the cabin has created in me a need for 

continual physical and spiritual interaction with the natural world. 

Through my cabin, I have embraced the natural world and it in turn has 

embraced the cabin and me. It seems the cabin and I have always been  



here in these woods and everyone around us, every tree and every bird, 

is glad to have us in their company. This phenomenon has even altered 

my relationship with my bioregion. By opening my heart and mind to all 

those involved within my community, 1: am finding a sense of place. For 

once in my life, the need to settle down is stronger than the urge to 

leave. 

 



MAKING OF A HABITAT 

"Because so few of us build our own homes, we forget that our dwellings, 

like our bodies, are made from the earth. The first humans who settled 

in this part of the country fashioned their huts from bark, their tepees 

from tanned hides draped over poles. They warmed themselves at fires of 

buffalo chips and brush. How could they forget that they had wrapped 

themselves in the land? When white pioneers came to this region, a 

family would sometimes camp inside a hollow sycamore while they built a 

log cabin, they merely exchanged life inside a single tree for life 

inside a stack of them. The bark on the walls and the clay in the 

chinks and the fieldstone in the chimney reminded them whence their 

shelter had come. Our technology has changed, but not our ultimate 

source. Even the newest ticky-tacky box in the suburbs, even the 

glitziest high tech mansion, even an aluminum trailer is only a nest in 

disguise" (Sanders, 27). 

I wanted to build my own home as opposed to having it built for me. This 

home would not be like a fortress standing against the elements, but 

like a nest, existing among them. I wanted to know the history of the 

building materials and furnishings so that when I looked upon them or 

used them, I would appreciate their existence. I needed my friends to 

help me build the cabin; their wisdom, energy, and commitment would be 

imperative in accomplishing this task, for I would not have the 

expertise or the ability to do it on my own.  



Photographs 

Friends cutting wood at the main house, before transport to 

Preparation of site, digging footings 

Showing progress and learning as we go 

Putting in windows 

Attaching tin roof 

Insulating interior 

Painting exterior 

Cutting and installing interior ceiling 

Setting on of the doors 

Putting on exterior trim 

Showing the interior painted and the loft in place 

Placing rock for patio 

Finished cabin 

Feeling at home 

25: Sink, composting toilet and cat window 

20: Cat on table 

27: Kitchen and dresser drawer 

258: Woodstove and bookshelf 

29: My friend Angela experiencing the wonder 

30: Dogs held up in dog yard 

31: Cistern 

32-33: The spider weaves its web on the clay castle and the dragonfly is 

drawn to the sweetness of the Popsicle - nature has no boundaries, all 

artifacts are products of nature 

34-36: Community supported agriculture in the Town of Carborro  
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A GATHERING OF NATURE’S SOULS 

“While no sense faculty can experience it directly and no equation can 

be written to express it, our immediate perception tells us that there 

is a unifying principle in the acorn that enables the complex component 

of the genetic coding of the oak tree to function as a unity -- send 

down roots, raise the trunk, extend the branches and put forth leaves 

and fashion its seeds, then to nourish all this by drawing up tons of 

water and minerals from the Earth and distributing them throughout the 

entire life system. That such a vast complexity of functioning should 

have some unifying principle, known traditionally as the "soul" of the 

organism, is immediately evident to human intelligence” (Berry,T., 79). 

It is readily apparent to me that every article of nature, alive or 

not, has some form of essence or energy, and a purpose for being. 

I wish to share with the reader, pictures of these lives, habitats and 

artifacts of nature that I discovered on the property. These photographs 

represent only a sampling of the natural world that surrounds the cabin. 

With the exception of the snow pictures, these pictures were taken 

between mid-May 2001 through mid-July 2001. I comment on those pictures 

that have information to which I am privy. 

My dogs tell me that something lives in this hole in the ground 

Mother titmouse has her nest in this hole 

This tree is dead and is home to a woodpecker family 

A tree brought down by Hurricane Fran in 1998 

This old tree somehow escaped the clearing that took place here over 

years ago. Its mangled body may be the reason they did not want it 

In the center of the picture rests a barred owl on a branch  



12: These are Mother Goose’s Canada geese, with one domestic in the 

middle - A photograph from my neighbor’s pond 

14: A ground hornet in a deer hoof imprint filled with rainwater 

22 & 23: This is a bird's nest made partially with plastic wrap 

43: This picture draws the most inquiry 

44: Do you see the deer 

45: A crescent moon 

47: A maple seedling growing on an old tree stump 
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A PERSPECTIVE FROM THE ORANGE COUNTY PLANNING DEPARTMENT 

According to Orange County Planning, the cabin is located on Lot 3 

of the Clem Johnson Subdivision in Rural Residential (R1l) Zoning 

District and Upper Eno Protected Watershed. 

To enable the reader to visualize this location, I have supplied a 

variety of maps that I acquired from the county planning department. I 

have been granted permission to print these maps. On each map, I 

pinpoint the location of the cabin. The maps are as follows: 

Archaeological Remains Potential 

Comprehensive Resources Map 

Development Constraints 

Floodplains 

Geology 

Historic Sites 

Land Use Element of Orange County Comprehensive Plan 

Natural Area/Wildlife Habitats 

Prime Farmland 

Recreation Sites 

Scenic Road Corridors 

Soil Limitations - Dwellings 

Soil Limitations - Septic Systems 

Topography 

Vegetation 

Watersheds 

Wetlands 

Wildlife Corridors  
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GIS map prepared by Miriam Coleman/Orangs County Planning Department 12/11/97 
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iT: DART-OF-THE-WOODS COLLEGE LIBRAM  



Jolene M. Schira 

ELM 

When I first encountered Saint-Mary-of-the-Woods College as a candidate for the Earth Literacy Masters (EL 

Program, I knew there was something strange and unsettling going on with me but I could never put a label to it. It w 

until I stepped onto the campus of Saint-Mary-of-the-Woods and into the ELM classroom that I felt an arousal of som 

mysterious and marvelous deep inside of me. I was experiencing an awakening. Of course, at the time, I did not knov 

but hindsight has given me that wisdom. 

Before I became a student at Saint-Mary-of-the-Woods my job and everyday life left me feeling empty and ai 

The only time I felt I had a purpose was when I was absorbed in nature. Ihad always had a deep connection with the 

world. However, as I grew older, I found myself caught up in a fast-paced world that separated me from nature, leavii 

confused and anxious. The Earth Literacy program changed all that by helping me to define my beliefs and learn whc 

Now, as I complete the Earth Literacy program, I have found a sense of peace and happiness, even as I continue in my 

routine. 

Before attending Saint-Mary-of-the-Woods I was not a religious person, and I went into the ELM program wi 

little understanding of spirituality. On my first day at The Woods I remember sitting in class surrounded by Catholic 

wondering what I was doing there. I knew I belonged, I just did not know how or why. The director of the program, « 

aware, picked up on my confusion and told me with a shrug of her shoulders, simply and sincerely, that I was there fo 

reason — why question it? It was at that point that I opened myself up to the readings, the rituals, and the camaraderie 

The awakening I experienced became the pivotal point in my life. In the three years that I have been involvec 

the ELM program, I have become acutely aware of my place and purpose on this earth. I am no longer plagued with t 

doubt, anxiousness and confusion that haunted me before my acceptance into the program. My connection to the nati 

world has been firmly established and I have gained an understanding of my spirituality and have gladly embraced it. 

importantly, my experiences at Saint-Mary-of-the-Woods have given me hope for our world, a hope that I had a hard t 

finding three years ago. 

I was drawn to this very special college and this unique program for reasons I have never been able to explain 

anyone because I have never fully understood them myself. All I know for certainis that I was meant to be here and 1 

in the Earth Literacy Masters Program.  


