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Preamble

This is not a how-to book. I point this out because the book’s first-draft title was Rustic Low-

Tech Living.  I  still  like that  title,  but some of the initial  readers  of the first  draft  clearly

thought that the title indicated a how-to guide. Their feedback was that the book is far more

than that. They were spot-on, because it was never meant to instruct. It was always meant to

be a heart-felt memoir, one that re-traces my observations, thoughts, feelings, experiences and

emotions during two important phases of my life that together span a decade. The first phase

is the two-year lead-up to the decision to throw myself into the deep end of a rustic and low-

tech permaculture-esque lifestyle, with my partner Emma at my side. The second phase is the

lifestyle as it developed over an eight-year period.

The kind people who accepted my requests to read the first draft of the present book,

Permaculture Made Me Do It!, responded in some dramatically different ways. One reader

told me that she was reading it as if she were reading a thriller. Another said that it is a bit

slow. Another commented (with excitement  in his  eyes) that the book is  not really  about

permaculture or rustic low-tech living,  but rather about an emergence of a higher state of

consciousness. I love the fact that the book elicited such different responses because I never

had an exact idea of how I wanted readers to respond. I didn’t have a plan for the outcome of

the book, but instead wrote it in the way that I imagine a visual artist tries to bring-forth a

painting from a blank canvas rather than recreate what is depicted in a photograph.

Without  an exact  plan  for  the  book,  I  ended up writing  something  quite  eclectic,

perhaps too eclectic for some readers. An example of what I mean is seen in Chapter 13,

where  I  found  myself  writing  the  third  of  three  chapters  explicitly  focused  on  hiking

experiences. In that chapter, I focus a bit on a UFO story that pertains to the wilderness area

that I was hiking in. If you are wondering about what hiking, never mind a UFO story, has to

do with a memoir  about rustic  low-tech permaculture-esque living,  then I  hope that  your

curiosity will be piqued enough to read the book. Should you decide that hiking, the UFO

story, or any of the other seemingly tangential aspects of the book are not relevant, then I

hope you won’t mind me thinking that they do not necessarily need to be!

One outcome of writing this memoir without a plan is, if I may say so myself, a nice

travel-writing feel to the book. The story starts in England in approximately 2011, and it ends

a  decade  later  in  South  Africa.  I  took the  liberty  of  describing  different  aspects  of  both

settings,  with particular  attention-to-detail  emerging in  the South African context.  Having

been born and raised in South Africa, and having spent four years away from it during the
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years 2008 to 2012, I saw the country with fresh eyes and fresh synapses upon my return. It is

a country in which Nature can feature as a prominent theme and character if one permits it to,

which is what happened in my story, with the outcome being a book that gravitates more and

more in the direction of the classic Romantics, albeit with a dry South African flavour.

Something that I did intend to do – and I hope I have achieved this – is convey four

things  to  readers.  First,  that  it  is  okay to  take  a  purposeful  dive  into  the  deep-end  of  a

principled and idealistic lifestyle without much of a plan or budget. Second, that the principles

and  ideals  that  motivated  the  purposeful  dive  will  likely  have  to  be  compromised  when

various realities of life have to be confronted. Third, that it is okay to find oneself battling to

swim in the deep-end after having taken the plunge that comes with trying to live by the

courage of one’s convictions, which might mean finding oneself exhausted and crying in the

wind and rain while pushing an old bicycle on the side of a road one day. Fourth, that it is also

okay, and perhaps necessary at some point, to re-frame what one is doing with his or her life.

This  book  is  important  for  anyone  who  knows  that  a  different  way  of  living  is

necessary, but who does not know if it is possible. I faced the same conundrum back in 2011

and 2012. I had been exposed to hundreds of videos and stories of people and projects that

had already made it through their teething issues, but nothing and nobody focused on the real

challenges of stepping out of the lives they once knew and into the unknown and unprepared.

It is appropriate that the book has an unapologetically real feel to it – real in the sense of

realism, which is of course a genre of writing. Perhaps I have gone a step further and worked

within a sub-genre of realism: rustic realism, and maybe even critical rustic romantic realism.

In reflection on the contents of the book, I really hope that it gives readers a sense that

a different way of living is possible and even worth striving for, despite the hardships and

soul-searching that  may occur  along the way.  Considering  the  potentially  insurmountable

challenges that most people are now facing as we move into a totalitarian future, a few days

or months or years of autonomy are breaths of fresh air in an environment of increasingly

toxic  governmentality,  adherence  to  one-dimensional  dominant  narratives,  and  status-quo

sycophancy. I don’t know if there is a way out of the madness, but I think that it is possible

for ordinary people to live in a way that is less a part of the problem and more a part of the

solution, even if the solution is only relevant in the domain of your own life. As it is said: be

the change you wish to see in the world. 

Another comment on the title of the book is necessary. Permaculture certainly played

a pivotal role in helping guide the decisions that  Emma and I made before and during our

transition to a low-tech rustic lifestyle. However, it certainly did not decide anything for us,
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which is to say that permaculture did not make us do anything. Long before we encountered

permaculture,  we  had  become very  disillusioned  with  many  aspects  of  dominant  and

dominating ideologies and systems. Permaculture provided us with conceptual and practical

guidelines for how to proceed in a saner and more humane manner, a manner that was less

beholden to the influence of vested financial interests that drive politics and the economy. A

more accurate title would have been ‘Permaculture Helped Us Do It’, but that doesn’t pack

the same punch as the more familiar part of the common phrase, ‘...made me do it’.

I use the phrase “low-tech” throughout the book. I have been called-out for doing so

because some people think that flicking a switch to access grid-electricity is less ‘techy’ than

putting together one’s own solar energy system. Fair point, but it misses the bigger picture of

how centralised systems work. Zoom out, and you will see that no single person could run the

electricity grid, the water grid, or the sewage grid, all of which decimate Nature. A small solar

energy system, a gravity-fed off-grid water system, a compost toilet system, DIY building

methods, and so on, are all within a single person’s control, and they are far less ecologically

destructive than on-grid systems. Please do not confuse ‘low-tech’ for ‘easy’.

Similarly, I frequently use the term “permaculture-esque” in a way that may confuse

readers. I employ the term because I do not wish to give the impression that what Emma and I

have done, and continue to do, is representative of permaculture at either the conceptual or

practical levels. I encourage others to do their own research, and if you do, you may see that

permaculture is often applied for the purpose of growing healthy and organic vegetables in

sustainable and ecologically respectful ways. Emma and I have grown vegetables, and she

continues to grow some, but my opinion is that permaculture is far more than a method of

gardening, and can even be a way of life. The contents of this book should explain why I hold

this opinion, but please do not think that I speak for other permaculturists.

Finally, I wish to thank the many people who feature in this book, as well as those

who gave me feedback on it. My loving, beautiful, and feisty partner, Emma Hay, has never

doubted our decision to live alternatively and against the grain of convention, and she pulled

me back from the abyss of my own doubt on more than one occasion. Life in a shack with Em

has been a privilege (mostly!). My loving family has supported and encouraged us through all

of our weird ways, for which I am very grateful. I thank Damian, as well as Jacqui and her

folks, for allowing us to do what we did at Country Gardens – I’m not sure if Emma and I

would have embarked on our rustic low-tech permaculture-esque journey if it were not for

that space to conduct initial experiments. And to my readers: thank you for your charitable

interpretation!
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Chapter 1: A Shitty Epiphany

Starting a book with the topic of human faeces might seem somewhat tasteless. So let me talk

not of faeces, but of human manure instead. Perhaps even more euphemistically, let’s shorten

human manure into the word “humanure”. Is that better? I hope so, because the beginning of

my  permaculture-inspired  journey  into  rustic  low-tech  solutions  involved an  epiphanic

encounter with a composting toilet system. Not much of an epiphany, one may think. But the

encounter instantly transformed my thinking about shit into thinking about humanure, which

is perhaps symbolic of a broader transformation from thinking about problems to thinking

about solutions.

Let me say right from the start that I use the word ‘solutions’ in a manner that is fitting

for small-scale contexts, specifically at the scales of individuals, families, and smaller groups

of people. Some people would call this the more micro of scales,  as opposed to the meso

(medium) and macro (large) scales. Having been an active member of the Occupy Movement

in London in the year 2011, and having found absolutely no joy in fruitlessly aiming for meso

and macro  level  changes,  I  have  nothing of  practical  value to  contribute  in  the realm of

solutions  at  larger  scales  –  from what  I  can  see,  nobody  does  (despite  much  lip-service

otherwise).

My time in the Occupy Movement in 2011 marked the end of my third year living and

working in England. As an A-Levels lecturer, I had become well-versed in the religion of full-

time work in a first-world country that was committed to cutting costs in most public sectors.

Every year,  I  was given a  bigger  work-load,  but  I  received no corresponding increase  in

remuneration.  At one point my fellow lecturers and I were told by our managers that we

should be grateful for our jobs and stop complaining, despite the reality that many of our

colleagues were cracking from stress. Needless to say, the working conditions were less than

ideal.

During the three years of my time in England that led to the Occupy Movement, I had

access to an uncapped internet connection for the first time in my life. Upon my arrival in

2008, a friend showed me the first Zeitgeist film by Peter Joseph. Coming from a diverse

Humanities background involving critical theory on politics, the economy, power, etc., the

Zeitgeist film struck a deep chord with my view of a world in which people were farmed for

taxes to perpetuate a relatively sick system. I joined the Zeitgeist Movement, attended what
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were called Chapter meetings, and I  participated in all sorts of public demonstrations and

protests.

I never protested against the entire system, nor did I ever wish to throw the babies of

civilisation out with the poisoned bath-waters of elitism, exploitation, and ecocide, and  many

other things that end with -ism, -tion, and -cide. But the questioning content of my studies,

and of the analyses I was exposing myself to on the internet, were being reinforced by the

unforgiving and unfulfilling work environments I saw robbing people everywhere of their zest

and potential. I was experiencing this kind of drain first-hand in my own job. Progress seemed

to be a state in which more people could work longer hours most days of their lives to pay for

the sterile  boxes they called their  homes,  for the goods and services that they supposedly

needed for their survival, and for consumer distractions from their realities.

The  box  houses  and  consumer  distractions  were  also  coming  at  massive  costs  to

natural ecosystems. In 2011, months before the start of the Occupy Movement, I watched in

dismay as the Fukushima nuclear  power plant  went into meltdown after tsunami damage.

Some of humankind’s greatest minds had gone into creating a power-source for the human

expansion involving more houses and more consumer distractions, only for the product of

their work to be added to an endless list of so-called achievements that have poisoned the life-

giving waters of our beautiful planet. By the time Occupy was poised to appear relatively near

to where I  lived,  I  was adamant  that  a change was necessary,  and I  rushed to  attend the

experiment in deep democracy.

While some authors and commentators  maintain that  Occupy had massive positive

impacts that will resonate far into the future, I can say from first-hand experiences that it was

a failed experiment. Here is not the place for me to discuss why I believe this to be the case.

Instead, I will emphasise that after every series of participations at Occupy, I returned home

deflated in the growing awareness that the large-scale systems that protesters were striking out

at are impossible to reform. It is far more likely that the systems will collapse, but they have a

remarkable tendency to endure the rough seas of public dissent, and even capitalise on it. For

those of us hungry for something less destructive to nature, and kinder to what Occupiers

called the ninety-nine per cent, mass protest action was going nowhere slowly. As I watched

protesters queue to buy food and drinks from supermarkets in the vicinity of demonstration

centres, I realised that mass action was ironically playing its part in perpetuating business-as-

usual.

It was with this sense of deflation that I approached the year 2012. One day, while

doing domestic chores and listening to a podcast, I heard the word ‘permaculture’. The details
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interested me – growing food without poisoning the well, so to speak. How refreshing. I did

an online search for the term and I liked what I saw. A few days later, while preparing lecture

materials online, I noticed some side-bar advertising, the likes of which I usually try to ignore.

My search history had personalised  the advertising,  and the link was to  something about

permaculture  within  20  miles  of  my  location.  I  clicked  the  link  and landed  at  the  UK

permaculture site, where a one-day ‘Introduction to Permaculture’ course was listed. I sent off

a query to a person I will refer to here as Bill for the purposes of his privacy. Bill responded,

and arrangements were made for me to attend the introductory course.

Bill lived in an old house on estate land. I saw the manor house from a distance at

some point during the day course – it was huge and Victorian and spoke of affluence the likes

of which I cannot imagine. I don’t know the story of Bill’s house, but it seemed like a later

addition to the side of the estate. Being on estate land, the accommodation gave Bill access to

a large field  where  he could grow vegetables during the summer months. But I’m jumping

ahead of myself, because we didn’t get into the field until after we had spent the morning in

Bill’s living room going through some theory that was relevant to what he was doing in the

field. By ‘we’ I mean the three of us who were paying to attend the course, Bill, and one other

person who was something of an apprentice to Bill.

Bill was – and I imagine still is – an extraordinary character. He was quite old, exactly

how old I don’t know, and I’m not sure if he was working in any formal capacity at the time

of our meeting.  He told us that he had worked in disaster areas to construct  and oversee

emergency sanitation systems, which included compost toilet systems, the contents of which

were safely and efficiently composted in what he called compost hot boxes. Much of what I

took away from the introductory course was information about that system, and in this regard

Bill is the man who facilitated the epiphany that I would have during the course. I am deeply

grateful to him for offering me a peek at what I then considered to be a revolutionary low-tech

system for reasons that I hope will become clearer during the course of this book.

For all  of Bill’s  strengths and extraordinary insights,  he did not come across as a

particularly organised man, and I remember being underwhelmed by the course materials he

provided to us that morning. These were constituted by nothing more than a flimsy cardboard

folder, a couple of loose pages for note-taking purposes, and a black-and-white copy of one

page from a permaculture  book. The chosen page illustrated  something of the inputs  and

outputs involved in arriving at an egg – yes, a chicken egg. Stuff goes into the production of

an egg, and stuff other than an egg comes out of the process too. Permaculture, it seemed, was

partly about closing the loop on the inputs and outputs so that nothing is wasted, and all the
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system components work together as harmoniously as possible. The illustration was one I

would see numerous times in what I will loosely call my permaculture journey.

If  Bill  had  truly  intended  to  structure  his  introductory  course  around  that  single

illustration,  then  I  would  have  walked  out  and  not looked  back.  As  a  lecturer,  I  hold

preparation in high esteem. But I don’t think he ever intended to spend much time talking

about the permaculture egg, or even about permaculture in general. The introductory course, it

seemed to me, was more an alibi to talk about his compost hot-boxing method. He showed us

a video about it that his apprentice diligently organised to play on an old laptop. Occasionally,

Bill would grab a book from his eclectic collection and start making references to things from,

for example, the realm of forbidden archaeology. The morning’s theory lesson was a slightly

surreal series of momentary exposures to deep wells of knowledge and wisdom, with only the

surface of each wells’ waters being glimpsed before moving on to the next one.

Bill  made  repeated  references  to  what  we  would  be  seeing  in  his  field.  These

references, combined with the glimpses he was giving of his deep-seated wisdom involving

Eastern  spiritual  traditions,  do-it-yourself  building  tips,  sacred  geometry,  clay  water

purification  systems,  and  Alfred  Howard’s  Indore  composting  method,  were  more  than

enough to keep me interested and on board. The latter topic was something Bill knew heaps

about  (pun intended),  and he  was  extremely  passionate  about  this  particular  approach  to

making compost. Nearer the end of the theory session, just before our very light lunch of

home-grown leek-and-beetroot soup, Bill showed us a bucket at the far end of the outside

veranda. Evidently, it was a bucket of Bill’s shit. We would soon be taking it to the field,

where  its  contents  would  be  composted  and  ultimately  used  to  grow  vegetables.  Yes,

vegetables like the ones we were about to eat. And with that announcement, lunch was served.

The field was several hundred metres away from the house. We passed a section of

fence along a road where local farmers did drive-by drop-offs of horse or cow manure. From

there, the manure would be taken to the field for incorporation into the compost piles. The

compost, when ready, would then be turned out of the hotboxes. It would be turned once more

before being ready for use in the field – a turnaround of 60 to 90 days. As soon as we entered

the field, it was clear that Bill had a knack for growing award-winningly large vegetables. I

can’t remember what was being grown at the time, but I remember them all being the biggest

of their kind that I had ever seen.

Bill clearly thought that the main attraction was a series of composting bins, each one

a cubic metre large. To visualise the size, think of the large box that would be created by

making a cube out of six standard pallets, the kind that fork-lifts can easily pick up and move
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around in warehouses. The compost bins had been custom-built  so that the panels slotted

together perfectly, and could be easily unscrewed for a chosen side to be removed. This made

it easy to empty the bins when the compost was ready for turning. The bins had small holes

cut into them for air flow, and the holes were covered with mesh to keep out mice and rats.

The panels of the bins were green, so they didn’t stick out like sore thumbs in the green field.

There was a basic cubicle structure on the side of the field. It had a wooden frame and

canvas walls. In the cubicle was a small box with a toilet lid on it, and in that box was a

bucket. This was a place where Bill  (and the odd guest) could make their deposits into a

humanure bucket, the contents of which would eventually end up in a compost hot box. Each

deposit was ‘flushed’ with a scoop of finished compost, or sawdust, or something similar,

thus eliminating the need for water flushing. Urine, a non-pathogenic resource, was diverted

by a urine separation mechanism, and the pee would later be diluted with water and poured

around the bases of plants for fertilisation purposes. Bill spoke openly and proudly about his

use of the toilet, going out of his way to use the word humanure rather than faeces. He made

repeated references to the fact that the high temperatures reached in a correctly-made compost

pile would kill any pathogens in the humanure. There was clearly a science behind what Bill

was doing, and if anyone doubted it, he had a very long thermometer to prove that this was

method and not madness.

With all five of us gathered around one of the open hot boxes, Bill used the metre-long

thermometer to probe the middle of the compost pile. The temperature was over 70 degrees

Celsius. He pointed out that several days earlier, the box was almost full with materials, and

that  the  fungal  and bacterial  activity  occurring  in  the  pile  was  creating  the  heat  and the

accompanying reduction in the size of the pile. He said that the additional space meant that he

could  add  the  contents  of  one  or  two  more  buckets  of  humanure,  as  well  as  the  other

necessary materials. With that announcement, Bill opened the bucket he had brought with him

from the house. I’m not sure what I was expecting to see in the bucket, but I was sure that it

would not be pleasant. It turns out, surprisingly, that I was wrong.

The opening of the bucket revealed what appeared to be a mesh-looking bag that had

been tied closed, so that a little knot sat in the centre of the top of the bag. Bill explained that

the bucket was lined with a specially-made liner that was very strong but also biodegradable

and completely non-toxic.  He picked the bag up in much the same manner as one would

dangle a pendulum, and the bag slid straight out of the bucket. He quickly placed the bag into

the top of the compost pile, and immediately grabbed some chopped leaves from a tree-stump

beside him and placed these on top of the bag. His apprentice was ready with a bag of straw-



12

like material, which he spread over the chopped leaves. Clearly, these guys had pre-planned

their performance to ensure that anyone with shit-phobia would hardly notice that they had

just witnessed the handling of a bag of human faeces. It was indeed a performance worthy of

applause.

Bill proceeded to explain that making compost is like making lasagne: the contents

need to be added in layers. The ingredients, roughly, are carbon materials, nitrogen materials,

ash and/or bio-char, kitchen waste, cow manure slurry, and a politician’s kidney. Sorry, bad

joke. The real final ingredient is a bit of older compost to inoculate the pile with good fungi

and bacteria that will spread throughout the pile. Bill used a rough ratio of 70% carbon to

30% nitrogen, which means (for example) that for every seven centimetres of brown straw-

like materials that went into the pile, three centimetres of green materials or manure would be

added. Not that one would add as little as seven or three centimetres of the materials to the

heap at any given time, but hopefully you get the idea. The ratios of the kitchen wastes and

bio-char are not too important, but one wouldn’t go overboard with them.

Where compost-making is unlike lasagne-making is when it comes to the addition of

humanure. The humanure always goes into the middle of the pile, where the temperatures are

highest. Seeing as cow manure is loved by the kinds of fungi and bacteria that one wants to

encourage in a compost pile, cow manure slurry is poured over each addition to the heap, with

a bit more going onto the humanure addition for good luck. Bill demonstrated the making of

the slurry, and there was definitely something of a ritual to the process. He had erected three

thin wooden poles to form a tee-pee-like tripod, from the middle of which hung a stick. A

bucket of cow manure and water was placed in the middle, with the stick dangling into the

bucket. Bill explained that the biodynamics guys stir 50 times in one direction and 50 in the

other, but that he prefers 100 times in a clockwise direction to ensure utmost order throughout

the vortex process.

After communing around the first compost hot box, we shuffled to the adjacent one.

The contents of this one had been built over a period of about 10 days, and had been left to do

its composting thing for about 30 days. Bill had taken frequent temperature measurements,

which he had recorded in a little booklet. The temperature peaked at some point during the

process, and then tapered off gradually – just right, according to Bill. The pile was ready to be

turned out, something that Bill had planned to coincide with the introduction to permaculture

day-course. He unscrewed the wing-nuts to open the sides of the hot box. The contents that

once filled the bin to the top were now occupying 65 or 70% of the capacity – evidently, fungi

and bacteria had enjoyed the feast.
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Bill and his sidekick grabbed spades and carefully moved the outsides of the pile to

the ground in front of the bin. He explained that they were turning the compost, with the

intention of trying to rebuild the contents so that what was on the outsides of the heap would

be piled into the centre of the newly-formed one. The newly-formed pile was assembled on

the ground, leaving the compost hot box open for a new batch of compost. Bill offered the

spade to me, and I took over from him. I was surprised that I could detect no sign of any

humanure in the mix that I was shovelling. There was a musty smell, yes, but nobody would

be able to identify it as humanure. After I added several spadefuls of material to the newly

forming heap,  Bill  added a  couple  of  handfuls  of  older  compost  to  the  mix,  once  again

inoculating the newer stuff with the micro-organisms of the older stuff. He did this several

times during the re-building of the heap.

Once the pile had been rebuilt, Bill re-bolted the sides of the hot box into place, and

summarised the process we had just witnessed. We had seen part of the compost-building

process, which was sufficient to convey all the necessary steps involved. We had turned a

pile, and had been witness to the fact that the humanure component is not something that

lingers  to  make  the  process  unpleasant.  The  pile  on  the  ground  would  be  left  for

approximately another 30 days, at which stage it would be turned once more – and again, it

would be inoculated at that stage with handfuls of older compost. 90 days from start to finish.

Three months, and the compost could be added to a vegetable patch. Bill stated with caution

that on the final turning, at roughly day 60, the contents could even be spread straight onto a

field, but then it would be best to wait another 30 days before sowing seeds.

Bill spoke about many more things in the field that day. The position of the sun in the

sky at different times of year, the slope of the land, the swales that had been dug into the

ground for moisture retention, companion plants, and more. But my mind was mostly on what

I had been exposed to via the humanure composting process. Over the course of three years, I

had attended numerous protests and demonstrations where fists had been raised in the name of

alternative systems, systems that would not require and perpetuate the raping of the earth and

of human potential. For more than a decade I had been studying systemic problems without

encountering any real potential to implement processes that would arrive at solutions. Within

only a few short hours in Bill’s company, I had seen something of an alternative system, one

that was not just theorised about, but which had actually been implemented and used on a

daily basis. Perhaps more than once a day, depending on Bill’s metabolism!

As I stood and stared at the compost bins, and at the pile of freshly turned-out compost

on the ground, I started to have an epiphany. Years of thinking critically about toxic systems,
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and attendance at numerous events where thousands of fists were shaken at the proverbial

man, had taken the human race nowhere closer to living more sustainably – quite the opposite.

All  that  energy,  all  that  frustration,  all  that  shouting… and ironically,  all  the  fossil-fuels

burned in travelling to and from protest events – what had it achieved? In contrast, Bill shat

into a bucket and made compost from which he grew nutritious and healthy food. He did not

flush his fertility away with precious fresh water that went through concrete sewer systems to

a waste-water treatment site where sewage is treated with chemicals before being pumped into

the environment, causing all sorts of ecological problems.

Bill was clearly working less for money, and more to run some of his own systems.

His  toilet  was  decentralised,  and  not  connected  to  the  mess  of  infrastructure  that,  in  its

expansion, is flattening the natural ecosystems of the planet – ecosystems that human beings

need for our own survival! It occurred to me that the materials required to make the toilet

system from scratch  in  a  DIY manner  would amount  to  very few resources.  The system

requires no laying of concrete or pipes, and no connection to the council or municipal sewer

system, so no officious little man with a clipboard would come shove his governmentality

into  one’s  toilet  affairs.  Of  course,  such  a  person  would  try,  and  probably  claim  a

contravention of this or that by-law, but a simple DIY system can easily be dismantled today

and re-erected tomorrow. A tiny victory for personal freedom and general sustainability, but

hugely significant at a symbolic level.

Bill was doing something remarkably powerful. He was taking some matters into his

own hands. In so doing, he was engaging with a small solution to the problems of concrete

sewers and resource-heavy flush-toilet systems, chemical treatment of waste-water, and the

nitrification of rivers and the ocean. By using the compost he was making to grow healthy

food, he was diminishing his reliance on the chemical and fossil-fuel systems that ordinarily

produce and supply a person with food. His organic food intake meant that he was healthier

than if he ate only supermarket vegetables, so he did not need to rely on the products of the

pharmaceutical industry, an industry with devastating consequences for planetary and human

well-being. Bill also spent time doing manual labour in the field to make the compost and

grow the vegetables, so he was physically strong, and he was seeing the mental benefits of

spending time outdoors.

Despite the increasing problems in the world, fuelled by a toxic political economy in

which power is concentrated in the hands of a few politicians and CEOs, Bill was winning.

No,  that’s  wrong – Bill  wasn’t  winning,  because  he was not  competing.  Instead,  he was

engaged in a process where a kind of cooperation of components was occurring,  and the
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cooperation process resulted in a positive space for him to thrive in. He was one of the only

people I had met who could claim to have achieved a small amount of autonomy in a context

where so many people are slaves in a system whose proponents claim provides for all of our

needs. But the provision of services and goods to meet those needs was clearly coming at

immense costs to people and the planet. Given the choice to be at the top of the pyramid

scheme of the political economy, or to be in Bill’s metaphorical  shoes, I was mostly sure that

I would choose the latter. At very least, Bill’s footsteps offered a glimpse of a practical path

that had up until that point in my life been hidden.
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Chapter 2: Ourganics

More than three years of living in the UK had exposed me to a seemingly endless series of

malls, motorways, cables, complexes, airports, train stations, warehouses, parking lots, and so

on – these constituted most of the British landscape. Where there was a field, it was used

either  to  grow  a  mono-crop  grain,  which  meant  that  it  was  doused  in  chemicals,  or

occasionally it was kept open and manicured for human recreation. This was what first-world

progress looked like,  I  realised,  and most  developing countries  were rushing to catch up,

bulldozing what was left of the natural world. To make matters worse, none of the protests or

demonstrations I had attended, or the social activism projects I had tried to engage in, had

offered any reason to believe that the considerable powers-that-be would allow for substantial

systemic changes in the near or distant future.

So when I saw Bill’s composting toilet system at work in that rare, uncontaminated

and organic field of his, I was seeing a beacon of hope. It was not the kind of naive hope I was

searching for when I attended protests and demonstrations, where I had been looking for signs

that organised and intelligent public dissent could translate into positive action at large scales.

The hope I encountered in Bill’s presence was relevant at a much smaller scale. While it was

instantly obvious to me that most people would never voluntarily deal with their own shit, it

occurred to me that I could deal with mine. Here was something that I could do that was not

part of the problem of polluting and resource-heavy centralised systems. How refreshing it

was to think that I could stop wasting time and energy protesting and demonstrating,  and

instead focus on doing something practical, and create compost and fertility in which I could

grow vegetables.

Well,  eventually I would be able to do those things. I didn’t know how I would go

about being able to do them, but I knew that I had glimpsed something of the right direction

to take in Bill’s field that fateful day. I returned to my life of lecturing A Levels’ subjects, but

something was different. I no longer searched online for critiques of consumer capitalism, or

for where the next protest or demonstration would take place. Instead, I started to look for

information about permaculture, homesteading, humanure, off-grid energy systems, off-grid

water  systems,  grey-water  harvesting,  DIY building,  rocket  stoves,  and so  on.  It  quickly

became apparent that thousands of people world-wide had, for whatever reasons, decided that

they could do things differently – not at a large scale involving hundreds or thousands of

people, but rather at a scale of individuals, families, and very small communities.
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It didn’t take much effort to convince my partner, Emma, that she should join me for a

tour of Bill’s field and compost toilet system. Emma was (and still is) as critical of the status

quo as I was, and she had been doing her own research into alternatives, so if I was on to

something, she was happy to take a peek. I arranged with Bill for Emma and me to attend the

‘introduction to permaculture’ course again, but I asked if we could spend less time in his

living room and more in  the field.  He was very happy to oblige.  Emma gravitated  more

towards the vegetable growing side of things, while I remained fixated on the composting

process. I had taken thorough notes the first time around, but I really paid attention to details

the second time. I asked Bill a bunch of questions, and he duly answered them. If I had been a

bit fuzzy on some of the details after the first day-course, I was much clearer after the second.

And just in case I might forget the details, I bought one of Bill’s copies of a version of Alfred

Howard’s  The Waste Products of Agriculture, which Bill had contributed to for its limited

reprint.

As  Emma  and  I  conducted  more  research  into  the  topics  of  permaculture,

homesteading,  organic  gardening,  and  so  on,  it  started  to  become  evident  that  a  person,

couple, or family could do quite a lot with very little. It appeared to be the case that if people

lived in a tiny home, grew some of their own food, used a small renewable energy system,

cooked on small and efficient rocket-stove fires, caught and stored water off of roofs, used a

compost toilet, and so on, then it may be possible for them to take a few steps out of the

proverbial rat race. This notion began to appeal to us more and more as our A Levels lecturing

jobs continued to require more from us, for absolutely no more remuneration or respect. So as

the year 2011 drew to a close, I did a simple online search for ‘permaculture course UK’.

Had I done the search only a few days later, it would have been too late. It just so

happened that the only full twelve-day Permaculture Design Course (PDC) to be held in the

south of England was being held in Dorset, about 150 miles from where Emma and I lived.

150 miles was tediously far away considering that the course was broken into six two-day

chunks, each of which would occur on one weekend of each month for six months.  That

meant  six repetitions  of the 300 mile  return trip,  on one full  weekend per  month for six

months, while still trying to perform the miracle of being good teachers. This would be a huge

inconvenience to our schedules, but it would be the only way for us full-time lecturers to

complete a PDC. I emailed the organiser. The deadline had passed for people to enrol on the

course, but I was lucky because, I was told, the final processing of the fees was due to take

place in just a few days’ time. If I hurried and paid the full amount very quickly, Emma and I

would be accepted onto the course. I hurried.
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Getting up at 04:30 on a frozen January morning in Hertfordshire, England, and then

having  to  drive  for  two  hours  and  forty-five  minutes  on  some  mind-bogglingly  boring

motorways, was enough to make me resent permaculture before I ever knew very much about

it. Scraping ice off the wind-shield in the dark on a Saturday after a long week of unfinished

work is perhaps a sign that one’s decisions need to be re-evaluated. Luckily, Emma and I had

packed our bags and food and loaded it all into the red 1999 Nissan Almera (what someone

close to Emma had once called an old man’s car) the night before. We knew that we were

taking on too much though, for neither of us had finished the preparation for the following

week’s lessons. For years, out of necessity, we had worked Saturdays or Sundays or both in

order to finish our preparation and marking – so much for teaching being an easy job. Now

we were giving our weekend to permaculture.  We would have to see what would happen

come Monday, though we hardly needed a crystal ball to know that the week ahead would be

tough. Please, I begged in silence, let the course be worth it.

As expected, the drive was uneventful, and we even arrived slightly early. The little

hand-painted sign on the farm gate that we entered through displayed the name, ‘Ourganics’.

What a simple and effective name, I thought. In hindsight, the simplicity and effectiveness of

that  name are symbolic  of so much of what  I  learned and experienced at  Ourganics  and

elsewhere on our permaculture journey. After parking and putting on more layers of clothing

to keep out the mid-winter cold, Emma and I walked along the drive-way, which opened up to

the left to reveal a simple wooden shed-like structure where a few people, perhaps three or

four, were gathered around an outside bench. They were tightly gripping their mugs of tea or

coffee, their exhalations clearly visible in the cold early-morning winter chill. Connected to

the wooden shed-like structure was a little outdoor kitchen nook, which had clean pots and

pans and a variety of crockery neatly stacked on simple shelves and work surfaces.

One of the people standing around the bench greeted and welcomed us. His name?

Aranya. That’s it, just Aranya. He was the course facilitator, the man with the plan, the guy

running the show. He had long greying hair, a mostly grey beard, and a calm composure. I

noticed  that  he  was  wearing  sandals,  which  struck  me  as  impressive  for  the  near-zero

temperature we were in. Emma and I met the other people standing at the bench, who were

fellow participants on the course. Aranya offered us tea or coffee, and into the outdoor kitchen

we went. That’s when we met Pat, the lovely old lady who owned and ran Ourganics. She was

quite short, and was dressed in numerous layers of clothing that had seen many winters. She

was making sure that things flowed smoothly in the kitchen, a job that required more attention

as more course attendees arrived. The wooden shed-like structure we were standing next to
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was her  home,  and the  indoor component  of the course would take  place  in  half  of  it.  I

stepped into that half of her home. Couches and chairs had been arranged in a semi-circle

shape. The room had a calm, inviting, homely feel to it.

A curtain hung at the far end of the room, and later I would take a peek and see that it

was the divider between the living room area and Pat’s bedroom. The curtain made it feel like

the cabin had two rooms, but with the curtain pulled back, the space would have looked like

an open-plan cabin. The place was not cluttered, but there were quite a few colourful cups

hanging from the white roof rafters in the living room section. Some ornamental objects were

also noticeable here and there. There were two tables in this section of Pat’s home. One of the

tables was stacked with books at the far end of the room, and above the table several boxes

were  stacked  on  the  rafters  for  storage  purposes.  The  other  table  was  positioned  more

centrally for course materials. I guessed that the central table was Pat’s dining table, because

ordinarily  it  must  have  occupied  a  space  close  to  the  wood-burning  stove,  which  was

positioned in the centre of the long wall in the living room section of her tiny off-grid home.

As the other new PDC students arrived, I kept mainly to myself and took in as much

as I could of the physical system components of Pat’s off-grid setup. While I was still in the

lounge section of her home, I stared intently at one of its corners, where a few deep-cycle

batteries, a charge-controller (also known as a regulator), and an inverter were housed. I knew

what these components were and what they did, but only because I had done some research on

the topic of photovoltaic solar energy systems in previous months. This was the first time I

was seeing a charge-controller or inverter in real space and time, and I stood there wondering

what  the different coloured lights indicated.  Obviously they were indications  of when the

batteries were full or charging, but I wanted to know what the implications were for actual

power-usage habits.  How long could Pat  power her  stereo during the night,  for example,

before she had to turn it off in order not to drain the batteries too far?

I went outside, greeted a few more new-arrivals, and slipped away from them to go

and stare intently at the solar panels on the roof of the home. They were quite small – that was

about the entirety of what I could glean information-wise about them. Oh well, I would just

have to wait before I could accost Pat or Aranya with questions about the system. Directly

below the panels, not on the roof but on the ground below it, was what I immediately could

identify as an off-grid solar hot-water system. I must have stared at that thing for several

hours in total during the twelve days of the course, and it was perhaps somewhat tactless of

me to largely ignore most of the people arriving while I pondered the workings of the system.

To the new arrivals, I must have looked like I had Asperger’s syndrome. If any of them are
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reading this, I do apologise for my aloof behaviour on that first day of the course – my head

was  in  a  cloud  of  logistics.  If  I  regret  anything  about  the  course  (especially  that  first

weekend),  it  is  not  having  given the  full  extent  of  my attention  to  communing  with  the

excellent people I met there.

However, the off-grid solar hot-water system was very, very impressive. It consisted

of two tanks positioned at different heights, each of which were secured by the frame of the

system. At ground level was a solar panel of copper pipes painted black, fronted with an old

patio door. The cold water pipe from one of the tanks entered the bottom of the panel. As the

sun heated the panel pipes,  a thermosyphon effect  was created,  and the hot water flowed

upwards through the pipes and back into one of the two tanks. The system kept circulating for

as long as the sun was shining on the panel. On that cold morning of the first day of the

course,  I  simply  could  not  understand  how  the  system  worked,  and  it  was  with  some

reluctance  that  I  pulled  myself  away  from  the  contraption  when  course  proceedings

commenced  in  Pat’s  living  room.  As a  side-note,  I  should  add that  the  contraption  was,

unsurprisingly, producing nothing but cold water at that early sunless hour.

Formal introductions were made. Pat was the host, Aranya was the teacher, and Gary

was the apprentice teacher. The students were me, Emma, Steve, Didi, Larf, Lucy, Jonny,

Theresa, Sean, Robin, and Yuhan. We were adults of all ages, and came from a broad range of

backgrounds. Each person had her or his own interesting and unique story to tell, though it

would take most of the course for the details of each story to emerge. Larf’s story really stood

out. He wore old army-style clothing, and looked like he was not the type of person to spend

much time in an office. He had been a member of a group of people who called themselves

the Dongas Tribe. For years, mostly during the early 1990s, they lived out of carts that they

pulled  around the  countryside.  They erected  and slept  in  small  tent-like  structures  called

benders, which is incredible considering how cold it gets in the British winters. At one stage

they  had  protested  the  construction  of  motorways  through  areas  of  natural  importance.

Despite having lost the main battle against the construction of a massive section of the M3

motorway, the Dongas Tribe is widely considered to have accelerated the spread of awareness

about environmental issues in the UK, and it is given credit for shifting public attitudes in a

greener direction. It was impossible to tell how old Larf was.

It was an honour for me to be in the presence of a man who had gone to such great

lengths to try and slow the speed at which humans flatten and pave over the natural world.

This  sense  of  honour  quickly  grew  as  the  members  of  the  group  revealed  more  about

themselves.  I  was surrounded by extremely  good people.  Real  people.  Nobody there was
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afraid of getting their hands dirty from, for example, digging in the soil. They were more than

happy to take a handful of soil and examine it closely, in a manner not unlike the way a

jeweller might examine a diamond. I saw several members of the group do exactly that after

one  of  the  lessons,  in  which  the  topic  of  healthy  soils  was  explored.  Fertile  soils  are

cooperatives of life, and you can see and smell the fertility if you know what you are looking

and smelling for. We almost certainly each had our own individual  reasons for doing the

PDC, but we were all learning about the permaculture way of looking at things, things like

soils and trees and vegetables, water and wind and sunlight, animals and people and planet.

After formal introductions had been made, we did an ice-breaker activity, and some

‘domestics’  were discussed.  We then headed outside again for a  tour of Ourganics.  Pat’s

house, the outdoor kitchen, the solar hot-water system, and the solar panels were all early

focal areas of the tour. I had not seen the water tanks at the back of the house. There was quite

a lot of rainfall in the area (we were in England, after all), so Pat didn’t need too many tanks –

she had two of them, and apparently she later expanded to three. There was a connection

between the back storage tanks and the header-tank that in part constituted the solar hot water

system, with a small battery-powered switchable pump used to move water between tanks.

Some members of the group asked questions, and Pat or Aranya gave answers. We moved

slowly, taking in more than just information about the things we were focusing on. The place

had a vibe to it, an aura that comes with having been custom-designed and custom-built. No

team of builders had done the hard work of putting it all together, pouring concrete as far and

as wide and as quickly as they could. Instead, what we were seeing was all a labour of love

and necessity, and it spoke of a drive to live with less reliance on systems that everywhere

continued to pave over what was left of nature.

After examining the immediate surrounds of Pat’s house, we passed a yurt – yes, a

yurt – and made our way to the compost toilets. These were two cubicles on a slightly raised

platform, and off to the side of one of the cubicles was a hand-basin. It was all very neat and

tidy, and once again void of any foul smells that one might expect from a compost loo. Pat

gave us the talk that she must have given to a considerable number of people before us. The

toilets were urine-diversion compost toilets. This meant that one cannot just sit and let loose.

The front of the toilet had a catchment area for urine, and the back was an entry into the

humanure abyss. It was crucially important to aim properly and prevent number twos from

going into the urine-diversion compartment. Once a deposit had been made into the humanure

area, the depositor should flush with saw-dust. Not too much saw-dust please, because too

much too often would mean that things fill up too quickly. The pee that went into the urine-
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diversion area flowed away in pipes to an appropriate area near the toilet. Additionally, men

were asked to pee onto the bale of hay off to the side of the toilet area. Being a South African

male, I had no problems with the idea of peeing onto anything outside – in fact, I had jumped

the gun in this regard already that morning!

From the compost toilet area we were guided to Pat’s food-growing tunnel. It was the

biggest tunnel I had ever been in, though years later I would learn that it wasn’t that large in

comparison to other setups. There was hardly anything growing in the tunnel at that time of

the year. The growing-beds were all raised, made from wooden planks and poles that formed

low boxes to contain the soil and compost. It was warmer in the tunnel, and I noticed a small

wash area at the back where presumably it was easier to remove one’s clothing in the colder

months to have a body-wash. There were a few garden-pots hanging from the frame of the

tunnel, which would have allowed Pat to take a bit of advantage of the usually-unused vertical

space. I also noticed a small sign sticking out of one of the beds: it read ‘make compost, not

war’, followed by a small peace sign.

We left the tunnel and went outside again, passing quite a few orchard trees here and

there.  It  was  very  barren  at  that  time  of  year,  something  I  had  become  used  to  seeing

considering that  it  was my fourth British winter,  but I could never shake the feeling that

everything was dead. Where I came from, on the southern coast of Africa, few trees ever lost

all their leaves, and barren winters always felt a little alien to me. By the time we reached the

stream at the end of Pat’s property, I had started to doubt how much one could learn about

permaculture during a course that was largely taking place when nothing was growing, but

then I was assuming that permaculture was mostly about principles to be applied outdoors and

on the land. I would have a different impression by the end of that first weekend, because, as I

would learn throughout the course, permaculture provides practitioners with various lenses

through  which  to  view any  space  and all  that’s  in  it.  I  may  have  seen  a  barren  British

landscape during the introductory tour, but I had unknowingly forced that impression on the

situation.

Pat’s chickens drew attention to my bleak way of looking at the landscape. They were

not perturbed by the cold and seeming barrenness, and were instead busy pecking away at

piles of old leaves and flapping happily about. Pat was clearly very fond of her chickens,

telling us that she closed their large coop very tightly at night to keep the foxes out. Pat didn’t

kill any of her hens for meat, and considering that I had been a vegetarian for over a year at

that point, I was rather impressed with what I saw and heard. Lucky birds – they could roam

free during the day, sleep soundly at night, get fed by an old lady that loved them and talked
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to them, and all they had to do was lay the odd egg to earn their keep and coop. I knew then

that I would experiment with keeping chickens for eggs one day, though I had no idea back

then of how badly that experiment would end up going when I eventually could try it.

Our final  stops on the tour were the outdoor raised vegetable-beds,  as well  as the

compost area. At that frozen time of year, there really was not a lot to see at either destination.

The vegetable beds were also raised in a low box-like fashion. There were quite a few of

them, and I didn’t appreciate back then how much soil and compost had gone into filling

them.  With  literally  nothing  growing  in  them,  we  didn’t  spend  too  much  time  standing

around. We turned to take note of the compost area. It was conveniently close to the outdoor

raised beds on the one side, with the tunnel being relatively close to the other side, and the

area  was also quite  close  to  the  driveway.  This  was good placement.  Materials  could  be

offloaded from a vehicle and wheel-barrowed to the compost area, and once the compost was

ready, it would go into outdoor beds or tunnel beds that were not too far away. Someone had

thought about how to save on the human energy that might otherwise have gone to dragging

and wheel-barrowing materials across large distances.

We took a quick tea and coffee break, during which time questions were asked, and

some members of the group discussed their impressions of what they had seen during the

short tour. Then we gathered inside Pat’s living room again for the first proper theory session

of the course, which was about problems and spirals of erosion. I thought it appropriate that

erosion  was  the  doorway  into  theory  that  could  broadly  be  categorised  under  the  word

‘systems’. Regardless of what one thinks about the desirability of the dispensation that we call

civilisation (some people use the word literally, while some of us use it with our tongue in our

cheek), it is hard to argue that civilisation has not had extremely erosive consequences for

nature.  Erosion  can  mean different  things  depending on how literally  or  figuratively  one

approaches the word. Figuratively, it encompassed many of the problems that had motivated

me to jump on the bandwagons of the Zeitgeist and Occupy Movements. But in that first

theory session, the focus was on literal erosion, with the anthropocentric causes of it being

foregrounded.

Permaculture provided some proactive and practical ecological strategies for dealing

with  patterns  of  erosion.  In  order  not  to  impose  someone  else’s  interpretation  of  these

strategies onto us students, the second session of the PDC course involved us going outside in

groups to observe natural systems. The first principle of permaculture is indeed ‘observe and

interact’, so it was entirely fitting that we went and observed natural systems before theorising

too much about them. I was slightly sceptical at first about this approach, because my thinking
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at that stage left me convinced that there were hardly any natural systems left considering the

extent  to  which  humankind  had  transformed  natural  spaces  for  industrial,  agricultural,

aesthetic, and other reasons. It wasn’t long though before it became clear to me that natural

systems were, and are, everywhere. For example, a person could choose a patch of grass, stare

at it for a while, dig into it a bit, look up and around, take note of things like the angle of the

sun, the shade, the slope of the land, and the various other system components and functions

in the area, and soon a basic awareness arose that was tuned-in to natural patterns.

Each group went and found their  own area to observe.  One group conducted their

observations alongside the stream, another group near a patch of trees, another in the vicinity

of  the  chicken  coop,  and  so  on.  It  was  cold,  but  we  persevered.  We  regathered  inside

thereafter,  and  a  member  from each  observation-group  gave  feedback  on  what  they  had

observed outside. The details of the feedback don’t really matter, but what was clear was that

all the members of the different groups had worked together, and that they had seen how

different  components  of  natural  systems  were  all  interlinked.  Evidently,  permaculturalists

could design systems according to this principle of interlinking or interconnection, and they

could  do  so  based  on  observations  of  natural  systems  that  interlink  and  interconnect  by

default.  There was an elegant  simplicity  to this  approach that  had been missing from my

generally academic way of analysing the world, and it was strangely liberating to be able to

talk about what one had quietly observed in a simple field as being significant.

Quite a lot more course theory was covered during that first day of the PDC. After the

hard working-week,  the early morning start,  and the long drive getting to  Ourganics  that

morning, I was tired and needed to rest. Emma and I had planned to pitch our small camping

tent that night because evidently we were so tight that we would rather freeze than pay for a

hotel room, but upon hearing about the tent idea, Pat offered us the use of her yurt. Without

question, Emma and I accepted Pat’s kind offer, though it must be said that a yurt is not much

warmer than a tent,  and that night was memorably freezing.  Fortunately Emma and I had

brought  a  bottle  of  wine  with  us,  which  we  shared  with  Pat  over  dinner  and  a  long

conversation. I’m not sure if it was the glass-and-a-half of wine (not much by any standards)

or the exhaustion or the combination of both, but I slept extremely well that night despite the

extreme cold.

Day two of the course proceeded in much the same way as most days of the course.

Review  session,  theory  session,  break,  practical  session,  theory  session,  lunch.  Theory

session, practical session, break, theory session, review, discussion. Every day of the course

consisted of some combination of theory, practice, and review, with the exception of two days
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of the course. One of those two days was set aside for site visits, and one (the final day of the

course)  for  the  presentations  of  all  the  students’  permaculture  designs.  The  course  was

extremely well put together, and I commend Aranya for doing a great job of facilitating it. I

would prefer not to give away the tricks of his trade, so I am deliberately not going to describe

all the contents of the course. Instead, I will encourage anyone interested in permaculture to

do their own homework, and ideally to attend a full PDC course, preferably with a reputable

and experienced practitioner. Each participant will leave with something uniquely suited to

their own particular situation.

I therefore speak mainly for myself, and perhaps a little for Emma, when I say that I

took from weekend one of the course a confirmation that there are actual alternatives to what I

thought of at the time as the rat race. Pat’s life was a real example of an alternative. She was

living an off-grid, rustic, low-tech lifestyle, one that clearly required a huge amount of hard

work and fights with the council and soul searching – but nevertheless, it was an alternative.

The theory lessons and practical work of that first weekend had made it possible for us to

glimpse stepping-stones on a path that was becoming visible in the distance, perhaps because

we were  desperately  wanting  to  get  off  a  path  that  appeared  to  us  to  be  unsustainable,

undesirable, and unjust. The almost thirty year old me was fast becoming aware that a large-

scale system change was unlikely to occur. If something was going to change, it would have

to be something that Emma and I could orchestrate ourselves. Starting a permaculture course

at Pat’s homestead gave us a good indication of what that something might be. How we would

end up in a situation where we could take on some of the challenges that had started to excite

us was unknown in that January of 2012. But as it is said, where there is a will, there is a way

(or a dead person!).
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Chapter 3: Cut These Down

After the first weekend of the permaculture design course (PDC), all of my non-lecturing

energy  went  into  doing  research  into  the  details  of  a  permaculture-esque  homesteading

lifestyle. Up until that point, I had only occasionally used the internet to acquire information

for  various  practical  purposes,  but  from February  2012  I  focused  almost  exclusively  on

acquiring  DIY  information.  I  started  to  understand  how  solar  energy  and  gravity  water

systems worked. I took a liking to the idea of building structures out of earth bags. I read the

fine details about rocket stove cooking and heating projects. I took comfort in the fact that

many people had set themselves up without a fridge, a washing machine, an electric kettle,

and so on. To an observer, I may have appeared to be going a little too deep into the theory of

lifestyle  alternatives  without knowing enough about the actual  practicalities.  The observer

may  have  been  correct,  seeing  as  I  would  occasionally  become  euphoric  upon  seeing  a

YouTube video of a person using a plunger and a bucket to do their laundry.

During that cold February of 2012, Emma and I began to ask ourselves a few simple

questions.  Could  we  take  our  small  amount  of  savings  and  veer  into  a  very  basic

permaculture-esque situation? Could this be done in the UK? If not in the UK, where else

could we go to try it? Would we have to work full-time or could we drop to part-time? Would

we be willing to exchange our creature-comforts and status quo securities for a lifestyle in

which we ‘roughed it’ but perhaps managed to create some time in which to do things like

grow some food, build a basic roof over our heads, and watch sunsets? Asking these and other

questions, while also researching the details of a rustic low-tech lifestyle, provided thematic

fuel for conversations that led us to believe that we could head in a different direction. And

though I was not going out of my way to look for bad news about the depressing state of

advanced industrial society, such news invariably continued to find its way into my periphery.

So it wasn’t only the case that we could perhaps step out of the rat race for a while, but also

that we perhaps should. It was, after all, 2012, the Great Year of Change.

By the  middle  of  February,  we had agreed to  help a  friend living  in  South West

London to build an earth-bag boundary wall.  His rickety old fence had collapsed,  and he

wanted to replace it with something more permanent. The fact that he was keen to embark on

building a very permanent wall without planning permission says a lot about his position on

council regulations, and the fact that he wanted to begin the project a.s.a.p. said a lot about his

enthusiasm. We got together at his place one weekend, went through the theory of what it was
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that we were about to do, played with a few pieces of small cardboard rectangles to plan

things, and started digging the foundation trench the very next day.

It wasn’t exactly a green way of using earth-bags. My friend had the gravel and sand

delivered prior to the first weekend of the project, but he couldn’t source clay, so we had to

use cement to stabilise the contents of the bags. I have no idea if we used less, the same, or

more resources to build the wall than if my friend had simply arranged to have a brick wall

built for him, and I never dared to ask him about the cost benefits of this approach to earth-

bags versus bricks. I suspect that he was not concerned about money or resources, but rather

that he took delight in not asking the council for permission to do something, a route he would

have  to  have  taken  if  bricklayers  had  been  involved.  I  was  only  too  happy  to  have  the

opportunity to gain experience with a building method that I thought was up my DIY alley,

and to gain the experience on someone else’s land and at someone else’s expense!

That first weekend on the earth-bag wall-building project was surprisingly productive.

We finished the digging of the trench, filled the trench with gravel, laid the two base-layers of

gravel-filled bags, and even managed to get the first layer of stabilised earth-bags in place.

There were five people working pretty-much constantly during the daylight hours in order to

achieve this rate of progress, and the going was tough considering that we had to mix sand

and cement by hand, and also that once the bags were filled, they became extremely heavy

and awkward to move. But everyone seemed to enjoy the challenge, as well as the change

from  what  were  for  most  of  us  fairly  typical  desk  jobs.  Almost  overnight,  we  became

architects and builders. We also had an alibi that justified prolonged periods of socialising,

during which time we focused on something literally constructive and talked about the work

we did together on the given day, and about what we would be doing the following day.

I must point out that what we ended up embarking on was not a project to build an

earth-bag wall where ordinarily a brick one would have been erected, with the earth-bag wall

being a look-alike ‘alternative’ to the brick wall. Rather, what we started to build that first

weekend was a different  beast  altogether.  Straight  earth-bag walls,  as opposed to circular

ones, cannot simply be built in the same manner as straight brick walls. Earth-bag walls have

far more mass, and the contents may shift a little under various weather conditions. While this

makes  for  great  earthquake  resistance  and  thermal  mass  retention,  straight-wall  designs

should  have  buttresses  and right  angles  built  into  them every  several  feet  to  provide  the

necessary stability – that’s why we spent the first night of our first weekend together planning

and designing the wall. I would not like to give the impression that one can simply throw sand
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in bags, chuck them on top of each other in a straight line, and all will be fine and dandy – it

will not, so be warned!

I don’t think that any of us knew what we were really aiming for with regards to the

aesthetics of the end product. Sure, we had started to build a wall. But after only three layers

of earth-bags, it was clear that the structure looked completely unlike a brick wall. At one

point I stood back in the alley-way behind the wall, and I thought to myself, how the hell are

we going to get away with this? Surely a neighbour would notice and call the council or cops

– it was England, after all, indeed the Greater London area, where one cannot erect a small

wooden shed without permission from the council. Three layers of earth-bags into the process,

we had already used over a ton of gravel and a large amount of cement-stabilised sand, with

several more tons of sand to come. I did not enjoy the thought of being confronted by a

clipboard-wielding bureaucrat telling us that we had to demolish the wall. Already, after only

three layers of earth-bags, it was clear that what we were building would take an army tank to

get through. My friend, however, remained unperturbed.

And so it became our routine, more or less, for us to spend one weekend of every

month  (for  a  six-month  duration)  at  Ourganics  for  the  permaculture  course,  and  another

weekend at my friend’s house in South West London to keep building the earth-bag wall. In

that February of 2012, after the first earth-bag building weekend of the routine, Emma and I

drove back to our mouldy flat in Hertfordshire, and once again tried to play catch-up and

perform  miracles  in  order  to  prepare  our  lecturing  materials,  deliver  the  lectures,  mark

students’ work, and juggle the other necessities of our jobs. We managed to catch up a bit

during the week; and then, when the next weekend arrived, we worked through it in order to

get slightly ahead of where we needed to be with preparation for the following week. Then we

made it  through the week while  trying again to  get more ahead of ourselves,  leaving for

Ourganics at five a.m. on the Saturday morning. Invariably, neither of us could ever get all

our work done in advance of the Saturday departures.

The second weekend of the permaculture design course was packed with theory and

practical  sessions.  On  the  theory  side  of  things,  we  covered  limiting  factors,  zones  and

sectors, energy efficient planning, principles in action, soil composition and fertility, indicator

plants,  dynamic  accumulators,  and  more.  On  the  practical  side,  we  worked  with  base-

mapping, elevation planning, and site surveying. I was less aloof in comparison to the first

weekend of the course, and though I still stared a little too much at the thermosyphon solar

hot-water system, I managed to engage in some proper conversations. I was humbled at the

deep wells of knowledge that each course participant carried around with them in their minds.
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Steve, who must have been in his late forties or early fifties at the time, stood out in

this regard. His well of knowledge was more like an ocean. He spoke eloquently,  calmly,

compassionately,  and sometimes beguilingly,  and he made references  to things – authors,

books, movements, ideas – that I had never heard of. I’m sure he saw me coming from a mile

away: a  thirty  year old who thought  that  he had already heard just  about  everything,  but

silently seeking direction, and quite angry at the powers-that-be for preserving unjust socio-

political and economic structures. He had a way of responding to the things that I said in a

manner that made me aware of how rigid, unoriginal, and dry my own thinking was. I don’t

think Steve was deliberately trying to do this – he was (and undoubtedly still is) on his own

existential  journey,  one  that  had  taken  him  to  places  like  Findhorn,  where  a  person  is

guaranteed to meet some of the most interesting people on the planet. I had come from a

conservative city in an off-the-map part of South Africa – granted, I was out of the box in

comparison to most people there, but I was conceptually grey in comparison to most British

people. In comparison to the average Brit, Steve was a conceptual rainbow.

I learned that weekend that Steve co-owned a small school – a very different kind of

school, one with an approach to childhood-education almost impossible for me to describe,

because I was schooled in the epitome of a bog-standard South African public school. Would

the phrase ‘flexible schooling’ do his school justice? Forest schooling? Un-schooling? During

the  second  weekend  of  the  permaculture  course,  Steve  had  indirectly  started  to  describe

aspects of the theoretical foundation for the school. Though I would not like to misrepresent

what this foundation entails, it certainly does give Nature its due credit. So does permaculture.

It was impressive that someone as knowledgeable as Steve was still going out of his way to

gain even more exposure to concepts and practices that resonated and synergised with his own

largely-ecocentric  ways  of  thinking  and  of  doing  things,  which  were  already  very  well

established.

Pat’s yurt was being used by someone else on the Saturday night of weekend two, so

Emma and I erected and slept in our small tent. We didn’t even discuss the option of taking a

room in a hotel or B&B. I think we desperately wanted to maximise our time around people

that we were learning so much from just by being in their  presence – even if  this  meant

freezing to death in a tent! There was also something appealing about the notion of going out

of our physical comfort zones in the process of becoming permaculture practitioners. While

Emma had grown up in some unconventional accommodation conditions, I had not; and we

had  both  lived  together  in  a  small  apartment  with  central  heating  and  most  modern
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conveniences for at least two years. Camping in England in February’s cold was part of the

process towards whatever was coming next for us.

It  was  after  the  second  weekend  of  the  PDC  that  Emma  and  I  began  seriously

discussing what would be next for us. My British work visa was set to expire in the July of

2012. If I wanted to remain in the UK, the college I worked at would have to offer me another

visa, and I would be committed to the college for at least two more years before applying for

permanent residence, and then another year or so before applying for citizenship. Seeing as I

had already been working at the same college for about four years, and that every year my

workload had increased by at least ten per cent, I was not exactly thrilled by the prospect of

sticking around. The fact that it was the Great Year of Change also did not help. I kept having

a nagging feeling that if I didn’t change at that point in my life, I would become stuck in

something of a rut. And Emma also wanted out of the specific lecturing role that she was in.

Discussing  our  options  led  us  to  look  at  the  logistics  of  buying  forested  land

somewhere in the UK. Not only did we not want to own our own conventional home, we also

would never have been able to afford a deposit for one. We found out that for slightly more

than our combined savings, we could buy an acre of land next to a busy road in some shire

that I had never heard of. We also found out that it would be illegal to live on the land, which

explained why it would have been almost within our price-range. The regulation for forested

land dictated that owners could sleep on the land in a caravan for one month a year. On some

forums, people had explained a few ways around the regulations, but one would always be

hiding from the council and even from view of members of the public. Even if one could hide

a tiny structure in the trees and sneak on and off of the land, one would continuously be facing

British weather conditions without any real facilities in place because getting such facilities

would attract attention and get one busted.

So we dropped the forest-land idea and started  to  look at  options  abroad,  only to

realise very quickly that my South African passport really was the major barrier to entry that

every South African who has ever wanted to travel to, or live in, a different country, knew it

was. It was at almost exactly this slump in our brain-storming process that I received an email

reply from a most excellent friend in South Africa.  We had played in a rock-music band

together for almost six years – so yes, far more than a friend! (And the label of ‘rock-music’

hardly does our genre justice; it was once described by a friend as psychedelic folk thrash!)

My fellow band-member of yesteryear, along with his partner, had left South Africa in about

2006 to go and work as art auctioneers on a ship, and then another ship, and then another. I

left  SA in 2008 while he was doing his thing on the ships, but we stayed in contact.  He
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returned to SA in 2010 or so, and, together with his wife, they bought two hectares of land in

a gated complex of small holdings.

When Emma and I had started the PDC, I had let my friend, Damian, know that we

had started the course. We had continued to bounce emails between each other. The one that

came through after the second weekend of the PDC was an offer. Damian and his wife were

looking into buying the piece of land next to theirs, and he welcomed Emma and me to come

and set up something small there. Despite Emma and I having been together for almost three

years, she had never been to South Africa, and I cringed at the thought of her arriving to a

place that she may dislike – she has extremely high egalitarian standards, and South Africa is

anything but egalitarian. I wasn’t even sure if I would be happy with a return, considering that

South Africa is such a wounded country. Could Emma live with such a high level of poverty

and inequality in her face so often, considering her ideals? Could I, again? Would we be able

to make ends meet? These were the kinds of questions that we turned our attention to as we

went  and  spent  our  second  wall-building  weekend  at  my  friend’s  house  in  South  West

London.

My SW London friend made it clear that he would never live in South Africa again,

not under any circumstances, and that he thought we were crazy for considering doing so. If

one has ever met a South African who has emigrated and set up a new life in a first-world

country,  you  will  know  more  or  less  the  reasons  for  my  friend’s  views.  It’s  not  that  I

disagreed with him, but I had not been back to the country in three years, and I was becoming

aware of something subtle missing in my life. While the benefits of living in a country like

England are considerable, they did not go the full extent towards providing the foundation for

what  I  increasingly considered to  be a happy life  for me.  I  knew then already that  these

missing benefits fell mainly under the categories of geography and nature: stars in the night

sky, fresh air, accessible beaches and mountains and rivers, open landscapes, mostly warm

winters, the smell of the Fynbos, and so on. These are not too important to many people who

do emigrate out of South Africa, but they are to me, and a growing number of people who are

coming to realise the importance of a connection to nature for human well-being.

We added another several layers of filled earth-bags to the wall that weekend. The

manual mixing of the sand and cement (at a ratio of nine to one, which is not too heavy on the

cement) was extremely hard work, and lifting the bags into place became harder and harder

the higher the wall became. We were all young and strong enough not to be too bothered by

this, and the social aspect of the project made the process seem less like work and more like

fun. It was clear that we had managed to fully grasp all the steps of the process, because the
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wall was taking shape very nicely, and it was extremely solid. We placed two rows of barbed

wire between each course of bags, and we tamped each layer into shape as we went. We

ensured that there were plenty of ninety degree angles and buttresses in the design of the wall,

and we even remembered to put in place the necessary bits and pieces for where a door frame

would be attached to the wall. To an untrained eye, we may even have looked like we had

done this before, which, of course, we had not.

The drive back to Hertfordshire late that Sunday took us via the M25 superhighway

once again. That motorway never ceased to amaze me – it was always extremely busy, almost

impossibly so. Emma and I discussed our situation in the car again, and it became clear that

the choice  was really  quite  simple.  We could remain  in  our  lecturing  jobs,  which would

determine the entirety of the next several years for us, certainly for me. She could quit and I

could continue to work, but we both wanted a proper change, which this option would not

exactly provide. Or we could take Damian up on his offer. The more we spoke about the

South African option, the clearer it became that it was also the most viable one for being able

to easily set up a permaculture-esque project, because I knew my way around in my home

town well enough to be able to easily source the materials we would need to be able to do

whatever  it  was that we would do. Additionally,  my friends and family mostly still  lived

there, so we would have a support system. The SA option was looking extremely workable.

The very next day, I opened my inbox to find two emails that prove that if there is a

God, she has a very mean sense of humour. There was an email from Damian to say that the

plot next door to theirs was no longer an option, because the attractive price that they had

been tempted by had been raised by more than double. The second email was from someone

in my college’s HR department – she was notifying me that the college would sponsor my

Tier 2 visa, which would have allowed me to keep working for the college and ultimately

towards British citizenship. If a decision had been arrived at the day before on the M25, then

it had just been vetoed. I took the news to Emma. We didn’t really have much to say about it,

but we did have two weeks until the end of March to sit tight and take stock of things. I would

need to get back to HR by April 1st, with either my acceptance of the Tier 2 sponsored visa,

or with my notice of resignation. With my visa at the time expiring on the 10th of July, and

with the college requiring three months’ notice of resignation, April 1st was a good D day.

By the end of that third week of March in 2012, I received an email from Damian

again.  The  first  thing  that  I  noticed  in  it  was  an  attachment.  It  was  a  picture  of  a  few

Eucalyptus trees – they had been outlined in red, hand-drawn with a computer mouse in MS

Paint freestyle fashion, and the words “cut these down” had been written next to the patch of
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trees in a similar style. I read the email. Damian said that he and his wife had plenty of space

on their land, and that we should come and do our thing there anyway, specifically on the spot

he had identified. This gave Emma and me the final week of March to think about things

further. Were we really going to do it? Were we going to veer away from what could loosely

be called our teaching careers? Would it be possible to turn around if things didn’t work out

and head back to something that, though a little boring and predictable and underpaid and

overloaded, put food on the table? Would I regret not spending three or five more years doing

what I was doing so that I could get the passport that so many South Africans would kill for?

But if we didn’t do this, would we be saying goodbye to a rare opportunity to shack-up on a

friend’s piece of land and follow our principles to experiment with a lifestyle of our own

making? If we didn’t do this now, would we ever do it?

The next thing I knew, we were back at Ourganics for weekend three of the PDC, and

we were telling everybody there that we were going to resign and go practise permaculture in

South Africa. Clearly, for Emma and me, we were going to make 2012 our Great Year of

Change. I knew that I needed to give extra attention to the fine details of Pat’s place, and take

very seriously the permaculture course content. Not that I had not been taking it seriously, but

on weekend three I absorbed everything knowing that I would be applying the theory and

repeating the practice very soon in the deep end of my own permaculture-esque journey. I was

excited and apprehensive at the same time. I think I annoyed other participants that weekend,

more so than I generally annoy people, because I asked even more questions than usual, and

imposed practical questions during most conversations and discussions. I felt that my time to

learn and prepare was short, and that if I didn’t squeeze every last drop of information and

advice out of everyone, I would kick myself later down the line for not doing so.

As one might expect, by the third weekend of the course, everyone had found their

rhythm. Other than my nagging, the mix of course theory and practice flowed very smoothly.

There was a large focus on water: characteristics and use, storing it and moving it, measuring

it, and so on. We explored humanure toilet options, focused on green building methods and

designs, analysed food choices and food networks, learnt about urban agriculture, discussed

transition culture, and more. In light of the very-recent decision to leave the UK mid-year to

go and practise permaculture in South Africa, I felt like I was in training for what lay ahead.

And what  lay ahead was going to be tough no matter  which way we cut  it,  because our

budgets were tight. Permaculture was showing us the way, we thought, and we would not be

tempted back into unsustainable ways of living no matter what – we would take the plunge,

no matter how deep it required us to go.
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Emma and I gave our notice of resignation at the start of April, one day before my

thirtieth birthday. It was a bitter-sweet birthday for me. I couldn’t shake the feeling that I had

hammered a nail in the coffin of my career, and closed the door to a comfortable life in a first-

world country with considerable benefits. At the same time, I yearned to tread more softly on

what I perceived to be an ailing planet, to be more self-directed with my time, and to be in a

more pleasant climate and geographical setting. The decision to leave appeared to have been

‘arrived at’, a phrase that Peter Joseph (from the Zeitgeist Movement) often used when talking

about processes in a saner society. But after giving notice, I felt a little like I had severed a

limb, something I had not expected to feel. Things suddenly became real: Emma, who had

never been to South Africa, was accompanying me back to my traumatised home country to

try and put a bunch of ideas and ideals into practice. We were going to do this with very little

money, no experience of translating theory into practice, and no formal agreement with the

people whose land we were going to set up on.

The third weekend of wall-building at my friend’s place in SW London saw the wall

getting to quite a height. It was vividly clear that we really were constructing a formidable

structure that was as strong and sturdy as so many members on earth-bag building forums

proclaim. Considering the mandatory latest departure date I needed to adhere to due to my

visa expiry in July, and also considering the pack-up of our lives into a few bags and boxes in

only three months, it was clear that Emma and I would not be able to see the wall all the way

through to its final touches. But we could be as productive as possible for the third weekend,

as well as for two more weekends coming up in May and June. We would push to get the

heavy work done, specifically the mixing of the materials that filled the bags, and the raising

of the bags into place. Ideally this would leave my friend with only the plastering work to do

himself.

April was the last month of an extremely heavy teaching workload – the final month

of lecture material preparation, marking, and admin. Having given notice of my resignation, I

spent a fair amount of time taking in my surrounds knowing that it was the last I would be

experiencing of that chapter in my life. I was extremely surprised to feel quite sad that I was

moving on.  I  couldn’t  quite  make  sense of  my mixed  emotions  –  the  reasons to  change

direction were plenty on both the personal and ethical fronts, yet I clung to my time (for

example) sitting on a park bench as I marked students’ work. This cognitive dissonance was a

sign to me that I had not fully grasped what I was doing, or rather, what I was about to do. But

the process had been set in motion, and though I often second-guessed my decisions, I was

not one to change course once a commitment had been made. Whatever was happening, it was
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offering a glimpse of a paradox that would continue to reveal more and more of itself into the

future that awaited me.

The fourth weekend of the PDC was at the end of April. The Saturday was a site visit

to  two  places.  The  first  was  a  bio-diesel  processing  shop,  where  the  waste  oils  from

restaurants were turned into fuel for vehicles that had been converted to be able to run off of

bio-diesel.  It  was  quite  strange  to  convene  with  the  other  PDC  students  in  a  more

conventional  setting.  We met in the centre of a village,  in clear  view of a few familiarly

branded stores  and shops.  This  was  in  strong contrast  to  the  very  rustic  environment  of

Ourganics in which we had interacted up until the site visit.  It felt a little like our magic

cloaks  had  been  dropped  –  at  Ourganics,  we  were  robed  in  the  good  intentions  of

permaculture theory, but beyond that safe space was the real world where most of us had to

enter  high-street  chain-stores  and  shops  on  a  regular  basis  to  purchase  food  and  other

essentials. I felt a little like a kid who had been playing in a tree-house, only to come back

down to face the reality of his messy and untidy room – the difference being that the outside

world was not a place that this kid could tidy.

We funnelled into a garage-like workshop and were given a tour of the place and the

process by Mr Bio-diesel. Big vats and containers and pipes and taps of all shapes and sizes

were  the  focus.  Lots  of  barrels  of  reclaimed  cooking-oil  filled  the  workshop,  with  the

accompanying smell almost tricking one into asking where to place orders for the fish and

chips.  I  had read about bio-diesel,  but it  had never caught  my interest,  mainly because it

looked like a complicated process requiring a large amount of equipment and dedication. At

first glance of the workshop, I knew that I would not be pursuing such a project. While Emma

and I  had made the  decision  to  go to  South Africa  and start  a  small  permaculture-esque

something-or-other, we were unclear on the details of how we would go about doing things.

What was clear was that we were not arriving to anything but a blank canvas – no roof, no

walls, no toilet or shower or bed or basin. We had much bigger practicalities to consider than

where to set up a bio-diesel project, such as where we would cook a meal or take cover in the

rain.

I  hung  around  the  outskirts  of  the  group  for  most  of  the  workshop  tour,  and

occasionally  stepped back outside to  absorb some of  the pleasant  late-April  mid-morning

sunshine. After the dead of winter, spring in the UK is a welcome relief, and I loved seeing

the daffodils and daisies and bluebells succeed each other as each week brought with it quite a

bit  more  sunlight  than  the  week before.  I  knew I  wouldn’t  miss  winter  in  the UK, with

perhaps the exception of freshly-fallen snow, but I would certainly miss the clear contrasts of
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the seasons. Where I came from, each day was either longer or shorter by less than about one

minute. This meant that the differences between the amount of summer and winter light were

negligible compared to the UK, and accordingly the differences between the seasons were

relatively small. As I stood there taking in the warmth and watching the Saturday morning

passers-by, I knew I wouldn’t experience such seasonal contrasts again. Instead, I would be

returning to a land of contrasts of a different kind.

After huddling around a small table in Mr Bio-diesel’s workshop for brunch, the PDC

group travelled in convoy to visit site number two. It was a homestead run by a couple and

their two kids, who managed to stay off the council’s radar for long enough to set things up

and start relying on the land for an income. We arrived to a shed at the bottom of the hill that

hid the house from public view, and an overexcited and playful young dog ran rings around us

before I made the mistake of throwing a stick for it to chase, which meant that I had to keep

throwing the stick for him during most of our time at the homestead. Not that I minded – I

grew up with dogs, and my almost four years of living in the UK had been petless, so I was

enjoying him as much as he was enjoying the game, though other course participants may not

have felt  the  same.  It  turns  out  that  the dog was a  necessity,  because  the owners  of  the

homestead had a lot of sheep – seventy or so. And a few cows too. And chickens. And a

goldfish.

We were led up the hill, which eventually evened out to reveal beautiful rolling fields

where the sheep were grazing, in the middle of which was a wooden eco-home. Made out of

timber, topped with a few solar panels, and built by about 30 of the homesteaders’ friends one

long-weekend, it was a lovely abode in an idyllic pastoral setting. This was far more up my

alley than the bio-diesel workshop. The story of buying the land in 2008, throwing caution to

the wind, and going ahead with the build of the eco-home, really resonated with me. The

home was low on messy resources, was not plugged into the grid for electricity or water, and

it faced south to make the most of the sun’s offer to heat a British home for free. When the

council finally found out about the home (no doubt via some status quo snitch), the family

had started to farm sheep and therefore could successfully argue that they were reliant on the

land  for  income,  which  is  one  of  the  biggest  factors  in  a  council’s  decision  to  grant

retrospective planning permission.

The couple told us the story of the eco-home’s construction, and with a mixture of

humility and pride, they showed us around the place. It was warm and quaint, with everything

that one could ever need to live comfortably and happily. They confessed that it was a huge

relief to have been caught by the council, because the two or so years of sneaking around
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were always accompanied by the awkward feeling of ‘when’ – when were they going to be

caught?  Since  living  on  the  land  legally,  they  could  really  embrace  the  rustic  low-tech

lifestyle fully. They were largely self-sufficient, sold excess produce to local restaurants and

residents, and tried to live the good life. I noted that the good life had been kind to them

aesthetically – both the woman and the man were not only naturally good-looking, but they

had a glow to them that came from being largely self-directing and in tune with principles that

one knows are important. The courage to live by their convictions was really paying off for

these two lovely humans.

The PDC crew parted ways after the second site visit, with some of us heading back to

Ourganics  to  make some food and get some sleep before the following day’s theory and

practical sessions. We had dinner and chatted quite late into the night, and even took a walk to

the local pub. The place boasted the décor of the late 1800s, which includes many of the

locals who, judging by the look of them, may have never set foot out of the pub. We did our

thing and had our drink, with nothing much to report other than something arbitrary that I will

never forget. One of the locals fell over from one-too-many in one of those straight legged

falls that you should hope never to see, and the man’s head hit the concrete floor with what I

was absolutely sure was a crack of his skull. The people surrounding him picked him up,

propped him into a chair, and he kept on drinking. I approached the man who I was sure

would soon to die from a brain haemorrhage to see if he was bleeding from the eyeballs. He

seemed to acknowledge me. I wondered if it wasn’t his head I heard being cracked as it hit the

floor, but vice versa.

I couldn’t get to sleep that night. All I could think of was the sound of the drunkard’s

head hitting  the  ground.  So Sunday’s  course-work was  tough going for  me.  Despite  my

dreariness, I maintained my focus for what I was coming to realise was one of my main areas

of interest in the realm of permaculture – structures and buildings. That was what the first

session on that Sunday morning was about, and I knew during the session that I would centre

my end-of-course portfolio design on a structure. We covered the topics of real wealth and

wiser money, which I thought were nice touches to the course. We covered content relating to

urban agricultural strategies, and we spent some time working in groups to experiment with

the placement of systems and elements. Emma and I drove the 150 miles home rather tired

that night at the end of our final April in the UK.
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Chapter 4: Wrapping Things Up

May in the UK for an A Levels  lecturer is an exciting month. All course content has been

taught,  leaving only exam revision  that  needs  to  be covered.  This  means  condensing old

material into short notes and slide shows, and setting sample exam questions for discussion

and  group-work in  class.  This  is  incomparably  easier  to  handle  than  the  juggling  act  of

preparing for regular lessons. A lecturer may even get a chance to breathe properly for a

minute. May is also when spring is most definitely starting to speed up towards the British

summer, and the birds and flowers are really re-emerging. It is not a good time to be packing

up  one’s  life  into  a  few  boxes  and  bags  that  hopefully  would  make  their  way  past  the

notoriously kleptomaniacal South African baggage handlers. It would have been a better tactic

to have resigned in December, I thought, because I would have found it much easier to leave

in the dead-cold of February, which happens to be a madly busy time of the teaching term too.

Emma and I gave  our notice of departure to our landlord at the start  of May. We

would need to be out of our mouldy flat at the end of June. We didn’t have many possessions,

but we had far more than we could take with us to South Africa,  so we started working

through what was essential and what wasn’t with our little bit of extra time seeing as our

regular lecture duties had diminished. The power-tools and hand-tools I had acquired over the

years were top of my list,  while some of the books were top of Emma’s. She insisted on

keeping the Complete Far Side Collection I had bought her as a birthday gift. Each of the two

volumes weighed almost five kilograms, and took a massive chunk of space in one of the

three boxes that would be shipped to SA. And I used almost an entire box for a bass guitar

amplifier that Emma had bought for me.

We had two camping tents that needed to be with us when we landed in SA. We

decided that we would set these up on the patch of land that Damian had demarcated for us,

and take it from there. That was the extent of our plan. No jobs lined up. No roof over our

heads. Nothing but principles, ideals, and less than a year of exposure mostly to permaculture

theory. I started to look ahead and imagine scenarios in which I had no income and no home –

these were not comforting thought processes, and I started to suspect that I had not thought

things  through very  well.  I  distracted  myself  with  continued research  into  off-grid  living

logistics. I joined a popular solar power forum, and followed the clearest instructions I could

find to help me calculate the sizes of the deep cycle batteries, the charge-controller, and the

panels that I would need for our basic electricity needs.
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I  kept  running  into  calculation  problems  because  at  that  stage  I  didn’t  actually

understand, for example, what an amp hour really was. So I started posting to the solar energy

forum. My first post began with a short greeting, followed by the announcement that I was

done with the rat race and was about to start my journey towards rustic living. I listed my

energy requirements,  and waited  for  someone to  respond to tell  me exactly  what  system

components  I  would  need.  I  did not  receive  the  replies  I  was hoping for.  Instead,  I  was

laughed  at  and mocked.  The  responses  can  be  summarised  as  follows:  oh  great,  another

moron who thinks he can escape working for the man and somehow magically implement an

alternative.  One  member  of  the  forum,  who went  by  the  name SunKing,  was  extremely

condescending, patronising, dismissive, insulting, and rude. He ruled the forum roost, and he

definitely had an extensive knowledge of all things solar, so I was rather confused at the time

by what seemed to be his insistence that grid electricity was preferable to solar power.

I decided to avoid forums, and instead called a South African solar company I had

driven past almost every day for many years prior to arriving in the UK. I spoke to a helpful

man and I explained that I wanted a small solar energy system for the purposes of running a

few basic necessities such as lights, two laptops, and a sound system. And an amplifier for a

bass guitar, if possible. The man patiently explained that he would need to know the power

ratings of the devices I wanted to use, as well as the maximum amount of time I would be

powering them. I emailed him the information, and several days later I received a reply with a

quote that was nearly three times the price of what I would have been willing to pay for the

small solar energy system that I had assumed would be sufficient for our needs. I quickly put

my solar energy research on hold, and I wondered what other sobering realisations I was in

for.

Emma and I  went to help with the earth-bag wall  construction once more for one

weekend in mid-May. The team of friends worked hard as usual, and we managed to take the

wall to its desired height. I’ve said it already, but I’ll say it again – an army tank would not

get through the wall. It was so unbelievably solid that one of us would occasionally ram our

shoulder into it, or kick it as hard as we could, then turn to the other team members, and

everyone would burst out laughing. We managed to line the entire wall in a layer of chicken-

wire too that weekend, which was good going because I thought we wouldn’t be able to get

that far with the remaining project-time available to us. The polypropylene earth-bags were

too smooth for plaster to stick to, so the wire would give plaster something to bind onto. We

left my friend with only two jobs to do before completing the wall: mixing and applying the
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plaster.  We made arrangements  with  him to  sleep  over  at  his  place  the  night  before  our

departure out of Heathrow, and we said our goodbyes.

Emma and I  booked our flight  tickets  in  the second half  of May.  One of  us  was

obviously confused by all the talk of when my visa expired and when we would fly out of the

country, with the result being that Emma ended up with a flight that departed one day later

than mine. Rather than pay the rescheduling fee, we decided to stick to the different departure

and arrival dates. We had a few other bureaucratic things to do: sign life-partnership papers in

the presence of a notary public, get a written job offer for Emma from a family member in

South Africa, and send off her visa application to the South African embassy in London. The

job offer was bogus, of course, but it meant that Emma would be arriving on a working life-

partnership visa, which would allow her to apply for an updated working life-partnership visa

if a legitimate job offer arose for her. Otherwise she would be stuck on a non-working life-

partnership visa, which would apparently be almost impossible to change to a working one.

May’s permaculture design course weekend would be the second last two-day stint of

the course. We left at what had become the usual time of five-thirty a.m. on the Saturday

morning. Just five months earlier in February, we had left at the same time in cold darkness;

now we were leaving with the sun notably above the horizon. When I arrived to the UK in

2008, it was during the month of May, and I remember being startled by the long daylight

hours at that time of the year. Four years later, though I had become somewhat accustomed to

the long daylight hours of the months surrounding the summer solstice, I still thought of the

long days as weird. Rather than them being weird, perhaps I was the weirdo, a stranger in a

strange land. But it was a place that I would soon be leaving, and I knew that I would miss the

long summer days.

The weekend had something different lined up for us. With the longer daylight hours,

and with things slowing down at the college, Emma and I decided not to sleep over in Pat’s

yurt or in our tent that night. Instead, we decided to take Steve up on an offer to visit him and

his family at his house in the south of Devon. He had often spoken about the forest school that

he and his wife ran, as well as his journey into something of an alternative situation,  and

Emma and I identified with many aspects of his character and his values. So after the day’s

permaculture  theory  and  practicals  –  which  involved  exploration  of  microclimates,

agroforestry, fruit trees, coppicing, and more – we followed Steve home.

We arrived to an oasis in the Devon countryside. Steve and his wife, Sharona, had

clearly heard a similar call to the one that Pat had heard. They had all forged rustic routes over

periods of time spanning many years, with Steve and Sharona having reached a point in their
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journey where they could enhance the aesthetic of what they were doing. While I can’t speak

with certainty about what the earlier phases of their project involved – a static caravan, a barn,

maybe more – the later phase that Emma and I were welcomed into was very beautiful. We

gathered on the deck in front of their wooden home. The walls were white, which gave it an

instant feel of cleanliness that is often lacking in other rustic structures. There was an open-

plan lounge and kitchen, and a well-placed table, all of which looked out over the deck and

towards  the  sloped  pasture-land  that  disappeared  into  the  distance.  A  passage  led  to  the

family’s bedrooms, and as we took a brief look at things, I was taken by how remarkably

inviting, liveable, and warm the space was.

Steve, Sharona, and their teenage daughter, Sarah, were inviting and kind to us. Will,

the three year old son, was strong and lively.  They all  had an extremely positive energy,

something  that  I  was  becoming  increasingly  aware  was  not  necessarily  true  of  myself.

Everyone joined for the rest of the tour, with the next stop being the garden. This was no

ordinary garden – the main feature was a series of custom-built raised growing-beds arranged

in an octagonal shape, and aligned to the cardinal points. Steve had a name for the space – the

specific name escapes me, but it was something like the infinite learning machine. This was

not only a central  area of the garden, but a space where the students attending the forest

school would spend some of their  time, absorbing far more than just the words that their

teachers might have uttered.

While  standing in  the  infinite  learning  machine,  I  asked Steve  about  the  teaching

methods at the school. What stood out in his answer was the interconnection of many aspects

of the lessons that were learned there. An indoor biology lesson about seeds would naturally

lead to an outdoor lesson about the planting of seeds. The planting of the seeds would require

knowledge of climate and geography and soil composition. The seeds would eventually grow

and cast shade onto other plants – what would be the relationship of these plants across space

and time? How would the changing position of the sun in the sky affect the growing cycle of

the plant? Enough about seeds for a moment – now that the changing position of the sun in

the sky has been discussed, let’s think about building, and focus on where we would build a

shed so that it gets summer shade and winter sunlight. What materials grow locally that could

be used in the construction of the shed? How much of a given material would be needed? And

so the mathematics and quantity-surveying lessons would begin.

An assortment of vegetables was already growing in the infinite learning machine. In

the field beyond, more vegetables. To the side, there was a chicken coop and run – the family

dog was absolutely obsessed with the chickens, and it never took its crazy eyes off of them.
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We made  our  way  to  the  forest  school.  Like  the  house,  it  was  warm and  cosy.  It  was

constituted by two rooms; all sorts of arts and crafts materials, as well as books, were neatly

positioned on several tables in what struck me as a colourful environment that kids surely

loved. The forest school kids had an amazing space that they could call their school building.

And their  teachers  were grounded and dedicated  people  who owned the  school  and who

shared a vision that I could only catch a small glimpse of that evening in the beautiful Devon

countryside.

On the topic of that particular  region of Devon countryside,  I should mention that

Steve told me that the woods in the distance were frequented by druids hundreds of years

earlier. Was this why there was something magical about Steve and Sharona’s land? I sort of

hoped so, but it looked to me like the magic had been created by extraordinary people and the

passion they shared for living authentically. Yes, they were in a beautiful space, but they had

kept it beautiful by limiting their impact on the land. I was unsurprised to learn that there was

no flushing toilet on the property, but I was surprised to see how big and neatly-finished the

outhouse was. It remains the most pleasant compost toilet venue I have ever been in!

Steve’s particular method of dealing with humanure deserves being mentioned here.

The throne was quite a bit bigger and higher than most humanure-style compost toilets. This

is because a standard plastic drum of approximately two-hundred-and-ten litres’ capacity had

been slotted under the toilet structure. The drum was wheeled into place under the toilet seat

from the outside of the outhouse, which is to say that the structure was custom built with a

low door on the outside that opened to the drum. Full drums were wheeled out of position,

closed with a lid, pushed to a section of woods on Steve and Sharona’s land, and left for about

a year. An empty drum would be positioned under the toilet seat, and the outhouse would

become operational again. In a year’s time, the full drum would be emptied in the forest, by

which time the humanure was indistinguishable from dark soil due to the good work done by

micro-organisms such as fungi and bacteria, as well as worms added to the drum later in the

year.

During our dinner together that night, Emma and I learned that Steve, Sharona, and

Sarah lived according to some non-negotiable principles. One was “no airplane travel”. This

caught my attention, seeing as Em and I were scheduled to board planes in several weeks’

time for our long flights to South Africa. Their decision not to fly was based on the sound

reasoning that airplane travel is massively destructive for the environment, and choosing not

to  support  it  was  a  principle  that  they  could  carry  through  into  practice.  Motor  vehicle

transport, although ecologically problematic, was not something that they could do without,
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so it was not banned. However, Steve did have the petrol engine of his vehicle converted to be

able to run off of bio-diesel, so he was working on minimising his ecological impact even in

instances of essential needs such as transport.

As our conversation continued into the night, it became clear that Steve and his family

thought very deeply about the things that they do and the consequences that their actions have

in the world. Their home, while comfortable and cosy, was only as big as it needed to be for

the family of four people – this kind of constraint meant that fewer resources were used than

if a less frugal attitude had been involved. They were off-grid, with only a few batteries in the

mix, so their energy footprint was relatively small. They grew a lot of their own organic food,

which  meant  that,  to  some extent,  they bypassed the  ecological  disaster  that  is  industrial

agriculture. They were respectfully taking from nature what they considered to be necessary.

And in running a forest school, they were profoundly influencing the lives of young people

who would, in their turns, go forth and make better ecological choices in the world.

I realised that night that all of the people present at the permaculture course, students

and teacher  and host,  were engaging in  a  similar  balancing  act.  Each person was deeply

concerned with the man-made plight of the planet and the myriad of life that human beings

were and are daily reducing. We all wanted some kind of alternative to industrial society and

grow-or-die style capitalism. We wanted to be the change that we wanted to see in the world,

and we were looking to permaculture as a design framework to assist in achieving our goals.

Steve  was  a  decade  or  two  further  into  his  balancing  act,  and  into  his  exploration  of

alternatives, than most of the other students.

Being in their home suddenly felt to me like being in so much more than a physical

building. Instead, as I learned more and more about Steve and Sharona, I realised that what I

was seeing in the present tense of that visit was a snapshot of a process that started many

years earlier for them, a process that would send ripples far out into the future. From what I

could see, the ripples were having positive effects, and I suspected that there would be plenty

more positive ripples to come. I began to wonder about the ripple effects that I had already

sent out into the world, and I couldn’t quite decide if they added up to net positive effects or

net negative ones.

Steve said two things that night that stuck with me. The first was that things only

really get interesting when the money runs out. He didn’t fill me in on the details, but for

someone like me who was bent on ensuring that the money would not run out, I found his

comment  confusing.  Why  would  someone  voluntarily  do  something  that  involved  the

possibility  of the money running out? And then it  hit  me – I was about to do something
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voluntarily that did indeed run such a risk. Though Steve did not elaborate on his comment, I

took it to imply that at some stage, money was tight for him. And I took solace in the obvious

fact that, regardless of whatever his financial situation was like at the time, he looked to be

happy and fulfilled, and doing something that gave him meaning and purpose.

The second thing he said to me has been lost to my generally terrible memory, but it

left something of an impression on me. The topic was solar power, and I had asked Steve

what he does when the batteries discharge to the point where further use would damage them,

which is the point where power to the house would be switched off. While I don’t remember

the exact answer, I remember that he smiled when he gave it, and that the gist of it was that

those were very special times indeed. I remember being surprised by the answer, seeing as I

had spent a fair amount of time trying to size the solar energy system that I assumed would be

part of my future specifically so that power from the batteries would not need to be cut.

Without  trying  to  do  so,  Steve  always  challenged  various  aspects  of  my

preconceptions, as well as my general world views. I never told him so at that stage in our

relationship, but he had become something of a role-model to me, or perhaps something of a

wise elder – not that he was particularly old. But he did possess a kind of wisdom that I had

never encountered before, and I was attracted to it particularly because it was humble, playful,

ironic,  respectful,  iconoclastic,  and so much more  all  at  the same time.  I  had never  met

anyone like him. It dawned on me then too that I had met more interesting people in general

during my four years in the UK than I could remember having met in all my years living in

South Africa, and I felt like I was about to lose something important by departing from the

small island.

We drove back to  Ourganics  on Sunday morning,  back to  a  group of  more-than-

interesting people, the likes of which I wondered if I would be fortunate to encounter in South

Africa. During the theory and practice for the final day of the second last week of the PDC, in

the presence of these wonderful people, I started becoming aware of something as my time in

the UK drew rapidly to a close: people matter. Not just any people, but people with whom one

resonates. I must draw a firm distinction here. Historical friends who are friends by virtue of

having grown up together, as well as work colleagues, might not be people with whom one

resonates.  They  might  be  good  people.  It  might  sometimes  be  enjoyable  to  be  in  their

company, or it might not. But unless there is a resonance of some kind, and also something

reciprocal, they are not necessarily going to constitute one’s tribe. I had started to think of the

Ourganics lot as a tribe, and I was fortunate enough to be a member of it – if only temporarily.
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Emma and I returned to our mouldy flat to face the final full month of our lives in the

UK – our final month of lecturing duties, our final month of the routines that we had been

repeating for a few years, our final month before we would go try and live in a few tents. And

the month – June – flew by. It started with a mad week of tying up the loose ends of our jobs,

which involved handing over our course materials to the relevant colleagues, and emptying

what  remained  of  the  desks  and  shelves  that  we  used  to  completely  bury  in  books  and

paperwork and student essays. I had a couple of full boxes of files and books that I couldn’t

bring myself to discard – maybe one day, I thought, they would be of use to someone, maybe

even to me again should I ever miraculously find myself in the UK again. The plan was to

leave the boxes in Scotland.

Emma decided that she would spend her final two weeks in the UK in Scotland with

her Mother and unofficial step-father. I would drop her off at the airport, and embark on a

road-trip heading first via Steve again – in other words, via South Devon – and I’d arranged to

make several other stops in an attempt to experience what I could of permaculture-style set-

ups in the UK. Maybe, I thought, I could pick up a few tips from people who had taken a

similar route to the one that Em and I were about to take. I would also be able to pack our car

with the final boxes that would be stored in Scotland – stored for what, I was not exactly sure.

But as departure time crept closer and closer, the gravity of the uncertainty that faced us was

weighing on me with increasing force. At some point I realised that some boxes of useful stuff

stored in the UK was a cognitive trick I was playing on myself – part of an illusory back-up

plan. And it was an illusion: for the boxes of stuff to be useful to me, I would have to be back

in the UK to access them, but in saying no to the college-sponsored work visa, I had more or

less thrown away any chance of living and working in the country again.

My cognitive dissonance involving the assumed need to pursue an ecologically softer

path back in South Africa on the one hand, and on the other hand, a strong sense that I was

saying goodbye to something that was an important part of my life, grew quickly during the

second and third weeks of June. First we had a work function where a fair amount of attention

was given to saying goodbye to me and Emma, as well as one other work colleague who was

retiring. I had an opportunity to address my colleagues, and my goodbye speech had me on

the edge of tears. I made a bit of a fool of myself by stumbling and babbling through some

nonsensical sentiments. Later that night, I did cry as we walked away from the pub. My line

manager at the time, Matt, even came after me to give me a hug and say that everything will

be okay. I must have made a good impression four years earlier during the interview for my

post, because I got the job; but my last impressions were pathetic.
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The second instance of cognitive dissonance came when Emma and I completed the

final  weekend  of  the  permaculture  course.  It  was  the  weekend  when  all  of  the  students

presented our designs and received our certificates. There were some excellent designs and

presentations,  with  Larf  really  outdoing  himself  by  presenting  an  extremely  detailed,

elaborate, and insightful design for a permaculture retro-fitting of a potential client’s piece of

land. My design paled into insignificance in comparison. My shortcomings in  this  regard

aside, what hit me after all was said and done was the fact that all the other Permaculture

Design Certificate graduates – the members of my temporary tribe – would shortly return to

their usual lives in what I had a year earlier decided was the rat race. Emma and I would

return for a week to an almost empty apartment, dismantle what was left of our lives as we

knew them, and then, well, proceed to live out of a couple of tents on a friend’s piece of land

in South Africa without a plan or much financial backup.

Why had we chosen such an extreme route? This was a question I would ask myself

many more times in the years that followed the PDC. It played heavily on my mind as we

departed from Ourganics for the final time.  Emma and I arrived back to our almost empty

apartment with a week to spare before her flight to Scotland and my road-trip – a week in

which I was to prepare for permanently closing the door on the life I had worked so hard to

create. As the week drew to a close, with the flat almost completely empty, and with our bags

and boxes packed into a corner of a room, I started to feel like an alien. With possessions and

an apartment to come home to, I had always felt integrated as a working member of life in

England. Without possessions or an apartment, I was just a temporary worker whose time to

leave had come. Correction: who had chosen his time to leave, but who was leaving to go and

do something that was uncertain, undefined, unclear, and to some degree, uncivilised.

Our final walk in our Hertfordshire town was a long and slow one. The end of June,

just  after  the  northern  hemisphere’s  summer  solstice,  boasted  blissfully  long  days  that

demanded that  one go on long walks,  and Emma and I  had discovered several  enjoyable

routes through the town’s system of public bridleways. We took the Old Roman rail-road

route to a park that we had visited a hundred times before. Everything that could be in flower

was in flower, and there was a fair bit of bird-life too. I wondered if I had been too harsh in

my judgement of the UK countryside, which now seemed far less oppressively dull than in

2011 when I had met Bill, seen his compost system at work, and had been inspired by the

autonomy and relatively low-impact lifestyle that he had achieved. Then the thought of mid-

winter crept into my mind, and I pictured the pond I was looking at covered in ice. While I
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knew that I would miss the park, the bridleways, and the long summer sun hours, I also knew

how short-lived they were before the cold settled in and the grindstone needed tending.

Then the final day of the month was upon us. I dragged our mattress to the car and

drove it to the home of the person who had bought it from us for the cost of the petrol to his

place and back. The shipping-company person arrived as scheduled to fetch the three boxes

that we were sending to South Africa – I suspected that it would be my final experience of a

delivery person or the likes thereof arriving on time, or arriving at all. Emma and I packed our

bags, as well as the few boxes we would leave in Scotland, into the car. We walked around

the completely empty flat for a while, checking the touch-up jobs that we had made to the

paint situation in an attempt to hide the mould that flourished in that particular environment.

We were leaving the place in better condition than we had found it.

I stood there staring at the empty apartment with the feeling that Emma and I had done

pretty well. I had just turned 30, and Emma was just a few months younger than me. We had

both  independently  found  work  in  the  town’s  college,  and  we  had  made  the  most  of

increasingly trying work circumstances. We had cohabited for two and a half years in the

mouldy apartment, and we had experienced some good times and bad times as is par for the

course of any real relationship. Overall, we had learnt a lot during our time in the town, at the

college, and together, and we were closing one chapter of our lives together to start another

one that would be written on the fly. Not much more of the story could have been written

from that mouldy flat.

May the next occupants enjoy their stay there, I thought, and I wondered if they too

would opt to sleep in the closet-esque room under the upstairs neighbour’s stairwell in an

attempt to avoid the noise of the busy road right outside the flat’s bedroom. Or would they

manage to sleep through the screeches as speeding cars skid to a crawl when the drivers hit

the brakes upon seeing the speed-bump outside the bedroom window? And with that thought,

the landlord arrived. We handed over the keys, said our goodbyes, got in the car, and started

our drive to Gatwick airport where I dropped Emma off. She caught her flight to Scotland,

and I started my eight-day road trip via South West England to Aberdeen.
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Chapter 5: Road Trip 

On our way to Gatwick airport, I knew that one thing I would certainly not miss was the M25

motorway, which circles the Greater London area. We had travelled that motorway dozens of

times, and its levels of congestion had never ceased to amaze me. Where were all the hordes

of people going? Once, I had driven home from a friend’s South West London party at three

a.m, only to find myself on a bumper-to-bumper busy M25. This left me utterly bewildered –

was the motorway always like that? We exited the motorway for Gatwick, and after Em was

in the airport, I was back on the M25 for the last time; and then another busy motorway; and

then another one. I took some comfort knowing that soon, it wouldn’t matter to me if the

English motorways were always madly congested or not.

I thought back to my time at  the Occupy Movement.  On one occasion,  instead of

sticking around outside of St Paul’s Cathedral, Emma and I had visited the Bank of Ideas. As

with many things about Occupy, the Bank of Ideas was impromptu and spoke of novel and

artistic ways of going about expressing things. Some squatters had managed to take hold of a

multi-storied building relatively near St Paul’s, and members of Occupy had mingled with the

squatters or vice versa. It turned out that the building was once the venue of a ‘regular’ bank –

you know, the kind that makes money appear out of thin air every time a debt-contract is

signed. One thing led to another, and the once-financial bank was turned into the Bank of

Ideas, where Occupiers, squatters, and a wide assortment of London’s less conventional types

took the liberty of artistically expressing themselves.

Emma and I happened to be visiting on the day that Mark Boyle “the moneyless man”

was giving a talk to anyone who was willing to listen. It turns out that there were a lot of

willing ears – a large crowd had turned up just  to hear Mark’s talk.  We found ourselves

gathered in a large open office space that must have once housed dozens of cubicles of bank

employees  focusing  on making  and managing  money.  Mark’s  speech  was  about  how he

stumbled into moneyless living, the whys and wherefores of it, and about how he pulled it off.

It involved rustic off-grid living, which I was very interested in. But he said something that

will always stick with me.

When describing how he got around, i.e. his modes of transport, Mark said that he

walked a lot. He added that he had occasionally found himself cycling out of necessity. What

stood out to me was a comment he made about preferring to walk because cycling was too

fast. Walking, he said, gave him more time to notice things. As I travelled the M25 and those

congested southern English motorways for the last time, Mark’s sentiments played over and
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over in my mind. If cycling was too fast for him, what did he think about driving? And if

noticing things was important, what would there be to notice on the motorways other than the

implausibly large number of vehicles all on the roads at the same time? I wondered if I would

be able to make cycling a bigger part of my life when I was back in South Africa, and I felt a

little  saddened by the thought  that  walking to  where I  needed to be  would be untenable

because of the distances that would be involved. But at least I would not be on the British

motorways any longer.

The road trip that I was starting was one involving seven stops, each of which was

either a permaculture-esque homestead of some kind, an eco-village, or an eco-centre. I had

arranged some of the itinerary on the final permaculture design certificate weekend, and Larf,

one of my fellow permaculture students, had agreed to be on the list.  Proximity-wise, his

place was first on my route. It was appropriate that I was having thoughts about congested

motorways as I headed south-west in his direction. As I mentioned in Chapter 2, he was once

a member of a group of people who protested the building of part of the motorway that I was

driving on to reach him. There is, of course, a distinct irony here, but more importantly, I

realised that people who share sentiments such as the ones expressed by Mark Boyle are rare.

I was en route to meet with a truly rare member of the human race – a man who had chosen a

route  that  involved  looking  deeply  at  things,  which,  as  I  would  soon  see,  entailed  the

boycotting of so much of what constituted allegedly civilised life.

Larf had given me directions to what I would describe as a farm stall. I arrived, gave

him a phone call to inform him that I was there, and stood staring at the beautiful orchards in

the fields alongside the farm stall. Larf appeared after a few minutes, and we made our way to

his home, which was situated in a hidden part of a nearby field. He told me that he had a long-

standing arrangement with the owner of the land where he paid a minuscule amount of rent

money every month, which he earned by picking fruit from the orchards I had seen. Picking

fruit was more or less his Summer job, though he also did some manual labour involving

chainsaw work. While this meant  that he did not spend too much of his life working for

money,  his  living  set-up instantly  appeared  to  me to be one  that  required a  considerable

amount of labour to create and maintain.

The entrance to his yard was lined with an assortment of plants and trees, and a path

led to his cabin. Well, it looked like a cabin from the outside, but when I looked inside, it

became clear that the structure was actually constituted by two caravans joined together to

form one bigger double-room area. No caravan wheels were visible from the outside though,

because Larf had hidden those with some kind of cladding. The inside of the static double-
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caravan was comfortable and cosy. The front area contained a couch or two, a table, some

shelves, and a few cooking utensils,  while the back area was Larf’s office. There was no

electricity on the site whatsoever – evidently, candles would provide us with light later that

night.

Larf agreed to give me a tour of the rest  of his  homestead,  and we headed to his

woodworking area. Its roof was a tarpaulin, which was secured to several poles dug into the

ground. Larf was an amazing carpenter, and he did carpentry the old way, which is to say with

hand tools, patience, and passion. He had an old-school lathe, and an assortment of tools such

as chisels and hammers. The workshop had an aura that comes with endless hours of careful

craftsmanship. It was the primary venue for skill-sharing weekends that were occasionally

held at Larf’s place. People from the local community, as well as from further afield, would

periodically  meet  to  learn from one-another,  sharing skills  such as wood-working,  basket

weaving,  elderflower  wine  making,  and  so  on.  I  wondered  if  the  events  were  alibis  for

modern-day people to be together in an older way, doing things that humans had done for

centuries, until industrialisation was forced onto the world.

As we made our way to a small greenhouse, we passed numerous raised garden beds

that contained all sorts of vegetables. The greenhouse also had veggies growing in it, but its

primary  purpose  was  to  provide  the  environment  necessary  to  keep  producing  some

vegetables during the winter months. There was a small shed near the greenhouse, behind

which  was  a  compost  toilet  structure.  Slightly  further  removed  from all  this  was  Larf’s

bender: a low dome-shaped tent, its frame made out of local timber, blankets wrapped in place

on the inside, army tarpaulin on the outside. It was quite a big space, containing a mattress

and  bedding,  a  low  table,  and  a  converted  gas  bottle  wood-burner.  The  wood-burner’s

chimney flue exited the bender through a specially-made insulation ring of some kind. I asked

Larf what everyone must have asked him when they saw the set-up: isn’t it cold? He said not

at all – the space heated up quickly with body heat alone, and when it was really cold outside,

the wood-burner kept him amply warm.

On our way back to the double caravan area, we passed a big hole in the ground. On

closer inspection, it was more of a well. Larf explained that it was his fridge. He had been

digging it for a long time, chiselling away at the bedrock slowly but surely, getting deeper and

deeper, and going so far as to carve steps into the rock wall. At the bottom of the fridge-well

was a storage box with his perishables in it. I couldn’t fathom why a person would go to such

great lengths to keep food cold. Sure, it’s nice to have a space in which to extend the shelf-life

of food, but it’s a completely different matter to achieve this by spending years digging into
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bedrock to create the space. I saw Larf staring at the hole with contemplative eyes, and I

suspected that this was far more than just a fridge-well. This was an outlet of some kind, I

thought. What for, I wasn’t exactly sure.

We stayed up late that night, and had a few beers and sandwiches I had bought earlier

that day. I felt very fortunate to be able to spend time with Larf – he was very present, fully in

the moment in a way that has never come naturally to me. I was always doing something, or

was about to be doing something else, and any time not doing anything specific in between

activities was accompanied by a sense of guilt. My entire life had been extremely structured

up until that point – school schedules, university schedules, plans to go abroad and become

employed, college schedule, exercise schedule, and on and on. Having just walked away from

my job and what had been my home for about three years, and without much of a plan for the

future, I was in novel territory. As the day faded into night and the candles were lit, I felt like

I was partaking in a ceremony: I was saying goodbye to structure for a while, and invoking

the spirit of the ever present now.

As I allowed the aura of presence to infiltrate my defence field, I realised that as of

that night, I had no home. Being in Larf’s company was a reminder that this was okay – he

had lived out of a hand-pulled wagon for a long time. His bender was simple but comfortable

and warm, and it gave me some hope towards believing that Emma and I would be able to

manage with living in a couple of tents for a while.  As functional  and established as his

workshop was, it was only a tarpaulin on poles, and I suspected that such a simple approach to

a roof over one’s head would come in handy at some stage soon. The lack of any electric

appliances whatsoever really did make the place feel unique. In comparison to Larf’s place,

almost all the homes that I had ever been in looked as if they were built to house appliances.

While it felt refreshing to be in a space untainted by plastic and metal devices waiting to break

and end up in landfill, I did suspect that life must have been tough for Larf during the depth of

winter.

Chatting to Larf that night, trying to tell him about what I was going back to in South

Africa, I became aware that what I suspected I would return to was not what I had departed

from back in 2008. When I left, a month after graduating with my Master’s degree, I was

eight years into my first real relationship. I had worked as a part-time lecturer and a part-time

yoga and Pilates instructor. For transport, I had cycled around the town most of the time. I had

played in a band, gone to the gym, and had made many a mission with the same trusted group

of friends. I had done all this while being based in a room in a house my father had rented.

Only a year into my time in the UK, my long-term relationship ended; and back in South
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Africa,  my dad had  given  up the  rented  house.  My trusted  group of  friends  had mostly

dispersed, with a few of them having gone a bit off the rails. Playing in a band and cycling

were still going to feature for me, I suspected, but in a different way to before. And what lay

ahead work- and income-wise was completely unknown to me.

I would be returning to South Africa as a different person. I had left as a 26 year old

who desperately needed to make a way for himself in life. Despite being so oblivious to the

ways of the world that I didn’t even know about the 2008 financial crisis until 2009, I had

quickly managed to find work, find accommodation, save some money, and travel extensively

in the UK. I had learned that I didn’t want to go with the status quo flow, because of what I

considered at the time to be the ethical problems of participating in its ecocidal tendencies. I

had  discovered  something  of  a  compulsion  to  get  my  hands  in  the  soil.  I  had  also  met

someone who shared my critical  attitude towards the institutions that dictated so much of

(post)modern life,  and we had grown in our relationship enough to be willing to try  and

support each other into an unknown venture that was bound to throw us out of anything that

resembled a comfort zone.

I left  Larf’s place the following morning feeling quite grounded – I attributed this

partly to having been around a man who was himself well grounded, and also partly to having

slept in a space that has never been violated by appliance-style technology. I made my way to

Steve and Sharona again – they had kindly agreed to have me in their company for another

night. I felt like there was more I needed to learn from Steve. He had spoken about some

institutions in a way that had raised many of the same concerns that Emma and I had about

them, but his stance was not an opt-out one like mine seemed to be. It looked to me like he

was engaging at a level where what he was doing was causing some ripple effects, effects that

overlapped with the ripples of other like-minded people who were taking proactive steps in

response to the problems caused in part by the military industrial  complex at the heart of

neoliberal capitalism. In short, I thought I needed lessons in proactive ways of thinking and

being.

Just being at  Steve and Sharona’s place was an exercise in proactive thinking: the

forest school, as well as the infinite learning garden area, are spaces that jump out at you and

say “hey, this is good stuff!” Steve spoke about the Schumacher College, Charles Eisenstein’s

Sacred Economics, the Dark Mountain project, Paul Hawken’s Blessed Unrest, Greenpeace

bumper boats,  Thom Hartmann’s The Last Hours of Ancient  Sunlight,  and much more.  I

detected that he wasn’t only responding to my obvious clutching for inspiration. He was also

offering indirect hints that my way of framing things was too pessimistic.  In between the
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lines, he seemed to be saying that despite all the problems in the world, one needs to see and

embrace the beauty. He gave me Hartmann’s book, saying that I must promise to return it

someday. I laughed and told him that no mail gets to its destination when having to cross

South African borders,  and I  gave him my copy of Terence  and Dennis McKennas’ The

Invisible Landscape, which started an entirely different conversation.

The next stop was the first eco-community on my tour. I had been put into contact

with a woman there by someone in the permaculture group. The woman had agreed to show

me around the place. She had given me directions to a gate on a Devon country lane, and I

was instructed to call her and wait at the gate. I arrived, called, waited for about 15 minutes,

and she appeared from behind my car. She was thin, of medium height, her hair long and

greying. We said our hellos, she got onto the passenger seat, and instructed me to drive up a

side-lane that led to a small gravel parking-lot four fifths up a gentle hill. From there, we

walked  up  quite  a  long  footpath  that  appeared  to  be  going  nowhere  in  particular,  until

eventually the trees opened to reveal a small settlement of rustic cabin-esque homes and a

couple of bigger buildings.

I asked my contact,  who I will  name Claire,  if the community was in hiding.  She

didn’t  answer  the  question  directly,  but  it  was  clear  that  she  knew  that  I  knew  that

communities like the one we had just walked into were the kinds of projects that Councils

actively try to prevent from being established. Governments want your money via planning

permission, building taxes and general rates, grid water and electricity payments, and so on.

And they want you to spend on government endorsed materials like concrete and heaps of this

or that plastic and tubing and sheeting and on and on. Eco-community members tend to want

nothing to do with any of it, hence not being very popular with Councils and governments.

Looking around at the rustic physical components of the eco-community I was entering,  I

could see why the community members wanted to stay off the radar.

There were two big buildings: one was a big barn-style work and storage area. It had a

large number of solar panels secured to its roof, and a battery-bank inside. Claire told me that

the system functioned well on sunny days, but night-time supply was intermittent because the

batteries were old and needed replacing. It seemed like there was more to the story, e.g. a few

reasons why the batteries had not been replaced, but Claire didn’t go there. She took me to her

tiny cabin, and I asked questions about the construction process. Claire told me that it was a

group effort by many of the members who were present in the initial days of the community.

She didn’t seem interested in discussing any building technicalities, so I just observed what I
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could. There wasn’t much to see really: a shed-like structure of one open-plan area containing

bed, basin, cupboard, kitchenette, desk, and a few comfy chairs.

Claire had decorated the cabin beautifully – colourful scarves and hanging trinkets

hung from hooks and rafters, and she had an assortment of ornaments tastefully placed on

available surfaces in such a way as to make the tiny space not feel too cramped. There was a

small deep-cycle battery in her room that powered her lights when the main supply ran out of

juice. The cabin had a lot of large windows built into it, and her bed and chairs were arranged

to face towards the lovely little section of garden she was nestled in. I told her about the road-

trip I was on to see as many alternative-living set-ups as I could before departing for South

Africa to put up a couple of tents and see what would happen. The conversation remained

focused on me for about half an hour before I insisted that I wasn’t there to tell her about me

and what I was about to do, and I asked if we could chat about her life in the eco-community.

I told her that I was there to learn from her.

Claire explained to me that she had joined in the early days of the eco-community,

when everybody helped everybody build each others’ cabins and tiny houses. Her patch of

land was one of two dozen areas that were allocated to community members to build their

small homes. Claire said that she had really wanted to live off-grid in a community of people,

grow her own food, and remove herself from the consumer system, and that she had these

desires fulfilled in the first several years of living there. Then things changed. Some of the

initial community members moved away, and new people moved in. This happened a few

times, until the original group ethos of the community started becoming watered-down. Claire

didn’t go into much more detail about the nature of the ethos changes, but the little that she

did say was said as if she was looking back to younger and happier days. She said that she

was looking to leave the community,  though having ploughed all  her money into her life

there, she wasn’t sure what she would do.

I encouraged Claire by reminding her that Emma and I were also not sure what we

would do, and that things have a way of working out – I wasn’t sure if I believed this, but I

found myself saying it anyway. I asked her to show me around a bit more, and she agreed. We

left her cabin and passed a few more tiny houses, each of which was completely different to

the other. One was rather large, grey and sombre-looking, with quite a lot of clutter lying

around outside it. Claire said that it wasn’t like that to begin with, but the original community

members who built it had left, and the people who moved in afterwards just did their own

thing. She pointed to a couple more tiny homes nearby and said that the people who built
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those were also looking to leave.  Things in the eco-community were obviously changing,

away from the idea of a community and more towards the idea of an eco-village.

We walked to  the  vegetable-growing area.  It  was  large,  but  there  were  not  many

veggies growing. Claire said that things once thrived there, but as the people who constituted

the  community  changed,  so  did  the  expectations  of  what  different  people  had  to  do  for

contributions to community life. A couple of people tended to the veggies that would go into

the community meal for a given day, but the gardeners’ efforts were not considered to be of

equal weighting to other community members’ contributions. It was a money thing – some of

the community members had cash and could pay for things that other members could not

afford to pay towards, but the former then felt like they didn’t have to put in any manual

labour. It  sounded as if a situation had developed where some community members were

doing most of the shared work-duties but had insufficient amounts of money to contribute,

while others had money to pay for some communal necessities but did little or no communal

manual labour – a master and slave situation sure to breed hard feelings.

We made our way over to the communal  kitchen area.  Shared meals were cooked

there three times a week, which was less frequent than in previous years. I happened to be

there on a shared meal day, and Claire said it would be fine for me to join for the meal. We

entered the rustic timber building, and Claire introduced me to the three people preparing the

meal  and  the  person  sitting  at  one  of  the  tables.  We  joined  the  loner  and  struck  up  a

conversation. Other people gradually entered the venue, some choosing to join us, and others

choosing to sit elsewhere. By the time dinner was ready, there were three small groups of

people in the dining area. Some people came in only to fetch their food, and slipped straight

out again to go eat in their homes. I didn’t detect any hard feelings between anybody, and

there was mostly an upbeat atmosphere for the duration of the night. I wondered if Claire was

battling to deal with the inevitable changes that come with time for any project, or if perhaps

the life she found herself living had lost its appeal to her after years of living it.

I slept (or rather, tried to sleep) in my car that night, and I got out and about early the

next morning to look at some of the structures that were dotted all over the patch of hillside.

Three styles stood out to me, the first being basic roundhouses or semi-circular structures with

lots of upcycled windows at the front of the houses. Most of these were very yurt-esque, with

tarpaulins  forming  the  outside  layer,  blankets  forming  the  inside  layer,  with  insulating

materials in between. These yurt-bender combos were not often perfectly round, or even close

to round, but rather bulged in different places, almost as if the home had grown like a puff-

ball out of the ground. They gave the false impression that they were the homes of nomads,
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ready to be dismantled and transported to a different place. Intuitively this resonated with me

– the ethos behind the structures is that a human being’s footprint can, and should, be as light

and impermanent as possible on the land.

There  were  also  several  wooden-framed  homes,  but  nothing  like  the  more

conventional straight and rectangular ones that most city-folk would be familiar with. Rather,

they  always  looked a  bit  wonky and skew, thanks mainly  to  the  reclaimed  and recycled

materials that had been used in their construction. Often, the main support beams of these

homes were tree trunks, some larger and some smaller, that had not been put through a saw

mill but rather were left to keep the original shape of the trunk. Timber cladding was then

attached horizontally to these main vertical beams, and a shingle, timber, or earthen roof was

then somehow connected to the support poles. Third and finally, there were several homes

that would fit well under the description of hobbit houses. They were also non-uniform in

shape, often had earth or grass roofs, and generally had large reclaimed windows incorporated

into them. I liked them the most, though I didn’t get to see the insides of any of them.

As  I  walked  around  the  eco-community  turned  eco-village,  I  did  find  myself

wondering if I would like to live there. Doing so would have ticked many of the boxes for

criteria  that  had  become  important  to  me  during  the  previous  years  of  thinking  about

ecological  problems  and  alternative  lifestyle  choices.  The  homes  were  low-impact,  built

without a meddling bureaucrat’s stamp of approval, and it was impossible to live in one of

these homes without radically changing one’s way of thinking about so many things.  For

example, the homes were generally very small, which meant that there was a limit to what one

could do in them. A person living in such a rustic home would be forced to go outside more

often, to step beyond the walls that trick human beings into thinking they are separate from

nature.  But  the  community  aspect  must  have  meant  that  everyone  saw each other  a  fair

amount  of  the  time.  What  happened  if  being  outside  meant  being  constantly  faced  with

someone who bugged you, or whose character you found problematic for whatever reason?

I left the eco-village in the South Devon Countryside comfortable in the knowledge

that people can and do construct beautiful little homes out of just about anything (something I

knew well from my life in South Africa), and a little weary of what seemed to be the difficulty

of navigating through community dynamics. I had no intention of living in community – mine

was solely a compulsion to live rustically, using low-tech options for housing and cooking

and energy etc., while living more in tune with the cycles of nature. It just so happened that

the lifestyle options I sought were associated with eco-communities in general. My next stop

was another eco-community, and once again I will not name it out of respect for the person
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who kindly agreed to show me around the place. He was a friend of a friend of the Ourganics

permaculture lot – I’ll call him Patrick.

While I wasn’t sure of the legal status of the first eco-community I had just visited, it

didn’t take much time with Patrick before it became clear that this one was in an ongoing

battle with the council. The battle had attracted some media attention, which several members

of the eco-community did not like at all. Patrick apologised for what would be an uneventful

tour – several community members were laying low, and others had already abandoned their

homes in order to try and sort out accommodation elsewhere. He would show me what he

could, he told me. I wondered what there was to see – from the road and parking area, all I

could see was a woodland, with literally not one structure visible to us. From the car, we

walked into the woodland, and the path immediately became quite steep, then very steep, then

surprisingly steep. When I commented on this, Patrick told me that it was the only way into

the community, and that all the rustic infrastructure I would see that day had been carried in

by the people who lived there, or who had once lived there.

Not  only  did  community  members  have  to  haul  themselves  and  everything  they

needed up an extremely steep hill, they had to do so in what looked to be permanently damp

conditions. I was there at perhaps the warmest time of the year, but there was hardly any sun

reaching the ground through the tall trees. The upward path went on for some distance before

the first side-path crossed our way. We kept ascending, passed a second side-path crossing,

and turned right at the third intersection of paths. This was Patrick’s lane. We passed two

structures on stilts – almost all the structures had to be built on poles due to the gradient of the

land there. The two structures were made mostly from timber, with tarpaulins strewn here and

there for additional roofing or privacy ‘walls’. The overall effect was one of tree-house living,

and it occurred to me that this woodland community and the community I had just come from

were completely different in character from each other simply due to geographical factors.

Patrick’s house was considerably larger than the two houses we had just passed. While

it was made from a wide variety of timber gleaned from who-knows-where, it was similarly

sized to an average two-bedroom stand-alone home that could be seen in most British towns

and villages. Its layout was different to conventional homes, and once again the effect was

tree-house-ish. There were big windows that allowed light into the house, with chairs and a

sofa arranged to make the most of the view into the woods. Decking surrounded the house,

and upstairs also had a small wooden balcony. I acknowledged the amount of time and effort

that must have gone into manually transporting all the materials up the hill, and I cringed at

the thought of the home being dismantled if the council had its way. I didn’t give voice to my
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thoughts about the potential  destruction of Patrick’s home. He seemed happy to show me

around – this was a home mainly built by his own two hands in an extremely challenging

building environment, and it looked like he took something positive from reflecting on the

process.

Patrick, a tall and strong man with short hair and a rare propensity for asking people

questions about themselves, was not an original member of the community. He had arrived a

few years after several homes had already been built. He fell in love with the woodland vibe

the instant  he encountered it.  He definitely agreed with me when I  mentioned that  I  was

concerned about the harmful  ecological  impacts  of capitalism gone wild – he wasn’t  just

living off-grid in the woods because it was fun, but rather because he realised how badly low-

impact living was needed in a world hooked on endless economic growth. Like others I had

already met on my relatively short journey into non-status-quo life, Patrick felt the heaviness

of the tragedy that human beings were causing in the natural world. Instead of continuing to

go passively about consumer-living as if nothing was wrong, he spent some time setting up

his home in the woods until his abode could accommodate his partner and him. They then

gave up their conventional lives, dropped to part-time work, and spent the rest of their time

doing what was necessary to survive on a cold wet hillside without grid amenities.

The eco-community was at its height when Patrick was building his home, and for a

few years there was a buzz created by the feeling that more and more people were responding

to the call to live more sustainably. Evidently, too much of a buzz was created, because one

day a team of council thugs arrived to declare the community an illegal settlement. The buzz

continued for a while until some arrests were made, and that’s when a sombre atmosphere

started to seep into the woodland. It was difficult for me to hear all this – I was looking at the

structures through the eyes of a person who had not yet properly embarked on the alternative

journey awaiting  me,  a  journey the  likes  of  which Patrick  had embarked on many years

earlier. And it seemed that this phase of Patrick’s journey was in danger of coming to an

abrupt end, with him clearly not happy about the prospect.

I began to suspect that Patrick appreciated being around the enthusiasm of someone

who was yet to do the hard work of putting sustainability theory into practice. I didn’t know

how many of the woodland community members had already left, or if there had been any

new  arrivals,  but  I  became  cognisant  of  something  that  I  had  realised  during  my  final

weekend of the permaculture design certificate: people matter. I went with the flow of the

conversation, and soon Patrick and I ventured well away from the topics of DIY building and

solar  power  and  compost  toilets.  He  seemed  particularly  interested  in  the  topic  of
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synchronicity. I had read in depth about Rupert Sheldrake’s ideas on morphic resonance, and

Patrick had his own ideas that were compatible with Sheldrake’s. Seeing as we had ventured

into these topics, I felt like I could tell Patrick the following story.

On the summer solstice, which had occurred approximately two weeks earlier, I had

taken a long walk to  a  field that  I  had become quite  fond of during my time living and

working in Hertfordshire. My lecturing duties had been fulfilled, Emma and I had sold or

given away most of our belongings, and we were facing a complete change of life as we knew

it. I had decided that I needed to go somewhere peaceful and meditate on the evening of the

symbolic event of the Earth’s cycle around the sun. So off I went to the park on the outskirts

of town, and down I sat in a part of the field that was unlikely to attract other walkers or

joggers. I had been sitting cross-legged with my eyes closed for less than 20 minutes when I

suddenly felt the need to open my eyes. When I opened them, I found myself looking straight

into the eyes of an animal only two metres away from me.

When I reached this point of my story, Patrick lit up and said confidently that the

animal was a fox. He was correct – I had indeed opened my eyes to look straight into a fox’s

eyes. Patrick was delighted by this. He told me that seeing a fox represents good things when

one is embarking on a new journey, that I would have to act swiftly and cunningly to find my

way around obstacles and hurdles, and that I would have to be flexible in moving into the next

phase of my destiny. I was deeply encouraged to hear all this, even if my rational mind was

telling me that the fox encounter was just a coincidence. Maybe it was. Talking about this

with Patrick led me to realise that there had been a few other ‘alignments’ in the previous

year, all of which had clearly steered me in a certain direction. My interest in the Zeitgeist

Movement that led me to the Occupy Movement; my less than positive experiences at Occupy

that  pushed me to do research into actual alternative ways of living rather than just talking

about them; a chance spotting of an advertisement for the introduction to permaculture course

with Bill; finding the Ourganics permaculture design course at the last minute; a course that

was  structured  in  the  only  possible  way for  Emma and  I  to  do  it  considering  our  work

commitments; and more.

Patrick  had  no  doubt  that  these  alignments  were  not  accidents,  and  that  I  was

responding  to  the  offerings  of  my  destiny.  I  wasn’t  so  sure,  but  I  could  do  with  the

encouragement, so I didn’t argue with him. He told me more of his story, and that it involved

numerous offerings and signs that he had ignored for years before he started running into

difficulties in his relationship and job at the time. He said things collapsed on him at some

stage, that he found himself without direction, and that it was only when he started becoming
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receptive to destiny’s offerings that he could work out which direction to steer his life. He felt

that  he  had  been  brought  to  the  woodland  via  an  unlikely  variety  of  alignments  and

coincidences. I listened to this and more, and wondered what Destiny was offering me by way

of Patrick and his beliefs in alignments, coincidences, and destiny. And, of course, what was

Destiny offering Patrick by way of him likely having to abandon his home due to council

thuggery?

Patrick eventually did give me a tour of the rest of the woodland community. After

seeing the compost toilets, the rustic kitchen area, a few solar panels and deep cycle batteries,

ramshackle  structures  constituted  by  whatever  reclaimed  materials  people  could  get  their

hands on, and other familiar DIY thingamajigs dotted here and there, I realised that I had seen

it all at Ourganics on the first day of the permaculture course. Pat, Steve, Larf, people at the

first eco-community I had visited,  and now the people at this  one, were all  working with

variations of themes that were becoming clearer and clearer to me. Each person or group of

people had done what they could to get off the grid and out of the rat race in whatever manner

was suitable for their particular situation. It looked to me like it boiled down to a roof over the

head, a bed to sleep on, a cooking and washing-up area, a compost toilet, minimal electricity

(usually in the form of very small solar energy systems), tanks for water, and perhaps a wood-

burning stove. It seemed like all these people were exercising their commitment to tread more

gently by going back to basics.

Walking through several of the tiers of woodland and looking at all the different low-

impact tiny homes also left me with a feeling that I used to get on long hikes in South Africa.

I had done at least one big hike (each five or six days long) a year for about eight years before

leaving for the UK, where we hikers often arrived to a rustic cabin in a forest. Rain tanks were

always connected to the gutters of the cabins’ roofs, basic washing-up areas were always

available, and compost toilets (in the form of ‘long-drops’) were positioned some distance

from the cabins. I was seeing this, along with a few extras, while I was walking the woodland

paths  with  Patrick.  Having spoken about  Destiny’s  offerings  a  bit  earlier  with  Patrick,  I

wondered if my numerous hiking and camping experiences were part of my preparation for

what was waiting for me and Emma in South Africa. And I felt a little sorry for my woodland

friends: they hardly ever saw the sun here, whereas I was heading for guaranteed sunshine and

warmth – or so I thought.

Patrick accompanied me back to my car, and we said our goodbyes. I had expected to

be exposed to more practical DIY hints and tips during my visit to the woodland community,

but I was leaving with something completely different. Patrick had offered me a glimpse of



61

the internal workings of his mind, workings with which I was not familiar. For years, I had

chiselled my way into the granite of the world to make something out of my life. Destiny’s

offerings, I thought, had nothing to do with it. But Patrick believed in forces greater and more

mysterious than anything I could muster up myself, and while the belief struck me as a bit

delusional,  there  was  something  about  it  that  I  respected.  Being  the  hopelessly  practical

person that  I am, I  wondered if  the belief  would motivate  me to look more carefully  for

alignments, offerings, and coincidences to help me along the way, rather than just keep going

until I figured out the plan in much the same way as I had always done. I was surprised to find

this on my mind as I drove away from the woodland eco-community. Nobody knew it back

then, but the community would lose a court appeal in 2016, and government henchmen would

begin dismantling the woodland homes in 2018.

My next stop was a community centre that I do feel comfortable naming – the High

Heathercombe Centre. Its location is deep inside the Dartmoor National Park, and I took my

time getting there. I stopped a few times to take a look at some of the tors, which are rocky

granite outcrops created by erosion. I enjoyed walking the hills in what was an unfamiliar

landscape. Moorland was not something I had spent much time in, and it struck me as the

harsher of British environments. It was one of the few spaces not conspicuously populated

with people or too many signs of human activity. As my drive took me nearer and nearer to

the Centre, the landscape became increasingly beautiful, and I realised that my destination

was probably going to be in the pastoral valley that I was approaching.

My guess was correct. The High Heathercombe Centre was nestled against the hillside

of the lush green valley that I had entered. It was a stunning geographical location for the

multi-purpose venue – it hosted a variety of events like permaculture courses, yoga, and arts

and crafts workshops; and groups of people can rent parts of the place over weekends. Sean,

one of my fellow Ourganics permaculture students, had a link to the Centre, and when I had

asked  the  permaculture  group-members  about  ideas  for  my  departure  road-trip,  he  had

suggested that I come visit the Centre and help out with the compost system there. Sean was

there to meet me, and he showed me around. Compared to the other stops on my road trip so

far,  High Heathercombe  didn’t  have  much to  report  on.  It  was  a  conventional  brick  and

cement mortar building, so no novelty in this regard. And it was connected to grid water and

electricity, so it had nothing to teach about autonomy in these arenas.

The  Centre  did  have  quite  an  impressive  vegetable-growing  operation  going  on

though. Being on a hillside, the vegetable garden beds were tiered down the slope of the hill.

The Centre attracted regular volunteers, who saw to the veggie-growing side of things mainly



62

during the summer months. However, being volunteers, it appeared that nobody had wanted

to  deal  with  the  compost  situation,  which  had  been  neglected  for  some time.  What  was

happening was that events had been held, large amounts of food were prepared for each event,

and vegetable peels and food scraps were being thrown straight into the composting areas.

This was a recipe for a real  stinking mess,  seeing as vegetable  peels and food waste  are

compost ingredients that should be mixed quite carefully and leniently into a number of other

organic materials. Without the other materials, the vegetable peels and food scraps usually

just rot into a slimy goo. And that’s what was happening at the Centre.

Sean showed me the rot, and we made plans for me to deal with it the next day. There

were some people staying in the Centre’s dormitory after a different event that had just ended,

and they would be helping me – but not on the day I arrived. We would relax that night, and

spend some time together. We made our way to the main activity area, where there were six

people  sitting  on  the  balcony  in  the  afternoon  sunshine.  They  looked  very  relaxed.

Introductions were made, and I found out that these folks had been on a short permaculture

course for a few days. They seemed to be keen on some quiet-time after what must have been

a talkative few days, so Sean and I  stayed out of their  way until  dinner time,  when they

seemed to be ready to chat again.

All six of the people there were about my age, which was 30 at the time, or a bit

younger. They came from fairly conventional British backgrounds, and they seemed to be in

agreement that pursuing convention was perhaps not a good idea. They wanted to learn about

different ways of doing things, just as I had a year earlier. When they found out that I was

about to dive into the deep end and try to set up an unconventional lifestyle from scratch, they

became rather interested in what I had to say. Whereas I had found myself listening intently to

what others had to say at Ourganics, at Steve’s and at Larf’s, and at the two eco-communities

I had visited, I suddenly became a person who had some perspective to offer to the High

Heathercombe  crew.  Not  that  I’m  sure  what  my  contribution  amounted  to,  but  it  had

something to do with taking a serious plunge into the mostly unknown because Emma and I

felt compelled to do so.

The next day, I realised that my personal constitution was well-geared towards taking

plunges into hands-on solutions. The crew from the night before joined Sean and me to go

and see what we could do about the less-than-ideal compost situation, where a pile of organic

materials had fermented in part of the garden area. Calling it a compost area is a misnomer.

Rather, it was an area in which food scraps and vegetable peelings had simply been dumped

through the course of the summer. I think it was clear to everyone present that the heaps of
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rotting vegetable and food matter needed to be mixed with other materials, such as straw or

dried leaves. However, I suspect that nobody but me said anything because they knew that if

they  did  so,  they  would more  or  less  be  complicit  in  a  process  that  might  lead  to  them

climbing into the sludge bins to deal with the mess.

Having gathered a fair  bit  of knowledge on Bill’s  composting method, and having

taken  a  deep  dive  into  the  details  of  many  things  compost-related,  I  spoke  up.  When  I

articulated  the  need  to  turn  out  the  sludge,  find  some carbon  materials  and  a  few other

compost materials, and mix them all together, nobody exactly jumped forward to volunteer to

do the digging. I had my Wellington boots on, and without thinking much about it, I grabbed

the  garden  fork  that  Sean had brought  along,  and I  stepped  into  the  first  pile  of  rotting

vegetable matter and food scraps. The stench was astounding, but my stomach could take it.

When I looked back at what were now spectators of my dirty job, some of them were wincing,

and they had their hands over their mouths and were pinching their noses closed. I wondered

if my rougher and tougher South African background gave me an advantage over the tamer

British persuasions in this domain of garden-style resourcefulness – maybe my skin was a bit

thicker for this kind of thing by default.

After I had spent several minutes disgusting some of the spectators, I stopped forking

and stepped out of the compost pens to ask the crew to go and collect dry leaves. I also asked

that some of the onlookers go and search for other organic garden materials – lawn cuttings,

ashes, weeds, and so on. By the time I had finished emptying the compost pens of all the

smelly sludginess, several wheelbarrows-full and buckets-full of leaves and grass cuttings had

been brought to the pens. I threw in a fair amount of dry leaves for the bottom layer of the

new compost pile, then some grass cuttings, and then a thin layer of vegetable matter and food

scraps. Ideally I would have added a layer of ash, a bit of straw, some horse manure, and

some cow slurry, but these weren’t available. So I rebuilt the compost piles in this three-layer

manner,  pausing here and there to go and find some older compost to use as inoculating

additions of good microbes to the pile.

I’m not sure if the people present actually learned anything they didn’t already  know

about compost-making that day. What they certainly did learn is that some people – i.e. me –

are not afraid of getting their hands dirty. I felt a sense of purpose in being willing and able to

do what was clearly a dirty job, and I wondered if there was an analogy here between, on the

one hand, the dirty job of dealing with a mess that nobody else wanted to deal with, and on

the other, embarking on a hands-on DIY rustic low-tech lifestyle. Did other people know what

needed to be done in both analogues, but were not willing to take the plunge? I knew I was



64

getting into muddy conceptual waters. How much one is willing to take steps towards dealing

with perceived problems is partly a matter of perception, partly ethics, and partly ‘where one

it  at’  in  life.  Perception,  in  that  one might  think that  a given phenomenon is  or  is  not  a

problem. Ethics, because even if a phenomenon is perceived to be a problem that requires

action, one’s ethical inclinations will influence which actions (if any) one ends up taking to

address the perceived problem. And ‘where one is at’ in life, because (for example) if one has

no money, or if one does have children, one’s hands might be tied.

After I finished rebuilding the compost pile, I went for a walk up the hill above the

High Heathercombe centre. Sean had mentioned that there was a great view of some of the

Dartmoor landscape from higher up, that I would pass by some beautiful woodland, and also

that there was a stand of special trees called Rowans nearer the top. He said something about

the Rowan tree having a special  place in local  mythology, that they were associated with

protection, and that the Druids had used and revered them. More or less, the message was that

the stand of Rowans was a sacred space. I would later learn that Rowans are occasionally

found growing in exposed areas like the Scottish Highlands and other mountainous areas.

Some locals of old thought that the veil between earth and heaven was thinnest on mountains,

and that the Rowans played some kind of special role in these sacred spaces.

The patch of Rowans did indeed have a special energy to it, perhaps in the same way

that most mountainous areas do. I sat between the trees for a while and paid respect to them,

the land, and the people who still honoured spaces like the one I was in. I reflected on the fact

that I was now voluntarily homeless and on the road, in between two chapters of my life, just

starting the decade of my thirties, with absolutely no idea of how or if things would work out.

Despite a mix of often-conflicting emotions, I felt okay with the uncertain direction I was

headed in. Or perhaps I felt more, or equally, okay with it than the certain direction of life in

one of the most predictable of status quo situations, which is to say in a teaching job in the

city. I stayed up on the thinly-veiled hillside for a while, knowing that when I came down I

would be a step closer to the reality I had ended up choosing, which soon would not involve

reflective  and  meditative  walks  in  the  moors  of  southern  England.  I  knew for  sure  that

something much harsher awaited.

I  drove  away  from  High  Heathercombe,  northwards  and  away  from  Dartmoor,

knowing that I would likely never see Sean and Steve and Larf again. I was heading to a place

where the currency went practically nowhere in comparison to the Pound, and that if air travel

back to the UK were to feature in my future, it would be indirectly via Emma’s occasional

return to see her mother.  I was simultaneously accepting of, and angry at,  such thoughts.
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Fossil-fuel powered air travel is horrendously polluting and should, from a truly ecologically-

sound perspective, be banned. Yet at the same time, it represented to me something of the

epitome of options that life in a democracy afforded a civilian: the hedonistic freedom to go

anywhere and do anything. But one needed a good source of income to be able to jet-set,

something that I could not see in my future. As well as the income, one needed to be able to

blind themselves to the ecologically-disastrous consequences of air travel. I was still to take a

flight back to South Africa, an activity that seemed complicit enough. For so many reasons, it

was highly improbable that I would end up back in the UK, and the sense of finality was

getting stronger and stronger.

I  had one more pre-arranged stop to make.  It  was an eco-community  that  I  knew

nothing about.  Someone at  the permaculture  design course had given me a number for a

member of the community. I had made contact with him, and we had set a day and time. I

arrived to my destination as scheduled, and called my contact. He answered, and I told him I

was at the gate to the property. Without any hint of an apology, he said that he would not be

able to show me around the community, and that it was closed to outsiders. I pointed out that I

had travelled quite a distance to be outside the gate. He simply repeated that the community

was closed to visitors. I stared over the gate and into the property, and wondered what was

going  on.  Considering  that  the  two  other  eco-communities  I  had  been  to  were  having

difficulties, was this one having some of its own, or was it trying to protect itself from the

outside world? From where I was parked, there was no hint that behind the gate lay anything

unusual – all I could see was a brick wall. Maybe these guys had decided to stay entirely off

the  radar,  a  decision  that  my  contact  may  have  forgotten  when  our  meeting  had  been

discussed.

I wasn’t sure what I should do with myself. I had hoped to sleep over at the third eco-

community,  but  with its  doors closed to me I  found myself  looking at  the road-map and

scratching my head. My next planned stop was not an organised one, but rather an informal

drop-in at the Centre for Alternative Technology in Wales, which was about 200 miles away.

However, if I had chosen to drive straight there, I would have arrived after business-hours and

not had anything to do or see. So I checked the map for something of a midway point, which

happened to be Glastonbury. I had never been there, but I had read that Glastonbury Tor was

situated on an alleged ley line. I had been to the Avebury stone circle, as well as St Michael’s

Mount, both of which were on the same alleged ley line, and I thought I’d go check out the

Tor as a site of archaeological interest.
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I found Glastonbury easily enough – satellite navigation systems are good for that! I

rode around the town centre for a while before choosing a side street behind a supermarket

that seemed discreet enough for me to park in for the night, seeing as I was going to have to

try  and sleep  in  my car  again.  Sure,  I  could  have  taken  a  hotel  room,  but  I  was newly

unemployed, and not spending money was even more of a necessity than it usually was for

me. I walked around for a while, and eventually asked someone to point the way to the tor. I

received detailed directions, most of which were completely unnecessary because as soon as I

was  on  the  right  track,  numerous  signs  led  the  way  there.  The  walk  took  about  twenty

minutes, and soon I was at the top of the hill. There were several other people on the tor, so I

smiled  and nodded and stared  at  the stone tower  and took in  the views of  the  Somerset

landscape. I felt like I wanted some alone time up there, so I decided that I would head back

to the car, grab a bite to eat, and return in the dark to sit and meditate on the alleged ley line.

I returned shortly after dark, which was some time after ten o’clock at night. As I

started  ascending the  hill  to  the  tower,  I  became aware  of  the  sound of  drumming.  The

drumming grew louder as I approached the tower, and soon I could hear chanting as well. I

kept my distance from the tower for a while, listening to whatever it was that I was hearing up

there. I can’t remember how long I listened for, but at some stage the drumming and chanting

stopped. I approached the tower, and saw two people in druid attire walk out of it. I watched

them disappear down the hill, and then I entered the tower to sit and meditate. It felt great

being in a space that had just been charged with the energy of, well, druids. It speaks volumes

about my inherent cynicism that I had to put aside the thought that the two people I had just

seen were merely geeks who liked to pretend that they were druids. It was quite late in the

night for me,  but I  felt  extremely awake and alive,  and I  tried to absorb as much of the

experience of simply being at the top of Glastonbury Tor as I could.

After an awkward night’s attempt at sleeping in a car, I hit the road early the next day.

My destination was the Centre for Alternative Technology near Snowdonia in Wales. I had

bought a few books from the Centre, and my research had revealed that there were several

alternative-style structures built there. The four-hour car journey went by rather quickly, and I

enjoyed the scenery, making me wonder again if I had not been a bit too quick to judge the

UK based on my frequent journeys through some of the more congested and tarred-over parts

of central England. Luck was not on my side that day, because I arrived to locked gates and a

“closed” sign. This was a huge disappointment to me – my plan had been to hang around the

centre for long enough to speak to people there and plot a few more permaculture-esque stops

on my way up to the north of Aberdeen. I drove further into Snowdonia, got out of the car and
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walked around for a while,  only to get cold rather quickly. I hit the road again,  and kept

driving north, waiting for the universe or Destiny or whatever to come to my rescue.

It turns out that sometimes the universe doesn’t have much of a helping hand to lend a

stranger whose plans have just been derailed. I ended up sleeping in the car again that night,

though I have no idea where in Wales it was. My mood changed the next day, and I suddenly

felt the urge to be back in Emma’s company. However, I was now running a few days early,

and I  decided to stick to my original  plan of camping outside of Glasgow and thereafter

visiting Findhorn, with a possible stop in between. I drove the five hours to Glasgow in one

trip, avoiding the temptation to pull into the Lake District, seeing as I had been there several

times  during  my time  in  the  UK.  I  found  my campsite  to  the  north  of  Glasgow in  the

Trossachs National Park, put up my tent, ate my supermarket sandwiches, and slept like a log

considering that the previous two nights had merely been attempts at sleeping in a reclined car

seat.

I woke up refreshed, and spent the morning reading, as well as reflecting on my final

days in the UK. I packed up camp and hit the road for another long drive that took me through

a part of the Cairngorms National Park, which was extremely beautiful, and then to Inverness.

I had read about a stone circle near Inverness called Clava Cairns, and I stopped there quite

late in the day. I walked around the site for a while, pondered what the lives were like of the

people who built the stone structure, and I meditated in the centre of the stone mound for a

while. It was too late to continue my journey to Findhorn, and seeing as nobody was around at

the stone site, I decided I would sleep in its parking lot. As I readied myself to try and sleep

on the reclined car seat yet again, I had a brainwave – I would rather go and sleep in the stone

circle. I grabbed my roll-out mat and sleeping bag, and I set myself up to sleep in the centre of

the circle. It wasn’t long before thoughts crossed my mind of fairy circles in the forest that

swallowed up men who dared to sleep in them, and with that thought I retreated to the car.

With Clava Cairns having shown just how much of a man I really was, I departed

early the next morning with my tail between my legs and made the relatively short journey to

Findhorn. My expectations were high – I had read the book,  The Magic of Findhorn, and

Steve had spoken highly of the establishment. So I was quite surprised to arrive to a gift-shop.

I don’t know what I was expecting, but I was definitely not expecting it to involve a gift-shop.

Nor a  series  of  very upmarket  houses  in  what  looked more  or  less  to  be the  eco-village

equivalent of a golf estate. I walked around the estate for a while, listening and looking for the

magic. I found none. Perhaps the fault was mine – maybe I have some kind of deficiency that

makes me unable to detect special auras like the one that Findhorn allegedly has, at least if the
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author of The Magic of Findhorn is to be believed. Maybe that magic died when the first of

the homes that cost hundreds of thousands of Pounds a piece was erected there.

I couldn’t bring myself to leave Findhorn so quickly – I had, after all, reached the

northernmost point of my departing trip in the UK, and I thought I should try and make the

most  of  an  area  that  held  such  allure  for  people  of  alternative  persuasions.  So  I  walked

through the alleged eco-village, tried to ignore the massive houses, and eventually found my

way into the dunes that led to the ocean. This is where the people who originally settled at the

site, the Caddy family, would walk to go and bathe in the ocean considering that for much of

their time at Findhorn they lived without modern conveniences like showers. In fact, their

venture there started in a caravan. I wondered how Peter Caddy would have felt knowing that

the rustic lifestyle he once lived at Findhorn had somehow inspired a process that gave birth

to extreme comfort and a gift-shop.

I sat on the beach for a while, and eventually mustered up the motivation to take a dip

in the cold waters of that part of the North Sea. As I walked into the water, I realised that the

section of coast I was on reminded me of several sections of South Africa’s coast. I was awed

by the fact that I was swimming in the coastal waters of the northern coast of the UK, and that

in several days’ time I would be swimming in the waters of the southern coast of Africa. The

two points are approximately thirteen thousand kilometres apart. I pondered how less than a

century ago it would have been almost impossible for a person to imagine being able to make

such a long journey in less than a day’s worth of travelling – in a flying tube! I felt extremely

small and insignificant, as well as completely at the mercy of forces that were far stronger

than me. Maybe that was Findhorn’s message to me.

I  left  Findhorn  and  drove  slowly  to  the  place  where  Emma  spent  most  of  her

childhood and teenage years, which was only one-and-a-half hours’ away. It is a special place

that I wish I could write more extensively about, but various circumstances prevent me from

doing so. I will say that, in my opinion, it is an amazing place, built by an amazing man. Its

location is an old granite quarry. The first home in it was an old London bus that had been

retired at a million miles. A second bus arrived (and stayed) later on. A beautiful old railway

carriage was added to the mix at some stage, with a second and third story eventually being

added to it. Then a cabin on four-stories-high stilts. A warehouse-esque structure enclosed the

buses at  some point,  with a music studio and an enclosed lounge later  being constructed

within the structure. Last but certainly not least, a large roundhouse “café” was built on the

highest point of the land, which provided breathtaking views of the coast in the distance. And

all of this was built by one man.
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I spent two days at the amazing quarry homestead with Emma, her mother, and her

father-figure. If it could be said that the UK chapter of my life had been closing for a few

weeks  and  maybe  even  months  up  until  that  point,  then  the  final  sentences  of  the  final

paragraph of the chapter were now being written (or read), and it was a time of deep reflection

for me. My four years in the UK had started with my entry into real independence. After some

time sleeping on various friends’ couches, I had found decent work, managed to save some

money, accumulated valuable work and life experience, travelled extensively in the UK, and

partnered with an incredible person with whom I shared crucial values, ideals, and concerns. I

had realised that a life serving the proverbial ‘man’ was not something that I could envisage

living long-term, and I had identified various ingredients that I craved for my recipe towards

happiness:  warm sunlight,  fresh air,  starry night skies,  wind through the trees,  wide open

spaces, mountain tops, and more. And I needed to access these ingredients in a manner that

was in tune with principles of sustainability that could be translated into hands-on practices.

The road trip I had just been on also occupied much of my thinking in those final two

days in Scotland. While the Ourganics Permaculture Design Certificate crew had given me so

much inspiration and hope, the tour had left me doubtful that practices and methods alone

were sufficient to ensure the success of a permaculture-esque venture. Success is definitely

the incorrect word; maybe a phrase like ‘comfortable resonance’ would be better. Years of

research on the ‘advanced consumer christian capitalist  industrial  democracy of dominion

over  nature’  (an  acronym for  which  is  ACID, whoohooo!)  had  left  me acutely  aware  of

various problems that  I  wished to avoid.  The Occupy Movement had been an attempt to

participate in a process towards large-scale systemic changes, but in my opinion it amounted

to pissing into the wind. The PDC had given me a menu of practical things I could actually do

to achieve something incomparably more in tune with nature’s cycles than the system I had

been born into.

The road trip had revealed to me that other people certainly shared similar desires to

escape the gnarly snare of consumer capitalism, but a nagging question had started to develop

in my mind: what was achieved by taking a few leaps back from full reliance on ACID? If the

answer is some level of personal autonomy, then, I asked myself, why had I sensed a fair

amount of dissatisfaction in some of the people who had taken the plunge into alternative

lifestyles? And would a physical living environment that contributes less to the degradation

and destruction of nature be sufficient to motivate a person when ACID continues its ruthless

expansion and a bureaucrat arrives to tell you that your activities are illegal? These and other

questions and scenarios played through my mind. The timing was not particularly good to be
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asking these kinds of questions – the deal was sealed, and there was no getting out of it, so it

didn’t  matter  if  I  was  experiencing  cognitive  dissonance  (which  I  think  I  was)  or  rather

confirmation bias (which would have made it easier to embrace the uncertain path ahead of

me). My programming from childhood was towards pessimism, so it is unsurprising that I was

doubting my decisions.

Luckily, the practical matter of the final packing of bags had to be attended to. One

big hiking backpack, one large-ish piece of hand luggage, and my bass guitar, were the extent

of my luggage, which amounted to almost all of my physical possessions (a few things like

tools and a bass amplifier were in boxes somewhere in transit to South Africa already). A few

things went into storage in the warehouse-esque structure that enclosed the two bus homes,

things like files of teaching materials that would have been a sin to discard. Then we gave our

car to Emma’s mother. She drove us to Aberdeen airport, tearful goodbyes were said between

her and Emma, and we caught our flight to Heathrow. We made our way to my friend’s house

in South West London, where I would stay for one night before catching my international

flight the following day, and Emma for two nights before her flight. It occurred to me that I

had  arrived  to  the  same area  four  years  earlier  with  almost  exactly  the  same amount  of

luggage; in fact, most of what I had in my departure bags was the same stuff I had arrived

with. I suspected that I would soon find myself in a South African airport wondering if my

time in the UK had all been a dream.

July is a terrible month to leave the UK. While the megalopolis that is London and its

surrounding areas is an ecological disaster, one that represented something repugnant to me

considering what had become my strong yearning for more ecologically-sensitive ways of

doing things, July in the UK had (and will  always have) good connotations for me. It  is

holiday month for teachers and students alike, and there is a notable buzz in the air that comes

with the heightened level of activity that occurs throughout the long daylight hours that shine

on the summer months. I watched some of this activity for the last time as I stared out of the

window of the bus that was transporting me to Heathrow. I had not only dipped my toe into

this culture; I had bathed in it for four years, or a seventh of my life at that stage of it. For all

of  its  problems  of  sustainability,  the  UK  had  provided  me  with  a  springboard  into

independence, and it had been the concrete jungle that had introduced me to what felt like the

real world. While it is somewhat true that I was rejecting that reality,  it  would (and will)

always remain with me in thought and memory. And as an ancestor of mine had done over a

century earlier, I departed the UK for South Africa.
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Chapter 6: Deluge 

I cried as I stepped out of the airplane and into the sunlight of my home town. I had not been

back home for three years, and the smell of the coastal air, combined with the feeling of the

wind and the sun on my skin, all sparked a flood of emotions for me. I immediately had an

overwhelming urge to get into the warmer waters of the western Indian ocean, and just float.

And that’s what I did. Some of my family members were at the airport to greet me, and my

mother kindly drove me to the main beach-front area. I waded into the water, swam to the

waves, and floated just beyond them for a blissful twenty minutes. As I swam back to shore

and started walking out of the water, I felt refreshed in a way that I had not felt for a very long

time. Was this a baptism? A re-birth?

After the beach, we headed to my mother’s home, a town-house in a residential suburb

on the far western side of the city. I had never lived there – my mom had moved there after I

had moved into my father’s house when I was about nineteen years’ old. He had moved out of

that house to a different one while I was studying, and to another one thereafter while I was in

the UK. So technically I had no family home, though my mother assured me that her home

was always open to me should I need a place to stay. En route, I found it strange to see many

areas of the city looking exactly the same as they had many years earlier, while here and there

an entirely new apartment or shopping complex had popped up and become fully functional

within an impossibly short three-year period. Evidently, the expansion was happening in my

home city as well, which was corroborated by what seemed like a surprisingly higher level of

vehicle traffic than I remembered.

It just so happened that the person who lived across the complex-road from my mother

was,  coincidentally,  in England for the Summer,  and her town-house was standing empty

while she was away. The topic of my return had come up at some stage between her and my

mom, and she had made her home available for me and Emma to stay in for the first week or

two after our arrival. This suited me perfectly, because the other options were either to set up

a tent on my friend Damian’s land immediately, or to stay in the minuscule spare-room of my

mom’s house – I was not quite ready for either of those options. I unpacked my bags and took

some quiet-time after the long flight and all the excitement of seeing family members again.

Then I went across the road to my mom’s house. Damian arrived, and we all chatted about the

events of years past and of the crazy plan to live in tents and to see how things roll.
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The next day was all about Emma’s arrival. Unfortunately, the weather did not play

ball. She disembarked from the plane to a gale-force wind, which was not unusual for the city.

I had borrowed my mom’s car for the airport run; instead of driving straight back to the town-

house complex, I detoured via the coast to give Emma a glimpse of her new coastal  city

surroundings. I cringed as the wind made it seem like a completely inhospitable place, and it

was clear that Emma was a little dubious. So we went to our temporary accommodation,

where Emma unpacked and had some quiet-time, and thereafter we met several members of

my family. What stood out that night to me was how cold it was, both outside and inside my

mother’s house. I had told Emma that despite our arrival to South Africa in the middle of

winter, my home city was generally quite warm in winter. It dawned on me that I had made

some faulty assumptions about mid-winter temperatures, which didn’t bode well considering

that we were soon to move into a couple of tents.

We went to Damian’s place the following day. Emma had met Damian and his wife at

the time, Jacqui, online prior to our verbal agreement that we would be setting up on their

land. This was Emma’s first meeting with Damian and Jacqui in person. Things went quite

well, and the primary focus became the patch of land that Emma and I had been allocated. All

we had to work with were three biggish Eucalyptus trees. We were determined not to do

things too quickly, for example erect a wooden shed that could serve as a tiny home, without

first observing the environment and letting it be heard in the decision-making process. But

one thing about the environment was glaringly obvious: our little bit of space was in full view

of Jacqui’s  parents’  manor  house,  and of  anyone who drove or  walked past  on the  road

alongside our allocated spot. We would need some privacy quickly – the Eucalyptus trees

would need to be cut down, and a tarpaulin thrown over them to serve as a makeshift multi-

purpose roof over our heads. My guess at Larf’s place had been correct – tarps would feature

in our rustic low-tech project, but perhaps sooner than I had expected.

The  following  days  involved  a  few  things  like  meeting  my  grandmother  and

appropriating her very old automatic Honda Ballade that she could no longer drive. I would

later swap this for an old half-tonner pick-up truck (a small ‘bakkie’ as we say in SA) that my

sister had been driving to university and back, as I had done in the same vehicle years earlier.

My gran was also kind enough to give us some old camping gear that she had stored in her

garage – a fold-out table, a gas bottle and cooker top, a washing-up bucket, and so on. We

tracked  down  and  bought  an  old  truck  tarpaulin,  and  bought  a  few  necessary  hardware

supplies like ropes and nails. Other boring details need not be mentioned here, but Emma and

I did take our time to acclimatise during that first week. The second week involved a road-trip



73

with Damian and Jacqui to Cape Town and back, where Em and I stayed with some friends of

mine.  It  was only when we returned home from the road-trip  that we cleared  out  of our

temporary town-house accommodation and arrived properly to our allocated patch of land.

We set about erecting our tents straight away. Both were small three-person tents, but

one had a slightly bigger nook area that a person could sit cross-legged in (but definitely not

stand in) during wet weather. The slightly bigger tent hosted all of our possessions, while the

other served as our bedroom. My mom had given us an old carpet and some bedding, and my

gran had given us some old duvets, and we used what we had available to make a soft nest of

sorts. We didn’t have a mattress, but my dad had offered one that he happened to have kept in

storage for almost a decade, so we used our roll-out camping mats to begin. The patch of trees

that had featured in Damian’s offer for us to come and experiment on this patch of land was

very close to where we erected the tents. These trees acted as a little sanctuary for us – we had

to cut back a few branches for access, but we retained what we could to create some sense of

privacy from what was otherwise an open view. I found an old piece of pool-cover material

somewhere, used rope to tie it between some of the trees, put up the camping table, and this

became the spot where Emma and I cooked and ate our first meal alone at our allocated area.

We cooked on a rocket stove that we had bought en route back from Cape Town, the old pot

and pan and cutlery being gifted to us by my gran.

As  dark  settled  in  that  first  night,  it  quickly  became  clear  that  I  had  drastically

misrepresented the weather situation to Emma. This was not intentional on my part – when

we were in England, I had told her that the South African weather is generally very warm,

which I believed to be true. But I must have never really paid attention to how cold it can get

in winter, because from night one, we really battled with the cold in the tents. We ended up

putting on all of our warm clothes that night, including gloves and scarves and ‘beanies’. It

was not a good night’s sleep, and we woke up to barking dogs and the arrival of domestic

employees. With our tents being so in view of Jacqui’s parents’ manor house, as well as to

anyone who arrived there, and to anyone walking on the land around us, when we got out of

bed we found ourselves huddling in the little bit of privacy under the trees that I would soon

be cutting in order to erect a multi-purpose tarpaulin area. We had a water canister hidden in

the trees with us – we splashed our faces with cold water, brushed our teeth, used the workers’

toilet under the manor house to do our morning business, and headed to the shops to pick up a

few supplies. Our chat during this outing showed that we were in unanimous agreement – we

needed the tarp up a.s.a.p. so that we were not in clear view of everyone around us.
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Damian had accumulated a fair number of tools, and being the amazingly generous

person that he is, he was more than happy to lend them to me. I borrowed his chainsaw, and

as planned, we cut down the big trees. I even received help from some of the staff members

that worked for Jacqui’s parents. One of these men, named Steve, was perhaps one of the

most  capable  and  multi-skilled  labourers  I  had  ever  met.  At  one  point  he  took over  the

chainsaw work.  I  like  to  think  that  I  was  doing okay with  it,  but  he  must  have  thought

otherwise. With the cutting done, I stripped the branches off the trees we had cut, and I used

these to form the horizontal supports between the tree-stumps that now stood at a little over

head height.  Damian and Jacqui’s piece  of land was surrounded by undeveloped plots of

similar sizes, all of which were overgrown with alien trees – Wattle, Glue Gums, and Port

Jackson. I cut down one of them and used its trunk as a pole that I dug into the ground in the

centre of what would soon be our multi-purpose roof-over-head area. I threw the tarp over the

makeshift frame I had just built, with the centre pole giving the construction a shanty-esque

tee-pee-like look, and I tied the tarp into place with the ropes I had bought.

Right behind our tarp area was a small bush that hugged up almost against the tarp.

Emma and I would use this hidden space for privacy in order to be able to wash ourselves,

which would involve carrying a kettle of hot water to the spot and filling up a camp-shower

bag that hung from the tree stump there. While I was busy with these and other living area

logistics,  Emma was  already  getting  involved  in  an  area  where  Damian  wanted  to  grow

vegetables and plant a fruit orchard. She would come over and lend me a hand where needed,

and then  head back to  the  proposed vegetable  area  with  her  paper  and pens  to  continue

observing and designing, and she even managed to get some seeds planted in the area in a

remarkably short period of time. When the tarp was secured in place, Emma and I cut loads of

small Wattle trees out of the plot next door, and these we used to create a screen that provided

some privacy in our multi-purpose hide-away. The make-shift squatter-esque structure was

definitely not in keeping with the otherwise neatly manicured garden around the manor house,

which was within shouting distance of us. Already, during those first three or four days on

Damian and Jacqui’s land, I began to suspect that what we wanted to do would be viewed as

aberrant behaviour rather than as an experiment in frugal living and soft treading.

Just as the make-shift tarpaulin structure had been completed, the eight year drought

that had been ravaging the Eastern Cape ended. Emma and I were not on the Estate plot when

the deluge began, but when it did begin, we knew that we needed to get back to our tents to

save them and our belongings stored therein. When we arrived, Damian was in our little area,

using a spade to dig trenches for the purpose of directing pooling water away from the tents
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and the tarp structure. Emma and I joined in to help, but all of us were a little too late to

prevent the rising waters from collecting on the flat land and making its way into the tents. It

was a bitter-sweet moment – the rain was desperately needed, but it also made it extremely

hard to do anything that needed to be done in order to get our rustic living-area functional and

habitable. Jacqui’s parents accepted us into the spare room of their manor house that rainy

night. Relying on others to the extent that we already were was definitely not something I had

thought would be such a big part  of the project.  I was discovering quickly that I wanted

independence, but there we were on a friend’s piece of land, visible to all, sticking out like a

sore thumb, and not looking at all prepared to weather the literal storms we were facing. I

wondered then if the storm was symbolic of what we had entered into more generally.

The first literal storm passed, though several more from July through to October 2012

posed challenges  for  Emma and me that  nobody could have foreseen when planning our

venture from the UK. Frequent flooding meant that all we could do was watch and wait for

the waters to subside, and then go about drying out the damp contents of our tents during the

sunny days. At times it looked and felt to me as if Em and I were voluntarily living in an

emergency shelter erected in the aftermath of a flood, tornado, hurricane,  or other natural

disaster. The sun always came out to dry us and our tented belongings, and we did what we

could to diminish the damage for the next downpour, flood, or gale, such as raise the tents

with sand wheelbarrowed in from a different part of the plot. It was a process that involved

taking  one  step  forward,  and  then  taking  a  step  backward  again  when  our  efforts  were

thwarted by the weather. Sometimes several backwards steps would be taken, like when Em

and I both contracted gastroenteritis and spent two days vomiting our guts out during a brief

burst of very hot weather. Being stuck in a sweltering tent, nauseous to the core, vomiting into

a  bucket,  still  having  to  dry  damp clothes  and  bedding  after  the  last  round  of  flooding,

knowing that more flooding was on its way, was not exactly a high point in my life.

Damian and Jacqui were living in a large cottage at that early stage of our time on

their land. He and I would make music, him on one of his guitars and me on the bass, late into

some nights. This was something I enjoyed, but Emma couldn’t be part of it. Not being one to

be thrilled by the antics of young children, she battled to feel comfortable when alone with

most  mothers  and their  kids,  and I  suspected  that  this  was the  case over  at  Damian and

Jacqui’s  cottage.  Also,  Emma  comes  from  a  liberal  British  background  where  gender

divisions are incomparably less evident than in South Africa. So the idea of the men splitting

off from the women to go jam while the women talked about whatever they talk about when

apart from men was rather repugnant to Emma. She made a point of challenging such gender
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conventions, which likely built barriers between her and some of the South African women

she encountered.  I  became acutely  aware that  we were finding ourselves in an extremely

tricky situation: we needed to integrate with the people on whose land we were fortunate

enough to be on, but we were way out of the box in comparison to some of the conventions

that were operational at the manor house side of things and in South Africa at large. This is

not to judge anyone on the manor side of the divide – they allowed us onto their land, gave us

free reign, tolerated our ostensibly messy ways, and invited us into their homes. I am eternally

grateful for their generosity.

After we had established our camp, rather than secure a more comfortable structure to

sleep in (like a shed),  Emma and I  applied ourselves to things  like making compost  and

building  raised  beds.  It  didn’t  take  much  observation  of  the  land  to  realise  that  it  was

originally  marshland that  had changed for various reasons over the decades into very flat

grassland. This explained why, when it rained heavily (as it did a lot during our first months

on the Estate land), water pooled very quickly and flooding quickly followed. Emma spent

her days planning and implementing her plans to build raised beds in Damian’s garden area,

while I prepared an area for making compost. I sourced some wooden pallets, wired them

together  so  that  they  formed  a  pair  of  cubic-metre  hotboxes,  and  set  about  collecting

appropriate compost materials. Initially this entailed cutting down Wattle and Port Jackson

trees and processing them through a garden shredder that Damian had acquired before our

arrival. I sourced horse-stable manure (which means it had woodchips mixed into the horse

dung) from nearby stables, and I applied Bill’s compost hotbox method that I had learned in

England with the limited materials I initially had available to me.

We did not have a compost toilet in the initial months of our time on the Estate land.

All we had for the first while were our two tents, the multi-purpose tarpaulin tee-pee-like

structure, and a place in the bush behind the tarp to wash ourselves and take a leak. We used

the gardeners’ toilet under Jacqui’s parents’ manor house to take a dump, because otherwise I

would have needed to construct a compost toilet system and cubicle and it was simply too

early in our observation process to know where to construct it. I did collect our urine in a five

litre bottle, and I poured it onto the compost piles because urine is good for that. But without

humanure content, the compost I was making was nowhere near the quality of the compost

that Bill was making. Nevertheless, I had to start somewhere, and within six weeks of being

on the Estate land I turned out the first loads of compost. This all went into the vegetable area

that Emma was working on. As soon as those raised beds of hers were topped up, Emma

planted seeds, and with it being the start of September and therefore spring in the southern
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hemisphere, the seeds sprouted. This would be the start of a process that left Emma with her

first small harvest of vegetables a couple of months later.

The memory of Pat’s chickens at Ourganics back in Dorset had remained with me

throughout my rustic-living planning process, and after I managed to get the compost hot

boxes operational, I went about scrounging for materials to make a portable chicken coop and

chicken run. I was donated an old garage door by Jacqui’s folks, and I bent it and secured it

over a low triangle-shaped reclaimed-wood frame that I hammered together. I bought chicken

wire and some PVC piping, and I made a six metre long run that attached to the triangle coop

so that  the  chickens  could have some space  but  be  protected  from the several  large  and

raucous dogs on the plot. I sourced a dozen hens, bought some feed, and it wasn’t long before

we got a few small eggs from the chickens. Then the more blood-thirsty dog managed to

break through the chicken wire and kill a couple of the hens. Then it happened again. And

again. Soon we were down to two tormented and tortured chickens, one of which had her

feathers plucked out in a narrow escape from the hounds. Emma was not impressed with me,

and I took the failed project as an ominous sign. We gave the remaining two hens to a friend,

and I was left with my tail somewhat between my legs.

Some time prior to our arrival in South Africa in mid-2012, Jacqui’s sister had taught

a few Pilates classes at the school that their parents ran, but she had decided to throw in the

towel on the classes. However, the people she had been teaching were still keen to continue

with the classes, and seeing as I had taught Pilates and yoga during my early-to-mid twenties,

I was given the offer to take over the classes. Having watched us plough through a chunk of

our savings in only two months, I was aware that I needed to do something for money, so I

said yes. This meant that I had to appear at the school on two afternoons a week to teach a

Pilates class, followed by a yoga class. There were four people who had committed to paying

a monthly fee, and two other people who could only attend classes now and then, so they paid

per class. It was apparent that I would make very little cash from this arrangement, which is

probably why my predecessor had pulled out. But rather than not give the classes, I decided

that I would cycle the twelve kilometres to the school, and then back again, and save the

money that  I  would have spent  on petrol,  which would make the pocket-money go a bit

further. I quickly got my hands on two old bicycles, one of which had been mine prior to my

departure for the UK in 2008.

So by the middle of September 2012, Emma and I had established something of a

routine. We would wake up with sunrise, step out of our tents and into the tarp area, and use

our rocket stove to heat water for coffee and porridge. Then we would spend the mornings



78

doing our respective plot work – I would attend to compost, and Emma to the expansion of

the vegetable patch.  Lunch was mostly a sandwich or leftovers from the previous night’s

vegetarian meal, and then we would either return to the work we were doing in the morning,

tackle  some  aspect  of  our  own  living  area  (like  working  with  a  new  section  of  Wattle

fencing), or I would cycle away to go and give the Pilates or yoga classes if it was a Monday

or Wednesday. Occasionally Emma would use the second bicycle and join me, or we would

do a grocery-shopping trip in our old ‘bakkie’ to coincide our trip out with the classes. We

really had no idea of where any of our efforts were going – we were spending large chunks of

our savings just to work extremely hard, and then sleep in a small tent at night during the

coldest and wettest South African winter-spring period in the memories of most people in the

area.

A little more financial relief came by way of coincidence. A friend told one of their

friends  that  I  was  giving  Pilates  and yoga classes,  and she joined  and became a  regular

attendee. When she found out that I had an academic background and that I was somewhat

flexible with my time, she asked me to conduct a research job for her. The research was into

the state of education in different African countries. So as September changed into October, I

would go and sit outside Damian and Jacqui’s cottage and connect my laptop to their wifi

signal.  I  would  compile  the  research  into  long  documents  that  summarised  relevant

information, and I would send these off to my Pilates client. This was great in that it was

bringing in a bit of much-needed cash from my side; but Emma felt that she was letting the

team down. She had made a contact somewhere, and through this contact she found out about

someone who was willing to employ a trustworthy person to do some manual work on their

home. So Emma, a beautiful blonde British woman, ended up driving into town several days a

week to scrape paint off of walls and gates and roofs, and then paint them afresh.

Very little of this was what we had had in mind when we were scheming our project

from in the UK. We were achieving our goal of living simply and rustically, and we were

learning about some basic homesteading activities. But we did not bank on taking informal

work that paid very little but took large chunks of our energy and time. We had wanted to

build a small earthbag structure to take us out of the tents, but some discussions about this

option with relevant people made it clear that anything as permanent as an earthbag structure

would not be allowed. It seemed a little like we were stuck in tents, and our financial situation

wasn’t looking promising. To me, it started to look as if I had walked away from a good job

in the UK in order to come back to my home town and do... well, I was not exactly sure.

Emma was getting on with things, but not exactly fitting in with the more conservative, and
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often racist, mindsets that dominated the culture in the area. But we kept going: we did our

manual  labour  on  the  Estate  land,  I  taught  some yoga and  Pilates  classes  and did  some

research for a while, and Emma did her paid manual-labour job on a few days of the week.

We did find respite in two things: occasional trips to the beach and walks in nature.

Without these to ground us, I’m sure I would have settled into a much deeper depression than

the mild one that, in hindsight, was fomenting. But even with our occasional recreational trips

out, I was battling to see where our efforts were going – were we digging and shovelling and

dragging just to keep living like squatters and watch our money run out? And what was the

point of our attempt at sustainability when whatever it was that we were doing was having

absolutely  no  impact  in  the  broader  context  of  ecocide?  For  some  reason,  I  was  hit

particularly hard when we drove past a town-house development near to where my mother

lived. I had vowed to use minimal cement or concrete for our own project, but the town-house

developers  were  in  the  process  of  putting  up a  cement  slab  wall  (in  SA this  is  called  a

vibracrete wall) around the entirety of the massive complex-to-be, many hectares large. To

me, it appeared that our attempt to assemble a symbol of sustainability, if that’s indeed what

we were doing, was pissing into the hurricane of development-as-usual.

Emma and I had been vegetarians for about three years at that stage. My family and

friends were distinctly not vegetarians, so our attempt to eat in what we (at the time) thought

of as a sustainable way made for awkward social occasions where meat was the name of the

game. I had expected this to be the case, seeing as if my family’s social circles in SA can be

said to have a culture, it would be a braai culture. In fact, my brother and I had a fall-out at

my mother’s house one night when, after he had tried to save a chick that had fallen from a

nest in a tree, everyone else present (including me) had insisted that it was too young for

saving and should be left so that the cat could put the chick out of its misery. My brother

became silent for a while, and during dinner he cracked and said angrily that he couldn’t

believe we would just leave the chick to die. Without thinking, I responded by saying that he

is a fine one to speak – he eats meat, and the suffering involved in every meal he indulges in

massively outweighs the suffering of the chick; hence Emma and me being vegetarians. My

brother didn’t like that response, and he stormed out the house, telling his wife that they’re

leaving immediately. I couldn’t help but chirp (pun intended) as he left,  “enjoy your next

steak, boet”, to which he responded, “enjoy your next joint, boet”. My mother is not the type

to approve of cannabis (or so I thought at the time), so my brother’s comment was intended to

incriminate me in my mother’s presence. We quickly made amends, but the story illustrates
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complicated aspects of the ideological tensions that can occur in situations such as the one we

found ourselves confronting.

While  I  expected awkward social  occasions  as a result  of the vegetarian/carnivore

clash, I had not expected vegetarianism to take such a heavy toll on my energy levels. With all

the manual labour that Emma and I were doing, and with me cycling and giving yoga and

Pilates classes, I lost even more weight than in the initial years of being a vegetarian, and I

became gaunt and pale. In search of more calories, I started buying cheap biscuits in bulk, and

eating many of them during tea or coffee breaks. The result was that I would have a sugar

spike, which was helpful for the purpose of doing manual labour, but I would also have an

energy crash at night. I was also waking up extremely tired and listless. I was in something of

a  downward  spiral,  and  it  was  taking  its  toll  on  our  relationship.  While  Emma  and  I

occasionally argued prior to that time on the Estate land, our arguments started becoming

frequent. I would often raise the question of what it was that we were doing, implying that we

needed more direction, and lament our dwindling supply of money. She didn’t say so, but I’m

sure she felt trapped on the Estate land, in a conservative culture, and with a partner who was

looking for certainty but completely failing to find any while realising that the deep-end he

had dived into was far too deep for the novice swimmer.

It was in about October that Emma told me that she was going away for a while. She

had found a meditation centre near Cape Town, and it offered a ten day silent retreat that she

felt she needed to attend. I knew that the retreat would be a make-it or break-it moment for us,

and that if Emma came back to the situation as she had left it, things would break. The day

that she left, I approached Damian and pleaded for help in changing the tent situation. He had

just been diagnosed with shingles at that stage, so the timing could not have been worse. But I

had about twelve days in which to put up a small shed or something similar – this would at

very least allow Emma and me some privacy, some sense of something that we could call our

own, some space that had a door that could be closed to the world over which we had no

control. Damian spoke to Jacqui, and they said yes – I could build a small shed-like structure.

Jacqui  even  knew  of  someone  selling  some  used  ply-boards.  The  next  day,  I  was  at  a

construction site with Damian, and we loaded about seventeen 2.4 by 1.2 metre boards onto

my bakkie despite the fact that it should have only taken a maximum of twelve. Needless to

say, it was a slow drive back.

Damian and I drew up a plan for the structure, making all measurements in a manner

that meant the boards determined the lengths of other materials like rafters and beams. I went

and bought these on the third day that Emma was away, and I got straight to levelling a small
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patch of land behind one of the tents. Damian was instrumental in the logistics of putting

beams and rafters in place, and he helped every step of the way despite being extremely sick.

It took two or three days to put the base of the structure together, attach the ply boards to it,

and add the roof rafters. On one of the days, Damian was literally exhausted from the work,

and I will never forget how much he gave of himself to get the process to a point where I

could complete it. But it did get to that point – I attached the roof-sheets and laid the floor

boards, and I even had two days to spare until Emma’s return. She would arrive back to a 3.6

by 3.6 metre shack with a mattress on the floor, which probably sounds like a down-and-out

situation to most people, but just knowing that we had a small room of our own, at least for

the immediate future, made the world of difference to me.

Emma returned home extremely calm, as one might expect of someone after spending

ten days at a silent retreat. I was also much calmer and relaxed. She was very happy to have

more than a thin nylon roof over our heads, but probably even happier to see her man a little

more comfortable and confident in his rustic surrounds. All we had was a mattress on the

floor and our bags in a corner of the room, but after three and a half months of living in tents,

it felt like luxury. The timing was immaculate too, because the week Emma returned was

another week of heavy rain and flooding that would not have been fun to endure in our tents.

By the time the rain came again, we had already taken down the two tents, and I had even

connected a water tank to the gutter of the shack, which was a step in the direction of not

relying fully on the grid. It also occurred to me after the first few nights’ sleep in the shack

that the two centimetres of wooden wall thickness kept out a lot of noise compared to 0.1

millimetre of tent nylon. Being a light sleeper, I had not had a decent night’s sleep since

trying to live out of the tents – I woke to every bark of every one of the five dogs on the

property,  as well  as to the sound of every car engine that  passed on the road behind our

allocated patch of land. I slept incomparably better in the shack.

It  rained extremely  hard,  and considering  that  the  ex-marshland had already been

saturated  numerous  times  since  our  arrival,  it  flooded  pretty  quickly.  Despite  the  raised

garden-beds, the vegetables that Emma had been tending were mostly under water at one

stage, which was another discouraging moment in whatever the process was that we were

going through. But the wet ground made for easy digging, and Damian suggested that we dig

a trench, lay a cable, and hook our shack up to an electricity point not too far away, which I

did. The outcome was a single plug-point in the corner of the shack, which we used to power

some lights and our computers. I would still go and sit outside Damian and Jacqui’s cottage to

access the internet, as would Emma now and again. She did this mainly to communicate with
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her mother back in the UK, but Emma could not speak freely due to always being in hearing

distance of someone else. Fortuitously, someone (I can’t remember who) suggested that we

dig another long trench from the manor house to our shack and lay an internet cable, which

we did. We could now plug in our laptops and access the internet in our own tiny space,

which meant that Emma could chat to her mum, which had another massively positive effect

on the situation.

Emma and I  could now sleep  peacefully,  stand up straight  in  our  little  abode,  be

intimate with each other without the potential of being seen and heard, and temporarily close

the  shack’s  coffin-shaped  door  onto  a  situation  that  sometimes  seemed  completely

overwhelming to me. Emma continued her meditation routine for some time after returning

from the silent retreat, and the shack gave her a private and quiet place to sit. The days and

nights were warming up too. The dismantling of the tents and the creation of a room to call

our own seemed to signal a change of chapters for us. The first chapter of our time in SA had

involved being hit by a tsunami – I’m not sure if I learned to swim in those rough waters, but

I  survived them.  I  certainly  learned  a  valuable  lesson from that  difficult  three-and-a-half

month period: there is always a spectrum of options for doing things, and it might be wise to

avoid the extreme ends of the spectrum. We should have paid for a small shed or cabin-like

structure straight off the bat. Living in tiny tents indefinitely was certainly not a viable option.

The experience did stick with me, and a few years later it would come in very handy when we

had to make decisions about our transition off of the Estate land.
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Chapter 7: Settling In 

With the tents down and the shack up, and with a sense of being in a space that we could call

our own for at least a while, Emma and I started to put into practice more of the ideas that we

had been harbouring on arrival to South Africa in mid 2012. Frequent flooding had forced us

to raise the tents early on, which we did by digging up sand from elsewhere on the Estate land

and using the sand to create flat raised mounds on which to re-erect the tents sometime in late

July. One of these mounds was positioned in front of the tarpaulined multi-purpose structure,

and the other in front of our new shack. The footprints of the mounds were the size of the two

small tents, and about the right size for two small key-hole garden beds. Emma and I had

learned about key-hole beds during the permaculture course, and we applied what we had

learned by adding the compost I had made in previous months to the mounds. This was a step

in the direction of being able to grow some of our own food in our allocated zone. Being able

to see some of the results of our labour was immediately encouraging.

The several dogs on the property trampled our small garden efforts a few times before

it became clear that we needed to keep the hounds out of our zone, and we set about erecting a

kraal-like  Wattle  fence  that  arched  from  the  corner  of  our  shack  to  the  corner  of  the

tarpaulined  structure.  This  involved sourcing  the invasive  trees  from the  overgrown plots

around  us,  stripping  the  thin  trunks of  their  lateral  branches,  and  weaving  the  poles

horizontally between  thicker poles that I dug deep into the ground. The fence demarcated

what was becoming our zone, and it also hid some of our rustic goings-on from the manor

house, which I’m sure was a great relief to  everyone there. It was at about this time in late

October  2012 that  Damian suggested that  we get  his  tree-feller  friend to  dump trees  and

branches in a few other areas around us in order to further demarcate our allocated zone. The

tree-feller,  Andrew,  was  only  too  happy  to  get  involved,  because  he  could  offload  his

branches and tree stumps for free rather than pay to offload them at a city dumping-site.

What started to happen was that our allocated patch of Estate land gradually became

divided into three sections: the area in front of our shack and tarp, the area behind it, and the

area to the side. We had closed off the front area with a Wattle fence, and a property fence ran

along the far backside of the back zone. The dumped trees and branches became the walls for

the side of the back zone, and for the front of the side zone. Upon seeing what must have

looked like a dump-site expanding on her land, Jacqui organised for an old white picket-esque

fence to be erected on the final unfenced side of our allocated area. Andrew was evidently a
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prolific tree-feller, and the “hugel walls” quickly grew in height. The dogs could initially get

over the walls, but gradually the hounds got the idea that they were not allowed into our zone

(although this never entirely stopped them from scaling a hugel wall to run along the back

fence). I made a few small gates for the entry points into our area, and I blocked off a bigger

entrance with some wooden pallets. By the middle of December, our zone was already well

demarcated, and though our goings-on still stuck out like a sore thumb, the novelty factor of

our messy presence on the land seemed to be wearing off.

While  the multi-purpose tarpaulined structure was serving well  as a place to cook

food, take shelter  from rain and the increasing midday heat,  wash dishes and store some

supplies, it really did not fit the aesthetic of the Estate land. Neither did anything else we were

doing there, but the tarp really stood out. Feeling more upbeat about the potential for me and

Emma to continue our trajectory  of a rustic low-tech permaculture-esque lifestyle, I began

planning a small  extension to the shack.  The addition  would be a place to  move all  tarp

activities into for a while, and thereafter the tarp area could be transformed into something of

a living area. The shack’s extension would then become a dish-washing area and storage-area

(think lots of shelves), with only about half the area clad in pallet wood. I could see what I

thought needed to be done, and I set about looking for used building materials online. I found

some old telegraph poles for sale, as well as several roof-sheets. The roof-sheets were cheap

and easy to transport. The telegraph poles, however, presented a different challenge.

The poles were located about 60 kilometres away from where we were based, and they

were each approximately six metres in length. The seller’s price was dirt cheap, and with me

being increasingly aware of our dwindling savings, I decided to go the cheap route.  So I

borrowed Damian’s chainsaw and set off to cut the poles on site, and drive them back on my

tiny bakkie. The poles were located in an industrial timber yard. I arrived to the site and the

seller showed me the poles – they were much fatter and heavier than I had expected. The

seller arranged for some of the timber company employees to assist me, and we manoeuvred

the poles so that I could cut them in half, and then we loaded them onto the bakkie. With the

heavy poles extending by about 1.2 metres out the back of the vehicle, we could only get

about six poles loaded before the front wheels of the vehicle were almost lifted off the ground

– the back wheel axle was serving as a fulcrum. Wiser folk would have off-loaded a pole or

two,  but  not  I.  After  strapping  the  poles  down  with  extra  rope  and  deliberately  blind

optimism, I started what would be a two-hour long drive, moving at less than 30 km/h. More

than a few people waved their middle fingers as they passed me and my poles that day. I

deserved the gestures.
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The scullery  and store-room extension was a  quick and easy job compared to  the

construction of the shack. I took measurements, dug holes into the soft and stone-less sand,

buried the bottom of the poles into the ground, and attached roof-beams and then the roof

sheets. The land was very flat, so we didn’t make a formal floor. Instead, we added some sand

to  raise  the  area,  sourced  some  used  vibracrete  slabs  from  an  old  wall  that  had  been

dismantled,  and arranged the slabs alongside each other like big weird tiles.  Damian had

pointed me to a used-pallet-wood supplier really close to the Estate land, and I bought a bunch

of planks that I used to enclose part of the structure and to put up quite a few shelves. Having

learned from our previous washing-up activities that the horses in the area attracted hordes of

flies that liked hanging around dirty dishes, I bought a few sections of used shade-cloth from

Damian and hung these so that the flies would battle to get into the structure. The effect was

that one entered into the scullery through what felt like a semi-transparent curtain.

The shack was built in a rush, out of desperation to get out of our tents and into a

different situation on the Estate land. I didn’t plan for the shack to be extended, so its roof

slanted a particular direction for a few reasons that made sense when I found myself holding a

circular saw in my eager hands! But the extension was built onto the lowest point of the roof’s

slope, which meant that instead of creating the more familiar and ideal pyramid-esque shape

like this, ʌ, I had created a v shape. This meant that when it rained, the water flowed into one

gutter that was bracketed into place between the two roofs. After the first rain fell on the roofs

of the shack and new extension, it was evident that some rainwater was dripping from the

bottom of the gutter and onto an old shelving unit we had placed there. After numerous rains,

it was clear that nothing I tried could stop at least a few drops from finding their way to the

bottom of the gutter and dripping onto the shelves below. While this wasn’t a huge problem

for me, I could see that I had screwed up design-wise,  and I hoped never to find myself

needing to manage a v shaped roof again.

I moved the contents of the multi-purpose tarp structure into the new scullery-meets-

store-room extension, but instead of taking down the tarp, I made a small compost toilet unit

and placed this under the tarp. This allowed Emma and me to start making our respective

deposits to the bank of fertility,  and it  also meant that we no longer had to walk over to

Jacqui’s parents’ manor house to use their gardeners’ toilet. Our compost toilet unit was made

from a bucket, pipes and a few containers, an old toilet seat, and three old tyres stacked on top

of each other. The addition of the scullery-store-room also gave us a lot more privacy from

the Estate’s road behind us, and washing up and preparing food became a bit easier too. The

tarp would still need to come down, but I wanted a proper toilet cubicle in place first, and I
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wouldn’t be able to start that project for a while – our attention needed to turn to a variety of

other growing demands.

During  the  construction  of  the  extension  to  the  shack,  Emma  was  contacted  by

someone who worked at a university in a small university town about 180 kms away from

where we were based. He had heard from the same Pilates’ client that had given me some

research work that Emma was a sociology lecturer. The department he worked for, namely

sociology, needed someone to step in for one term only the following year,  starting mid-

February 2013. Emma said yes, and both of us breathed a sigh of relief at the thought of a

chunk of money coming into our shared bank account. It was not a lot of cash, but it was far

better than nothing. And we breathed an even deeper sigh of relief when I was contacted by a

friend  and  offered  the  job  of  preparing  philosophy  materials  and  reading  packs  for  a

university philosophy module. This also wasn’t great money, but again it was much better

than nothing.

The two temporary contracts came at just the right time, which is to say in the lead-up

to Christmas of 2012. We had been surviving mostly off of our rapidly-diminishing savings,

with some relief  coming via our respective temp jobs, namely Emma’s occasional manual

labour  for  an  acquaintance  in  town,  and  my two-fold  income-stream of  yoga-and-Pilates

classes and a once-off research task. But the two new temporary contracts lined up for 2013

allowed us to see a route to staying afloat financially until at least the middle of 2013, which

would take us to the one-year point of our experiment in living. This gave us the head-room to

do two things. First, to take some time off from running around like headless chickens (a

metaphor that was unfortunately too real considering our recent experiences with dogs and

chickens)  and go for a road-trip  as the holiday season approached.  Second, for Emma to

arrange for her mother to come visit from the UK. I wasn’t thrilled about the idea of the visit,

because all we had was a shack and a tarp and there was almost no place to gather socially,

but the idea was to make a plan closer to Emma’s mum’s arrival in mid-January.

Our road-trip took us to the Western Cape for two reasons. First, to visit some friends

of mine in Cape Town again, and second, to stop en route and spend a few days with a friend

Emma had made prior to her meditation course. The lady’s name is Judy, and she had spent

some time in my home town with her sister. Emma had been out for a few cycling trips with a

group of mostly-retired folks, which is not to say that they were not extremely fit – most of

them were machines! Emma had become part of that cycling group because we had hiked

with one of the temporary members, namely Judy, quite coincidentally. Judy and Emma got

talking during the hike, and Judy invited Em to cycle with the group, which happened to meet
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within two kilometres of the Estate land. Their talking continued on several cycling outings,

and something of a friendship formed between them. Then Judy went back to her home in the

Western Cape. Coincidentally again, the meditation course that Emma went on was on the

outskirts of Judy’s home town, and Emma had visited Judy and her wife before embarking on

the silent retreat. The ladies gave Emma an open invitation to return for another visit to their

guest house, and they said that I would be welcome there too.

So Emma and I headed Judy and her wife’s way, meandering through some of the

scenic routes on offer from Port Elizabeth to Cape Town. Winter was now a thing of the past,

and we stopped frequently to feel the warmth of the sun on our skin, breathe the fresh air, and

absorb the beautiful scenery. These were some of the things that I had missed dearly when I

was in the UK, and while I was not yet sure if I had made the right move by returning to

South Africa, I was sure that I was right about my need for the sun, the stars, the wind, the

fresh water, the geography, the feeling of the sand beneath my feet, and so on. Emma clearly

loved all of these facets of being in South Africa too, though the massive inequality between

rich and poor in the country was something she was not handling well. I had grown up being

exposed to  it,  so while  I  felt  deeply for people  who were living in  poverty,  I  was more

desensitised to the situation than Emma. Having participated at the Occupy Movement, we

knew that large structural change was unlikely to occur. Nevertheless, Em I spent a lot of time

talking to each other and trying to make sense of how or if the rustic low-tech lifestyle that we

were trying to achieve mattered in the broader social contexts we were embedded in. I was

becoming increasingly convinced that it did not.

Judy and her partner’s guest house was a beautiful old convent that they had converted

into  a  very  upmarket  B&B.  Judy  and  her  partner,  Bridget,  respectively  oversaw various

aspects of the running of the guest house, and they employed managers, professional chefs,

and cleaning staff to do the other work necessary to keep the place functioning. It was a tight

ship, and it attracted regular patronage from high profile guests such as international rugby

players and politicians. Emma and I once again found ourselves sticking out like sore thumbs.

We arrived in an old beat-up vehicle that seemed completely out of place there – indeed, the

first thing I needed to do shortly after arriving was pop to the shops to buy motor-oil because,

as I was realising on the road trip, the engine was on its way out and using way more oil than

it should. We lived in a shack, and washed out of one bucket and shat into another, which

were definitely not things that any guest at  the B&B had likely ever done. But Judy and

Bridget didn’t  seem to mind that we were of the lower crust. In fact,  they seemed rather

interested in our determination to try and tread softly.
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It turned out that they were also casting their eyes to a different chapter of their lives.

Judy had become interested in permaculture, and she and Bridget had made links with people

starting an eco-estate not too far from their home. The ladies took us to go and see the place –

it was nestled into the fold of a mountain overlooking a renowned part of the Cape Winelands,

with a stream running along the bottom of the huge property. There was only one main house

on the property, but the process was under way to allocate different patches to the different

shareholders,  with  space  for  a  few more  shareholders  to  join  in.  Judy  in  particular  was

interested in our opinions about the suitability of the situation as a viable means to live more

sustainably. It was fascinating for me to see someone else going through the kinds of mental

acrobatics involved in trying to decide what the right choice is when the decision involves

consideration of ecological justice. Em and I could offer lots of food for thought, but the

many hours of talking that occurred between us all perhaps spoke a message louder than the

words we were using: there are no easy answers when trying to make decisions about ecology

and ethics.

Emma and I spent the next day on our old bicycles that we had brought with us for the

trip. We made the long ride out of town and towards the meditation centre that she had visited

only two months earlier, which is nestled up against a mountain and therefore makes for slow

cycling. We eventually arrived to the centre, which had a sign up at its entrance stating that a

meditation course was in progress and that visitors were not permitted.  Appropriately,  the

place  was  extremely  quiet,  and  it  had  a  tangibly  peaceful  atmosphere  to  it.  There  was

something magnetic about it all, and I knew then that I would be back there one day to attend

a ten-day silent meditation retreat myself. Em and I free-wheeled back down the mountain

and stopped en route to swim in a small dam that Bridget and Judy had told us about, and

thereafter to explore the Karoo Desert National Botanical Gardens.

Being away from the Estate land, and out and about in some of the unique geography

of South Africa’s landscape, gave me the head-space to reflect on the fact that despite the

initial difficulties of figuring out what it was that we were doing on my friends’ land, Emma

and I had indeed transitioned into a dispensation that was by default giving us some of the

things we didn’t have in the UK. For example, I realised that if Em and I had remained in our

lecturing jobs there, we would have been lecturing since September, which would have meant

a life indoors going through the same routines of previous years. Instead, we had spent several

months mostly outside, breathing fresh air, drinking fresh water, seeing the stars and feeling

the wind and handling the soil. I may have almost cracked in those tents, but I survived, and
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some part-time work had surfaced. And there we were, taking some time out in a manner over

which we had some control.

I realised that during our five and a half months in South Africa, we had spent some

quality time on some beautiful beaches, and we had already made several outings into areas of

outstanding natural beauty. While it was unclear to me whether our desire to create a low-tech

rustic  lifestyle  would translate  into  an  actual  longer-term venture,  Em and I  had  already

broken free from something that we knew we didn’t want any more, namely life in a tightly

bureaucratic system over which we had no control and which demanded of us that we live in

ecologically deleterious  ways. We had already set up a rustic living zone on Damian and

Jacqui’s land using mostly reclaimed materials, we were using a humanure toilet and adding

its contents to a compost pile, growing some vegetables, harvesting rain water, hardly using

electricity, and minimalising our lives. Strangely, it took a drive of about 500 kms for me to

be able to look back and begin to see that we had already set a lot of processes into motion.

Emma was showing a keen interest in the indigenous plants of South Africa. The UK

has some incredible trees, flowers, bushes and shrubs, but it pales in comparison to South

Africa’s  diversity  of  indigenous  species.  The  variety  of  succulents  endemic  to  SA,  for

example, boggles the mind – it was mainly this type of plant that we were looking at in the

Karoo Botanical Gardens. It occurred to me that Emma was seeing everything in SA for the

first time – she was in the country on a spousal visa, but she was also something of a tourist,

and it dawned on me that my overly-serious approach to setting things up on the Estate land

had drained all the fun out of experiencing a new country and its cultures. I was so grateful

that we were now finally doing something that could not simply be categorised as a necessity,

and I vowed to try and do more of it in the future.

After our short stay at Judy and Bridget’s place, we made our way to Cape Town. We

had already been there in July, but not in a manner where we had any control of the itinerary,

and this time we were set on doing a fair amount of outdoor activities with our friends. We

visited Kirstenbosch Gardens, walked up to the top of Table Mountain, and did the Lion’s

Head route. We also spent some time on Chapman’s Peak, where the wind literally blew us

off of our feet, which was an incredible experience. What I didn’t expect was that I quickly

wanted to get out of the city – the congestion, traffic, and built environment in general ticked

no boxes for me. We were soon on our way back to the Eastern Cape, a province far less

glamorous than the Western Cape, but one that had a lot going for it if you knew where to

look. And I felt more determined to look than ever.
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We arrived back to our shack on the Estate land near to Christmas. The short time

away left me feeling defragged and keen to continue on the upward trajectory that had started

when, perhaps appropriately, Emma returned back from the meditation centre a few months

earlier. I got straight to cutting some thin Wattle poles again, stripping them of their bark, and

making a fence that connected to the scullery extension. This fence formed a visual barrier to

the Estate road behind our allocated zone, and it also buffered against the gale force wind that

often pumped through the area. We bought a dozen or so trees from a nursery that was closing

down  and  planted  them  along  the  property  fence-line,  which  involved  a  fair  amount  of

digging. The idea was for these trees (called “Waterbessies”) to eventually grow and add

much-needed windbreak to the area behind our shack, scullery, and multi-purpose tarpaulin

structure, and also to provide shade to a part of the area because Emma and I were eyeing it as

a bigger vegetable growing sector that would appreciate some shady protection.

While we were going about our respective plot chores, we were both also frequently

turning our attention to doing research for the work that awaited us in the new year. After we

had cooked dinner on our rocket stove, eaten, and had an outdoor wash with water warmed in

a kettle on the rocket stove, we would start our computers, do online research, and compile

our academic documents. For this purpose I built two tiny work surfaces on opposite corners

of the shack. We didn’t have wifi set up in the shack, because at the time we were determined

to minimise the electromagnetic frequencies that we were exposed to. So I bought a router-

switch instead,  which allowed for several  LAN cables to be plugged into it.  It  was quite

strange to be living the life of a squatter while still each having our own internet-connected

laptops and starting formal academic work. I was a bit conflicted because, while in England, I

had hoped that income would have somehow materialised directly from the rustic low-tech

permaculture-esque set up we were trying to create, but instead my financial means-to-an-end

was coming via another academic institution.

The truth is that I enjoyed the research and writing. In the UK, I had been given a

massive workload that required dedicating my working day, my nights, and my weekends to

getting the job done. But in December of 2012, I found myself reading about philosophy that I

had once studied as an undergraduate student, and compiling study materials and lecture notes

based on what I had researched. I not only enjoyed the process – I was also good at it. And the

intellectual academic work, combined with the manual labour of plot work, made for a nice

mix of activities to my day. I had very little time to ask questions about what it was that we

were doing, and I realised then that I need a project to be on the go in order for me to function

optimally. As I finished one manual task, I began another, and by Christmas I had started
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bringing in bakkie-load after bakkie-load of horse manure from the nearby stables to create

the raised beds that would constitute the vegetable garden behind our shack and scullery area.

Christmas came, and between it  and the new year, Emma and I downed tools and

spent almost every day of that week at our favourite beach, Sardinia Bay. It is a beach of

world-class quality, yet being on the coastline of the seemingly unglamorous Eastern Cape, it

is never swamped with tourists. Even with the influx of South Africans who had arrived from

inland to the coast for their December vacation, the beach never felt crowded. Em and I really

started to appreciate what we had access to at around that stage, especially seeing as we knew

that back in the UK, we would have been experiencing the extreme cold of winter while

marking students’ work, catching up on admin, and preparing lecture materials during our one

week of so-called vacation time. In South Africa, we were definitely not free agents on the

Estate land, seeing as we paid a low rent for our allocated area, and we had notable food and

petrol bills to pay, but in total it was negligible in comparison to what rent would have cost

for a town-house or garden-flat in the city. We had paid in cash for the shack and its scullery

extension, and if we stuck around for a few years, total expenditures would work out to be

quite  small.  Expenditures  in  the  UK  would  never  have  been  small  for  us  under  any

circumstances other than homelessness.

We became quite swimming-fit that week, and we boasted tans that many people may

have been envious of – certainly people living and working in Britain. There was a deep sense

of  satisfaction  that  we  could  get  so  much  out  of  so  little.  The  beach  was  less  than  20

kilometres away, and all we did there was swim, or walk, or occasionally lie down to sun

ourselves. In the UK, we would have driven for many hours to find a comparable beach – in

fact, I can think of only one beach in the UK that gets anywhere close to comparison, located

very near the tip of Cornwall, about a seven hours’ drive from where we had lived. And there

is no way we would have done much swimming or sunning in those cold and mostly damp

conditions. There was also no way in which we could have lived as rustically or with as few

ecological  impacts  in  the  UK.  In  South  Africa,  we  found  ourselves  in  a  cabin  made  of

reclaimed wood and a few other basic materials, which would not have sufficed to ward off

the cold of a British winter, nor would we have been able to erect a pole without a council

bureaucrat showing up.

Seeing as I am making comparisons between the UK and South Africa, it would be

misleading of me not to mention what SA did not have going for it in comparison to the UK,

at  least  in  my view.  In a  nutshell,  SA is  plagued by poverty,  inequality,  corruption,  and

historically traumatised people,  by which I do not mean only the previously oppressed. A
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consequence of the ubiquitous poverty was that safety was a big concern. However, the Estate

that Damian and Jacqui had bought land in, and on which we had been invited to set up our

rustic low-tech experiment, was something of a gated complex. It had electric fences around

it, and numerous residents were part of a very active neighbourhood watch. Emma and I were

acutely aware of the divide between rich and poor, and we found ourselves completely unsure

of how to frame what we were doing in a context fraught with such tensions. We were living

in  conditions  that  were  not  too  different  from  some  of  the  poorest  people  in  informal

settlements,  yet  we  had  voluntarily  chosen  the  lifestyle,  while  they  had  not.  We  had

qualifications and a very small buffer of savings, relative autonomy over when we did what

we did, a vehicle that we could afford to put petrol in, food in our stomachs and on our DIY

shelves, and the option to pursue more affluence if we so wished.

The considerable problems of the country were becoming clearer and clearer to Emma

and me, and I wondered why I had not been more realistic about them when talking to Emma

in the UK a year earlier about the option to head to South Africa. The more I reflected on my

thinking of  a  year  earlier,  the  more I  wondered if  I  had been delusional  in  some of  my

thinking back then – not only about South Africa as a viable place to set up camp (literally),

but with the unspoken dream that  I had been entertaining in the back of my head. I had

entertained the notion that in coming back to South Africa to live extremely frugally and set

up a presumably sustainable permaculture-esque rustic low-tech abode, I could, along with

Emma, pioneer an example that might help provide a glimpse to others of a way forward. If

people saw it, I thought, they would get it, and they would get on board, thus speeding up a

transition towards low-impact  living arrangements that would be easy to fund by, I  don’t

know, government and business donations? Yet there we were on gated Estate land, buffered

from the outside world,  with me having narrowly escaped a  breakdown or depression or

whatever  it  was a few months earlier.  And the reality  was that the buffer was necessary,

because  poverty  forces  the  hand,  and with  our  rustic  set  up  being  mostly  open-plan  and

unlockable, our possessions would likely have disappeared without the presence of electric

fences.

But we had made our decision to do what we were doing, and with some respectable

paid work ahead of us, I kept placing one foot in front of the other – what else was there to

do? I  was increasingly  unclear  on what I  wanted other  than to tread softly  in nature,  try

practice permaculture, and put our proverbial money where our principled mouths were. As

I’ve already said, both Emma and I certainly knew what we didn’t want, which is to say

anything like the full-time teaching work that we once had, the high expenses of living, and
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the deep inculcation in damaging the natural world by virtue of being passively reliant on

unnatural systems. I was waking up to the reality that we would never achieve self-reliance, or

a way of being that wasn’t sustained in part by the systems that alarmed us ethically. Were we

at least making something of a point, that we were determined to forego so much of the status

quo because something had to be done, even if the point was blunted by the electric fence

around the Estate complex and by the wealth that surrounded us? But who were we making

the point to? The people who had so generously given us near-free reign on a patch of their

land, despite our aesthetic standards not nearly matching theirs?

It was a confusing time, to say the least, and as 2012 drew rapidly to a close, one of

the few things that I could say without ambiguity was that Emma and I had truly made the

Great Year of Change live up to its  name – for us, at  least.  For others, business-as-usual

seemed to be prevailing. I was left with very mixed emotions – it looked to me like we were

on a better track, but if few or hardly any other people were on similar tracks, would ours

matter  considering  that  the  other  paths  continued  to  involve  the  acceleration  of  ecocidal

practices? Restated, were we just trying to retrofit a spot, a square millimetre maybe, on the

deck of a ship that was otherwise sinking? While I felt a heavy responsibility to try and help

save the ship, most of the other passengers weren’t interested – well, some would talk about

the need to turn the ship around, but then they disappeared to the bars and dining lounges as if

the ship would turn itself around. And they were probably right to do so, because an isolated

retrofitting  of  a  few spots  on  the  deck  seems insufficient  to  change  the  ship’s  direction

anyway.

Less  than  a  year  earlier,  while  engaging  with  the  wonderful  members  of  the

permaculture design course in the UK, I would have bet against a change in my motivation

from externally to internally focused. I wanted to live differently in order to be part of the

greater  ecological  good,  while  achieving  a  small  amount  of  autonomy at  the  same time.

However, living differently was showing potential to be good for Emma, me, and perhaps our

immediate surrounds (seeing as we had added to the fertility of our allocated area and set

things in motion for an increase in biodiversity), but not for the bigger plights of planet and

people. All I could do to justify what we were doing as a relevant endeavour was to re-frame

it as part of a personal voyage, one in which we were making offerings to others, or providing

them with examples of how they could live differently if they really wanted to. I was a little

surprised that the offerings were quietly overlooked and ignored. The Great Year of Change,

it turns out, was only great for the odd person here and there, Emma and me included, on

condition that greatness entailed a considerable amount of hardship. As for others? I must
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have been delusional to have once thought that it  is my responsibility,  or even within the

realms of possibility, to inspire pro-ecological change (which I was growing to believe could

only come by way of frugality and rustic living) in anyone’s life but my own. As we entered

into the year 2013, I felt like I was saying goodbye to theory, and greeting something a bit

more grounded on heavy-handed and sobering experience.
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Chapter 8: Glimpsing a model

As 2013 set in, I found myself extremely grateful for the research work that had come my

way. I buried my head in it quite often, mostly at night, and during the days I went back to the

necessary manual labour. The world beyond the little squatter-esque homestead that Emma

and I had created was still doing its thing – growing, expanding, paving, developing, and, to

my dismay, blasting. Within about five kilometres as the crow flew from our allocated area,

the initial stages of a massive new shopping mall had commenced, and several blasts a week,

sometimes several per day, rattled our shack and our equanimity. A hundred metres away

from the shack, work started on the foundations for Jacqui and Damian’s new house. With

their second child incubating in Jacqui’s womb, she decided that she wanted a family home

built a.s.a.p, and she had found a contact for someone who could make that happen by way of

a  steel  frame building  method that  would  later  involve  backfilling  the  wall  cavities  with

cement. Things around me and Emma were changing fast, and as cash-strapped guests on

other people’s land, all we could do was watch.

I was increasingly motivated by the fact that whatever I did on our allocated patch of

land would give me more much-needed experience, regardless of what my work amounted to

in the bigger scheme of things. The ability to grow food was one of the skills that seemed

appropriate to Emma and me for a number of reasons. We had already turned our attention to

growing food in front of the shack and multi-purpose tarpaulin, and we had made two keyhole

garden-beds in the areas where the tents were once pitched. We had sourced some old car

tyres, and we used these to form two semi-circular ‘walls’ to partly surround one of the raised

bed areas so that we could use it more as a nursery for seedlings. We filled the tyres with a

mixture of manure, soil and compost, and planted things like tomatoes and nasturtiums in

them. The idea was for the tyres to form a protective area for trays of seedlings that we could

then plant out into other areas we had started turning our attention to.

There  was  some unused  space  alongside  the  keyhole  beds,  and  I  used  reclaimed

cement  slabs  (the  vibracrete  I  have  already mentioned)  to  form the  sides  of  ‘square  foot

gardens’. This approach leaves one with sixteen square feet in a space 1.2 by 1.2 metres wide,

and it was a great way of getting to know how many of each type of vegetable would grow in

a space of one square foot. For example, in a single square foot, one would be able to bring

about one tomato plant, or one cabbage,  or sixteen carrots, or three small  lettuces,  etc. to

maturity. With sixteen square feet per ‘garden’, one is left with an assortment of vegetables to
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work with. And one has to be careful, because some vegetables don’t grow well alongside

others, and one should not plant the same vegetables in the same patch but rather rotate the

crop so that the soil is not depleted by a single type of veggie. And there’s more – each patch

should also be rested after several different veggies have been sequentially harvested from it.

We managed to get three of these little gardens growing pretty quickly, and we learned a lot

from them.

The weaved Wattle curved fence that ran from the corner of our shack to the corner of

the tarp area (more or less) also presented itself as an area along which other plants could be

grown, and I did something that is not exactly smiled upon in permaculture – I “double dug”

the soil so that what we were left with was a conventional-looking garden-bed. It was a long

curved bed that Emma and I knew would be seen by the residents of, and visitors to, the

manor house, so we opted to plant mainly shrubs and plants that had some kind of aesthetic

function, like geranium. The tree-feller who had been dumping branches to form our hugel

‘walls’ had dropped off a bunch of Yukas, and we planted these in the more conventional

beds too. Growing food in these beds was not an option, because the various landowners’

dogs  would  occasionally  stomp through  them,  which  wasn’t  too  much  of  a  problem for

relatively tough shrubs and plants like Yuka and geranium, but vegetables would not have

approved.

Emma’s mother, Tina, arrived sometime during that January of 2013. I’ve pointed out

that much of Emma’s childhood had been spent growing up at a homestead where the primary

housing for a long period of time was constituted by two retired London buses. Tina and

Emma had moved into them when Tina had partnered with the man who would play the role

of Emma’s step-father for a good long time. Tina eventually moved on from that chapter in

her life, and at the time of her visit to SA, she was based in London. Emma and I had figured

that Tina, having managed in the buses in the North East of Scotland for a chunk of her life,

would manage just fine with our rustic and hands-on lifestyle.  And we reckoned that we,

having lived in tents for three and a half months in the middle of a drought-breaking winter,

could manage being back in a tent for the hot January-February weather of our locale while

Tina inhabited our shack.

Tina adjusted well to our squatter-esque set-up. Coming from the depths of the UK

winter to the peaking South African summer was a bit too much for her and her smoker’s

lungs, and the flu that she arrived with quickly intensified. So she spent a fair amount of time

resting in the shack during the initial days of her stay. When she was a bit better, Emma took

her to go and see some sights,  and while they were out, I reclaimed the shack to do the
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necessary online research to be able to compile lecture materials while offline when the shack

went  back  to  being  Tina’s  domain.  I  did  battle  with  the  arrangement  because  I  had  no

dedicated space to concentrate in, which is required for planning and writing lecture materials.

After a week or so of making less-than-ideal amounts of progress, I took to cycling to a friend

and  mentor’s  unoccupied  apartment  in  a  different  part  of  the  city.  It  was  a  cycle  of

approximately an hour each way, which was far longer than I would have liked, but it did

provide me with a dedicated space in which to work.

I didn’t spend every day of the latter weeks of Tina’s visit at the apartment. Rather, I

spent some days at our allocated patch of the Estate land physically engaged in starting a

much bigger vegetable growing area. I laid cardboard down in long rows in the open area

behind the multi-purpose tarpaulined structure, and gradually covered the cardboard in horse

manure that I acquired from nearby stables. This was the start of another raised bed system. I

was starting in January so that the horse manure and cardboard could have at least seven or

eight months in which to decompose, and I planned to top the raised beds with our humanure

compost closer to spring. It was a huge relief to be working on a project that was not of the

utmost urgency – there was simply no rush in this kind of garden work. I realised then that my

personal difficulties with other aspects of our permaculture-esque project were largely due to

the urgency to get certain living basics built quickly – one needs a comfortable place to sleep;

needs a place to wash; needs a place to shit; and so on. All of these kinds of projects require

planning,  sourcing  of  materials,  budgeting,  measuring  cutting  hauling  digging  dragging

climbing painting hammering sanding screwing connecting assembling… It is no wonder that

starting  a  homestead  from scratch  had caused me stress,  and I  enjoyed  the  simplicity  of

building raised beds.

Emma and Tina went on a road-trip to Cape Town at the start of February, leaving the

shack available again for a few days. While I was still rather busy with the research work, and

with instructing yoga and Pilates classes on two afternoons of the week, and with the raised

beds, and with several other more minor tweaks to the rustic set-up, I started planning the

process that would be the downing of the tarpaulin and the erecting of a more comfortable

semi-outdoor open-plan living room and kitchen. Tina’s visit had made it clear that a more

inviting space was necessary, because the scullery store-room area where we had gathered for

meals was not designed for socialising, to say the least. It was cramped and cluttered with

cutlery and crockery, gardening tools, and an assortment of reclaimed materials that Emma

and I would grab whenever friends were getting rid of them or when we found them on the

side of the road or wherever. A rustic living area was necessary.
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I was able to plan the next several months of 2013 – research and compile lecturing

materials; build compost; cycle off to teach yoga and Pilates on two days of the week; expand

the raised garden beds; pop to the beach once a week; attend to the ongoing chores required to

live rustically; and jam some music with Damian a couple nights of the week. It was a full

schedule, requiring a lot of physical labour, but I was outside a lot, which is where I wanted to

be. February became extremely hot – it was the hottest weather I had experienced in years,

considering that I had not had a South African summer since departing for the UK back in

2008. I changed my schedule so that I did the computer work during the heat of the days, and

the outside work before 11 a.m. and again after 14:30 p.m. My life was starting to take some

shape. I was engaging in a nice mix of activities too, certainly not doing any one activity all

day like I was back in the UK. It was unclear to me if this arrangement would be able to last

for very long, especially because the research contract was set to end in June. But I was able

to see how the arrangement was indeed constituting an alternative to the life that I used to live

in the UK, one that I had felt so compelled to change.

It occurred to me that I was not only glimpsing an alternative living arrangement for

me and Emma. What I was seeing was also an example – call it a model, perhaps – of how

other people could go about changing their lives. The impression that many people have of

what’s required to change their lives is that one needs heaps of money to transition to a more

flexible living arrangement. There is certainly some truth in this. Emma and I started with

R60,000 each, which we had saved after three and four years respectively of working full-

time in the UK. We each needed to spend about two thirds of this amount in order to survive

the initial months of no income in SA, and to set up phase one of our rustic low-tech abode on

Damian and Jacqui’s land. It took a few months for each of us to make a plan and earn some

cash, and a few months longer for better-paying part-time professional work to arise. This is

what was required financially for us to be able to survive the first phase of our journey into

rustic low-tech living, and each person or couple or family will have to figure out the details

of their  own finances  should they wish to  transition from one chapter  in their  lives  to  a

different one.

If a person can sort out their financial situation in a manner similar to how we did,

then one can look to our model for some idea of what his or her own journey into rustic low-

tech living could look like. I would caution against living in tents, because doing so took a

huge toll on our relationship. But if you can find a friend with some space on their land, and if

you can convince the friend to accept you onto the land for an agreed-upon period of time,

then half the battle is already won. We were on our friends’ patch of land, and our agreement
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was that we could conduct our rustic experiment in living for as long as we wanted to, on

condition that we paid a basic monthly fee (in our case, R1000 per month), and that if we left,

we would leave the main structures behind. Everyone’s agreement with their ‘hosts’ will be

different based on the particular circumstances of the situation, but the general pattern is the

same: organise a patch of land that you can experiment on.

The model that I was glimpsing might fit loosely under what Charles Eisenstein calls a

gift economy. Our friends were gifting us a piece of their land – not permanently, but for an

unstated period of time. What we were paying to be there could hardly be called rent – rather,

we were gifting a small amount of money in return for the gift of being able to experiment

with rustic living on the land. We were also gifting our energy in different ways: Emma in

Damian’s garden, occasional house-sitting and animal-feeding, and a few other small things

like helping when something needed to be carried or moved, and so on. Damian was gifting

the use of many of his tools, and occasionally with a helping-hand over at our developing

abode. Emma and I would gift the main structures to Jacqui and Damian if or when we left

their land. Our presence on the land also had the indirect consequence of gifting more safety

there, seeing as SA is notorious for house robberies, and extra eyes were always useful in this

regard. This way of framing things as part of a gifting economy could go on for some time,

and it might be useful for one to frame their potential presence on someone else’s land in a

similar way.

It  is  easy to  speculate,  so the following should be taken with caution because the

reality is that a life change towards rusticism can be very difficult for a person who has grown

up in conditions that are conventional according to western standards. A caravan or camper

would make for an ideal base from which to conduct a rustic experiment in living. Parked on

a friend’s, family member’s, or acquaintance’s piece of land, the caravan or camper would be

where you sleep and lock up your valuables (a small safe may be necessary depending on

location).  What  you  do  on  the  land  will  depend  on  your  financial  situation  and  your

arrangement with the land-owner, but at some stage (preferably earlier than later) you would

erect a roof either fully over the caravan or camper, or directly adjacent to it.  You would

source a water tank or two, and the rain water caught via the roof would be stored in the tanks.

The tanks would be arranged so that they form a visual break of some kind to provide you

with some privacy, and you would create a semi-outdoor kitchen and living-area using mainly

these components.

You would need a cubicle of some kind to house your DIY compost toilet, and a space

on the land or in the garden to collect compostable materials that would periodically be built
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into a compost heap that also incorporates your humanure. A few months down the line, the

compost will be ready to be incorporated into a vegetable growing area, which you will have

organised with your new-found free-time considering that you now watch less shNetflix and

spend far less time scrolling through social  media.  In between your full-time or part-time

work commitments (you may even be working for the land owner), you will find a way to

access the internet to conduct research on how to assemble a small solar energy system. You

will figure out what is needed in order to secure the solar energy system components in and

onto your caravan or camper or side-structure, and you will eventually find yourself with a

small off-grid set-up that requires very little money to maintain. And this is where things may

become  tricky,  because  for  many  of  us,  we’re  not  used  to  reaching  a  point  of  relative

autonomy, and we might not know what to do next. It’s okay, because with time you will

figure things out.

Realising  that  Emma  and  I  were  experimenting  with  a  flexible  model  of  living

slightly more sustainably, as well as in a slightly more autonomous way, and certainly in a

more rustic and low-tech way, I became less fixated on the final products of what I was doing.

Instead, I started framing what Emma and I were doing as a process, one in which I was

learning a bunch of new skills. Mainly practical skills, but also other skills that I never knew

were skills until I threw myself into the deep-end of setting up a space to live in from scratch.

For example, one cannot be a perfectionist when a dozen urgent matters need to be attended to

at once – yes, it would be nice to have the shack look like less of a shack via the addition of a

coat of paint, but the compost needs making and the vegetables need watering and the dishes

need  washing  and  and  and…  so  forget  about  (for  example)  painting  for  now.  Another

example – when there is no space to store things neatly, but things are acquired that need

storing, then clutter is unavoidable, so accept it rather than be perturbed by it. The quote that

one of my high school English teachers kept stuck to his perpetually messy desk had never hit

home so hard: “Cleanliness is next to Godliness; tidiness is next to impossible”.

Emma and Tina returned from their Cape Town road-trip with only a day or two to

spare before Em had to head to Grahamstown to start her first stint of Sociology lecturing.

Tina departed back to the UK, which I’m sure was bitter-sweet for her seeing as she had to

say goodbye to her daughter, but she would no longer have to rough it with Emma and me,

which involved shitting into a bucket, taking bucket washes in the trees, doing hand laundry,

being nailed by the wind, and so on. Emma scurried to get her things ready for lecturing,

which required a huge shift in thinking considering that we had lived like squatters for seven

months,  and  she  was  facing  reintegration  into  a  more  conventional  university-town
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environment. The university is situated an hour and forty-five minutes away from the Estate

plot, so it would have been impossible for Emma to drive there and back daily, especially

because our vehicle (the “bakkie”, or half-tonner pick-up) had started to show signs that its

engine was about to fail. So Emma arranged to stay in a B&B for the first few weeks, and

later she ended up staying with the mother of a friend of mine.

I must have been in a state of disbelief when Emma left for her lecturing stint, because

when she left,  it  took me a while  to acclimatise  to the fact  that  she was off  to do some

‘normal’ work, and that I was also conducting some ‘normal’ research, while being based in a

fairly abnormal home. Sure, it wasn’t abnormal for people who are born into poverty, but we

had aspired to live in those extremely rustic conditions after having lived in middle-class

contexts. One of the first things I did when Emma left was sit and meditate, which I had not

done in a while. It wasn’t the kind of meditation that I had done on and off for a period of

about fifteen years. Rather, it was a mediation of gratitude, a radiating of appreciation for the

work that had come our way, and for the home-base that had come together. The base had

come together largely due to the hard work that Emma and I had put into building it, but many

other factors beyond our control had also played roles in enabling us to be where we were and

doing what we were doing. Some people call it luck, others destiny.

I’m not sure if luck or destiny are the correct words. There is a phrase that goes as

follows: jump and the net will appear. Emma and I had certainly jumped, more like leapt into

the new chapters of our lives. But we didn’t do so in blind faith. To continue the metaphor of

jumping, we had prepared ourselves with jumping skills, hooked up a few security ropes, and

tried to make sure that a potential fall would not kill us. But we had not been able to make the

net before the leap. The net did need to appear, and it had taken about six months to see the

initial strands of the net. For the first three months, I couldn’t see those strands, and I had

suffered psychologically because of this and some other factors. The main strands of the net

did eventually start to become visible, and while at times it looked to me like the net might

entangle us in ways that were not entirely comfortable, the net was still very necessary, and it

was a relief to be able to see it.

Emma’s lecturing kept her away from our rustic abode (and me!) for four weekdays

every  week  until  the  end  of  March.  It  was  an  extremely  hot  time  of  the  year.  As  I’ve

mentioned,  I  conducted  manual  labour  during  the  cooler  times  of  the  day,  and compiled

lecture materials during the heat of the day. While Damian and I had been making music

together on and off during 2012, we started doing this more frequently,  probably because

Emma was away. I started joining Damian on Wednesday nights to go and jam with some of
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our friends at their down-town jam room, and within a few weeks we had decided that we

would form a band. All the members, including me, had played in bands before, and songs

came  together  quite  easily.  I  was  a  bit  of  a  light-weight  though,  and  I  would  get  tired

considerably earlier  than the other  guys because I  was spending much of my time doing

manual labour during the daylight hours and was quite used to going to bed relatively early.

The band was another diverse ingredient in what was rapidly becoming quite an eclectic mix

of activities that constituted my new life.

On a Friday in the middle of March, after a scorching hot few weeks that made the

breaking of the drought nine months earlier seem like a distant memory, a fire broke out on

the overgrown farm alongside the Estate land. Emma arrived back from her week of lecturing

to an emergency zone. Fire was raging along two of the fence-lines, and one could hardly see

anything due to the thick smoke that was engulfing the plot and everyone on it. Damian and I

had made our way through the fence, and we were beating the fire back with wet towels.

Emma joined us at some stage. I could see the fear in her eyes – for someone who has never

experienced a bush-fire fanned by a gale-force wind in dry and crispy conditions, the first

time is terrifying. I had experienced two big fires on the outskirts of town in my early to mid

twenties – in fact, I had melted a pair of shoes while helping fight one of them. I knew that the

one we were fighting alongside the Estate land posed a serious threat, but I also knew that

enough people  were  on  the  scene  to  stop  the  kind  of  surprise  blazes  that  usually  take  a

person’s home, or life.

While we were fighting the fire at the fence-line, other people were emptying Damian

and Jacqui’s cottage, and Jacqui’s parents’ manor house, of whatever valuables they could

grab and stash in what had quickly become evacuation vehicles. I had been unaware of the

evacuation,  and  when  I  ran  back to  our  shack  for  water,  I  saw the  people  hauling  their

belongings. It  was a surreal moment for me, one in which I was hit  hard by the contrast

between the life I had left behind in the UK, and the one I had opted for in SA. In the UK, one

of the last things I ever expected to see was a fire. While they do occasionally occur, they are

usually out before anyone notices. The thought of real fire evacuations there never crossed my

mind, which is ironic seeing as high health-and-safety standards meant being forced to know

where fire-assembly points were located. I could have bet that few people in SA had ever

thought  pro-actively  about  responding  to  a  potential  fire  despite  the  threat  of  one  being

astronomically higher than in the UK.

As I passed the evacuees it occurred to me that the main difference between the UK

and SA could be summarised simply as follows: the UK is tame, and SA is wild. This is true
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in almost every respect, with maybe one exception. SA has wild animals, wild geography,

wild seas, wild winds, wild politics, wild roads, wild heat, wild fires, and so many more wild

wonders. The UK has none of these. What it does have that is wild, and which constitutes the

one exception to the wild rule, is its social scene. I’m not suggesting that the UK has the

wildest social  scene in the world, but in comparison to SA, it is buzzing. Standing in the

smoke and chaos of  the  fire,  I  realised  that  I  would  choose wild over  tame  any day,  as

evidenced by the lifestyle that Emma and I had pushed for. During the more extreme wild

moments, like during the fire, I felt more alive than I could remember, almost as if being

faced with the threat of death and destruction activated something primal in me that I had not

felt for a long time.

‘Wild’ also summarised the outdoor lifestyle that Emma and I were living. When in

our shack, we had two thirds of an inch of wood between us and outside, and we could hear

the  frogs  and  crickets  through  the  walls.  The  shack  was  where  we  spent  time  sleeping,

reading, doing computer work, and a few other things – everything else was done outside, in

the sun and wind and rain; under the stars, staring at the moon, hearing animals, smelling

fresh air.  While this  is not true of many people’s life situations in SA, it  was relevant in

various ways for many people,  and in my experience,  it  was largely untrue of just about

everywhere in the UK. Surrounded by smoke and fire, I realised all this in an instant, and

rather than bemoan the fact of the fire, I embraced it. No panic, no fear, no whoa-is-us, but

rather  a  taking-it-all-in  and  cherishing  the  experience,  while  still  remaining  in  action.  I

marched over to our allocated area, looked around, decided that there was nothing of much

value to save, downed some water, and turned around to return to the fence-line.

I was intercepted by Damian, who told me that we had beaten a buffer big enough to

keep the fire at bay at that part of the farm-land. There were still areas that would go up in

flames, and we sneakily went and set those patches on fire where the gusting wind could push

the flame away from the areas we wished to protect and towards the fire itself. This was a

tactic  that  both  Damian and I  had  used  before.  It  wasn’t  popular  with  bushfire  newbies,

because to them it looked like we were adding flames to a situation where the ostensible goal

was to put out flames, but luckily we didn’t need to explain ourselves to anyone. We must

have spent five hours starting these buffering burns and attending to them, watching that they

were moving away from “jump zones” and back towards the fire. Emma seemed to find her

stride amidst what must have appeared to her to be chaos, and we established a clear line of

communication between us buffer-burners and the people on other parts of the fence-line and

at the various structures throughout the complex of small-holdings. We eventually stepped
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down from our posts after three o’clock in the morning, when there were no more buffers to

burn and when the wind had completely died down, which left the fire in a state of control.

The fire eventually  stopped, and it  left  in  its  wake a black and grey landscape of

charred  stumps and spindly  sticks.  Prior  to  the  fire,  the  area around the Estate  land was

covered in mostly exotic trees that many people in SA refer to as aliens: Port Jackson, Wattle,

and Eucalyptus. There were some small patches of indigenous trees like Star-Apple and Rus,

but they were few and far between. I had been through this before: seeing the vegetation burn,

and staring at the aftermath. And I knew that in very little time, everything would resprout

and recover. There was definitely something symbolic about the process. If it could be said

that the fire had temporarily reset the vegetation in the area, then maybe Emma and I had

forced a reset in the figurative vegetation of our lives. Figuratively, we had scorched our old

lives, and we were at the stage where the start of new growth was noticeable.

After the fire, legitimate questions were asked about the massive piles of flammable

branches and stumps that we had piled into ‘hugel walls’. Luckily none of these had burned

during the fire. Damian was also engaging in the building of hugel walls over at his garden,

and we had emptied dozens and dozens of bags of horse manure over most layers of branches

as they were added to the piles. We did this because we were aware of the walls posing a

potential  fire-risk, and adding manure was our preventative solution.  With the fire having

caused such a panicked commotion while it was burning, people were generally on high alert,

and we slowed down on the input of new material to the hugel walls. The pace picked up a

few months  later,  but  I  was grateful  for  the  reason to  slow down with  the  fetching  and

emptying of large and heavy bags of horse manure. By the end of March, the sun was losing

its  summer  punch,  Emma  was  back  home  after  her  six-or-seven  weeks  of  lecturing

commitments (though marking of assignments and exams was still on her plate), I was on top

of my research work, and I could see an opportunity to make my open-plan kitchen-living-

room ideas into a reality.

On the topic of Emma’s lecturing stint finishing, I should add that although it was

unusual and therefore challenging to be apart from each other for four or five days of the

week, the consequence of us having a little bit of space from each other did us a lot of good.

Most relationships involve the participants being apart from each other for much of the week,

like  in  a  more  conventional  eight-to-five  working  scenario  where  both  participants  work

different  jobs.  With  the  considerable  exception  of  her  ten-day  stint  at  the  Vipassana

meditation centre, Emma and I had been in each other’s presence continuously since arriving

in SA, and the challenges of the initial months really pushed us to our limits. Things were
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good again after her return from meditating, and the new shack certainly helped immensely in

this regard. But the six or seven weeks where Emma had been away for four to five days of

each week changed things up for the both of us, and it was enough to add considerably to our

appreciation of each other. I think this is important food-for-thought for anyone interested in

embarking  on  their  own  alternative  adventure  as  a  couple.  And  at  the  same  time,  I’d

recommend tackling any similar project as a couple, because I’m not sure if I would have

managed to sustain the experiment we were conducting if I had tackled it alone.
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Chapter 9: Tarp down 

April 2013 brought with it a much welcomed cooling in daily temperatures, and Emma and I

responded by gradually adjusting our routines to correspond appropriately with the hotter and

cooler times of the day. I still saw to my contractual obligations of researching and preparing

lecture content for first-year philosophy and critical reasoning, and Emma had a near-endless

load of marking to  attend to. I  managed to complete  the laying of  the materials  (mainly

cardboard, horse manure, and woodchips) for the backyard raised beds, and they were left to

mature during the autumn and winter before the planting of spring vegetables. Emma kept the

front-zone vegetable areas going – the keyhole beds and the three 1.2 by 1.2 metre square foot

gardens. She was paying careful attention to which vegetables were growing well alongside

each other, as well as learning the ropes of the environmental and climate idiosyncrasies of

our area. At that early stage of the garden developments, quite a lot of time and energy went

to watering vegetables  and an increasing number of trees  that  we had been sourcing and

planting. There were already three fruiting figs in the garden beds outside our Wattle fence, as

well as a few citrus trees.

I found out early in the month that my friend and colleague who initiated my academic

contract-work was climbing the management ladder in her department at the university, and

she was going to take a Head-of-School role in July. She contacted me and asked if I would

be interested in delivering half of her lectures for the second semester of the year, starting in

July. With only four exercise classes on my income schedule for the latter half of the year at

that stage, I jumped at her offer. The money was terrible – it would not have been enough to

pay my way through half of the expenses of a garden-flat at the back of a house in a suburb on

the outskirts of town. But Emma and I didn’t live in a garden flat that required a fair amount

of rent to be paid. We lived in a shack on a patch of land that cost only R1000 per month to

rent, as per the agreement between Jacqui, Damian, Emma and me. But at that stage, what I

could not afford was the fuel to the university and back, which involved travelling a distance

of forty kilometres  each way.  I  didn’t  know how I would get  around this  obstacle,  but  I

resigned myself to the idea that somehow I would.

With the certainty of a small monthly income for the rest of the year, the first thing I

did  was  formalise  the  plans  that  I  had  been toying  with  for  the  semi-outdoor  open-plan

kitchen and living room area. I really wanted the tarpaulin to come down and something more

user-friendly to replace it, and several factors had led me to believe that I could make some
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very  effective  changes  to  our  central  zone  in  a  relatively  affordable  manner.  The  main

materials  I would need to purchase were metal  roof sheets,  wooden roofing beams, some

poles,  and  some odds  and  ends  like  roof  screws.  Yes,  it  was  all  about  a  roof  –  a  long

rectangular one that was high at one end and low at the other. I decided that I wouldn’t aim to

build proper wooden walls at first,  and instead use the to-be-liberated tarp for one of the

walls, and some reclaimed carpet that I had lying around for another, and then take it from

there.

The second thing I did was take our old ‘bakkie’ to be looked at by a mechanic. White

smoke had started  to  waft  out  of  the  exhaust  pipe,  and Emma and I  guessed that  it  had

something to do with the engine’s rings. We were right; and we were also lucky, because

Emma had used the bakkie to do the one hour and forty-five minute one-way drive to the

university town she lectured in a dozen times without the engine failing. With the bakkie

needing work done, and with only the one vehicle between the two of us, I popped a bicycle

in the bakkie’s haulage section (the ‘bak’ part  of the bakkie),  drove it  to  the mechanic’s

workshop 15 kilometres away, and cycled back home again. Cycling back in the mid-morning

of a random week-day made me aware that I had something that few other people my age had

– flexibility of schedule. I had turned 31 at the start of April, and many people my age had no

choice but to work conventional hours. There I was, with a ton of things to do to keep things

going for  a  very  hands-on lifestyle,  but  I  was on  a  bicycle  in  the  middle  of  a  weekday

morning.

I arrived home to help Emma with preparations for the first of a couple of school visits

that we were going to host. I can’t recall exactly how these visits came about, but it definitely

had something to do with Jacqui’s parents (who lived in the manor house on the Estate land)

owning and managing a school, and with the fact that one of our friends was teaching there at

the time. Maybe the syllabus touched on issues of sustainability, and maybe the message had

made it across to our friend that we were trying to live frugally partly in response to the call

for sustainability we had heard so loudly in the UK. Maybe it simply had to do with Emma

and I doing something a little different and mildly interesting, combined with the fact that it

was  an  easy  outing  for  the  school  powers-that-be  to  arrange.  Whatever  it  was,  it  would

involve Emma and me giving two groups of about 28 students of on average age of sixteen

years’ old a tour of, and a talk about, our rustic low-tech abode.

I recoiled at the idea of the ‘tours’. What we would be able to show the kids was not a

rustic  low-tech  abode,  but  rather  the  start  of  one.  The  very  early  phases  –  the  messy

groundwork that needed to come together to be able to assemble a rustic low-tech abode. To
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the teenagers, who would all be South Africans, it would look like Emma and I had been hit

hard with bad luck, and that we were down and out in a shack, the likes of which they would

all have seen when passing numerous informal settlements around the city. We were shitting

into a bucket, something that was seen as a curse of poverty in SA. We had no shower, no

fridge, no television – I could see that we would just look like drop-outs or freaks to the kids.

But when they arrived, Emma and I held our heads up high and showed them the gardens, the

tanks, the compost toilet and compost area, and we explained in detail why we were doing

what we were doing – or perhaps what we thought we were doing. We emphasised that we

could be full-time lecturers in the UK, but that we voluntarily chose what the kids were seeing

before them.

They were mostly unconcerned with the logistics of anything that we had done at our

allocated patch, but they did want to know more about why we had chosen frugality in SA

over a life of comfort in the UK. The accompanying teachers, one of whom is a friend to

Emma and me, both lent careful ears to what Emma and I had to say about our motivation,

probably so that a thorough debriefing could occur when back in the classroom. Emma’s

answers  were  largely  focused  on  the  need  for  healthy  food,  sustainable  agriculture,  and

diminishing full reliance on systems that were decimating nature and often destroying human

potential at the same time. I chimed in with my experience of the benefits of living barefoot

on the ground, under the stars, in the wind, and so on. What I really wanted to say was that if

people don’t try and experiment with living in a variety of more sustainable ways, then you

young people can bet your bottom dollars that you will somehow have to try and live with

nothing left of nature, in a totalitarian neoliberal capitalist oligarchical regime that cares not

one iota about life, but only about profit and control. But I didn’t say that.

Emma did something that proved to have quite an impact on some of the teenagers.

She asked if anyone wanted to dig a sweet potato out from the main keyhole bed. Several of

the kids in both groups took her up on the offer. Each one of the volunteers used their hands

and dug into the soil, located a sweet potato, pulled it out of the ground, dusted it off, and

stood there with the potatoes in their hands and dazed looks on their faces. For some of the

young adults there, this was possibly the first time that they had seen anything like it: the

pulling  of  food  out  of  the  ground.  They  were  likely  used  to  food  coming  from  the

supermarket,  all  wrapped  in  plastic.  The  sweet  potato  was  passed  around  the  circle  of

teenagers as they stood around the keyhole bed – each one of them handled it, and I like to

think that this process facilitated something unconsciously beneficial for the students. I’m not

sure what this was, but they had seen something appear from where it looked like nothing was



109

to be found. And some of them had grasped the soil, the earth, and pulled from it something

that provides sustenance. Surely there is something symbolic in what they did. At very least,

they would have transferred some healthy soil-microbes onto themselves.

After the two groups of school kids had left, I set about dismantling the makeshift

shelves in the tarp, and I moved everything out from under it and into the already-cluttered

scullery area. Then the moment came that I had been waiting for for some time – I took the

tarp down. The space immediately felt better to me – there was now a mostly open chunk of

space near  the centre  of our zone,  and an absence of the ugly blue canvas material.  The

greenery of the remaining exotic trees in the area, namely Wattle and Port Jackson, became

more visible, and even though they were so-called aliens, they still provided a sense of being

amongst the trees, and they definitely served functions like providing shade and windbreak. I

tried to keep most of these central-zone trees unscathed as I did some clearing to make way

for the wooden beams that I would soon be attaching to the tall  tree stumps that used to

support the tarp. I would also be adding several new poles into the mix, one at each corner of

the roof-to-be, and a few more for centre-point and near-centre-point supports.

When in our allocated area on the Estate land, I was always on the go, on the move,

doing something. There was hardly a moment of ‘chilling’ – the closest thing to this was

playing bass guitar when jamming with Damian over at his cottage (but then that still counts

as ‘doing something’). Before starting the construction of the semi-outdoor open-plan living

room and kitchen area, the days were filled with plot chores like cooking and washing dishes

and occasionally hand-washing clothes; watering vegetable patches and some newly-planted

trees; attending to some aspect of a rustic building project, be it digging or hammering or

painting and so on; making compost and dragging bags of manure around; expanding garden

beds; and more. When not doing manual labour, I was doing the research to compile lecture

notes and slide shows, and planning what needed to be done for the next step required to

make it more viable to keep living rustically in the long run. These activities occupied me late

into the nights, and when I did eventually get to bed, I slept like the dead.

I have no idea how I still managed to jump onto a bicycle and cycle to and from the

yoga and Pilates classes I was still teaching on Monday and Wednesday afternoons. I hit a

low point in this regard during that April of 2013. The bakkie had been fixed, and Emma had

to return to Grahamstown for a few days to fulfil some of the final obligations of her contract.

I had dug the holes for the poles that would support the roof-beams and roof that I was soon

to erect, and I had continued with the emptying of heavy manure bags to keep the expansion

of the raised vegetable beds going. I cycled the fifteen kilometres to the school where I then
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taught a Pilates class, followed by a yoga class. While teaching, the weather changed from

quite windy, which is usual for Port Elizabeth, to rain and a whopping gale-force wind that

could knock one off their feet, which is also not unusual for the city. The cycle back was

against this wind and rain. I would have battled to cycle back in calm weather because I was

already knackered, but against the gale and rain I felt like lead sinking in water. Halfway

back, I stopped pedalling and started pushing the bike. And then I started to cry.

I cried as hard as it was raining, and it was raining hard. Chubby rain, as they say, to

match my chubby tears. I had never before been so physically tired, and there was no end in

sight to the daily labour that was adding up to deplete me, despite knowing that our set-up on

the  Estate  land  was  likely  very  temporary.  If  Emma  and  the  bakkie  had  not  been  in

Grahamstown, I would have called her to come and fetch me, which is quite a big deal for me

to admit because I am very stubborn and will go to great lengths not to give up when the

going gets tough. I was glad for the heavy rain, because people driving past me would not

have noticed the water streaming from my eyes. Every step left like a mile, and I had a long

push ahead of me. At that moment, I think I would have thrown in the towel on the project if I

could have, and returned to a more conventional situation. But no such offer was available.

Instead, I trudged on. I arrived back to the shack much later than usual. It was dark and cold

and windy and wet. I dried myself off and went straight to bed without dinner.

I slept late into the next morning. My legs were heavy, and my enthusiasm was low. I

opted to continue with my research work rather than get straight to any more manual labour in

the form of roof-structure construction. This was the really nice thing about having some part-

time computer work in the mix – it  balanced out what  at  times felt  extremely physically

laborious. It hit me then that the exhaustion I had felt the previous evening and night, and the

thought that there was no end to the drudgery in sight, was something that millions of manual

labourers in South Africa and elsewhere must regularly feel. I felt an extraordinary sense of

empathy for the men and women who have to wake up at 5 a.m. or earlier, catch buses to a

drop-off point, walk to their employers’ houses, work all day for minimum wage, and then do

the return journeys to get back to their homes with insufficient time or energy to do their own

housework or aspirational work.

The memory of crying in the rain stuck firmly with me for the following few days. I

slowed down on lugging bags of horse manure around, stopped a few other things like tending

to compost, and focused only on the roof structure and the research work. But something else

was brewing in my mind. I had returned to SA from the UK to do more than simply create a

low-tech rustic living bubble. It was always meant to be a part of the broader set of responses
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to the ecological crisis, a part of a buzz of activity that coalesced around a nexus of justice. As

grateful as I was to be on the Estate land, it did completely fence our little project off from the

rest of the world, which as I’ve said, meant that our valuables did not get stolen from our

security-less abode. The experience of being on the verge of collapsing from exhaustion, in

the rain and wind, with a feeling that there was no end in sight, left me wanting to help other

people, while also setting up spaces in which people could tread more softly in nature. This

was the thinking that I took into the roof-building process.

The roof came together quickly. I had learned a very important lesson when building

the shack with Damian: let the sizes of standardised materials play a large role in the decision-

making process involved for the given building project. The shack’s walls were reclaimed

“shutterply” boards, each 1.22m by 2.44m. Damian and I had not planned to let the size of the

boards dictate, but the result was that we did end up working according to the size of the

boards. I had identified the area where the structure would go in our allocated zone – the

space could easily accommodate a 4m by 4m structure. Damian and I had discussed the sizes

of the boards, and the decision to use three boards per wall was arrived at because each wall’s

length  would  be  3.6m if  three  uncut  boards  were  allowed  to  dictate  each  wall’s  length.

Aiming for 4 metres per wall would have resulted in the need to cut the shutterply boards. The

closest standard size of pine-beams to secure the base and roof of the structure is 4m, which

meant that I would need to cut the beams, but I’d be left with 40cm pieces that could be used

as 45 degree ‘braces’ at the corners of the base and roof frames. All the materials worked

together nicely without there being any wasted pieces left over.

I took a similar  approach to arriving at decisions for the roof structure,  and I was

mostly proud that I managed to create a 6m by 4m under-cover area all by myself. I did make

one big mistake though – I cut two holes into the top corners of the roof to protrude two poles

one metre  above the structure.  This was a mistake because,  as I  would later  find out, no

amount of so-called sealing products would stop water from dripping down the poles. I should

explain my logic that drove me to cut the roof sheets rather than the poles. The two poles in

question were ones that I had almost broken the bakkie with when I drove them home at 30

km/h from 60 kms away. They were each 3m tall, and very thick. I had used four of them for

the scullery/store-room extension to the shack, but I had two left over. Having almost broken

the bakkie with them, I placed a higher value on them than they were worth – my thinking

was that they had cost me the cash price I had paid for them, plus the diminished lifespan of

the bakkie’s carrying capacity, plus the stress that I had put myself though in driving them

home.



112

So I was determined to use them in the new building project – I thought, why pay for

inferior poles when these thick and costly poles were available? I also wanted to keep their

height, for two reasons. First, I wanted to use one of them to mount a pulley system onto. The

rocket-stove cooking-area was right next to that particular pole, and the idea was to take the

kettle of boiling water off the stove, do a 180 degree turn, and pour the water straight into a

bucket hanging from the pulley system. My plan was to use this convoluted system to achieve

a gravity-fed hot water shower system, and I needed the pole to be as high as possible for this.

I wanted the other long pole to be kept tall because it would be ideal for the mounting of a

small solar panel. I had never used roof sealing products before, and my thinking was that I

would just use the famous ‘pap-’n-lap’ or ‘pap and lap’ or whatever we South Africans call

the stuff that allegedly fills the kinds of gaps that I was creating between pole and roof sheet.

I remember running the idea past Damian before I took an angle-grinder to the roof

sheet. Being one of the gentlest souls I know, he didn’t tell me that my idea was dumb, though

I’m sure that he must have thought that it was. Instead, he took a non-committal stance, and

left me to it. He had been involved in several DIY wood-working tasks before; had helped

with the building of the shack; had been instrumental in an extension to the cottage he was

living in at the time; and so on. And he had a bunch of his own projects on the go during the

same period of time in which I was building the semi-outdoor kitchen-lounge area. In some

ways I wish he had pulled me up on my stupidity – there were other ways to mount pulley

systems and solar panels in the areas I wanted them to go. But had he done so, I would not

have made my mistakes and figured out better ways of doing things. I didn’t know it at the

time, but I was learning a lot by trial and error – and very conveniently, I was making my

mistakes on someone else’s land!

The thoughts of hardship that I had entertained during my bicycle-push kept crossing

my mind as I continued through the kitchen-lounge building project and the plot chores. What

Emma and I had set up on the Estate land had taken a lot of energy from just two people, but

it would not have taken much energy from a small group of people sharing the workload.

While we were not yet anywhere near reaching what I naively suspected would eventually be

an end product of sorts, the steps we had taken up to that point did allow me to see that much

could be done from under  a  roof structure  in a  field  somewhere.  Once the roof  is  up,  a

rainwater  harvesting  system  could  easily  be  incorporated;  then  a  compost  toilet;  then  a

composting zone; then some raised beds. Surely, surely it would be a straightforward matter

of setting something like this up on a park in a field in town somewhere, get some volunteers

involved,  and  create  a  more  accessible  example  of  a  rustic  low-tech  system  in  which
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humanure is composted, water is caught from the roof, food is grown, and waste is drastically

reduced.

As April 2013 drew to a close and May began, I toyed with the project-in-a-field idea

as I  continued with the building of the semi-outdoor  kitchen-lounge,  did my plot  chores,

taught a few Pilates and yoga classes, and neared an end to my research work. The new roof

structure quickly became an open space for Emma and I to work under. Perhaps a little too

open,  because  there  was  now a  sense  of  being  seen  by  passers-by  again,  similar  to  the

situation before the tarp went up. So I popped to the used-pallet-wood supplier and bought a

pile of recycled pallet wood that I sanded and used to close off the back wall of the structure.

It  wasn’t  exactly  neat  work  –  the  long  roof  beams  slanted  upwards,  but  I  opted  for

overlapping horizontal pallet planks as cladding, and I overlapped the planks unevenly so that

a concertina fan effect allowed me to get the wooden wall to meet the roof beam above it in a

flush manner. But a concertina fan effect in wooden cladding does stand out as rather uneven.

It is apparently the case that when people know that you use recycled materials in your

building projects, they will give you a bunch of stuff that they want to get rid of but cannot

sell or be bothered to transport to a garbage-disposal site. In this manner, Emma and I had

been gifted several rolls of old carpet that had been ripped from a house during renovations. I

had used some of the carpet to cover the compost and keep moisture in it and sunshine off it,

but there was quite a lot of carpet left. I decided to use it as temporary walling for some parts

of the new structure. These carpets went up on the east side of the structure, and within the

structure itself  so that  it  became divided into a small  area and a larger area.  The smaller

section was to become a temporary toilet  space, and the larger section the kitchen-lounge

area. I hung the tarp from the back wall of the smaller space, which took some experiments in

folding to get right. The remaining north-facing wall was left open, un-cladded, un-carpeted,

allowing us to take in the sunnier side of the skyline. Northerly winds were scarce, and the

low-arching winter sun would reach its rays deep into the kitchen-lounge area. Conversely, in

the summer, shade would be provided because the high-arching sun at that time of year would

not get its rays into the area.

It  occurred to  me that  I  had dismantled  one extremely  squatter-esque structure  by

taking down the tarp, but I had assembled another shaggy space to be in. In its defence, it was

much less shaggy than the tarp situation, but the carpeted walls were more than rustic, and the

tarp was still incorporated as the back wall of the structure. I should have finished the job by

cladding the  entire  structure  immediately,  but  I  needed to  delegate  my attention  to  other

things. I still had to fulfil my research obligations, which boiled down to producing several
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more sets of notes outlining different philosophical concepts for students, as well as creating

the lecture slide-shows. The plot-work was ongoing, as were the Pilates and yoga classes that

I taught. But having heard a call to try and create something of a community project, and

having let some ideas brew while I had been working on the kitchen-lounge, something else

was emerging that I wanted to apply myself to.

I had a Master’s degree at the time. I started it in 2006 while lecturing part-time at a

college in my home town. I was able to do an MA because I had applied for funding from

SA’s National Research Foundation, and the application had been successful – the degree had

been fully paid for. While building the new kitchen-lounge and wondering how I could go

about creating a small version of a rustic low-tech permaculture project somewhere else, one

that would be more accessible for the public, I contacted my friend and philosophy mentor,

Bert, who was employed at the university I would start lecturing at part-time for the second

half of that academic year. Emma and I had already spent some social time with his partner

and him, and we had done a few day-hikes with them, so I felt comfortable enough to ask Bert

if he would be my supervisor if (and this was a big if) I could get a proposal together for a

PhD. He said yes. With his support, and with a proposal, I would be able to apply for a funded

PhD from the NRF.

The plan I was hatching involved proposing a partly qualitative and partly quantitative

study, involving a nice mix of theory and practice,  focused on various aspects of a small

permaculture project. I wasn’t quite sure of the finer details, but the broader vision was to use

some of the PhD funding to put up a small roof, much like the one I had just erected, in a field

in the city somewhere. Water would be caught on the roof and stored in tanks; a few raised

beds would be made and vegetables would be grown; a compost toilet would be constructed

and humanure compost would be integrated into the system. The theoretical component would

involve philosophically contextualising the physical component, and data would be captured

from participants who would be involved in the project. I figured that this would tick several

boxes for me. It would allow Emma and me to engage with permaculture beyond the confines

of the Estate fence and thereby achieve some kind of public engagement. It would give me a

focus for the following three or four years. And it would provide me with a small income.

So during May of 2013, I added to the time I was already spending on the computer by

starting a proposal for a PhD that would involve an eclectic mix of permaculture practice,

philosophy, and ecology. Nothing guaranteed that this was a good idea: word on the street

was that as a white male, the NRF was unlikely to fund me. There was no way that I would

have been able to pay for the studies, seeing as the cash I was earning from the exercise
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classes I was teaching, combined with the income from part-time university work, amounted

to very little money. Emma didn’t have work lined up for the rest of the year, nor did she want

it – she wanted to focus on the permaculture project that we had come to SA to establish, and

she  had earned  enough through her  lecturing  stint  to  cover  her  contributions  to  monthly

expenses for the rest of the year.  So financially  things looked fine for us for 2013, but I

needed a bursary if I was going to pursue the PhD. And to get a bursary I would need to have

a convincing proposal, and I had until the end of August before applications had to be in. I

jumped to the task and started scheming a proposal in the hope that doing so would open new

chapters in the rustic low-tech journey that Emma and I were well into. And I giggled at what

appeared to be a scenario in which a glorified and slightly confused squatter set his eyes on a

PhD.
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Chapter 10: Philosophy 101

With the daylight hours in May in South Africa being relatively short, I was able to spend

more time in the shack working on the computer than during the summer months. I stayed on

top of my research and lecture-material writing commitment, and I managed to make decent

strides with the PhD proposal, which often occupied me until the early hours of the mornings.

I spent some of the daylight hours working on making the kitchen-lounge area functional,

while  also  attending  to  a  range of  DIY jobs  around our  allocated  zone to  make it  more

liveable. I still cycled twice a week to go and teach a Pilates class, followed by a yoga class,

and I would cycle home in the dark with the help of a headlamp to arrive to a hot vegetarian

meal that Emma had cooked for us.

Emma and I had made a habit of getting to the beach at least once a week, and going

for the odd walk in areas that were all new to her. One of these areas was a gorge halfway

between Port Elizabeth and the famous surfing town of Jeffrey’s Bay.  With winter nearly

upon us, I suggested that we take a day off from our routines and go and walk in the gorge.

The drive there was just under half an hour. Nearing arrival, we passed a small and rocky

mountain that we had been up a few times with Bert, who I mentioned in the previous chapter.

The view from the top was excellent – one could see far out over the ocean to the south, and

far inland to the north. We drove on and soon arrived to an area that  I had started visiting

when I was 18 years’ old. It was a big cul-de-sac of plots, some of which had houses on, but

most were overgrown with Wattle, Port Jackson, and Bluegum trees – same old story.

We parked our bakkie near a scout hall that almost nobody knew existed, walked past

it, and started making our way down to a path that ran along the edge of the gorge. One of the

plots  close to where we had parked had once been a venue for hikers and rock-climbers to

return to after spending a day in the gorge – this usually involved a night of big drinking. It

also occasionally involved a night of loud rock music, and I had once been the bass guitarist

in a band that played there. I may also have had the odd experience with plant medicines in

the gorge, returning to ride out the latter parts of the process at the venue. I had also been

there on a few occasions when fire swept through the area – on one of those occasions, a

farmer woke me and several of my friends early one Sunday morning after a big night, and he

recruited us as fire-fighters in his attempt to save his house. It was a successful attempt. These

were some of the memories that floated through my mind as we neared the gorge.
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As we walked the path alongside the gorge, I realised that the area held a very special

place in my heart. It is an area that looks particularly harsh upon arrival; then the rocky and

generally dry Fynbos landscape grows on you; then you find yourself making your way down

a steep rocky path that leads first to the sound of running water, and then to the sight of it.

And the sight is quite something – the gorge is relatively narrow, and the cliff walls generally

quite steep. The walls are also constituted by huge jagged rocks that have been exposed by

aeons of weathering and geological forces. Often it looks as if once-horizontal strata of earth

had been pushed vertical, and had then sunk deep into the ground, with the gorge exposing

these geological features for us lucky humans to glimpse and be awed by.

Once Emma and I had made our way to the flowing waters of the river, we zigzagged

alongside and often through the river as we made our way upstream. From where we had

parked, it was about a three hour circular walk back to the vehicle, depending on how much

time one spent at the various resting spots en route. I wanted us to stop at more or less the

halfway point, which is a beautiful big pool that has a safe jumping spot of about three metres

high. There was never a clear path in the gorge – it’s mostly rock down there, and one cannot

leave  a  path  on rocks!  There were  some big patches  of  trees  and reeds  that  one walked

through,  but  these  were  periodically  flooded,  so  any  paths  left  in  these  areas  quickly

disappeared.  One  simply  had  to  go  by  what  appeared  to  be  the  smoothest  way  around

boulders and pools and other obstacles. It occurred to me in the gorge that day that not many

people were walking through it any more, because all possible lines of flight seemed a bit

clogged with debris from the 2012 deluge, and things were quite overgrown.

Emma and I eventually made it to the halfway pool. We spent a fair amount of time

swimming naked in that pool, and tanning in the almost-winter sun on the rocks above a short

and powerful cascading waterfall. The rumbling of the water made it very difficult for us to

hear  each other,  so most  of our time there was spent  in the absence  of  speech.  There is

something about being silent in nature, especially next to a river where the flowing water is

very audible, that soothes the soul like little else. We had lunch there, and as we walked up

the  valley  past  several  more  pools  towards  the  exit  from  the  gorge,  we  spoke  of  how

beautifully different our situation was in comparison to when we had been in the UK. There,

we would never have been able to swim in a gorge pool so near to winter time, and for several

reasons: in the UK, there are few gorges or swimmable gorge pools. Even if there were, the

weather would be entirely uninviting so near to winter; and our devilishly busy lecturing jobs

would have kept us from being able to do much of anything else.
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Our time in the gorge refreshed me immensely, and both Emma and I promised each

other that we would return to it more often. It was only half an hour from where we lived on

the Estate land, and it was like coming to our own private river – we didn’t encounter anyone

else in the gorge during that visit, or during most subsequent visits. To some extent, I had

accurately described my home-region’s weather to Emma, even if I had omitted the part about

the extremes that do occur, like the deluges of 2012. Generally, even in the colder months,

one can spend some time naked in the sunshine. There might be some days during the colder

months when being naked outdoors would not seem like a good idea, but there are not too

many of these. So even in the winter months ahead of us, we could pop to the beach, the

mountain, or the gorge, all within a thirty minutes’ drive of where we lived. While we lacked

the security associated with full-time paid work that usually occupies most of one’s time, we

had arrived at a kind of freedom or flexibility that seemed to make up for our lack of security.

I continued to make music with Damian on a few nights of the week, and once a week

or once every two weeks we would head down-town to the jam room and work on a few

songs with our friends. Late in May, one of the guys was contacted by someone arranging an

event called the Richmond Hill festival, and we were asked to perform on a smaller stage at

the far end of the gathering. The festival was set for the weekend before the winter solstice,

and we had just over three weeks to prepare for the performance. So we all practised a bit

more seriously, and for longer sessions, and I certainly picked up the bass guitar more often at

the Estate land during that time. With the increased music-making added to manual labour of

the plot chores, the ongoing work on the rustic structures and the raised beds, the research

work, the Pilates and yoga classes, and the PhD proposal that I found myself writing, my

schedule was pretty full – and I was happy for it.

Earlier in the year, Emma had started planting seeds and seedlings in the new raised

garden-beds  that  we  had  gradually  been  creating.  She  had  thought  the  process  through

carefully: what she was planting would yield fruit in the colder months, which we were now

approaching. With South Africa’s relatively warm winters, even vegetables like squash and

pumpkins  were growing out  of some of the beds.  This  looked promising,  and I  (perhaps

unwisely) added to my to-do list by scheming a drip-irrigation system for the raised beds that

were either already being used or were in the process of being built. The drip irrigation system

would be quite easy to pull off, I thought, because we did have a mains-water option: a tap

was situated at our little entrance gate. Emma and I were not keen on using grid water, seeing

as we were aiming for an off-grid set-up, but it was becoming clear that compromising on a

number of our ideals was unavoidable.
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So I went and bought a couple of big rolls of 20mm black irrigation pipe, as well as a

bunch of “spider” dripper units, all of which needed to be assembled individually. Each little

unit consisted of a coin-sized valve that stuck into the pipe, and onto the coin part a little four-

way splitter was connected. The four-way splitter had a small section of pipe connected to

each of the four nipples, and the small pipes ran to a dripper peg that one could position near

the roots of a specific vegetable. I dug a trench from the tap at the entrance into our allocated

area all the way to the raised beds, and gradually set up the dripper system. Once completed,

Emma took control of the raised beds, and she did a huge amount of work in the area to make

it  accommodating for different types of vegetables.  For most of 2013, the dripper system

hardly had to be used because it rained fairly consistently. Evidently,  we were still  in the

period of time generally considered to be the ‘end of drought’ time. It did not last long.

The Richmond Hill festival arrived, and we played our gig on the B stage to a small

and confused audience who couldn’t quite get into the flow of loud original rock music played

at 10 O’clock on a chilly winter morning. But the band members all had fun, and that’s all

that matters, right? I had been playing bass guitar for about 12 years at that stage, and it was

always a love-hate relationship. I never went out of my way for proper training, because I was

a Jack of too many trades and I was always carrying with me an endless list of things to do.

So for years I felt like I had reached the limit to what I could do on the bass guitar, and

standing up on a stage in front of a bunch of less-than-impressed faces made me wonder what

the hell I was doing. I started to suspect then already that I soon needed to do a spring-clean

through my messy pile of regular activities, and that playing bass guitar was one of the items

that I would battle to justify keeping. With so many things on the go, it was inevitable that

choices like these would need to be made.

But I kept jamming with Damian now and again, and occasionally with the rest of the

guys, while trying to get through the other items on my large to-do list. One of these items

was new to the list: lecturing a couple of first-year philosophy and critical thinking classes at

the local university. This required that I continue to compile lecture materials, specifically

readings on the given theory of the day, as well as the lecture slides that would be used in

class. So as June turned into July, and as the cooler temps started to set in, I spent a lot of time

huddled in our shack reading and writing. Not only for the lectures that I would soon deliver,

but also for the PhD proposal that I was working on. Here is an extract of the proposal, which

at the time I thought was quite well-written: “In an interview that can be seen and heard in the

online documentary called 'Edible City', Carl Pope, of the Sierra Club, states that ‘there are

short-term problems – the price of oil, water shortage – problems that are much faster than the
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long term problems of climate that we are going to have to wrestle with, and we are fortunate

that the solutions to the short-term problems, are solutions to the long-term problems”.

“This is a rare glimpse of hope in what otherwise looks like a one-way track to a dead

end for various ecological,  economic,  and social  systems as we know them. Permaculture

shares this hope, and incorporates solutions and alternatives into an adaptable, sustainable,

synergistic agricultural approach. It is such a system that this researcher will implement on a

small  scale,  but  on  a  conspicuous  site  –  conspicuous  in  order  to  get  the  attention  and

participation  of  local  community/neighbourhood members.  The site  will  be in  the Nelson

Mandela Bay area, and the intention is to relate the permaculture approach (and its impact in

the context of a Port Elizabeth neighbourhood) back and forth between philosophical ideas

and principles. A permaculture project is one of the few realistically achievable endeavours

that can be implemented to work towards sustainability: a small piece of ground, volunteers

equipped with garden tools, some compostable materials, seeds, water, a few miscellaneous

local materials, time, and at most a communal area for participants to sit in or under where

they can talk and reflect. These are a few of the unlikely ingredients that can be added to our

societal mixing pots in order to try and re-allocate priorities towards the now crucial end-goal

of  realistically-achievable  sustainability,  and  which  can  simultaneously  promote  an

atmosphere of philosophical reflection so characteristic of the discipline. In this way Pierre

Hadot's view – that an aspect of philosophy is that it must be lived, i.e. applied and practical –

can be achieved in the spirit of ecological sustainability.”

That was the kind of stuff I was writing late at night, often after having gone to bed at

22:00 but setting my alarm for 02:00 so that I could focus in the distraction-free quiet of the

night. Emma would wake up to the alarm, but then roll over and mostly sleep through my

typing and the creaks of the old chair I was sitting on – she could sleep through just about

anything. The idea with the proposal was to get it to my friend and PhD supervisor-to-be well

in advance of meeting with other potential co-supervisors so that any creases could be ironed

out before they were noticed by others, thus making it possible to meet bursary application

deadlines while performing the lecturing duties that I knew lay ahead of me. Years of finding

myself in the deep-end of having too many things to do effectively all at once had prepared

me well for this hectically busy period of my life, or so it seemed. After the disrupted sleep I

would wake up in a daze the next day and jump straight back to whatever was most urgent on

the list.

After one particularly strong gale-force wind that brought down a large branch from

the huge Bluegum tree behind our shack, it became the case that felling the tree in question
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was  suddenly  on  top  of  the  to-do list.  It  needed  to  come down anyway,  because  it  was

positioned in the middle of the back garden area in which I had just laid irrigation pipe, and in

which Emma was working so hard to grow vegetables. The tree was blocking out sunlight and

hogging water. So in my cowboy DIY style, I hammered a bunch of wooden slats up the tree

in order to form a ladder, because the tree was way too tall for any extant ladder that I knew

of. Emma was mortified by my actions – she had once seen her father-figure fall off a much

lower structure, and anything to do with tool-work at a height freaked her out. So I asked her

to leave me alone! Then she got angry with me, so I came down from my cowboy ladder, and

resorted to sneaking back to the job whenever she wasn’t looking. I didn’t fall out of that

particular tree, but did from another a few months later, luckily without too many injuries.

Soon I had made my way to the top of the tree – it was easily four stories high, and the

view from the top was great. I used a bow saw to gradually cut side branches off of the thicker

support branches that forked out from the central trunk of the tree. I did what I could until I

could do no more by myself, and that’s when I recruited Emma and a friend to pull long

sections of rope attached to the branches I was cutting so that the falling branches would not

land on the boundary-fence nearby. Emma still wasn’t thrilled with what I was doing, to say

the least, but my argument was that I would be doing it anyway, and I promised to tie myself

onto the main trunk. Things worked out pretty well for me – I tied myself into position, made

a cut, and a big branch fell as expected. But for Emma and my friend Kendal, who were both

holding the rope that  was acting as something of a  pulley-system to lower the branch to

ground, well, they received pretty nasty rope-burns on their hands because the branch was

much heavier than expected. With my two ‘hand-langers’ injured and angry at me, I had to

ask our tree-feller friend, Andrew, to do the rest of the job.

July 10th and 11th arrived,  and Emma and I celebrated our one-year anniversary of

being in SA. It was a day to reflect further on where we were compared to a year earlier.

Unfortunately for us, the exact dates meant that if we had still been lecturing in the UK, we

would have been on summer holiday, which was always an amazing time for lecturers who

had been worked into the ground for most of the academic year. But looking past that specific

fact meant seeing the general pattern of where we were in SA compared to the general pattern

of our lives in the UK. So much had changed, and despite serious physical and psychological

challenges we had experienced during the first eight months of trying to set up our rustic low-

tech lifestyles, things had eventually started to take some shape. We had made things work

financially, although not for the long-term, but we were not on the bones of our asses. We had

spent quality time in good weather while taking in the default offerings of nature that South
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Africa had to offer. And crucially, we were putting our money where our mouths were and

actually doing what we had spoken about doing as an ethical response to the ecological crisis.

Our actions were not necessarily solutions to the crisis, but we had changed our lives.

Then the day of my first university lecture arrived. I got up before five a.m. to get

ready so that  Emma could drop me off at  a  bus stop about five kms towards town. The

university was about 35 kms away from the Estate plot, and there was no way that driving

there and back would be affordable considering that my contract paid peanuts. I had done my

homework, and I found out that a bus ran from near the Estate plot to the university, but there

was only one bus that made this trip, and it passed the relevant pick-up point at 06:15. The

bus fare was negligible, and I figured that my financial constraints meant that I had no choice

but to use the bus – even if it would take two hours to get me to the university. So I arrived

there  at  08:15  after  the  slowest  journey through the  city  I  have  ever  experienced.  I  had

planned for this, and I managed to get a fair amount of reading and writing done on the bus,

despite the fact that it picked up six dozen noisy school kids en route through the city.

Seeing as I had racked up ample lecturing experience by that stage of my life already,

the first ‘Intro to Philosophy’ lecture that I gave went excellently. So did the first ‘Intro to

Critical Thinking’ lecture. I have a great rapport with students, I know the content well, and I

take the job very seriously, all of which makes for a pretty good lecturer. That, and students

tend to find me a little intimidating – I think it’s just the deep frown-lines that I have carried

with me from birth. I had fun delivering the lectures, and the students were full of questions

and comments, which I found to be a sign that I was doing something right. I thought back to

my A Level lecturing days – there, the sessions were two or three hours long, as opposed to

the one-hour-and-fifteen-minutes long lectures I gave that day. The shorter lectures were far

more punchy and way less tedious. The lectures were also focused on content rather than

ticking boxes for the bells and whistles that were expected in the UK A Level environment,

where far too many managers had far too little to do other than come up with ever-more silly

things for lecturers to do other than lecture, prep, and mark.

I was surprised by how much fulfilment I received from the lectures, considering that I

had given my all to setting up a permaculture homestead that was supposed to fulfil me, but

which still seemed to be trapped in something of a bubble. What I mean by being trapped in a

bubble is that the project was fenced in on the Estate land, and it had become clear to me that

it would have no impact in the broader context of the ecological crisis, a context that had

primarily motivated me to take on the project in the first place. Was lecturing philosophy a

way to inspire young minds to ask questions that otherwise might not be asked, and could this
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appease some of my desire to engage beyond the fences of the Estate land? These were some

of the thoughts I was having on the bus on my way back to the drop-off point that evening.

Alarmingly, I was away from the Estate plot for a total of eleven hours so that I could lecture

for a total of two-and-a-half hours.

I needed to make the long trip to the university and back on two days of the week, so I

arranged for my Yoga and Pilates classes to fall on two of the non-lecturing days. I found out

quickly that the two lecturing days of the week were complete write-offs for plot productivity,

as were the two afternoons and evenings when I cycled off to give the exercise classes. I was

left with three full days on the plot, weekends included, to keep doing all the other things on

my to-do list,  as  well  as  two mornings  of  the  week.  The two mornings  ended up being

dedicated to plot chores like cleaning and washing clothing by hand – these didn’t take too

long to do,  which meant  that  they slotted into the  mornings nicely.  I  would tackle  more

logistically-demanding tasks starting Friday mornings and ending Sunday afternoons, with a

perk being that at the end of a Friday and Saturday of work I didn’t have to pack away all the

tools that seemed to get spread everywhere during projects like cladding a wall with pine from

recycled pallets.

This  schedule  that  arose  in  July  2013  persisted  through  to  November.  Luckily,

however, I didn’t have to endure the ridiculously tedious bus-trip to and from the university

for too long. After just  a few weeks of doing my two days of lecturing per week, I was

chatting to the secretary of the department I worked in, and I mentioned the bus situation. She

asked about the details, and I told her where I boarded the bus in the mornings. It turned out

that she lived within a few blocks of that spot, and she offered for me to join her in her car to

and from the university. I could have jumped for joy in her office when I heard her offer.

From that point on, I cycled to her house and arrived there by 06:20 a.m., put my bicycle in

her garage, quickly changed into my work clothes, and sat back to enjoy what was a half an

hour’s drive rather than a two hour bus ride from hell. The cycle to her house took me about

twenty minutes at a gentle pace, which suited me fine at that point.

Where possible, Emma and I would take an opportunity to get away for a weekend. In

August,  for  example,  we  spent  Emma’s  birthday  weekend  in  a  beach-house  in  Cape  St.

Francis. The house belongs to a friend’s father, and all we had to pay was the cleaning fee.

The weather at that time of the year was predictably unpredictable, and we arrived to a gale-

force wind and chilly weather. The sea was wild, and it was very enjoyable to see the ocean in

those conditions, sometimes from the beach, and sometimes from inside the beach-house. I

did some computer-work there that weekend so that I could stay on top of my academic
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obligations, but it was not a stressful addition to the experience, perhaps as it once was in the

UK, where  the  need to  pay attention  to  lecturing  work was ever-present.  Every time we

returned  to  our  rustic  low-tech  homestead,  we  felt  refreshed,  and  more  of  a  spring  was

noticeable in our steps – at least for a while, until manual labour started taking its toll again.

Something  else  was  definitely  taking  a  toll  on  me.  Having been vegetarian  for  a

number of years, and having burnt calories galore by doing huge amounts of manual labour, I

was skinnier than I had ever been as an adult. Not only that, but I was looking pale and gaunt,

something that my mother and grandmother never failed to comment on. I was also becoming

extremely lethargic, and at times I felt like I had no fuel in the tank to do the manual labour

for  whichever  project  I  was  working  on  at  the  time.  And  then  the  cravings  for  cooked

chicken-livers started. I was pretty sure that I wasn’t pregnant, and that the cravings were

perhaps a sign that I needed to listen to my body, which was telling me to eat some liver. I did

a bit of research, and I found out that sometimes in Ayurvedic diets, meat is recommended to

a vegetarian for ‘medicinal  purposes’. I can’t  remember at which point in 2013 I bought,

fried, and ate some chicken livers, but at some stage that’s exactly what I did, and I felt better

for it. It did seem to give me a bit more energy, both physically and mentally.

I spent some time debating with myself about whether occasionally eating chicken-

livers constituted a breach of some ethical line. I had become an egg-eating and cheese-eating

vegetarian for ethical purposes back in the UK, but the ethics had little to do with the eating of

meat. It had to do with the specific facts that, first, I could not personally pull the trigger or

slit the throat on an animal, which I found hypocritical when eating the meat that someone

else (or a machine) had killed. Second, in the UK, a huge amount of meat is imported, with

extremely destructive industries working to keep the supply of meat  flowing. I had never

noticed vegetarianism having much of an impact on me in the UK – I had started at age 28,

and for the first two years, I think my body had enough reserves of minerals and nutrients to

draw from due to me having eaten meat for my entire life (because, well, South Africa!). I

wondered if  my medicinal eating of chicken-livers was symbolic of a broader bending of

ethical standards, and also if the broader bending could be occurring because the evidence

showed the homestead  project  wasn’t  going to  be  part  of  some bigger  and better  ethical

changes in society at large.

It is not inaccurate to say that Emma and I had little choice but to get on with our little

bubble of a rustic low-tech lifestyle that involved some part-time paid work. After a little over

a year of being in SA and building the lives we were living, it was entirely unclear if efforts to

re-organise in a permaculture-esque manner would amount to much in the grand scheme of
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the challenges that inspired or provoked Emma and me to try and re-organise in the first

place. Having taken the plunge, it was not like we could just un-take it. It would have been

very tricky to get back to the UK, and the thought of returning there did not exactly thrill

either Emma or me. One year is not enough to be able to make a realistic judgement on the

success of a project, and I certainly felt that I needed more time. The PhD project idea, I

thought, was very appealing: use the funding to set up a small example of a permaculture-

esque space somewhere in the city, and draw attention to alternative ways of doing things

there.

Bert  and  I  took  my  proposal  to  someone  who  he  thought  might  be  a  good  co-

supervisor  for my proposed study. The man was overseeing a  hub of activities  that  were

grouped under the banner of sustainability. We met at a coffee shop on university grounds,

and I explained my ideas to him. I told him that I wanted to use funding money to set up a

small rustic, low-tech, off-grid structure in a park somewhere in town, and that I would use a

mix of qualitative and quantitative data to contextualise and analyse the project. I filled in a

lot of details  by incorporating philosophical theory that I had used in my proposal,  and I

linked themes from permaculture to themes in philosophy and ecology. His responses were

largely dismissive, almost as if he had been offended by bringing philosophy into the realm of

ecology. Clearly, this was a man who considered himself to be an esteemed scientist, and that

my ideas about small-scale experiments in doing things rustically and in a low-tech manner

had little value in the context of ecology, which he seemed to think is a field best left to

quantitative scientists.

The rejection from the man of science was quite a blow to me, because I had been

hoping for him to open doors to the funding I would need in order to create a more visible

project in a park somewhere.  Bert  encouraged me, and he suggested that I pitch the PhD

entirely  in  the  arena  of  philosophy,  and apply  for  whatever  funding I  could  get.  I  knew

straight away that the funding options available to me would not be sizable enough to cater

for the construction of a small project in a park somewhere. This left me a little disheartened,

but I had Bert on my side, as well as a mostly-written proposal for a PhD. It was at this point

specifically that I had to re-frame what Emma and I were trying to do in general: if it had ever

been about ‘something more’ than us and the way that we lived, then this mythical thing

would  have  to  be  dropped.  Clearly  what  we  were  doing  was  creating  resilience  and

biodiversity in a rustic space directly surrounding us, while living with more autonomy and

fewer comforts than we once had. This simple way of looking at the journey we were on

immediately helped to relieve a lot of pressure that I was feeling about achieving measurable
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outcomes in the bigger picture of sustainability. Despite the relief, I felt like I had failed at

achieving something important, a feeling that I doubt will ever leave me entirely.
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Chapter 11: Great Mountain 

The latter quarter of 2013 was another very busy time for me. I submitted my PhD proposal to

the National Research Foundation in what was a lengthy application for funding. I continued

to do the usual: preparing and lecturing first-year philosophy and critical reasoning classes on

some  days;  teaching  yoga  and  Pilates  classes  on  others;  spending  large  chunks  of  time

working on various aspects of the rustic low-tech abode, including doing a long list of chores

by hand that I had once seen done by appliances or machines. Somehow I still managed to

make the time to get away for a few days, like in early September when Emma and I were

invited on a two-day hike close to the town she had lectured in during the first quarter of the

year. I welcomed the time away from our allocated patch on the Estate land, because the

excursions always refreshed Emma and me, even if progress slowed down on making our

humble abode more liveable.

At the start of September,  I happened to hear about an event in Johannesburg that

would take place near the end of the month, in what was the mid-term university break. The

event was called the Khanyisa Psychoactive Plant  Conference,  and Graham Hancock was

scheduled  to  talk  at  the  event.  I  had  seen  Graham  give  a  presentation  when  I  was  an

undergraduate student. The presentation was on the work he did for his book, ‘Underworld’,

which I quickly read after hearing him talk, and which led to me reading all of his work.

Thereafter I made sure that I kept up to date with what he was doing. It was through an

emailing list that I had subscribed to that I found out about the psychoactive plant conference.

Psychoactive plants were also an interest of mine, for reasons that I have not explored in the

pages of this book yet, but I’ll touch on the topic of plant medicines in Chapter 14, even if

doing so seems radically off-topic!

I spoke to my colleague and friend, who was sharing the lecture load with me, and she

agreed to swap a few lectures around so that I would be able to take off an extra few days and

be away slightly longer than just the one week of the mid-term break. I would have to mark

students’ work during the break, but I also desperately wanted Emma to have the opportunity

to see more of South Africa, and we were faced with a rare opportunity to see Graham present

at a psychoactive plant conference in a country that is usually off all tour maps. A friend of

mine was based in Joburg, and he agreed to let us stay with him if we could make it all the

way up to the big city. And if Emma and I did a round-trip, we would be able to stop at the

Drakensberg Mountain en route back south. I had hiked through parts of those incredible
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mountains several years earlier, and I wanted to see them again, and also make it possible for

Emma  to  experience  their  magnitude  and  majesty  too.  It  didn’t  take  much  deliberation

between Em and me for us to agree that the road-trip must be taken, and before I knew it I had

arranged a pair of tickets to the psychoactive plant conference.

We did the road-trip in the beat-up old bakkie. The vehicle had recently had work

done to its engine again – its heads had undergone another skimming. The drive was fine, but

the old car was clearly on a downward spiral, and we drove a little slower than the speed

limit. This made for about a thirteen hour trip to Jozi, and we divided the journey in two by

camping on the shore of the huge Gariep dam situated just below the halfway point. It was

quite an experience to behold the centralised approach to working with a resource like water

through permaculture lenses. I don’t think about water as a resource, because that seems to me

to be a little too objectifying of such a precious substance. But being next to the dam made it

clear that water was being treated purely as a resource here: the massive walls and pillars of

concrete  everywhere,  the  evidence  of  blasting  and  quarrying,  the  huge  pipes  and  heavy

machinery… Everything there spoke of the industrial mindset and model.

We arrived in Joburg the following day, timing our arrival with my friend’s return

from work, and we spent the night catching up over a few beers. I awoke in the middle of the

night to noises outside. I peeked out the curtains of the upstairs room we were in, and I saw

two men in municipal outfits working on what appeared to be a water-leak coming up through

a manhole cover. I thought nothing of it, and went back to sleep. The next morning we awoke

to no water coming out of the taps,  and our friend told us that some copper parts of the

municipal water metres had been stolen during the night. I told him what I had seen that night,

and he laughed and reminded me that I was in Johannesburg, where thieves often operate

without paying much attention to hiding their identities. The men I saw had been out in the

open, disguised in municipal outfits, but making a fair bit of noise, and I was reminded of the

relative safe-zone that Emma and I were fortunate to find ourselves in back down south in

Port Elizabeth.

The psychoactive plant conference was hosted at Wits University. We attended all the

presentations  for  both days,  but  Graham Hancock’s  talks  were the cream of  the  crop,  as

expected.  It  was  encouraging to  see  the conference  well  attended – people  were keen to

engage with a topic  that  was still  quite  taboo in 2013, and most of the discussions were

mature and respectful. Some silly claims were made by some presenters, like when one man

went on and on about the potential for psilocybin to change the entire structure of society in

profoundly positive ways. He was preaching to the converted, and my question to him was,
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“considering the illegality of psilocybin, how would one go about implementing access to it in

a widespread way?” His answer was that you would go and buy it, which absolutely begged

the questions surrounding its illegality.

I mustered up the courage to go and introduce myself to Graham. I thanked him for the

important work that I thought he was doing, and we chatted a bit about his visit to South

Africa. He did say several times that he was knackered from his work-load, and that one of his

hips was giving him trouble and making travel rather challenging. (A year or so later, I would

hear him mention in a podcast that he wondered if his decision to stop his long-term use of

Cannabis was the cause of his new hip problem.) Emma and I attended the conference ‘after-

party’,  which one might  expect  to  be a roar considering that  it  was a psychoactive  plant

conference, but the event was very tame. Emma and I spoke to Graham’s wife, Saantha, for a

large chunk of time, who asked us several questions when she found out about our rustic low-

tech  journey.  We  also  met  the  Dagga  Couple,  Julian  Stobbs  and  Myrtle  Clarke,  who

appropriately handed us a joint. I spoke to Julian for quite some time about a number of topics

that we were both interested in, including San Pedro cacti. As a cannabis activist, I admired

him greatly. It occurred to me that by going so far out of our way and driving from Port

Elizabeth to Joburg, we got to meet three people that I could proudly (and rarely) call role

models. Years later, Julian would be shot and killed in an alleged armed robbery involving

some  weird  circumstances  involving  the  robbers  initially  fleeing  with  their  bounty  but

returning to shoot Julian.

Emma and I left Joburg early on Monday morning. We wanted to get out of the city,

which was simply too big and busy and congested for us. It took about an hour of driving

before we were out of the traffic and heading south-east towards Durban on the N3. We exited

the freeway at some stage and headed for the quaint town of Clarence, where we stopped for

lunch and spent some time looking at the arts and crafts for sale in numerous village-square

shops. I bought an ammonite fossil pendant necklace (which I would wear permanently from

that point on), and then we made our way through the Golden Gate area of the Drakensberg,

which  presents  one  with  a  remarkably  beautiful  and  unique  rocky  landscape  of  winding

mountain passes. We could have camped at a nice camp-site in the area, but I was keen to

keep going and reach our destination: the mighty Sentinel. To get there, one had to veer well

out of the way and basically drive up the back of the Drakensberg mountain. Few people ever

do this, because the road is treacherous and the hut that one arrives to is rather grimy.

But if one is willing to brave the road and the hut, they would find themselves nestled

in a fold of a majestic mountain at what feels like the top of South Africa – indeed, it is only
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about 300 metres lower than the highest point of the country. The weather is wild up there,

with wind often knocking people off of their feet, but we only had to endure a strong wind.

Emma and I found ourselves in absolute awe of the magnitude of the landscape. We parked

the bakkie, said our thanks to whatever powers-that-be that had made it possible for the old

vehicle to have made it over such rough and steep terrain, prepared our two bunk-bed spaces

in the hut, and walked to a point that revealed the most spectacular view of the Royal Natal

Park area below us. We were literally almost one kilometre higher than the land we were

looking at below us, an area that we would drive to in a few days’ time to camp there. The

camp-site was about seven kms away as the crow flew, but the drive would take about three

hours from where we were watching the sunset.

We had a good night’s sleep, and set out early the following day to walk to the top of

the Tugela Falls, the second highest waterfall in the world. I am under the impression that if it

weren’t for a protruding ledge that creates a single point of cascade in the fall of the water, it

would be the world’s highest waterfall. To get to it, one has to walk some distance to two

chain ladders that nobody with even the remotest fear of heights would be able to ascend. The

ladders weren’t problems for Emma and me – in fact, the climb was thrilling. With nobody

else around, and with no restrictions on our freedom to put ourselves at risk by hiking in

potentially deadly terrain, it really felt to me like we were at a literal and metaphorical peak of

our experience in SA since mid-2012. Having ascended some of the highest mountains in the

UK,  I  knew that  what  Emma and I  were doing there  on  the  Drakensberg  made the  UK

experiences look pale, even bland, in comparison.

It wasn’t often that I felt like I had done Emma any favours by being South African.

Sure, the rustic, low-tech, cheap-and-cheerful way we lived in SA was much easier to pull off

in the country than anywhere else that I knew of. But often it felt to me like there were few

bragging-points  for  the  country,  especially  because  the  people  in  my  home-town  were

generally extremely conservative, and a little because South Africans in general are scarred

from various socio-political and economic aspects of the Apartheid and post-Apartheid eras.

The only time I ever felt like I had done Emma a real favour by bringing her to SA was when

we were in the beauty of nature. As we made our way to the edge of the plateau that fed the

Tugela Falls, I felt like I was facilitating an experience for her that she would battle to have in

many other places. There are beautiful places all over the world, to be sure, but visiting the

top of the Drakensberg mountains is a decent item to have on any bucket list.

The plateau that we were on is the top of the Amphitheatre section of the Drakensberg

mountains. You can’t see the amphitheatre in its entirety while you’re on it, but you can stand
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right on the precipitous edges and see different sections of the vertical mountain walls. Emma

and I were lucky to be up there in weather that allowed us to see down into the valleys below

us, as well as into the far-away KwaZulu-Natal plains. When I had been up there almost a

decade earlier, three of the five days of the hike that I was doing had zero visibility, and the

group relied almost exclusively on the GPS unit that we had with us for navigation purposes.

The two clear days more than made up for the time spent in the clouds, and I had vowed to

come back to the Berg one day. Often in the UK, my mind wandered back to the exact spot

where Emma and I were standing and staring at the start of the mighty Tugela river. And there

I was, back again, but a very different person to the one who had been there several years

earlier. It was a special moment for me.

We spent  a  while  up  there  taking  it  all  in.  Then,  when  the  clouds  threatened  to

envelope us, we reluctantly made our way back to the hut. Instead of spending another night

in the grimy hut, we decided to do the three hour drive to the Royal Natal National Park,

where  we  had  planned  to  camp.  We  had  clearly  seen  the  park  from  the  top  of  the

Amphitheatre. With the camp-site we were heading to being so close to the Sentinel as the

crow flew, it was amusing, and a little frustrating, that it took us about three hours to drive to

it. The drive took a bit longer than usual though, seeing as a long section of road was under

construction (or better, destruction), with almost nothing left of the single-lane gravel road

that was temporarily being used by what appeared to be mostly big trucks. When we arrived

to the Royal Park, I commented on the lack of a road, and the receptionist told me that it had

been like that for years because the contractor started the job, removed the old road’s surface,

and then disappeared with the money that had been allocated for the rest of the job. That’s

South Africa for you!

The Royal Park is situated in one of the most beautiful mountain settings imaginable.

The main view sector is of the Amphitheatre, the huge rock-face that Emma and I had been

standing on the day before but could not see because, well, we were on top of it. There is an

abundance of crystal-clear fresh stream water all over the place, with a variety of fauna and

flora that never ceases to be interesting and even amusing. Emma and I set up our tent in the

camp-site, poured a glass of wine each, and strolled along a path that disappeared off behind

the site. Within minutes, we were alongside a strong-flowing river, and the landscape rapidly

became steeper, revealing to us that we were at the bottom of a beautiful side-gorge of the

Amphitheatre area. We walked slowly along the well-trodden path – the initial part of the path

was even suitable for wheelchair access. But it did get very steep very quickly, and we turned

around to get back to the tent with enough light to start cooking our dinner.
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Camping, for us, was not too different from regular living. In fact, camping was one of

the few occasions where we had the opportunity to have a regular  shower.  We had been

washing ourselves out of a bucket for more than a year back at our rustic abode, so the camp-

site ablution facilities always struck me as luxurious. The experience of opening a tap and

having hot water pour out of it was something that I did not take for granted. I would get wet,

turn off the tap, lather up with soap, rinse off, and be done after about thirty seconds of total

water-flow. I realised that there was nothing but myself that prevented me from having a

twenty-minute long hot shower if I wanted to, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. I could hear

water running for long periods of time as other people took advantage of the ‘free’ water, but

I thought that such inconsideration was the least of the world’s problems – we were, after all,

in the main water catchment area of South Africa.

Em and I set off early the next morning to do the Amphitheatre walk. It ran from the

main accommodation areas of the Park all the way to the base of the Tugela Falls. The path

ascended  gently  alongside  the  Tugela  river  in  the  basin  of  the  Amphitheatre,  with  its

humongous walls towering higher and higher as we approached it.  We reached a point at

which we entered an area of steep and smooth cliffs on either side of us, and soon we were

walking along a pebbly section of river-bed that opened up to the occasional pool of crystal-

clear  and ice-cold water.  We went  quite  far towards the base of the Falls,  but when one

section of gorge opened up to another, and then another, and then another, we decided to stop

so that we could get back to the camp at a decent hour. Our turn-around point couldn’t have

been too far from where we were standing a day before – to be precise, it was 1000 metres

higher up. It was strange to think that the temperature difference between the top and the

bottom of the falls was more than 10 degrees C.

When we arrived back at  our tent,  we found one of the front flaps of it  torn and

dangling. On closer inspection, it appeared that something had managed to tear its way into

the  front  semi-open  section  of  the  tent  where  we had  left  a  box of  wine  and a  tube  of

toothpaste.  We had been careful  not  to leave food out that  might  attract  animals,  but  we

hadn’t figured that wine and toothpaste could be temptations. While we were scratching our

heads, a fellow camper came over to us, saying that she was wondering where we had been all

day, and that a baboon was seen tampering with our tent. She added that the baboon had then

proceeded  to  mess  with  other  tents  and  campers.  Judging  by  the  empty  box  of  wine,  I

suspected that we had lured the baboon in, and that it had become tanked on our red wine – a

lot of red wine! But at least it would have had a nice-smelling breath after eating all of our

toothpaste!
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Emma and I spent the following day near the camp-site, mostly in the area we had

found behind the camp area. It is a stunning section of nature, with fresh flowing water that

has a tangible healing effect. We swam in that river a few times, and managed to complete a

circular walk that ovalled out on either side of the river, reaching quite high into the hills. I

felt calmer and more grounded than I could remember, and I thought back to the state of my

mind in the UK. Sitting there in the Drakensberg, I began to wonder how much of my desire

to embark on an experiment in alternative living was due to the artificial environment I had

lived in for several years without much exposure to mother nature, combined with too much

research into states of affairs over which I had no control and which bred a high default level

of background stress. I felt completely de-stressed and relaxed after absorbing the clean vibes

of the Great Mountain, despite none of the big worrying issues having diminished.

We made  our  way to  the  southern  Berg  after  spending some time  in  its  northern

region.  We had been told by friends  that  we should visit  a  place  called  Cobham, which

seemed conspicuously British in comparison to many of the names of places that we drove

through that day. It turned out to be another spectacularly beautiful park. The mountainous

regions directly in front of the camping area were not as steep or impressive as in the northern

Berg, but they were breathtakingly beautiful. We went for a long walk the day after we set up

our torn tent, and the excursion ended up taking us much longer than we had planned. The

further we went along the hiking trail, the bigger the mountains seemed to appear, and after a

thorough look at  the map I had bought for the occasion,  I realised that we were walking

towards the section of mountain that hosted the Sani Hotel, and beyond it, the Sani Pass. This

pass is one of South Africa’s most famous drives, but one needed a 4x4 to be able to handle

the terrain, so unfortunately we couldn’t add the drive to our itinerary.

We made the long downhill journey back south, detouring into the small city of East

London, which has absolutely no resemblance to the East part of London whatsoever. Emma

had arranged for us to stay with her friends, Dougie and Karen, who had also moved back to

SA from the UK. They lived in a big house in a beautiful suburb near the beach, with a valley

running alongside their home. It was beautiful, but it didn’t seem particularly safe, which is a

typical scenario that many people find themselves facing when living in SA. On the drive to

Port Elizabeth the next day, I found myself quite relieved to be getting back home, despite

most of the road-trip having taken us to very enjoyable and beautiful destinations. I also found

myself double-taking the fact that I had thought of our allocated area of land as ‘home’ – I

had not done so up until this point, and perhaps it had something to do with the trip being the

longest period of time we had spent away from the plot.
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We returned to a cat. It hissed at me as I walked into the kitchen-lounge area. Not

expecting a cat, I thought that the hiss had come from a puff adder on the ground somewhere,

which caused me to jump in a reflex action. My jumping action sparked a reflex action in the

cat, which jumped in response to me jumping. We both made eye-contact in mid-air, and that

is how Mr Mao and I met. He didn’t want anything to do with us at first, and we didn’t want a

cat,  so we tried to ignore each other.  He must have moved in while  we had been away,

probably  because  of  the  mice  that  had  started  to  appear  with  the  arrival  of  spring.  His

standoffishness changed when I cooked chicken livers for medicinal meat-eating purposes at

some point – Mister was the world’s greatest fan of chicken livers, it turned out. It didn’t take

long before he was on my lap and under the duvet  covers.  I  intended to pass him on to

someone who wanted a cat, but instead I ended up cutting a hole into the shack wall and

mounting a cat-flap.

I mentioned mistaking Mister Mao’s first ever hiss at me for the sound of a puff adder.

I had good reason to respond with such a sudden recoil by jumping two feet into the air before

even knowing what I was doing. Generally speaking, human beings have a natural tendency

to respond with a reflex to a potential threat like a venomous snake, because doing so helps

ensure one’s survival. More specifically, however, the area we lived in quickly showed itself

to be puff adder central. In 2012 already, the first puffy encounter was with a massive one. I

saw it  as I was approaching the compost heap one day – it was so big that it  took me a

moment to realise that I was looking at a snake. I shouted for Emma, who came to my side,

and with her eyes safely on the puffy, I ran for Damian and a bucket. The three of us spent 30

minutes sneaking to about two metres away from the snake, rolling the bucket in front of it,

jumping back, and using a three metre long stick to try and prod the snake into the bucket. We

were all treating it as if it were a hand-grenade ready to explode at any second. After much

sweat and adrenaline, we got it into the bucket.

Emma and I drove it to a snake centre on the outskirts of town, and we were met by a

petite young female volunteer snake-handler. We explained that we had a puff adder in the

bucket,  placing emphasis on our words and handling the bucket in manners that signified

“deadly snake, be careful, don’t die”. The barely 18 year old woman took the bucket, placed it

on the floor, and opened the lid in one quick movement. Emma and I stepped well back. The

huge puffy had raised the top third of its body, and its head was almost at the rim of the

bucket. Instead of stepping back from it, the young woman leaned forward, stared closely at

its face, and then said that it’s a male with a slight eye injury. She closed the bucket, picked it

up, and said that she would be right back after she transferred it to an area for snake-release.
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When she returned, I asked where it would be released, and she said into one of several areas,

including near to the Estate land on which we lived.

After  the  over-reaction  to  our  first  puffy  catch-and-release,  and  realising  that  any

snake we caught would potentially be released near our rustic abode anyway, I decided that I

would try a catch-and-release with the next snake to be encountered at the Estate land. I was

lucky that a couple of Red-lipped Herald snakes were the first volunteers in my solo snake-

handling experience. Their bites are not deadly, though they hurt and the venom may give one

a headache for a while. But they are moody and snappy, and my first interaction with one was

over at the compost pile again. It was under a section of carpet that I was using to shade the

compost – when I lifted the carpet and saw it, my first reaction was to catch-and-release it, but

I  erred towards identifying it  first.  I  replaced the carpet  gently,  and went and sought the

advice of the internet. The snake’s markings and colours made it easy to identify, and when I

read that it wasn’t too poisonous, I decided not to catch-and-release, but rather gain some

experience and play with it.

The experiment occurred via a couple of sticks to which I attached v-shaped wire. The

Herald snake was still under the piece of old carpet when I lifted it again. I used one stick to

cautiously pull at the centre of its body, which it didn’t like one little bit, and it hissed and

lunged at me. It slithered away from me at an impressive pace, but I managed to use the stick

to pick it up and suspend it in the air for a few seconds. It slithered off the v of the stick, and I

left it to be on its way. It was back again in the same place a few days later, no doubt hunting

small frogs and rodents. I respected its right to be there, so I moved it into a pile of sticks right

next to the compost bins – after all, it’s venom is not a problem, nor would it pose much of a

threat to Jacqui and Damian’s toddler. It occurred to me that I had actually done the Herald

snake a favour by creating such a warm and moist compost environment, an environment that

was obviously attracting critters that the snake must have been preying upon.

The general environment that Emma, Damian and I were creating was also extremely

attractive to puff adders. With large moisture-retaining hugel walls all over the place, which

are glorified piles of branches and leaves, the puffies had loads of room to hide and hunt in.

Before I knew it, I had caught-and-released several puff adders of different sizes. The ethics

of doing so were questionable, but I knew that the gardener employees on the plot simply

killed snakes whenever they saw them without thinking twice about doing so. I figured I was

taking them to a safer area, one that I knew was uninhabited and also a natural puffy terrain. It

was confirmed to me by several sources that the natural predators of puffies are big birds of
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prey, which for various worrying reasons had diminished in number or were less likely to

catch the snakes when human beings are putting the birds off from doing their thing.

So I ended up becoming quite adept at catching snakes, and I learned an important

lesson from them – the calmer I was when working with them, the calmer they would be. I

like to imagine that snakes, with their heat-seeking vision, see less of a threat when near a

person who is breathing deeply and actively lowering his heart rate. A person with high levels

of adrenaline would have quicker blood-flow, which the snake, I thought, would literally see.

Of course, any hot-blooded creature would be visible to a snake, but I liked to think that I was

seen as less of a threat when I kept myself as calm (and blue?) as possible. The reality was

probably that in breathing deeply, and lowering my heart rate and adrenaline response, it was

me  who  was  calmer  and  cooler  and  less  inclined  to  make  quick  movements  and  rash

decisions. Whatever the case may be, both Emma and I became far less jumpy around snakes

as time living with them passed. We simply had to get used to them, seeing as they were part

and parcel of our particular rustic low-tech experience.
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Chapter 12: The Whole Hog

The latter part of 2013 rolled on in much the same direction that had been established from

about the mid-year point. Emma had completed a teaching stint at Rhodes University in the

first quarter of the year, with the occasional extra marking commitment popping up here and

there, but mostly she continued to expand the garden areas. Her main focus was evidently on

increasing biodiversity – she never planted vegetables in isolation, but instead made sure that

indigenous flowers and succulents were incorporated into the raised beds. I was lecturing on

two days of the week, teaching yoga and Pilates on another two days, and hitting the plot

chores as hard as possible on weekends and on some mornings and one afternoon of the week.

Both Emma and I  would visit  my 72 year  old grandmother  on a Friday morning,  which

involved a very slow visit to a supermarket, followed by a ‘breakfast special’ at a restaurant

frequented mostly by pensioners from the same retirement complex that my gran lived in.

After  having had such a  memorable  and refreshing trip  into  the mountains  of  the

Drakensberg, Emma and I were keen to get on board for as many hiking and mountain trips as

possible.  While  we shared a passion for rustic  low-tech living,  and saw the lifestyle  as a

manifestation  of  various  ecological  principles  mixed  with  a  critical  attitude  towards  the

problems of profiteering at the heart of the global socio-political and economic edifice, we

were still on a quest of some kind. The quest had led us partly to the lifestyle, but it quickly

became clear to me that our new homestead on the Estate land was only one step in a broader

journey. This journey also involved being in different beautiful natural spaces, appreciating

nature, moving through it as our distant ancestors perhaps once did, which is to say quietly

and on foot. For us, this meant hiking – sometimes short walks on the beach or through a

gorge near to where we lived, but sometimes for longer periods of time through much bigger

and more challenging landscapes.

An opportunity arose for Em and me to join a group of hikers who were  doing the

Amatola hike. It is heralded as South Africa’s toughest trail: six days and 100 kms through

the semi-rainforested mountains of the northern part  of the Eastern Cape, with every day

involving at least a few formidable ascents and descents to the tops of the highest mountains

and the depths of the deepest gorges and valleys in the area. I had walked it twice prior to the

age of 24, and I was itching to do the trail  with Emma – I knew she would love it.  We

received our invite to join the hiking group at the beginning of October, with the hike taking

place in early December. I would just be able to manage getting exam papers marked and
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returned before departing for the hike, which would clear my part-time academic calendar of

all duties for 2013, and I informed my yoga and Pilates clients that I would be away for a

while.  Damian  agreed  to  pop over  to  our  shack area  to  feed  the  cat  and water  Emma’s

seedlings while we were away. All we had to do was acquire a few more hiking essentials,

and increase our fitness levels a bit, which we did by going for a five km run twice weekly for

the month before the hike.

The small  convoy of cars arrived to the starting point of the trail  in the afternoon

before day one of the hike. A vehicle had to be left at the end point, which involved two

vehicles heading off for about four hours and only one returning. I was one of the drivers for

this vehicle drop-off, and as we approached the town of Hogsback, which is more or less

where the hike ends, I felt excited and somewhat spell-bound. The pass leading up to the

village  transports  one  from  fairly  ordinary  flat  and  grassy  geographical  surrounds,  to  a

majestic mountain dimension exploding with greenery. The village is literally on a mountain,

and it is also surrounded by even higher mountains. Having arrived at the town twice before

when completing the Amatola hike as a slightly younger man, I felt something of the physical

and mental defragmentation that is ingrained into hikers after six days of doing little other

than  walking  and  being  fully  in  nature.  I  realised  that  Hogsback  had  a  strong  romantic

attraction for me.

When the other driver and I arrived back at the camp-site and starting-point of the

hike, the other group members already appeared to have absorbed some of the calming semi-

mountainous vibes. Tents were up, as were the feet of several of the crew, and a few beers had

been consumed. Emma and I were the youngest of the group at 31 years old, with only one

other person in her thirties. The rest were all over 50, with the oldest being 70. I think that the

person who invited us to join the group, Jeff, did so because he wanted young and fit people

on board in case someone needed to run for help or carry a wounded person’s bag. I had

performed both of those emergency functions during more than one hike – in fact, the very

spot at which we were camping was where I had to run back to after completing the first day

of the hike when I first did it in about 2002. A friend of an acquaintance had been left behind

by my acquaintance, and the guy, who was very overweight and overloaded, and who had

never hiked before, had become lost and overwhelmed in the woods. He had managed to find

mobile reception at some point, and had contacted his wife in tears to tell her that he was lost

and dying. She had then contacted my acquaintance, and he and I ran back to rescue the lost

ox, who opted out of the hike and arranged for rangers to get him out of there. He donated to

the group three massive rump steaks that nobody knew he had tried to carry in his backpack.
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Day one of the hike is a relatively easy, but still mainly uphill, walk of about fourteen

kms to the first hikers’ hut. Well, this is what most hikers opt to do. There was, however, an

option to detour off of the main route and add about six kilometres to the day’s walk. Emma

and I were up for the challenge. We said goodbye to the rest of the group, and off we went on

what  quickly proved to be a path that  had not been walked in a very long time.  But we

continued, often having to climb under or over fallen trees, and squeezing ourselves through

thick bushes that had grown into the path. Being day one of a six-day hike, our bags were

very full and heavy, and at about halfway into the detour, we realised that we had made a big

mistake. The going was extremely tough, and with about 21 kilograms on my back, one of my

knees started to ache. This was at the seven kms point of a hike that would total 106 kms,

seeing as we were adding to the distance by taking the longer detour. Being halfway into the

detour, we kept going rather than turn back, only to be met with obstacles like protruding

boulders that needed to be surmounted with the help of rusty old chains.

Em and I eventually made it back onto the main path, which happens to be the start of

the ten km uphill slog to the hut. We took it slowly, and while we walked, I remembered that I

had done exactly the same thing the second time I had walked the trail several years earlier.

On that occasion, the same thing happened to me – my knee was left a little wounded, though

the path was not overgrown back then. There was nothing I could do about my repeated injury

and offence, and Emma and I kept at our slog up the mountain. It is a beautiful place to walk

through at a slow speed, taking in the trees and other plant-life as one hobbles along, so I

didn’t complain. It was particularly interesting to see a burst of different fungi in the forest.

We had started the hike after several days of rain, and with the sun out and warming up the

forests, more and more fungi started to appear. I had an old digital-still camera with me, and I

went on a fungi photo-shoot.

We arrived to the hut much later  than the others,  who had all  had warm showers

because there was a hot water fire-powered ‘donkey’ that someone had cranked up. It was

quite ironic that day one’s walk ended with me being the slightly injured party, seeing as I

(along with Emma) was the youngest person there and was perhaps unofficially meant to be

the helper in case of injuries. I had a wash, and got straight to rubbing my knee with creams

and gels, and I stretched it later in the night too. I had with me two thin fabric knee-guards

that I pulled out of my first-aid kit, and I hobbled around that evening and night getting used

to the limited movement in my knee. Despite being the wounded member of the party, I was

still up with Emma until much later than the other hikers, who all retired to bed shortly after

sundown. I was also the first to rise, relieved to find that my knee was feeling okay. I went
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outside to a blazing red pre-sunrise sky, with the moon floating right above the outline of the

mountain on the other side of the valley.

It struck me then that a large part of my love for nature and the outdoors had been

cultivated on numerous hikes, both multi-day and single-day trips, spanning a period of about

eight years. My girlfriend before Emma had an older sister who got into hiking when she left

school, and fortunately she was not adverse to having her younger sister and her sister’s well-

meaning but clueless boyfriend tag along for the hikes. We did one big hike a year for eight

years, and for about four of those years, we managed to squeeze in a second long hike. When

I say long hikes I mean five days on average. I was not from a family of hikers, so I was

fortunate to be given the opportunity to join groups of people who were willing to share

travel-costs  and  bundle  eight  to  twelve  people  into  two  or  three  vehicles.  I  borrowed

equipment at first, and was given a family friend’s old army backpack at one stage, which I

used for something like ten hikes in my early twenties. I also worked at a series of restaurants

from the age of twenty to twenty-three, later adding in some yoga and Pilates classes into the

mix, and even part-time lecturing for a couple of years before heading to the UK, so gradually

I accumulated my own hiking gear as I was able to afford it.

Staring at the moon hovering above the mountain, with a sky full of reds and pinks in

the background, I knew that I was privileged to have been exposed to so much of the beauty

of nature in all those previous hikes. I had seen many scenes that took my breath away and

sent shivers up and down my spine, and they were often what I drew inspiration from when I

was stuck in the dreariness of a UK winter. Once again, I questioned whether the drive I had

felt back in the UK to live differently was only partly in response to the intricate mess of

issues  that  defines  life  in  the  first  quarter  of  the  twenty-first  century,  but  also  partly  in

response to not having hiked for several years or spent much time in wild nature. I would be

withholding information if I didn’t add that in between the hikes of my early to mid twenties,

I would occasionally have an experience induced by plant medicines, and whenever I did, it

was in nature. There are no words that can describe the power of the experience in general,

but I should add that the bond that is formed between human and non-human life when the

human is under the incredible spell of plant sacred medicines is extremely strong. I didn’t

have that experience while in the UK, and being back in the Amatolas reminded me of it.

So I hobbled along happily on day two, which despite being a long eighteen-and-a-

half  kms wasn’t  too  hard on my knee  because there  were not  too many steep climbs  or

descents to make on that day. The first two days of the Amatola hike are perhaps the least

spectacular and physically demanding, but they prepare one nicely for the following days.
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Day three, for example, starts with a major ascent; then it plateaus, and descends again to the

depths of a deep valley before reaching another major ascent in a beautiful waterfall forest.

Some of the older members of the group started to battle halfway through day three, with the

ascent to near the top of the highest peak in the area being almost too much for some of them

to manage. Only Jeff and I had done the hike before, but neither of us dared to point out that

the toughest days were still ahead of us. Day four, for example, took us over the top of the

highest peak in the area, then descended along a glacial  scree before plateauing, and then

dropping off into the steepest and meanest descent that I can remember making on a hike. It

was halfway down that descent that I handed over my fabric knee-braces to a fellow hiker of

about 60 years old who looked like he was about to keel over and cry.

Emma  did  remarkably  well  in  such  challenging  terrain.  She  clearly  loved  the

experience of hiking, which involved spending almost all day outside and living entirely out

of the bag that one carries along with them. Unsurprising,  because she had done a lot  of

backpacking when she was younger. She had a small backpack that I had added two plastic

cylinder tubes to for extra storage, but the bag was not made for extra weight, and the straps

cut into her shoulders and the bottom of the bag chaffed and bruised her coccyx area. But she

soldiered on without complaint. We had tried to do the Wainwright hike through the Lake

District in 2011, but we had been washed off the trail as early as on day two in typically

British weather. For several days we stuck around the Lakes and camped at a few camp-sites

that we would have walked to in better weather. Whenever a gap in the weather appeared, we

would go for a long walk, but the experience was nothing like proper multi-day hiking. I was

relieved that Em was getting to have another experience in what makes South Africa great –

our hikes are among the best in the world. If we had to pack up our project and bail from SA

to who-knows-where, at least we would have done the Amatola trail and spent a few days in

the Drakensberg.

It was near the end of day four that I noticed something odd. I had handed over my

knee brace to the struggling sixty year old, and Emma and I had reached the bottom of the

hectic descent into what was called the Malan forest.  High above us towered the massive

Mnyameni  ridge,  and we were surrounded by old-growth forest  that colonial  loggers had

never been able to exploit presumably due to the remoteness of the area and the challenging

terrain.  It  was  stunningly  beautiful.  Then it  dawned on me –  where  were  all  the  animal

sounds? Especially the birds. Surely there should have been a cacophony of bird calls and

other animal sounds in such a pristine environment? The silence suddenly became deafening,

and I told myself that other hikers ahead of us must have scared them off. But I couldn’t shake
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the thought that something was wrong, because the more I tried to remember the details of the

previous few days, the more I realised that there were almost no bird or animal sounds in the

forests through which we had walked. I couldn’t help but think of Rachel Carsen’s book,

Silent Spring. I found out later that hunting dogs and feral cats had decimated animal life in

the area.

Mnyameni hut is the end point of a spectacular day of hiking. From the hut, we looked

up towards the mighty Geju Peak, whereon earlier  that day we were standing and staring

down partly at the Malan forest and the hut, but also over the Eastern Cape in all directions.

Being day four of the hike, one has already had the mountains work some of their magic on

the psyche for a few days, and the deep valleys and steep cliffs and rapidly flowing rivers

become the stimuli that get taken into the dream realm. I had noticed the infiltration of hiking

scenes into my dreams on numerous other hikes too, and I was happy to be taking another

spectacular day of scenery into my unconscious. Everyone in the group was notably chilled at

this  stage  of  the  hike,  which  is  also  something  I  had  noted  on  other  hikes.  They  were

knackered, to be sure, but they had also had four days of outdoor therapy, which, perhaps

counter-intuitively,  included a  fair  amount  of  physical  punishment  – in  this  way too,  the

hiking experience was showing itself to be an amplification of the lifestyle that Emma and I

were trying to replicate in our own permaculture-esque project.

Day five of the hike took us up towards the higher ridges of Mnyameni. We eventually

popped over a lower ridge and into the massive basin behind the three Hogs – Mnyameni was

also known as Hog 3. The route meets up with what is initially a small stream, but before long

it becomes an impressive river that carves deeper and deeper into the gradually steeper valley,

with frequent waterfalls and cascades and forested pockets. This was pretty close to paradise

for me, though admittedly it lacked a beach. Emma and I took our time walking alongside this

river, named Wolf River. This was one of several places that I had revisited in my mind on

numerous occasions during my time in the geographically bland UK, and it was a little like a

homecoming for me to be somewhere that I thought of as a sacred space. As I had been doing

frequently during the hike, I drank directly from the river and imagined that in doing so I was

absorbing various aspects of the experience: the healthy physical molecules, but something of

the spirit of the mountain too.

The water in the Amatola mountains, as is also the case in the Drakensberg mountains,

is the closest thing I can imagine to the fountain of youth. I don’t mean youth in the sense of

looking younger. I mean it in the following manner: to be drinking from these waters, one has

to be deep in the mountains, which means that one has to be physically fit enough to venture
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into them. One has to spend time in the mountains, which means being outdoors, staring at the

moon and stars at night and the clouds during the day, sitting on the soil or grass and noticing

the flowers and trees. While I am sure that water from the mountain streams is mineralised

and uncontaminated and therefore incomparably better for a person to drink than just about

any other source of potable water, I reckon that bottling the mountain water and giving it to

someone who has not been in the mountains would destroy its ‘youthful’ properties. Drinking

it in the place that it flows is what matters – bottling it won’t do.

In  some  ways,  what  Emma  and  I  were  doing  with  our  rustic  low-tech  lifestyles

resonated with the notion that the waters of the fountain of youth must be consumed straight

from  the  fountain  itself.  Various  physical  components  of  the  lifestyle  were  obviously

important – the shack, the rocket stove, the compost toilet, and so on. But it was the process

of building them that was good for the soul, even if at times I found myself struggling with

how to frame what I was doing considering that uncontrollable factors kept creeping in to

change my understanding of things. If Emma and I had just moved into an already-made

rustic low-tech abode, I’m almost certain that we would have taken far fewer constructive

lessons from the process than we had learned from building things from the ground up. Like

the hiker who has to climb the mountain to drink from the special  stream, we had thrust

ourselves into the physical and spiritual processes that, I hoped, were working their magic on

us. To what end, I wasn’t sure, but I had adjusted enough by that point in 2013 not to worry

too much about ends.

I had been battling not only with a sore knee for the entire hike, but also some nagging

blisters on the back of my heels. I bought new boots for the hike, and I had done my best to

break them in for over a month before, which is tough for someone who doesn’t wear shoes

very often. The boots and my feet obviously disagreed on some major issues, and somewhere

along Wolf River I had to lose the shoes or walk no further. Luckily I had my trusty old Crocs

with me – not the hideous version 1.0 ones, but plainer ones of the sandals persuasion. As I

slipped them on in that mountain basin valley, I recalled that I had done exactly the same

thing the last time I was on the hike, at roughly the same point on the trail. I was flabbergasted

that I had forgotten two fairly important aspects of the previous time I did the hike – first, the

negative impact of taking the long detour on day one, and second, the unbearable blistering

that I should have expected and perhaps taken some actions towards preventing. Walking in

the Crocs solved the problem – fortunately I was accustomed to walking barefoot, and I had

traversed some seriously rough terrain in the same sandals on numerous occasions.
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There are some spectacular pools along Wolf River, which is true of many sections of

the Amatola hike. Emma and I caught up with the rest of the group as they were finishing

their lunch alongside a beautiful and smooth cascading part of the river. All but one of the

members  of  the  group chose  to  move onwards  along the  trail,  but  Emma and I  plonked

ourselves down to enjoy the beautiful spot. The man who didn’t leave immediately with the

rest of the group stood beside us for a minute with his backpack on, and when the others were

out of sight, he pulled his pants down to his ankles, sat down right next to the river, rolled

backwards onto and over his backpack, and in this manner submerged his head into the water.

I’m not sure why the man felt  comfortable  exposing himself  in this  ridiculous manner to

Emma and me – maybe we had established ourselves as the more open-minded and liberal of

the lot. Whatever the reason, the scene was hilarious and completely beyond the scope of the

general character of what to expect from fellow hikers.

The man stood up after his strange performance, pulled up his shorts, looked at us and

said, “I didn’t want to get my boots wet”, as if that explained what had just happened, and he

walked off. It explained nothing, because he did not need to drop his shorts to perform the

manoeuvre he had just pulled off to get his head wet. He could have achieved his desired

result in a number of different and conventional ways, like bending forwards to scoop up

some water with his hands and pouring it over his head, but he had walked off before I could

comment.  Whatever  had happened, one of my mental  safe-spaces had been contaminated,

albeit in an amusing manner. My mind had drifted to Wolf River so often in the UK, and my

return to the area was significant in a pilgrimage-esque way. Had I been told in the UK that on

my  return  I  would  see  a  man  perform  a  completely  ridiculous  and  nonsensical  act  of

exhibitionism, I would perhaps have been offended, so I was relieved to be amused instead.

Emma and I ate our lunch of cheese and crackers at the cascading waterfall, absorbing

the sound of the running water and taking in the mountain surrounds. I knew that soon we

would be pulling away from the Wolf River Valley, and part of me wanted to cling to the

experience of being there. I remained as present as possible, aware that the beauty of what I

was experiencing was partly due to the impermanence of the experience. When it was time to

walk again, I felt  a little sad, but I imagined that I would remember our time there more

vividly thanks to the antics of our acquaintance who did not want to wet his shoes. After

starting  to  walk  again  after  lunch,  Em and  I  veered  away  from the  river  and  valley  as

expected, and later came to the ridge from where hikers descend off of the back plateau area

of the three Hogs. This is where the higher Eastern Cape interior clearly transitions towards

lower coastal plains, and Em and I walked the straight section of path slowly, enjoying the
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peace, quiet, and fresh air. Then a sharp descent, followed by a heavy-footed three-and-a-half

km meander through an old and quiet forest.

Reaching the hikers’ hut on evening five of the six day hike was bitter-sweet, as was

the case on the previous  two occasions that  I  had done the same walk through the same

mountains. One has just completed a long day of tough walking mostly alongside a beautiful

river, so one is simultaneously knackered and defragged, which I think is part of why long

hikes in general are so therapeutic. Being physically tired almost certainly means sleeping

well,  and the healthy exposure to the elements  and the focus on nature mean that  one is

exposed to many of the environmental conditions that our species felt most at home in for tens

of thousands of years. No wonder I dreamt of water, walking, trees, and sky after looking at

and thinking about these things for days on end. On the bitter side of the spectrum, however,

was the fact that hut five marks the final night of the hike, and while I certainly knew better

than to let my mind wander towards thinking about the obligations I would be returning to, I

wasn’t always successful at keeping such thoughts at bay.

It wasn’t that I didn’t want to return to the obligations of our lives. Emma and I had

made a good start of setting things up so that a small amount of autonomy was in our mix, and

we were ticking some big ethical boxes that had become important to us: tread softly, live

frugally, reclaim and re-use, increase biodiversity, make soil, plant seeds, and so on. But a

long hike really puts me in the zone, certainly by day four or five when the monkey-mind has

quietened down its train of chatter and dialogue. I knew from numerous previous long hikes

that as soon as one gets back to their home-base, the equanimity of the hiking-mind starts to

diminish. While there is nothing inherently wrong with this phenomenon, being aware of it

made me really cherish the sense of defragmentation that I felt at the end of day five. When

we arrived to the hut, some of the other members of the group were already discussing which

fast-food menu items they were planning to purchase back in the city, which caused me to

grimace in silence as I tried to take in the beauty of the hut’s forest surrounds.

Having realised how much I didn’t remember about the previous time I had walked

the Amatola hike, I tried to cast my mind back to the hikes of my late teenage years and my

early-to-mid twenties. The details were mostly blurry, which did concern me, but the more I

thought about it, the more the pattern became clearer. One or two big hikes a year were part of

my ecotherapy practice, even if I didn’t know at the time that I had such a practice. After

having lived in the UK for four years and doing no big hikes during that time, I had depleted

my  reserves  of  good  nature  vibes,  which  I  think  must  have  played  a  large  role  in  my

discomfort towards the end of my time there. But prior to being in the UK, I was routinely
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outdoors,  in the mountains  and gorges,  on a beach or in the sea water,  and so on,  and I

experienced none of the sense of urgency that I had felt  in the UK. That sense was well

justified by worrying global affairs, which I focused on extensively in England. In SA prior to

2008, I hardly focused on such issues for any serious amount of time, and instead I spent a lot

of  time  doing  therapeutic  things  like  cycling  for  transport,  going  into  nature  for  free

entertainment, occasionally having a full defrag on a longer hike, and using plant medicines in

outdoor settings for really deep resets.

I wondered again if the rustic low-tech lifestyle that Emma and I were working to

construct was an over-reaction to a deficit of the therapeutic benefits of being in nature. Here I

draw a strong distinction between nature and some of the things that humans do – I do not

accept  that  tar,  concrete,  high-rise  buildings,  swathes  of  pollution,  over-production  of

consumer goods, ubiquitous fenced-off areas, anthropocentric religious dogmas, and more,

are ‘natural’. I can make this distinction between unnatural human activity and nature because

I have spent extensive amounts of time in nature, which is free of all the unnatural human-

driven  and  human-created  items  and  phenomena  I  have  just  listed.  Being  in  a  natural

environment of indigenous trees, fresh water, mountains and valleys and clear skies and so on,

is  completely  unlike  being  in  a  typical  urban  environment,  and I  challenge  anyone  who

disagrees to actually spend a prolonged period of time in the kind of environment that I am

categorising as ‘natural’ in contradistinction to the concrete jungle.

The lifestyle that Emma and I had started to set up for ourselves was clearly a shift

back towards an outdoor and hiking-esque situation. It gave me some relief to think that we

would  be  returning to  something  that  I  felt  was  more  in  tune  with  my understanding of

‘natural’, but of course our very humble abode was on our friends’ Estate plot on the outskirts

of a city where people worshipped tar and concrete and persecuted indigenous landscapes.

Leaving the hike meant returning to the fossil-fuel and endless-growth beast, but at least it

didn’t mean returning to the full-on rat race for us. So it was only a mild version of the end-

of-hike-blues that I started to feel on the final night of the hike. I felt especially grateful too

that night – how many people spent their lives without ever being able (for whatever reasons)

to experience a hike as beautiful as the Amatola trail? Or any hike at all. There I was, nearing

completion of the hike for the third time.

Day six takes one over Hog 1, which is one hell of a day’s walk involving a steep

uphill for half the day, and a steep downhill to the end of the trail. I made sure to dig deep into

my bad memory and found a warning – it said, do not do the waterfall-forest option. I had

done the route on one of the previous two hiking trips, and it was a considerably tough walk
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in itself. With my knee still being a bit sensitive and with my blisters being open wounds on

the back of my feet, and with some other members of the group clearly being ready to get to

their  fast-food  take-outs  and  hot  baths,  I  added  my  agreement  to  the  general  feeling  of

skipping the waterfall-forest. I told Em that we would return to the area again soon to walk

the detour and do some other beautiful day routes, and off we all walked to summit Hog 1.

Less than a mile into the walk, which is to say nowhere near the Hog, Emma and I had

to help some of the older members of the group up an old ladder that leant loosely against a

low  cliff-edge  we  all  had  to  ascend.  It  took  a  little  while  to  get  everyone  through  the

bottleneck, and the group split into three sections of about four people each. When the first

group reached the top of the valley and popped out onto the plateau below Hog 1, they found

themselves in some mist, and decided to detour around the mountain instead of over it. The

two groups behind them knew nothing of this decision, and when the two trailing groups met

at the plateau, we just assumed that the first group had continued up and over the mountain as

planned.  So  we  continued  up  and  into  the  mist,  which  became  cloud  and  rain,  and  we

ascended the mountain in far less than ideal weather. The steep and slippery ascent led us to a

view-point from which we could see nothing. Snacks were eaten, but we didn’t hang around

up at the top in the howling wind and rain.

It’s funny, and also a bit scary, how quickly the mood of a hike or outdoor excursion

can  change.  The  rain  and  wind  had  quickly  dampened  the  warm  and  fuzzy  feelings  of

happiness and contentment that I had been feeling on previous days of the hike, and I just

wanted to get to the finish-line to down the bag and give my blistered feet a break from

slipping out of my wet sandals. But two of the oldest ladies of the group slowed down to a

crawling pace, and as Emma and I tried to slip ahead of the go-slow parade, we were asked to

not break away. At one point on the steep descent we missed an unmarked turn and walked in

the wrong direction  for  about  half  an hour.  I  realised  the  mistake  eventually,  got  visibly

frustrated, dropped my bag, and ran back to look for the correct route-marker. At least this

gave the others a chance to rest. When we got going again after I had found the correct path, I

steamed ahead and quickly finished the trail. Well, not quite. We still had to walk another 3.5

kilometres into the village of Hogsback, but fortunately a bakkie passed us and the driver was

willing to take the two slow ladies and our backpacks to the camp-site we were heading to.

When we reached the camp-site, the members of the group who had taken the detour

were chilling-out comfortably. They had also hitched a ride, but from much earlier on in the

day, and they had not walked far before getting the lift. In hindsight, they had done the right

thing. I thought that there was something symbolic in all this. I had been part of the group that
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simply took it for granted that we should do ‘the whole Hog’ – for me, there wasn’t even a

moment in which I thought that taking the short-cut was an option. The people who had taken

the detour had not battered an eyelid about changing the plan. What was it about the two sets

of people that made for such different approaches? I suspected that the group that reached the

plateau first was constituted by the front-runners, the people who were moving the quickest in

order to get back to their creature-comforts. The little bit of mist that they encountered below

the mountain was, to them, a sure sign that the easy way back was in order. For those of us

who were behind because we helped others up a broken ladder and over some tricky terrain,

the mountain summit simply had to be made.

Standing at the camp-site, looking on one hand at the relaxed hikers who took the

short-cut, and on the other hand the knackered hikers who did the whole Hog, I realised that

Emma and I would always choose the route that we considered to be most duty-bound, while

others would not. Whatever the reasons for this difference between people, it existed, and it

mattered immensely. We were there to do the hike, and that’s what some of us did. Others

were there to do the hike, and they rationalised not doing the entire thing when the going got a

bit tough. Similarly, Emma and I were in SA to try and live in a more sustainable manner, and

that’s what we were trying to do regardless of the sacrifices we thought we had to make.

Other people agreed with the need for sustainability endeavours, but they would never go the

whole hog, especially if it involved discomfort or sacrifice. And it’s not like I could blame

those who took easier routes, literal or metaphorical ones – I had grown grumpy and would

perhaps have been better off not doing the literal whole Hog. Figuratively, was there a lesson

in this?

As I showered at the camp-site’s bathroom facilities area, it occurred to me that I had

not had a warm shower since camping in the Drakensberg months earlier. I looked around at

the clean white  basins  and toilets  –  I  was nowhere close in  my rustic  journey to  having

anything as functional as what I was looking at. Back at our shack, Emma and I were still

washing ourselves out of one bucket and shitting into another – we couldn’t even match the

facilities of a lowly camp-site! And just as my thinking was about to slump even further into

these kinds of fruitless comparisons, I reminded myself of where I was and what I had just

been doing for six days. I was in a beautiful setting after having walked for over 100 kms

through mountains and forests, often swimming and drinking water straight out of the flowing

streams of some of the healthiest water in the world. Had I had a bathroom with white basins

and flushing toilets, I would have to have worked a full-time job of some kind, which likely

would  have  meant  that  the  things  I  appreciated  most  about  hiking  would  have  been
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completely  missing  for  most  of  my  day-to-day  life.  What  Emma  and  I  had  created  for

ourselves made it possible to access some aspects of the nature experience every day.

After my warm shower, Emma and I found the remainder of a bottle of whiskey in the

bag of clean clothes and bedding we had packed and left in the car for this final night in the

mountains. We took a good few swigs over the course of an hour while setting up our tent.

The rest of the group wanted to go to a restaurant for dinner, and Em and I decided that we

would just go with the flow and fork out the cash for the meal, which is an easy decision to

make after a few drinks on the last day of a six-day hike of cheese, crackers, and pasta. The

alcohol went to my head very quickly because I was physically exhausted, and I don’t think I

made too much sense to anyone I spoke with that night. Luckily I wasn’t alone in being a bit

tipsy  –  most  of  the  crew also  had a  drink  or  three,  and with  some of  them being more

exhausted  than  me,  they  were  also  cheap  dates.  The  usual  end-of-hike  camaraderie  was

unleashed, and everyone shared their highlights and lowlights of the hike. We all stumbled

back to the camp-site late that night, with some of us a little relieved not to have to walk too

much the following day but simultaneously already a little nostalgic for what we would be

driving away from.
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Chapter 13: Emerald and Eel

I returned home to our shack after the Amatola hike with one thing on my mind: a hot shower.

The time that Emma and I had spent at camp-sites in recent months had alerted me to the fact

that camping, in comparison to our way of life, was extremely luxurious. A warm shower, I

thought, would notch us a little upwards to something more comfortable – not as comfortable

as camping ablution facilities, but at least not as rough as washing oneself from a bucket in

the bush.  I  mounted a bracket  to  one of the tall  poles  that  protruded through one of the

kitchen-lounge’s roof sheets, and I hooked up a basic pulley-system to the bracket. I bought a

twenty litre water-container, sawed off its bottom, roped it up to the pulley so that the sawed-

off bottom-side was the new top-side, and attached a pipe to the plastic tap unit that came

with the container. The pipe led to our wash area behind the kitchen-lounge, and I attached an

old camp-shower head to the end of the pipe.

The idea was simple. Warm water from a kettle on the rocket stove would get poured

into the bucket. The bucket would get hoisted by the pulley system. Gravity would propel the

water through the pipe. At the wash area, all one would have to do is reach up, turn the little

camp-shower tap, and voilà. Unfortunately, the pressure was only strong enough to propel a

trickle of water to begin with, and as the water ran, the pressure became weaker until it felt

like one was standing under a leaky tap. Clearly, it was time for bigger guns. When I had

bought the irrigation pipe for the larger vegetable patch behind the shack, I had seen at the

irrigation shop a coil of the black pipe inside a custom-made case with a transparent plastic

top.  So I  went  back  to  the  shop  and  enquired  about  the  unit.  It  was  considerably  more

expensive than I thought was reasonable, so, perhaps predictably, I decided to go the DIY

route and bought another two coils of black pipe to make my own solar hot-water coil.

The plan was to connect the pipe up to Damian and Jacqui’s grid water system, run the

pipe to our scullery roof, coil the pipe onto the roof, and then lead the pipe to our outside

wash area. But when I looked a bit more closely at the outdoor wash area, I realised that the

additional water that would pool up due to the increased rate of water-flow might run into the

back of the lounge-kitchen area. So I quickly built a ramshackle shower and compost toilet

cubicle out of reclaimed pallet wood. We had some good fortune earlier in the year when

someone in the city bought a house with a large amount of potted plants and succulents that

they did not want. They put up an advert  on Gumtree stating that anyone could have the

garden goods, on condition that the goods were collected, and collected quickly. Emma and I
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had jumped at the freebies, and we had wound up with an old cast-iron bath in one of the

several bakkie-loads of miscellaneous garden give-aways.

I sized the shower and toilet cubicle so that the bath could just fit in through an old

door that I had reclaimed somewhere, and also so that a compost toilet box could be housed

comfortably in the same cubicle. Having the compost toilet alongside the ‘shower’ was not

ideal, because a compost loo does tend to harbour a slight lingering smell, so it is better off in

its own cubicle. But I was learning quickly that limited time and energy meant that what is

best is not always what one should aim for, because it is possible to be inundated with an

endless to-do list, and life is short! Emma’s mother was scheduled to arrive again in January,

and I had already booked a spot on a 10-day Vipassana silent meditation retreat in the same

place that Emma had been just over a year earlier. And we had been invited on another nearby

hike between Christmas and New Year, so I worked quickly to throw the shower and toilet

cubicle together.

The end result was mostly a success. What would have made it more ideal would have

been if I had plumbed in a cold-water feed. Instead, only the water that went through the coil

on the roof came through the shower nozzle-head. At that time in December, and indeed for

most of the summer, the hot water was too hot to stand under during the heat of the day, and

one had to time their shower correctly in order for the water to be in the Goldilocks zone – not

too hot, not too cold, but just right. By that stage of the rustic game, I did not really mind

having a cold shower, but I did enjoy the occasional hot one, and it certainly made Emma’s

life easier because her lovely long blonde hair was not easy to wash in a bucket. With the

shower operational, I dismantled the failed pulley-system and in its place I added a second tap

so that we had hot water access in the middle of our main movement zone. This made it quite

easy to fill a bucket with hot water and wash dishes at midday.

I  became really  grateful  at  that  stage for  Emma’s  tolerance  of  my DIY ideas  and

experiments.  The  pulley-system intended  for  the  hoisting  of  a  bucket  of  hot-water  for  a

gravity-water shower was obviously a bad idea, despite me not having realised this before I

constructed it. Emma didn’t stop me from trying, and this is true of so much of what I got up

to at that stage of the journey. Maybe she also couldn’t spot the difference between good and

bad ideas at that stage, or maybe she just didn’t want to argue with a man who was desperate

to keep trying to change a fairly rough set-up to a more liveable one. The freedom I had to

make mistakes was invaluable – as frustrating as it is when things go wrong, there is no better

way to learn.  Looking around at  my v-shaped cabin-scullery roof,  the holes  in  the semi-

outdoor lounge-kitchen roof, and the unusable water container I had cut for the failed pulley
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shower system, I had to work quite hard to frame the situation as being rich in lessons being

learned.

As soon as the shower-and-compost-toilet cubicle was finished, I moved the compost

loo out of the back section of the semi-open lounge-kitchen area and placed it in the cubicle. I

took down the carpet divider that I had been using to separate one area from the other, and the

space was instantly transformed. We sourced wood-chips from somewhere, and covered the

ground in  a  thick  layer  of  them,  which  left  us  with  a  lovely  barn  floor  effect  –  and  in

hindsight,  it’s  a floor that  never  needs sweeping,  because one cannot  sweep a wood-chip

floor! I reclaimed a couple of old swivel chairs and a rocking chair of mine from a friend who

had  been  using  them since  prior  to  my  UK  days,  and  these  items  of  furniture  featured

prominently in the lounge-kitchen. The area still needed a fair amount of work to bring it to

where I wanted it to be, but the next changes would have to wait several months for when I

thought I may have some time to build a proper work-surface and some cupboards.

Over at the new shower area, I made a plan with an old section of pipe to divert water

out of the bath and cubicle and onto the open lawn section behind the lounge-kitchen area. It

quickly became clear that there was an opportunity to use the grey water for the purpose of

watering trees that could be planted in that space with relative ease. We sourced several plum,

peach, and citrus trees for a good price from an out-of-town nursery, and Emma did most of

the work to plant these so that some of them could take advantage of the water coming out of

the shower’s drain pipe. There was a lot of digging involved, and a lot of wooden debris went

into the holes, mostly around the trees, in something of a hugelkultuur method. Hugelkultuur

involves burying wood under sand and letting the carbon and other compostable materials

break down in the soil to seep out nutrients for plants and trees to absorb. With the water

coming from the shower, the buried materials  were supposed to function in a sponge-like

manner.

Christmas came and went, and on the day after boxing-day Emma and I departed to

join two or three other friends to hike to a destination that I had wanted to reach for many

years. I  had several opportunities  to get there prior to departing for the UK in 2008, but

circumstances always prevented me from being able to join the different hiking groups that

had made the trek. I had heard good things about the destination, and I wanted Emma to see

as much as she could of her relatively new home province because, I must be honest, I had no

idea of  how long we would be able  to continue  (i.e.  afford)  our rustic  low-tech lifestyle

project.  I  had  received  no response  on  the  outcome of  my application  for  PhD funding,

funding that would help sustain us financially for a few years. We would need to keep relying
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on the renewal of lecturing contracts, and I wasn’t sure if such a touch-and-go approach sat

well with me. If we had to leave in one year’s time, or two (not that I had the foggiest idea of

where we could go), I wanted to have as much hiking time and beautiful-places time racked

up as possible. I had also learned the value of stepping away from the building projects and

manual labour for chunks of time here and there, because I always returned to them feeling

refreshed.

I had spent plenty of time in the nature reserve that we were heading to. I had walked

numerous routes there several times, one of which was perhaps my favourite day-hike – the

Upper to Lower Blindekloof pool route. A long and difficult day-walk, it ascends to a high

point for about two hours before dropping steeply into a remote part of a huge rocky gorge via

a descent known as ‘staircase’. I liked to call it ‘the devil’s staircase’, but the people of Port

Elizabeth and surrounding areas are generally a little too religious and conservative to roll

with that name. Also, it wasn’t always devilish. On a cool day, one would likely just call it a

very steep descent to the river. But on a hot day, the temperature could easily reach over 40

degrees Celsius, as it had done on just about every February’s day that I had walked the route

between the year 2000 and 2008. After the descent, one had to walk and swim through a large

section of the Blindekloof gorge before reaching an exit-point. The sheer rocky cliffs tower

above you as you swim through the approximately thirteen long pools on the route – it was

another special place that I often day-dreamed about during my time in the UK.

The hike that Emma and I were about to do was to a cave and a pool that many people

had told me are far more beautiful and special than the pool route, so I was very excited to

finally be heading in that direction. Called Eel Cave and Emerald Pool, they were places that

the  earliest  indigenous  peoples  of  the  area  had frequented  – the  Khoi-San.  They painted

pictures of animals and people on the cave walls, and left their hand-prints there too, and I

was deeply moved when thinking about the fact that we would be sleeping in a cave that

housed  people  of  such  a  vastly  different  culture  compared  to  contemporary  times.  The

Groendal  nature  reserve  website  states  that  the  paintings,  archaeological  items,  and

archaeological sites were ‘left behind’ by the Khoi-San people, as if they had a choice! I felt

like I was going on a short pilgrimage to a beautiful place that symbolises a way of being that

most humans had long forgotten, and in their forgetting had fallen for the myths of civilisation

and progress that are driving ecocide and all sorts of modern malaise.

Emma and I had already done an overnight stay in the reserve since our arrival to

South Africa in 2012. It was on one of those ghastly 40+ degrees C days. I was fit enough for

the walk, but I had not been ready for the heat that drowned me on the way in. By noon on
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that  day,  we had found ourselves  exposed relatively  high up on dry and rocky mountain

terrain. I am prone to heat headaches if I have not built up resistance to heat over a few days.

For example, I can run 10 kms without getting a headache if I build up to it over two weeks

by running 3, then 5, then 7 kms. But if I do the 10 kms without the gradual build up, I will

have a headache for about 24 hours. That’s what happened to me on that rocky hill-side that

day, and although the destination point was nice, it wasn’t ideal. We were supposed to walk

considerably further, but the route we were apparently looking for was submerged by the high

waters of the Groendal dam at that stage, so we camped in a valley at the point where we

could go no further.

There would be no such barriers to the Emerald Pool and Eel Cave walk. There were

no dams in the way, the weather wasn’t anywhere near as hot as 40 degrees C, and I had

indeed built up exposure to hiking conditions during the Amatola hike only several weeks

earlier. I had also spent extensive periods of time in the sun while doing manual labour back

at the Estate plot, so I was ready for the heat in case it came for me again. The first part of the

walk was not too worthy of writing about, if I may say so. Low-lying Eastern Cape inland

scrub and thicket hemmed the flat path until descending into a pretty old-growth forest for

only  a  kilometre  before  putting  us  in  the  lower  section  of  Lower  Blindekloof.  Three

kilometres later, after walking alongside the river, we made an extremely steep ascent that

lasted about an hour, with one person in the group needing to stop and rest several times. We

reached the summit at midday in the glaring sun, had a snack lunch, and then walked the

gentle upward slope of the plateau for about two-and-a-half hours before reaching the sharp

descent to the cave.

The descent lasts about fifteen minutes. It starts at a point overlooking a huge and

heavily tree-lined valley called Chase’s Kloof. It’s like a scene out of a South African Jurassic

Park – left unchecked, one’s imagination could conjure up images of dinosaurs in the dense

forest, or more realistically, of large herd animals. While the area had once been home to a

variety of large mammals, the only ones left were several kinds of buck, and leopard, the

latter of which we would almost certainly never see because they are so stealthy. The descent

is mostly on the western edge of one side of the valley, but right near the end of the day’s

walk, the path veers hard right to hug the slope as it twists northward. As we rounded this

bend,  I  found the  change in  the character  of  the area  to  be astounding.  Instead  of  being

exposed to the elements, the mountain began to reach over us, and soon the path started to

head a little upwards, and suddenly there it was – Eel Cave.
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While  the  cave is  definitely  a  cave,  it  is  perhaps  better  described as  a  very large

cavern. The deeper one goes into the overhang, the more cave-like the space becomes. Nearer

the back walls of the space, the rock overhead is quite low, and one has to duck to navigate

the area. The back walls are where the Khoi-San painted pictures of elephant and buck and

people, and pressed their ochre-covered hands onto the rocks. Sadly, at one section of the

paintings, whatever had been painted disappeared under the blackness of smoke soot – some

ignoramuses had made a fire (an illegal activity in the reserve) too near the paintings and

destroyed some of the last remains of a destroyed people. I felt a sudden pang of guilt for

being in this sacred space, a space that some visitors could not appreciate for its historical

significance; and dare I add, for its spiritual significance.

We had entered the upper area of the cave because other people were in the lower part.

The member of our group who had booked the cave for us was angry that other people were

in a cave that was supposed to be solely for our group. We ventured to that part of the cave,

and Emma and I  found ourselves  greeting four  people who we had met  at  several  small

permaculture events during the year. They had been in the area for a few days, and according

to them, they had booked the cave for themselves. We chatted about this for a while until we

agreed on what had gone wrong. The member of our group who had made the booking had

requested overnight accommodation at ‘Emerald Pool’, thinking that the cave was the spot

where visitors to the pool slept. But apparently bookings can be made for the cave and the

pool respectively – they are two separate spots. Our acquaintances didn’t mind that we had

shown up, and they said that we could colonise the top part of the cave. It wasn’t as comfy

(i.e. flat-floored and spacious) as the bottom area, but at least we could stay in the cave.

With about two hours left before dark on arrival day, Emma and I set off to go and

take a peek at the legendary Emerald Pool. Nobody else wanted to join us, and by the time we

were almost at the bottom of the descent to the pool, we could see why. The drop from the

cave to the valley in which the pool is situated is extremely steep – steep enough to warrant a

very long section of rope assistance and hand railings. Our legs were tired from the strenuous

eight-hour hike we had just completed in hot conditions, and just getting to the bottom of the

valley left our legs a little shaky. It was worth it though, because we found ourselves in a

steep narrow valley full  of ancient  indigenous trees that had grown tall  in their  quest for

sunlight. We turned right as instructed, and in three minutes’ time found ourselves staring at a

scene that rivals the cinematography of an Attenborough documentary or The Lord of The

Rings.
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The first thing that might be said about Emerald Pool is that it definitely lives up to its

name. It is indeed very emerald, a rare light green emerald colour, one that I realised I had

never seen in real life when looking at water. Theoretically,  yes, sure, river pools can be

emerald in colour, but usually emerald blue, and only theoretically emerald green. Until one is

actually  looking  at  an  emerald  green pool,  the  theory  doesn’t  quite  do  justice  to  the

experience of staring at it. Second, the pool is smaller in diameter than I thought it would be,

but it is very round. Third, the cliffs that tower vertically over the pool are very sheer and

large, with the overall impression for me being that the pool is something of a bull’s eye or

nexus in the large and rugged valley landscape. It is like no place I have ever been, and I

stood there in literal awe of the beauty of where we were. Moments later, Emma and I were

naked and swimming into the very cold clear waters of the pool.

I  had  heard  several  folklore  style  legends  about  Emerald  Pool  from older  hiking

acquaintances. One of these legends was on my mind as I swam out to the centre of the pool

that evening. Allegedly, a team of people once set out to measure the depth of the pool. They

took with them a very long cable to unwind into the pool; the person who told me this story

claimed the cable was three kms long. Three kms seems untenably long though – perhaps the

story-teller meant 300 metres? Whatever the real length of the cable, the story is that it was

unwound all the way but never reached the bottom of the pool. This was taken to mean that

the majestic pool was too deep to measure, but of course this conclusion may have nothing to

do with fact. As I swam out into the emerald waters, the potential bottomlessness of this pool

to who-knows-what was definitely on my mind. But this was not the only thing on my mind.

If there is an air of uncertainty about the accuracy of the pool measurement story, then

the other story that I had in the back of my mind was in the category of indisputable fact. The

factual part of the second story was that an unusual UFO sighting in the area is very well

documented in UFO literature. Can a UFO sighting be ‘usual’, one might ask! Perhaps not,

but the Groendal UFO sighting stands out from others because upon later investigation, some

strange imprints were found in the ground where the sighting had allegedly taken place. The

investigation took place after four young boys, ages 12 to 16, reported seeing a ‘glistening

stone’ in the distance. Their attention then changed to two men in silver suits gliding in the

boys’  direction  from the  silver  stone.  The men met  a  third  man who was carrying  what

appeared to be a suitcase. When the men neared the boys, one member of the strange trio

stopped at a fence that the other two glided over. The stationery character looked at the boys,

who saw that his silver suit covered all but the man’s grey face. The grey-faced man then
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followed the other two men up into the distance. All the boys reported that they felt peculiar

for the 60 seconds of the sighting. Google it!

The two stories worked quite well together, I thought. The deep and majestic pool,

combined with the detailed UFO sighting, made the Groendal Reserve seem like a good place

for unexplained phenomena to occur. As I swam in the pool, I wondered what lay beneath me.

It felt a bit like swimming in the ocean with the thought of Jaws running through the mind.

I’m not sure what I was expecting – an alien spaceship to emerge from the waters below us?!

It was getting dark quickly, so Emma and I didn’t stick around at the pool for very long.

Knowing that we would return early the following morning, we filled up our water bottles, as

well as the bottles that the rest of our hiking group had sent down with us, and we made our

way back up to the cave on heavy and shaky legs. The path back up is so steep that it takes

only a minute or two before being high up on the cliffs above the kloof in which the pool is

situated.  Surprisingly,  looking  down from the  cliffs,  one  would  never  guess  that  such  a

remarkable pool is tucked away in the kloof.

Approaching the cave after having seen Emerald Pool for the first time felt a little

unreal to me. By itself, the pool is an indescribably special place. Ditto the cave. I would have

walked double the distance to see either one of them as a destination. I would even go so far

as saying that the beauty and incredible character of either destination could be halved, and

they would still be well worth doubling the long walk. But the pool and the cave were more or

less located at the same spot on the map – from a satellite’s point of view, the cave is situated

almost on top of the pool. The fact that these two wonders of nature came as a pair amazed

me. And it also amazed me that this destination was right on the doorstep of my home-town.

This was a place that I would have travelled internationally to go and see, but instead it took

Emma and I under an hour’s drive and a day of hiking to reach the destination. Beaches and

mountains, reserves and wildernesses, caves and pools, kloofs and rivers, sun and wind and

stars and big skies and fresh water… I felt like we had hit the geographical jackpot. I had an

inkling of this prior to living and working in the UK, but I could only fully appreciate the

jackpot as a jackpot because I had starved myself of these wonders by living in the UK.

As  Emma  and  I  approached  the  cave,  I  wondered  how  many  times  it  had  been

approached by people before us. Hikers had certainly spent a lot of time there, but before the

Dutch and British and Xhosa settlers, the Khoi-San people had occupied the area, or at least

they  had  spent  time  there.  They  would  have  walked  from cave  to  pool  and  back  again

endlessly, seeing as they were not visitors to the area but inhabitants who lived off of the land

and in the caves all over the area. They would have hunted and gathered, sung songs and
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danced, eaten and slept, mated and given birth, and lived and died in those mountains, and the

cave could have been one of the most important places in their culture. I could feel the aura of

the place – it felt ancient, alive, and powerful. I tried to respect it, cherish it, and absorb it as

deep into my being as possible.

Emma and I rejoined our friends, and we made our hiking meals on our tiny hiking

gas cookers and ate out of our tiny hiking bowels under our hiking headlamps. The Khoi-San

would have had none of these things, and I felt a little useless. Hikers in general are a tough

lot – people who know how to make the most out of only the contents of their hiking bags.

Emma and I  were  not  necessarily  tougher  than  most  hikers,  but  we had lived  extremely

rustically for a year and a half, a lifestyle that could be dubbed hiking-hut-living. Yet our

lifestyles were way over the top compared to the lifestyles of the Khoi-San. They would have

had  almost  no  possessions,  but  would  have  thrived  in  their  hunter-gatherer  ways.  With

anything less than the contents of our large hiking bags, we would have gone hungry, cold,

and probably scared.

I sat out under the stars that night for a long time. We were lucky to be there on a calm

and clear night, and with the cave facing roughly north, a nice patch of sky was visible from

just outside the cave. I took solace in the fact that despite all of the differences between me

and the ancient people before me, we had all  looked at the sky with feelings of awe and

wonder. I don’t speak for all human beings in contemporary contexts, because it seems to be

the case that many people don’t have much of a taste for stargazing, or simply cannot see the

stars from where they live. But at Eel Cave, one certainly could see the stars in detail, which

is true of many places in the Eastern Cape and South Africa. I had taken much delight in

watching the stars since being back in South Africa, but watching them from Eel Cave gave

the activity an extra layer of beauty and meaning – I was on the spot where truly indigenous

people had been, and, to some extent, I was doing the same thing that they would have been

doing.

I felt grateful that I was in a place in my life where I could deeply appreciate my

experience  there  at  Eel  Cave and Emerald  Pool.  As I’ve  said,  I  hiked a  lot  prior  to  my

departure for the UK, and I always appreciated the outdoors. But living in England for a

period of four years made me aware of how important nature is to me. As it is said, one

appreciates  the  things  they  love  more  when  they  don’t  have  those  things  anymore,  and

England has very little to write home about in terms of its geographical and natural features.

While it is the case that there are no uncontaminated natural areas left on earth due to the

exploits of the most deadly and destructive animal ever to have existed (i.e. human beings),
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the  Emerald  Pool  and Eel  Cave area  is  in  a  relatively  pristine  natural  condition.  This  is

because it is so hard to get to, and is located in an area of the world where most tourists fear to

tread, namely the un-glamorous Eastern Cape, a province of South Africa, which is in turn a

country that boasts a high crime rate and therefore often puts tourists off of visiting.

I  had been stargazing on and off since my return to  South Africa.  I  had installed

software  called  Stellarium onto  my Linux  operating  system (don’t  get  me started  on  the

virtues of open-source tech!), and I had learned many of the constellation patterns relevant to

my neck of the starry woods. These constellations were clearly visible on clear nights from

the Estate land on which Emma and I had set up our rustic permaculture-esque abode. Not

having  a  television,  or  shNetflix,  or  children,  or  a  bunch  of  things  that  usually  keep

upstanding members of society busy or entertained or numbed in the evenings and nights,

stargazing was a good option for me. It could never have been in England, where the view of

the stars was abysmal at best – at least from where I lived when I was there. It was very

refreshing to be able to see the stars clearly from the verge of a South African city – in fact I

was surprised when I first got back to SA and realised that the city lights had not drowned out

the view of the starry night  sky.  One could even make out the Milky Way on clear  and

moonless nights.

Sitting outside Eel Cave, however, made my usual view of the stars seem dull. In the

mountains, far removed from the city, not only was the Milky Way clearly visible, it was so

bright that I battled to identify some of the constellations that I thought I knew pretty well. I

took some bitter-sweet reprieve in the knowledge that I was there as an involuntary member

of a dominator culture who had gone well out of his way to try and foreground and venerate

some of the things that were indissoluble parts  of life for members of cultures intimately

connected to nature. I knew I could never see the stars in the same ways that the Khoi-San

once had, but at least I was giving the stars my full and undivided attention. I was aware of

the differences in the smell of the air, the sounds emanating from all around me, the taste of

the water, the feeling of being so small in such a big mountain-scape. I absorbed the starry

night sky as deeply as I could – I felt so connected at that moment, to what I’m not exactly

sure, but I would hazard to say Nature.

There is a song by the band Elbow that has the following lyrics: “One day like this a

year  will  see  me right”.  Sitting  staring  at  the  stars  that  night,  I  realized  that  despite  the

physical and psychological trials and tribulations of setting up a rustic low-tech lifestyle from

scratch over the course of a year and a half, the process had led to a situation for Emma and

me where we were having several “days like this” a year, if not per month, while managing to
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avoid having to trade most of our time for money in order to experience ‘days like these’ that

‘saw us right’. Prior to my time in the UK, I hiked regularly, but I hadn’t realised that doing

so was an important  ingredient  in my recipe for well-being.  Emerald Pool, Eel Cave,  the

Drakensberg,  Sardinia  Bay  beach,  the  Gorge  on  the  outskirts  of  town…  these  were  all

becoming important physical spaces that had powerful therapeutic effects on me.

While the going had been very tough during the set up of our rustic lifestyle in South

Africa, it may be the case that being outdoors, doing physical labour, trying to grow some

vegetables, drinking rain water, sourcing firewood, adapting to the patterns of the seasons,

getting  cold  and  hot  and  wet  and  ‘dirty’,  flushing  our  toilet  deposits  with  a  handful  of

compost, looking carefully at the trees and plants, and so on, all contributed to a way of being

that was more in tune with the ways of doing things in older cultures. By that final week of

2013, I was more confused than ever about what is right and what is wrong when it comes to

trying to respond to the myriad of challenges faced by us as individuals and as a collective.

But I had developed a strong sense that the mix of earth-bound activities that Emma and I had

incorporated into our lives made for a personal dispensation that felt inherently good.

Suspecting that our attempts to tread more softly in the planet’s  ailing ecosystems

were unlikely to play a bigger role in solving the world’s problems, I sat outside Eel Cave,

way above Emerald Pool, and hoped that at least what Emma and I were trying to do was a

symbolic gesture of repentance. But to whom were we offering this gesture? The Khoi-San

likely believed in deities, almost certainly ones associated with the celestial bodies that I was

venerating in my own way. I don’t believe in a supreme omniscient and omnipotent being, but

I could feel the presence of something that was entangled with the feelings of awe and wonder

I was experiencing there and then, a cumulative effect of being so embedded in Nature. I also

felt that if I was making a gesture to something, then it too was gesturing back to me. “Look,”

I imagined it saying. “Look at the mind-boggling and sublime beauty of it all. This is what it

is all about – celebrate it, seep it up, cherish it while you can.”

I pulled myself away from the stars and popped in on our friends in the lower and

more comfortable section of the cave. They had a very small fire burning at the edge of the

cave. One member of the group quickly explained that they knew fires were not permitted in

the reserve, and that they were being extremely cautious. I said that I didn’t mind, and that I

was actually there to join them for a chat around the fire. We spoke mainly about the reserve.

One member of the group had spent many weeks exploring the area with his archaeologist

sister. He spoke of the numerous caves nearby that contained pristine Khoi-San art, lamenting

the fact that visitors to Eel Cave had been so disrespectful and/or stupid as to ruin some of the
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art on the walls of the cave. I didn’t find the crime to be surprising – my default position was

fast becoming that we can expect the worst of human beings under a consumer capitalist

system that downplays and capitalises on the consequences of myopic human actions. Indeed,

proponents  of  the  ‘onwards  and  upwards’  view  go  so  far  as  to  label  many  deleterious

consequences with the word ‘progress’.

I took the opportunity to tell the group about the documented UFO sighting and the

pool-depth measurement legend. The person who was well accustomed with the area knew

both stories, and proceeded to tell me that not long ago, he had heard a very strange sound

coming from the huge kloof below us. Not from Emerald Pool, but lower down in the kloof.

He was certain  that  what  he had heard was not  an animal,  nor a  person. He said that  it

sounded more like boulders being moved about, accompanied by a low rumbling noise – not

a  rock-slide  or  an  earthquake,  but  something  else.  He  didn’t  seem  freaked  out  by  the

experience, nor did he get carried away and make speculative links between the UFO sighting

and the pool-depth measurement story. He simply insisted that he had heard something the

likes  of which he had never  heard before or since the event,  and he remained unable to

explain what he had heard, though he did attribute the sound to rocks being vibrated by water.

South Africa is wild in so many ways, especially in comparison to the tame nature of

the UK and most  of  Europe.  I  lay awake for  a  while  in  my sleeping-bag that  night  and

delighted in the fact that not only was I in an extremely wild natural space in a wild country,

but  also  because  there  was  actually  a  sense  of  mystery  about  the  place.  Sure,  the  UFO

sighting, the pool-measurement story, and the unknown sounds in the kloof may all be easy to

attribute to un-mysterious causes or hearsay. But these stories aside, I was about to sleep in a

cave  that  was  once  inhabited  by  people  whose  presence  had  long  ago  dwindled  and

disappeared. What did they do here? What did they think about? What did they dream about?

The geography of the kloof, the position of the cave, and the serenity of the pool, all seemed

conspicuously majestic.  I  felt  like I  was in  an enchanted place,  one secluded enough for

modern people not to completely strip of its unique aura.

The next morning, our small group headed down to the pool and spent a few hours

swimming and basking in the sunshine. It is a setting where one would not be surprised if a

fairy appeared from behind a tree to do a dance above the pool. We were mostly silent, almost

meditative, though I don’t think anyone was deliberately trying to be – it may just have been

that the powerful atmosphere of the place automatically hypnotized visitors into a state of

presence that is rarely experienced in modern-day life. The emerald colour of the pool, the

ripples in the water, the trippy shadows of the ripples below the water’s surface, the colourful
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dragonflies buzzing past and landing on the rocks, the sounds of birds and the waterfall, the

high cliffs all around us, the variety of trees and shrubs and ferns, the insects... The quality of

the experience was intense, and all it had cost us was a few South African Rands for overnight

fees, and of course our own energy to walk to the remarkable destination.

As we walked back over the plateau on our way out of the reserve, I speculated that

what Emma and I were trying to create back on our friends’ Estate land was an emulation of

what we had just experienced overnighting at Eel Cave and Emerald Pool, which were the

most recent instances of amazing outdoor spaces that we had been in. The indigenous people

who once lived in Groendal – that is, before it bore the name of Groendal – lived truly rustic

and low-tech lifestyles. Humanity had fallen too far from that graceful state of interconnection

for Emma and me, and perhaps for anyone born in the modern and postmodern world, to be

able to live as the indigenous people of yester-century once lived. But if there is a spectrum of

rustic low-techiness, then most people in the tragically developed world function on one end

of the spectrum, with people like the Khoi-San having lived on the other end.

I knew that we would never be able to live a lifestyle even remotely similar to that of

the  Khoi-San,  and  I  suspected  that  my  conditioning  towards  being  a  so-called  civilized

member of Western society would forever cause me cognitive dissonance if I moved too far

towards the side of the spectrum that one might associate with hunter-gatherers. But Emma

and I had set up a little rustic homestead that was not on the far-right end of the Orpheus-

Prometheus spectrum. Where we were on the spectrum, exactly, was impossible to tell. But I

knew that I was not walking away from the beautiful wild back towards bland concrete and

bricks. We would soon be barefoot on wood-chip floors, drinking rain water, cooking on fire,

getting wet when it rained, covering our faeces with soil, making compost, chopping wood,

carrying water, growing some food, and so on. If there were any spirit ancestors of the Khoi-

San lingering in the reserve, I hoped that they would be smiling on us (or at least not frowning

on us) for dabbling with ways of living that might seem at least a little more recognizable and

sane to them.
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Chapter 14: Vipassana

January of 2014 was a month when both Emma and I were between lecturing contracts. With

her  mum arriving from England again mid-month,  and with me booked onto the ten-day

meditation  course near  the end of the month,  we decided that  the first  two weeks of the

month, and indeed the new-year, would be spent entirely on our allocated patch of land. The

area directly in front of our shack had been a bit of a mess for some time, with the ring of tires

that we had used for a makeshift nursery not really having served its purpose too well because

the black tires reflected a bit too much heat in peak sunshine conditions. I spent a few days

cutting down and stripping some smaller gum trees from the plots alongside the one we were

on, sourced some second-hand nursery plastic, bought a staple gun and some shade cloth,

cleared away the tires, and built a basic nursery of about three by four metres. I sourced some

second-hand planks of wood, built a few shelves from the timber, and placed these in the

nursery.

Emma used the rustic nursery mostly for seedlings, but it also became a space to house

some of the things that cluttered up the outdoor kitchen-lounge area and scullery.  We did

something  of  a  spring  clean  (albeit  in  summer),  and  we  managed  to  make  the  place

considerably more comfortable than when her mum had last visited. At least now there was a

spacious and shady area that made for comfortable sitting and socialising, a separate compost-

toilet and shower area, and a separate area for washing dishes. Damian and Jacqui’s house

was in the process of being built,  and Damian had sourced an old shed and positioned it

between our allocated area and the building site. He was using the space as a music studio, but

he made an offer to us for Emma’s mum, Tina, to sleep in the shed-studio. This meant that

Emma and I wouldn’t have to move into a tent again for the duration of Tina’s stay, which

was quite a relief.

While I had been building the rustic nursery, Emma had been working in the garden

area behind our shack. We had spread horse manure there at various stages during 2013, and

it was aged enough to be shaped into raised beds and for seeds and seedlings to be planted in

them.  Em  started  planting  in  those  beds,  and  she  continued  to  tend  to  the  plants  and

vegetables that she had planted in the various other growing areas that we had created over

the previous year-and-a-half. In the heat of January, there was a large amount of watering to

be done, so she was constantly gardening. A fair amount of food was also coming out of the

older  beds  –  tomatoes,  lettuce,  squash,  peppadews,  sprouting  broccoli,  beans,  and so on.
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There was not enough food coming out of the gardens to survive on, to be sure, but we were

getting  approximately  twenty  percent  of  our  vegetables  from the  garden.  Fresh,  organic

vegetables.

It was clear to us that we would never be self-sufficient, because it had taken a huge

amount of energy, time and labour to get to the point of being able to produce and tend to just

that twenty percent of our vegetable load. We were not financially independent – we could get

by for a few months without an income, but it was clear that we would not make money from

growing food or doing anything else but lecturing, at least for the foreseeable future. This

meant that we would never have the time to be full-time organic gardeners and homesteaders,

and to be honest, I’m not sure I would have wanted to be. The amount of work that went into

doing what we were doing already felt  endless.  The water  that  we were using to irrigate

vegetables and trees was mainly from the municipal grid, and we didn’t feel that expanding

beyond what we were doing could be referred to as sustainable.

Our mix was clearly one of part-time academic work, part-time plot work, full-time

juggling of necessities of living (such as starting fires for cooking and washing clothes by

hand), and occasional getaways to the coast or mountains. The old me, the one who upon

leaving  the  UK in  mid-2012 may  have  wanted  to  set  up  a  self-sustainable  permaculture

project for all to see, was quickly fading into the background, and the new me was emerging,

a person who was happy to be self-directing his life to some small extent rather than it being

determined entirely by a boss or a full-time job. And the newly emerging me was also happy

to be able to see that what we were doing was notably increasing the biodiversity of the area.

Things were growing where they had not, and could not, grow before. The fertility we had

built over the course of eighteen months would also remain there whether we stuck around or

not, perhaps to the dismay of those around us who had much more conventional aesthetic

likes and dislikes.

Barring a few bigger wood-working projects, the humble abode was in the best shape

that  it  could  be  at  that  phase  of  its  creation,  and when Tina  arrived,  all  went  relatively

smoothly. She still  referred to our way of living as “glamping” (glamorous camping), but

endearingly so. While she was there, I continued to attend to the ongoing necessities such as

building  compost  piles  and  painting  wooden  pallet-walls  and  poles,  and  I  worked  on

improving lecture materials for the start of the academic term in the second week of February.

Tina enjoyed sleeping late, so Emma would get a bunch of garden chores done before her

mum awoke. I also kept checking for the outcome of my PhD funding application, which I

had expected to see posted to the relevant website by the middle of January. As the end of the
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month approached and no result had materialised, I started to suspect that I hadn’t made the

cut. This disappointed me quite a bit, which made me aware that academia may have been

closer to my heart than I would have cared to admit.

Just  before  I  departed  for  Worcester  and  the  Vipassana  meditation  centre  on  its

outskirts,  I  decided to change the compost-toilet  bucket so that Emma would not have to

attend to the matter more than once while I was away. She would have her hands full enough

with the chopping of wood, the starting of fires, cooking, the hand-washing of dishes and

clothes,  while  still  keeping  the  gardens  going  and  entertaining  her  mum.  I  removed  the

surface of the compost-toilet unit, and I was about to remove the bucket when I noticed that a

bar of soap had somehow managed to slip onto the ground alongside the bucket. I reached

down for the soap, and before I knew I had done so, I had pulled back my hand in a reflex

action. Then I saw it – a small-ish puff adder was rearing its head right next to the bucket. It

had not made a strike for me, luckily, but it was now hissing and puffing at me. Never before

had the appeal to not drop the soap been more real to me!

I managed to remove the puffy with the snake sticks that I had made at some stage in

2013. It made a fuss about being cornered and nabbed, as I suppose I would have if someone

were abducting and moving me. Once I had driven and released it several kilometres away

from the Estate  land,  I  returned to  inspect  where  the  puffy had managed  to get  into  the

compost-toilet box. The entry point was quite obvious, and I clogged it with some newspaper.

It was quite alarming to realise that the puffy could have been entering and leaving the box for

some time, with the implication that our habit of sliding the lid on and off the bucket to keep

flies away was putting our hands within touching-distance of the snake. I put Emma and Tina

on high alert and insisted that they check nooks and crannies for our slithery friends, and also

keep a careful eye on the ground when walking about. Our wood-chip floors didn’t exactly

make it easy to see snakes that were evolutionarily adapted to look like wood-chips and fallen

leaves.

The morning of my departure arrived,  and Emma kindly took me to a rendezvous

point I had arranged with someone who had advertised a ride on Gumtree. We arrived in our

beat-up old half-tonner bakkie, and my chauffeur arrived in his 1986 Mercedes Benz. His

partner was the front-seat passenger – they were on their  way to Cape Town for a Bruce

Springsteen concert. Seven hours later, I was in Worcester and walking to Bridget and Judy’s

B&B, where Emma and I had visited about a year earlier. Back then, they were interested in

buying into an eco-estate some distance from Worcester. A year later, they had opted instead

to start building a stone house on a piece of land very near the meditation centre. They had not
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bought the land, but were in the process of acquiring life-rights on it. The fact that they, in a

manner not dissimilar from me and Emma, were speeding ahead with a set-up before formal

contracts had been signed proved that they were very keen to change the direction of their

lives. We had coffee – my last one before abstaining for ten days – and then Judy drove me to

the centre.

I  first  started  meditating  when I  was  eighteen  years’  old  and in  my first  year  of

university. I had discovered Aldous Huxley quite by accident, and after reading Brave New

World I stumbled upon Doors of Perception, which enticed me to experiment with perception

in a number of ways. I quickly picked up Zen meditation, i.e. Zazen, and I practised it two or

three times a week on and off for several years. I wasn’t fanatical about it, and I didn’t think

for a moment that it was as potent a perceptual tool as plant medicines, but the practice clearly

had a positive effect in my life. I was calmer after I sat, and more aware of my reactions as

choices rather than automatic responses. For someone who grew up feeling as if I was always

at the mercy, or lack thereof, of forces well beyond my control, the feeling of having a small

amount of influence in my young life was quite novel and refreshing.

I continued dabbling with meditation until a year into my time in the UK. In my first

few weeks  in  the  Greater  London area,  while  I  was still  sleeping on friends’  floors  and

applying online like crazy for work, I had quite a profound meditation-related experience one

day. I had just cleaned my friend’s entire apartment, and afterwards, feeling quite down about

not having had any positive responses to my three or four dozen work applications, I sat down

to meditate. I was about ten minutes into the session when my phone rang – it was an HR

person from the only college that I had been invited to for an interview. The lady, whose

name is Fiona, told me that I got the job. I was, of course, extremely happy, yet calm from

having meditated  –  a  strange mix.  After  a  few months  on  the  job,  I  slacked off  on  the

meditation  practice,  because the  workload became heavier  and heavier  with each passing

month for four years, and I needed to prioritize a few things that at the time I thought were

more important than meditation.

With the exception of a handful of occasions near my departure from England in 2012

and during my initial  eighteen months of being back in South Africa,  meditation had not

featured in my life. I did sit with Emma a few times after she returned from her stint at the

Centre I was now entering, but my mind was buried under the weight of a few to-do lists – it

just wasn’t the right time for me to try and get back into it. Emma didn’t keep up her practice

for very long, with our metaphorical plates remaining very full as our time in SA continued.

In hindsight, perhaps that extremely difficult first year would have been easier to navigate if I
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had kept meditating. As a friend of mine used to say to me, you should meditate for twenty

minutes every day, unless you are too busy, in which case you should meditate for an hour!

I  was  entering  a  meditation  centre  where  the  modus  operandi  was  ten  hours  of

meditation a day, for ten days. As I was realising what I was getting myself into, I could not

help but ask what meditation had to do with the rustic low-tech lifestyle that Emma and I

found  ourselves  pursuing.  Was  the  practise  a  deviation  from the  lifestyle,  or  were  they

compatible? Would it even matter if they were or were not compatible? I already felt as if I

had compromised on my initial  values when going into the South African venture by re-

framing the project as a very personal one rather than one that could help in the context of the

broader ecological crisis. That was a step down in scale from an outward focus to a focus that

was  more  individual.  In  entering  into  the  meditation  centre,  I  would  be  isolating  almost

completely from the rest of the world and, I presumed, delving into the inner workings of my

mind, which seemed like the height of selfishness to me at the time.

However, based on what I could tell from Emma’s experience of the silent retreat, I

suspected that whatever she had learned there was somewhat compatible with our lifestyles.

The situation we had created for ourselves was initially far more tense than either of us could

have foreseen. As I have explained, I became increasingly carried away with logistics, which I

think was a natural response to a situation where almost no necessities of living were present

by default – I had to build everything from scratch, while trying to figure out how to earn

some money, while having to re-frame my motivation for doing what we were doing. Emma

had often taken my preoccupied mind personally, mistaking my stress and exhaustion as an

indication that I was not happy with her, which made for a complicated series of interpersonal

factors  that  left  us  both  on  the  back  foot.  Whatever  she  had  learned  through meditating

seemed to enable her to create a space between me as a stressed and stressful stimulus, and

her response to the stimulus. She could thus function far more effectively in our situation at

the time. I should offer the reminder, however, that while she was away for the course in the

latter quarter of 2012, I did (with Damian’s help) build a cabin that allowed us to transition

out of the dreaded tents, so she returned to a completely different (and, in my opinion, less

stressful) context, but the meditation had certainly played a role in all of it.

I had dabbled with meditation for long enough to know what many Buddhists would

say in response to my concern about self-work being the same as selfishness. Roughly, the

response  is  that  self-work  is other-work.  As  a  younger  man,  I  battled  with  that  notion,

especially when, for example, I felt that something urgently needed to be done in response to

a problem. In such an instance, the call to look inwards and monitor one’s responses, and to
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an extent be able to select one’s responses, may be helpful, but it seemed insufficient when

the act of looking inwards is the only act. In other words, action with a tangible outcome was

what I often felt was necessary, and this disposition of mine explains in part why I felt so

disappointed when realising that the rustic low-tech lifestyle Emma and I were setting up

would not have impacts beyond our own lives.

After filling in a few forms at the reception area, I was asked if I had any valuables

like my wallet or keys on me. I said yes, and handed over my wallet for safekeeping in an

allegedly locked vault. Then the person doing the reception-work asked for my keys, and I

explained that I didn’t have any on me because I had caught a ride and I didn’t need keys to

get back home. Still, the reception person pushed the matter – asking me if I was sure that I

didn’t have any keys on me. I found this quite suspicious – who cares if I had my keys locked

in my bag? Why such a big deal about the keys? And that was when I had my first inkling that

I was entering into something about which I knew precious little. Meditation, sure, I knew a

bit about that already, but what kind of tradition was I giving myself over to? The place’s

name is Dhamma Pataka, and I found myself suddenly realising that I might be stepping into

something with a religious overtone, which is not what I had previously thought I was getting

into.

I  was  given  a  dorm  and  bed  number.  As  I  approached  the  dorms,  I  could  see

immediately that the premises once hosted a vacation resort.  The dorms were old holiday

accommodation units that had been subdivided with curtains into hostel units that slept four or

five people. I did not get the feeling that I was stepping into accommodation that had been

properly cleaned for a while. The first thing I did was look under my bed, where I saw a fair

amount of dust and litter,  amongst which was a little container  with a set of high-quality

earplugs  in  it.  I  pocketed  the  container  and  told  myself  that  I  must  wash  the  earplugs

thoroughly in case I needed to use them – they could come in handy in such a small space

where several other men would likely be snoring. I unpacked my bag, rolled out my sleeping

bag, and tried to imagine the space as my base for ten days. I had mixed feelings – I wasn’t

sure of what I was getting myself into, but the view from the dorm was fantastic, providing a

panorama view from the mountainous terrain. I could see why the spot had been chosen for a

vacation  resort,  and  I  wondered  how  the  resort  ended  up  in  the  hands  of  a  meditation

organisation.

The  course  was  set  to  begin  with  an  orientation  talk  by  the  managers  at  17:00,

followed by a light dinner, before a 19:00 gathering in the main hall where the group would

meet the teacher and meditate together for the first time. I had a few hours on my hands, so I
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wandered around the old resort, taking note of the dilapidated braai/barbecue places that must

have once been the sites of all sorts of merriment. I hadn’t been at the Centre for long, but

already I could tell  that the place had a quiet  and serious mood to it,  making for quite a

contrast to the holiday vibe that I imagined once filled the air. It was certainly the case that no

alcohol or meat would have been consumed on the premises since becoming a meditation

retreat, because those were verboten at the Centre. Personifying the place, I wondered if the

resort would approve or disapprove of what had become of it. Seeing as it started life as a

resort, and had likely become accustomed to some enjoyable vices, I suspected it may have

found its newer crowd a bit boring.

After walking around for a while, I bumped into some men who were standing in the

middle of an open section of the garden in front of the men’s dorms. I knew before arriving

that men and women were not allowed to mingle while at the Centre, but the gender division

became real to me only when I realised that there were no women anywhere near the men’s

dorms and that  there  would not  be for ten days.  I  joined the group and met  Anthony,  a

women’s  cricket  coach  from Cape  Town.  Kieran,  an  Ayahuasca  journey  facilitator,  who

worked mainly in South America. Steve, a game-ranger working wherever he could in South

Africa. And a few other guys whose names and occupations I have long forgotten. None of us

had done the course before, and we chatted about what we expected from the course and how

long we thought we’d last before we’d crack and hot-leg it out of there. I joked and suggested

that leaving was not up to us, seeing as the Centre’s management had stolen most attendees’

keys and wallets!

Five o’clock came and the orientation session started, with men and women sitting on

opposite sides of the court-yard in front of the men’s dining area. We met the men’s and

women’s managers, one of whom seemed to me like an ex crack-head. We were given a set of

strict  instructions,  most  of  which  involved  what  students  could  not  do  once  the  course

formally started at 19:00 that night. No talking. No attempt to communicate non-verbally with

each other. No looking at each other. No cell phone activity. No snacks in the dorms. No

quick movements or exercise. No disruptions. No shoes in the meditation hall. And so on. If

we need something,  approach the manager.  Two vegetarian  meals  per  day,  breakfast  and

lunch, with some fruit and juice at 17:00 for new students but not for returning students. The

meditation hall would open at 04:30, but students didn’t have to be there so early unless they

wanted, but they had to be there by 06:30, from which time full attendance was compulsory.

While I was still not sure what I was in for, I had by that time on arrival-day become

aware that in some ways, the Centre resonated with my ethos of low-tech rustic living. All the
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so-called students would ditch their cell phones, have no access to computers etc., and spend

most of their days at the Centre simply sitting. We could shower and use a flush toilet, and the

Centre did make use of grid electricity and water, but compared to the endless onslaught of

modern conveniences that constitute so-called civilisation, our lives at the Centre would be

pretty basic. Approximately 40 people, all agreeing to down the familiarities and habits of

their lives, for a shared purpose – to meditate. I found this to be quite a novel context, and I

was glad to be a part of it. I felt like the 40 people would together conduct themselves in a

way that would have very few negative impacts on the natural world, at least in comparison to

the consumer capitalist lifestyles that have become such a norm almost everywhere.

Dinner was a watery soya-sauce and tofu-pieces dish. Then we made our way to the

hall, took off our footwear, chose a cushion to sit on, and one-by-one (in total silence) each

student was escorted to an allocated spot in the hall. It was a tiny room that seemed crowded

when all the students were in their places. We sat quietly for a while before the course teacher

entered in his white robes. He sat crossed-legged on a pedestal, eyes closed. A manager must

have pushed play on a device somewhere, and the voice of an Indian-sounding man came

through the loudspeakers. His name was Goenka – it turns out that he was the teacher, and the

sanctimonious-looking guy in the white robes was the assistant teacher. Goenka welcomed us

to the course, congratulated us on undertaking this most important of activities, and wished us

well for the days ahead. He spoke about a basic meditation technique (called anapana) that

involved focusing on the air as it entered and exited our noses. He directed our attention to the

rising and falling-away of our thoughts and emotions. And then we meditated for an hour or

so before the assistant teacher left the room, and we silently made our way to our dorms.

I had been the first person in the dorm earlier that day, and the rest of my dorm-mates

had obviously arrived after me and found their beds. There were four of us in the room, but

we didn’t talk or make eye contact, so doing things like brushing teeth meant looking at the

ground or at the ceiling while moving past each other. It was very weird to go to sleep that

night with only one and a half metres between me and a complete stranger, someone I had

never seen or spoken to, sleeping on another bed in the same room, with only a sheet hanging

from a wire to separate us. Whoever he was, I figured that he must be a long-distance runner

or  some kind of  athlete,  because  he was kitted  with what  appeared  to  be running shoes,

tracksuit trousers, and light-weight tee shirts and jumpers. Facing ten days of sitting, I realised

that  I  was up for a  real challenge considering my usually-active lifestyle,  and I  inwardly

wished myself and my unnamed and unmet athletic friend all the best with what was to come.
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Being the Type-A person that I am, I was at my spot in the meditation hall at 04:30 on

what was formally and officially day number one of the course – the day before was evidently

day zero. To my surprise, the assistant teacher was not there. Only a dozen other students had

arrived at that dark time of the morning. I did as I had done the night before and focused on

my breathing – I found my head to be quite clear, probably because it was first-thing in the

morning and I had no runaway train of thoughts from gathered cognitive momentum during

the day. Already, I thought, the fact that I had motivated myself to get up at 04:10 was a notch

on the post of small victories for me. If I could keep up the early rising routine, that would be

a huge win for me, a productive habit to take home and try keeping alive for a few weeks at

least.

Despite my good start, I spent much of that first hour of day one trying not to nod off

back to sleep. What kept me awake was the discomfort that I experienced in my knees and

lower back from sitting for so long in a cross-legged position. I was flexible from years of

doing yoga, but the longest I had ever meditated was about half an hour. The night before,

when we did our introductory group meditation, I had felt the discomfort too, but not as much

as in the early hours of morning one. It was the first hour of a minimum of 100 hours of

meditation, and I was already battling with physical pain. I had anticipated this, and I simply

pushed through it,  though I  frequently  adjusted  my knees  and lower  back positions  in  a

process I hoped did not look too much like fidgeting. Each time I opened my eyes to fidget

discreetly, I looked around and noticed that another person or three had arrived in the hall and

had taken their positions in the morning’s meditation session.

At some point, the assistant teacher appeared. I am not sure of the exact time that he

showed up, but towards the end of the second hour, he must have pushed play from a hidden

audio-visual  control  centre,  and  some  chanting  started.  So  much  for  silent  meditation,  I

thought. I think the chanting was in the Pali language, and I think that the recorded voice

belongs to Goenka. My first reaction to the chanting was that I didn’t like it. I did not know

what was being said, nor why a silent meditation retreat involved something distinctly not

silent. It also smacked of religiosity, something I was notably uncomfortable with. I had not

been warned that I would be exposed to an esoteric Eastern religion, and I found myself a

little  put-off  and suspicious,  wondering if  the meditation  retreat  was actually  a  chance to

recruit devotees. The one good thing about the chanting was that it kept me more awake than

if I had been sitting in silence.

The session  finished  at  06:30,  which  was  the  time  that  breakfast  started.  I  found

myself stepping into the early morning sunlight feeling as if I had already done a lot with my
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day, despite it being the time that I would ordinarily wake up. I made my way to the men’s

dining hall, surprised to see that I was the last person to join the long breakfast queue. By the

time I reached the serving area, there was literally nothing left to eat. The men in front of me,

most of whom had not shown up for the early meditation session, had helped themselves to all

the fruit, all the porridge, and all the bread and peanut butter. My calm mental state quickly

turned to anger – how dare these free-riders skip the session so that they could be ahead in the

breakfast queue, and then serve themselves lions’ portions that leave the guys at the end of the

queue with nothing?

I stood at the serving area for some time before realising that I was on my own in

finding  breakfast.  I  went  over  to  the  kitchen  door,  knocked  and  waited,  and  eventually

someone opened the door a crack and gave me a frown. I spoke softly and said that the food is

finished but that I had not eaten. The person disappeared for a while, and returned with a

chopping board onto which a few slices of bread and a new tub of peanut butter had been

chucked. The person closed the door on me, but I stood there waiting – for what, I was not

exactly sure. When the person did not return, I took a seat and ate my morsels, wondering if

this was how every morning was going to roll. Already my mind had gone from being “in the

moment” to securing food, and I insisted to myself that I get out of the meditation hall quicker

the following day. I finished the bread, and searched for coffee before remembering that no

caffeine was permitted by this particular assistant teacher. It was going to be a long day.

The next meditation session started an hour or so later. Goenka’s recorded instructions

and commentary featured, with the assistant teacher orchestrating the playback of the audio.

The main initial approach was to focus on one’s breath as it entered as exited the nostrils, with

the  idea  being  to  return  to  the  breathing  whenever  one  caught  themselves  drifting  into

thoughts of anything and everything. I found myself wondering how Emma and her mum

were doing back at the plot, with all the hands-on chores that our DIY lifestyle entailed. There

I was, sitting, with no need to chop wood or carry water, but Emma would likely have been

doing those chores, and far more too. Added to those types of thoughts, I also found myself

resisting the fair amount of Buddhist religious dogma I had been exposed to during Goenka’s

morning  instructions  and  his  ‘discourse’  from the  previous  night.  Why was  I  repeatedly

hearing reference to the Buddha’s spiritual realisations in what was supposed to be a non-

sectarian meditation centre?

Three hours in the meditation hall later brought us to eleven o’clock, and I was mighty

relieved to be able to stand up and move around. I had meditated for five hours already, and

sitting for that long was a difficult  challenge for me, seeing as I was used to the endless
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physical activity that was required to make the rustic lifestyle possible. My knees and lower

back were already extremely  angry with me,  and I  started to wonder if  I  would make it

through day one, never mind the full ten days. Eleven o’clock was the start of the lunch-break,

and I was shocked to again find myself at the back of the queue of men leading into the dining

hall.  Once  again  I  found  myself  staring  at  empty  trays  after  the  other  men  had  helped

themselves to all the food, and once again I had to go and knock on the kitchen door and beg

for food. I was hungry, withdrawing from caffeine, and less-than-impressed with the religious

overtone of Goenka’s recorded instructions  and commentaries.  What  was I  doing there,  I

wondered, when so much needed to be done back at the homestead?

Another four hours of meditation followed lunch, with more recorded instructions and

commentary from Goenka. I would often find myself in the zone, really managing to leave my

monkey-mind chattering behind in the distance, and I was grateful for the long periods of

silence that the retreat was making possible. However, having an undergraduate degree that

partly  involved  communication  theory,  and  having  completed  a  Master’s  degree  in

philosophy,  I  could  smell  the  rats  of  ideology,  rhetoric,  dogma,  and propaganda  in  what

Goenka had to say, and I was far from comfortable with the situation because I had expected a

completely neutral  and safe meditation space. When the clock struck five, and after I had

grabbed my evening banana, apple, and tea (because that’s all that was on offer as an evening

‘meal’), I retrieved the set of earplugs I had found under my allocated bed on arrival the day

before, and I went and washed them thoroughly.

I  didn’t  need  the  ear  plugs  for  the  six  to  seven  o’clock  ‘sit’  because  it  was  a

completely silent endeavour. But at seven, attention turned to the television on the wall in the

hall, and Goenka’s one-hour-long ‘discourse’ started. Goenka was a master orator, carefully

selecting  every word,  timing every pause,  and subtly playing on human psychology with

buzz-words  and crowd-pleasing  references.  I  actually  didn’t  use the earplugs  because  the

Eastern  nature  of  Vipassana  ideology resonated  well  with  me on that  particular  night.  It

seemed like the game was a well-intentioned one, with the happiness of all souls being the

end goal. This priority was achieved by freeing the mind from endlessly speculating about the

past and future,  which involved a deliberate focus on the present moment,  as well  as the

cultivation of the awareness that all things arise and fade away. Nothing is permanent, but our

neurotic  tendency  is  to  latch  on  to  anything  that  will  distract  us  from  the  fact  of

impermanence,  which creates all sorts of suffering and anxiety.  Learn to see all things as

arising and passing away, and voilà, you will have unlocked the secret of happiness (and the

universe too, allegedly).
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After the discourse, there was another session of meditation, lasting forty minutes or

so  before  the  group  dispersed  for  bed.  I  was  tired,  hungry,  and  grumpy  from  caffeine

withdrawal, and I must have fallen asleep quickly. I awoke in the middle of the night to the

voice of a demon – at least that’s what it sounded like. One of the men sleeping in the ex-

holiday bungalow was talking in his sleep, or maybe I should say that Beelzebub was talking

through him. It was a snarly, grunty, guttural series of words in a language I had never heard,

a  language  likely  spoken in  a  dimension I  hope never  to  enter.  It  lasted  for  about  three

minutes from the moment that I awoke, and then it stopped with an eerie silence. With nine

more nights of the course still to go, I wondered if I would awake one night to a red-eyed and

horned man yielding a knife over my chest. I lay awake for some time after the three minutes

of demoniac.

I found out after the course had finished that the person who had gnarled and snarled

that scary night was a young man who, when he was an infant,  had been adopted into a

prominent family in the Moonie cult. The person who gave me that information told me the

story in a very hush-hush manner, adding that the kid had been through a lot. Perhaps his

episodes,  which  occurred  two  or  three  more  times  over  the  ten-day  period,  were

manifestations  of  his  inner  struggle.  It  dawned  on  me  that  while  many  people  attend

Vipassana retreats, and retreats in general, for purposes involving personal growth, all sorts of

people in all  sorts of situations might attend retreats  for all  sorts of reasons. Ten days of

silence in a bubble that the outside world is not permitted to pop – this kind of safe-zone

would look very appealing to anyone with serious baggage, or someone who simply needs a

safe place to sleep for a few days where meals are provided gratis.

Gratis isn’t entirely accurate. Just before the silence breaks on day ten, when one feels

like a million bucks from having detoxed the body and de-cluttered the mind, a call is made

for donations to the Centre. I paid an amount that I thought covered the costs of my food and

lodge – I would have paid more, but I was tight on cash and I still couldn’t see clearly into my

financial future. If someone had no money, there is nothing that anyone at the Centre could do

to force one to pay, so Vipassana as an organisation really does rely on donations and charity.

Despite  a  few  concerns  that  I  had  about  several  moments  of  clear  indoctrination  and

propaganda  from  Goenka,  which  I  thought  were  inappropriate  considering  that  many

vulnerable people would land up attending a retreat and would therefore be susceptible to the

ideology disguised as truth, I vowed to return one day to act as a ‘server’.  This was the idea

in general, it seemed – attend a course and be served, but come back and serve others, which I

thought was a lovely principle of reciprocity.
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I’ve jumped ahead of myself by talking about the ending of the course, but there isn’t

much to add for day two onwards, because the schedule for every day is exactly the same. The

exception is that on day four or five, one progresses from anapana to the vipassana scanning

technique. On day two I again arrived to the dregs of breakfast and lunch. Clearly, other male

‘students’ were not attending the morning sit, and instead arrived to the dining hall early and

pounced prior to the ending of the session in the meditation hall, leaving literally nothing for

people like me who thought that we were there to meditate. The same blokes were first in the

queue at lunch-time again, and again I could see full plates of food being carried away by the

guys. Even in a space where part of the idea was to cultivate energies so that ‘all beings’

could  ‘be  happy’,  some  humans  acted  like  arseholes.  Being  extremely  hungry,  and  not

wanting  to  spend  my  meditation  time  planning  my  run  to  the  dining  hall  for  food,  I

complained to the male manager that the situation was ridiculous. The next day, there was

loads more food.

One final noteworthy moment during the course was on day four, when during one of

Goenka’s daily indoctrinations, he claimed that the use of drugs was unacceptable – full stop.

He told a story of men who got high and then boarded their little paddle boat alongside a jetty.

They rowed and rowed and rowed, but got nowhere because they had left their boat tied to the

jetty – they were too stoned to notice. Goenka used this analogy to help explain that anything

that obscures ‘reality as it is’ is bad news and should be avoided. This angered me for two

main  reasons. First, nobody can make a claim about reality ‘as it is’ because our five senses

provide us with only a ‘phenomenal’ snapshot of a dynamic and truly complex ontological

and metaphysical ‘noumenal’ existence, so good luck trying to do the impossible and access

‘reality as it is’. Second, as Salvador Dali once said, ‘I am drugs’, or applied more generally,

we are drugs! Our bodies are soups of chemicals, and taking literally what Goenka said would

mean  problematising,  for  example,  a  woman’s  period  (which  is  the  result  of  a  chemical

process) because it would ‘obscure reality’ for her.

My biggest gripe with the claim about ‘drugs’ being a no-go was that I had plant

medicines to thank for my departure out of my own cave of ignorance. I had used psilocybin

and mescaline often during my early twenties, and combined with my university education,

they facilitated a cognitive awakening for me. I saw, as Blake once said so poetically, a world

in a grain of sand, and Heaven in a wild flower, and so much more, and I firmly believe that

my spiritual journey would simply not have been possible without the assistance of sacred

plant medicines. Not everyone should take the trip into the invisible landscape, that’s for sure

–  some  people  have  family  or  personal  histories  of  mental  problems,  and  while  plant
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medicines  might  help  such people,  they  need  to  be  very  careful  with  perception-altering

molecules. But if one wished to alter their consciousness for a short period of time, then as an

adult one should be able to do so responsibly. No government, and no guru, has the right to

tell me what I can or cannot do with my consciousness – though obviously they try.

I also entertained a lesser-tolerated view of the origins of Buddhism and spirituality in

general. To me, it is no accident that the story of Buddha involves enlightenment that came by

way  of  sitting  under  a  tree  in  a  country  where  cows  are  holy.  Magic  mushrooms  grow

excellently in cow shit,  and there is a theory known as the stoned ape theory that makes

intuitive  sense  to  me.  As roaming  herds  of  grazing  animals  were stalked  by our  hunter-

gatherer predecessors, they almost certainly ate the fungi that grew out of the animal’s poop.

Psilocybin increases the acuity of the senses and even positively impacts fertility, so hunters

following the pack would have benefited immensely  from using the fungi,  and the  fungi

would have become an important part of life for the ancients. The use of psychoactive fungi

and plants was likely present in all older cultures, and their knowledge and customs would

have passed from one generation to the next.

Which brings us to Buddha under the tree, likely tripping hard! Now of course there is

no proof for the claim that Buddha’s enlightenment was sparked by a psychedelic experience,

but the claim is fully compatible with my own experiences while exploring consciousness

during plant medicine assisted journeys. I urge anyone who is anti-‘drugs’ to disambiguate the

term so that plant medicines and psychedelics are not lumped into a category in which truly

problematic substances like heroin and crack-cocaine are included, and I would send one to

do  some  research  via  the  highly-respected  Multidisciplinary  Association  for  Psychedelic

Studies, or MAPS for short. Clearly, we are dealing with substances that can and do facilitate

profoundly beneficial experiences. I needed to get my complaint off my chest, so I met with

the male manager (again) and tried to explain to him why I thought Goenka’s propaganda was

propaganda. The manager’s ridiculous response was that I was angry. I told him that I would

be leaving, and I asked for my wallet back from the reception office.

The manager said that he would assist with my departure, but only on the following

day. I obliged, and by the next day I had let Goenka’s offence pass. Day five was, after all,

halfway into the course, and I decided that I would just use my ear-plugs during the rest of the

discourses. Years later,  I learned from a friend who tried to leave the course on day two

already, that it was like being held hostage. The manager on my friend’s course would not

give my friend his keys and valuables, which were locked in the office. My friend had to put

up a major fight, and eventually he was permitted to leave late on day four. Luckily I was not
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held hostage because I chose not to depart, but I was bugged by the manager again when he

saw that I was using ear-plugs. He addressed me during one of the breaks and said that all

students needed to be fully  present  during the course,  which I said was obviously untrue

because many students were not attending the morning sessions. The manager would also

follow people who left during meditation sessions to, for example, visit the toilet, to make

sure that they swiftly returned.

I was grateful when the course finished. It was too full of ideological bullshit  and

propaganda for someone like me, and obviously for my friend who would try to leave the

retreat years later. But the hundred-plus hours of meditation definitely helped me discover a

new level of what I think of as an equanimous mind, and the net-benefit from the course was

definitely evident. I had arranged to meet with a friend in Cape Town the day after the course

ended because a fellow student would be dropping me there to  catch a bus back to Port

Elizabeth. When I chatted to my friend to arrange what would be a meet-up at a coffee shop, I

told him I was high, and he must have thought that I was high from having taken a ‘drug’

because when we met, he asked what I was high on! I told him that I was high on life. Years

later,  he  would  attend  the  course,  try  to  leave  on  day two,  have  his  keys  and valuables

withheld from him, put up a fight, and bail on day four. But he had success with psilocybin

thereafter.

My experiences at the retreat taught me many things, but one that really occupied my

mind while the bus I was on crept back towards Port Elizabeth along the Garden Route, was

how to cherish the simpler things in life. After hours and hours of meditation, a piece of fruit

and a glass of ginger-water are amazing additions to the day. My life on the Estate  land

completely lacked glamour, yet as I crept closer to home, I looked forward to so many things

about the lifestyle in general, even the smaller things like watering the garden, watching the

sunset, and lighting a fire. The lifestyle was not immune to the pressures of bigger deals like

employment and finances, but in many peoples’ situations, the bigger deals dominate, and the

smaller  things  are  often missing or clouded out by worry,  stress,  and over-ambition.  The

lifestyle that Emma and I had forged was necessarily hands-on, and it often forced us to be

fully in the present moment, which is largely what meditation is about. I was returning from a

Vipassana retreat to a retreat of a different kind, and it was more than a place – it was a

lifestyle.
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Chapter 15: Poly-sleep

I  arrived  home  from  the  Vipassana  retreat  to  extremely  good  news.  The  PhD  funding

application I made in 2013 had been successful – three years of a funded PhD awaited me.

The  money  wasn’t  great  by  any  standards  associated  with  so-called  city-living.  If,  for

example, Emma and I had chosen to live in a town-house on the outskirts of Port Elizabeth,

most of the funding would have gone to paying rent and bills, with little left for food and

transport.  But  our  eighteen  months  of  hard  work  had  manifested  partly  as  a  cheap  and

cheerful lifestyle free of many of the expenses that come with more conventional scenarios.

With a measly R1000 monthly rent to pay to Jacqui and Damian, which covered a very small

amount  of  water  and electricity  too,  combined  with  the  additional  expenses  of  food and

keeping our old vehicle going, our total expenses were relatively low. The bursary money

would cover the expenses and even leave a little left over to save, and the part-time lecturing

work that I had lined up would remain in the mix too.

I  was  flabbergasted  by  how  quickly  my  financial  future  had  changed.  I  was  not

looking at a lot of money coming my way, but I was looking at a few years ahead in which I

wouldn’t have to deal with not knowing if there would be enough money to keep going. This

was a huge relief to me, and combined with the fact that I could continue with a flexi-time

approach to work, I  felt  a deep sense of gratitude and even awe. It  struck me that I  had

received the good news upon ending ten days of meditation, which seemed similar to when I

received a telephone call in the UK in 2008 at the end of a meditation session and I was

offered a lecturing job. Financially, that lecturing job was a saving grace for me – it made it

possible for me to stay in the UK, gain important career experience, save some cash, meet

Emma, and figure out my next moves. Similarly, the bursary seemed like another saving grace

for me, and I wondered how it would enable other things in my life in the same way that the

lecturing job did.

My arrival  back from the  meditation  centre  was  on the  day before  I  had to  start

lecturing at the local university again. With the need to juggle my schedule so that I could

meet the responsibilities of lecturing, doing PhD research, and keeping the hands-on rustic

lifestyle functioning, I contacted my yoga and Pilates clients and told them that I could no

longer facilitate those classes. I enjoyed teaching the classes, but writing off two afternoons a

week for some spare change was no longer an option considering the bigger commitments I

had taken on. I definitely would not miss the long cycle to and from the classes, though I still

needed to cycle to and from my colleague’s house in the early mornings of my lecturing days
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so that I could catch a lift to and from the university with her. She seemed happy with a

fortnightly payment of a bottle of red wine from me, though I suspected that she found me a

little weird – scratch that, a lot weird, considering that she was from quite a conservative

background.

Having completely detoxed during the ten days I spent at the meditation centre, I felt

great. I kept meditating for two hours a day, and I didn’t consume any caffeine or alcohol or

cannabis. My mind was very focused, and I had a lot of calm energy, so much so that I found

myself needing to sleep less. I woke up very early to meditate and then do PhD proposal

work, lecture preparations, and some MA dissertation supervision work that somehow slipped

onto my plate, and I often felt like I had achieved a lot before breakfast. I quickly realised that

the meditation course had jump-started the latest phase of my personal development, and I

wanted  more.  I  did  some  online  research  into  personal  development,  and  I  discovered

something  that  at  some  stage  in  the  past  I  had  heard  about  from a  friend  –  polyphasic

sleeping. The particular method that stood out to me would involve a ‘core sleep’ of three to

three-and-a-half hours, and three twenty-minute naps thereafter. The idea of sleeping for a

total of four to four-and-a-half hours a day really appealed to me because I had so much to do.

Having a few more hours of the day in which to be productive was a prospect that sat very

well with me.

I knew that I was entering a phase with a name that summed up what I thought was

somewhat problematic: a period of  personal development. As I have explained already, the

move from the UK to SA was not meant to be a self-focused journey or project, but rather one

that  allowed Emma and me to demonstrate  and spread permaculture  principles  in  action,

which was meant to help in the context of the ecological crisis. I naively thought that people

would see what we were doing and instantly agree that the low-tech and frugal lifestyle was

part of the answer to the questions of what to do in response to issues like loss of biodiversity

and top-soils, etc. Having seen numerous people simply nod and smile, or frown, at what we

were trying to do, but take no ecologically-sensitive action in their own lives, and having

gradually become aware that our efforts would not amount to much in the larger context of

the  ecological  context,  my motivation  had changed from an outward  focus  to  more  of  a

personal focus at about a year into the journey. The relative autonomy that the lifestyle was

affording us  is  an example  of what  I  mean by a  personal  focus.  Another  example  is  the

increased health from exposure to the elements, and from having our hands in the microbe-

rich  soil.  Vipassana  meditation  and polyphasic  sleep  crept  in  as  part  of  my personalised

approach to motivating what I was doing with my life.
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Here is my diary entry for night number one of the polyphasic sleep experiment: 

It’s a-quarter-to-two in the morning. I went to bed at ten p.m. and my wretched

phone alarm woke me at one-thirty. At five-ten I’ll nap for twenty minutes, again at

nine-ten,  and then at three-forty p.m. In total,  that’s  four-and-a-half  hours of sleep

planned for  the  day,  and at  this  exact  moment,  as  I  struggle  to  type  these  words

accurately and would love just to get back into bed, it seems like a terrible plan! Let

me go find some inspiration.

Okay,  inspiration  has  come  in  the  form  of  a  hot  drink  (a  tablespoon  of

molasses in a cup of water, my coffee substitute), a much brighter light to hang over

the keyboard and me (I had a spare home-made hanging-lamp lying around), and a

brief  excursion  into  the  garden  (I’d  forgotten  to  put  the  vegetable  patches’  water

dripper-systems on in the past few days, so I’ve just plugged one in). I’m still making

mistakes as I type, but at least I’m much more ‘with it’. Let’s see how this goes.

The  segmented  sleep  plan  described  above  is  known  as  the  ‘everyman’

polyphasic  sleep  schedule.  The  everyman  approach  is  one  of  several  different

polyphasic  sleeping  patterns;  the  ‘uberman’  one,  where  a  person  naps  for  twenty

minutes six times a day, is another polyphasic pattern (there are several more, but I’ll

mention only these two). Both approaches to sleeping break a person’s daily sleeping

period into several chunks – hence the ‘poly’ in polyphasic – as opposed to the one

large chunk of sleep – a monophasic approach – that most people are familiar with.

I  first  encountered  the  idea  of  polyphasic  sleep  a  while  back when it  was

described to me by a friend. I can’t remember how it came up – it was probably just an

interesting conversation piece – but I never paid much attention to it when I first heard

about it. Why would I? Sure, it’s interesting, but it seemed like something I would

never try myself,  because I’m one of those people who think they enjoy sleeping.

Reducing sleep was therefore certainly not on my to-do list, and besides, my seven to

eight hours per night sometimes didn’t feel like they were enough, so why would I

want less sleep? If anything, I craved more.

At the Vipassana meditation retreat I recently went on, however, I reached a

point where I  was sometimes sleeping for about four hours per  night,  and feeling

pretty good for the rest of the day. When I returned home from the retreat, I began to

revert to an increasingly longer chunk of sleep again, until I again hit the seven hours’

mark recently.  Strangely,  getting  back there  did  not  increase  my energy levels;  if
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anything, I started feeling like I needed more sleep about  a week after  my return.

Considering that I  felt  a massive improvement  in the quality  of my consciousness

from  meditating  and  sleeping  less,  and  that  my  consciousness  has  felt  like  it’s

vibrating at lower levels the longer I sleep, I thought I should try and be proactive and

seek a ‘remedy’ to what I perceive as a problem.

I did a lot of research into the subject of polyphasic sleeping in the previous

week. There is loads of information on the net about it. My favourite source was Steve

Pavlina’s blog,  where he tracks his time on the ‘uberman’ schedule.  The uberman

schedule is a very rigid approach, as it requires that naps be taken every four hours,

almost to the point where this needs to be done every four hours on the dot. Steve did

find that some flexibility is possible after the adaptation period, but wider reading on

the  topic  points  to  such  irregularity  not  being  recommended.  Especially  in  the

adaptation period, where missing a nap, or even having a nap an hour too late, would

prolong  the  zombie-mode  often  described  in  the  first  few days  (or  weeks)  when

adapting to the uberman schedule.

The  ‘everyman’  schedule,  however,  seems  far  more  flexible,  in  that  the

consequences are not so dire if one has to have a core sleep or a nap slightly later or

earlier due to work or social commitments, which are relevant factors in my case. The

only other reason I have opted for the ‘everyman’ as opposed to the ‘uberman’ is

because I feel that it  is necessary to consider my partner,  who would be far more

inconvenienced by me if I were to implement the latter schedule.

The main reason I’m trying to reduce the amount I sleep is to try and increase

the number of awake-hours I have in the day so that I can deal with a huge workload.

The meditation process I recently went through left me with a feeling that my level of

consciousness had ‘increased’, or perhaps rather that it was much clearer. So I’d like

to create more time for meditation, which, for many people, starts to get neglected as

work commitments increase. Life on the permaculture plot is very labour intensive, so

all things considered, my schedule is totally full, and that’s while sleeping six to seven

hours per day.

Despite  the  awfully  slow start  to  this  awake-period,  right  now I  feel  wide

awake and fully functional, a state I did not expect to experience when I started typing

earlier. I actually feel far more focused than I usually do. If I can be as functional

during my extra awake hours, dare I say that I will be able to do more academic work

between the hours of (roughly) one-thirty and four-ten than I usually would during
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most of a ‘normal’ day, considering the plethora of distractions I encounter during

daylight hours. This will then leave me an hour to meditate between 4:10 and 5:10,

after which I’ll take nap number one.

I may sound optimistic and enthusiastic now, but they say that the going gets

really tough later in the adaptation period, so let’s see how it goes. The fact that I have

remembered that the dripper-system is on is a very good sign; I usually have to trip

over the hose-pipe to remember that there is water flowing through it!

I wrote about fourteen of these polyphasic sleep diary entries, and while I would love to share

them here, doing so does not seem appropriate in a book mainly about rustic low-tech living.

The reason why I am mentioning the polyphasic sleep experiment at all is that it was a crucial

part of my approach to handling a huge amount of work necessary to keep the permaculture-

esque lifestyle  going.  In  one  of  the  diary  entries,  I  mention  that  I  did  fourteen  hours  of

academic  work that  day.  This  simply  would  not  have been possible  with a  regular  sleep

schedule combined with everything else that I had to do to live rustically and meet the other

commitments I had created for myself.

I entered into the polyphasic sleep experiment knowing that the first three weeks of

adapting to the new sleep schedule would be hellish, and indeed they were. It’s not quite full

sleep deprivation, but it’s close. And it takes a mammoth effort to keep the sleeping schedule

going. For example, I would go and sleep on the floor in an unused room of the department I

worked in on two days of the week at the university, even though this raised eyebrows with

some of my work colleagues, many of whom thought I was strange already (“that guy who

grows food out of his own shit!”).  I didn’t mind that others thought me a tad odd, and I

actually  enjoyed the reputation of being different.  Some colleagues consistently  asked me

how plot-life and poly-sleep were going, and I had numerous conversations in the passages of

the university,  especially  alongside the photocopier,  which seemed to be a prime spot for

discussions  about  all  sorts  of things unrelated  to  work.  I  actually  made some good work

friends thanks to the photocopy machine!

I doubt that it would have been possible for me to attempt polyphasic sleeping if I had

not entered into the permaculture-esque lifestyle. By that stage in 2014, around March, I had

loads to do, but I could do it all on what was mostly a flexi-time schedule. The exceptions

were the lectures that I had to deliver at set times, so two days of the week were less flexible

schedule-wise than the others. Had Emma and I remained in a more conventional scenario

involving more  monetary  expenses,  the  need to  work full-time  jobs  for  full-time  salaries
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would  likely  have  prevented  us  from being able  to  do a  number  of  things,  for  example,

polyphasic  sleeping.  After  the  first  few weeks  of  adjusting  to  the  new sleep  schedule,  I

managed to do a huge amount of academic work in only a few months. I wrote a successful

PhD  proposal  and  completed  two  of  seven  chapters  while  still  preparing  and  delivering

lectures, supervising a few MA students, and keeping on top of the plot chores. It was one of

the most productive periods in my life – I look at it  as something of a pivotal  point, like

reaching the peak of a mountain. It took a huge amount of effort to climb that mountain, and

then  immense  concentration,  discipline,  and  motivation  to  balance  along  that  crest,  but

thereafter a more gentle route opened up for me.

During  my  adaptation  period,  which  conveniently  took  place  while  Emma  was

lecturing again in Grahamstown, one of my Vipassana dorm-mates came to stay with me for a

few days. His name is Rudi, and he is the person who slept in the bed across from mine while

at the retreat, though we had never met and had only one moment of eye contact in a period of

ten days. He had needed toothpaste, and had waved to me to get my attention and then mimed

squeezing toothpaste out of a tube and onto his toothbrush. After the meditation course, we

had several long conversations, and it was immediately clear to me that he was an amazing

and unique individual.  For example,  he had arrived to the meditation centre after walking

around South Africa for a period of about nine months with some friends who called their

project feet4feat. His journey of personal development started formally in his early twenties,

when  he  quit  his  computer  programming  job  near  Johannesburg  and,  after  a  brief  stint

travelling in South America, moved to the Transkei coast where he worked as a barman for a

while. When two or three men arrived to the pub one day and told Rudi about the walking

journey that they had just started,  he was intrigued and compelled.  He joined them. Nine

months later, they had walked over 4500 kms. They ended their journey in Cape Town in

early 2013, where they handed a flag to Nelson Mandela. The flag was signed by Rudi and his

fellow adventurers, as well as by many people they met along their amazing journey.

Having moved around a lot until ending up at the meditation retreat, and with feet4feat

having completed its mission, Rudi was on his way back to the Transkei, which was the last

place he had called home. He instantly  loved what we were doing, which was extremely

refreshing for me to see, especially considering that he stuck around for a few days and got to

see the proper functioning of the place. Things were a little different due to me having started

the polyphasic sleep routine, but the functioning of the rustic systems was unaffected by my

sleeping habit. Rudi and I did a lot of talking, and we shared many interests and views, but I

carried the mental marking of mild cynicism after a few years of seeing power at play (and at
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war), while Rudi tended to embrace some of the more spiritual sides of things. We both kept

up  the  meditation  routine  that  we  had  become  accustomed  to  thanks  to  our  time  at  the

Vipassana centre, and we frequently spoke about our experiences of deep meditation.

When Emma was back for the weekend in-between her lecturing commitments, the

three of us visited the beach that Emma and I love so much (where Rudi proceeded to swim in

the nude), and we made a few more short outings to show him some of the sights. We all got

along really  well,  and before Rudi left,  he invited us to a place called Coffee Bay in the

Transkei. He had been offered a traditional village round-house, locally called a rondavel, for

indefinite use, located in what he said was an unbelievably beautiful area. It didn’t take long

before we had arranged to make the trip in a few weeks’ time from that point, when Emma

would be finishing her lecturing contract. It happened to be the weekend of my thirty-second

birthday, so we decided to make an event of it all, because I also had a week or two off from

my lecturing commitments. Rudi went his way, and Emma went back to Rhodes University,

leaving me to absorb what felt like the very good vibes of that year’s spring.

The good vibes can be attributed to a few things. It may sound a little selfish, but it

had been a long time since I had done something that I consider to be one hundred per cent

focused on myself. As I have commented already, many Buddhists are of the view that self-

work is indeed relevant within the larger contexts in which a self participates. For someone as

hands-on and practical as me, that view does not sit so well. I found the meditation retreat to

be solely about my own equanimity, though I fully support the view that an equanimous and

compassionate person plays an extremely important  role in any context.  The space that  I

returned to was one where I needed to rise to the challenges of a very busy schedule, and

being focused and detoxed definitely helped me to do that via taking on polyphasic sleeping. I

sincerely doubt that I would have been able to rise to so many challenges had I simply stayed

in the same head-space as the one I had occupied towards the end of 2013.

Another reason for the good vibes is that I had taken a good break from the rustic

lifestyle that I had been so focused on for more than eighteen months, and I ploughed my

energy into something else that was very challenging. The Vipassana retreat benefited me in

so many ways, but I had to dig deep in order to complete it, and I returned to the Estate plot

with an increased drive to work on myself. Throwing myself into the deep-end of polyphasic

sleeping also gave me a completely different kind of project to focus on. It was unlike any

project I had ever embarked on, and it required a huge amount of focus and concentration to

motivate myself to keep doing the sleep routine. And on an entirely practical note again, I

could  point  to  the  tangible  fruits  of  my  polyphasic  sleeping  efforts  –  by  sunrise  every
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morning,  I  could  look  at  several  pages  of  lecture  preparation,  PhD  research,  and  other

academic outputs that I doubt I would have been able to produce had I not had a radical

change in my schedule.

It must be said that I love a project – even if at times I feel like I hate it! The entire

rustic abode was a project in itself, though it was one that initially had an unrealistic goal

associated with it. That goal was originally to expose other people to the rustic permaculture-

esque lifestyle, with the intended outcome being a transformation in the way those people

lived. It became easier to motivate myself when I ditched that unrealistic goal and replaced it

with a more achievable one, specifically the creation of an inherently good thing that needed

no approval from anyone else. But that thing was an end-in-itself that had no end – I would

have always been working on it, which is to say that it would never be complete, and it came

with the potential for the people involved to crack at some point from not feeling like they’re

getting  anywhere.  This  phenomenon  is  indirectly  acknowledged  in  a  permaculture  book

where the recommendation is to have one thing to show for the day’s work, every day. It can

be something small  or  something menial,  or  something  bigger  – whatever  it  is,  the  goal

should be down to earth, for example, varnishing a bench.

Polyphasic sleeping was a project in itself, and as I have said, it enabled tangible daily

outcomes.  Meditation also resulted in a notable outcome of a relatively more equanimous

mind. The PhD was another project, as were the Master’s dissertations I was supervising, as

well as the lectures I was preparing and delivering. Having Rudi visit and stay over was also

very good for my motivation process, because he was able to see the point of the rustic abode

– specifically, that it was a low-impact area that was facilitating an increase in biodiversity

and connecting the people who lived there with the elements and with some of the patterns of

nature. He was one of the first people to see it as more than an anomaly, and he was even

inspired by it  – he said that he was going to try  and replicate  some of the permaculture

techniques at the Transkei rondavel he was going to move into. The irony should be apparent

here: some external recognition of what we were doing occurred soon after I stopped aiming

for it!

Then there was my growing awareness that something unexpected always comes out

of a plunge into a deep-end. It was very difficult to see this in the first eight or so months

when setting up the rustic abode, but in 2013 I did start seeing that the flexi-time lifestyle had

some major perks that I have already commented on. To some extent, it was the lifestyle that

enabled me to end up at the Vipassana retreat. If I’m entirely honest, the main benefits of the

retreat were, in my case, the clarity that came with the detox, and the boost that the experience
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gave me towards further personal development. And from that boost, that lesson was being

reinforced, namely the lesson that something unexpected would likely arise from doing things

that were more than simply habit or routine. I’m not sure if any of this necessarily has any

relevance to rustic low-tech living, but it might in my case. Added to this was the fact that Em

and I would be taking a road-trip to the Transkei in early April, which was nice to have in the

mix as something to look forward to.

I managed to keep the polyphasic sleeping routine going for four months. At some

point in month four, I started sleeping through the alarms that were meant to wake me from

my naps. So instead of napping for twenty minutes, I would wake up after forty-five minutes

or more, and as soon as that started happening, the schedule started to crumble. Part of the

problem may have been that month four was June/July, which is South Africa’s winter, and

getting out of bed in the dark and cold made it much harder to do what I had started doing in

the much warmer and lighter month of March. Another possibility is that polyphasic sleeping

takes its toll after a few months, and that a person will need to catch up on missed sleep at

some stage. I had also reverted to having the occasional cup of coffee and glass of wine,

which most polyphasic sleepers will tell you is not compatible with the sleeping schedule.

Whatever the reason for the slip, the experiment in sleeping (or not sleeping) paid off – by the

end of it, I had written two full chapters of a seven chapter PhD study, and I had made serious

headway into my third chapter. I had hit the ground running, and doing so paid off immensely

in the long run.
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Chapter 16: The Gorge Plot          

July 2014 brought Emma and me to the two-year mark of our rustic low-tech permaculture-

esque living experiment. The winter was cold, but seeing as in mid-2012 we had spent an

even colder  winter  in  tents,  the shack/cabin  that  we inhabited  in  2014 was incomparably

warmer. We occasionally used a very small gas bottle and a small parabolic heater connection

to warm up the  tiny room, and I vowed that by the following winter I would build a small

thermal mass heater in the shack/cabin so that we didn’t have to burn gas. We kept developing

our little area on an ongoing basis as our schedules and budget permitted, and while the place

may have looked rather messy to the untrained eye, it was becoming a fertility hot-spot of

note. I took some comfort in the fact that even if nobody else ever saw the fruits of our efforts,

and if we were to abandon ship for whatever reason, the gardens and hugel-walls and trees

that we had planted would keep the fertility cycle going. The only way to undo what we had

done would be to bring a very large earth-moving grader in to flatten everything, but even

then, one would be left with a huge mound of organic material that would eventually turn into

compost – unless, of course, someone burnt it all, which unfortunately may not be beyond the

potential of some people.

Emma and I went to visit Rudi in the Transkei in April. Here is the journal entry that I

wrote a few days into our stay at his rondavel on the edge of a rural village overlooking the

coast. I include the entry because it does quite well to capture my thinking at that stage of

2014:

This journal entry is written not from ‘the plot’, but from a hill on the coast in

the Transkei.  Emma and I  came here four  days  ago to  see a  friend,  Rudi,  and to

observe the piece of land on which he will be starting a permaculture homestead in the

near future.

En route to Coffee Bay, which is where we rendezvoused with Rudi yesterday,

we stayed in Emma’s Grahamstown accommodation, which had been organised for

her by the university for which she was doing some contract lecturing. It was the first

time in many moons since I last  stayed in a ‘normal’ house – made of bricks and

concrete, with switches and appliances all over the show, flush toilet, television in the

sitting area, etc., a slight sense of sterility…



188

Staying there for two days while Em completed her contract, I couldn’t help

but feel a little like a caged bird – mainly because there was no real ‘outside’ to the

town-house.  There  was  a  driveway,  a  cemented  courtyard  dedicated  solely  to  the

wash-line, and a grassy walkway around 2 sides of the house.

At  our  homestead,  the  only  time  I’m inside  is  when  I’m in  the  bedroom.

Everything else is outside, so being at the town-house made me feel rather trapped,

and  often  at  a  loose-end,  despite  having  plenty  of  academic  work  to  do  on  the

computer. There was a sense that life was happening outside, and not much inside, and

that I wanted to see the life, rather than the tiles and bricks of the town-house. Sure, it

was comfortable  and easy,  seeing as things happened at  the flick of a switch,  but

flicking the switches caused me a strong sense of dis-ease.

At the plot,  the permaculture-esque homestead is  constructed for a  kind of

functionality that is in accordance with a view to achieve sustainable systems. Waste

is minimized to the few plastics we can’t recycle – an unfortunate by-product of the

excessive packaging habits of the food industry on which we still  have to rely for

things like grains and out-of-season vegetables. The systems at the homestead are far

from self-sufficient, but compared to those at the town-house, they are very light on

resources and energy.

Obvious  differences  are:  at  the  town-house,  one  uses  an  electric  kettle,

microwave oven, electric oven, electric stove plates, electric geyser. One flushes away

human manure, along with large doses of water for each flush, and food scraps also

get excommunicated into the rubbish bin. Sadly, in South Africa, recycling services

that collect tins and plastic bottles are not yet widely available, so the waste bin gets

these throw-away items as well, which means that landfill ultimately gets them. Water

at the town-house is also exclusively from the mains. And a fridge hums constantly in

the background while it keeps food cold.

At the plot, we use a rocket stove for the bulk of our cooking and hot water

heating – this is powered by scrap pieces of wood. Hot water for showering comes via

a coil of black piping on the roof – we shower under warm water when the sun lets us,

or we have a cold shower. Food waste and any other compostable materials get turned

into compost, human waste included (and compost instead of water is our flush). A lot

of the water used in the system comes from our water tanks. And there is no fridge;

only a temporary ‘wet-towel-over-bucket’ system (a cold storage area is on the cards).
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Bigger  differences  exist  at  a  non-physical  level.  One  is  forced  to  become

conscious  of  energy  needs  at  the  homestead.  One  must  be  accountable  for  waste

products because these cannot just be flushed away or removed to ‘somewhere else’ in

bin-bags. There are few switches, and no appliances or gadgets. No humming from a

fridge, nor noises from the geyser overhead.

The  town-house,  however,  is  like  a  bunker,  a  structure  built  to  buffer

inhabitants from something, in this case the awareness of where energy comes from

and where waste goes. It is not surprising that extended exposure to such conditions

creates in people’s minds the weird belief that we are separate entities, and that nature

consists of objects for our indiscriminate use.

The move  from the  town-house  to  the  Transkei  was  a  move  between  two

different  worlds.  The  latter  is  very  rural.  People  live  mainly  in  rondavels

(roundhouses) made mainly from mud bricks and thatch, and they must be outside for

the bulk of their activities. There are few fences here – animals must roam freely – and

there is obviously the sense of collective land-use versus private ownership.

There is some litter around, but people do not seem to produce a lot of waste –

livestock eats the food scraps, human waste goes into long-drops (i.e. the ground), and

there  isn’t  much money around for  consumer  goods,  one of  the  biggest  fillers  of

landfill from cities. Water is carried from central tap points, and food-cooking and

water-heating gets done on small fires, so there are no geysers or boilers etc. I have

seen no evidence of electricity to the rondavels, so there are few appliances around,

which means massive savings on the energy required to produce and run them.

The above said, there are few vegetable gardens to be seen. Some corn and

squash patches here and there, and talk of a garden at this or that eco-place, but the

local people seem to eat mainly grains from the store. The word ‘poverty’ is thrown

around a lot in this area, so it seems surprising that gardens are not more prominent

considering  that  these  would  allow people  to  grow food.  Maybe water  scarcity  is

prohibitive in this regard.

It seems that both the town-house – which is of course a symbol for modern-

day city living – as well as the villages in places like the Transkei, would benefit if

designed with gardens as prominent features. The former could then integrate things

like rocket stoves, solar water systems, compost, waste recycling, water catchment,

etc., and thereby help to create awareness in city-slickers that would help a bit in the
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context of the escalating ecological crisis. The latter – the rural villagers – would at

least have access to healthy food that they don’t have to pay for with scarce money.

Rudi, the friend who is establishing himself in the Transkei, was attracted to

our style of living when he stayed with us for a week not so long ago, and his plan to

create a similar set-up on his plot outside of Coffee Bay seemed to come together

during  his  visit.  Our  time  at  his  plot  has  been to  help  in  the  observation  process

(through a permaculture lens), and to play with ideas, linking them constantly to our

knowledge and experience of rustic low-tech living.

He has a lot of hard work ahead of him – he will be starting from scratch, as

we did. But he seems to realise the value of the work, and he gets to do it in incredibly

serene conditions. This kind of opportunity can be created by anyone who takes a leap

of faith, by the way. Rudi took that leap years ago and now finds himself in a situation

where he can have a positive impact on the lives of many other people.

Our visit to the Transkei was our biggest road-trip in 2014. Back in Port Elizabeth, we

continued to make frequent trips to the beach and nearby mountainous areas. I have already

mentioned one of those areas – the gorge approximately halfway between Port Elizabeth and

Jeffrey’s Bay. Emma and I went and walked the gorge route one day at the start of spring, and

on our arrival we noticed that some of the land near to where we parked had been cleared.

When we finished the walk and returned to the car, we were met by an edgy character (with a

machete slotted into his boot) who asked us what we were doing there. We told him that we

frequently visited the area and walked through the gorge, and when he realised that we really

did like the area, he told us that land was for sale there. Over the course of the next few

weeks, Emma and I spent a fair  amount of time discussing our future at  the Estate land,

whether we wanted to remain in South Africa, the state of our finances and savings, and what

we would do  if we had our own acre of land. We went and looked at  one,  and a few days

later, we made a laughably low offer on it. To our surprise, machete-man accepted the offer.

We chose our acre based on features of the land that we thought made it preferable for

permaculture purposes. There was a gradual slope from the road-side of the plot down to the

bottom boundary, and there were loads of waist-high indigenous trees and bushes popping up

after what must have been the clearing of the plot a few years earlier. The plan was to observe

and see what happens, but observation wasn’t fully possible because the trees and bushes

were too thick to walk through. So I bought a brush-cutter and gradually cleared paths into the

plot, making sure that I only did a few metres at a time and that I did not cut into the most
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healthy sections of vegetation. It would take me more than a year to cut the main arterial paths

through the plot, and longer than that to carve out the smaller paths and make some small

clearings where appropriate. Granted, we only visited the plot once every couple of weeks for

the first two years of being its custodians, and sometimes only once a month. In the meantime,

life continued at the Estate land, with our flexi-time routine becoming increasingly familiar

and workable to us as time passed.

Emma and I had been a couple for about five years at the time of buying the land

together,  and  while  our  lives  were  already  entirely  intertwined  (we  even  shared  a  bank

account), the co-ownership of land was a clear sign that we were in it for the long haul. It is a

striking  feature  of  married  people  to  ask  unmarried  couples  when  they  are  going  to  get

married. The land gave us a nice retort: we own land together, buddy, which is as much of a

mutual partnership as marriage is. But having our own acre of land changed things for us in

other ways too. Being informal tenants at the Estate land meant that we were at the mercy of

others,  which was fine while  the going was good, but things can and do change quickly.

While I was not in a rush to move off of the Estate land, it was nice to know that if we ever

had to leave quickly, we had a piece of land of our own that we could set up on. There was

certainly not enough money in the mix at that stage of 2014 to build anything on the land yet,

but having the land meant that we could look ahead a bit into the future and make plans for

when the time was right.

With money being quite tight, and with my lecturing commitments doubling in the

latter  half  of the year,  I  decided to buy a small  second-hand motorcycle.  I  didn’t  have a

license, but I knew how to ride, and I also had a comfortable grasp of some Freemen-on-the-

land  style  concepts  that  I  thought  I  could  use  if  or  when  harassed  by  the  fee-collecting

employees of the corporation of the Republic of South Africa. The bike was a Honda XR125,

a very small but comfortable bike, and it made my life much easier considering that I could

arrive and depart from the university for my commitments only. Before the bike, I had to

cycle to and from a colleague’s house and catch a ride with her, which meant spending two

full days of the week at the university when I only really needed to be there for a couple of

lectures on both days. I am extremely grateful that my colleague was happy to have me as a

passenger, but I was very relieved to have my own affordable transport. And affordable it

definitely was – at the time, I could fill the little petrol tank for R110, which would allow me

to travel about three-hundred-and-twenty kilometres. Many of these kilometres were spent in

Port Elizabeth’s wind and rain, but I loved the scenic coastal route that I took to work – it felt

like a privilege to be able to ride such a beautiful route twice a week.
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When I had the bike transferred to my name, I scrapped it and put on an RGH license

plate and disk. RGH is the Republic of Good Hope, something I had stumbled onto when

doing  research  into  Freeman-on-the-land  style  approaches  to  doing  things.  I  had  the

documentation  signed and stamped by a  notary  public,  and after  delivering  copies  of  the

paperwork to the high court, I kept  it in the bike luggage box and the identity-card in my

wallet. There  is definite compatibility between the RGH and the lifestyle we were trying to

forge out. In both, it was very important to take responsibility for one’s own actions, to act

honourably, and to be accountable. I memorised the locations of relevant sections of the Road

Traffic Act, I rehearsed what I would say to traffic officers, and most importantly, I rode very

cautiously. In fact, I rode as if every other driver on the road was out to kill me! Being in

South Africa, there is maybe some truth to this!

We managed to get to  hike the famous Otter Trail at the start of 2015, which was

another  breathtakingly  beautiful  coastal  walk  that  undulated  through  Garden  Route  style

forests and above rocky coves for five days. A few days after that, I returned to the Vipassana

meditation centre to offer service in the form of kitchen duties. This involved being part of a

team that prepared food and cooked for about fifty people in total, and I had to participate in

four hours of meditation each day. I surreptitiously skipped the evening video-lectures by the

guru figure Goenka, opting instead to read for my PhD in my room and work on the fourth of

seven chapters. I found out later that I had indulged in a triple contravention: I had skipped

the ‘discourses’, I had read non-Vipassana texts, and I had written. I returned to the Estate

land with a couple of friends who stayed in a tent in the back garden area of our allocated

area. Like Rudi, they enjoyed the abode, and I enjoyed having people ask questions about

what we were doing and why we were doing it.

In  March  of  2015,  after  having  saved  a  bit  of  money  in  the  six  months  since

purchasing the small motorcycle, I bought another one, and much for the same reason that I

had bought the small one – it was a very affordable method of transport. Emma and I couldn’t

afford a new car, though we certainly needed one because the bakkie had gone through yet

another skimming of its heads and it didn’t have a lot of life left in it. Emma still needed to

get to Grahamstown and back with it for her out-of-town teaching stints, but fortunately that

was only an hour-and-a-half away and we thought that we could push the bakkie a bit further

for that purpose before its certain demise. The bigger bike was an old Kawasaki KLR650,

occasionally referred to as the poor man’s dual sport motorcycle, and it was quite tattered and

torn after years of being worked hard on a Karoo game-farm. I stuck yellow reflective tape all

over it, as I had done on my smaller bike, and I even had some leftover to stick to my helmet.
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Emma gave me an old leather jacket as a birthday present, and we both sourced the rest of the

protective riding-gear through Gumtree. We used the small bike around town a lot, and the

big one for longer trips and a couple of times  to Grahamstown and back when the bakkie

broke down. This mode of transport  saved us money, and also added to our considerable

experience of being uncomfortable, which we both knew had long-term value, even if that’s

hard to remember when wet and cold on an old single-cylinder motorcycle that can shake

fillings out of teeth.

During the autumn semester-break we popped to Hogsback for a few days; not on a

motorcycle though, because a cold-front was pulling in. We stayed at a backpackers named

Away With the Fairies, and we did a few day-walks in the crisp-cold weather during the three

days of our stay. At the end of one of the more remote walks that we did, which involved

walking down from the back of Hog One after completing the lesser-known Baines’ Waterfall

route (which we had skipped on the last day of the 6-day Amatola trail and had vowed to

return  to),  we  noticed  a  vehicle  in  the  distance,  near  an  old  forestry  fire-watch  hut.  I

commented to Emma and the young American (who we had befriended at the backpackers

and invited to join us for the walk) that it was strange to see people there. As I uttered those

words, the people let two dogs out of the back of their bakkie, which spooked some cows that

then ran up along the path we were on and almost stampeded over the three of us.

When we climbed back out of the bushes that we had dived into, and got a bit nearer

the people and dogs that had caused the stampede, I gasped and asked Emma, is that Bridget

and Judy? Our friends, who we had last seen one thousand kilometres away in Worcester,

were at the base of the Hogsback mountains, an area remote enough for me to have been

surprised to see any people at all, never mind two people that Emma and I had grown to know

quite well during the course of several interactions. We all stood there staring at each other in

disbelief. It turned out that after selling their guest house in Worcester and going on a several-

month long road-trip in search of their next home (an event and process that Emma and I

knew about), they had decided to test Hogsback out as a potential home village, and they were

renting a cottage there. They had honeymooned there two-and-a-half decades or so earlier,

and the area had a special place in their hearts, as it did in mine. We left Hogsback, and found

out a few weeks later that  they bought a house at the top of the village. The place had two

unused cottages, and we were invited to stay in one whenever we liked, an offer that we took

up on several occasions in the following few years, often via motorcycle.

I built my first thermal mass heater in May 2015 – it made our shack on the Estate

land incomparably more comfortable in the colder winter months, with the bricks holding
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warmth well into the early hours of the morning. July brought us to the three year anniversary

of our rustic low-tech permaculture-esque lifestyle journey, and by then it had fully developed

its own patterns and features. In some ways the living experiment had only just begun, but in

other ways it had already become a success. It was not a success for any reasons that I had

originally thought might come into play – as I have explained in different ways, when we

started the experiment, I wanted the lifestyle to resonate with other people, who would then be

inspired to make similar eco-friendly moves in their own lives and thus become part of a

proactive response to the ecological crisis. This was not happening – Rudi had looked keen,

but had abandoned his plan to do permaculture in the Transkei. For Emma and I, what had

happened was that we were managing to sustain a soft-treading rustic lifestyle as part-time

academics and full-time quasi-permaculturalists and small-scale homesteaders. This was an

unusual mix, and it could be appealed to in order to show that a slightly different approach to

doing things is not only possible, but beneficial for the individuals involved, as well as for the

patch of land on which they increase biodiversity and fertility.

Having just mentioned permaculture, I should add that at some time in 2014 or 2015

Emma started a permaculture design diploma (PDD). The PDD was set to take several years

to complete, and it would involve planning and implementing ten permaculture designs. Our

experiment in living was the perfect space from which to start the diploma, seeing as our little

homestead consisted of several individual designs, and our Gorge plot would make way for

several more. The PDD was a deposit into the bank of long-term plans – one day she would

finish the diploma, which would certify her to teach permaculture courses, just as Aranya had

done back in England in 2012 (and still does). The irony was not lost on me that instead of

simply stepping out of the world of formal qualifications to pursue a low-tech rustic lifestyle,

both Emma and I  found ourselves  furthering our qualifications  and gaining the necessary

experience and skills to tangibly support our ideas. I could never have seen this coming from

back in the UK when speculating about the future.

By the end of 2015, I had made good strides in creating narrow paths through our

Gorge plot, and Emma and I continued our process of observation there. I spent large chunks

of time trying to figure out where the best place would be on the acre for a replica of the cabin

that Damian had helped me build on the Estate land. I knew how to go about the process, and

my stubborn independence, combined with a perpetually tight budget, kept driving me to do

everything myself, so a cheap-and-cheerful building method that I could implement myself

made the most sense. Emma and I eventually agreed on a spot, and I used the brush-cutter to

clear the space, which was only about a four-by-four metre area. Back at our tiny abode on the
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Estate land, I used open-source software called SweetHome3D to design the cabin, playing

with different  options  – for example,  facing the front  of the cabin to  the north or east.  I

thoroughly enjoyed the design process, and it is something that I came back to time and time

again for the purposes of planning other structures and projects.

I bought the materials for the cabin in December 2015, and Emma and I hosted an

‘erection party’ on Boxing Day, which seemed appropriate because we were erecting a large

box! The process involved assembling the cabin on bricks at the Estate land, which would

allow me to do what needed to be done without having to drive to the Gorge plot every time I

wanted to work on the cabin. Besides, there was no electricity at the Gorge plot, though I had

already started experimenting with a small solar energy system at some stage (one battery,

one panel, one charge-controller, and several LED lights). A big perk of having the Gorge

cabin built at the Estate land first was that Emma’s mother was able to stay in it for her visit

in early 2016, so the tiny home was initially called ‘the mummy hut’. Several friends arrived

that Boxing Day to help with the tricky job of holding the shutter-ply boards in place while I

drilled the pilot holes and then bolted the panels to the base-frame that I had pre-assembled.

Note that the promise of an endless supply of free beer for the working day is great for the

purpose of luring friends in to help with this kind of thing.

2016 was a real ground-hog day kind of year, with one exception. In April, we went to

see and hear a band perform that we had seen in the UK in 2011. The band is Karnivool, and

their album “Sound Awake” was something of a musical high-water mark for me at that stage

of my musical interests. Emma and I arranged with Rudi, who happened to be in town, to

come and cat-sit, because by that stage another feral cat had found its way into our area and

our lives. On my way to fetch Rudi from a backpackers on the outskirts of Port Elizabeth, our

old bakkie broke down  again, and Damian kindly came to fetch Rudi and tow me and the

bakkie home. The timing was terrible – there was no way that Emma and I would be able to

get the vehicle fixed in time to depart the following day and make it to the gig in time. So we

repacked our luggage,  and then repacked it  again,  and then again,  so that  it  could all  be

strapped to my old motorcycle, and off we rode to Cape Town. Things were fine for over 500

kilometres, until the town called Caledon, which is about one hundred kilometres away from

Cape Town. It was dark when we got there, and I was tired, but I decided that we should ride

the remaining 110 kilometres that night because the weather forecast said rain the following

day.

The forecast was wrong, and the cold-front came early. It hit us thirty kilometres after

leaving Caledon. And when I say ‘hit us’, I mean it literally. The cold-front brought with it
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some of the strongest winds that I had ever felt – so strong, I found out the following day, that

it blew a truck and a caravan over on the road that night, which happened to be the night that

we were on the same road.  I  have no idea how I managed to control  the bike down Sir

Lowry’s Pass. I remember screaming expletives into my helmet, which Emma would later tell

me was rather unsettling for a helpless motorcycle pillion to hear. The bottom of the pass

brought some relief by way of a slight reduction in wind speed, but then the rain fell as if it

was the start of another biblical flood. Things only cleared a bit when we took the freeway

exit off the N2 towards Kenilworth, which is where we were going to stay that night. I have

never been so pleased to reach a destination. The experience did take its toll – the following

day I was exhausted, and a few drinks before the gig got me way more wasted than I care to

admit. I puked into a flower-box outside an apartment lobby that night, and I hardly remember

the gig!

After returning to our allocated patch of land on the Estate plot, we did manage to get

the bakkie fixed, though the mechanic said that there was no more room left for skimming the

heads. We would need to get a different vehicle  at  some stage,  and two months later we

bought a ghastly-green 1999 Nissan Sentra that looked like it belonged in an old-age home –

in fact, the seller was selling it on behalf of a widower who did live in an old-age home! We

got it for an absolute bargain, which is good, because that’s all we could afford at that stage.

As far as vehicles go, it did fit in under the broad category of low-tech, and Emma and I drove

it proudly. It was yet another symbol that we were not attached to our possessions, and that

we valued the relative freedom that came with a cheap-and-cheerful rustic lifestyle rather than

the comforts of flashy modern conveniences. We kept the bakkie, using it mainly to drive

horse  manure  around.  Unfortunately,  the  Sentra  brought  the  number  of  vehicles  in  my

possession  to  four  because  there  were  two  motorcycles  in  the  mix,  which  unsettled  me

because  I  thought  that  owning  so  many  vehicles  was  drastically  incompatible  with

sustainability  principles.  My  financial  situation  needed  time  to  improve  before  I  could

consolidate the vehicle situation, and I vowed to have things sorted out in 2017, a year that

would turn out to contain far more changes than merely a re-jigging of the transport situation.
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Chapter 17: Fire  

Emma went abroad to spend time with her family in December 2016 and January 2017. I used

the alone out-of-term time to work on my PhD, which I vowed to complete by the end of

2017, and to get the new cabin off of the Estate land and onto our Gorge plot. After having

acquired  a  fair  amount  of  cowboy  building  experience,  I  found  the  deconstruction  and

reconstruction of the cabin to be a fairly straightforward process, though it was extremely

labour intensive and taxing on my body. The hardest part of the process was digging twelve

holes into what turned out to be very rocky ground. The poles were needed to support the

base-frame of the cabin – the Estate land was flat and therefore the frame rested easily on

bricks, whereas the Gorge plot had a slope to it and the poles were therefore needed to raise

the frame appropriately. At one point I felt the need to get into a steam-room or sauna, which

I hoped would help relieve my aching hands and back. As a means to that end, I went to a

gym and accessed its steam room by virtue of a free-trial  day-pass. I went a second time

during the building process and somehow managed to get a second free entry. Then on the

afternoon of Christmas eve I tried again, though I was insistent on paying for access. I was

unexpectedly  given  a  third  free  day-pass,  with  the  reception-person  saying,  “Hey,  it’s

Christmas”.

Once the cabin’s base-frame was in place, I needed some help to hold the shutter-ply

wall panels in place again, and a friend kindly arrived with a buddy of his so that they could

help me one early-January morning. Once the walls were up, I put the roof-frame in place and

managed to get the roof panels on quickly, and the rest of the construction came together

surprisingly fast too. I even managed to get two water tanks in place and connected to the

gutter before Emma got back from her overseas trip, though this required more digging to get

the tanks on the correct level and to the appropriate height in relation to the gutter. I vowed

that if I ever had to dig several holes in a row again, or level off a piece of ground, I would

hire people or a petrol auger for the job, which turned out to be a vow that served me well in

one instance  and terribly  in  another  when the  auger  caught  the  root  of  a  tree  and did  a

wrestling move combo on me that can be described as a launch-into-body-slam. Waking up

after being knocked unconscious, with a motor-driven giant cork-screw twirling next to one’s

head, is a sobering experience.

As  was  the  case  in  2012 when Emma returned  from her  ten-day long meditation

retreat to find the shell of a cabin in place on the Estate land, so too did she return from her
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family trip abroad to the shell of a cabin on her own acre of land. Unlike in 2012, however,

there was no intention to move into the twelve square metre box, and we only spent either one

or both days of weekends there to begin with. We would arrive with an assortment of tools,

and Emma with her stationery for base-mapping purposes. Before long I had the cabin wired

up to two small deep-cycle batteries connected in parallel to a twenty amp charge-controller

unit, which in turn managed the power input from a single solar panel of 130 watts bolted to

the overhanging section of roof on the front side of the cabin. This gave us plenty of power

for numerous LED lights,  and soon I  bought  a  cheap inverter  so that  I  could charge the

cordless drill-driver that had been the primary tool in the construction of all  of our rustic

structures at the Estate land and at the Gorge plot. The drill-driver is hands-down one of the

best purchases I’ve ever made.

With lights and an inverter, I was able to accelerate the pace at which I worked to

make the cabin more functional, and soon we had a tiny compost toilet cubicle in the mix too,

which meant that we no longer had to dig a little hole in the ground when we needed to make

our humanure deposits. Emma and I insulated and cladded the ceiling, painted the walls white

and the floor grey, and by March we had a tiny table in place, as well as a kitchen corner for

food preparation and storage of cutlery, crockery, and a few other things. I built the bed-frame

high enough so that several tote boxes could slide under it, and we stored some clothing in

them – they would later become our main wardrobe-cupboard boxes! The cabin was fully

functional by the end of March, which was good timing because the philosophy module that I

was teaching would soon require me to mark a ton of student work, and my PhD writing

commitment was scheduled to get much heavier in the coming winter months. And something

else was also brewing in the background, something that was about to erupt and radically alter

the situation for several people based at the Estate land.

The short version of the eruption is that Damian and Jacqui split  up, with divorce

being imminent. Emma and I had seen some early warning signs that the break-up was likely,

and we had already speculated about what we would do. We could try and stay at the Estate

plot. We could move to the Gorge plot. Or we could do something else that had been offered

to us the previous year. That previous year, 2016, Em and I had hiked the Amatola hike again

with three friends, and we stayed with Judy and Bridget in their house in Hogsback, which is

where the Amatola trail finishes. As I have described, Em and I had become friends with the

ladies over the course of about four or five years. After the hike, Em and I went for a short

walk with Judy and her dogs, and Judy offered one of their cottages to us – not just to visit

occasionally, but to live in. There were two cottages on their property, both of which were
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hardly used, and we were invited to stay for as long as we liked on condition that the ladies

could  do  a  several-month  long  African  road-trip.  I  had  entertained  the  idea  of  living  in

Hogsback since the first  time I  did the Amatola hike in my early twenties  – I  loved the

mountainous region, and I had jumped at opportunities to return to it, visiting the area on

several occasions by way of, first, repeatedly doing the Amatola hike, and second, through

our association with Judy and Bridget.

When Judy made the offer  in  2016,  I  had said maybe,  and Emma had not  really

articulated a response. I needed to finish my PhD, and both Emma and I needed to see what

happened in the future. The divorce of our landlord and landlady was one of the events that

put the Hogsback idea firmly on the table. I was rather keen on the option because, quite

honestly, I was physically and mentally exhausted. Five years of near-endless manual labour

and stressful logistical planning had taken its toll on me. Moving to the Gorge plot would

require much more manual labour and logistical planning in a very short space of time during

the period in which I needed to finish my PhD, and the Hogsback option would buy me some

time to catch my breath before whatever was next for us. So when we heard news of the

divorce, Emma and I contacted Judy and Bridget and asked if the offer to occupy one of their

cottages was still open. It was, and we set a move-in date of the second week of January 2018.

I  decided  that  my  main  priorities  for  the  rest  of  2017  were  finishing  my  PhD,

wrapping up what we had started at the Estate land, and moving what we could from there to

the Gorge plot. In order to meet these commitments, I needed more time and head-space, and

I decided to throw in the towel on the part-time lecturing I was doing. I would finish my

lecturing commitments in June, but I would not return in July. Emma and I had already started

planting trees at the Gorge plot, and from April onwards, whenever we went there we planted

several more. We also transplanted several trees and succulents from the Estate plot to our

Gorge plot. Before long, two things became clear. First, the more we planted, the more we

needed to water what we had planted, so more water catchment was necessary. Second, a

store-room of some kind would be needed at the Gorge plot because our little cabin there was

too small  to  house  us  and things  like  the  tools  that  needed  to  be  stored undercover  and

indoors. Emma and I agreed that a car-port store-room combo would give us the storage space

that we needed, would provide the roof from which to catch more water, and would serve the

additional purpose of shading our vehicles and rain tanks to-be from the scorching sun.

Deciding that a car-port store-room was needed was easy. Deciding where to place it

on the land,  however,  was not,  and weeks passed without  an obvious position presenting

itself. During those weeks, my grandmother, who Emma and I had been visiting and/or taking
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shopping every Friday morning for the previous five years, deteriorated in health, and she

passed away. I was planting a tree at the Gorge plot when I received the phone call that she

was taking her last gasps of air, and I rushed to her frail-care centre to be with her as she

passed, though she was dead by the time I arrived. I thought that the tree that I had planted at

the time of her transition out of this realm would be my living reminder of my grandmother,

which was appropriate because she loved trees. Days later, the funeral took place – it was a

Wednesday in early July, and she was cremated at noon that day. My gran’s long process of

deterioration had put immense stress on several family members, with Emma and I playing a

large role in the caring process. That night, Emma and I decided that we would celebrate my

gran’s release from suffering by sneaking a bottle of wine into a cinema and watching a funny

film. We got into bed near midnight, emotionally drained from the funeral, and considerably

less than sober!

I woke up to my old dumb-phone ringing at 01:40, about two hours after I had gone to

sleep. It was our neighbour at the Gorge, Robert. His opening line was, “Dave, your plot is on

fire.” He said that it was chaos at the Gorge, with houses having already burnt down, and that

he had to go. Emma was awake by the time the short call finished – somehow we managed to

get ourselves dressed and into the car within three minutes, and I put the old Sentra’s pedal to

the medal to get us to the scene as quickly as possible. From as far back as ten kilometres

away, we could see that the mountain that ran parallel to the Gorge road was mostly on fire.

As we hit that road, we were stopped by a cop who said that we must turn away. I said that we

were on our way to try and save our cabin on our burning land, and with a look on his face

that said “too late buddy”, he let us continue. Trees were burning on both sides of the road,

the smoke was thick, and the sky was glowing orange and red with flames and sparks and

burning debris that the gale-force wind was spreading everywhere. There was a lot of vehicle

activity – clearly the fire had been raging in the area for some time, and we were late to the

scene. We made our way deeper and deeper into the flaming cul-de-sac that is the Gorge

neighbourhood. The closer we got to our plot, the worse things looked.

As we entered our plot, Emma’s words were, “It’s gone, it’s gone.” She was referring

to the cabin. It was not visible from the entrance to the plot, but her gut response seemed

accurate because most of what we could see of the plot was on fire. We jumped out of the car

and ran down to the lower half of the acre. To our surprise, the cabin was still standing – but it

was surrounded by bush that was on fire. Our neighbour, Rob, and his wife Zanette, were both

between the encroaching flames and the cabin.  I  quickly ran to  help them beat  back the

flames, and Emma ran to go and deal with flames that were just starting in an unburnt section
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of trees. We were using wet towels to beat the flames down, and soon we had some watering

cans in the mix too. It was very chaotic, and the gale-force wind was blowing smoke and ash

into our eyes and noses. There was no way to stop the flames from moving through some of

the thicker sections of bush, so we focused on protecting the cabin and doing what we could

to put out smaller sections of the burn where the bush was not too thick. Soon it was just

Emma and me doing all this, with our two good Samaritans having to rush off to go and help

elsewhere.

The fire burnt through what it could of our plot by five a.m. At some point I ran off to

go and see if anyone else in the area needed help. Dawn was at about seven a.m. at that time

of winter, and the dim light revealed that about three quarters of the vegetation on our land

had burned completely. It was a charred landscape that I had seen in the area twice before. On

one of those occasions, I had slept over at what was then an adventure centre and pub, and I

awoke to a man recruiting volunteers to go and fight a fire on the other side of the mountain. I

could not have known then that one day I would be fighting fire on my own patch of land at

the  Gorge,  a  fire  that  would  completely  destroy  three  houses  in  less  than  a  two  square

kilometre area. I was relieved to have the cabin intact, but Emma was hit hard by the loss of

the vegetation, some of which we had planted ourselves in recent months. One of those trees

was the one I had planted the previous week as my grandmother passed away. There was not

a trace of the little tree whatsoever.

It turns out that the fire had started in the pine plantation behind the mountain, about

ten or twenty kilometres away from the Gorge neighbourhood. It started at noon the previous

day, at exactly the same time that my grandmother’s cremation had started. This fact, coupled

with the loss of her remembrance tree, startled me – was my gran somehow making a point

from the afterlife? The fire had moved quickly through the plantation and over the mountain,

and by nightfall the wind had picked up to take everyone in the Gorge area by surprise with

fiery debris raining down on their land before anyone really had a chance to realise what was

happening. The initial flare-ups started at 20:00 and lasted for two to three hours, at which

point the gale force wind changed direction and started pushing the fire back through unburnt

areas. Our plot was hit in both the initial phase of raining fiery debris, as well as the phase

where the wind changed direction. Our neighbour only thought to call us after he and his wife

had evacuated their numerous farm animals and helped to try stop some other houses from

burning down – a commendable effort, even if it failed in the cases of three homes in the area.

With flare-ups occurring on our land, as well as throughout the Gorge area, Emma and

I opted to remain on fire duty for the following few days, and we slept at the cabin for the
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following two nights. On the Saturday morning, I went to take a leak at approximately six

a.m, and I noticed a glow in the distance on the other side of the Gorge. The wind was gale-

force again, blowing from the direction of the glow. I woke Emma up, and we dressed and

went to investigate. It was one of the strongest winds that I have ever felt, which, for someone

who had lived the vast majority of his life in a city named the Windy City, is quite a statement

to make. We saw some lights on in a newly-built house right on the edge of the Gorge, and I

shouted to Emma to say that I was going to see if the people were okay because they were

perched in the path of what I assumed was oncoming fire. As we walked into the driveway of

that property, the wind picked up in strength. It was so strong that I could not stay upright,

and the dust and sand and soot hitting my exposed skin felt like it was sand-papering me.

Emma shouted to me that she was backing off. I shouted to say that I’d see her back at the

cabin, but she was already retreating.

It was as if I was walking into a hurricane, though this hurricane had a fiery source. I

reached the newly-built house, knocked hard on the front door, let myself in, and called for

attention. The owner of the property was upstairs – we had met before, and he called me up to

where he and his female friend were watching what was headed our way. And what was

coming was beautiful and terrifying at the same time. From the vantage point of a second

floor window, we could see what looked like lava flowing down the other side of the Gorge.

The entire cliff-side was glowing red and orange as far as I could see to the left or right of the

far side of the Gorge. I stood staring at the surreal scene for a couple of minutes, bid my

acquaintance farewell, and ran back to our cabin to tell Emma that we needed to get ready to

fight  more fire.  When I  got to  the cabin,  Em was packing what  she could  into bags for

evacuation purposes. She said that as she got back to the road, a different neighbour drove by

and  picked  her  up,  and  insisted  that  she  evacuate  immediately  because  (so  claimed  the

neighbour) everything was about to be burned to the ground.

I disagreed, and I did so calmly.  Most of our plot had already burned a few days

earlier, and with the two of us there, one of us could keep our eyes on what was going on

while the other could help people in need in the area. I had experienced two huge fires in the

area before, and several more fires in different areas, and I had always been one of the people

driving or running into fire situations rather than away from them – I had earned my stripes,

and  I  insisted  that  I  would  not  leave.  Emma  insisted  that  the  only  way  she  would  feel

comfortable staying was if we could drive away if fiery shit hit the fan. I agreed, and helped

pack the  car  with  what  I  could  for  evacuation  purposes.  I  even pulled  the  solar  charge-

controller  off  the wall  of  the  cabin and packed the deep-cycle  batteries,  though I  was in
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serious doubt about such action being necessary. With us ready to ride if the need arose, I

made my way back against  the gale-force wind to the Gorge edge.  The fire  had already

jumped the Gorge, and it was making its way to the scout hall at the end of our road. There

were some other people there already, and they were evacuating the hall.

As I arrived, so did a big bakkie with a tank and water-pump system. The community

volunteers managed to start spraying the back fence of the hall just in time, because flames

were quickly upon it. This gave me some time to run back to our cabin and fetch a long and

heavy steel bar, which we used to break open a cage that secured a large gas bottle that was in

harm’s way. It  was like a  scene from a movie,  with flames literally  on our backs as we

dragged the gas bottle away. We manned the area for a few minutes, spraying and beating the

flames, and soon the flammable bush around the hall burnt out, with the flames moving past

and towards another house. I spent the next hour beating down flames on the property line of

that home, with the fire moving into a section of bush that had only partly burnt two nights

earlier. It was the section of bush that ran directly behind the plot that Emma and I owned.

I ran back to our plot to go and beat back flames there for the second time in three

days. Luckily the wind was pushing the flames past the plot rather than towards it, and Emma

and I stood our ground and didn’t have to do too much fire-beating in the end. What was a

fortunate wind direction for us was an unfortunate one for a school not far from us as the crow

flies. The fire made its way through some farm-land and a smaller gorge, over a six-lane wide

motor-way, through a flower-reserve, and within two hours of Emma and I seeing the fire

move past the back of our land, a large section of the school went up in flames. There was

nothing more that anyone could have done to prevent this, not even the fire-fighters who were

on scene – the wind was simply too strong, and the area was simply too dry and crispy. All

anyone could do was watch as parts of the school burned. The same can be said for hundreds

of people from Port Elizabeth to Knysna who witnessed the burning of their land, or formal or

informal homes, during that period from the 7th to the 12th of July 2017, which was one of

South Africa’s worst fire-disaster periods in history, and which took the lives of seven people.

Emma was devastated by the loss of three-quarters of the vegetation  on our land.

During the course of my life in SA, I had seen several serious fires reduce vegetated areas to

ashes, but I had also witnessed those areas resprout and regrow. I was not happy about being

able to stand in front of our cabin and stare eye-to-eye with people as they drove past our plot.

A huge determining factor in the position of the cabin was that I wanted to hide from passers-

by, because I had not built the structure on plan and I wanted to avoid being reported to the

fee collecting employees and thugs of the corporation of South Africa. But for our particular
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situation, I saw the bright-side of having had the fire do what it did on our land. The plot is

part of a Fynbos biome, which is to say a fire biome. Prior to the fire, our acre had a large

amount of sticks and dead branches and logs that had accumulated over the years, since well

before our custodianship of the land. I was relieved to have most of that kindling burn at an

early stage of our time with the land, rather than later when more had been done on the land

and when there was therefore more of our human energy to be lost.

Prior to the fire, the biggest of those piles of combustible materials was located at the

north-east corner of the plot. Its burning left a large space completely cleared,  and it was

instantly obvious to me that the space was perfect for the structure-to-be that we had tried and

failed to  find a place for over the previous few months.  By ‘structure-to-be’,  I  mean the

combo of car-port, store-room, and catchment and sun-protection for the water-tanks that I

knew would be needed considering our imminent move off of the Estate plot. From July to

September, when I wasn’t working to finish my PhD, I was planning the structure, and after I

handed in the PhD to my promoter near the end of September, all my attention went to getting

the structure up as quickly as possible. I employed two men to dig the sixteen holes for the

poles that would support the roof, and they were also involved in helping hold roof-beams in

place  and  positioning  the  long  roof-sheets  once  they  had  been  delivered.  By the  end of

October, the entire structure was complete, with four water-tanks (each five thousand litres’

capacity) positioned under the roof so that they were protected from the sun.

The end of October also brought with it a fortuitous replacement for our old bakkie.

My close friend, Gareth, needed to upgrade his two-seater, long-wheel base pick-up truck

with something that was safer for his two young children to be transported in. He needed cash

quickly,  and my financial  situation  was just  right  for  me to  be  able  to  provide  the  cash

quickly, provided that I got the vehicle for a bargain – which I did. I managed to sell the old

bakkie and the small motorcycle quickly, which went a long way to recouping the cost of

Gareth’s vehicle. Emma completed her out-of-town university teaching contract for the year

in September and October, and when she returned, we sold the pukey-green Nissan Sentra and

replaced it with a 2006 Toyota Yaris. Our vehicle situation was therefore down to a small and

zippy hatch-back, a big but slow work-horse of a bakkie, and a medium-sized motorcycle for

cheaper trips. I should comment here that our allegedly low-tech rustic lifestyle experiment

would not have been possible if it were not for the fossil-fuel-powered machines that are so

problematic  in the context of ecological  degradation,  but I have never been able to see a

different means to the end of the longer-distance transport required for our needs.
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With Emma fully back on the scene after her out-of-town teaching stint,  we spent

November  of  2017  transitioning  from  the  Estate  land  to  our  Gorge  plot.  This  involved

transplanting  numerous  trees  and  succulents  from  one  plot  to  the  other,  moving  some

furniture into the new storage area, and figuring out what goes where. Some clothing and

some furniture would need to go to Hogsback in January 2018, some of it to the Gorge plot,

and some of it would be abandoned to the Estate plot. We were definitely not prepared to

leave behind our two water tanks, nor the water in them. So I bought a bilge pump, connected

it to a portable solar set-up that I rigged up, and in several sessions we pumped the big tanks’

water to a one thousand litre tank on the back of the new bakkie. We managed to move about

four thousand litres  to  the Gorge plot  in  this  manner.  There had been talk of  potentially

dismantling the cabin/shack at the Estate land and moving it to the Gorge plot, but by the end

of  November,  we  decided  to  leave  all  the  infrastructure  behind  –  cabin/shack,  adjoined

scullery and store-room area, semi-open plan kitchen/lounge, and toilet/shower area.

I am often asked why we chose to leave the infrastructure behind at the Estate land.

There are a few reasons for doing so, but at that late stage of 2017, both Emma and I were

tired, and we wanted to say a final goodbye to the Estate land situation once and for all. We

had always planned to leave the infrastructure behind should we leave, something that Jacqui

and Damian, and Emma and I, had agreed on before Emma and I set foot in SA in 2012. My

thinking was also influenced by simple mathematics. We had paid a measly R1,000 rent for a

period of about five years, totalling about R60,000. We were leaving behind about the same

monetary value of infrastructure, totalling roughly R120,000 expenses over a five year period.

Funnily enough, that’s exactly how much money Emma and I arrived with in South Africa in

2012 when starting our rustic low-tech permaculture-esque journey. That total works out to

R2,000 a month, internet included, as well as electricity and water, though we did not use

much of either. Emma and I could not have rented a small garden-cottage in Port Elizabeth for

anything  less  than  R4,000  a  month,  excluding  water  and  electricity.  Yes,  we  paid  the

difference with blood and sweat and tears, but the upside of doing so was that we got the

chance  to  learn  first-hand about  building  and gardening  and homesteading,  all  the  while

making our mistakes on someone else’s land! In other words, we had paid some school-fees

too.

We left our allocated space at the Estate plot for the final time on December 7th, with

our two cats squealing in boxes that I had built for the occasion. Somewhere along the way I

had built a basic wooden fence in front of the Gorge plot’s cabin to protect the cats from the

various roaming dogs in the area. I had also managed to construct a compost-toilet cubicle
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slightly lower down on the land, and I altered the original toilet cubicle into a little scullery

area for washing dishes. I didn’t have much time to let the fact of our arrival onto our own

land sink in at first, because I had to travel to Bloemfontein for my PhD graduation. But when

I returned and had settled in for about a week, I noticed the remarkable difference that life on

our own acre of land brought with it. We had nobody to answer to but ourselves, though there

were a few Nosey Parkers around who wanted to know when we would be building a proper

house. But we could do what we wanted, without the feeling of having constant eyes on our

activities. That is not to say that we were given a hard time about anything at the Estate land,

but there we were clearly visible to about ten people every day. After the fire, we had been

left with some visibility issues at the Gorge plot, but I had quickly filled the main visibility-

gap with a wall of shade-cloth, and some of the trees started sprouting leaves in spring. The

overall level of privacy we felt that December at the Gorge plot was incomparable to our

situation at the Estate land.

Our joy at the Gorge plot was short-lived, luckily not due to any unforeseen event, but

because we had agreed to move to Hogsback in the new-year. During that month at the end of

2017, we did what we could to make our cabin and living environment as comfortable as

possible. We had minimal roof space in front of the cabin, so I dug in a few more poles and

put up a shade-cloth extension to the cabin’s small overhanging roof. Our picnic-bench and

work-bench (which I had built in 2016) went under the shade-cloth extension, and we covered

the extended outdoor living area with wood-chips. Some friends stayed over in the middle of

December, and they helped me assemble the walls for a small structure that would eventually

become my own rocket sauna, something that I had wanted for a long time. Emma and I

hosted  a  new-year’s  eve  party,  with  twelve  people  staying  over  in  their  tents.  This  was

perhaps a bit overambitious, because Emma and I had to run around like headless chickens to

keep things functional.  Our compost toilet,  for example,  was designed to be used by two

people, not fourteen, and I was basically on toilet-duty throughout the party. Similarly, the

entire  living-situation  at  the  Gorge  plot  was  designed  for  two  people,  and  we  had  an

interesting time trying to juggle necessities that night. But overall a good time was had by all,

which is largely due to the pleasant time we all had lazing in the Gorge’s river for sundowners

at around five O’ clock on the 31st.

By the 7th of January, Emma and I had thoroughly watered all of the one-hundred-and-

eighty or so trees we had planted over the course of the previous years, and we had prepared

the Gorge plot to be abandoned for about a month until our next planned visit. I was happy

with the idea of the Hogsback chapter that we were about to start, though Emma was already
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asking the correct question – why were we leaving our own land to go and live on someone

else’s again? My thinking around an answer was a bit blurry, with various factors coming into

play. I wanted to experience living in the mountainous region that was so close to my heart

thanks to the various Amatola hiking trips that I had enjoyed so much. I was tired from five-

and-a-half years of nearly-endless manual labour and logisticising, and I wanted a physical

and mental break for a while. I was officially without an income, so going to live for free in

the cottage of retired friends would theoretically lessen the financial  load that I suspected

would come with staying at the Gorge plot, and I would get some head-space to plan my next

occupational  steps.  And  Emma  and  I  had  agreed  to  make  Bridget  and  Judy’s  African

overlanding adventure possible by acting as their house- and animal-sitters.

I wasn’t sure how things would work out, or how the Hogsback chapter would fit into

the broader rustic journey that we were on. The cottage that we were about to occupy was

small and quaint, but it was on a property that was anything but rustic. After the move from

the UK to SA, however, where there had been far more uncertainty about the direction that we

were taking, I was not about to let fear of the unknown stop us from trying something new.

Hogsback had a reputation for being a place where numerous earthy people lurked, and I

hoped that we would make enough contacts there to perhaps find a community of like-minded

people who not only wanted to tread softly in our ailing ecosystems, but who were actually

willing to make the necessary sacrifices to achieve more sustainable outcomes. And if things

didn’t work out, we’d have the Gorge plot to come back to, with the added bonus that our

time away from it would make the post-fire regrowth of the vegetation there seem quicker.

Whatever was in store for us, I was happy to be taking another leap of faith, though I must

admit that I battled to leave the Gorge plot at the end of that first week in January 2018.
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Chapter 18: Home

Living in a remote village in the mountains had some perks and features that resonated well

with me. Our allocated cottage had views of several beautiful mountains, and one could spend

days simply taking in  the scenery.  The air  was fresh and the water  pure,  and there were

several walking routes through some spectacular and lush old-growth forests, and a few river

pools were accessible for mountain swimming. One could occasionally forget that there was a

world out there, somewhere, containing police-sirens and factories and malls. On the other

hand,  we found ourselves  in  an affluent  situation that  was completely  foreign to  us.  The

property had a large electric fence around it, with unemployed locals occasionally passing by

to remind one of the terrifying gap between rich and poor in South Africa (and elsewhere). It

was  soon  clear  to  us  that  Hogsback’s  indigenous  forests  were  few  and  far  between  the

plethora of pine plantations in the area, and chainsaws (known locally as Hogsback canaries)

could almost always be heard somewhere in the background. And Bridget and Judy, who once

owned a five-star guest-house that catered to high profile figures,  had  aesthetic preferences

that Emma and I would never be able to comply with because we had lived so rustically for so

long.

The four of us got on well, and after the initial days of settling in at our new Hogsback

home, it seemed like we would make a nice little cooperative, with Bridget and I tending to

various  maintenance-style  tasks,  and  Judy  and  Emma  seeing  to  gardens  and  trees  and

vegetables. Emma started her teaching stint at Rhodes university in February, leaving me to

build a rocket thermal mass heater in the cottage. My hope was that I would be able to use the

heater as a demonstration unit and show village locals how awesome it was, with the idea

being to earn a small income from building the units. I was also planning to build a sauna,

which would perhaps also serve as a demo unit to get locals interested. I finished the thermal

mass heater in March, and shortly thereafter I received a phone-call from a colleague at the

university where I used to lecture philosophy. She knew that I had finished my PhD, and she

knew that I was therefore eligible for a post-doctoral position. She encouraged me to apply for

the post under her supervision as a research Chair, and by the end of March I received news

that my application had been successful. I would start a two-year work-from-home research

contract in May.

I had not seen the post-doctoral position coming at all, and I was unbelievably relieved

to have a work focus for the following two years. While I wished that rustic low-tech living



209

could somehow pay the bills, it had become crystal-clear to me that it would not, and that

some  other  form of  work  was  necessary  to  get  us  by  financially.  A  permaculture-esque

approach to living seemed likely to form a part of our life-recipes into the future, but so would

some kind of paid work that  would unlikely be linked directly to the approach. That’s why

Emma kept lecturing at Rhodes University, and why I jumped to take up the post-doc. I would

only officially start it in May, but I got straight to writing my first journal article in  March

already,  and  I  dropped  the  sauna  idea.  The  sauna  would  simply  not  have  been  suitable

aesthetically for the ladies, who were clearly not impressed with the earthy-looking thermal

mass  heater  that  I  had  constructed  in  their  cottage.  I  thought  it  looked  great,  but  most

importantly, it worked unbelievably well, and it kept Emma and me toasty-warm throughout

the cold days and nights that we spent in the cottage.

Emma and I popped back to the Gorge plot to base ourselves there for a few days and

attend my brother’s wedding in early March. The trees desperately needed watering, and we

decided that one of us would have to return to the plot once every three to four weeks to water

them. I wasn’t thrilled about the unexpected amount of travelling that we would be doing

between Hogsback and the  Gorge,  but  if  I  had  learned  anything  since  starting  the  rustic

experiment in living, it was that nothing is ever ideal and that one simply has to roll with the

punches, many of which (like floods and fires) were below the belt.  After the wedding, I

returned  to  Hogsback,  and  Emma  returned  to  Grahamstown  to  finish  her  teaching  stint.

Thereafter,  we  made  a  two-week  journey  to  visit  our  friends,  who  were  based  outside

Richards’ Bay. We spent most of our time in St Lucia, where one of our friend’s parents

resided. This was the first time that Emma travelled along the east coast, and with Bridget and

Judy about to leave for their  six months’ long over-landing tour through several Southern

African countries, it would be the last time that Emma and I could get away for a while.

We returned to Hogsback in the middle of April, and a few days later the ladies left.

We moved into their mansion on their request so that their dogs had constant company. We

felt awkward in such a large and posh place, and even more so when we had to interact with

the domestic cleaning-lady and the male gardener who worked at the house twice a week. We

had never overseen staff before, and the power-dynamic was not of our choosing. Then the

chainsaws and logging equipment started up right behind the Hogsback manor one day, and it

hardly stopped for four months, with the noise starting at 07:15 and ending at 22:00 every

day. The cold also set in properly from about May, though literally not a drop of rain fell until

the ladies returned in the middle of August. I thoroughly enjoyed the three heavy snowfalls

while they were away, but both Emma and I were done with Hogsback by the winter solstice.
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We made the most of it though, and we went on daily walks, with some of them being long

day-hikes through the beautiful mountains. The four months of my post-doc that unfolded in

Hogsback were also immensely productive, and I wrote four academic articles  during this

time, with three of them accepted for publication by the end of the year. There is no way that I

would have been able to do that at the Gorge plot, and I frame the Hogsback stint as a period

of time that I could dedicate to hitting the ground running with the post-doc.

The ladies returned from their six months’ long road-trip after only four months! The

over-landing adventure was hard work, and they needed some time back home to be static for

a while. As soon as we heard that they were on their way back, we emailed them to say that

we would not be sticking around in Hogsback. There were pros and cons to our situation

there, but the largest factor turned out to be our land and the many trees that we had planted,

which were suffering without our presence there. On the two or three occasions that I had

made the trip back to water the trees in the middle of winter, I was astounded at the difference

in climate between Hogsback and the Gorge.  I could (and did) walk around naked in the

middle of winter at the Gorge, which was not an option in Hogsback – it was oppressively

cold for far longer than I had guessed, and there was less privacy there anyway. Also, I felt at

home in our tiny cabin, and I loved being on our own land, and Emma felt the same way. The

only thing that was necessary to facilitate our return to the Gorge was a bigger solar energy

system so that we could work for longer periods of time on our laptops for work purposes. In

the final few weeks before the ladies returned, I did my homework and figured out what I

needed in order to give us ample power for computers, lights, a small camp fridge, and music

at the Gorge cabin.

When we returned to the Gorge plot in the latter third of August 2018, one of the first

things I did was acquire the necessary components to move the cabin’s solar energy set-up to

the store-room, and install a bigger system in the cabin. I planned the cabin’s new system

perfectly: two 200 amp-hour twelve-volt deep-cycle batteries connected in series for a twenty-

four-volt set-up; a 30 amp-hour charge-controller; and two solar panels, each 300 watts big. I

ended up purchasing two slightly bigger panels, each 325 watts, totalling 650 watts. I did this

because when I arrived at the solar supply store, the 325 watt panels were on offer for slightly

cheaper than the 300 watt ones that I had originally intended to buy. In hindsight, this was a

bad move. I didn’t know at the time that the lead-acid batteries I had bought had specific

recharge rates, and my extra 50 watts of panel-power exceeded the recharge rate slightly, with

the consequence being that the batteries will likely degrade slightly faster than if I had stuck

to the 600 watts. At the time of writing, which is about two-and-a-half years after I installed
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the system, the batteries are fine, and I hope to get roughly eight years’ use out of them before

replacement (but I’m really holding thumbs for ten years).

Our arrival as permanent residents on our own acre of land in late August 2018 was

met with some heavy rain-fall that filled all our water tanks. We even bought another tank and

positioned it lower down on the plot, and we used hose-pipes (and gravity) to move water

from the catchment-tanks to the new tank and the two other stand-alone tanks on the property.

Water is one of the main priorities when it comes to life at the rustic plot. We frequently

check tank levels and adjust our water-usage accordingly. If the weather  forecast indicates

rain, and if the catchment-tanks are quite full, we move water from them to the stand-alone

tanks. I tend to give the trees more water from the watering cans when the tanks are full, and

less  when  the  tanks  start  dropping  below  two-thirds  full.  I  frequently  check  on  tank

connections and clean the mesh that I use as basic filters into the tanks, and I built a flat

wooden platform over the two tanks connected to the cabin to shade them. That platform

extended into something of a podium that makes for a nice viewing-platform.

An internet connection came next.  One of the mountains within eye-shot from our

viewing-platform has a bunch of satellite dishes on it, some of which belong to a wireless

internet service provider. The installation technicians came out for a site-visit to determine the

viability  of the connection at the plot,  and with my insistence and help, they managed to

install the little receiver-dish and wifi router during their first and only visit. The router runs

straight off of the 12-volt solar power system. The two smaller 12-volt batteries that were

originally in the cabin were connected in parallel to keep them at 12-volts. Their replacements

are arranged in a 24-volts configuration, and a step-down unit converts the 24-volts to 12-

volts to power the aforementioned electronics. The 24-volts configuration of the batteries was

chosen for a few important reasons, one of which was the opportunity it gave for powering a

small 24-volts compatible fridge very efficiently directly from the batteries – no step up or

step down of voltage is necessary, thus reducing losses. I also added a small 24-volts inverter

to the mix so that we could power a few minor 230-volts appliances mainly during peak sun-

hours if necessary.

Once the router had been installed, Emma and I developed our flexible routines pretty

quickly. We often deviate from the routine of an average day and dedicate a full day or three

to a project that needs to be started, or continued, or finished. But an average day generally

involves spending time on our respective computer-based academic tasks, watering trees and

other plants, preparing food and washing dishes, chopping wood and lighting the rocket stove,

and attending to a few things that need to be done on the plot. Focused exercise, such as yoga,
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Pilates, a short jog, or light resistance-training, is a twice or thrice weekly event, as is a walk

into the Gorge for a swim. Once a week, one or both of us do a ‘town-run’, which involves a

four-hour long series of stops to buy supplies and pick up other things that we need. Once

every two weeks, laundry gets done. By 2019, the hand-washing process was taking up too

much  time,  and  I  turned  my  attention  to  washing-machine  options.  The  result  was  us

purchasing an old-school twin-tub semi-automatic washing-machine. It requires 280 watts of

power for its washing compartment, and 140 watts for its spin section, which means that our

small 300 watts inverter is sufficient to run either the wash or the spin options, but not both at

the same time. We hold a gravity-powered hosepipe to get water into the washer, and the

grey-water is collected in buckets and poured into appropriate areas of the garden. Routine-

wise,  I  also  make  our  humanure  compost-pile  once  every  two  months,  and  we  change

compost-toilet buckets once a week.

In December 2018, Emma and I took some time to attend a gathering called Learning

Clan.  The  event  was  centred  around  talent-sharing,  and  some  of  my  contributions  were

workshops on small DIY solar energy systems. These were very well attended, and as I spoke

with people, it was clear that the relatively low-tech and rustic lifestyle that Emma and I were

living appealed to many festival attendees. It felt great to be around people who were really

interested in alternatives, and I was left with the notion that maybe, just maybe, what Emma

and I were doing could still be part of a larger social movement rather than just being about

our own relative autonomy. I was left thinking about how to scale up and create more interest

in rustic low-tech living, with the writing of a book about the topic seeming like a good step

in a journey that sometimes feels like it is only just beginning.

Em’s mum arrived on the day we returned from Learning Clan, and luckily she was

happy enough sleeping on a mattress on the store-room floor for the duration of her stay. I

took the opportunity to go on a road-trip to visit some friends and try my hand at what was a

newly-acquired podcasting hobby.  Halfway through a recording with Mike Raimondo from

Green  Renaissance,  an  asteroid  completely  lit  up  the  sky,  with  us  thinking  it  was  an

emergency flare, but it was followed by a loud sonic boom that didn’t quite fit the flare idea.

We soon figured out what happened. It was an event that I will never forget, one that I hope

was a good omen from the Gods. On the same road-trip, I made a stop at a place called Numbi

Valley, where friends of ours that we had met on a hike in around 2016, and who we had seen

at Learning Clan again, had established an amazing permaculture farm. They had an endless

supply of water from a nearby well, and they used roughly twelve thousand litres a day. This
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is more than a third of the total water storage capacity at the Gorge plot, and I wondered if Em

and I would ever manage to produce food yields considering our very limited water supply.

More than a thousand bags of horse-stable manure and wood-chip have been added to

various areas of the Gorge plot since August 2018. Once the manure is in place, Emma covers

it in wood-chips. At the time of writing, we have had sixty-four cubic metres of wood-chips

delivered to the plot,  and it  has been spread around generously as a ground-cover and to

delineate some pathways. Fertility built quickly, and Emma spent a good deal of time trying

to plant vegetables in various places so that we could eat from the garden. She ended up

feeding the porcupine and buck that must have been visiting during the nights. They had a

taste for more than veggies though, and we lost several trees to them. Our feeling about this is

that the animals deserve a safe place to be, and in some ways we are providing that place for

them in  a  bigger  geographical  area  that  is  slowly  losing  places  for  them because  people

generally clear land and put up fences when they buy land or build on it. We have deviated

from that silly standardised approach.

Emma lectured for one term at Rhodes University again in 2019, and I joined her for

her four week-days per week away from the plot and in Grahamstown when I could. I had

some of my own academic commitments that required me to be on campus in Port Elizabeth,

so I could only tag along with Em for about half the time that she was out of town. The time

in her sterile town-house accommodation was a stark reminder that our living situation at the

Gorge plot is full of inherent goodness: being barefoot on the Earth; getting our hands covered

in organism-rich soils; drinking fresh rainwater; being able to easily pop into the Gorge for a

swim or a walk; toughening up to the heat or the cold or the wind etc.; handling trees and

other plants; and so on. Having paid in cash for the plot, our vehicles, the basic structures, and

the  water-tanks,  our  home  expenses  are  low,  amounting  to  an  affordable  rates  bill,  and

internet bill, and car insurance. Like everyone else, we purchase food, which isn’t cheap, and

living a fair distance from town means we spend a fair amount of money on petrol and diesel,

as well as on maintaining and licensing the vehicles, but so far we have been able to afford it.

Straight after Emma’s lecturing stint, I took what I had learned in Hogsback about

thermal  mass  heater  construction,  and  I  applied  it  to  rebuilding  the  sauna  heater,  and

thereafter the building of a cabin heater, and thereafter a rocket oven. The sauna heater is a

twenty centimetre (or eight-inch) unit, which means that the diameter of the burn-chamber

and all other areas of flow correspond to the surface-area of a twenty centimetre diameter pipe

in this case.  The rocket oven is powered by a fifteen centimetre (or six-inch) unit,  and the

cabin heater by a 10 cm (or four-inch) unit. All three units work exceptionally well. The sauna
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unit could likely heat a small three-bedroom house, yet it is in a shed-like structure of 3.6

square metres, so it can melt your brain if you are not careful. The cabin unit is smaller and in

a structure of 12 square metres, though I am convinced that it could heat an area of about four

times its size. The rocket oven can take four large trays of food, and it cooks faster than any

conventional  oven.  All  three  units  burn  wood  very  efficiently,  with  smoke  only  visibly

leaving the chimneys for a few minutes when the stoves are first lit. Thereafter, one would not

know that the fires are burning if they looked at the chimney for signs of smoke. A parabolic

solar cooker is still in the mix too, as it has been since 2014.

Emma visited her mum in England in mid-2019. I completed a few more projects

while she was away, namely the digging of a trench from the cabin to the car-port store-room,

and the cladding of the cabin. The trench was for a water pipe and an internet cable. The

water pipe was to provide enough pressure for a tap in front of the cabin. Prior to this tap, we

had to bend down to get water from a low tap connected to the cabin tanks, which was taking

its  toll  on our  overworked backs.  The internet  cable  was to  provide me with an internet

connection  in  the  store-room,  where  I  had  set  up  a  small  desk  for  research  and  writing

purposes. The cabin had been uncladded up until this point, and while the thermal mass heater

did a great job of keeping us warm in winter, the summer heat-waves were hard to handle. My

hope was that by cladding the walls, the resulting cavity between the outer-cladding and the

inner-ply  would  trap  air  and  thus  regulate  the  cabin’s  temperature  a  bit  better,  and  the

cladding itself would prevent the sun from hitting the thin wooden walls that had been so

exposed to the sun. This worked to some degree, but ultimately the low roof of the cabin

means that the twelve square metre box is easy for the sun to heat up from the roof. Good in

winter, not so good in summer, but manageable nonetheless.

We planted another couple dozen trees when Emma returned from England in around

August, and I built a basic frame-like structure so that I could grow some cannabis and protect

it from the porcupine and buck. Cannabis was decriminalised in South Africa late in 2018,

and I wanted some for medical purposes – you know, just in case! With more trees in the

ground, cannabis plants in the mix, and a washing-machine being run once every two weeks,

we went through more water than we were accustomed to using. I am very grateful for having

put  so  much  work  and  effort  into  installing  and  managing  so  many  water-tanks  during

previous years, and for developing a flexible and frugal approach to water-use. The wood-

chip mulch helps to keep the moisture in the ground after trees have been watered, and all our

grey water is used to water tougher trees as well. Some of the trees wilt and look quite sad on

hotter days, but they always bounce back, even if this means that their pace of growth is slow.
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Emma and I were getting quite used to these cycles by the end of 2019. At the end of the year,

we once again attended Learning Clan, and we enjoyed being around people who, at very

least, were willing to camp and earn their keep by sharing skills and resources.

2020 started on a less upbeat note for me because my post-doctorate was coming to an

end in April, and I had not yet managed to line up any other academic contract, nor any other

work for that matter. I had seen this potentially dry financial period coming early in 2019

already, so during Emma’s time away in England, I did an online philosophical consulting

course at night after my days of digging the trench, laying cables and pipes, and cladding the

cabin. The idea was to set myself up as a philosophical consultant after the post-doc, but as

that time neared, I could not see clearly to making the idea work. I started applying for other

post-doctoral  positions  in  January,  and  after  a  few  dead-ends,  I  was  successful  in  my

application for another research position. I had made a connection to the relevant university

department during my first post-doc, when in 2019 I was involved in several engagement

events  that  took  eclectic  mixes  of  people  on  water  pilgrimages  from sea  to  source.  The

pilgrimages admittedly seem a bit strange for a university context, but they received good

attention at the university and created a bit of a buzz. Being a co-organiser of the event, I was

taken on board at my new department to do research into behaviour change in a continuation

of the theme that was established during the pilgrimages.

The  second  post-doc  deal  was  sealed  days  before  the  Covid-19  lockdown  fiasco

started  in  South  Africa,  which  was  a  few days  after  it  started  in  the  UK and the  USA.

Gatherings of people were cancelled, which meant that engagement activities were off the

cards, and I was given free-reign to do research on topics of my choice while everyone was

forced to take shelter. Emma and I quickly realised that our low-tech rustic abode was the

perfect base from which to endure the lockdown. People everywhere were stuck indoors, or if

they were lucky, they had small gardens in which to get some outdoor time. Our home, in

contrast, was mostly outside, and we had loads to keep us busy. When I wasn’t trying to write

academic articles, I was cutting down trees in the remaining part of the Wattle forest at the

bottom of the plot, something I had been wanting to get going with for a while. Emma took

control of the cannabis patch and turned it into a veggie patch, though it was ransacked by

baboons at one point, which resulted in me caging it properly with fencing that friends in the

neighbourhood gave us.

The South African lockdown from March to May allowed citizens to go out for food

and medicine only. We stuck to our Wednesday shopping runs, though I sneakily stopped by

the horse stables from which we had been fetching manure for years, and in this manner we
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brought another ten tons (or more) of manure and horse-stable wood-chips into the plot during

lockdown. In the Wattle clearing process, I first pulled smaller branches off the bigger Wattle

trunks, laid the smaller branches on the ground in rows at the bottom of the plot, and buried it

all in the manure that we brought in. I did this layer after layer until there wasn’t much space

left for more piles. Emma had gradually been doing the same thing for years at the plot, and it

was good to know that we were retaining much of the organic matter that was being produced

by the invasive trees. But a point was reached where we couldn’t bury any more due to space

limitations, and at that stage (which was when we had gone from lockdown level five to four)

I started dumping the Wattle at a refuse site on our shopping-run route. I also burned a few

piles of Wattle here and there.

2020’s winter at the Gorge plot was relatively kind weather-wise. In previous years, it

hardly rained at all during the four main months of winter, but in 2020, we had the occasional

wet-spell that kept things uncharacteristically moist for winter. With Emma having started the

layering of Wattle and manure much earlier than 2018, and with my large additions to this

‘sponge’-building process, the moisture stuck around in areas where previously it couldn’t

even reach the ground due to the obstacles of thick Wattle trees. The truck-loads of wood-

chips that we had brought in also kept the moisture in place for longer, and the indigenous

trees that had grown back with a vengeance since the fire of 2017 provided shade that also

helped in this regard. The vegetation on the plot was finally starting to look like it had a

chance of bursting forth, and with spring around the corner, Emma and I sourced and planted

another twenty trees and numerous shrubs and bushes. Our timing was excellent,  with the

spring rains once again filling the water-tanks, and providing the vegetation on the plot with

the kindest conditions that we had ever seen there.

Emma conducted  her  Rhodes  lecturing  stint  from home in  2020 due to  lockdown

restrictions, which came with some challenges, but mostly with the perks of working from

home. I continued to write academic articles, though by this stage of lockdown I also found

myself well into the writing of the story of our transition to a rustic low-tech permaculture-

esque lifestyle. I’m not sure if the story will be of much value or interest to anyone but me,

who in a few years’ time will have forgotten the details of the journey and will appreciate

being able to walk down memory-lane. But I do wish to foreground the extremely important

point that if you set your intention to change your situation, and if you take action to change

it, then change will come. I will not go so far as to suggest that you can craft your life in

exactly the way that you would like, as some motivational types of people claim is possible.

Maybe it is possible to execute a detailed plan to take you to exactly where you want to be,
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but for people like me, I never knew exactly where it is that I wanted to be. Instead, I found

myself  knowing  where  I  didn’t  want  to  be,  and  with  Emma’s  support,  as  well  as  with

permaculture principles to guide us, I took action to change my situation.

Permaculture gave us some exposure to the tools and the vision that we needed to get

to where we are today. I’m not saying that where we are is desirable to anyone other than

ourselves – after all, we shit into a bucket, and we wash ourselves outside using an old plastic

mayonnaise jar and a bucket of water. But for me, that’s  what freedom partly looks like.

Simple systems that do not require a lot of money to build and maintain have been the means

by which to go about keeping expenses low, and learning to find joy simply in being in nature

has been a huge component of what I consider to be the good life. Emma agrees. At the start

of 2020, she was successful in her application for a funded philosophy PhD in ecotherapy,

ecopsychology, and ecological economics. When we ditched our full-time jobs in England for

a start-up in two tents on an allocated patch of friends’ land, there was no way of knowing

that we would end up pursuing PhDs as part of our journey, nor that we would end up on our

own acre of land with all assets fully paid for, in a context where we could find peace in the

madness of government-enforced lockdowns. What matters most is that we took huge leaps of

faith, and put mammoth amounts of hard work into making something out of the situations

that we threw ourselves into.

Emma and I are both thirty-eight years’ old at the time of writing, so our journey is

likely far from over. All sorts of trials and tribulations no-doubt await us, as they do for most

people, but all sorts of opportunities do too, especially the ones that we will create as our

journey continues. I have to be open to the possibility that we will not be able to live this kind

of rustic  low-tech permaculture-esque lifestyle  indefinitely.  Even if  we can keep at  it  for

decades, we will get old and will have to deal with the challenges of old-age, which might

make the continuous manual labour needed to keep our systems going impossible. Old-age

aside, if the money runs out, we may have to pursue work elsewhere, though I am trying hard

to prevent an involuntary move in this regard. I am of the opinion that every bit of hard work

that I have done in my life has been an investment that has paid off at some point in the

future, and will continue to pay off as time passes. I may have to take a more conventional job

at some point, but that’s okay – the one that I had for four years in England was a springboard

to other phases of my life, and I cannot see any reason why future endeavours will not have a

similar knock-on effect. That said, the permaculture-esque approach that we have tried to take

in going about our lives is often enjoyable regardless of the fruits that it may or may not yield.

It is nice to create a yield, and Emma and I have done this figuratively with our rustic low-
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tech journey, and of late the literal yields of our efforts are beginning to be seen in the forms

of occasional vegetables from the garden and fruit from a tree or two.

With bureaucrats across the globe taking action to throttle what remains of civilian

freedoms and in so doing perpetuating their own legitimacy, power, authority, and incomes, I

think it is extremely important for you to ask yourself what your options are for achieving

some kind of autonomy in your life. Maybe you will be one of the lucky few people who

achieve or inherit wealth and/or fame, or start a business that manages to earn you large sums

of money, and thereby find yourself in a situation where you can somehow buy yourself out

of the traps that most people find themselves in. These were not options for Emma and me,

who had to exchange most of our time for the money that paid for the alleged security of a

rented mouldy apartment. We still exchange a fair amount of our time for money, but we do

so in a cheap-and-cheerful tiny-home that is of our own making and which costs relatively

little, and it is simultaneously a way of living that is more ecologically friendly than most

modern lifestyles. If at any stage I have to take a more conventional job again, I have a safe

space to come home to that nurtures me and grounds me in ways that no conventional living

arrangement ever did.

I  am eternally  grateful  for  our  safe  space.  It  came  by  way  of  various  factors,  a

combination of determination, hard work, luck, stubbornness, experimentation, social capital,

trial and error, cynicism in some things, and belief in others. Emma and I left England in July

2012, and it was only in 2020 that things really started to come together in our rustic low-tech

journey. That’s eight years of continuously making a plan, after my four years of lecturing A

Levels in the UK, and before that six years of studying and part-time work as a running-shoes

salesperson, then as a waiter, then as a Pilates and yoga instructor, then as a young lecturer. It

was really only in the winter of 2020 that I could look around and think to myself that I can

slow down a bit – at least for a while. Sure, the various plot-chores need to be done on an

ongoing basis, but that is just part of life now, and academic work or some form of income-

generating activities will also remain in the mix. But nothing urgently needs to be done for my

own survival, perhaps for the first time in my life. For the survival of the human race, well,

that’s a different story! At our small scale, the acre of land is ours. The trees are planted, and

any more that we add will  be added gradually.  Solar electricity and rain-water catchment

systems are in place. The veggie patch is producing some food. Our vehicle situation is good

for  the  foreseeable  future.  We don’t  have  to  travel  to  get  into  nature.  If  we do want  to

experience other beautiful places, there are many options in nearby areas.
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Nothing about our rustic low-tech lifestyles in an off-grid tiny-home on a bushy acre

of land is glamorous. Several visitors to the plot have commended our hard work and our

commitment to trying to tread softly, but they added that they “could not live this”. That’s

completely understandable – for some people, shitting into a bucket, cold water basin wash-

downs outdoors, careful monitoring of water and solar-energy usage, no microwave ovens or

electric kettles, no television or toaster etc., are just unworkable. For us, they are a few of

many aspects of a lifestyle that provides us with more freedom than I have experienced in my

adult  life.  I  often  think  that  although  we  somehow  managed  to  maintain  careers  in  the

university context, our home-base consists of so many projects and so many garden-related

activities that in some ways I am living as I would like to in my retirement. If I had a pension,

and if I were to make it to retirement age, I would like a flexible schedule where I could do

some kind of teaching or writing or creative work for part of the day, work on DIY projects at

other times, do more garden-related activities, and go for the occasional walk in nature. I have

not had to wait for retirement to do these things.

I  have to  draw attention to the fact  that  Emma and I  are fit  and healthy.  I’m not

suggesting that we will not develop a health problem out of the blue at some stage, but as far

as general health goes, we are strong and in good shape, and we are generally happy in a sane

kind of way where the suffering in the world does keep blind optimism at bay. Huge numbers

of  people  across  the  world  now suffer  from physical  and  mental  diseases  of  poverty  or

affluence and/or lifestyle. Our rustic low-tech permaculture-esque lifestyle lacks many of the

modern conveniences that are the norm for born-and-bred city-slickers, and we put a lot of

our  own human energy into keeping our  systems functioning,  which means  that  ongoing

physical activity is guaranteed for us. Our focused exercise routines are an important part of

the lifestyle, with yoga and stretching necessary for keeping us flexible and preventing the

ongoing manual  work from taking  too  much of  a  toll  on  our  bodies.  Despite  some silly

injuries acquired along the journey, my body feels relatively young and agile, and Emma feels

much the same way. While we may be naturally inclined to exercise and outdoor activity, the

lifestyle guarantees that we stay very active in a natural environment that tends to relax the

mind.

Being able to build soil and make healthy compost, and not flush fertility away down

the toilet, are among the features of our lifestyle that I am most proud of. Which brings me

full circle to where I started, which is with the topic of humanure. The shitty epiphany I had

back in 2011 has been the basis for many of my decisions since then, and it was the spark that

ignited my drive to take matters into my own hands – to some extent, at least. Emma and I
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may not have created a permaculture hub that inspires other people to tread more softly in our

ailing ecosystems, and I’ve matured and realised that it was naive to think that we could or

should try to inspire others to change their behaviour. However, we have created our own acre

of  relative  autonomy,  and we have  a  relatively  low footprint  in  nature  – in  fact,  we are

creating a zone of fertility that hopefully does more good than harm ecologically, though this

may remain to be seen! Rustic low-tech living has a huge stamp of approval from me and

Emma, and I would encourage anyone interested in it to give it a shot in one way or another.

You don’t have to go as deep into it as we did, and I suspect that even small steps in its

direction will have tangible and beneficial effects in your life as an individual, as well as in

the collective processes that together determine how all life unfolds on our beautiful planet.
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