
W hen Dee Williams, tiny 
house pioneer and author 
of The Big Tiny: A Built-It-

Myself Memoir, moved into her 84-square-
foot home on wheels, she downsized her 
belongings to around 300 items. Lina 
Menard, a designer at Niche Design Build 
and teacher at Yestermorrow Design/
Build School, challenged herself to down-
size to 200 possessions when she moved 
into her 120-square-foot home. Each ob-
ject Williams or Menard owns is carefully 
hand-picked for its function or meaning 
before being brought inside, where every 
inch of surface and storage space counts. 

These two women both tilt towards 
the obvious, basic, utilitarian objects of 
daily living (utensils, pillows, sheets, and 
towels), plus share an interest in design, 
architecture, construction, and city plan-

ning. Both are passionate advocates of 
sustainability. But there are also less ob-
vious things they have in common: close 
and integrated relationships with their 
local communities, and the ability to be 
truly grateful for what little they have. 
Neither one of their homes feels claus-
trophobic, simply because they are not 
besieged with clutter. Everything has a 
place and, often, a good story behind it.

Judging from the explosion of interest 
on social media and blogs such as Tiny-
HouseSwoon.com and TinyHomes.com, and 
even traditional media such as The New 
York Times and Dwell Magazine, the tiny 
house movement has become a zeitgeist 
for all generations. It is in particular ap-
pealing to Millennials and Generation X, 
PDQ\� RI� ZKRP� ÀQG� WKHPVHOYHV� VWUXJ-
gling with hefty college or home loans in 



living large 
  in tiny houses

a vicious economy where jobs are less abun-
dant and salaries have dropped or plateaued. 
%XW� HYHQ� IRU� SHRSOH�ZKR� DUH� ÀQDQFLDOO\�
sound, the ingenuity and unique architec-
tural designs of tiny houses have become 
fascinating. Many ordinary people are, it 
seems, somewhat tiny-curious.

Tiny living can inspire a transcen-
dental sense of Thoreau’s Walden-esque 
VHOI�VXIÀFLHQF\�� PRGHVW� OLYLQJ�� DQG� LQ-
timate communion with nature. There 
is also the Martha Stewart romanticism 
of whipping up deviled eggs and strawberry 
lemonade in a perfect little country kitchen. Fi-
nally, there is the age-old fantasy of sitting in a 
rocking chair on a rustic porch, with a hot cup 
of coffee or cider in hand, watching the sunset 
on the horizon. 

The cost to build or buy a tiny home 
is low enough that they are within most 

people’s reach now, not someday. Even the 
starving artist or the new college grad just 

beginning to look for work can embrace 
it. Although the average, fully function-
ing tiny home with electric appliances and 
modern conveniences tends to be in the 
$25 - $35k range, there are plenty of articles 
and YouTube videos of intrepid do-it-your-
selfers (many with little to no construction 
experience) who have successfully built 

tiny homes for under $5,000. Nick Olson 
and Lilah Horwitz spent just $500 to build 

an enchanting glass cabin with epic 
countryside views out of repur-
posed windows — the same cost as 
an entry-level iPad Air.

&RQVLGHU� DOO� RI� WKH� ÀQDQFLDO� EHQ-
HÀWV� RI� GRZQVL]LQJ� WR� D� VPDOO� KRPH��
Similar to buying houses in oth-
er countries, there is no mortgage, 
as most tiny homes are affordable 
enough to be paid for in cash. Some 

intrepid parents of college-bound freshmen 
have opted to build their offspring tiny homes, 
which often costs less than four-years of dorm 
room and board at private universities. After 
graduation, the house can be used as a per-
VRQDO�KRPH��DQ�RIÀFH��D�VWXGLR��DQG�D�SRWHQWLDO�
permanent or vacation rental, or simply sold 
IRU�SURÀW��$�GHEW�IUHH�IXWXUH��QR�����\HDUV�RI�
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BUT EVEN FOR PEOPLE WHO ARE 
FINANCIALLY SOUND, THE INGENUITY 
AND UNIQUE ARCHITECTURAL 
DESIGNS OF TINY HOUSES HAVE 
BECOME FASCINATING.
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bank loans!) just might be worth giving 
up square footage to get.

One of the beautiful things about tiny 
houses is that they can be built by just 
about anyone, as proven by Joe Mauck, 
building construction teacher at St. Hel-
ens High School in Oregon. His students 
design, frame, sheath, plumb, and wire an 
actual tiny house every year — a far more 
impressive project than the usual wood-
shop class birdhouse.

&RQVLGHU� DOVR� WKH� DGGHG� EHQHÀW� RI�
JDLQLQJ� WLPH�� ZLWK� VLJQLÀFDQWO\� VPDOO-
er square footage, a tiny houser can of-
ten spend more time in the wide world, 
nurturing relationships with friends and 
families, pursuing hobbies, working on 
projects, or just relaxing. Furthermore, it 
takes a lot less time and energy to clean, 
heat/cool, decorate, and maintain small-
er spaces. The average American home 
is estimated to be around 2,000 square 

feet, while the average tiny home is un-
der 250. Many tiny houses are bolted on 
to wheeled trailers, which also affords the 
freedom of a mobile lifestyle.

There is also the green aspect: tiny 
KRPHV�KDYH�D�VLJQLÀFDQWO\�VPDOOHU�FDUERQ�
footprint than the average home, and are 
sometimes built with eco-friendly fea-
tures such as solar panels, compost toi-
lets, wind turbines, gray water recycling 
tanks, and garden rooftops (things not  
normally found in cookie-cutter houses). 
There are tiny houses built completely 
out of reclaimed materials: consider the 
handsome,  rough-hewn Skyline unit at 
Caravan, the boutique hotel in Portland’s 
Alberta Arts District, which showcases 
tiny houses from different builders (many 
RI�WKHP�ORFDWHG�LQ�WKH�3DFLÀF�1RUWKZHVW���
Outside the hotel’s metal-sculpture gates, 
captivated onlookers often peer in, ex-
claiming, “How cool are these?!”
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Finally, consider the unexpected ben-
HÀWV�WR�RQH·V�SK\VLFDO��HPRWLRQDO��PHQWDO��
and spiritual health of downsizing to tiny 
house-living…. Relief from the burdens 
of high-interest home loans. No more 
never-ending tasks associated with main-
taining larger homes. An end to storing  
thousands of objects. All of these promise 
reduced stress and an enhanced sense of  
“freedom.” You can own the house with-
out it owning you.  

After spending 10 
months researching 
such homes, and con-
necting with the tiny 
house community, 
it is clear that a ma-
jority of tiny housers 
have a strong sense of awareness: of their 
relationships with neighbors, Planet Earth, 
themselves, their level of consumption, 
and of what makes them happy. Although 
there numerous challenges in living tiny 
(limited functional space, varying state 
building codes and permits, plumbing, 
IRRG�VWRUDJH�� LQVXUDQFH�OLDELOLWLHV��ÀQGLQJ�
an appropriate place to park a unit, etc.), 
LW�LV�KDUG�WR�ÀQG�D�WLQ\�KRXVHU�ZKR�UHJUHWV�
having tried it. By moving into smaller 
spaces, the owners’ lives grew bigger.

A 250-square-foot home (or smaller) 
will not work for all people: some couples 
PDQDJH�QDYLJDWLQJ�WLJKW�TXDUWHUV�MXVW�ÀQH��
but it certainly wouldn’t make sense for 
a larger family. However, the wonderful 
thing about the growing interest in tiny 

houses is that it opens up a critical conver-
sation, both socially and within oneself. 
+DYH�ZH�DV�D�VRFLHW\�ÀQDOO\�UHDOL]HG�WKDW�
bigger isn’t necessarily better? Is it a sign 
that the American Dream of what “suc-
cess” is has changed? That micro-housing 
isn't just a trend, but the next logical step 
in the right direction? 

Also worth asking: Can micro-hous-
es be one of the potential solutions to the 

housing shortage across 
the globe? Have we as a 
species begun to really 
understand and accept 
our responsibility for 
the future health of our 
communities, and our 
planet? Have we as indi-

viduals evolved enough to put more val-
ue and investment into the people we love 
(and the activities we enjoy doing) rather 
than spending precious energy and space 
(both physical and mental) on so many in-
animate objects? Can we develop a stron-
ger awareness of what genuinely makes 
us feel good, and what makes the world 
better, and then make conscious choices 
WR�SXUVXH�WKHVH�WKLQJV"�:KLOH�VWLOO�ÀQGLQJ�
gratitude in everything we have? 

As Williams said during her very 
moving TED Talk Dream Big, Live Small, 
“Can you imagine how our consumer 
patterns would change, and how small 
our houses would shrink, if we asked 
those questions a little more often?”

BY MOVING INTO 
SMALLER SPACES, 
7+(�2:1(56n�/,9(6�
GREW BIGGER.” ”
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