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Time To
Go Tiny
There are upsides to downsizing,
but know the following before making
the budget-friendly move
By Carol J. Alexander

K

atie and Kyle were snuggled
on the couch watching an
Alaskan wilderness show
when Kyle Sarvela asked, “You wanna
live like that?”
“Only if you marry me,” Katie
replied.
“Does that mean we’re moving to
Alaska?” Kyle asked.
Two months later, they were married, pregnant and on their way.
The Sarvelas built a 250-squarefoot house an hour and a half from
the closest road to live in temporarily
while they built a permanent home.
That was in 2016. Now, with baby
number two on the way, it’s looking
more like a permanent situation.
Even with the holdup, their tiny-home experience will be a cherished memory they’ll likely share
with future grandchildren. Some
folks, though, never see it that way.

CAN YOU HANDLE LIVING TINY?
The biggest obstacle to going tiny that
most folks encounter is themselves.
Can you part with your possessions?
Can you change your habits, like
shopping when you’re bored? Can you
find something to do with yourself
when the walls start closing in?
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“If you love stuff,” says Autumn
Keim, a tiny-home dweller in British
Columbia, Canada, “it’s not going to
work.” Keim’s husband, Jesse, is a
builder by trade. He built their 8-by12-foot structure 15 minutes outside
of town to live in while he built their
conventional home. Obviously, not a lot
of things fit in an 8-by-12-foot building.
When embarking on the tiny-home
journey, having a partner or family
will inevitably magnify the issue of
space. What do you do when those
other people get on your last nerve?
When it’s 20 below freezing and you
can’t send the kids out to play? When
someone gets sick?
“Stop looking at Pinterest and
Instagram,” says Andrew M. Odom,
founder of Tiny r(E)volution and contributor to several books on tiny-home
living. He says that social media gives
the impression that life in a tiny home
is full of sunrises and sunsets where
no one ever gets sick. “It’s not all fairies and garden gnomes,” he says.
He also suggests that if tiny-home
living is a new idea you’re just starting to consider, begin with cleaning
out the junk drawer in your kitchen.
“If you struggle to clean out your
junk drawer,” Odom says, “chances
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are you’ll struggle getting rid of those
second-grade papers you’ve been saving all these years.” Because in a tiny
home, where are you going to store
those second-grade papers?

NO, YOU CAN’T LIVE IN A SHED
If, after some deep personal assessment, you still think you want to
downsize, find out if what you have in
mind is legal where you want to do it.
The news is full of stories of municinewpioneermag.com

“

Just because a home is small
doesn’t mean it’s above the rules.
Building codes exist to keep
people safe.”

This 168 sq. ft. tiny home was a salvaged
mobile home trailer until its owners converted
it into a comfortable dwelling. The deck
provides a large outdoor living area.

palities evicting residents from their
tiny homes for zoning violations.
When researching the legalities for
your location, Mark Griffey, building
ofﬁcial of Shenandoah County, Virginia, says to go to the top. “Speak with
the building ofﬁcial,” he says, “as they
always have the ﬁnal call as to what
the code allows.”
If you’re willing to relocate, ﬁnd
a place with no regulations like the
Sarvelas and Keims did, or one with
newpioneermag.com

as few as possible. A study done by
Architect magazine lists ﬁve of the
most tiny-home-friendly states as
California, Oregon, North Carolina,
Texas and Florida. But lists like these
still include places with regulations
that may not suit your preferences.
So, do your own research.
A Florida tiny-home dweller interviewed for this story forged ahead
with her plans without checking with
authorities. Needing to relocate to her

parents’ property to help take care of
her father with dementia, she spent
$12,500 of her savings to have a contractor friend build her house on stilts
beside the lake hidden in the woods.
However, a building inspector discovered her house and she had to do some
fast talking and shed some tears to get
her residence added to her parents’
deed as temporary housing.
Just because a home is small
doesn’t mean it’s above the rules.
Winter 2020 | THE NEW PIONEER
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Building codes exist to keep people
safe. They include regulations that
many people know little about, such as
the number of points of egress a residence must have, ceiling heights, the
spacing of wall studs and roof trusses
and electical requirements, to name a
few. For these reasons, you cannot just
buy a shed at the big-box store and
live in it. Sheds are built to protect
your things from the elements. They’re
not built to protect people.
The first question Griffey asks
inquirers is, “Will this structure be mobile or parked on a frame with wheels,
or will it be set on a foundation?” Different laws apply in these situations.
According to Griffey, even if you intend
to remodel a silo, garage or barn to live
in, building codes must apply.
Odom says a large part of the
tiny-home movement is mobile.
“Most people assume,” he says, “that
when you say ‘tiny house’ you mean
on wheels.” But he cautions against
using your tiny home for traveling. “If
you want to travel and see the country, consider an RV,” he says. “Most
tiny homes aren’t built to withstand
the rigors of the road.”

START WITH A PLAN
Once you choose a neighborhood and
determine that you’re within the constraints of the law, the next step is to
design your home. Odom shared a few
insights into tiny-home design that
many newbies don’t consider.
First, he says to get the foundation
right. “If you don’t, the rest of your
house is going to suffer.” If your home
will be on wheels, get the best trailer
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By deciding to “go tiny” with their home, the
owners were able to buy three acres of raw land,
where they could grow their own food.

The living area and kitchen in the tiny home above. The ladder leads to a sleeping loft. To maximize
storage space, shelves are even installed above and on the sides of windows.

that money can buy. He also says to
design a home that suits your lifestyle. “If your passion is cooking,” he
says, “don’t be afraid to devote a third
of the home to the kitchen area.”
When designing, don’t forget the
storage space. “Anywhere you can put
a shelf,” says Katie Sarvela, “do it.”
She has a little loft to store kitchen
supplies, and their bed is 3 feet off the
floor to provide storage underneath.
“We have a lot of shelves and sorting
bins,” she says.
Finally, just because it’s a tiny
home doesn’t mean you have to
reduce, reuse and recycle whatever
you have on hand to build it. “Don’t
be afraid to buy new materials if your
only 2-by-4s have termites in them,”
Odom says.
When planning, seriously consider amenities like water, heat and

electricity. As the Sarvelas discovered,
what you plan as temporary could last
a lot longer. They built an outhouse
for their home and installed a wood
stove for heat. But as their baby grew,
they needed to add a flushable marine
toilet inside for potty-training purposes. And, since they couldn’t keep a fire
burning when they went to town, they
learned that everything in their home
would freeze while they were away.

DO YOUR RESEARCH
As with any major life decision, do research before going tiny. A great place
to find folks who already live the tiny
lifestyle is a tiny-home festival. These
events include speakers, workshops,
vendors, entertainment and the best
part—tiny homes on-site so you can
see them up close and personal.
Festivals are a place for educanewpioneermag.com
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1. Narrow shelves at the foot
of the bed hold canned goods
and kitchenware in the Keim’s
96-square-foot home. 2. Wall
shelving is an important part
of tiny home design. 3. Kyle
Sarvela enjoys his breakfast
outdoors. 4. Heating with wood
means that cutting and splitting firewood is part of your
regular routine. 5. Autumn and
Jesse Keim live in an 8-by-12
tiny home in British Columbia,
Canada while Kyle builds their
conventional home on their
almost three-acre lot.
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“As with any major life decision,
do research before going tiny.”
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COURTESY INCREDIBLE TINY HOMES

Kyle and Katie Sarvela live in a
250-square-foot tiny home on 5.5
acres in Alaska.

This 8- by 16-foot Randy Jones original from
Incredible Tiny Homes is on wheels.
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Learn More About Downsizing

As is common in pioneer life, the
tiny-home community is a close one.
Resources abound for those just thinking about downsizing to those deeply
entrenched in the tiny-home lifestyle.
Here’s a list of suggestions from our
experts.
● Tiny House Magazine is a monthly
digital publication.
(tinyhousemagazine.co)
● From Florida to Vermont, Maryland to California and everywhere in
between, you can attend a tiny-house
festival. A place to see tiny homes up
close and meet members of the amazing tiny-house community, a festival
is the ultimate learning experience for
living tiny. For a list of festivals nationwide, visit tinyliving.com/festivals/.
● View tiny-house plans created by
professional builders.
(tinyhouseplans.com)
● The Joy of Tiny House Living,
written by Chris Schapdick, founder of tiny-house building company
Tiny Industrial and the winner of the
Best Tiny House Award given at the
2017 New Jersey Tiny House Festival,
includes everything from making that
initial decision to the placement of
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windows to legalities and
more. Published by Creative Homeowner in 2019,
it’s 184 pages long.
● Published in 2018,
Micro Living by Derek
“Deek” Diedricksen profiles 40 tiny homes ready
for full-time living in 400
square feet or less. Published by Storey
Publishing, its 256 pages include plenty
of photos, sketches and ideas to inspire
even the most skeptical researcher.
● Tiny House Basics: Living the Good
Life in Small Spaces by Joshua and
Shelley Engberg includes advice about
things like tiny-home living with pets,
equipping your space for entertaining
and how to make a small space feel
larger. Published by Mango, it’s 172
pages long and informative.
● Notable websites and blogs include:
✓ Andrew Odom’s Tiny r(E)volution
(tinyrevolution.us)
✓ The Tiny Project: “Less house, more
life” (tiny-project.com)
✓ Katie Sarvela’s (sleddogslow.
com) and Autumn Keim’s (hopefor
betterliving.com) blogs include
posts on tiny-home experiences.

tion and inspiration. To make your
festival experience a positive one,
check the schedule beforehand.
Decide which workshops
you’ll attend and have
a list of questions ready
to ask the speakers. If
a speaker is someone
you’d really like to meet,
reach out ahead of time
and offer to buy him or
her a cup of coffee for a
chat. Peruse the sponsor
and vendor list to look for
products that interest you.
Most of all, talk to people. Whether
builders, dwellers or vendors of tiny
homewares, these are the folks who
can answer your questions.
Read whatever you can get your
hands on. A plethora of books and
blogs exist to inspire, encourage and
educate those interested in tiny-home
living; Odom has contributed chapters to several of these. And subscribe
to Tiny House magazine, a monthly
online publication.
Do you have the chops for tiny-home living? Can you get rid of
your stuff? Can you build a structure
that meets building codes or afford to
have one built? Or will you live where
it doesn’t matter? Will you marry me?
Oh, and that last question—it’s
definitely not a requirement for
tiny-home living. ❂
newpioneermag.com

