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It all started 33 years ago in Connecticut when I had my first child and realized that my actions 
would affect the world she would grow up in. I joined Greenpeace and Save the Children. But 
that wasn’t enough. I wanted to live by my value to protect the earth and make decisions based 
on this value.  I wanted to become an environmentalist, someone who cared about the earth and 
my effect on its health. 
 
I used the famous formula of reduce, recycle and reuse to guide my actions.  
 
Starting with reducing, I began to avoid products with excess packaging. It’s not always easy. I 
remember standing in the supermarket holding an item. Was it packaged excessively, was it 
healthy and did it fit in the budget? I realized that I had to pick a value and make a decision. It 
was overwhelming and enlightening. I did my best. 
 
In 1997 I needed a new car and heard about this new car called a Prius. There was No question. 
That was what I wanted. I ended up owning 3 Prius’ over the years. My first one was light blue, 
so I named it blue jay. We became very attached to our cars and named each one. I was proud to 
drive my Prius and watch it switch from gas consumption to the use of the battery. I would play a 
game to see how much I could just use the battery. I was reducing my gas consumption!   
 
My children and I used to walk after dinner and one day we decided to take a bag and pick up 
litter along the way. That was the beginning of litter walks. We were reducing the litter and felt 
like we were helping the earth. I messaged each of them to see what they remembered about 
being environmentalists and the first response was litter walks. We were reducing the litter and 
taking care of our small part of the earth. 
 
The other thing they remembered was the Earth Day Festival which was put on by the one and 
only health food store. It grew bigger every year and was a memorable way to celebrate Earth 
Day.  
 
Recycling was the second habit. Before getting the Prius we needed to get rid of the old car. This 
family car was named Murphy. He had served us well and it was time for him to go. We decided 
to donate this car to a charitable organization to recycle it and serve the organization. 
 
One day I was at the mall and had a recyclable to throw away but there was no way to do that. So 
I went to the mall office and told them that they should have recycle bins. The next time I went 
to the mall, there were recycling receptacles there! I’m not sure if it was my request but it might 
have contributed.   Recycling was a new concept and we had to drive to the dump to get rid of 
our recyclables. No bins.  Good thing I was driving a Prius.  
 
Reuse was the third habit. I used cloth diapers which felt like a useful act. Thinking about all 
those Pampers filling up landfills made me cringe.  I also would take a travel mug to the 
convenience store so that I wouldn’t throw away a styrofoam cup every day. I still do that. 
Here’s a story for you. One day recently I went to my local coffee shop and noticed that they had 
reusable cups. I bought one and was excited to use it. I ordered a large coffee. The worker 
proceeded to fill a large styrofoam cup and then pour it into my reusable cup. This defeated the 
purpose. So I called the manager and tried to explain the situation. He gave me a gift card and 
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sent me on my way. Back to my reusable cup at a different place. Sometimes it doesn’t work out. 
But sometimes it does. 
 
 I hardly bought maternity clothes as my friends gave me theirs to reuse. On the flip side, twice a 
year I would give each of my three children a garbage bag. We were blessed to have more than 
we needed. I explained that there were those that could use some of our extra things and they 
would each fill the bag with clothes that didn’t fit. My favorite part was seeing them give up a 
stuffed animal or toy so that some other child could have something to play with. They knew that 
their things would be reused, not thrown away.  If you go online and google waste management, 
you can get many other ideas. This is what our family was able to do back in the day and even 
now.  
 
“Unless someone like you cares a whole awful lot, nothing is going to get better. It’s not.” From 
Dr Seuss’s “The Lorax,” a video that we watched often.  
 
As we lived by our values, it made sense when my prior husband recommended that we build a 
house in 1997 with all natural materials including straw bales for insulation. He was intrigued by 
the savings in energy costs due the high R value of straw. R value measures how well a 
building’s insulation can prevent the flow of heat into and out of the building.  The higher the R 
value the greater the insulation performance. This keeps down the cost of heating and cooling.  
Regular pink insulation has an R value of 19 and straw has an R value of 32.  I was more 
interested in how it felt, inside and out.  
 
We started doing our research, which began by attending a solar house tour which showcased 
different environmentally sound homes in the area. One was built into a hill with grass on the 
roof and the earth as insulation. I remember being inside this beautiful home for five minutes and 
then having this heavy feeling, difficulty breathing, feeling closed in and uncomfortable.   
 
The second house was an envelope house, which was a house with a second house built over it. 
The space in between did the heating and cooling. It wasn’t interesting and seemed too 
complicated. It didn’t feel right.   
 
The third building was a small studio made with straw bales as the walls. It felt so cozy and 
right. We were sold.  
 
We went home and decided that if it was meant to be, it would be easy. If we hit an obstacle, we 
would change directions. The first step was to find an architect. After talking to a few that had no 
idea what we were talking about, we found one that was excited about building our house. 
Check.  
 
The next step was to become friendly with the building officials so that we could move forward. 
We sent him lots of information and research about houses that had been built in climates similar 
to ours. The great news was that not only was he impressed, but he also changed the building 
codes in the state of Connecticut to include straw as a building material. This was a big 
accomplishment, one we were proud of. Big check! 
 
Finding the land and designing the house took 2 years as we could only meet once a week due to 
busy schedules. Thursday afternoons were house days. After much searching we found the 
perfect lot with a river that covered 3 sides. It had woods to the North and a meadow with 
beautiful views to the South.  It had a long driveway and was nice and private.  Check. 
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We started building the frame with space to insert the straw bales which we got from a local 
farmer down the street. 4,200 bales. Straw is dead, therefore critters have no interest in it. Hay 
has seeds and is alive therefore it’s not suitable as a building material. Since the straw is so 
tightly packed, there isn’t enough oxygen to worry about fire.  Before the straw went in, the roof 
had to go on to protect the bales from rain. We used a red metal roof that hung over the house. It 
also blocked the sun from baking the second floor in the summer as we had no air conditioning. 
Ceiling fans and the great insulation kept the house comfortable.  
 
The day that the straw was delivered, we took a bale and spread it over the garage floor. The kids 
and I had a sleepover there to celebrate this milestone. It began to feel like our home.  
 
Just when we needed him, the New England expert, Paul, came to help. He pitched a tent in the 
woods and stayed through the summer. I was pregnant when we started and there’s a picture of 
my four-year-old son packing straw in between the bales, helping the workers. We also had a 
party of friends who came to help stack bales in the garage which made it a fun community 
activity.   
 
The house was big, especially since the straw was 14” wide. The straw was covered with clay, 
then stucco. I don’t remember the details as I was busy with another project, but it got done and 
looked beautiful. The best part was that each window was like a window seat as the sills were the 
depth of the bales and the windows sat on the outside of the house.  
 
During this whole time we were attending the UU society as it was called. I couldn’t help but 
think about the 7th principle: Respect for the interdependent web of all existence of which we are 
a part. Every choice we made included this value.  
 
Back to the formula, we reduced the need for a heating and cooling system in a few natural ways. 
We oriented the house to the south so that we could get the most sunlight during the day. The 
heat from the sun was absorbed by the tile floors and radiated through the house.  
 
We also had a soapstone stove which was a fireplace that when lit would heat up and then radiate 
heat into the room. 
 
Electrical used was reduced by using energy efficient appliances and low energy light bulbs. 
 
Reusing was interesting as we reused the heat from the earth to heat water that ran through tubes 
that went through all the floors called radiant floor heat. The system was called geothermal 
heating. We had no oil. I was very proud about this. We just had a very low electric bill for all of 
our needs. 
 
Recycling was accomplished by taking a waste material, the straw, and using it to build our 
home.  
 
Seven years later we moved into our home in 2002.  We were able to use all natural materials, 
including eco spec paint which doesn’t smell and soapstone countertops. The house performed 
perfectly and was comfortable and cozy throughout the year. And the location encouraged many 
animals to graze in the meadow in front of the house including deer and wild turkeys. One day 
my son said, “we live in nature.” an enchanting observation. The river also provided many 
memories as we had picnics there and played in it when the rain made it high. I even built a 
labyrinth from all the stones I found on the land.  
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As I value education and showing others what is possible, I wrote articles about the house for 
Connecticut magazine and a Straw Bale house journal. We were interviewed by PBS and 
participated in the solar house tour. We got on a straw bale registry that includes houses all over 
the world that share information and resources.  
 
I heard the words “social change agent” and felt connected to it. I wrote an article about what 
that means to me. Here are some excerpts from the article: 
 
Thoughts about being a social change agent:  

 Determine your most important values and make decisions from this point. It can be very 
difficult when values conflict but make the most conscious choices you can. “Live lightly 
on the earth” is one of ours. 

 Take small steps and over time you will see great changes. 
 Consumerism is the vehicle for big changes. You will be the consumers of the near 

future. Right now it is expensive to buy “green.” But as demand increases, price will go 
down. 

 You don’t have to be in the other persons faces, sometimes you just have to walk your 
talk and others won’t notice. Some people are here to be the noisy ones and that’s their 
role, others are here to set an example. Which are you? Both are valuable., Being a 
“green” consumer is a great way to be a quiet advocate. 

 Every small thing you can do is a step in a direction. If you forget, remember tomorrow 
and start again. It’s not an all or nothing proposition, every little bit helps. 

 
Winston Churchill said it best when he said, “We shape our buildings, therefore they shape us.” 
Building this house made me into a true environmentalist.  
 
 


