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Paradlse Found
washington Pair Create Sustainable Spread

by Lauren Turner

During the 1800s homesteading
meant receiving a tract of land from the
Federal government in return for set-
tling on and improving that land. Today
the term "homesteading' means living a
simpler, self-sufficient lifesryle including
growing your own food and resurrecting
skills such as carpentry welding, canning,
bread making and quildng. This lifestyle
may be practiced anywhere from rural
farms to city lots.

Norm and Peggy Baker have been
homesteading for years, most recently
on the 15 acres they purchased in Se-
quim, Washington after retiring eight
years ago. Homesteading is a significant
part of their lifestyle and for them and
many other homesteaders, environmen-
tal sensitivity and sustainability are key.
They practice being good neighbors and
community members, sharing knowl-
edge with other like-minded people, es-
pecially those in the environmental and
organic gardening community.

Norm is from Detroit and Peggy was
born in Oakland, California into a military
family. She lived in four states and went to
High School in Guam. Her first marriage
took her to Minnesota. She met Norm in
the early 1990s at an Orchid Society meet-
ing in Minneapolis, where he was active
as an orchid judge. They married in 1994.

Norm seems to have always known
his calling. He got his bachelor's degree
in ecology and zoology and master's de-
gree in ecology and entomology from
Michigan State University. He earned his
doctorate degree from the University of
Minnesota, first studying ecology and
systematics, then switching to protein
chemistry and polarized light microscopy
and arthropod anatomy. He was an ento-
mologist and teacher at the University of
Minnesota and Michigan State University
for l0 years, concurrently doing research
for his Ph.D. for the Minnesota Depart-
ment of Entomology, Fisheries & Wild-
life. T[ue to his grounding in ecology, he
has been an active member of the Sierra
Club since 1969.

Norm eventually left academia, turn-
ing to building homes including his frst
energy efficient home in Lakeville, Min-
nesota. Annual costs for the 3,000 square-
foot home totaled $124 for all domestic
energy.

In 1993 Norm and Peggy purchased
land and developed Northstar Nurseries,
Inc. in Rogers, Minnesota, which became

the largest d"yllly specialty nursery in
nine Midwest states. Theyran the nursery
for l0 years. Here Norm, with Peggy, built
his second energy efficient home.

Before retiring, Norm and Peggy ex-
plored several western states. Waiting
in a dentist office, they saw a magazine
article about places to retire that led
them to Sequim, where they bought
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their property. When they purchased the
land it only had an old logging road, a

well, and thousands of small alder trees

amidst a regenerating fir forest. About
two-thirds of the acreage had past log-
ging activity. Norm and PeggY want
their land preserved for its biodiversity
and for future generations, and are put-
ting it into a Conservation Easement to
protect it.

Norm and Peggy's forest in Texas Val-
leybetween Lost Mountain and Patt Peak

provides a peacefrrl buffer from devel-
opment. Leaving the pavement on Lost
Mountain Road, about seven miles from
town, traveling on a gravel road for a half
mile past a couple of farms, then wind-
ing through woods, you might question
whether you are lost. The Baker's home
isnt visible until you're nearly upon it.
Picturesque views from their house and
deck are offorest.

Their land is home to cougars, bobcats,

and other native wildlife, including en-
dangered Marbled Murrelet, endangered

Red-Legged Frogs, and declining Band-
Tailed Pigeon. There are no imported
invasive birds. Native birds entertain by
gathering dog hair for nest building from
a wire cage Norm and Peggy have hung
for them. Theyve seen elk tracks on
the property, and have hosted a bear in
their garbage. They have a fenced area to
protect their dogs from wildlife (and vice
versa). Their cat wears bells to warn birds
of her presence.

Their home is 1,500 square feet. It sits

50 yards from an earthquake fault, and is
an Insulated Concrete Form (ICF) home
with rebar and 6 inches of concrete in the
walls for earthquake resistance. There are

three inches offoam on either side ofthe
concrete and rebar giving R32 insulation
ratings in the walls and R80 in the ceiling.
Norm says walls insulated to R45 and the
ceiling to R80 with any kind of insula-
tion (fiberglass, cellulose) will reach the
break-even point for insulation versus the
cost ofthe building. Construction costs 9
percent more but it takes only less than
three years to break even.

The stone retaining wall in front of
the house is recycled concrete. Sustain-
ability elements of the home include a

composting toilet and energy saving fea-

tures discussed below. The floor is acid-
stained concrete equipped with radiant
floor heating. Polyethylene tubes run-
ning through the floor connect to a small
electric on-demand water heater. Even-
tually water will be heated on the roof

with evacuated solar tubes, directed into
a tank in the basement, then pumped to
the on-demand water heater to warm
the floor. So far Norm and Peggy have
not used the floor heating. They prefer
to heat with wood for now.

They heat with wood from their prop-
erly and waste wood they collect, in an
airtight and EPA-certified wood stove.

Their wood shed holds about l7a cords
of wood, which will heat the house for
over a year. Two to three acres ofwoods
can sustain an energy efficient home.

Using fiberglass insulation in his
super-insulated, passive solar Lakeville,
Minnesota home, Norm tested the ef-

ficiency when the outside temperature
was 15 degrees. With no heating, the
temperature inside never fell below 56'F.

ln Sequim, the temperature in the home
never falls below 56'F in winter nor rises

above 72oF in summer. With these R rat-
ings the earth becomes a source of heat
in the winter and a sink for heat in the
summer.

Norm and Peggy cook with electricity
and occasionally use a solar cooker. They
plan to install grid-tied photovoltaic pan-
els on the roof of their workshop to meet
all their electrical needs in the barn and
the house. The home was designed with
the proper roof slope and exposure, and
mechanical chases for wiring and tub-

Norm and Peggy Baker raise guinea hens,

chickens and turkeys for meat and eggs

on their Sequim, Washington homestead.

ing are installed within the walls. They
anticipate it will take five to seven years

to break even on their solar energy in-
vestment.

All appliances are "Energy Star" rated.

They have a clothes dryer but dont use it
much, preferring to air-dry clothes.

Norm plans to build a rocket stove to
replace the charcoal grill on their deck.

Rocket stoves can also be adapted to be

mass heaters and are used for home heat-
ing and cooking.

Well water circulates to a second on-
demand water heater for showers and
cooking. On-demand water heaters
quickly pay for themselves, since they do

The "Permacuhure Chicken (JnTractor" and chicken coop Gop) with (currently

unplanted) gardens on either side,
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not store water and there are no standby losses. They are also
small and can be located close to where hot water is needed.

Norm and Peggy built all'-of their outbuildings. The 1,920
square-foot workshop is also well insulated. It is a truss design
(four steel trusses) with wooden purlins between the trusses. The
spaces between the purlins and trusses are filled with fiberglass
insulation. With no heating, it never goes below 38"F even when
the outside temperature falls to 22'E

The 'pavilion' is covered parking for a vehicle, a boat, travel
trailer and small tractor.

They built a potting bench utilizing a used double sink from a
remodeled Safeway store, given to them while theywere building
their home. The potting bench sits near raised garden beds, and
has a roof designed by Norm, using a large inverted, recycled sat-
ellite dish. The sink is plumbed and is used for washing veggies,
trimming and dividing perennials, potting plants, and process-
ing chickens and game. They have built a turkey coop, a chicken
coop and a chicken sun shelter that also has an inverted, recycled
satellite dish roof. They plan to erect a 10 x 12-foot greenhouse
near the potting bench.

Besides the house and outbuildings, Norm and Peggy actively
use about one acre of their 15. They raise most of their vegetables,
berries and rhubarb. They are about 75 percent self-sufficient.
They have some young fruit trees, seven native berries and two
wild edible mushrooms on the property. They also cultivate three
species of mushrooms. A local vendor supplies the mushroom
plugs. Besides vegetables, mostly grown by Norm, peggy is plant-
ing extensive flower and shrub gardens. Once the greenhouse is
up, they will use it for growing winter greens and may resume
growing orchids - a shared passion that brought them together.

They also keep a mealworm (Tenebrio molitor) culture for
extra nutrition for the chicks of their guinea hens, turkeys and
chickens. The worms perpetually reproduce in a bowl that con-
tains their food (wheat germ, bran, stale cereal, potatoes). The
larvae are hand-fed to the chicks, which makes them petJike.

Garden soil tests revealed a shortage of water-soluble nu-
trients. Norm uses a lot of compost. His training in ecology
prompted him to mimic the ecological processes seen in wild
ecosystems. He practices what soil scientists call "sheet compost-
ingi' Compostables are laid on the ground and might be tilled
into the garden. He feeds kitchen compost to the chickens, who
create compost directly in the garden. He has also added horse
manure. Compost materials include waste meat and bones, often
advised against for home composting, but in line with what hap-
pens in nature.

To create an organic garden that is a miniature ecosystem,
Norm and Peggy use a system Norm has dubbed the "Perma-
culture Chicken UnTractori'versus the small, moveable chicken
tractors popular today. They built their stationary chicken coop
between two large separately fenced garden areas. Chickens and
gurneas are turned loose on one side while the other side is plant-
ed. They are rotated season-to-season, in fall. The birds eat weed
seeds that sprout, and fertilize the unplanted side for the next
season's crops. The goal is to mimic the natural cycles of nutrients
as sustainably as possible without additional inputs or waste, and
without pollution from chemical fertilizers or pesticides. They
are currently experimenting with biochar, anticipating that using
the proper amount will help that process. They currently apply
organic fertilizers when necessary.

Norm has had an interest in biochar for years. He knew about
terra preta, some of the worldt most fertile soil, found in the

q?4ffi#ffiffirry
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Amazonian Basin. South American In-
dians transformed poor soil into highly
fertile soil that supported sustainable ag-

riculture. Terra preta contains biochar,
or charcoal made from biomass. Biochar
can be produced by do-it-yourselfers us-

ing simple technologies. Research shows
potential for biochar to restore degraded
soils, increase crop yields, provide clean
energy, sequester carbon in soil, and re-
verse climate change. Norm and Peggy

use it in their composting toilet where it
absorbs methane and nitrous oxide and
prevents odor.

Four years ago the Permaculture
Chicken UnTractor had a compacted
poor subsoil. Composting, gardening,
and chicken and guinea activity have

developed it into rich, blach friable soil.
Norm expects more improvement with
the use ofbiochar. Part ofthe garden on
the northwest side of the chicken coop is
the site ofan old logging slash burn that
produced some charcoal. The southeast
side did not contain charcoal or burned
woody debris. The charred side produced
more than twice the yield of potatoes as

the uncharred side. These dramatic dif-
ferences reinforced Norm and Peggy's

optimism about biochar.

Biochar is produced in oxygen-
free closed containers. It can also be
produced using a top lift updraft unit
(TLUD) that pyrolyzes (cooks) wood
chips and chunks in a container with
restricted oxygen.

A hummingbird gathers the Bakers' dog's hair for its nest from a wire dispenser hung in
their backyard.

Heat is a by-product of biochar pro-
duction. Norm is in the process of fabri-
cating a TLUD to heat his workshop and
to make biochar. The TLUD will replace

the current wood stove. Meanwhile, he
h.as been producing biochar by putting
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biomass into a small retort (a metal Army
ammo can with the rubber seal removed),
placed on a bed of hot coals overnight
inside the wood-burning stove that heats
his house.

Anything carbon-based can be made
into biochar. Norm uses dry wood chips
and landscape debris. It is pyrolyzed at
450-500"C in a retort or TLUD. Tem-
perature range and oxygen restriction are
important. If it's exposed to air and/or
burns too hot, it only produces wood ash.

The biochar must be 'tharged'with
compost, manure, or urine before use
so it absorbs cations important for plant
nutrition. Norm is storing his biochar
in a large metal garbage can until he has
enough to apply a layer approximately
four inches deep. He wiil till that in and
let it overwinter in the garden, where it
will be charged by the chicken manure
and garden compost. The ground will
be ready by spring. Norm will plant the
garden on that side, rotating the chickens
to the other side.

Unlike other soil amendments, you
really cant apply too much biochar. A
good practice is to apply small amounts
over consecutive years, incorporating it
with compost into the garden soil. The
South American Indians applied it year
after year, creating terra preta soils 36 to
40 inches deep.

Pest and weed control are also en-
hanced by Norm's Permaculture Chicken
Unlractor system. Chickens eat most ev-
erything herbaceous. Guineas are mostly
carnivorous, eating insects, ticls, worms,
toads, and occasionally snakes, greatly
reducing pest problems. They will also

eat onions and garlic and love almost any
kind of fruit, squash and cucumbers. In
the Permaculture Chicken Unlractor, the
chickens and guineas totally weed the
fallow side and accomplish most of the
weeding and cleanup on the post-harvest
garden side. Bug control is easier with
overhead watering, which acts like rain
and knocks pests offfoliage. When aphid
control is necessary, Norm uses a small
commercial pesticide sprayer half-filled
with water, and a few drops of dishwash-
ing soap, and uses a high-pressure spray
to remove aphids. The other thing he
does for bug control is simply hand-pick
and squish.

Norm and Peggy's garden produces
more than they need. They share excess
with neighbors in the fall and the chick-
ens and guineas throughout the growing
season. They prefer fresh to preserved
food, but do some water bath canning
and a little freezing. An excellent cooh
Peggy makes lots ofchutneys. They dehy-
drate tomatoes, mushrooms and apples.
Root vegetables and squashes are stored
in the barn where it's cool; beets and car-
rots in 5 gallon buckets ofsand, potatoes
in flats.

Norm and Peggy raise their guinea
hens, chickens, and turkeys for meat and
eggs. They have sold eggs before, and
may again. Peggy makes lots of egg-based
dishes, and she makes Artisan bread,
using the Five Minutes a Day method
(Hertzberg, Jeff, M.D. & Francois, Zoe,
2009). They usually buy meat from local
suppliers who use humane, organic and
sustainable practices, and they occasion-
ally fish. They do clamming, crabbing and
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shrimping, more for recreation than sus-

tenance. Norm does some deer hunting.
Peggy is an accomplished quilter. She

once won a quilting contest that netted
her a paid trip to an international quilting
conference, and the prize of a state-of-
the-art quilting machine she has yet to
use. She has made all of her quilts to date
byhand. One adorns her and Norm's bed;
another provides a favorite place for pets

on the sofa.
Norm is a talented artist, and has done

scientific illustration, drawing amazingly
realistic representations of insects. He
also works with iron, welding it into trail-
ers and tools and whimsical garden art
sculptures. Some of his sculptures now
decorate their landscape.

Living amidst nature is rewarding, but
also presents challenges for the modern
homesteader. Eagles and hawks ate all but
two of the hens last year. Before that it was
skunks, ermine, raccoons, eagles, hawks,
ravens and a bobcat. A big net over the
chicken pen has relieved a lot of predator
pressure. The birds roam freely under the
netting without fear of predators.

Salmonberries are prolific and inva-
sive. They taste great but there are too
many. Norm has mechanically removed
them along their driveway, and steadily
works to maintain control.

Winter can be hard at their 1,800-foot
elevation. A microclimate at their site
dumps more snow than nearby. Their
access road can be treacherous when the
county doesnt plow it timely.

Until they recently got satellite service,
they received only a few Canadian tele-
vision channels by antenna, and had to
rely on 16K dial-up service for Internet; a

particularly daunting challenge for Norm,
the researcher.

For their first 2% years, while build-
ing their house, Norm and Peggy slept
in their tiny teardrop camping trailer
and cooked on a two-burner camp stove
in its kitchen compartment. Having no
plumbing, they collected water in a rain
barrel. They got potable drinking water
from a gas station in town until their well
was operational. They heated water in a

five-gallon bucket for showering outside
in a shower tent, and they used a portable
toilet. When they were given a Safeway
store sink, they installed it in the work-
shop and used it to wash dishes, still with
water heated on the teardrop camp stove.

By contrast, the beautifirl homestead
Norm and Peggy have crafted is luxuri-
ous; they truly have found their paradise

in Texas Valley. They have fashioned a

lifesryle that meets their comfort needs
while furthering their values of living re-
sponsibly, simply and sustainably.

Lauren Turner is a freelance writer, special-
izing in agricultural, environmental and com-
munity topics. She retired from a 3O-year career
with the U.S. Forest Service, where she worked
as a wildlife biologist, ecosystem manager and
district ranger. An avid organic gardener, she
lives in Sequim, Washington with her husband
and two cats.

Resources:
Find out more about rocket stoves at

w w w. r i ch s o iI. co m / r o cket - sto v e - m a s s -

heater.jsp.
Learn more about biochar at www.

b i o ch ar - int er n ati o n al. o r g and w w w.

biocharfarms.org.
Y isit w w w. b i o ch ar - int e r n ati o n al. o r g/

technology/stoves to learn more about
TLUD stoves and retorts.

The Bakers' potting bench has a roof designed by Norm, using a large, inverted satellite
dkh.

For more than two years, while building their house, Norm and Peggy Baker slept in
their tiny teardrop camping trailer and cooked meals on a caffip stove in its kitchen com-
partment.
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