
25Ephemeral. Built Not to Last

Shelter Oddity

Andrea Alberto Dutto
Research and teaching associate, Lehr- und Forschungsgebiet Architekturtheorie, RWTH Aachen University, Germany

dutto@theorie.arch.rwth-aachen.de

Keywords: counterculture; decentralism; nomadism; shelter; Whole Earth Catalog

A shelter can be a necessity or a choice. Both possibilities are present within the American 
counterculture of the twentieth century. In the late 1960s and the first half of the 1970s, 
hippies saw shelters primarily as an alternative choice to urban living. Stewart Brand’s Whole 
Earth Catalog and Lloyd Kahn’s Shelter publications depicted these shelters as temporary cheap 
structures developed for temporary experiences of community living. In contrast, back-to-
the-land representatives saw shelter as necessary in the twentieth century’s first half. Theorists 
like Ralph Borsodi and design-builders like Ken Kern highlighted shelter as a permanent 
alternative to urban living based on self-sufficiency and independence from centralized supply 
chains. The contributions of these back-to-the-land authors were later integrated into hippie 
counterculture to the point of dissolving their respective differences. This essay elaborates on 
these differences through an argument that goes back in time, from the Whole Earth Catalog to 
the Great Depression.

The Hippie Shelter. Ephemerality, Nomadism, and Search for Wholeness 

During the 1960s, the hippies’ undertakings were characterized by a wide range of tentative 
experimental structures such as tee-pee tents, inflatables, domes, and log cabins. These shelters 
reflected a provisional and sometimes even provocative aesthetic that is well rendered by Bill 
Voyd’s rather eloquent definition of Funk Architecture.1

Shelter & Land Use is the title of one of the nine sections of the Whole Earth Catalog, a publishing 
masterpiece conceived and edited by Stewart Brand, a biology graduate at Stanford University. 
First published in 1968, it received the American National Book Award in 1972 with the Last 
Whole Earth Catalog, with some 2.5 million copies sold.2 Conceived by Brand as a countercultural 
version of the Sears Roebuck & Co. Catalogue (1888–1993), the Whole Earth Catalog embedded 
the mechanism of choice of the typical nineteenth-century American trade catalog.3 It aimed to 
feed the consumer’s desire to choose, buy and own things.4 Nevertheless, while the traditional 
trade catalog attempted to provide the consumerist society with mass-produced products, the 
Whole Earth Catalog focused on alternative and do-it-yourself-oriented items.5

1  Bill Voyd, “Funk Architecture,” in Shelter and Society, by Paul Oliver (London: Barrie & Rockliff the 
Cresset, 1969), 156–64.

2  A detailed history of the Whole Earth Catalog enterprise can be found in the first chapter of Caroline 
Maniaque Benton and Meredith Gaglio, eds., Whole Earth Field Guide (Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 
2016). 

3  For a framing of the trade catalog in the consumer culture of the latter half of the nineteenth century 
and the first part of the twentieth century, see Pamela H. Simpson, Cheap, Quick, & Easy: Imitative 
Architectural Materials, 1870-1930 (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1999).

4  Sam Binkley, “The Seers of Menlo Park: The Discourse of Heroic Consumption in the ‘Whole Earth 
Catalog’,” Journal of Consumer Culture 3, no. 3 (2003), 283–313.

5  “Whole Earth offered a simple proposition to readers: empower yourself in an increasingly homogenized 
modern culture through access to creative information about alternative paths and good tools to get the job 
done.” Andrew G. Kirk, Counterculture Green: The Whole Earth Catalog and American Environmentalism, 
CultureAmerica (Lawrence, Kan: University Press of Kansas, 2007), 3.
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Precisely, the Whole Earth Catalog consisted of tools. These tools were books, manuals, 
handbooks, and other types of user-oriented publications, as well as technical devices that could 
be used for practical and do-it-yourself activities. Tools were reviewed and supplemented with 
information regarding the publisher or manufacturer’s address and the item’s price.6 In this way, 
the Whole Earth Catalog aimed to stimulate the readership to enable their commitment towards 
an ecologically-oriented alternative lifestyle. In a way, these tools reflected Buckminster Fuller’s 
“ephemeralization” principle: “to do more and more with less and less.”7 As Brand remarked: 
“ephemeralization […] is also moving ever more of human activity into an infosphere less 
harmfully entwined with the biosphere.”8 And the tools in the Whole Earth Catalog were 
certainly oriented toward this infosphere, in which, as Brand himself said: “Tools, tasks, and 
user co-adapt and co-evolve in rich interaction.”9

Tools gathered in the Shelter & Land Use section addressed issues of low-cost building, and the 
use of natural and recycled materials with a fascination for exotic and complex structures.  
(Fig. 1) Recipients of these tools were primarily individuals or communes committed to 
developing ecological (and cheap) alternatives to the mass-standardized building market.10  

6  “The Catalog did not actually sell the goods in its pages. Rather, it served as what Brand called an 
‘evaluation and access service.’ In each issue, Brand himself and the Catalog’s readers recommended 
goods that fit the seven categories and told readers there to acquire them.” Fred Turner, “The Politics of 
the Whole: Circa 1968 and Now,” in The Whole Earth: California and the Disappearance of the Outside, ed. 
Diedrich Diederichsen and Anselm Franke (Sternberg Press, 2013), 45.

7  Richard Buckminster Fuller, Utopia or Oblivion: The Prospects for Humanity, ed. Jaime Snyder (Baden: 
Lars Müller, 2008), 26.

8  Stewart Brand, The Clock of the Long Now: Time and Responsibility (New York, NY: Basic Books, 2000), 
134.

9  Stewart Brand, “Some Cybernetic Words,” CoEvolution Quarterly, no. 2 (1974), 69.
10  “For many other groups, constructing habitations with any materials they can salvage or scavenge has 

become a high polemical art. […] At the Thunder Mountain Commune in Nevada, a rusted typewriter and 
an old stove form part of the reinforcing of a wall; massed soda bottles serve as structural window walls. In 

Fig. 1. This spread inaugurates the Shelter section in the Last Whole Earth Catalog; on the left page, one of 
the two publications reviewed in the “Natural Structure” sub-section is Bernard Rudosky’s book Architecture 
Without Architects (1964); the right page is devoted to the sub-section “Gaudi & Wright,” the only two 
architects mentioned in the catalog.
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Small American publishing houses provided the catalog with an increasing number of do-
it-yourself and homesteading publications11 that allowed the Shelter section to become an 
autonomous section of the catalog in 1971, with the publication of the Last Whole Earth Catalog. 
However, the autonomy of the Shelter section in the Whole Earth Catalog was short-lived. In 
1980, with the publication of the Next Whole Earth Catalog, Shelter disappeared, and several of 
the items that were part of this section in earlier editions were incorporated into the new Soft-
Tech section, edited by James Tennant Baldwin. Soft-Tech depicted the state of the art in the 
domain of new responsive technologies, self-sustaining domestic environments, and off-grid 
living units.12 The urgency of these technologies emerged primarily as a reaction to the 1973 
oil crisis.13 Moreover, Soft-Tech represented a further step in the direction of Fuller’s principle of 
“ephemeralization”: in Baldwin’s perspective, there was no longer even a shelter; energy control 
devices seemed sufficient to ensure habitability by themselves.14 Baldwin gave primacy to the 
issue of energy exchange between an exterior (e.g., the natural environment in different climates) 
and an interior (e.g., a generic inhabited cell or unit). The Soft technologies section removed 
typological references (e.g., vernacular structures) that still concerned the Shelter section.
The Shelter section occurred at the peak of the California counterculture and immediately 
before its sudden decline that occurred, according to Damon Randolph Bach, as early as 
1973.15 The editor of the section Shelter was Lloyd Kahn, a bachelor’s graduate of Stanford 
University (like Brand) and author of the book Domebook (1971), a handbook providing 
instructions for making geodesic domes. In 1973 Kahn’s publishing house Shelter Publications 
released a book entitled Shelter, which garnered some 250,000 sold copies.16 In this monograph, 
Kahn focused not only on books (as in the Whole Earth Catalog) but also on types of shelters 
related to different cultures that he sampled from a broad range of literature (listed at the end 
of the book). This kind of sampling had a point in common with another relevant publication, 
Bernard Rudofsky’s book: Architecture without Architects (1964). Both Shelter and Architecture 
without Architects promoted an alternative idea of building to that conventionally undertaken 
by architectural designers. Both books provided a repertoire of spontaneous buildings devoid of 
architects and totally out of tune with the canons of architectural styles.
Moreover, unlike Rudofsky, who retained the appellation of “architecture,” Kahn was more radical 
and avoided the word “architecture” and its affiliated jargon. If Kahn’s work had anything to do 
with architecture, it was only in a contrastive sense, as he remarked in his introductory statement: 
“Sir Banister Fletcher was concerned with the history of architecture, […] what we are concerned 
with here are man and shelter.”17 To avoid misunderstandings, Kahn rejected the conventional 
lexicon of architectural typologies. Caves, huts, and tents along with other structures, replaced 
the more prosaic houses typologies. In essence, Kahn saw the Shelter as an alternative model to 
architectural design: not even critical of architecture, simply something else.
Furthermore, unlike Paul Oliver, who in his book Shelter and Society (1969) defended the thesis 
of the anthropological correspondence between societies and vernacular architecture, Kahn did 

Canyon, California, one attempt to use salvaged plumbing fixtures developed into a sculptural assemblage 
of hundreds of water faucets, valves, and pipes, a few of which work. Most famous of all are the car tops 
chopped into triangles to sheathe domes at Drop City.” Dolores Hayden, Seven American Utopias: The 
Architecture of Communitarian Socialism, 1790-1975 (Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 1976), 338.

11  Lloyd Kahn, Shelter (Bolinas, Calif.: Shelter Publications, 1973), 172-73.
12  The Soft-Tech chapter will also be expanded into a book; see Jay Baldwin and Stewart Brand, eds., Soft-

Tech (New York: Penguin Books, 1978).
13  Giovanna Borasi and Mirko Zardini, eds., Sorry, out of Gas: Architecture’s Response to the 1973 Oil Crisis 

(Montréal (CDN): Canadian Centre for Architecture, 2007).
14  Timothy W. Luke, “Ephemeralization as Environmentalism: Rereading R. Buckminster Fuller’s Operating 

Manual for Spaceship Earth,” Organization & Environment 23, no. 3 (2010), 359.
15  Damon R. Bach, The American Counterculture: A History of Hippies and Cultural Dissidents (Lawrence: 

University Press of Kansas, 2020), 223.
16  Penelope Green, “The King of D.I.Y. Dwellings,” The New York Times, March 11, 2020.
17  Kahn, Shelter, 4.
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not actually defend a thesis.18 It seems that Kahn was too busy producing a body of references, 
collecting testimonies of do-it-yourself builders that he left out all those epistemological 
implications that might have interested scholars of American academies. In a way, he expressed 
the practical side of the do-it-yourself American counterculture, which from the 1950s 
onward, asserted itself as an effect of the atomic threat that the U.S. government attempted to 
mitigate through the publication of guides for self-made shelters.19 At the same time, Kahn also 
expressed the environmentalist and ecologist side of the 1960s, which raised as a response to 
the environmental imbalance heralded by books such as Aldo Leopold’s Sand County Almanac 
(1949) and Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (1962).20 
The multiple discourses that converged on the theme of shelter reflect an idea of totality that 
the Whole Earth Catalog represented through the concept of “Whole Systems.” Understanding 
Whole Systems section provided the catalog with a kind of epistemological framework. For this 
reason, it was presented as an initial section in all further editions of the catalog (although it 
underwent several variations in its content over time).21 Whole System meant a mix of theories 
that, in different ways, attempted to establish a (causal and also non-causal) connection 
between small and large phenomena (between the electron and the universe). In a way, Whole 
System reflected the epistemological ambition of the Whole Earth Catalog, which related to 
the Encyclopédie edited by Diderot and d’Alembert starting in 1751.22 However, the Whole 
Earth Catalog was not conceived as a project of universal knowledge and was not bound to 
a tree of knowledge, like the Encyclopédie. The Whole Earth Catalog stressed the possibility 
of undertaking alternative ways of learning, and the Whole Systems section provided tools for 
scanning innovative models in science and technology, leaving the reader to choose which 
methodological framework to undertake (i.e., to choose one method rather than another among 
those listed in the catalog without a hierarchy).23 
The two primary theoretical references of the Whole Systems section were Buckminster Fuller and 
Gregory Bateson. Chronologically, the first one was Fuller.24 Indeed, Fuller framed the whole 
system concept in 1949 with the essay: Total Thinking. The second one was Bateson, brought 
to the foreground by Brand in 1974, with the Whole Earth Epilog.25 The transition from Fuller 
to Bateson represented a paradigm shift for the catalog — from engineering to anthropology 
— and produced changes in the catalog structure.26 Among these changes, the Shelter section 
was replaced with the Soft-Tech one. While Fuller’s theory attempted to put the tent and the 
spaceship in continuity — passing through the geodesic dome as an intermediate typology — 
Bateson’s organism-environment pattern theory provided no specific clue on shelters.27

18  On Oliver’s view, see Marcel Vellinga, “A Conversation with Architects: Paul Oliver and the Anthropology of 
Shelter,” Architectural Theory Review 21, no. 1 (2017), 12.

19  Susan Northcutt, “Women and the Bomb: Domestication of the Atomic Bomb in the United States,” 
International Social Science Review 74, no. 3/4 (1999), 129-39. 

20  Kirk, Counterculture Green, 11-12.
21  “Whole systems was a worldview and epistemology that linked science, technology, ecology, design, and 

postscarcity and laid the foundation of ecological design.” Ibid., 63.
22  Simon Sadler, “An Architecture of the Whole,” Journal of Architectural Education 61, no. 4 (2008), 108.
23  “The individual life, the new community, the world as a whole-as glimpsed in the pages of the Whole 

Earth Catalog or lived on a communal farm, each was an emblem of one another and all constituted an 
indissoluble whole. Equipped with the proper tools, the young American could scan the whole globe, 
perceive its hidden patterns, and act in his or her own—and, presumably, the world’s—best interests.” Fred 
Turner, “A Technocrat for the Counterculture,” in New Views on R. Buckminster Fuller, ed. Hsiao-yun Chu 
and Roberto G. Trujillo (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 2009), 158.

24  Felicity Dale Elliston Scott, Architecture or Techno-Utopia: Politics after Modernism (Cambridge, Mass.: 
MIT Press, 2007), 185-87.

25  To better understand Brand’s interest for Bateson see Stewart Brand, “Both Sides of the Necessary 
Paradox,” in II Cybernetic Frontiers, 1974, 9-34.

26  This paradigm shift might have been taking place since as early as 1969, see Kirk, Counterculture Green, 
87.

27  “Bateson described his scientific search for an ultimately aesthetic sensibility that could identify and relate 
to what he called ‘the pattern which connects’ all things in the world. […] In Mind and Nature, Bateson 
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At the same time, the concept of Whole Systems indirectly alluded to the experiences witnessed 
by the biographical vicissitudes of Brand. Simon Sadler argued that: “Brand had spent the 
1960s and 1970s chasing his dream of an ideal ‘hive’ merging self and whole, looking initially 
to the communes and multimedia happenings associated with the Western hippie and New 
York art scenes, including the art lifestyle collectives to which he belonged — USCO and Ken 
Kesey’s Merry Pranksters.”28 Brand was, in fact, one of the protagonists of Tom Wolfe’s The 
Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test (1968) a travel report about the Merry Pranksters’ road trip across 
the United States, in the summer of 1964, aboard a school bus. Wolfe’s book perfectly depicted 
the convergence of drugs, nomadism, and shelter (e.g., the school bus named “Further”) that 
featured Brand’s hippie experience of the “whole.” And it is this convergence of things that 
apparently kept fully intact the communicative power of the Whole Earth Catalog and Kahn’s 
Shelter publications. For instance, the recent tribute to Kahn’s early publications, displayed 
at the Venice Architecture Biennale, in 2021, attempted to revive the convergence of shelter 
and drugs by exhibiting a diorama that combined magic mushrooms and downscaled wooden 
shelters, deliberately withdrawn from 1974 Kahn’s Shelter book.29

To sum up, the experience of the whole implied the convergence of nomadism, community life, 
drugs, and provisional shelters. This experience was featured by temporarity or even instantaneity. 
Whenever it tended to be prolonged in time — until it approached the threshold of permanence 
— it habitually turned out to a failure as is the case of Drop City (1960–1969), founded a few 
miles from Trinidad, Colorado, and of the Gorda Mountain commune in Big Sur (1962–1967) as 
well as for other communes documented by Richard Fairfield’s tour in the early 1970s.30 (Fig. 2) 
The cases of longer-lived communities, such as the one of Libre, situated in Gardner (CO), were 
those in which the more temporary components of the whole experience (drugs, nomadism, and 
provisional shelters) were replaced by the will to establish sedentary eco-habitats.31

An outstanding example of temporary experience is provided by Henry David Thoreau (1817–
1862), who was one of the primary historical references for Brand (and the hippies in general). 
In his novel Walden or Life in the Woods (1854), Thoreau described his period of stay in a log 
cabin, self-built on the Walden Pond shores near Concord (Massachusetts) between July 4, 1845, 
and September 6, 1847. The duration of 2 years, 2 months, and 2 days of this experience had a 
symbolic meaning and testified to Thoreau’s plan. Thoreau was not forced to leave because no 
calamity or institutional threat imposed him to abandon his cabin suddenly. Thoreau knew from 
the beginning that his stay at Walden Pond was temporary, and he would determine when it 
should be concluded. Therefore, after 2 years, 2 months, and 2 days, Thoreau felt he had learned 
what he had planned to learn (i.e., he had experienced what he had planned to experience) — to 
feel fully reconciled with nature. Then he quit, left Walden, and went back to his hometown.
As for Thoreau’s temporary cabin occupancy was a choice (and not a necessity), the hippies 
provisionally occupied their shelters and abandoned them later to move elsewhere, to other 
shelters, like nomads. As Kirk argued: “A greatly enlarged Nomadics section demonstrated how 
the focus at Whole Earth had shifted from permanent escape from civilization toward temporary 

seemed freed from addressing specific researchers in specific disciplines and was able to speak of a 
‘sacred’ unity of humanity and cosmos, formally ordered by patterns, whose specific interactions happened 
in context, which he defined as ‘pattern through time.’ The world he described was made of nothing but 
pure relation.” Larry Busbea, The Responsive Environment: Design, Aesthetics, and the Human in the 
1970s (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2019), 35-36.

28  Sadler, “An Architecture of the Whole,” 113.
29  Leopold Banchini and Lukas Feireiss, eds., Shelter Cookbook (Mostra internazionale di architettura, 

Leipzig: Spector Books, 2021).
30  “None of the people at Drop City had been there more than nine months. At the end of the previous 

summer, 1969, things had become so chaotic that everyone had left. And two of the domes had been 
damaged as a result of accidental fires set by careless residents.” Richard Fairfield, Communes USA; a 
Personal Tour (Baltimore, Md: Penguin Books, 1972), 203.

31  An anthology of ecovillage experiences in the United States and Europe can be found in Brunetto De Batte 
and Giovanna Santinolli, Utopia e comunità. Antologia (Busalla: Plug_in, 2009).
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Fig. 2. Among the dome-making experiences, Kahn refers to the Red Rockers commune (Colorado); at the 
time of the book’s publication, the commune reached its third year and came soon to an end. 

escape through recreation, both urban and rural.”32 To understand this point it is worth 
undertaking a joined reading of the two respective sections of the Whole Earth Catalog, which 
are entitled: Shelter and Nomadics.
Caroline-Maniaque Benton noted that “Lloyd Kahn included a number of accounts of the lives 
and vehicles of nomads in the Shelter section.”33 Actually, Kahn established connections between 
shelter and nomadism in at least two different modes. The first mode concerned inhabitable 
structures (and furnitures) that could be moved and transferred from one place to another, just 
like Baldwin’s tool truck,34 Ant Farm’s inflatables,35 Fuller’s domes, and Baer’s zomes.36 (Fig. 3) 
The second mode of connection between shelter and nomadism was more metaphorical. In 
this case, things were not supposed to move physically but virtually. What virtually moved were 
skills that design-builders could employ at different times and sites. Such virtual nomadism was 
well represented by handbooks on self-made carpentry, plumbing, and heating, published in the 
Shelter section of the Whole Earth Catalog. 
Kahn made explicit these two modes of combination between shelter and nomadism (e.g., 
first mode: shelter as a mobile object; second mode: shelter as mobile knowledge) in one of 
the two quotes of Rudofsky’s Architecture without Architects that appeared in the Last Whole 
Earth Catalog: “many so-called primitive peoples deplore our habit of moving (with all our 
belongings) from one house, or apartment, to another [...] they prefer to build new houses or 
to take their old ones along.”37 In short, being able to self-build new houses implied “mobile 
knowledge,” while taking the old ones along implied “mobile houses.”38

32  Kirk, Counterculture Green, 113.
33  Maniaque Benton and Gaglio, Whole Earth Field Guide, 106.
34  Kirk, Counterculture Green, 80.
35  Stewart Brand, ed., The Last Whole Earth Catalog: Access to Tools (Bladensburg, Maryland: Craftsman, 

1972), 107.
36  Ibid., 91–93.
37  Ibid., 84.
38  See Fig. 1, bottom left page.
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Moreover, in addition to referring to empirical movement from one place to another, “nomadics” 
alluded also to the experiences of psychic travel induced by drug use. This psychic nomadism 
shines through in Peter Rabbit’s hallucinated Drop City diary and constitutes an interesting 
reference to the Gilles Deleuze’s speculations on the concept of nomadism according to which 
the nomad is the one who travels even while standing still, without physically moving, staying 
in place.39 Indeed, Nomadics and Shelter sections were also featured by programmed experiences 
of hallucinatory spaces. These kinds of experiences straddling hallucination and reality involved 
also extraordinary literary experimentation that accompanied the constructive experimentation 
of design-builders, and collectively connoted the communicative innovation introduce with 
the counterculture. For instance, connected to the theme of shelter were diaries that testified to 
biographical or autobiographical events that spanned between narrative and scientific writing. An 
interesting case was Peter Rabbit’s Drop City (1971), a diary that documented life taking place at 
the eponymous place, where the description of psychic journeys (undertaken under the influence 
of LSD drugs) constantly diverted the reader from facts to fiction.40 
Another genre of writing — less influenced by drug use but still related to the epistemology of 
Whole Systems — was the recipe manual, also known as “cookbook,” which mixed empirical 
experimentation with simplified scientific data. Finding a recipe that could be put into practice 
as quickly and inexpensively as possible was the goal of publications that translated Fuller’s 
and Otto’s scientific theories into ready-made instructions primer. A case in point was Steve 
Baer’s Dome Cookbook (1969), literally a cookbook — enriched with personal experiences and 
anecdotes — aimed at self-building geodesic domes.
Yet another genre of publications was those that gave voice to Black American, Latino, Gay, 
Lesbian, and Bisexual cultures and the Feminist movement. Publications such as Alicia Bay 
Laurel’s Living on the Earth (1971) — entirely hand-drawn — operated a decisive overcoming 
of gender-biased obstacles through do-it-yourself instructions extended to everything from 

39  Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Nomadology: The War Machine, Foreign Agents Series (New York, NY, 
USA: Semiotext(e), 1986).

40  Brand, The Last Whole Earth Catalog, 178.

Fig 3. Elliptical Camper, Gypsy Wagon, and Houseboats are some types of mobile shelters related to the 
nomadic experimentation of hippies. 
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woodcarving to midwifery. As Greg Castillo has noted: “do-it-yourself literature conveyed 
know-how and encouragement to those traditionally excluded from carpentry as a trade or 
alienated by its gender conventions.”41

The variety of forms of description and the heated experimentation deployed in the Whole 
Earth Catalog, and its affiliated publications, represented praise for an alternative model of 
living. In particular, the Shelter section was not intended as a critique of architecture’s historical 
and political conditions but rather as an alternative to it: a new model of conceiving buildings. 
Such attitude followed Buckminster Fuller’s assertion that fighting the existing reality is useless 
and that to change something one must build up a new model that makes the previous one 
obsolete. The hippie shelters resulted in such a new model: an easy-to-build temporary structure 
for temporary nomads.

The Back-to-the-Land Shelter.  
Decentralism, Problem-Based Education and Struggle for Permanence

The Shelter section achieved its most extended form in the Last Whole Earth Catalog, released in 
1971. This section gathered two categories of items. The first category concerned publications 
related to alternative construction developed in the context of the hippie counterculture. 
It represented the majority of reviewed books and included, for instance: the use of natural 
materials, a search for organic forms, and temporary structures like geodesic domes and 
inflatables.42 The authors of this first category were leading figures like Buckminster Fuller, 
countercultural building representatives like Steve Baer and Lloyd Kahn, and scholars such as 
Paul Oliver, Edward Allen, and Bernard Rudofsky. In general, what emerged from this first 
category of publications was an aesthetic of bricolage combined with a particular fascination 
with the exotic and an incitement to undertake free experimentation and improvisation.
The second category dealt with books and publications dating before the 1960s or, if published 
later, still anchored to the social and cultural apparatus of the first half of the twentieth century. 
Many of the publications mentioned in this second category were new editions of books that 
originated in a non-hippie context (although they ended up constituting a kind of cultural 
reference for the hippies), like hands-on publications, handbooks, and guides about what-to-
know before self-building, which tools to employ, which materials, and so on...43 These items 
were gathered in several subsections of the catalog (“Low-cost Construction,” “Carpentry,” 
“Stoves,” “Tipis,” and “Cabins”) that evoked legacies of the American back-to-the-land 
counterculture of the first half of the twentieth century when the shelter was acknowledged 
more as a necessity — in a situation of scarcity — than a choice.44 Indeed, some of these 
publications were made by design-builders operating in the rural countryside, while others 
were promoted by American institutions such as the U.S. Department of Agriculture, the 
Department of Defense, and the Office of Civil Defense and Mobilization after World War 
II.45 The writing style of these publications was deliberately simplified and devoid of theoretical 
jargon. They were conceived to be accessible to a broad audience of non-experts grappling 
with urgent issues. Such a goal of “accessibility” became self-explanatory with the epithet these 
publications received, namely: “how-to-do-it” books.46 

41  Greg Castillo, “Counterculture Materialized: Work and the ‘Outlaw Builder,’” Room One Thousand 6 
(2019), 68.

42  Brand, 84-93, 106-09.
43  Ibid., 94-105.
44  See “Text of Emergency Relief and Construction Act of 1932,” Journal of the American Water Works 

Association 24, no. 8 (1932), 1208-30.
45  David Monteyne, Fallout Shelter: Designing for Civil Defense in the Cold War (Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press, 2011).
46  “Recognizing that the home maintenance and repair aspects of the new hobby made ‘’handicrafts’’ an 

inaccurate label, several publications in 1950 called the activity ‘how-to-do-it.’” Steven M. Gelber, Hobbies: 
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Lloyd Kahn reviewed two of such how-to-do-it books for the Last Whole Earth Catalog. One is 
The Owner-built Home (1961) by Ken Kern, which Kahn described as: “the most useful book 
on building available.”47 The second one is Rex Roberts’ Your Engineered House (1964), of which 
Kahn emphasized the effectiveness of using voluntarily imprecise (somehow clunky) sketches to 
communicate and instruct non-experts to build.48 This way of drawing by hand, which refers to 
a style that Binkley called “chirographic” (hand-written)49 — in opposition to the “typographic” 
(industrially-printed) — not only characterized these kinds of how-to-do-it publications 
but also became a style that hippies repurposed in their books to assert an alternative to 
official Architecture (with capital letter A). Starting in the second half of the 1960s, such 
“chirographic” books became a hallmark of Kahn and Baer’s publications.
However, there is an essential difference between Kern and Roberts’ how-to-do-it books (i.e., 
published before the 1970s) and Kahn’s books (i.e., published after the 1970s). Both Kern and 
Roberts avoided giving too much emphasis to experimental structures (such as domes, tensile 
structures, or inflatables). They were indeed experimental builders but did not aspire to create 
something genuinely new. Instead, they intended to demonstrate how a house could be built 
at a very low cost and independently from building companies. They did not seem concerned 
with the problem of form because they were writing for an audience that needed to build their 
homes primarily out of necessity.
In her volume entitled Alternative Americas (1982), Mildred Loomis (also known as the 
“grandmother of the counterculture”) wrote some helpful information about Ken Kern. Loomis 
described Kern as “the little David contending with building Goliath”50 to highlight Kern’s 
commitment to achieving a practical alternative to U.S. housing corporations. Beginning in 
1952, Kern undertook his experimentation in his 20-acre homestead in Oakhurst, California, 
and through his publication activity — started in the 1950s — he transmitted the construction 
skills he acquired over time. In the late 1960s, the Whole Earth Catalog’s editors discovered Kern’s 
publications and contributed to building up his notoriety as a writer and publisher. Also, other 
popularizing organs of the counterculture, including Mother Earth News, founded in 1971 by John 
and Jane Shuttleworth, boosted Kern’s fame. Kern achieved good annual sales with his publishing 
activities, leading him to launch his own publishing house: the Owner-Builder Publications.
With his how-to-do-it books, Kern promoted the construction of self-built houses and, at 
the same time, openly manifested his aversion to both standardized housing types and the 
regulatory impositions of centralized institutions. As his research on housing shows, Kern 
was focused on finding solutions tailored to the specific needs of owner-builders. “None 
of these owner-needs — claimed Kern — was expressed in factory-produced housing, and 
only impersonally in contractor-built units at excessive cost.”51 In his books, Kern provided 
instructions on how to build houses that evolve over time due to additions and expansions 
made by their inhabitants.52 (Fig. 4) An initial temporary shelter (a one-room space or even 
a mobile unit) was thought to be gradually supplemented by rooms, the final arrangement of 

Leisure and the Culture of Work in America (New York: Columbia University Press, 1999), 269.
47  Brand, The Last Whole Earth Catalog, 94.
48  Here is the list of questions faced Roberts’ book: “how to understand materials”; “how to select materials”; 

“how to build a footing”; “how to build a roof”; “how to build a floor”; “how to build a wall”; “how to build 
doors and windows”; “how to build partitions”; “how to install machines”; “how to get it built.” Rex Roberts, 
Your Engineered House (New York: M. Evans and Company, Inc., 1964), 113-60.

49  “The print culture of the countercultural reading network, ever undermining the typographic control of 
space with the intimacy of chirographic ornament, sought to represent, metaphorically perhaps, a certain 
social informality, intimacy, and group membership against the anonymity and authority of the ‘cold, non-
human facts’ propagated by traditional experts.” Sam Binkley, Getting Loose: Lifestyle Consumption in the 
1970s (Durham: Duke University Press, 2007), 108.

50  Mildred J. Loomis, Alternative Americas (New York: Universe Books, 1982), 115.
51  Ibid., 117.
52  Ken Kern, The Owner-Built Home: A How-to-Do-It Book (Oakhurst, Calif.: Owner builder publications, 

1961), 98-105.
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which was unpredictable, and there was no possible catalog of ready-made forms that could 
render the infinite variety of results to be achieved. Kern expounded this theory using diagrams 
that showed inhabited space as organic and dynamic structures reflecting the life activities of 
the inhabitants. (Fig. 5)
Kern conceived of the home as part of a homestead (an area cultivated and managed by a 
household that provides for self-support). The homestead countered the centralized industrial 
production chain and was essentially independent of the dynamics of urbanization. Kern 
laid out his theory of the homestead in another how-to-do-it book entitled The Owner-Built 
Homestead (1974), co-authored with his wife, Barbara Kern. The homestead testified to Kern’s 
penchant for the economic model of “decentralism,” a concept dear to Loomis and the School 
of Living, an organization with which Kern collaborated since the mid-1950s (and which 
supported his initial publishing activities). Loomis informed us that Kern became interested 
in decentralism as early as his studies at the University of Oregon in the early 1950s and later 
through his encounter with the writings of Ralph Borsodi, a leading philosopher of the back-to-
the-land movement and founder — along with Loomis herself — of the School of Living.
The homestead was at the core of Borsodi’s theory of decentralism. With decentralism, Borsodi 
meant a way of living based on self-support and the ability to provide for one’s own needs and 
those of one’s community based on one’s own strength.53 In this sense, decentralism did not 
simply mean the decentralization of a centralized institution (i.e., a tree structure branching 
into decentralized branches). Nor did it mean radical autonomy or total independence from the 
industrial supply chain. It rather meant reducing dependency and trying to self-produce food 
and self-managing housing needs (at least in part).54

53  Bill Sharp, The Essential Ralph Borsodi (Bellefonte, Penn.: Transition Centre, 2022), 36.
54  William H. Issel, “Ralph Borsodi and the Agrarian Response to Modern America,” Agricultural History 41, 

no. 2 (1967), 155-66.

Fig. 4. Ken Kern elaborates on this expandable house scheme to demonstrate how the self-made house is a 
construction that evolves over time through additions that constantly change the shape of the owner-built house.
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Borsodi started his homesteading educational project (geared primarily toward adults’ 
education) with the School of Living in 1934. The main source of dissemination for Borsodi’s 
School of Living relied on publications, including the journal Free America (started in 1937) and 
the Journal of Praxiology (started in 1955). Borsodi also authored many books that addressed 
highly topical issues, like This ugly civilization (1929) which anticipated the coming of the Great 
Depression and described the unsustainable development conditions of a consumerist society. 
In addition to writing books, Borsodi was active in organizing training activities geared toward 
practical issues of self-sustenance through homesteading. In This Ugly Civilization, he also 
presented some reflections on his first homestead experiment in 1920 in Suffern (40 miles from 
New York City), where he laid the foundation of his land trust community.55

Borsodi’s decentralist project had the ambition of being a permanent alternative to the industrial 
city. This character of permanence constituted a fundamental point of distance from the idea of 
temporary experience practiced by the countercultural communes of the 1960s (and, the already 
mentioned, Thoreau’s 2 years 2 months, and 2 days experience at Walden). Borsodi’s ideas were 
incompatible with those of temporary escapes such as those undertaken by the hippies. He 
wanted to establish a long-lived community based on continuous education — from childhood 
to adulthood — and the transmission of knowledge between community members.56

In another book titled Flight from the City (1933), Borsodi presented several reflections on the 
concept of shelter. In particular, he remarked on the bold choice to leave New York City and 
move to the countryside, to Flushing (half an hour from downtown NY) where he bought an 
old house, which he managed to renovate by himself. Although “shelter” alluded to a temporary 

55  James Meehan, “Reinventing Real Estate: The Community Land Trust as a Social Invention in Affordable 
Housing,” Journal of Applied Social Science 8, no. 2 (2014), 113-33.

56  On adulthood education see Ralph Borsodi, Seventeen Problems of Man and Society (Anand, India: 
Charotar Book Stall, 1968).

Fig. 5. On the left page, Ken Kern shows his ontology of domestic space tripartite into endo-space, meso-
space, ecto-space. 
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construction, the building Borsodi described and shown in his book was a relatively permanent 
one, which appeared as an elegant mansion. (Fig. 6) In addition to the domestic living spaces, 
the house also included a library, an office, a workshop, and a workshop space. All these spaces 
were conceived as complementary functions to his goal of a self-reliant homestead.
From a typological point of view, Borsodi’s house was not innovative. The house he designed 
and built was quite a traditional one. He considered the process of self-building his own house 
as a way of learning and growing intellectually and also to responsibly manage his finances. 
Since the house he bought had “no electricity, no gas, no bathroom, no heating system,”57 
Borsodi improvised himself as a jack-of-all-trades in order to equip his homestead with all the 
necessary comforts it requested. The learning process was done step-by-step, but believing that 
technical knowledge is accessible to anyone willing to learn it.58

Borsodi’s first attempt at design-build was prudent. He tested his skills as a carpenter with the 
making of a chicken house.59 Afterwards, as he moved on to house renovation, Borsodi learned 
constructive techniques through Ernest Flagg’s handbook Small Houses: Their Economic Design 
and Construction (1922). Specifically, from this handbook, Borsodi said he learned “a system 
of building out of stone and concrete, using forms in which to lay the walls, which greatly 
reduced the cost of stone construction [that] relatively unskilled labor could build.”60 Borsodi 
mentioned a list of benefits that he derived from self-building. In addition to financial savings, 
he also considered building a healthy and funny exercise. In sum, Borsodi saw the shelter not 
just as a house to live in but rather as an opportunity to learn construction techniques and test 
one’s physical and intellectual abilities.61

In all this, Borsodi was by no means a Luddite. Although critical of the industry, he considered 
technological equipment part of his successful self-built homestead in Suffern. He praised 
machines and tools that enabled self-builders to bring their ambitions to fruition. Borsodi and 
his wife, Myrtle Mae Borsodi, praised mechanical equipment for household chores to reduce 
the drudgery of repetitive domestic labor and gain time to dedicate to creative activities.62 These 
creative activities included writing bulletins on homesteading, which were then published by 
the School of Living. In this sense, Mrs. and Mr. Borsodi relied on the potential of books for 
adult education and to promote a decentralist economy based on self-reliance against industrial 
supply chains and centralized institutions.
In his theoretical writings, Borsodi supported a pragmatic, non-utopian alternative to a 
consumerist society. He rejected utopia, and such a choice put him at odds with thinkers that 
directly influenced the countercultural movement of the 1960s. It countered, for instance, 
Fuller’s model-based scenario for which a utopian society was attainable as the outcome of a 
technological, economic and political revolution. In contrast to Fuller, Borsodi refused utopia 
and identified practical problems and solutions that could emancipate the individual from 
economic and social dependency. Borsodi theorized a problem-based educational program, to 
which he dedicated his last book: Seventeen Problems of Man and Society (1968). This book sums 
up his activity as a decentralist philosopher and also of homesteading, which he started in the 
early 1920s as an opportunity for intellectual and moral growth.

57  Ralph Borsodi, Flight from the City: An Experiment in Creative Living on the Land [1933] (New York: 
Harper & Row, 1972), 62.

58  “The mysterious knowledge which makes the average city man, in his ignorance, telephone for an 
electrician whenever a fuse blows out or an electric- light fixture fails to function, and to hunt for the janitor 
or call for a plumber when a faucet leaks, hasn’t the right to be mysterious to anyone over the age of 
fifteen.” Ibid., 64-65.

59  Ibid., 63.
60  Ibid., 69.
61  Ibid., xxxiii.
62  Vivien E. Dreves, “The New Woman Goes Home: Myrtle Mae Borsodi Pits Home Production against 

Industrialization, 1929–1940,” New York History 71, no. 3 (1990), 283-307.
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Fig. 6. Photographs of the self-made house that Ralph Borsodi builds in Dogwoods; he devotes an entire 
chapter entitled Shelter to the description of these houses. 

Fig. 7. Dean’s house is one of thirteen examples of self-made shelters through which Kern, Thallon and 
Kogon express the contrast between shelter and Building Code. 
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Borsodi’s theory has certainly not enjoyed the mainstream popularity of other authors, such 
as Fuller. Still, nevertheless, it has been a fundamental reference point for the “alternative 
Americans” (as Margaret Loomis called them), including Kern. For instance, Kern drew upon 
Borsodi’s decentralist theory in order to teach how to overcome U.S. building code restrictions. 
In particular, Kern addressed this problem in the book: The Code (1976), co-authored with 
Rob Thallon and Ted Kogan. The book presented some case studies of owner-built homes on 
the northern Pacific coast, mainly in Oregon, built by young individuals (both single and in 
pairs) struggling with the construction of experimental shelters (log cabins, ply-domes, pole 
houses, and tetrahedrons) and non-experimental ones. (Fig. 7) In The Code, the constructive 
features of shelters took a back seat to economic issues and problems with local authorities, 
which loomed with threats of demolition if building codes were violated.63 What emerged in all 
clarity was the near impossibility of conceiving a shelter as a permanent or even lasting structure 
that could encounter approval from U.S. authorities. Therefore, the quest for permanent shelter 
symbolized resistance against the centralized bureaucratic apparatus. 

Between “What Architecture Is” and “What Architecture Is Not”

Despite temporary or permanent, aesthetically or utility-oriented, as well as other domains 
in which the concept of shelter has been evoked,64 the main theoretical positions on shelter 
elaborated in the context of the American counterculture, can be summarized in three remarks. 
The first remark concerns the shelter as a segment of space and time in which experiences of 
making (in the sense of an improvised and situated experience) are made possible. In addition 
to being a structure, the shelter is above all assumed as a stimulus to reflect on the qualities that 
a space must have in order to enable an experience of intellectual and moral growth, and also 
on the time within which this experience must take place.65 Rather than reflecting on the form 
of the structure, the shelter is an invitation to think about the cognitive assumptions of this 
structure (the initial questions, the necessary equipment, the community participation) and to 
leave open-ended the formal outcome of the process.
The second remark is about tools. The Whole Earth Catalog presented the shelter as a set of 
tools (both conceptual and material) for construction. Making a shelter meant learning how 
to use certain tools and possibly inventing new ones. Thinking about shelter in terms of tools 
represented a way to extend the social role and ethical fallout of a construction endeavor. 
Moreover, it also conveyed new ways of communication with new media and writing genres.
The third remark concerns the concept of shelter in the domain of architecture. The histories 
of architectural ideas have accustomed us to a sequence of models following one another over 
time, according to which one model always replaces the previous one.66 In terms of a problem-
based approach, back-to-the-land shelters represented a testing ground to solve problems that 
occurred over time (constructive and economic problems) as well as an enduring process of 
learning, extending from adolescence to adulthood.

63  Ken Kern, Rob Thallon, and Ted Kogon, The Owner-Builder and the Code (Oakhurst, Calif.: Owner builder 
publications, 1976).

64  The essay hopes also to add further insights related to the concept of shelter in American culture, which 
has already been investigated from a perspective ecological and military threats. See, in particular Beatriz 
Colomina, Domesticity at War (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2007); Barbara Ward and René J. Dubos, 
Only One Earth: The Care and Maintenance of a Small Planet: An Unofficial Report Commissioned by the 
Secretary-General of the United Nations Conference on the Human Environment, Pelican Books (United 
Nations Conference on the Human Environment, Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1972).

65  These considerations of the concept of experimentation are influenced by reading from Hans-Jörg 
Rheinberger, Experimentalität: Im Gespräch Über Labor, Atelier Und Archiv (Berlin: Kadmos, 2018).

66  As an illustrious example of the history of architectural ideas we refer to Vittorio Magnago Lampugnani, 
Architettura moderna: l’avventura delle idee, 1750-1980 (Milan: Electa, 1985).
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In 1756 Marc-Antoine Laugier introduced his Essai sur l’architecture with a narrative about 
the primitive man seeking shelter. At first, the primitive man found shelter in the woods, then 
he moved into a cave, and eventually, he built up a wooden hut with trunks and branches. 
At each stage the primitive man was faced with a problem (torrential rain, scorching sun, 
darkness) that forced him to find a solution, namely: a shelter; the last stage coincided with the 
hut: the mythical primitive hut (for which Laugier is well-known as an architectural theorist). 
As argued by Ann Cline: “while the primitive hut belongs equally to ‘what architecture is’ 
as to ‘what architecture is not,’ ironically, its greatest significance may derive from the many 
nonarchitectural ideas it engages. […] With an agility larger structures can never match, huts 
bring together the physical environment with such disparate aspects of culture as necessity, 
fantasy, faith, and life-style.” 67 
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