
CHAPTER 5

Watching Your Waste-Line
Changing Your Lifestyle

Four years ago, we made a major lifestyle change—we moved off-
grid. At the time, we were living in a small midwestern town, we both
had computer-related jobs that let us work from home, and we felt
the desire and the need to establish a much more self-reliant
lifestyle. So we let the research and decision-making begin.

As we began looking for property and planning our new life, we
started prioritizing our goals. Alternative off-grid power was at the top
of the list. From a prepper’s standpoint, finding yourself in a long-
term grid-down situation could be quite daunting; even those who
have prepared will have a lot of work cut out for them if they are still
dependent on the grid. In our case, we jokingly tell our friends that
they have to let us know when the power is out so we can turn our
lights off too. We love living our off-grid life, and we have been able
to adapt to this way of life.

One thing that made the process easier for us was that we jumped
off the grid right at the start. While the property we purchased had a
house on it, the house had been vandalized while sitting vacant and
all the wiring had been stripped from inside the walls. So we started
at ground zero, with no power to the house, no wiring, no modern
conveniences that we would have to wean ourselves from. It would
have been harder to move off the grid while remaining in a house
that had been connected to the grid and making ourselves give up
those existing conveniences.



That being said, there were many changes in some of our everyday
chores, and many common appliances disappeared from our home.
It is not reasonable to expect your alternative power solution to equal
what you would receive from the electric utility grid; you will have to
adapt your power usage to meet your power production capabilities.
The first thing to consider when trying to cut back on day-to-day
power usage is that any appliance used to turn electricity into heat is
going to use a lot of power. A quick glance around your kitchen will
probably produce quite a list of such appliances—coffee pot, toaster,
waffle iron, and slow cooker, to name a few. And then there are the
power hogs in the bathroom, such as blow dryers and curling irons.
These are just a few of the appliances we left behind in our old life.
But the list doesn’t end there. We also left behind major appliances
such as our washer and dryer, furnace, dishwasher, and stove.

Based on the list of modern conveniences we left behind, you are
probably thinking our life is pretty destitute, but that is hardly the
case. We’ve adapted with plenty of non-electric solutions, and we
can’t discuss these without mentioning Lehman’s Hardware. This
hardware store in Kidron, Ohio, opened in 1955 to serve the local
Amish population, and today they sell the same type of products for
the non-electric lifestyle through their catalog and online
(www.lehmans.com). While we do not live the non-electric lifestyle,
we made a road trip to Kidron, Ohio, to pick up many of their
alternative appliances before jumping off the grid.

Now we’re going to take you on a tour of a typical day so you can
see what some of our non-electric alternatives look like.

A Day in the Self-Reliant Life
First thing in the morning, of course, is coffee. We prefer freshly
ground beans but left our electric grinder behind in favor of a hand-
crank grinder that screws onto a mason jar, which collects and stores
the grounds. We then boil water on our propane gas stove and make
coffee in our French press, which requires no power. During cold

http://www.lehmans.com/


weather, we can heat our coffee water on top of the wood stove. The
coffee grounds steep in the hot water in the carafe of the French
press. The lid of the press has a plunger that is slowly pressed down
when the brewing is complete to push the grounds to the bottom,
which separates them from the coffee. This past winter, we did pick
up another alternative for hot beverages that Arlene was very happy
about. She always enjoyed the variety her Keurig-style brewer
offered with all the K-cup flavors, and there is now an off-grid
version. It is basically a single-serving French press that uses K-
cups.

Would you like some toast with your coffee? Again, we have a few
options because we like to experiment. Our first stovetop toaster was
the typical camping toaster: the four-sided pyramid-style that always
burns the bread at the bottom and leaves it untoasted at the top. A
quick search on Amazon showed us several other options that gave
us much better results—the Primus Toaster and Camp-A-Toaster.

Options for making toast: traditional toaster (bottom left), the Primus toaster (top right), the
Camp-A-Toaster (bottom right).



Coffee grinder

French press with K-cups

After breakfast, it is time to start a load of laundry. When you are off-
grid, be prepared to discover that some chores will take a lot more
time and effort without all the modern conveniences, and laundry is
one of them.



1 We put our homemade laundry soap mixture into our laundry tub,
which is a 17-gallon rope-handled durable plastic tub we picked
up at Walmart. The laundry soap consists of equal parts of grated
Fels-Naptha Soap, Borax, and washing soda. Do not use store-
bought laundry detergent because it creates way too many suds
during the churning phase.

2 Next, fill the laundry tub about one-third full with water and mix to
dissolve the laundry soap. Add a load of clothes. Three or four
shirts and two days of underclothes is a full load.

3 Use an agitator like the Breathing Hand Washer, available from
Lehman’s Hardware, and “plunge” around in the tub about 200
times. You will probably need to build up your stamina to
eventually do this all in one go.

4 Remove the clothes from the washtub and run them through the
hand wringer to drop into the catch basin. The hand wringer is
also available from Lehman’s Hardware.

5 Place clothes in a 5-gallon bucket, rinse with clean water, and run
through the wringer one more time. Take the clothes outside and
place on the solar clothes dryer, more commonly known as a
clothesline. We actually prefer to do laundry when it is raining so
we can skip the rinse and second wring cycle and hang them
outside in the rain to be rinsed. This saves effort on our part and
keeps more water in our rainwater collection system.



Arlene demonstrating our laundry system and the Breathing Hand Washer.

The first time we did laundry at our property, we thought it was going
to be a near-impossible chore to keep up with. But like several other
time-intensive tasks, we picked up a routine and also dropped our
preconceived notions of how much time it should take based on its
on-grid counterpart.

Is it time for lunch? When we moved in, the house had no stove, but
we did bring several cooking options: a countertop butane burner
(think omelet station at a buffet), an outdoor grill, and a solar oven.
After a few months, we found a used kitchen range on Craigslist that
was set up for propane, which was just what we were looking for. It
was also a very basic stove that required no electricity—no clock,
lights, timers, or anything else. We wanted a propane stove rather
than one that used natural gas so we could stay off the grid.
Remember that the grid is more than just the power grid and that we
do not want to be on any utility service or appear on any delivery
schedules.

But wait, you may ask, what about propane delivery? We have all of
our propane in 40-pound tanks because those are the largest we can
carry ourselves and we take them into town to get them filled. Yes, at
some point after the grid goes down, we will not be able to get them
refilled, and then we will fall back to our other, more rustic cooking
methods. But while it is available, we use the propane stove for



cooking, canning, and as a backup dehydrator during overcast
weather. On sunny days, we make plenty of power to run two electric
dehydrators, but if we have had several cloudy days and the garden
has produced an abundance that needs to be dehydrated, we can
use the oven as a makeshift dehydrator. The oven pilot provides
enough heat for most vegetables; you just need to remember to prop
the door open slightly for the humidity to escape. To save on
propane, we shut off the range-top pilots and use a lighter when
needed.

Time to talk about the great non-electric multi-tasker in our living
room. He actually works so hard all fall, winter, and spring that he
gets the summer off—we’re talking, of course, about our wood-
burning stove. We never realized he would be such a multi-tasker,
and yes, we admit that we refer to our wood burner as “he.” That’s
because he is an integral part of the household from October to May.
At one point early last spring, we took a picture of him accomplishing
the following tasks all at the same time:

• keeping the house warm

• humidifying the air

• heating water for tea

• raising two loaves of sourdough bread

• keeping seed beds warm for germination

• drying clothes

• heating rocks to put in the worm farm

• keeping the cats happy



The multi-tasking wood-burning stove

Dinnertime, the last meal of the day, lets us look at one more
cooking option: the sun. We use the Sun Oven solar oven, which you
can read about in detail at www.sunoven.com. There are also many
plans to be found on the Internet for building your own solar oven.
Before we got ours, we were dubious as to how much of an oven it
would really be, but we were soon impressed when it reached a
temperature of 350°F. If you are going to be cooking anything for a
long period, you will occasionally need to re-adjust the oven so it is
directed toward the sun, and baking does take a bit of practice. We
particularly like to use the sun oven as a slow-cooker. We can set it
up in the morning, place a pot of ingredients in it, and then adjust it
throughout the day to make sure it stays within the range of slow-
cooker temperatures.

Sun oven

http://www.sunoven.com/


Modern sewing machine powered by a foot operated treadle

As we end our day of looking at some of the non-electric alternatives
available to help lower power needs, it’s time to relax with some
hobbies. Arlene enjoys sewing, and she was able to pick up an
antique treadle sewing machine. It came complete with an antique
sewing machine, a cabinet, and a working foot-powered treadle
system to operate manually the sewing machine. But, in line with our
high-tech lifestyle, we found a company that manufactures current-
day sewing machines that operate on the treadle system. We
purchased this new machine and now have a modern sewing
machine that runs on a foot-powered treadle system.


