An Earthbag House in Seven Days?

Part One - The Beginning

: So | left Mud Mountain one
day, and fell into an
earthbag workshop the
next. Just like that. One
day | was in my mud home,
the next | was camping in a
. field, the dirt foundations
s of around house leering at
me. And as usual | was
# nursing the hunch that |
. di dnot know what
g doing.

| 6d been boudthis warkshgp fa months, f ar more than |
was warrying about moving off my land or selling my house. Because
attempting to build a house in seven days during an earthbag
workshop is, of course, ridiculous.

ABaykal, | really dondét know i f we <cal
of a green hose and measured the circle of theound house-to-be. We

had just breached the month of September, butt he sun diodndt s
have caught on. It was a skyborne iron branding the top of my head.

Baykal pushed the brim of |IKerrg,isstraw h
twelve people. We gonna do it. | got backu p . No worries maasc
patted my shoulder.

Al  lpckdp.o Those famous last words. | bit my lip and completed
the circle. Baykal smiled peacefully, as is his way.

| 6ve known Baykal and Feryal (the hos
now. Thatdés a | ong ti me. That 6s t he
preposterous project. | trust them both. T hey make things happen.

But a 5-metre-diameter round house (that ended up being 5.5 by the



time we laid the bags) with a bathroom added? From foundations to
roof? With a team of people who had never built before? Evenfor a
maverick like me it looked fairly undoable. And there was so much
that could go wrong. What if it rained? W hat if the windows buckled ?
Would the participants be up to the task?

AWhat i f they just run odfbdacked@d ea bea
one friend.

Yes...what if?

So two weeks later, by the time the first earthbaggers began filtering

in, with their tents and their camping mats and their absurdly

incongruous dietary requirements, my nails had been bitten so far

back, even t h&ulkdmndertthent. dndlitdvasohiot, far

hotter than | had predicted. Too hot for September. | huddled on

Feryal and Baykal 6s terrace with the
myself into a rectangle of shade.

Al s awube onYoilding an earthbag earthship underground. Do
you know how to do that?o0 Tayl an sat
breakfast table. Every now and again

plastic bottle swirling with Cola and Nescafe. Taylan worked for a

bank. God knows which one, but whichever it was, they obviously

di dndét give him enough to dvmeoobecause
earthbag building that YouTube had ever published.

| allowed the questiontoscudbr eezi |l y over my head, b
mor e oOHr nan .Aieft 6tshoisskéelol kw ndandB) I bui | de
had but the haziest of ideas about how to make an underground

earthship. | pushed some bread in Tayl
ANo nd&Nonearbs for me. No way. ,Just p
smearing an egg with butter. He was tdl, and | could tell from the

way he satthathe6d spent far too | ong in an
wer enotormaglreaifns. They oorinmesl brgadly, cance

exhaling a dark miasma of smoke.

~

il
I N

—+ o

m not sure | agree wi tfiendttucked . 6 E mm
o her chia muesli. Al 6m going to



t oo, arenot | 20 She sai d, her Briti s
familiarity. I nodded. A | ot of smoki
the course.

ATry,EBmma #will change your world. o Tayl an
caffeine adulteration and grinned. It slurped ominously in the bottle.

Emma shuddered slightly. She was elegant and slim. | wondered
briefly if shedd know what to do with

It was then a third voice piped up from the other end of the table,

foll owed by a muscular arm stretching
have some of that muesli? 1 0m going t
energy for this. |l 6m going to need a
was from Hungary. And no, | di dnot make that up.
stretched. He didnot l ook | i ke hedod b
He | ooked | i ke heo dheMattertornhi ked down f 1

I must admit, that first morning before the course began, every
aversion | harbour of working with people was awakened; the
aggravation of pulling a team of conflicting personalities together, the
precarious juggling of individual needs. The sheer eccentricity of us
all. We were like random pieces of a jigsaw puzzle made of razo
blades. I inhaled slowly and exhaled slowly. Many times.

The day opened and closed like a camera lens. The sun marked its
movement in fiery steps. Despite the sun cream and the hats, | could
see Domi, Emma and Taylan reddening before my eyes. It was hat
Far too hot for building.

By evening most of the group had assembled. Tents popped up all
over the garden. By chance or design each was a different colour,
creating a r avllend camvash dust threé pasticipants
were missing; one young woman was coming the next day.But we
were still expecting two Turkish guys from a seaside town up the
road.

| sat on the house terrace with Feryal. We waited. It grew colder. The
stars plucked at the darkness forming irregular patterns, their angles
sharp and brisk. We waited longer.



It was 11 pm. wh e n Baykal 6s car pul | ed up
headlights flicked off, and | blinked as my retinas readjusted to the

pitch. Doors creaked open, and two men staggered out. | noticed they

were carrying disconcertingly small rucksacks.

AWe have a poblem.0 Baykal hrew his keys on
grinned atme.ifThey f or got heir tent. o The
AAnd their sl eeping bags. o0

t
t

ANo no, we found one. Someone gave US:¢
two men. This was Kemal. He was fordoding in both height and

expression. He lumbered up the terrace steps slowly, bearlike, and

flopped onto the hammock tied between the terrace supports.

Collapsing on my cushion, | guffawed. Well, what else could | do?

*k*

All too soon it was morning. The sky was a cool metal alloy. Eleven
glove-clad earthbaggers gathered in the foundation brandishing picks
and spades. To me, used as | am to a maximum team size of four, it
looked like a mud army. The dark mountain of Kemal shuffled about
sniffing. His smaller friend blinked and yawned beside him. The pair
had slept on the balcony and were now both sleepdeprived and cold.

ARI ght, we need to clear the foundat.
The rocks come on the inside of the circle, the dirt on the outside.
We 6| | use it i n the bags. o0 Eleven pai

person would clear about a metre or so of foundation. This was the
moment of truth. Would they be able to dig? | looked up to see
Emma, spade over shoulder. Taylan, who was stillsmoking, leaned on
a pick. Domi was limbering up.



And then it happened.

Mud magic.

I donot know what It I S about
something to people. Something odd. Something beautiful. As soon as
human hands touch the earth, miracles are unleashed. The dirt circle
casts its spell.

Within minu tes, people shifted into teams o their own accord. Some
dislodged rocks and hard earth with the picks, some pulled the rocks
from the ring, and others shovelled the dirt out. The foundations



bec a me a circle of colour ful movement .

flexing in the dirt. Taylan turned, a whirlwind of energy and
motivation. He ran around the circle sweating, smoking and making
everyone laugh in equal measure.

AEh, | ook at ®Wera.n Isiokai a&am, Aaskel d my
was filming Emma, who clearly had held a spade before, because she

was shovelling that dirt like a pro. She would shovel like that for days,

striding over the earth in her Doc Martens, auburn hair pulled back.

She was ndefatigable.

The foundation was cleared in an hour that morning, and it was filled
with rocks and rubble by mid -afternoon. | marvelled as | beheld this
miscellaneous team of mud gods and goddesses. Five men, five
women, five from Turkey, five internatio nal, all finding their place.
Their skills. Their strengths and their weaknesses.

By dayds end | edclidiagsyncrasyowasaebkessinghnmtt
a curse. Each individual was so valuable. | needed the muscle and the
laughter, the precision and the vision, the sensitive and the tough, the
emotional support, the spiritual connection, the DJ, the stamin a. |
even needed those damned YouTbe videos.

To anyone hoping to build out there, this is the key: Each team

member is a dirt angel in disguise, and each has come for a reason.

Mark my words, at some point in the build, no matter how unlikely it

may seem, you will need each and every one. If you think you only can

use a bunch of power howses, you are way off the mark. ® far off the

mark, in fact, that your walls are going to topple, probably because

you have no one to check if theyor e
hunger. Or thereol|l be no humour. No
alchemy of it all.

We had that alchemy from day one, and it created an energy of will
and manifestation that far surpassed the feasible.



Al't wondét work. o Taylan sat on a cust
bottle of brown horror. It was mid -afternoon and the group was
assembled for a theory se®ddi dn nomsht he
house in a week. 0

Murmurs rippled through the team. Everyone was squatting on
cushions supping drinks and fanning themselves.

AAre you telling me itds | mmsmgsai bl e?0
defiant eyebrow.

NnYes. | t 0 sl meam pooksasit Idgicady., Atulya. We have no



experience. We just filled i1 n the

head, brow furrowed.

It was that very moment | realised how much | need a rational
sceptic. | love them. They are to me what liquid hydrogen is to a
rocket engine. Feeling the power of the challenge surging into my
upper body, I grinned at Tayl an.
called to book for the course and told me he was going to make an
earthbag animal shelter. Despite his strange paleo-caffeine diet and
his lung-obliterati ng smoking habit, he was goldenhearted and truly
invested in the project.

AAh nothing I swe dplossiekel, e mySd riend.

chortled, knowing from the depths of my soul that anything could
happen. Anything. Because this wasmud, and magic was afoot.

The first day closed with ten earthbaggers slurping and stomping in a
huge pit of earth plaster. We were preparing a batch a week ahead, so
it could percolate. There was mud everywhere. In feet. In har. All
over faces. Taylan, cigarette firmly glued between his lips, chortled
heartily as he opened the spigot to spray water into the mud pit.
Emma helped me bolster the sides of the tarp with big rocks. It was
one happy, dirty mess.

As darkness pushed s off the land, | noted happily that we were on
schedule. The foundations and plaster were complete. The stem wall
was Tuesdayods | ob, after which we
wall. | dared believe it. Was it possible? A house in seven days?

But just as a shoot of hope began to flourish, something happened. As
usual. It hovered over the seedling of optimism like a large, ill-placed
foot.

AKerry, bewehmae a problem. 0 Baykal
eye on the mud party, the other on his phone. He pushed the square
of tech under my nose. It glowed in the fading light.

AOh no, 0o | mur mur ed, grabbing the
weather app showed a storm on the horizon followed by two days of
rain. And the storm was arriving tomorrow. W e had ten people in

phot



tents 7 including myself 7 only two of which were waterproof.

~ A~

nilt canot be. |l tds so hot! o | bl urted.

nAh, maybe it dboee stntbeg appmei.s Maryong. S
raining. Sometim es nothing. No worriesman.Mayb e no r ai n. 0O

Baykal and | looked at each other and then giggled. It was the
laughter of the desperate, because ifitrained, we wer endweoi | ed é
had absolutely no control over it.

*k*

Of course Tuesday arrived, and so did the storm. And the rain. Tents
were washed out. Some blew away. Not to mention the water being
cut off.

Part Two - The Unravelling

No alcohol is allowed during the workshop, though you may have a
civilised glass of wine with your evening meal.

This was the wording in the workshop advert, and | think it was
pretty clear. Earthbag is an extreme sport, and the last thing | needed
was drunkards entangling themselves in the barbed wire or tripping
off the earthbag walls. Besides, | wanted to attract serious and
dedi cated earthbaggers, didnot 1 ?

Yes.

The frayed ends of day one had been knotted neatly together. We had
left the site for dinner in the valley. The night sky slid through the
mesh of the pine forests like warm carob molasses. Sweet. Sticky.
Though we, after a day of trench digging, were stikier. After dinner, |
trotted about the guest house garden, gathering my flock. It was time
to drive everyone back to the site to sleep. We had an early start.

So imagine my surprise, as | picked my way through the plexus of
orange trees, on finding a scum of earthbaggers roistering about a



bottle -littered table. They were knocking back beer with a vigour and
volume one usually associates with Friday night on any given high
street in the UK.

Folding my arms, | surveyed the jeering, japing group searching for
an instigator. My gaze fell upon a long-haired, bearded chap with a
grin.

Gautam from Mumbai.

Any ordinary day, one would never believe that Gautam could be the
catalyst for such mischief. He and his partner Kim had flown in from
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India and were commonly agreed to be the sweetest couple in the
history of earthbagging romance. Furthermore, neither of them had
slept for days.

AOh 1t was terrible. I really didnot
There were floods and storamambhadzer ywhe
scooped heaps of air up into his arms on arrival day to illustrate a

storm hitting an airport. He sported two dark ellipses around his

eyes issued from jetlag and fatigue.

AnYes, It was very frightening, 0o Kim
petite. ABut dpowedbtv ewocrornye here to wor k. W
har d, 0o ,andwiggkedherchead earnestly.

They had indeed worked hard. If a spade needed fetching, Gautam
ran for it. If a rock needed moving, Kim slid her work gloves on and

moved it. Certainly Gautam and Kim were the epitome of politeness
and helpfulness.

RnSo | ovely, o0 | had said to Feryal
AYe,aheyodre really cute, 0 she had repl |

Thus, as | approached the wooden table that evening, | blinked and

then gulped and held my breath. Finally | readied myself for

sternness. Gautam was rockingonhi s seat , titoering c
just one more I|ittle drink, one mor e,
He raised his glass (was that Raki? Oh Lord!) and giggled like a

naughty school boy. My heart sank. My stomach sank. Everything

sank.

AWedre stamtimgemambeér 2 Drink up! | 6 m
mi nutes. o | h o v e, hopidg my presencetwowd sapero u p

them up.

ANoo problem Atul ya, we can go wiv E
him. 6 To my dismay | saw Taylan, barel:

He turned two pickled slits of eyes to face me. The vowels and
consonants tripped and fell out of his mouth , depositing themselves
in a slurring heap between my ears. | sincerely hoped Taya n hadnot
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0 as s edq@and® swftl autned on my heel to check. | spied my
friend between the orange branches puffing on a roll-up. He grinned
at me and saluted.

Rules. Order. Are there any to be found in this world of chaos and
mayhem?

The rocky shards of the Olympos gorge glowed. Night was knitting the
cosmos into a glittering tapestry, only it was threadbare. The moon
had punched starless holes into the sky leaving the constellations to
fall apart. | yawned and rubbed my eyes, feeling the weight of being
team organiser bearing down upon me. Because inevitably someone
has to play Atlas, don't they? How could | pull this inebriated straggle
together?

It was then | spied our eleventh earthbagger; a young Turkish woman
with boots, backpack and a soupcono f Oattichudeo.
To my horror she was also clutching a beer bottle. My earthbag mob
had got to her first, while | was elsewhere.

n, we have to get yo
dark. You might need help. o

Canan squashed herself onto the wooden bench andeyed me coolly.
She was a curlyhai red outdoor Amazon.

n |

Thi s

u back so we

Cc a

anywher e. I dondt need hel p. I camp al

and tilted the bottle to her lips. The rest of my earthbag rabble
cheered.

Ooh badass!| thought, and reached for my car keys.

It was two in the morning and | was lying in my tent listening to one,
two... no, there were three owls calling plaintively in the pine forest
surrounding the site. A feisty moon held her ground in the night sky.
Under her gaze my canvas resembled the fluorescent blue light of an
old British police car. My thoroughly potted earthbaggers had
returned at gone midnight, giggling and carousing their ways into
their tents. | knew because | had heard them, too.
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Sleep avoided me. A small hump under my right hip had, in the

course of the evening mysteriously turned into the K2. It now pushed

painfully into my backside. My mind, evil trickster that it is, spied this

window of sleepless opportunity. It turned into a mad -thought

production line. | was beset by every available concern possible. How

can | wake the baggers? Theyol | never
have to make this house happen. Tomorrow is stem wall day. Gravel

filled bags. But is the weave of the new bags strong enough? Should |

add limecrete to stabilise the gravel? We need ash for limecrete. OK

I 61 | get Baykal t o ma k e a fire. Wi |
predicted rain. Maypbe 1t 6s wrong. | hope 1 t06s wr

It was then | heard a light patter on the tent. The app hadn 0 t been
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