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Greg Johnson's move a few weeks ago took just 10 minutes - enough time to hitch his 124-square-foot home to a truck and pull it to the other side of the his father's property. 

"That's just one more reason that living in a small house is so great," the charismatic author said. 

The director of the Small House Society, a national organization devoted to good living on a smaller scale, he just completed a book called Living Small, set to be published next fall. In writing about his life, Johnson hopes to guide readers on how to make better consumer choices and be better stewards of the earth.

He's not alone. Authors around the country are downsizing their lives to explore just what happens when they test the lower limits of consumption. Many of them have made a conscious decision to limit their ecological footprint, the concept ecologists use to measure an individual's consumption of the Earth's resources. 

"You will never see the word 'footprint' in the titles," said Paul Ingram, a book buyer at Prairie Lights Books, 15 S. Dubuque. "It sounds too much like a subculture."

And yet, the subculture is there - hiding behind slick book titles that obscure an entire movement.

New York-based writer Colin Beaven still makes headlines with his project No Impact Man, based on efforts to reduce his family's footprint to zero by ridding his household of items ranging from toothpaste tubes to toilet paper.

"I hope I get to review [Beaven's] book when it comes out," said Brooklyn freelance journalist Judith Levine. She put the kibosh on consumerism for an entire year to write her book Not Buying It: My Year Without Shopping. She is concerned about the message experiments such as Beaven's send to readers.

"[They're] like carnival shows," Levine said. "People are going to look at them, and see how extreme it is, and think they are out of their minds." 

Consumption becomes a means to form cultural identities, the political activist said.

"The mainstream culture's prestige is in having more, the subculture's prestige is in having less," Levine said.

Then call Johnson one of the subculture's messiahs for adopting a lifestyle that is small impact across the board. Johnson sold his car and his house. He adopted a vegan lifestyle, losing 50 pounds in the process. And he moved into a house no bigger than the standard McMansion closet.
Johnson's model for living depends on a process he calls outsourcing. Working out, reading books, eating with friends - he does it all outside of his home. His vision of the future includes communities of small houses set up around shared washing, cooking, and living facilities.

"It's not communism," Johnson said. "College dorms, retirement communities - they all have these things."

Standing on the front porch of his home, Johnson waves to some neighbors walking by who gush over how cute his house is - cute because it is built on top of a small flat-bed trailer and isn't much larger or more assuming than a child's treehouse.

Still, Johnson avoids defining what constitutes a small house.

"If anyone were to decide how big a small house is, it would be me," Johnson said. In 2000, he launched the Small House Society along with Jay Schafer, a pioneer in the field. He has since hosted reporters from the Wall Street Journal, NPR, and Time - all one at a time of course.

But being a famous local eccentric is a byproduct, not the goal.

"This isn't the bearded lady at the carnival show," he said. "I want to inspire people to think about their own lives and how they can live simpler."

