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BILL MOLLISON SAID THAT IF WE DO NOT have 
our doorstep together, what chance do we have for our 
“back 40?” I’ve taken this to heart ever since I first read 

it. It gives me a place to start, making eminent sense, along with 
“small is beautiful,” voluntary simplicity, and having a light 
footprint.
 It’s fair to consider “the doorstep” literally, but also and 
mainly to think of it in the larger sense that Bill intended—not 
as large as all of Zone 1, but rather standing for the area of 
intensive use immediately around one’s quarters, in what I call 
Zone 1A.
 But I am ahead of myself.

Before the doorstep

 To put the doorstep in perspective, we first need to briefly 
consider how we get to that doorstep.
 Before we can proceed—before we can even have a door-
step—we need a door and its frame; before the opening is 
framed, we need to know where to locate it relative to the out-
side elements—sun, wind, water, etc.—and on the other hand, 
the kitchen and the rest of the house. The full and final design 
of the house—interior and exterior—should follow the location 
and placement of the house, which can only be ascertained ad-
equately and ideally after a complete site analysis. This, in turn, 

will ideally happen after acquiring an adequate understanding of 
what permaculture is all about, determined by one’s intelligence, 
and education, experience, knowledge, and lifestyle choices. 
These foundations, in turn, are determined by nature, nurture, 
and the luck of the draw: genes, upbringing, and fate.
 Only after all of this can we properly arrive at our doorstep, 
and the real beginning of our on-ground permaculture design.
 It has become increasingly clear to me as I’ve been occupy-
ing and developing my current site since May 2015, that the de-
sign and implementation of any permaculture must start at a liv-
ing doorstep—not a paper one, not a future one—and can only 
properly evolve hand-in-hand with the needs and movements 
of us designers as we work throughout the space radiating from 
that doorstep. In this light, it seems to me that designers design-
ing for someone else—or for themselves before they move onto 
the land—can do only a very broad outline after careful consul-
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tation or consideration. All the details must be established as the 
home and grounds are used.

Doorstep location

 After six months spent clearing out the space I now occupy, 
I spent another month or so deciding on the precise micro-
location of my coming doorstep. That was determined by careful 
assessment and measurement of the spaces that would be created 
between components that were already present—all within a few 
feet—and my 7x15’ (about 2x4.5 m) travel-trailer home I was 
planning to move from the other side of the driveway, namely: 
four large cedar trees up against the forest on the north that 
would be close behind me; a low shed to the west; and, on the 
other side, an existing complex that included a blocky airtight 
ex-sauna, a 20’ (6 m) travel trailer, a deck connecting the two, 
and a funky framework of Douglas fir, cedar, and hemlock poles 
supporting the extensive covering of greenhouse poly.
 Straight ahead and due south was a clear and open blank 
slate.
 The first consideration for placement was ensuring adequate 
space for the paths that would of necessity be passing around the 
trailer, and enough room for a usable area around back between 
it and the four huge cedars.
 Its precise location was also to be determined by two con-
secutive open-air, covered spaces that I planned to incorporate 
into the design of my Zone 1A. These spaces were modeled after 
Christopher Alexander’s patterns #105 (South Facing Outdoors), 
#106 (Positive Outdoor Space), #111 (Half-hidden Garden), 
#112 (Entrance Transition), #130 (Entrance Room), #140 (Pri-
vate Terrace on the “Street”), #160 (Building Edge), #161 (Sun-
ny Place), #163 (Outdoor Room), #167 (Six-foot Balcony), and 
#168 (Connection to the Earth). The first space (10x18’, 3x5.5 
m), just in front of the trailer, was to be immediately followed 
by an octagonal sacred fire circle/kitchen/living room/meeting 

The author’s trailer being backed in through the “due south… 
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space, whose diameter ended up being 22’ (almost 7 m). Its size 
was constrained by, to the south, a pre-existing 4’-wide (1.2 m) 
path, and seven 5’x30’ (1.5x9 m) Zone 2 garden beds.
 So I needed to be exact. As it was, I finally was forced to 
bow a section of the 4’ path outwards to make enough room for 
the minimum acceptable dimensions of both spaces.
 Even though these two structures faced due south, both were 
roofed with greenhouse poly, so that plants and small beds could 
be sited here and there throughout, and, indeed, are.
 I always bring to mind Bill’s maxim “protracted and 
thoughtful observation, rather than protracted and thoughtless 
action,” as I proceed with my designing, and I certainly applied 
that—for months and months—as I was considering the exact 
positioning of my trailer, and then its precise orientation.
 Having but one doorstep could be viewed as a liability, but 
due to the small size of my home, it takes but ten steps to go 
from the front to where a back door would be. Most homes have 
two doorsteps, but could probably serve better with more—cer-
tainly larger houses could use four. The shape of a dwelling can 

also suggest doorsteps: a permaculture surrounding an octagonal 
structure would be well served by eight!
 Ideally, the doorstep from which one will mostly garden 
should face due south, and in the beginning, at least, receive 
full sun all day and all year—let the designer create the shade. 
Anything less than this ideal will lessen production possibilities, 
both as to variety and yield.
 The crucially important location of the doorstep is only 
wholly or at least largely under our control if we are coming 
onto a piece of raw land to either build our own home; position 
a mobile dwelling such as a travel trailer, camper, motor-home 
or mobile home; or erect a shack, teepee, yurt, etc. If this land 
is a small lot, we could nevertheless be plagued by tall trees to 
the south, either on the property, on a neighbour’s, or on public 
land, such as street or park.
 If we are buying or renting a pre-existing dwelling, and the 
house is in the wrong location, we have only three viable op-
tions: Don’t buy or rent that house; move it; or seriously alter 
the surroundings, e.g., cut down the trees blocking the sun. If the 
house is located appropriately, but there is no door facing south, 
make another door. If the door faces south, but the kitchen is 
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on the other side of the house, move the kitchen. If renting, you 
might want to talk to the landlord about these changes first!

Getting to it

 I started doing permaculture somewhat fixated on food pro-
duction at my doorstep—which came from Mollison’s emphasis 
on plants as the principal components of Zone 1. I’m finding to 
my chagrin that plants need to be the last components to find 
their place in the intensive Zone 1A space where the designer 
lives. Many other components vie for favoured spots, all relating 
to proximity, and each means sacrificing some ground for non-
food uses, which has often been psychologically hard for me to 
do.
 Having only one doorstep increases both this competition, 
and the need for precision designing. Due to the complex usage 
of this small area immediately surrounding one’s permaculture 
abode, every square foot needs to be considered carefully. It is 
where we can—almost out of necessity—most efficiently and 
effectively work at “filling every niche.”
 More than anything else, it is this concentration of non-plant 
components in my doorstep zone that sets it apart from the rest 
of my Zone 1. Beyond this area are mostly paths, plants in beds 
and guilds, and my barrels of liquid manure.
 Particularly in Zone 1A, but also in all the other zones, 
before plants has come the infrastructure—firstly, destinations 
and paths. The destinations are where the components are or will 
be. Each component is a destination. The paths provide access to 
them all.
  My Zone 1 is roughly a circle, with a radius of 45’—6,358 
sf (590 sq m) in total—the center, of course, being my doorstep. 
There are about 20 destinations within my Zone 1A and about 
32 within the whole of my Zone 1. This isn’t counting every-
thing that borders the paths. 
 The doormat, three steps down from my door, is an intersec-
tion of three paths; within another 25’ (about 8 m) in all direc-
tions, there are a further 35 branchings, 20 leading onward and 
outward, 15 circling back around. There are multiple compo-
nents along each part of a path, and multiple ways of getting to 
each component. And after two and a half years, plants are laced 
throughout most of my Zone 1A, often becoming established 
in unexpected places. All the paths, right up to the doorstep, are 

The doorstep.
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steps.
 Here, the right branch of the path leads past my woodpile on 
the right; the old sauna, now my food storage shed, on the left; 
and then up onto a deck and, first, past and through where my 
workbench and workshop will be; then my garden shed; then 
the greenhouse; and, finally, into the aforementioned 20’ trailer, 
now being used for storage, guest room, alternate kitchen, and 
inside space for propagating seeds and cuttings under a fluores-
cent grow light. From the doorstep to the greenhouse is 40’ (12 
m)—14 steps, all under cover.
 From the garden shed, one can step down to the right to a 
garden work area, still under cover. Here, on the right, are my 
garden tools; on the left, bags of dolomite lime, vermiculite, 
various buckets, sacks and bins—general garden storage; and 
occupying most of the space, a sloping screen for sifting soil. 
There is still room for potted plants coming and going, and a 
plush chair under a semi-dwarf apple tree.
 One can take three paths from here, two leading out to Zone 

2, the Zone 3 orchard, and beyond—to the main house on the 
property, rented out to tenants, and to the northwest corner of the 
property and into the forest; and one curving a few steps around 
and to the path that circles the fire circle. Going straight at that 
junction brings us into the fire circle; going right brings us, in 
four steps, back to the first junction we encountered after turning 
left from the doorstep, and thence returns to the intersection at 
the chopping block. That circular route, which also circumnavi-
gates the woodpile, is 50’ (15 m)—18 steps.
 The path that proceeds to the left of the chopping block 
passes a cedar post “coat rack” in two steps before bifurcating 
once again—right, to the compost piles, henhouse (40’ and 16 
steps from my door to theirs), strawyard, and one of the chicken 
pastures; or left to my freezer (one step), then washing station 
and composting toilet—an oak toilet seat on a five gallon bucket 
(two more steps), then storage shed (two steps), potted nectarine 
(two steps), and back around the trailer past undeveloped path-
sides and garden beds, to the front door (from doorstep back to 
doorstep is 58’ or 18 m—21 steps).
 Backing up to one step past the outhouse, a path curves right 
to the chicken’s compost pile inside their strawyard, and three 
barrels—two for my humanure, one for my urine—then contin-
ues on around a big red cedar, past hostas, campanulas, comfrey, 

accessible by wheelbarrow, although sometimes only just!

Down the garden paths

 The best way to talk about the design of my Zone 1A may be 
to simply describe it in precise detail. What I most want to com-
municate by doing so is how small and compact it is because of, 
to a large extent, the small size of my lodgings. This will either 
help readers who are not already living this way to visualize 
the benefits of what is possible, or bore you to tears. I take my 
chances.
 So let me take you for a little walk. Please remember that 
this is a young system, still in development, still filling in.
 On the immediate right as we pass out the door—which is 
usually left open in this safe, temperate, and warming environ-
ment, resulting in less time and effort coming in and out all day 
long!—are two potted plants, each sitting on a circular disc of 
wood nailed atop two cedar poles driven into the ground; and, 
on the top step, a stand with a basket for things coming and go-
ing. On the left, a decorative porcelain garden seat sitting at the 
edge of the bottom step, is being used for the same purpose. On 
each side, too, is a bamboo pole with branch stubs left to hang 
things on. A step further down are some potted plants, also on 
the bottom step, on the right.
 Where we are already is in the covered outdoor room I al-
luded to earlier, with a four-person sitting area kitty-corner on 
the left, and a folding lawn chair followed by a herb spiral on 
the right. The path straight ahead between them brings us—in 
three steps—to the fire circle. A further six paths radiate in all 
directions from this hub, all of them immediately meeting an 
intersection.
 Backing up and going left instead of straight, there is, on the 
left up against my trailer, a metal unit with built-in racks that 
serves for both shelving and a mini-greenhouse, followed by 
an informally espaliered apricot tree in a large pot. Lettuce also 
grows in the pot, and beans up the tree. One step further and we 
arrive at my woodpile—free fuel to warm my trailer, cook my 
food, heat my water, and dry some surpluses. Turning left again, 
we pass my trash bin and six recycling containers before reach-
ing my fridge on the left, and my chopping block on the right, 
and another intersection. So far we’ve walked 16’ (5 m)—six 
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chair under a semi-dwarf apple tree



THE DOORSTEP  •  NOVEMBER 2017      13 

ing pole beans a few inches out from the corners of buildings. 
If the space above a corner, such as the corner of a garden bed, 
or any corner of a path, is not yet actually filled, we still have to 
walk around it, so it can also be a good place for a pole support 
if it doesn’t mean casting unwanted shade.
 In the same vein are the two bamboo poles already men-
tioned that are right at the doorstep, used to temporarily hang 
things on—a coat, a sweater, my hat, my camera, my binoculars, 
etc.
 Walls go up already, too, and with the assistance of screens 
and netting, invite plants to grow up and cover them: peas, 
nasturtiums, squash, espaliered fruit trees, vines of various 
kinds. These beautify my trailer, and so far, shade and cool it in 
the summer. Shade-tolerant evergreen vines or espaliered trees 
planted on the north wall could insulate in the winter.
 Continuing with the use of vertical space, I have long 
planted one- or two-year-old red alder trees (Alnus rubra)—eas-
ily pulled from fresh gravelly disturbances—in my permacul-
ture, initially at a close spacing of 1-2’ (30-60 cm)—every other 
one thinned every year—as a catch-crop. Their rapid growth 
means that they can quickly delineate a path or row, create a 
hedge or privacy screen, and occupy the vertical dimension in 
multiple places before other trees eventually do so, at the same 
time providing nitrogen and mulch, giving shade if and where 
needed, and serving as support for raspberries, and living poles 

and other perennials establishing in root pockets and fence-line 
strips, and thence back to the henhouse and compost piles, 
becoming the path already taken to reach this work area. That 
circuit is 50’—18 steps.
 Going all the way back to the doorstep junction and proceed-
ing right instead of left, we pass the aforementioned lounge 
chair and herb spiral on the left, and, up against the trailer on 
the right, a garden bed and small storage rack for footwear and 
small garden tools, followed by a bean pole and another potted 
apricot at the corner, where the path forks once again, leading, to 
the right, back around to where we were a few seconds ago; and, 
to the left, on past the herb spiral, another small growing bed, 
and a liquid manure barrel. At that point, we can either continue 
to the left into the fire circle, and back around to the front door; 
or onto the path that encircles the fire circle and gives access, 
on its south perimeter—one after another—to the seven 5’x30’ 
Zone 2 garden beds; or, right, to another small storage shed/
guest space, a path to bamboo in Zone 3, or a path out to the 
driveway and beyond.
 The path around the fire circle on the south, and the accom-
panying beds on both sides of it, mark a dividing line between 
my Zones 1 and 2. Included in this band of growth and activity 
are six 45-gal. (180L) liquid manure barrels at six of the eight 
posts supporting the fire circle canopy. Currently, two hold urine 
diluted 5 to 1, two contain undiluted urine, and two hold a tea 
made from comfrey, borage, and other bioaccumulators. Each 
barrel sits surrounded by a guild made up of a fruit tree (quince, 
cherry, pear, or plum), a bean pole, a tomato plant, a cucumber 

hill, and a ground cover of various wild and domesticated annu-
als and perennials, both planted and self-sown.
 I love the latter, and how they start to appear here and there 
in unexpected places in the spring: chickweed, kale, borage, let-
tuce, lambsquarters, mustard, nasturtium, plantain, parsnip, and 
potato. This year, I have had a bonanza of huge kales every-
where, enabling me to harvest armloads of bottom leaves every 
day for months to feed to my chickens.

Going up

 Vertical space is really only limited by where, and how 
much, shade is subsequently created. In this regard, because 
“corners stick out already, anyway,” it makes sense to take ad-
vantage of that by utilizing the vertical spaces that one is already 
having to walk around, and that might already be creating shade. 
I have used this permaculture principle to good effect by grow-
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The author’s woodpile, au natural!
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for beans. After a few years, when they get too large and cast too 
much shade, they provide firewood.
 Now, I am also using alders as an important design tool. 
Planted where I am considering placing a permanent tree, they 
soon give me an indication of the amount of shade that will be 
cast throughout the day and season at various heights, help-
ing me to determine if that location for a tree will be suitable 
for also growing both or either shade-loving and/or sun-loving 
understory plants.

Comings and goings

 The intense activity in permaculture Zones 1 and 2 means 
many “mobile components” coming and going into, out of, 
and around the system, including hand tools and such. I have 
noticed that once I’ve finished with a hammer or hoe, I seemed 
to have only two choices: either leave it where it is “for now,” or 
immediately walk it back to where it belongs. Neither of these 
is satisfactory. In the first case, I am always forgetting where 
I’ve left them, and am reduced to walking around looking and 
cursing; in the second, I have to walk a distance for one reason 
only when I otherwise don’t need to—also a waste of time. I’ve 
recently come up with a solution to this dilemma.
 At key forks in my path system, I now drive a 1-2” (2.5-5 
cm) diameter cedar pole into the ground, and fasten one or two 
12” slightly curved cross-poles at a height of about 2’ (for short-
handled implements like a pick or sledgehammer) and 4’ (for 
long-handled garden tools).
 Attaching a 2” thick slice of a cedar log to the top of each 
post flush with the upper cross-piece, but off-center so that it 
doesn’t interfere with leaning handles, provides a horizontal 
surface that serves the same function for a multitude of smaller 
objects—trowels, pruners, seed packages, things coming and 
going between my home and vehicle—the list is endless.
 The lids of the six manure barrels double as such surfaces to 
temporarily put things.
 Now when I’ve finished a task with a tool but am not yet 
ready to return it to where it belongs, I take it only to the nearest 
way-station and lean it against a cross-piece. The next time I am 

heading in the right direction, I take it to the next intersection. If 
the tool needs to go left, but I am heading right, I leave it there 
for another time. This way, all my garden tools gradually work 
their way back “home” as I naturally move around my garden, 
but only finally arrive there when that is where I am headed any-
way for some other reason. In the meantime, until they get there, 
there are a reasonably finite number of places where they can be 
found.
 Another “mobile component” to consider is the garden hose. 
After interminably dragging a single 100-footer everywhere 
throughout my Zones 1, 2, and 3, alternately attached to taps 
at two different locations, I finally saw the light, and recently 
added a 25-footer and a 50-footer, each attached to a different 
faucet at the two outlets. I’m just getting used to this, but am 
already breathing some sighs of relief!

Truth and beauty in Paradise

 After two and a half years of living, designing, and creating 
in my new space, I find that I receive much pleasure from just 
walking around my network of routes. There is the everyday 
satisfaction of seeing and feeling how my design is successfully 
working, and from perceiving the beauty everywhere —from 
the curves of the paths to the mixes of plants; from my heap of 
firewood to the herb spiral; from my sitting areas to the chicken 
house; from “forest branch…” to “trodden weed.”
 If the wisdom of permaculture leads ultimately to a Garden 
of Eden, then we could hardly do better than to echo Keats:

                                “Beauty is truth, truth beauty,—that is all
                                 Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.”

 Where better to start than at the doorstep?                           ∆                                                                                                  

Peter Light left the city in 1967, part of the back-to-the land 
movement of the time, and developed a lifestyle based on vol-
untary poverty and simplicity. His first and most fully expressed 
permaculture was designed and lived in for 10 years before he 
had heard the word. He subsequently took two design courses 
and a ten-day hands-on, and has taught permaculture in a dozen 
or so workshops. Thanks to Peter for suggesting the theme for 
this issue of Permaculture Design.

The composting toilet and laundry area, with laundry in prog-
ress showing tub and washing plunger.
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