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A Muddy Life
ARTICLE AND PHOTOS BY ELLEN ROWLAND

In the Summer of 2008 my husband and I made a decision that 
would forever change our lives: to put our belongings in storage, 
say goodbye to family and friends and move to Senegal, West 
Africa with our two children, then aged three and four. We would 
give ourselves six months to build an earth house using only local 
materials and labor, plant an organic garden, dig a well, initially 
live without electricity, and use a composting toilet. We would 
make our own mud bricks and participate in the rammed earth 
construction of our house. We would fish, roast our home-grown 
vegetables over a small gas stove, and wash and hang our laun-
dry to dry in the sun. And we would do it all (including construc-
tion costs) with a budget equivalent to what we typically spent in 
two to three months of living “the good life” we had cultivated in 
the United States. We had purchased land in Senegal two years 
prior as an investment. My husband, a French native, had visited 
the area several times and decided it would be the perfect place 
to play in the mud. I, on the other hand, had never set foot in Afri-
ca. Although taking risks doesn’t come naturally to me, I recog-

nized the value of being led out of my comfort zone and agreed 
to a six-month “trial period.”

“Tell me again why you’re doing this?” was a frequent question 
I struggled with in the months leading up to our departure. The 
main reason–to prove that building and living sustainably was not 
just for the wealthy–was easy to address. We knew we wanted 
to build with earth for its thermal properties and environmental 
and financial advantages. My husband, a self-taught architect/
designer, had been inspired by the work of the late Egyptian ar-
chitect, Hassan Fathy, who revived the use of mud-brick building 
techniques and local materials throughout Africa from the 1930’s 
through the 1950’s. Unfortunately, in most developing countries 
today, “mud homes” are associated with the stigma of poverty. 
Ironically, we couldn’t afford to realize an earth house in the U.S. 
due to strict building and lending codes. Our goal was to answer 
both of these dilemmas by building an affordable earth house that 
was both functional and beautiful. A house that would hopefully 
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inspire others–locals and ex-pats–to build 
with earth.

But there was a deeper truth about our de-
cision that was harder to explain. Very few 
people understood why we would leave 
behind everything we’d worked so hard 
to achieve in order to live in the bush of 
Africa. After all, we had finally realized the 
American Dream. We had built up impres-
sive resumes. We had a beautiful house, 
two cars, and a home business in design. 
We had several credit cards and modern 
appliances that made our lives easy. Our 
children were accepted into a good pre-
school. From the outside looking in, we 
had it all. And yet we were deeply dissat-
isfied with our lives. During that fateful 
conversation back in 2008, my husband 
and I realized that most of what we had 
accumulated didn’t really belong to us. 
The house was mortgaged, the cars were 
leased, and our basic monthly expenses 
were proof that we were living beyond our 
means. It was a mounting illusion made 
all the more fragile in the wake of a global 
financial crisis. 

We thought we were doing our part in 
preserving the planet. We recycled, 
rode our bikes to the corner store, and 
carpooled our children.  We were eating 
organic foods purchased with credit cards 
at expensive, corporate markets. Some-
thing wasn’t right. Our children had never 
planted a seed and were far removed 
from our food source. The conveniences 
we took for granted–water, electricity, 
clothing, food–were things that we readily 
purchased without ever considering their 
origins, availability, longevity or global 
impact. At the time, I didn’t fully know the 
why or the how of our decision. In fact, I 
was terrified of all the unknowns and what-
ifs. I only knew that we needed to strip 
down our lives in search of simple.

So on December 15th, 2008, we boarded 
a plane to Africa for that six-month life 
sabbatical. It’s now been six years. Six 
years full of joys, setbacks, cultural shock, 
and then immersion, loss, trial, failure, 
and finally balance. We live in the earth 
house we built together, grow our own 
vegetables and fruit, and produce our own 
power using the gifts of the sun and the 
wind. Although we have added back in 
some of the basic comforts we originally 
lived without (running water, a stove, and 
solar refrigerator), we live bill-free with 
the exception of internet. We have also 
surrendered the notion of credit and em-
braced the barter system for many of our 
food purchases. My husband now has a 
successful business designing ecological 
earth homes in the private and commu-
nal sectors in Senegal and has recently 
expanded his ideas for redesigning the 

modern mud home in Ghana. 

The most enriching and unexpected 
result of our adventure is that our children 
discovered endless learning opportunities. 
Those six months of initial construction 
found our children with their hands in the 
mud, making and laying bricks baked by 
the sun. Life found them in the garden 
fingering new green growth, digging up 
(and eating) carrots and beets still vibrat-
ing with vitamins. Exposing them to a new 
culture allowed our children to wade into, 
not just the richness of the Senegalese 
people and their customs, but an under-
standing of themselves in the larger world. 
They discovered warm ocean waves, 
high green grasses, pelicans, flamingoes, 
and heron migrating to the lagoon. They 
shared cups of mint tea with Senegalese 
friends and spent afternoons at local 
artisan workshops. What they learned and 
how their world view expanded during that 
time period was a joy to watch. And what 
they were learning had nothing to do with 
school. It had to do with life.

When we decided to take our children out 
of school after only a few months, I had 
never considered homeschooling and 
had never heard of self-directed learning 
or “unschooling.” Although my husband 
is largely self-taught, I had grown up, 
like most people of my generation, as a 
product of the school system. Going to 
school was just part of life, whether you 
liked it or not. School was the place where 
you learned things; life outside of school 
was where you had fun. So when I began 
doing research on homeschooling and 
came across the concept of life learning, 
I was more than a little skeptical. And yet 
I couldn’t deny what I had witnessed in 
my children. I can’t say they didn’t learn 
in school, but there was very little enthu-
siasm and very little appetite (literally and 
figuratively). When they were given the 
freedom to explore life and their individual 
interests, they were happy, healthy, curi-
ous and active. And although I wasn’t able 
to file what they were learning neatly into a 
category in a curriculum, the patchwork of 
being in nature, participating in the build-
ing of our home, and discovering a new 
culture was igniting passion and creativity 
in both my children. 

They have been unschooled now for five 
years and while I sometimes surrender to 
doubts, I recognize that these insecurities 
are born mostly from my own lingering be-
liefs about what they should be learning. I 
still struggle with this, especially since we 
are the only homeschooling family among 
our expat community. For support, we look 
to homeshcooling/unschooling internet 
groups and information-sharing via blogs 
and videos. The internet also provides a
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wealth of learning avenues for the kids. Two 
of our favorite online learning sources are 
TED Talks (TED.com) and SOLE or Self Or-
ganized Learning Environment (schoolinthe-
cloud.org,) where children all over the world 
are inspired to answer “big questions” working 
together over the internet. What I love is that 
our children share and exchange information 
and ideas naturally with us, their schooled 
friends, neighbors and other adults, which 
ultimately creates a sense of community and 
acceptance. 

The “system” is a hard thing to break free 
from, and living off-the-grid and outside the 
box can be challenging, especially when we 
are taught as a society that the elements of 
that system are there to help us. In our case, 
the idea of creating autonomy and skimming 
the extraneous from our lives wasn’t really 
about going against that system. It was more 
about embracing alternative options and tak-
ing the risk to make them happen. Although 
our “experiment” takes place in Africa, most of 
the basic principles of our quest for simplicity 
are universal: alternative energy, natural venti-
lation, composting toilets, organic gardening, 
used-water recycling, interest-led learning, 
and sustainable building practices. I’ve called 
our adventure a “search for simple.” But it 
is also an ongoing search for connection, or 
re-connection, to ourselves, each other, our 
children, and the natural world. I hope that by 
telling our story, another connection has been 
made–a human one.

Ellen Rowland 
lives in Senegal, West Africa in an off-the-grid earth house she helped build with her husband and 
two young children. She writes about culture, family, food, things that are good for the planet and life 
without school. A lover of all things edible, she can usually be found in the kitchen when she’s not 
writing or creatively encouraging her children’s passions. Since moving to Africa at the end of 2008, 
she has learned to live without TV, pluck a chicken, make a mud brick, roast her own coffee beans and 
converse in local Wolof. Follow her family’s adventures at https://amuddylife.wordpress.com/
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