
BOOK 
EXCERPT
Over the past four issues Tiny House Magazine 
has been featuring excerpts from the forthcoming 
book Building Passion compiled by Shorty 
Robbins. 

Like many in the modern tiny house movement 
Robbins has been encouraged for years to write a 
book. She has always loved to write but was just 
struggling with the right inspiration for a book 
written about or around tiny houses. 

While at a tiny house festival in Georgia in 2018, 
a nerve was touched. While there have always 
been DIY builder panels at these type festival 
events, Robbins found herself on a panel 
comprised of single women who had built their 
homes essentially alone. There was a shared 
passion about the panelists journeys. By the 
second event - this time in DC - the women had 
dubbed themselves “Wonder Women”, and by the 
third festival in Massachusetts, they had t-shirts 
to show it! While it was not always the same 
women at each event, Robbins found the stories 
were similar yet different at the same time, and 
always so incredibly inspiring. 

The passion shown by the Wonder Women was 
helping others take their own leap. Says Robbins, 
“It is not anything I ever set out to do, but it’s 
been an incredibly rewarding thing.” 

The stories needed to be shared and Robbins was 
more aware of this than ever. She began  thinking 
about writing these stories down. Building 
Passion was born! 

You can find out more about how to help these 
stories be shared by emailing Shorty Robbins at 
TinyBuildingPassion@gmail.com. 

mailto:TinyBuildingPassion@gmail.com


THE TOMATO BOX 

I don’t live in my house anymore. Which 
probably sounds funny. I’ll explain.  

Culturally speaking, we tend to live inside our 
houses. We park in garages or around the 
back, so we don’t see anyone while we’re 
busy coming or going. Do you enjoy movies? 
Build a home theater inside your house. Do 
you like to paint? Build a studio inside your 
house. Do you love to cook? Build a 
commercial kitchen inside your house. Do you 
want to lounge by or in a pool? Build one on 
your own property.  

I spent the majority of my adult life isolated, 
training myself to be a hermit, and enjoying 
the hell out of it. At least I thought I did. My 
introverted nature loved being so self-
sufficient and able to have as much down time 
as I wanted. But I was a hermit in my 30s. 
Now, there’s nothing wrong with that by itself, 
but I realized that I could do that later if I 
wanted. For the time being, I wanted to travel, 
and eat my way through every country, and 
talk to people.  

Since downsizing, I walk outside more, I have 
dinner on my porch all the time, I know every 
one of my neighbors – and their dogs, I know 

almost all of the folks who work at my 
grocery store, I’ve supported all of the locally 
owned businesses in my town, and have seen 
more sunsets than I did in the previous 
decade.  

I don’t live in my house anymore. And I’m 
living a whole lot more. 

I’m Andrea J. Burns, and I live full time in my 
tiny house, Tomato Box, in Atlanta, Georgia. 
Tomato Box?  Here's the story behind it. 

When I was a kid, the four of us — mom and 
3 kids — spent a good bit of time traveling by 
car back and forth between two states. (Dad 
was already working in one and we were still 
trying to sell our house in the other. Moving 
doesn’t always go as smoothly as you’d like.)  
Since we needed to pack for a couple of 
weeks at a time, it’s easy to imagine the space 
constraints we ran into with three kids, three 
kid’s clothes, three kid’s toys, three kid’s 
educational materials (like Calvin & Hobbes 
books!), and three kid’s entertainment devices 
(walkman, anyone?).  

Ever the solution-seekers, we devised a plan. 
Mom gave each of us a suitcase for our 
clothes and a tomato box for everything else. 
You know, the cardboard boxes that little 
crates of tomatoes would come in? One of 
those. We could bring anything we wanted, as 





long as it fit into our tomato box. It was 
brilliant.  

No more harassing mom about things we 
wanted to bring, fighting about who was 
taking up more space than everyone else, or 
(the dreaded) their stuff touching your stuff. 
But it also did something really beautiful. It 
forced us to make trade-offs for ourselves and 
decide what was valuable enough or useful 
enough to warrant taking up precious space in 
our tomato box.  

This is life. 
  
This is amplified by Tiny Living.  

My tomato box has gotten a little bigger, but 
the goal is still the same. 

My background is varied and sundry. 20 years 
ago, while in undergrad, I knew I wasn’t 
going to settle-in where I went to college, so I 
thought that a mobile living situation would 
be ideal – I could pick up and move wherever 

I was going after school with little effort. But 
the only real options at the time were vans and 
RVs, which aren’t terrible options, but they 
just didn’t fit what I knew I needed in a living 
situation – namely, good insulation, lots of 
natural light, and plenty of clean airflow. So, I 
didn’t do it… but I kept an eye on the industry 
and options that developed over the next 
couple of decades.  

There were two catalysts to making the leap: 
realizing I’d become a hermit in my 30s and 
getting my heart/mind straightened up around 
what I really wanted – or rather, how I wanted 
to feel.  

I lived in a nearly 3k square foot house – just 
me and a cat – but I loved it. I lived in every 
square inch of that house. I had a large 
kitchen, party deck, sunroom full of a 
container garden, home office, living room 
with bay windows and a fireplace, a workout 
room, art room, guest room, and a master suite 
that took up a quarter of the house – jetted tub, 
separate shower, hardwood floors, all the 



goodies. I didn’t need to leave the house for 
anything, if I didn’t want to. I even had my 
groceries delivered. I had people over, but I 
hardly ever left. I was a hermit. And at some 
point, I may want to hermit-it-up again, but 
my 30s was a little early for that.  

Then, I discovered Danielle LaPorte. She’s a 
lovely big-hearted author who put a 
framework around something I’d felt for a 
long time: we have goal-setting completely 
backwards. I bought a copy of her Desire Map 
workbook and settled in for about a week. 
When I came up for air, I was crystal-clear on 
how I wanted to feel in every area of my life, 
what wasn’t serving me to those ends, and the 
intentional directions I wanted to move in 
from that point on. It was a swift kick in the 
ass, and exactly what I needed to change my 
trajectory and momentum. I started sleeping 4 
or 5 times better, immediately.  

Then the downsizing began.  

It took about six years to get rid of my stuff, 
but I kept moving in that direction… large 

purges, moving every two years into a smaller 
place, until I was couch-surfing with a small 
batch of things in a friend’s basement, waiting 
for me to build a house to put them in.  

I really don’t specifically have a background 
in construction of any type. I have a 
background in asking-more-questions-than-
anyone-wants-to-answer, re-designing 
systems, fixing just about anything that’s not 
working, figuring it out, not using level-of-
difficulty or we’ve-not-done-that-before as 
deterrents, and (one of the most important 
ingredients) parents that always believed I 
could learn how to do just about anything. I 
seriously have the BEST support system.  

I know that I’m incredibly fortunate in this 
regard, so I also support any and all efforts I 
see that endeavor to support those who may 
not have the kind of support system that I am 
blessed to have. (Have I mentioned that I love 
power tools? That certainly helps.) 

I probably built 98% of it by myself. I only 
hired two sets of folks for a couple of specific 



parts: the roofers who put on the metal roof on 
for me, and a team of carpenters to help me 
with the really large, heavy pieces of 
sheathing and siding. The roof is the one thing 
that if it’s not perfect… will ruin everything 
(or come off while driving down the road), 
and I just couldn’t afford to mess that up as a 
novice. The sheathing and siding were just 
physically too much for me to wrestle on my 
own, so I hired some help. Other than that? I 
put every board and bracket in my house. 

Including the plumbing and electrical! I have 
licensed pros that swing by and check out 
what I’m doing, just to make sure it’s safe, but 
they’re very supportive of letting me do it 
myself.  

I work full-time, so only got to work on my 
house on the weekends… then I wasted a 
good bit of time getting the trailer ready to 
build on, so counting all of that, it took almost 
1.5 years before I started sleeping in the 



house. I say I was “camping” in my house, 
because I didn’t have a shower yet, or a toilet, 
but that stuff slowly made its way into the 
house, and I was full-time living in it after 
about 2 years. “Moving in” is not always a cut 
and dry event… sometimes it happens slowly, 
and over many months.  

I jumped into the movement pretty early-on, 
so Tumbleweed Tiny Homes was the only 
company with designs to pull from at the time, 
but since then… I’ve loved all the shows, the 
Pinterest design ideas, and the enthusiasm of 
my friends and neighbors – I am continuously 
amazed at the incredible ideas that come from 
long, deep conversations with people I know, 
playing off of each other, coming up with 
practical ideas we haven’t seen before. 
Humble recommendation: set some time aside 
for downtime and good conversations. Some 
of your best re-designs will come from these. 
(BONUS: you’ll have closer, stronger 
relationships as a result, too.)  

There weren’t many resources available when 
I first started, but I used everything I could put 
my hands (or mouse) on.  EVERYTHING. I. 
COULD. GET. MY. HANDS. ON. Builder 
workshops, lunch-dates with contractors, 
YouTube (HOLYCARP: YOUTUBE), books, 
tutorials, blogs,… there wasn’t a resource that 
I pulled most of my learning from, but each 
step of the way, I got to pause and learn a new 
thing. I’m sure my search history is really, 
really interesting, but I spent a good bit of 
time researching each step before putting saw 
to wood. Sometimes “too much,” but I’ll 
never regret the time or effort spent seeing all 
the different ways to do something before 
doing it myself.  

Not gonna lie. There are moments I’m glad no 
one saw. There are also moments I’m glad my 

neighbor showed up and talked me out of 
doing something dumb.  

One moment I’m glad no one saw involves 
incredibly dense, heavy lumber, an 
upsidedown bathtub, a pitch-black evening, a 
single streetlight, and a tiny little person 
military pressing things into place… while 
standing on said bathtub. An incredibly heavy 
beam that’s 7 feet long will simply keep 
moving in the direction of its choosing when 
the tiny person looses their balance. This 
particular beam headed directly out the side of 
the framed house and into the parking lot. I 
was almost too exhausted to go out there and 
pick it back up, but there was no way I was 
going to let a piece of wood out maneuver me! 
(Have I mentioned that I’m stubborn??) I 
managed to get the beam back up on my 
shoulders and hoisted it up into place, but that 
was the end of my work for the evening. I’d 
done enough for one day.  

Most of us know someone who “drinks and 
knows things.” For me, that’s my neighbor. 
He’s creative, handy, insightful, funny, and not 
once has he tried to get in the way of me 
doing something myself. (This is a rather 
priceless combination.) On one particular day, 
he wandered over to see what I was up to and 
asked some really good questions about what 
my plan was for the roof ridge. Since I don’t 
have an attic space and all of my windows 
open, I’m not really creating a greenhouse in 
the top of my house… so why was I planning 
a vented roof ridge? Excellent question! 
Change of plans. (I think he may have actually 
said “my work here is done” and sauntered off 
triumphantly.)  

Whenever you have to hire or rely on 
someone else for a piece of the build… expect 
it to ruin your timeline. I needed some extra 



hands for some large pieces. Altogether, it was 
probably 4 days’ worth of work, but took 
about 3 months due to scheduling, folks not 
showing up, showing up with half the people 
needed (or untrained people), or just showing 
up late in the day so they couldn’t finish what 
we were working on. It’s frustrating. These 
people are messing with your living situation 
but don’t seem to have any sense of urgency 
about them. It’s the worst. It’s also something 
to simply plan for. People without anything at 
stake aren’t going to treat your build with the 
same level of interest that you will. It seems 
basic, and it is, but it’s also easy to forget 
when your everything is going into this.  

The weather has it out for you. It’s probably 
nothing personal. If you don’t have a 
protected space to build your house within, or 
store your materials, the amount of time and 
energy you spend managing the elements will 
likely surprise you. Tarping, untarping, 
sweeping, drying, tarping, un-tarping, 
sweeping , dry ing , ta rp ing , un- ta r… 
TARPING, cleaning, drying, re-stacking, …
what in the world is growing on this? You get 
the picture. Shelter is worth its weight in gold 
and will save you months of time and effort 
that doesn’t ultimately translate into progress 
on your build.   

At the moment, I’m about $28k into the build. 
I have most of the materials I need to finish it, 
but not all of them, so I’m thinking I’ll likely 
finish up in the low $30ks.  The trickiest part 
about estimating costs is that I want to use as 
much reclaimed material as possible (where it 
makes sense) , and s ince that takes 
opportunity, salvaging, storage, etc., it’s 
incredibly difficult to plan that out and set 
expectations, and there’s almost no reasonable 
way to force that activity to fit into a building 
timeline. I’ve managed to salvage a good bit 

of material and borrow lots of tools, but that’s 
another reason that my build is taking so 
much longer than a straight-forward 
“purchasing everything at retail” scenario 
would afford.  

Another thing that makes estimating total cost 
tricky is that I’ve designed a water system that 
we’ve not built in the US before, so there 
wasn’t really a blueprint for what I would 
need. (There is now!) This completely-
recycled-grey-water system can utilize any 
source of water (within reason) and can 
recycle the water used in-house, so you don’t 
have to carry as much on-board, with the 
added bonus of filtering the water again 
before dumping it out, so instead of taking in 
clean water and dumping dirty water, she can 
take in dirty water and dump clean water. 
Literally improving the condition of the water 
around us by using it. This is a paradigm shift 
in how we can think about resource usage.  

I started a fundraising campaign early-on in 
hopes of raising enough to get started. I think 
most folks are fund-raised-out, but we did 
manage to raise about half of what I needed 
for the trailer, so it was a start. Since then, I’ve 
simply been paying for things as I go. (Again, 
another reason for the looooong timeline on 
my build. I don’t want any debt associated 
with my house.) I have a lot of gratitude and 
thank-yous to hand out to everyone who’s 
been supportive of this adventure – 
monetarily, emotionally, food-ly – but I’m 
really, really pleased to say that there are no 
lenders or interest payments involved with my 
house!  

Life. Is. Simple. I get to wake up every 
morning, surrounded by windows and the 
sounds of birds, in a structure that I built with 
my own hands… it’s enough to make me tear-



up every single day. Even on the hard ones. 
When you start your day from a place of deep 
gratitude – the kind that moves you – 
everything else is either a highlight to that, or 
easier to manage because of it.  

When I go downstairs and make hot coffee, to 
drink peacefully, in my house, it’s a 
meditation and the kind of self-care that we 
usually only read about.  

You can reach Andrea Burns all over the 
Internet by beginning at her website. She can 
also be found on Facebook. You can read more 
about her business by visiting her online, on 
Facebook, on Instagram @CheshireAndrea  
and Twitter.

http://www.AndreaJBurns.com
https://www.facebook.com/AJBOmnium
http://www.ChronicHealthLLC.com
https://www.facebook.com/Chronic-Health-LLC2240082499605999
https://www.facebook.com/Chronic-Health-LLC2240082499605999
http://www.instagram.com/CheshireAndrea
http://www.twitter.com/CheshireAndrea

