A home is the main investment of people’s lives. 

We spend our early adulthood earning enough money to afford a down-payment, and then spent the rest of our lives paying off a mortgage. Most spouses must both work in order to afford the McMansions springing up around every town, sending children to day care and working dawn to dusk. For many people, actual ownership does not come until they are in the last third of their lives, with their families grown. No wonder mortgage is French for “death contract.”

There are other ways of building homes, however, that require only land and labour but far less money. For hundreds of years, people built their own homes in Ireland, often using the most common, simple and inexpensive building material on Earth -- earth itself. Many of these “cob homes” are still standing after hundreds of years, as are similar homes in the Middle East and China. 
Cob is a mixture of clay, sand and straw, as bricks used to be; the straw binds the clay and sand together and, once dried, creates a wall almost as durable as stone. With a little training, anyone can mix cob together from most local soils. After the walls are given a rain-proof plaster finish, the house can look just like any other, but made at a fraction of the cost.  
Another advantage of building with cob is that its thick walls absorb heat in the daytime, releasing it slowly over the night; with southern windows to catch the sun, a cob house can have dramatically reduced heating bills. Still another advantage is that the home can be literally sculpted into a wide range of shapes, with curved walls, bas-relief designs or arched doorways. 
Cob is long-lasting, as long as it is kept dry; the home of Sir Walter Raleigh in England is still standing, as are many other medieval cob homes. It can be built high: seven-story cob flats in the Middle East are still used after hundreds of years. 

Finally, cob is completely ecological, requiring no chemicals, no pollution, no machines and no toxic waste. Considering the span of our lifetimes we spend paying for a house, everyone might consider whether building in cob is for them. 

For more information contact FADA, a local voluntary organization seeking local solutions to global problems. For more information visit www.kildare.ie/FADA or attend one of our twice-monthly meetings. They take place in the Parish Centre, Charlotte Street, Newbridge, on the first and third Monday of the month. For information about the group you can also call Brian Kaller at 087-299-4552. 

