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ABSTRACT 

 

 One day as a child I was brought to the edge of a gaping landfill,  

and was filled with the pain of great and avoidable loss.  
 

 Plastic pollution is accumulating in our surroundings; landfills spilling at the seams, islands the 

size of countries swirling in the oceans, incinerated “trash” spreading carcinogens. Based in the 

illusions that raw materials can be indefinitely extracted and that wastes can go away never to be seen 

or felt again, humans worldwide are caught in an ongoing process of degrading and toxifying their 

homes, communities and environments. The models of perception, thought and action that have 

established this state of affairs are not likely to be effective means of solution.  

 

 What models are available that can cultivate the collective re-vision and transformation of 

plastics pollution into beneficial resources with the potential to uplift communities and strengthen their 

resilience? Simply put, how can trash be turned to treasure? 

 

 Ways of managing waste will not change until ways of perceiving and defining waste change. 

Taking into account the cyclical and end-less nature of living systems, humanity is tasked to see waste 

products for what they are and treat them as such: materials, resources and food. Shifting trends in this 

direction can be achieved through the cultivation of authentic and indigenous wholeness as inspired by 

the work of holistic scientists such as Henri Bortoft. Through this methodology it is possible to 

recognize, reengage with and bolster the natural cycles within which humanity is embedded.  

 

 The outward manifestations of these inner changes are to be found in the work of upcycling: the 

containment, appreciation and utilization of all materials previously labelled as waste. These accessible 

and decentralized methods of resource uplifting are key to building resilience and promoting life within 

communities and environments and hold the potential to transform depressed communities and 

rehabilitate severely polluted areas. 

 

 Working closely with the rural community of Greyton in the Western Cape of South Africa I had 

the opportunity to make rehabilitation a celebration and build an authentic holistic and practical 

response to this inquiry: with the help of others I designed and organized the first ever Trash to 

Treasure Festival of Transition at the local dumping site.  

 

 Through the utilization of common “waste” materials in the constructions and a series of 

displays, workshops and competitions, a range of upcycling practices and techniques were showcased 

to harness and make use of the vast majority of the “waste” stream. Local bands and musicians played 

as hundreds of people visited the neglected and thrown away lands of the dumping site that day, all 

taking part in the upcycled act of healing.   
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PART 1: CULTIVATING THE AUTHENTIC  

WHOLENESS OF UPCYLCING 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 1: Considering the Cycles of Holistic Science 

 

 The foundation of this dissertation rests in the explorations and discoveries of holistic science. 

These have provided key cyclical models and road maps to trace the intricate comings and goings of 

the endless systems within which we dwell, whilst at the same time upholding the fundamental 

importance of wonder and emergence.  

 

 Forefront amongst these foundational ideas are those inspired by the work of Henri Bortoft and 

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe. These include the concept, seeing and cultivation of authentic 

wholeness, as well as the reconnection of theory and action with the ground of perception and factual 

experience. Also of importance and briefly mentioned here is the Deep Ecology of the late Arne Naess 

and the Gaia Theory of Stephan Harding and James Lovelock. With the consideration of the insights 

gleaned from these cycles of holistic science, the concept of waste as we know it is redefined. 

 

The Theory Will Appear From the Facts, It Will Shine From the Phenomenon
1
 

 

 My chosen methodology in the study and exploration of 

authentic wholeness and upcycling was largely based on a statement 

made by Henri Bortoft during his time with us at the Schumacher 

College in the Fall of 2011. He said, ““The theory will appear from the 

facts, it will shine from the phenomenon.” This simple phrase along 

with so much of what is to be found within the rich folds of holistic 

scientific inquiry, directs an attention back to the full experience of 

that which has been wasted and lost in the natural world and the 

instruments through which that natural world is perceived:  the 

embedded sensing body.  

 

What Bortoft's statement betrays is how common and accepted it has 

become to jump to the realm of theory without a proper “grounding” in 

the facts on the ground of experience. Goethe's scientific methodology, 

                                                 
1 Bortoft, 2011. 

"The Whole are the Parts, The Parts realize dynamically the Whole. There is no 

wastage because the Whole and Parts are the Same." - Philip Frances 
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of which Bortoft has developed and expanded in recent years with his publication of the book The 

Wholeness of Nature, expresses that in order for our movements, research and science to reflect the 

inherent truths of nature, they must be directly informed by the phenomena at hand; there must be a 

ground up movement of the living truth into one's thinking and consciousness.
2
 Without this 

“information” and grounding in the real, thought goes on sputtering out in a disconnected way, 

obviously not reaching back to where it “matters” most – in the material and physical “plane”. If it does 

reach back, it comes as a self-imposed intruder and destructive force due to its disconnection, lofty 

status and arrogance as the causative mechanism of the whole universe, as in Descartes' well known 

statement of “I think, therefore I am”.  

 

Applying theory to facts has of course been helpful to 

develop more fully a science of quantities and classification. Yet 

at the same time the confinement of the phenomena and 

organics of life within these easily understood boxes deny and 

disregard their inherent qualities and complexity. In letting 

theory arise from facts, one arrives at quite a different statement 

-“I am, therefore I think” - and recognizes genesis in the ground 

of being. This takes one closer to the words and mantra of Satish 

Kumar, who says “You are, therefore I am”, a statement 

resounding of the awareness that human beings are nothing but 

an expression of the vast living system that breathes all around 

them. 

 

During my time in South Africa I sought to inform cycles of thinking and action with the utmost 

of experience and “facts” on the ground, rather than coming as a high and mighty other with an agenda 

and cage to place on the local phenomena and populace (colonialism continued). What has arisen is 

cyclical and not a one directional arrow of extracted research pointing back to the Western world. It is 

something more contained and self-regulating. It is an arrow pointing back to the phenomena on the 

ground so as to achieve and actualize change there. Thus - a festival at the local dump site; an explicit 

return to that which has been disregarded, damaged and thrown “away” where there is no away.  

 

Cultivating Authentic and Indigenous Wholeness 

 

 Authentic wholeness refers to a way of seeing things and the ways they relate as they are 

appearing, and not as one might imagine or make believe that they relate or are. In a reductionist 

model, the key aspects of a system are reduced to its component parts. This can be found in the 

reduction of a clock to each of its screws, nuts, bolts, gears and other parts. In a systems thinking 

model, the key aspects of a system are reduced to the relationships between each of its component 

parts. This can be found in the reduction of a clock to the relationships between the screws, nut, bolts, 

gears and other parts.  

 

 In an authentic holistic model such as that advocated and practiced by Henri Bortoft, the key to a 

system is that each and every one of the parts is in relation and conversation with the whole, so that 

importance cannot be placed on any part in isolation nor the whole in isolation - which is really just an 

                                                 
2 Bortoft, 1996. 290. Print. 
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idea and projection upon an organized group of parts. Clock-ness
3
 in this way can only be understood 

and fully grasped through seeing the parts in their “downstream” emergence and self-differencing as 

finite manifestations of the greater clock wholeness “upstream”. 

 

 The key here is that a phenomenon such as a clock through its parts in relation to the whole is let 

to inform us of what it is, rather than being at the mercy of our designations and distinctions. One could 

come up with (counterfeit) hundreds of models to explain how the parts of a clock work in relation to 

each other, but there is only one way that a clock actually (authentically) works; one could devise many 

(separative) ways to show how the parts of a clock belong together, but the parts of a clock actually 

already belong together (holistic). This way of seeing things as they are appearing is relatively 

unexplored territory for modern day scientists steeped in the practice and need to catalogue and classify 

everything (rather than let them catalogue and classify themselves), but it is an imperative and 

necessary path that must walked if one is to avoid losing touch with the fundamental phenomena of 

life. 

 

 So what influence might this phenomenology have in a practical sense in regards to day-to-day 

projects? To start off with, it encourages more perception of what is actually taking place in one's 

surroundings, and more embodiment in the functions of sensation. With the attempts to see phenomena 

as they are appearing one becomes aware of how quickly we mentally describe, characterize and name 

- telling things what they are before they have the chance to tell us themselves. When we slow down 

our thinking (or manage to keep it out of the way) to see the phenomena as they are appearing (and 

through them the whole appearing) - only then are we truly in-formed of the whole emerging and self-

differencing through the facts and realities on the ground of experience.  

 

 Without this foundation in phenomenological truth and wholeness, attempts to appropriately 

serve and establish complex systems are but counterfeit wholes - shots in the dark betraying a 

                                                 
3 This way of seeing was originally cultivated in the understanding and knowledge of plants and their metamorphosis - 

living entities quite different from the perceived deadness of a clock or other man-made entity. But hard as we might try 

to make things that are not subject to the laws of nature, in time everything is claimed by the organic dynamics of life. 

Because this dissertation asks the question of how can we cultivate the authentic wholeness of Bortoft (and Goethe 

before him) within man-made systems of waste management - it is fitting that we utilize the clock model here, rather 

than that of a plant.  

Interpretive Diagram of Authentic Wholeness, Resembling the Hermeneutic Circle 



Joseph Stodgel, Schumacher College MSc Dissertation Sept. 2012                                                       9 

fundamental lack of connection with one's self and actions as integral parts of the natural world. With 

the implementation and costly upkeep of each of these counterfeit, disconnected and uninformed 

systems humanity has been brought further into a world of its own making - somehow at odds with the 

authentic wholeness of the Universe. How does one cultivate not only an authentic holistic way of 

seeing, but as well an authentic holistic way of acting in the world to establish much needed systems 

that function in harmony with and are of service to the Whole? Another way of asking this can be - how 

does one enter back into conversation with life and let Her structure the conversation; how does one re-

engage with life on life’s terms and not on their own counterfeit ones? 

 

The Ecological Self and Gaia's Human Experience  
 

 Through his creation of the concept of the ecological self, Arne Naess opened a window 

through which one could see and experience a deeper connection with a wider sense of self - one that 

fundamentally disperses and restores meaning and value to the rest of the living and non-living world. 

He did not stop at a conceptual level though: with the felt knowledge of deep interconnection (we could 

say even solidarity) with the natural world, came the striking ethical dilemmas of humanity's monopoly 

of value and widespread disregard for living systems - their own ecological selves. Naess chose to 

establish a worldwide cyclical movement entitled Deep Ecology, wherein deep experiences led into and 

informed levels of deep questioning and deep commitment.  

 

The ecological self can be related to the 

experience of authentic wholeness, or at least our 

connection to it “upstream” as Bortoft would say, and the 

concept of Gaia as developed by James Lovelock, Lynn 

Margulis and Stephan Harding. They originally 

discovered through a series of simple computer 

simulations the possibility that brainless and 

“unintelligent” plant life forms could exert a striking 

amount of control on their external environments 

through series of feedback loops. Taking into account 

otherwise unexplainable phenomena of long-term 

consistencies in temperature, ocean acidification, carbon 

sequestering and climate control on a planetary scale - 

they hypothesized that the Earth is in fact one vast living 

system, Gaia, engaged in an orchestra of complex feedback loops which regulate all of the vital 

controls necessary to sustain life.  

 

Considering this, rather than humans having a Gaian experience, Gaia is having a human 

experience. These discoveries and explorations within holistic science hold the potential to open 

humanity to a much wider concept and experience of its self – one that is embedded and intertwined in 

a vast self-regulating body of authentic wholeness, ecological selfhood, and Gaia. With this awareness 

comes the recognition that all acts of rehabilitation are those of self-healing. 

 

 

 

 

The Deep Ecology Cycle 
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Chapter 2: There is No Away, Only Slow Cycling 

 
 In conventional scientific and epistemological methods we are always looking towards the end; 

there is an obsession with linearity in beginnings to endings. Put simply and paradoxically - there is an 

endless search for the end, where there is none. A clear example of this can be found in the endless 

scientific search for the smallest building block of Universe - the so called God particles which 

comprise everything. 

 

 One night during my stay at the Schumacher College many people gathered in the library 

around a stoked fire to witness an especially rich conversation and debate between Satish Kumar and a 

visiting economist named Robin Murray. The talk was primarily about the pros and cons of economic 

specialization and centralization. Later into the space opened for comments and questions, Claudius 

van Wyk recited something that stuck with me and came to be a repeatedly heard remark. He said, 

“There are no nouns – only slow verbs”. Bridging this statement to waste management, one can say 

that there is no disposal, only slow cycling. There is no “away” to throw the waste – everything put 

forth returns in a cyclical fashion in space and time. For this reason, humanity is asked discontinue 

usage of the deceptive words of disposal, for they do not reflect the inherent truths of the natural world. 

Every form of waste management is really a form of materials management, in that from a natural and 

authentic holistic viewpoint there is no such thing as waste - everything matters – and each way in 

which we deal with and pass on materials is a type of cycling, each with its own consequences and 

speed. 

 

Plastics: The Most Tenacious 

 

 Plastics - the easily mouldable, lightweight, low mass, high volume super materials which have 

enabled the modern lifestyle as we know it. Made from the refinements of crude oil and natural gas and 

a slew of additive chemical compounds, they surround us in mass from our toothbrushes and hearing 

aids to the hundreds and thousands of components needed to make our cell phones or automobiles. 

Now more than ever with the widespread dispersal of plastics in our environments and the amounts 

found in our food sources increasing, they are inside of us as well - striking novel conversations and 

exchanges with the delicate balance of our hormones and internal chemistries
4
. Built to last indefinitely, 

and made with such a variety of different flavours and compositions, they are not so easily disarmed, 

recycled or disbanded as other materials are, such as organics, papers, glasses, and metals. The addition 

in mass of non-biodegradable (indigestible) materials to waste streams and the alarming increases in 

rates of consumption and disposal worldwide have brought about an unprecedented crisis of plastics 

pollution and chemical contamination. Commonly utilized reductionist methods for managing waste 

have failed at containing the problem and in most cases have added to it, wreaking further harm upon 

fragile ecosystems and in turn ourselves. 

 

Nocicyling: The Conversion of Waste Products into Noxious Pollutants 

 

 “One might say that the Titanic was not only a product of the Industrial Revolution but remains 

an apt metaphor for the industrial infrastructure that revolution created. Like that famous ship, this 

infrastructure is powered by brutish and artificial sources of energy that are environmentally depleting. 

                                                 
4 Mercola, 2009 
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It pours waste into the water and smoke into the sky. It attempts to work by its own rules, which are 

contrary to those of nature. And although it may seem invincible, the fundamental flaws in its design 

presage tragedy and disaster.”
5
 

 

 We can use the word nocicycling to refer to any and all forms of waste management which 

cause harm (the prefix noci- comes from the Latin nocere meaning 'to harm'). Unfortunately, most all 

forms of modern and industrial waste management, including most recycling practices, are in one way 

or another harmful to human beings and other species. For instance, any type of waste management 

practice requiring the burning of fossil fuels requires the emission of greenhouse gasses and volatile 

chemicals into the atmosphere and the irretrievable loss of precious and energy dense non-renewable 

petroleum resources. People might think this view extreme, but as authors William McDonough and 

Michael Braungart point out in their book Cradle to Cradle, “doing less bad is not good enough”.
6
  

 

 Humanity can and must minimize the harm that it does, but this is just an act of rearranging the 

deck chairs on the aforementioned Titanic. Really what is needed is a “do no harm” system of waste 

(materials) management wherein all extraneous products from one operation are complements to 

another. Here is recognized that the answer to the crises of widespread pollution is found at the root of 

the issue in the way things are designed and made. This does not excuse people from the mess that they 

have made though – ways of dealing with the trash that has been and is continued to be created in mass 

must be found.   

 

 Below are described a few common practices of nocicycling household wastes worldwide from 

quite opposite ends of the economic and development spectrum: the urbanized first world and the rural 

third world.  

 

The Bulging Carpet of Landfill – Waste Management in the First World 

 

Outside of Totnes in the hills of Devon, UK, a family unwraps the heavily packaged contents of a trip to 

the supermarket, placing their recyclables and otherwise in demarcated bags to be picked up by the 

Council. The only plastics accepted for recycle are PET bottles, so the rest of them - the containers, 

wrappers, polystyrene, and other pieces are placed in the trash bin. This is later picked up and 

transported to the landfill site several kilometres south. All of the trash is buried under a thick layer of 

earth. 

 

Santa Fe, New Mexico, USA. Three o’clock in the morning: A young man stops by the local Trader 

Joe’s supermarket to inspect their trash. The dumpster is full to the brim with heavily packaged food 

that has reached its expiration date or is showing slight cosmetic bruising. Bunches of basil held in 

polystyrene trays and wrapped with PVC cling film, microwave meals triple wrapped in PET 

containers and plasticized paper, and black sacks full of day old bread wrapped in plastic - these are 

just a few of the items contained in the dumpster whose destination later in the morning is the land fill 

at the western end of town. The young man salvages what he can and closes the lid.  

 

 The mass throwing away of perfectly good, cosmetically impaired or slightly damaged things 

has become a highly regulated, common and systematized occurrence in the United States of America, 

                                                 
5 McDonough, 2002. 17. 

6 McDonough, 2002. Ch. 2. 
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the capitol of throw-away and disposable lifestyles. Most people are very much unaware of just how 

much gets swept under the carpet to land filling by the fleets of garbage trucks and land-movers, in that 

trash is so quickly removed out of sight and out of mind. Enough food to feed the country's hungry if 

not others as well is laid to waste on a daily basis along with a massive amount of untapped wealth and 

usefulness in the inorganic waste stream - only a portion of which is recycled or downcycled.
7
 

 

 Not only are we looking at the avoidable loss of a massive amount of resources, the carpet of 

landfill is bulging and swelling with every passing day's addition of thousands of tons of solid waste, 

with a foul smelling liquid trickling forth from underneath and a foul smelling gas seeping up through 

the layers to contribute to the warming of the ecosphere. The toxic liquid is leachate and the majority of 

landfills in the United States are already failing at containing it. Due to the natural processes of 

weathering all landfill liners will eventually be compromised and fail, leaking toxic liquids into their 

surroundings.
8
 The gas is methane - twenty times more potent of a greenhouse gas than carbon dioxide 

- and if concentrated and lit can easily explode and set fire to entire landfill sites.
9
  

Flotation and Cremation – Waste Management in the Third World 

 

Every morning a Balinese woman sweeps up all of the rubbish in front of her home forming a conical 

pile. Today it is composed of polystyrene, woven offerings from the day before, a few PET bottles, dog 

faeces, discarded papers and a rubber sandal with a broken strap. She sets fire to the rubbish cone and 

a thick swirl of smoke rises into the hot and humid air. Young tourists identify the smell with their time 

visiting the Indonesian Island. 

 

Night falls in India on a reservoir north of Puna. A group of men gather together and start their fire 

with thick plastic sacks. Earlier in the evening they carried their vegetables home in a plastic bag 

before peeling and preparing them. They place the food scraps back in the plastic bag before throwing 

them on the hillside, the whole of which they light on fire about once a week. Their rivers and streams 

are full of plastic, enough so to create pockets of stagnant water where mosquitoes breed. 

 

A group of young computer science students from Karachi escape the heat and take a long drive to the 

North, up into the breathtaking hills of the Western Himalayas. They have a picnic in a beautiful 

mountain meadow and leave a pile of trash and a trail of wrappers behind. The plastics disperse and 

for some are mistaken as wildflowers in the distance. A bag is blown into a nearby stream, travels 

down river to the Indus and all the way to the delta east of Karachi where it is pushed out into the 

ocean. Exposed to oxygen, salt water and UV rays, the plastic bag disintegrates into hundreds and 

thousands of small pieces, some of which are mistaken for food and swallowed by a fish. The fish is 

later caught and served in a restaurant in Karachi.  

 

 In much of the rest of the world where the expensive cover-up of landfill cannot be afforded, 

waste - particularly non-biodegradable plastic - is dealt with in a much more explicit and readily 

detrimental fashion: it is stockpiled in festering open dump sites, thrown by riversides to be carried 

away in high waters, burned in heaps with children playing nearby, and used for fire starters to keep 

warm and cook the day's catch. These methods may seem shocking, but due to the lack of education, 

                                                 
7 US EPA. 2012. 

8 Lades 2002 

9 USFA 2002 
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awareness and readily available alternatives are relatively commonplace. They are the quick fix with 

which people choose to get rid of their waste stream – out of sight and to the immediate detriment of 

them and those surrounding.  

 

 Open dumping and river disposal contaminate water systems and are the inland sources 

responsible for some 80% of the plastics in our oceans
10

, which in the Northern Gyre region of the 

Pacific Ocean have now been found to outweigh plankton by tens of times over, and the cremation of 

plastics release a slew of environmental toxins including particulates, volatile organic compounds 

(VOCs) polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons, hexachlorobenzenes and carbon monoxide.
11

 In some cases 

burning can alter the chemistry of plastics to create some of the most toxic substances known to man as 

is the case in the incineration of PVCs  (polyvinyl-chlorides) resulting in super-toxic carcinogenic 

dioxins.
12

 

 

Plastics Recycling is Downcycling is Nocicycling 

 

 McDonough and Braungart draw special attention to the fact that the practice of recycling as we 

know it is more often than not an act of “downcycling” wherein parent materials of a certain quality, 

use and function are melted down, pulverized, shredded and downgraded into materials of lesser 

quality with a limited function and use. An example of this downcycling and loss of value can be found 

in the shredding of tires, which aside from disintegrating an otherwise highly useful item causes a host 

of heavy metal contaminants such as zinc, lead and mercury to be much more easily leeched into the 

environment and surroundings. Sadly, it is often children that are exposed to these tire shreddings and 

their emissions which are commonly used as cushioning in children's playgrounds and artificial turf 

fields.
13

 

 

 In the case of plastics, options for recycling are limited and more often than not are acts of 

downcycling and nocicycling, wherein useful materials are compromised and go on to cause more 

harm than good. As detailed in the story above about Devon's plastic waste management systems or the 

lack of them, even in the first world it is often the case that facilities are only able to deal with a select 

few varieties of plastics such as PET bottles, whilst the rest are left to be swept under the carpet or even 

schlepped on to the shoulders of those overseas. Plastic waste has become “one of Britain’s biggest 

exports to China”, stuffed into the boats which bring loads of cheap goods (plastic waste) to the UK. It 

is estimated that 1/3 of the UK’s “recyclables” return to the Far East to be melted down in open vats by 

unprotected and underpaid workers in specialized plastics villages – areas which as a result suffer from 

acute environmental degradation, water contamination and air pollution.
14,15

 

 

 As far as proper facilities go, in much of the developing world options are of course even more 

limited, and the distances to those options even greater. With the high volume and low mass of plastics, 

transportation becomes impractical and not worth the costly inputs and emissions of fossil fuels. If 

                                                 
10 Dabydeen 2009 

11 EPA 2012 

12 Polyvinyl-chloride is the most poisonous of plastics – emitting asbestos, dioxins and mercury waste in the production 

process, and contributing heavy amounts of lead and cadmium, 50% - 68% of chlorine levels and 90% - 98% of 

endocrine disrupting pthalates to the waste stream (Belliveau 2004.14, 17.). 

13 EHHI 

14 Branigan, 2009. 

15 Williams, 2009. 
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facilities for processing PET are available, it is shredded or melted down to make a variety of products 

such as carpets, insulation and clothing, as well as further packaging which must be sandwiched 

between virgin layers. These hailed as “green” processes can be easily derailed if even a small amount 

of PVC gets into the PET system
16

, and the safety of the resultant products are questionable in that they 

much more easily off-gas than intact parent materials.
17

 The destination for these recycled - or rather 

downcycled - materials more often than not still lies under the carpet of landfill, as particulates in the 

atmosphere, or swirling in one of the many growing islands of ocean plastics worldwide.  

 

 Considering these costs of the recycling or downcycling system, which Rob Hopkins writes “adds 

almost no resilience to the community”, it becomes clear that local and decentralized ways of dealing 

with the non-biodegradable waste stream must be found and furthered.
18

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
16 Belliveau 2004 

17 OECOTEXTILES 

18 Hopkins, 2008. 54-55 
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Chapter 3: The Biomimetics
19

 of Upcycling 

 

 Contrary to what we might think, recycling as we know it does not take place in nature. Rather, 

organisms gather available materials in their environments and actively transform them not back into 

the same materials, but into other materials which will be of benefit to other organisms and themselves 

further down the line. An example of this is found in a freshly laid pile of cow faeces. This will not 

only be a banquet for hundreds and thousands of micro-organisms – it will be a lasting dining hall and 

festival grounds for the gathering of countless other forms of fungal, plant and animal life. Life bolsters 

life in this way - increasing health and resilience with the emission of every material or so called 

“waste” product. If we are to truly imitate nature and harness its wisdom in our human systems, we 

must not merely take available materials deemed waste or otherwise and expend energy to change them 

back into themselves - we must practice the “upcycling” of these for usage in other processes or by 

other life forms, bringing lasting value through more efficient systems to ourselves and the all of life 

within which we are embedded and intertwined. 

 

The Long Spoons – a Story of True Upcycling 

 

 I am reminded of a story to illustrate this point a bit further. There is an old story which 

describes hell as being a room with a long table full of the most extravagant display of the most 

delicious of foods. Windows on either side of the room open to people armed with long spoons. The 

dinner bell rings and all of the precious food is thrown about, spoiled and lost as each one with a spoon 

attempts to thwart the others and draw the morsels back for themselves. Next is a display and 

description of heaven. The room is set up in the exact same way, but when the dinner bell rings, each 

spoon-wielder takes their time in feeding the delicacies to those in the windows across the room from 

them. Everyone enjoys the feast because of the kindness and cooperation of the others.  

 Although it is questionable whether organisms actively show kindness to other organisms, their 

so called waste products do end up naturally being of benefit and gifts to others. The latter part of this 

story is not only a description of what heaven might look like - it is a display of what takes place in 

nature. Each organism feeds another to the benefit of all, and every species brings a dish to the buffet of 

life (their so called “waste”) that only another species can eat. 

 

 Upcycling refers to the conversion of materials otherwise headed for nocicycling into items of a 

restored value and usefulness. Some example upcycled products are artworks such as miniature models 

of cars or boats made from aluminium soda cans, clothing such as rain coats made from fused and 

stitched plastic bags, accessories such as wallets made from old billboard canvases, and furniture such 

as chairs made from stitched-together bicycle tires. All of these examples showcase how easily 

accessible and free materials can be utilized to make valuable items that can be used or sold to bolster 

local economics, transforming waste into wealth.  

 

 As with many other terms in the field of waste management though, the name of upcycling has 

been hijacked to some extent; unfortunately most of what passes under the banner are art projects that 

are quickly discarded after a short return to the cycle of usefulness. As long as it remains in the cycle of 

usefulness then we can say that it is an upcycled thing. This leaves us with the task of finding relatively 

beneficial, long lasting and highly useful options for our waste stream, rather than quick fixes which 

                                                 
19 Biomimetic is a word used to describe anything that imitates (mimes) life (bio) and natural systems.  
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may be not only be a waste of materials in the end, but also a waste of time. Here the answer lies in the 

buildings that we inhabit and utilize on a day to day basis, which of course require large amounts of 

materials and thus can harness in their construction a greater amount of otherwise nocicycled trash. 

 

Building with “Waste” Materials 

 

 Waste materials of all sorts have long been used in alternative construction projects around the 

world. If built properly these dwellings are not only safe and non-toxic but as well possess many other 

advantageous qualities. The three main forces which act upon and break down plastics and other 

synthetic and compound materials such as tire rubbers, causing them to off-gas and leech toxins into 

their surroundings, are oxygen
20

, water, and sunlight. When plastics or tires are covered in a substantial 

layer of clay, cob, mortar or concrete, they are more or less placed in an inert setting and protected from 

all of these weathering forces which compromise their integrity and lessen their life span and 

usefulness.  

 

 “Reusing a tire in an Earthship, where it becomes a beneficial resource, and spends its future in 

an inert setting is an ideal ultimate use for discarded tires.”
21

 Earth rammed tires, wired together tin 

cans, bagged polystyrene, and bottles plastic and glass are the primary materials in the Earthship 

constructions originally developed in New Mexico by the architect Michael Reynolds. Several aid 

projects have now been started by him and his team around the world, providing impoverished 

communities with the knowledge and examples needed to harness and convert a good deal of their 

waste stream into a wealth of beneficial building materials. Another example of this kind of building is 

given by the Honduras-based ECO-TEC, who have built a wide variety of structures including homes, 

water tanks and even aqueducts out of sand-filled plastic bottles which provide heavy and dense 

thermal mass (heat-retaining) just as tires packed with dirt do.  

 

 Even though these are highly effective examples of upcycling, they do not necessarily come 

near to addressing and dealing with the totality of the plastics waste stream, which seems to evade our 

best efforts at appreciation. So how can we utilize the rest of our waste stream in our constructions? 

Some choose to stuff sculptures, walls and benches with all manner of non-biodegradable rubbish, such 

as the folks at Kibbutz Lotan in Israel
22

. Upon reaching the limits of their life spans in erosion or 

destruction though, these structures will spew forth the once trapped waste streams of long ago.  

 

Got Trash? Eco-Brick It! 

 

 A better method of containing the non-biodegradable 

waste stream is available, and to be found in the simple plastic 

bottle of which there is no end in sight. They are designed to be 

containment vessels, so it probably best that we use them as 

such.
23

 This idea brings us to the eco-brick and the work of Pura 

                                                 
20 Stephan Harding, one of my primary teachers at the Schumacher College, always referred to the element of oxygen as 

the Passionate Italian who always breaks up the chemical couplings of other elements. This process is of course known 

as oxidation.  

21 Kaiser 

22 Stodgel 2009. 7. 

23 Plastic bottles are the responsible elder siblings of the plastics family with arms big enough to hug and contain the rest 
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Vida Atitlan of Guatemala and the other organizations and individuals worldwide who are stuffing their 

plastic waste streams into bottle bricks, preventing it all from wrecking pollution on their homes and 

utilizing the otherwise nocicycled materials as beneficial building components. Certain groups have 

even gone to the extent of turning the trash of entire landfills into schools they couldn't otherwise 

afford.
24

 

 

 My first encounter with the act of filling plastic bottles 

with trash took place many years ago on a backpacking trip in 

the Sangre De Christo mountain range outside of my 

hometown of Santa Fe, New Mexico. As we agreed with and 

were following Leave No Trace principles and practice to the 

best of our abilities, we were collecting all of our trash 

produced in a black sack that swelled to a substantial size. 

Wanting to save on space and do something around the fire, 

my friend John Armstrong began to stuff the whole lot of the 

trash into a one-litre sports drink bottle that we had. Instead of 

walking out with a substantially sized black trash sack full of 

trash, we walked out with a hardened bottle compressed to the brim. 

 

 Rediscovering this lost art of upcycling and considering its potential in building projects came 

to me just days before I departed to South Africa to conduct my dissertation research. I was excited to 

say the least at having found a simple solution to the question of what to do with “the rest of the stuff”. 

I was back in the area of Schumacher College and picked up the most recent copy of Resurgence where 

I quickly found an article by the environmentalist Nicola Peel whom I met last year at the College. I 

read of her work helping to clean 

up villages by spreading the 

simple wisdom of Pura Vida 

Atitlan, who have overseen and 

encouraged the creation of 

thousands upon thousands of 

plastic bottle bricks stuffed with 

all sorts of plastic trash to make 

walls, garden partitions, schools, 

and health centres for much 

cheaper than otherwise and of 

great benefit in the beautification of surrounding areas. On PVA’s site I was awe-struck and inspired to 

find shot after shot of upcycled buildings going up and all of the smiling and stoked faces of the local 

people involved. I recognized quite quickly that this was the direction that I wanted to take the work in 

South Africa, and was deeply gladdened to have such an example to work from. It is home-made 

upcycling par excellence.  

 

 Further into this dissertation is described the variety of ways in which I attempted to spread the 

knowledge of eco-brick stuffing and construction. In the Infrastructure section is detailed the way in 

which we ended up building with the bottles.  

                                                                                                                                                                        
of their unruly siblings.  

24 HUSK Cambodia 
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Containing Resources and Cultivating Resilience: Eco-Bricks in Transition 
 

Rob Hopkins, one of our guest lecturers on the course in Holistic Science and founder of the 

Transition Town Movement, clearly points to the utilization of a similar kind of plastic bottle brick in 

his book the Transition Handbook: “Perhaps a better solution (alongside the obvious one of producing 

less plastic waste), would be to develop other uses for waste plastics requiring minimal processing, 

perhaps producing tightly compressed building blocks or an insulating product for local use. Simply 

collecting it and sending it away doesn’t leave the community in a stronger position, nor is it able to 

respond creatively to change and shock.”
25

  

 

The Transition Town Network was originally established by Hopkins in the town of Totnes - 

near to the Schumacher College - as a visionary response to the loss of resilience in small communities 

and the bleak future presented with the realities of peak oil and finite resource depletion as well as the 

pressing realities of climate change. Since its founding, more than one thousand Transition Town 

Initiatives have been established and Greyton Transition Town, where I ended up working in South 

Africa, is one of the more recent of those.  

 

 An image that the Transition Town Network often calls upon to illustrate local economics is that 

of a bucket with variable amounts of liquid inside of it. The amount of liquid is proportional to the 

health of the local economy. Goods, products and wealth brought in from elsewhere or produced 

locally enter into the bucket and accumulate there as long as 

they continue to circulate through local businesses and 

individuals. Wealth is lost through a variety of potential holes 

in the bucket, such as taxation and outsourcing. Most 

importantly though (for the topic of this dissertation), wealth 

is lost through the holes of disposable linear systems of 

“waste” (materials) management, wherein products enter into 

one end of the local economy and exit out the other as waste. 

These systems will down the line leak even more wealth from 

the local economy with the pressing needs and fixes of 

rehabilitation and remediation.  

 

 With the cultivation of local upcycling practices, the 

stuffing of eco-bottle-bricks and the utilization of the fullness 

of the waste stream, the holes of “disposal” can be effectively 

plugged so that what wealth was going to leak away as “waste” 

can then circulate and further bolster the local economy, 

thereby increasing community health and resilience. This 

method of Dealing with waste in this way, rather than throwing 

it “away” fills the bucket with the potential of overflow and the 

establishment of successful cottage industries and small 

businesses, catering to the demand for and popularity of well-

made upcycled products. 

                                                 
25 Hopkins, 2008. 54-55. 
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PART 2: THE TRASH TO TREASURE FESTIVAL 

 

Chapter 4: The South African Search for Trash to Treasure 

The Path to Africa 

 

 Along with a couple of others in the Holistic Science masters course – Charles Dick Hutchinson 

and Megan de Beyer – I early on became quite interested in the prospect of working alongside some of 

the other students and perhaps collaborating rather than spending the several months on my own. I was 

as well very keen to do something rather than just partake of a purely mental exploration, for from my 

studies I gleaned that some of the most sophisticated science and philosophy had arrived at the 

realization that it had left what mattered most - matter and the body – behind in the overactive 

ambitions and strivings of the mind and intellect. So Charles, Megan and I decided to work together, 

and the ideal location quickly followed – Africa, Megan's homeland and a deeply exciting and 

interesting place if any. Originally, we followed some connections to work with an indigenous group on 

the shores of Lake Tanganyika in far Western Tanzania, but the plans changed as we recognized the 

sheer difficulties we were facing in getting there, let alone living and conducting research.  

 On a trip back to the Western Cape of South Africa, 

Megan met an old friend and an invitation was extended to us 

all to live and work in the rural areas of Greyton and 

Genadendal, just an hour and a half east of Cape Town. After a 

bit of research we gladly accepted and a month after our course 

finished we all met near the southern-most of the African 

Continent. We arrived several days later to the warm welcome 

of our hosts, Nicola Vernon and Rowan Millson, on their 

breathtakingly beautiful Tabularasa Farm several kilometres 

south of the village of Greyton. The ensuing couple of weeks 

were a crash course in the local lifestyle, culture and history, 

 
Greyton, Western Cape, South Africa and the Surrounding Areas 

 
The Stunning View from Tabularasa Farm 
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with several meetings every day. These included the first of several jam sessions with the Country 

Conquerors, the local and only Afrikaans reggae band in the world; a three hour lecture from the town 

historian, Felicity Jarvis; a conversation with Mr. Cupido, the new headmaster of the local high school; 

a visitation to Boetie's recycling centre in Genadendal; and a talk about post-Apartheid South Africa 

and the indigenous-to-the-area Khoi Bushmen peoples with one of the local community and religious 

leaders, Dr. Isaac Balie. 

 

The Khoi Lands of Grace: Genadendal and Greyton 
 

 The area is well known for being one of the first religious and 

agricultural strongholds of the Western Cape and South Africa as a 

whole. Genadendal, the Valley of Grace, was originally an integrated 

community established near one of the original Khoi Kraals by a 

missionary of the Moravian Church, who taught the native Khoi 

peoples how to read and write before being ostracised and made to 

leave by the Dutch. Genadendal was later in all of South Africa the 

first mission station, provided the first teacher training program, and 

was home to the first printing press. They became very well known for 

the quality of the tools they produced as well as for their knives, a craft 

that was recently brought back to life in the area by Dr. Isaac Balie, 

who amongst other roles is the curator of the museum. Genadendal is 

home to Emil Weder, the only high school in the area, and the 

community is predominantly “coloured” - descendent from the Khoi 

peoples.  

 

 

 Greyton on the other hand is home to a 

predominantly white community, full of ex-

pats from many parts of the world but 

especially Europe. Greyton has an extensive 

lei-water system which delivers crystal clear 

water from the high mountains of the Riviersonderend Range – a system put in place in the middle of 

the 19
th

 century by the Vigne brothers. Back then, they anchored the village as a centre of farming and 

place of peace and tolerance between all peoples, honouring each to stand on their own piece of land 

and hold their head high. This sadly changed when the systems of apartheid ravaged the whole of 

community in South Africa. The Group Areas Act of 1950 forced all of the non-white peoples living in 

Greyton up on to the hillsides of Heuwelkroon and Boschman's Kloof, where although the views are 

stunning, some had to walk 

kilometres to get fresh 

water and the little topsoil 

that was available 

throughout the rocky 

ground struggled to support 

food crops. 

 

  

 Nowadays, a great deal of the people of Heuwelkroon and Boschman's Kloof walk down the 

Genadendal Mission            

Station Museum 

Plastic Bottle Reuse at the Genadendal Mission Station 

Upper Greyton and the Gorge 
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hill to work in Greyton, which has long been established as a centre of tourism and business in the area. 

The geographical distance and continued lack of mixed race neighbourhoods within the larger 

community go a long way to keeping long-standing divides in place, but you wouldn't necessarily 

know it if you walked in off the street. The people are for the most part exceptionally friendly in the 

area, and recognize that integration is taking place, but also taking time.  

 

Greyton Transition Town (GTT) 
 

 Upon arrival we quickly learned of the work of Greyton Transition 

Town, of whom Nicola was the executive director. Several ongoing projects 

included the weekly “Incredible Edible” table on Wednesdays in front of Via's 

- a popular hang out in town and workplace of the most colourful of baristas, 

Soa – where locals would buy, sell and exchange freshly harvested vegetables 

and baked bread, spekboom plants and raw organic fynbos
26

 honey. Another 

table at the Conservation Society Market on Saturday mornings spread the 

word about GTT, encouraged vegetable growing, recycling, and new 

membership, and sometimes sold some products such as Dr. Balie's fermented 

honeybush elixirs. A local named Alex Camilleri had branched out to local 

organic growers and was running to keep up with the demand for his new 

community supported box scheme to deliver 

fresh produce to people's doors. 

 

 Early on, Nicola explained to us that they wanted Transition 

Town to work a bit differently in Greyton than it might elsewhere. 

Rather than being a segregated organization - with plenty of 

committees and the dangers of stifling bureaucracy - attempting 

change by branching out and at worst proselytizing to other local 

organizations, GTT would work with and alongside the natural 

movement of these others, encouraging them to make Transition their 

own with ideas such as Red Cross in Transition, or Conservation in 

Transition.  

 

 This greater focus on the bottom up, multiplicity in unity 

movement mirrors the cultivation of authentic wholeness mentioned 

earlier in this dissertation and was in alignment with the way I wished 

to work during my time in South Africa. Not only does this approach 

in some way echo the age old mantra of “Teach a man to fish, and you 

feed him for a lifetime”, it takes it a step closer to something along the 

lines of, “Help a man learn how to fish, and he will feed himself for a 

lifetime.” 

 

The Greyton and Genadendal Dumpsites 
 

 Not only was GTT encouraging recycling to the benefit and promotion of Boetie's business in 

Genadendal, Nicola, Alex and a woman named Sue Ingram were also in the process of establishing a 

                                                 
26 The fynbos is a unique and extensive range of plants found only in the southern tip of Africa. 

The Incredible Edible                     

GTT Wednesday Table 

Soa with the Plastic 

Bottles She Collected 
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new green waste business at the local dumpsite in Greyton, which had recently been officially closed to 

household and building waste disposal. Compost, wood chippings and fire-wood would to be made and 

sold with the weekly help of a wood chipper subsidized by Cape Nature, with proceeds going to the 

expansion of the business and GTT. Within our first week in Greyton we had visited both the Greyton 

and Genadendal dumpsites and learned a bit about the current waste management situation in the area. 

Both of the dumpsites were and continue to be illegitimate, in that the time planning and design was 

never fully considered or approved by the higher municipality structures of governance. The Greyton 

dumpsite was recently closed for the reason that it is under the twenty year flood line, standing water 

can often be found in and around the site, and it lies just meters from not only sewage treatment ponds, 

but a wetland area frequented by rare birds that extends to the Riviersonderend river, where 

hippopotamus once swam before the arrival of the colonists. 

 

 The closure of the site added fuel to 

long time tensions between the communities 

of Genadendal and Greyton, which as far as I 

came to understand were about land rights 

issues dating back to agreements made and 

broken long ago and involving the Moravian 

Mission, for a long time the sole owner of all 

property there. The problem with the closure 

was that all of Greyton's household and 

building waste would now be sent to the 

Genadendal dumpsite. Plans by the TWK municipality (based in the nearby bigger town of Caledon 

with a smaller office in Greyton) were also in the works to send Greyton's sewage as well, to the 

“operating-at-far-below-capacity” treatment facilities near the Genadendal dumpsite. This further 

enraged the people who were getting enraged, and obviously everyone across the board was a ways off 

from seeing the potential held in trash and poop. Tensions came to a figurehead of sorts towards the end 

of our stay in the area when some Genadendal locals blocked the road to the dumpsite and threatened to 

kick the TWK municipality, as well as unwanted others, out of their town. It was a situation that I chose 

to steer somewhat clear of – in favour of providing some example of how waste might be used in 

beneficial ways. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Within our first few days in the area Charles and I had visited both the Greyton and Genadendal 

dump sites and at both places were immediately struck by the beauty of the surroundings in stark 

contrast with the exposed and festering pollution of the open dumping of household and mixed rubbish. 

The Genadendal Dumpsite, Several Kilometres Down the Road from Greyton 

Horses Grazing on the Older Parts of the Greyton Dumpsite 
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The municipality collected trash on Mondays, and a digger (tractor) was regularly being brought to the 

sites to cover the most recent of rubbish in a thick layer of earth, but other than that there was very little 

municipal involvement. The older parts of the sites had been thoroughly covered in a variety of plant 

life, but still bits of building materials, old tires, and metal wires could be found protruding from the 

artificial mounds. At the Greyton site - where I spent more time primarily due to proximity - folks from 

Heuwelkroon and Boschman's Kloof would walk through especially in the sunset hours to collect pine-

cones (excellent fire-starters) and gather wood for their fires.
27

 The views were stunning, and the idea 

quickly came to me to hold some type of “visit your dump day” as a way of bringing all the people in 

Greyton who might not otherwise ever visit. I made note of the idea, and continued on learning as 

much as I could about the community and situation.  

 

The Search for Trash to Treasure 

 

 As part of the many conversations with 

locals around the area in the first couple of 

weeks, I had the opportunity to share with them 

some of what I was interested in. Within my first 

few days of walking around Greyton, I had what 

I found to be the pleasure of stuffing several 

bottle bricks with the non-biodegradable bits of 

“trash” that I found blowing around in the streets 

or stuck in the bushes, so that when I met people 

I could show them an eco-brick and share with 

them the possibility of building a structure with 

all of the plastic littering the surroundings. Sure, 

some people thought I was cracking a joke with 

a straight face, but they realized that eco-brick building was a sure thing when I handed them a sheet of 

pictures of bottle-brick homes and schools around the world. As I continued my search for trash to 

treasure, I became aware of the shift taking place within.
28

 

 

 All of the sudden I wasn't on the hunt for disgraceful rubbish to clean up from the environment 

– I was on the other side of the spectrum looking for veins of unrecognised and untapped resources.
29

 

Greyton was lacking, although I found some areas around the edges towards the hills to be quite richly 

endowed. In the lower income communities such as the RDP houses of Genadendal, substantial 

amounts were to be found, laid thick at the edges of the streets towards the wilderness, stockpiled for 

the time when their qualities would be in demand and someone would know just exactly how to use 

them. It was of course the dumpsites though that were the true gold mines, where all of the potential 

had been brought together and slapped in one place. In the weeks following this survey I continued to 

meet with a range of local leaders to consider ways of implementing this shift, and setting some type of 

example which could reach the eyes and minds of many.  

                                                 
27 It was a regular site to see people lighting braai barbecues in the evening time in the communities of Genadendal, 

Vosterkraal, Bereaville, Boschman's Kloof and Heuvelkroon.  

28 See Appendix 1: Exploring the Edge of Trash and Treasure, the first blog post that I wrote for 

ourendlessriver.wordpress.com 

29 Not that one side of “the spectrum” is necessarily better than the other or that we must take one and rid ourselves of the 

other; rather, it is quite a remarkable difference to be a scout and explorer, out and about in a state of discovery rather 

than a trash man cleaning up the same old worthless junk that people have spewed all over the hillsides.  

Chip Packets and Styrofoam Stuffed into Bottles                     

of the Local Preference for Fortified Wine 
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Boetie's Recycling Depot and the Dump Shelter 

 

 One of the people I met was Boetie Bantam, 

the owner of the Genadendal based and only local 

recycling outfit. He also was in the farming business, 

linked in with a network of butternut squash growers, 

and the brick making business, which he conducted 

alongside recycling operations. He provided a small 

income for about a dozen people or more, depending 

on who was out that day scouring the dumpsites for 

glass and metal. Plastics were accepted for recycle but 

were rarely sought out by the workers due to the high 

volume needed to get a kilogram. I shared with Boetie 

the idea of stuffing eco-bricks, and being a fellow man 

of waste, he grasped the idea quite quickly and began 

to offer ideas of how it might work for him – such as contained inside the cinderblock he was making 

to increase insulation and save on raw material usage. I left him with the eco-brick and ideas, and 

encouraged him to consider how a price might be put on the bottles so as to provide some incentive to 

local stuffers.  

 

  A week or two following this initial meeting Boetie told me that he 

had thought much about the eco-brick, but that without some example of how 

they really might work in construction projects, there was no interest or demand 

in such building materials. After seeing the conditions that his men worked in at 

the Genadendal dump site, without any shade or shelter of any kind, I suggested 

that that example could be a structure with bottle 

brick walls, made where the resources were and 

of lasting value for his crew and the other 

visitors to the dumpsite. He thought it was a 

good idea, but told me that I would have to talk it 

over with the municipality to get approval to 

build on dump site land. I put the idea on hold as 

I considered the other options and spoke with the 

municipality. When I needed some materials 

several weeks later – lots of plastic film and cardboard - Boetie more than willingly donated them. 

 

Mr. Cupido's Vision for the Genadendal Community Centre 

 

 One morning only several days into our stay in the area 

Megan, Charles and I drove with Nicky to Genadendal to meet 

the new headmaster of the Emil Weder High School, Mr. 

Cupido, who was being praised for his work and efforts in 

catalysing change at the school. As he described to us, 

problems abounded including teenage pregnancies, the 

extensive use of amphetamines (certain types referred to as tik 

in the area) and marijuana by students, foetal alcohol 

Sharing the Vision of an                                            

Eco-Brick with Boetie Bantam. CDH 

 
Cinder Bottle Block 

 
Sketches of Possible Structures at the Genadendal Dump Site 

Emil Weder High School 
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syndrome, hungry learners ashamed and embarrassed that they hadn't eaten in a day, missing parents 

and empty homes and widespread apathy and no place where the teenagers might gather and express 

themselves creatively.  He assured us that he along with the help of several star teachers were doing all 

within their power - sometimes having sleepless nights - to turn the tides and offer students the support 

they needed and alternative options and outlets in the arts, crafts, and sports.  

 

 Together they had implemented a morning 

meal program to provide all students with hot and 

free food, and many plans were in the works to 

increase the range of possibilities at the school for 

the benefit of the learners. The lack of resources 

was a pressing and debilitating issue though. Plans 

for a garden were sidelined because the petrol 

could not be afforded to transport plants from 

some ways away and the busses were suffering 

and needed new parts.  

 

 Cupido mentioned as well that there was nothing 

available for the realization of a community centre – his 

vision that would go such a far way in integrating the 

communities in the RDP homes near the highway with the 

rest of the wider Genadendal community. Meetings could 

be held there so that more parents could get involved and 

the majority of learners wouldn't have to walk the normal 2 

or 3 kilometres to get to school. Shortly after, I handed Mr. 

Cupido an eco-brick, one of the nicest that I had stuffed, 

and as best as I could shared with him the idea of building 

with trash - gathering the community together to clean up 

and transform the quite extensive amounts piled nearby into the building he envisioned. He looked at 

me, nodding his head and remarked that he thought it a noble idea. I see now that it was a response that 

I received several times elsewhere during my stay in the area – something along the lines of – “Yes I 

agree with you - go for it, make it happen, the ball is in your court”, at once inspiring and 

disconcerting.
30

 

 

 We left that day impressed and inspired by Mr. Cupido's work and presence. I drew up some 

sketches shortly after of what the Genadendal Community Centre might look like – an earth rammed 

tire / stuffed bottle eco brick building with water catchment and terraced gardens – and presented them 

to Mr. Cupido for his consideration and usage. Charles and Megan ended up doing the majority of their 

work with a group of students there at the High School. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
30 He later told me as I sat with him further discussing the ideas, “I am the dreamer – you are the doer”, but at least during 

that exchange I told him that I was a dreamer too, and that we needed to find some doers. I like to think that during my 

time in SA I bridged the gap between my dreaming and doing selves.  

 
Overhead View of Genadendal Community 

Centre Showing Water Catchment 

 
Sketch of the Possible Genadendal Community Centre 
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Jeremy Prins, Town Manager 
 

 It wasn't long before I had arrived in Greyton that I 

had the honour of sitting down with the town manager, 

Jeremy Prins, along with Nicola and Alex for an instalment of 

the ongoing discussion regarding the future of the Greyton 

dumpsite. I learned there of the municipalities plans to 

rehabilitate the area – they want to ship the entire dump site 

lorry by lorry over the hills to a new landfill being established 

near Caledon. I was appalled to say the least, and as soon as I 

could I shared with Jeremy the pictures that I had printed, one 

of which was a full page with the words headlined on top - 

“Turn Landfill into a Classroom”.
31

 

 

 Recognizing that most of the trash at the Greyton 

dumpsite had been covered in layers upon layers of clay, I 

think that it was a stretch for all of us to think that anywhere 

near the majority of the non-biodegradables held there could 

ever be effectively extracted and bottled. Jeremy voiced this 

right off the bat – a hesitation to get involved with such a 

many-hands-on process of rehabilitation - but I learned that 

he was the kind of guy who took a while to consider ideas 

and projects, especially with all of the other local issues he 

had on his plate.
32

 

 

 Turning the place into a classroom was certainly on the tables though, as several individuals and 

the Greyton House – one of the local primary schools – were considering plans to build a high school 

for Greyton in the open areas just near to the dumpsite at the edge of town. It seemed fitting to imagine 

that the dump site could be an area well frequented by the school and students as a place of ecological 

education and rehabilitation practices.  

 

Other Possible Projects 
 

 These were not the only ideas that I was 

considering with locals as ways of implementing 

substantial works of upcycling, but they were at the 

forefront. Others included the building of a small rammed 

earth tire and eco-brick seating area at the Tabulasrasa 

Farm as well as a potential club house for a group of youth 

in the small but exceptionally beautiful village of 

Bereaville to the west passed Genadendal. The latter had 

been suggested by a local woman named Angora.  

 

                                                 
31 HUSK Cambodia 

32 I was thoroughly taken aback weeks later before I left when Jeremy expressed his consideration that it would be 

possible to deal with the majority of the dump site rehabilitation with bottle stuffing and upcycling efforts. 

HUSK Cambodia's Poster                          

 for Landfill Upcycling 

The Potential Bereaville Clubhouse 
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The Potential Vesica Pisces Seat on the Hill at Tabularasa 



Joseph Stodgel, Schumacher College MSc Dissertation Sept. 2012                                                       29 

Chapter 5: The Vision and Sponsorship 

 

 It was nearing a month since I arrived in Greyton and I saw that I was very much coming to a 

necessary crossroads. Although I was keeping quite busy spreading the word about eco-bricks and 

working daily on some projects with GTT and the design of a medicinal herb garden at the Greyton 

office of the Red Cross, I realized that I had to decide which upcycling project that I wanted to work 

on. The challenge was that the opportunities abounded with all of the “what could be” conversations 

that I was having with people, and although I wanted to pursue them all there wasn't one that fully 

captured my interest and inspired a big enthusiasm. This all changed in a tipping-point style fashion 

one night though. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

My friend and mentor Michael Ax had mentioned to me the idea of having a party and inviting 

some of the key people that I had met – the movers and shakers – to see if between all of us we could 

agree upon and get fired up about some project for the community. I was sitting on the couch at 

Tabularasa, pondering this and what could possibly be done as far as an effective project in the 

remaining seven weeks or so that I had left in South Africa. Nicola was there stoking the fire and I was 

reminded of a conversation that I had with her and Alex Camillieri.  

 

 We had been discussing ways of shifting perceptions around the Greyton dumpsite, so as to 

really anchor the changes there towards rehabilitation. The idea arose of changing the name of the 

dump site, and how that could go a long way in altering the image and assumptions surrounding it. As I 

sat there in a pensive mood on the couch, this led me to think about what a new sign might look like at 

the entrance to the site, and how an inauguration ceremony with ribbon cutting could be held. Suddenly 

a door opened inside, something clicked and I was there receiving in a wave-like-fashion the idea for a 

festival at the dump site. 

 

 This would be a way to gather all of the different but same-same threads, to bring together all of 

the wonderful people that I had met with all of their interests, and to all glimpse and share in the 

neglected dump site space some vision and example of a more balanced and holistic way of life - 

perhaps even a zero waste life in honour of nature's cycles and buffet. I could find no better way of 

making use of the huge pile of art supplies, building materials and other hidden treasures known as the 

Greyton dump site, than to transform it into a festival grounds and future ecological park, making 

rehabilitation a celebration for all to experience. 

 

 

The Foundations for the Greyton Red Cross Medicinal Garden 
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Inspiring Sponsorship 

 Shortly after the idea for the Trash to Treasure: First Annual Greyton Festival of Transition 

arrived and I had written enough to cover the basic vision of the festival – upcycled infrastructure, local 

musicians, competitions and prizes, upcycling workshops and displays, sustainable business showcase, 

local food and drink
33

 - I invited for a presentation at the local restaurant Searle's Trading Post some of 

the key people that I had met who I felt might have not only an interest in the idea, but as well the 

means of seeing it realized. These included Jo Kearney, founder of the upcycling outfit Bottle Craft SA, 

Derek Crabtree, Owner of Searle's and author of an extensive waste management proposal for the area, 

Jeremy Prins, Town Manager of Greyton, and Joanna Dibden, Leader of Economic Development for 

TWK in Caledon. Sue Ingram, Alex, Charles and Nicola were also invited. 

 I lugged a big metal flip chart down from the farm the afternoon of the meeting to finish up 

several pages of drawings and words, and just before sundown people started arriving to find their 

places on several big leather couches around the central fireplace at Searle's. Once most had arrived, I 

welcomed and thanked everyone and began with the flip chart presentation, leading through identified 

needs within the community and regarding the dumpsite, asking how we might address these needs in a 

creative and fun fashion, and arriving at the vision and details of the festival before concluding that this 

act would be a force to anchor the area of Greyton and Genadendal as a centre of sustainability 

consciousness and action. 

 The ideas for the festival were for the most part very well received; 

Joanna expressed that there had long been a desire to do such a project, but the 

first steps were never taken towards realizing it. Concerns were expressed by 

others though, that it was far too ambitious of a project to pull off in the six weeks 

before the 4
th

 of August – the date decided for the festival. Jo Kearney responded 

to this for me saying that it didn't necessarily have to be big, it just had to be the 

start of something that could continue to grow with every passing year. After a 

                                                 
33 See Appendices 3 and 4, the press releases for the festival.  

One of the First Drawings of What the Festival Space Might Look Like 
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discussion of some of the finer points and details, we all bid each other farewell. I headed back to the 

farm full of enthusiasm and several days later I sent a copy of the flip chart presentation to everyone 

who was there that night. Through Joanna Dibden, TWK and the Development Bank of South Africa 

eventually came to be the biggest sponsors of the festival, contributing 10,000 rand each. 

Community Support 

 Several days later around a winter solstice fire, I met a man named Steven Merkovitz and his 

wife Karen - one of the main people in the Greyton Transition Town circle. At one point I began to 

describe the vision for the festival to Steven, and at first some key words put him on guard and brought 

up past disappointment with projects and aid work in the area. He was especially convinced that any 

project that didn’t attempt and manage in some way to bridge the gaps between the white and coloured 

communities would not be worth supporting. I described how certain aspects of the Trash to Treasure 

Festival such as the plastic bottle brick competition and the focus on getting the youth as involved as 

possible would ensure that the event had a diverse and varied crowd. A couple of weeks later Steven 

became one of our first financial sponsors, donating five thousand rand with a colleague of his.  

 Several other people managed to give smaller amounts of sponsorship and all in all, we 

managed to raise nearly 30,000 rand in just a few weeks for the festival. Many local individuals and 

businesses also donated prizes for the competitions such as Gretha Quinlan of candle-making mastery, 

Sandra van Wyk of Earthcrop Cosmetics, Greyton Animal Welfare with their local charity shop, The 

Inside Story, an eclectic shop full of antiques and art supplies in Greyton, and U Save, Nesa's Hair 

World, and Opi Stupi of Caledon. Candice Mostert, who helped immensely with the festival and 

organized a disposable camera competition, managed to secure the sponsorship of MyCamera.co.za, 

the Cape Town School of Photography, and FUJIFILM SA.  

 

 Nicola and Rowan, my hosts at Tabularasa Farm were very much the first sponsors of the 

festival, providing a wealth of knowledge in the field of natural building, the use of their vehicles for 

moving countless loads of plastics, eco-bricks, cardboard, tires, wood, sand, building materials and 

tools and of course a replenishing environment at the farm and the nourishing foods of their garden 

which helped me to stay grounded through the most crazy of the preparations. Without this support the 

festival would not have happened. 
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Chapter 6: Inspiring Community and Youth Participation  
 

 In the weeks leading up to the festival we attempted to spread the word and get locals involved as 

much as possible. I created and regularly updated a blog for the festival, sent out group email updates 

to those involved or interested, published several articles in the local newspaper, put together and 

dispersed a series of flyers and gave several public talks and slideshow presentations in the local area 

as well as Cape Town. The stuffed bottle brick competition began shortly after the initial meetings. 

Competition flyers were made in both English and Afrikaans and dispersed throughout the wider 

community, and several meetings turned out to be of key importance in encouraging the locals to make 

a lot of eco-bricks for the constructions at the dumping site. We engaged with the youth in a variety of 

ways as well. These included working with Charles’ and Megan’s group of high school students, a 

cleanup and bottle stuffing day with some younger children at the Greyton Library, the Trash to 

Treasure Upcycling Challenge and workshops, and Candice’s disposable camera competition and 

photography workshops.  

 

The Website and Email List 
 

 One of the first steps in publicizing the festival was to 

establish a web presence to keep people engaged and updated 

with regular posts through email and a free Wordpress blog at 

transgreyton.wordpress.com. I linked the new blog with Charles, 

Megan and my existing one (ourendlessriver.wordpress.com) 

where we had been publishing a variety of posts in regards to 

our projects, as well as to the facebook.com Trash to Treasure 

event page that I had also created. As of September 23
rd

, 2012 

the transgreyton.wordpress.com blog has received 2,332 

visitations - 226 on August 20
th

 the busiest day - from 4 countries 

and continues to be visited on a weekly basis. Photos of the 

dumpsite, some articles regarding the festival, press releases and 

flyers, several short bios of the presenters and performers, 

contact details and the schedule for the event were all posted on 

the blog, enabling people to get a glimpse and idea of the project 

online.  

 

Press Releases and Flyers 
 

 

 The first press releases to be sent out online and put 

up around Greyton at several locations including Via’s 

Restaurant and Searle’s Trading Post, were two pages long 

and contained several pictures to provide some vision of 

what the structures and festival might look like. The 

second press releases were condensed to a page, devoid of 

pictures and were put together just a couple of weeks 

before the festival.
34

 The press releases were partially 

                                                 
34 See Appendices 3 and 4: The Press Releases 

 
The Country Conquerors Flyer with Schedule 

transgreyton.wordpress.com 
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published in the local publication, the Greyton Sentinel, and sent out to the entire of the Tourism 

mailing list with more than 500 recipients. Two sets of flyers were made in white and green which were 

posted around town and Genadendal and handed out to people and several restaurants and stores in 

Cape Town. The final flyers which were completed and released just several days before the festival 

included the schedule of events and a more complete list of sponsors. I drew the Country Conquerors 

logo one night as I listened to them practice in Heuwelkroon. 

 

 

Presentations and Meetings 
 

 Several meetings, 

presentations and slideshows were a 

great chance to spread the word and 

get a wider range of people 

interested and involved in the 

festival. I initially heard about the 

South African chapter of the Pecha 

Kucha Talks from Rowan and was 

immediately interested in attending 

and speaking. On Tuesday, July 3rd, 

Charles, Megan and I headed the 

Assembly, a club and recording 

studio in Cape Town, and I gave a presentation of just 6 minutes and 40 seconds, with twenty seconds 

to speak for each of twenty slides. It was an exciting set up and I somehow managed to say everything I 

wanted to. I brought an eco-brick up on stage and took the audience on a journey through the potential 

of trash, showing pictures of plastic bottle artworks and installations, Richard Sowa's Spiral Island, 

Earthships, the sand filled plastic bottle buildings of ECO-TEC, and the eco-brick schoolhouses of Pura 

Vida Atitlan before arriving at the last slide and sending out an invitation to the creatives - “We have a 

pile of building materials and art supplies named the Greyton dumping site - come help us turn it into a 

festival grounds!”  

 

 Displayed was a picture of the Trash to 

Treasure festival logo and date from the flip 

chart presentation I had given at Searle’s. Many 

people expressed their appreciation and 

enthusiasm for the ideas and a few guys even 

offered to do the sound production for the 

festival, but unfortunately we weren’t able to 

connect after that. It was an invigorating and 

reassuring night and I look forward to meeting 

Dave Cotton, the organizer, again. 

 

 
The Last Pecha Kucha Slide 

 
The Final Flyer with Schedule and Sponsors 
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 A couple of weeks later we were driving down to Cape Town again, this time passing by the 

Sustainability Institute at Lynedoch to pick up friend and co-director of the Economics for Transition 

Program at Schumacher, Julie Richardson. That night we threw a dinner party at Megan’s house, each 

preparing a dish to share with the host of colourful characters who showed up, including a couple of 

Sangormas (Medicine Men) and some of the head faculty of the design 

and biomimicry programs at the Cape Peninsula Technological 

University. To initiate the evening we each went around to speak about 

our interests and passions and I had the good chance to share quite a 

bit about the festival with an eco-brick in my hand. For several hours 

we all enjoyed the rich food and conversation. It was through one of 

the CPTU faculty, Andrea Grant Boom, that I was introduced to the 

artist Bianca Del Klerk.  

 

 In Greyton and Genadendal I had the chance to speak on several 

occasions including a general meeting of the Greyton Transition Town. 

At that gathering, just a couple weeks before the festival, I gave the 

GTT members a full update and on the way out had the pleasure of 

meeting Donald Heath who became a great force in the realization of 

the festival. Other presentations included meetings with the faculty of 

the LR Schmidt Primary School and Emil Weder High School in 

Genadendal.  

 

The Stuffed Bottle Brick Competition 
 

 Closely following the affirmation that we would hold the 

festival, we began the Stuffed Bottle Brick Competition as a 

way of diverting and upcycling the local non-biodegradable 

waste stream into building materials for the construction 

projects. We made flyers in English and with the help of Liezel 

Nichols and Anel Mostert in Afrikaans as well, dispersing them 

around Greyton, Heuwelkroon, Boschman’s Kloof, Genadendal 

and Bereaville. We set up a collection point at the Incredible 

Edible table on Wednesdays and several at the Conservation 

Market on Saturdays, counting the stuffed bottle eco-bricks by 

the litre so that people could turn in all shapes and sizes.  

 

The first few dates of collection saw few bottle 

bricks turned in, but the numbers increased as 

we neared Aug. 4 and the festival. Someone 

was in the lead with about five bottle bricks 

when I received a phone call from the Greyton 

Library, also one of our collection points. The 

lady on the line told me that I had to come over 

and get all the bags of eco-bricks that a couple 

of people had turned in. I drove over and was 

so pleasantly surprised with a smile on my face 

to find six bags - full to the brim with two-litre 

 
Dropping Eco-Bricks at the Dumping Site 

Eco-Brick Collection. CM 

 
Eco-brick Instructions in Afrikaans 
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coke bottles and one-litre fortified wine bottles stuffed tight primarily with chip packets. 

 

 One day I had given a small talk to the folks at the Heuwelkroon branch of the Red Cross about 

stuffing eco-bricks, and a man and a woman came in off the street. The man looked dazed, under the 

influence and a bit sickly but listened to me nonetheless and made sure to clarify that he could get a 

prize for stuffing plastic bottles with plastic trash that he found in the bush and on the street. I nodded 

and assured him that we had a nice prize in mind, his friend translating a bit. Peter Plaaitjies went on to 

stuff 185 litres for usage in the eco-brick composting pooper panels and win by a long shot the Stuffed 

Bottle Brick Competition. His friend with him that day, Maria Brown, stuffed 85 litres and the next 

runner up stuffed 80 litres less than that. It was a great and noble act of upcycling and quickly became 

one of the great success stories of the festival that I have loved to share. 

 

 Early in the afternoon of the festival we brought Maria up on stage and presented her with her 

prize - a great big beautiful candle made by Gretha Quinlan and a jar of handcrafted dry skin lotion 

made by Sandra van Wyk. Later into the evening Peter showed up asking about his prize, and shortly 

after we brought him up on stage to accept a brand new insulated and waterproof Johnsson work jacket 

as his prize and give a little speech. I am not sure what he said in Afrikaans, but he had the crowd 

cheering.  

 

Involving the Youth: The Eco-Crew 
 

 We did our best to reach out and engage with the youth 

before the festival and invite as many of them as possible to 

be there with us in the re-vision of the waste stream. Some of 

the first to learn about and get involved with Trash to 

Treasure were the group of Emil Weder high school students 

who Megan and Charles were working with several days a 

week, who decided to call themselves the Eco-Crew. One 

Greyton Library Cleanup Day. CDH 

 
Maria Brown accepting her Prize for the Stuffed Bottle Brick Competition. CM 
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morning to kick off the stuffed bottle brick competition, they helped us supervise a group of younger 

children on their winter break for a cleanup and bottle stuffing walk. We began in the morning mists at 

the Greyton Library and headed up the small river there; stopping at especially trashed areas to stuff the 

bottles that we had found lying about. For the Eco-Crew it was a chance to practice leadership skills 

and as well teach the simple techniques of bottle stuffing and eco-brick creation. The group of children 

were a bit unruly at certain points, fighting with each other and some even drop kicking their eco-bricks 

into the river, but for the most part they demonstrated cooperation and teamwork, streamlining the 

bottle stuffing process - some gathering and others stuffing - and singing “We make the river clean”. A 

couple of young girls were later awarded for being the most dedicated eco-brick stuffing stars.  

 

 The Eco-Crew had a strong presence at the festival. They 

came several days earlier to get a lay of the land and learn a bit 

about the logistics of the gathering. They greeted people to the 

festival and provided information, encouraged eco-brick stuffing 

around the dumpsite, supervised children, made agreements with the 

food vendors and businesses for eco-brick trading, helped with the 

stage and musicians, and most importantly performed a song on 

stage with the Country Conquerors that they had written. Marshall’s 

bass began the tune - six of the green shirted Eco-Crew with their 

backs to the crowd. On the beat, they turned around and launched 

into the repeated chorus, “It’s about time we come together, make a 

change, and make it better...” and call to action, “...Reduce, Reuse, 

Recycle!” Anthony, the star rapper of the group, spit several verses 

echoing the chorus and rhyming, “We need to find a solution - for 

pollution!” It was certainly one of the highlights of the whole show 

and our time in South Africa. They ended to the crowd's rapturous 

applause. 

Anthony Raps - “We need to find a 

solution, for pollution” JE 

 
The Children with Their Eco-Bricks 
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The Trash to Treasure Upcycling Challenge 
 

 We visited most all of the schools in the area in the weeks leading up to the festival to encourage 

eco-brick stuffing and participation in the Upcycling Challenge which included competitions for the 

best trashion fashion piece, best upcycled instrument and best upcycled artwork. For the Challenge, we 

worked primarily at Emil Weder, the only High School in the area, where we gave a couple of detailed 

slideshow presentations with many examples of upcycling and later held an open workshop space to 

help any of the students develop their ideas further (only about a dozen students attended). We were 

greatly assisted by several of the teachers in this endeavour, especially Dierdre Erasmus who made the 

creation of upcycled instruments a part of her curriculum.  

 

 Unfortunately Dierdre was wrapped up 

in business on the day of the festival and the 

planned-for transportation from the High 

School did not work out so that the students 

and their instruments could be brought to the 

Green Park. It was not the only lacking 

category in the Upcycling Challenge; only 

one girl presented a trashion piece where we 

were expecting many more, and the only 

upcyled artwork entry was made during the 

festival. Prizes were gladly awarded 

nonetheless. The prize for best trashion, a gift 

certificate to Nesa's Hair World of Caledon, 

was presented by Miss Earth finalist Nahya 

Gautam on stage in a dress made out of tea 

bags to local Andrea Beaukes for her 

colourful dress made from stitched together chip packets and CDs. 

The prize for best upcycled instrument was a djembe drum that I gave to Dierdre who later decided the 

winner, and the prize for the best upcycled artwork, an Eco-Brick-It! t-shirt, went to a little girl who 

compiled some materials – burnt book pages and dead branches - that she discovered in the dump site 

 
Andrea Beaukes. CM 

 
Nahya Gautam in the 

Tea Bag Dress. CDH 

 
The Eco Crew On Stage with Marshall and the Country Conquerors. CDH 
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into an installation piece placed in the ground near the rock garden and fire pit.  

 

  

 

 

 

 Even though very few Emil Weder students became entrants 

to our competitions, they did show up in mass to the festival. 

Several supervising teachers and a large group of students walked 

all the way from Genadendal that day to see a bit of the festival 

then walked back, at least 5 kilometres in each direction if not 

several more for those living further afield. It was quite a sight to 

see from the dump site (Green Park) the hordes of people walking 

in on the entrance road, and the space filled up when all of the 

students showed up before the stage.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Candice Mostert’s Photography Workshops and Competition 
 

 Candice’s ideas to hand out disposable cameras to a 

group of youth and share with them some of her passion and 

enthusiasm about photography were only realized in the last 

couple of weeks and days leading up to the Trash to Treasure 

Festival. The lack of participants in our other competitions was 

discouraging, but somehow she found the individuals and 

dedication enough to hand out the cameras one day and get 

them back only several later with all of the shots taken. With 

the donated help of the people and equipment at 

MyCamera.co.za, she was able to develop every single roll of 

film and choose the very best winning shots to be printed on wooden panels that we had prepared at the 

Farm as well as on stretched canvas. These beautifully done, professionally printed photographs arrived 

in Greyton just days before the festival and were installed in the Photography Exhibition Space on the 

morning of the 4th. The printed photographs were auctioned that day with money going primarily to 

the photographers as well as to the work of Greyton Transition Town. Most of the young photographers 

were present, beaming to see the shots that they had taken displayed so beautifully for all of the 

community to see. 

 
The one and only and winning entry to 

the upcycled art competition. CM 

Lloyd from MyCamera.co.za. CM 
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Candice Mostert's Photography Exhibition. CM 
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Chapter 7: The Workers and Infrastructure 

 

 At the Tabularasa Farm, Nicola and Rowan regularly hired a group of 

local men from Heuwelkroon and Boschman's Kloof to help with construction 

projects, walking their dogs, gardening and other tasks if needed. During my 

first few days at the farm I met them all – Paul, Johann, Ricardo and Quinton - 

and began to work alongside them. Soon I was asking them many questions 

about the location of tools and such. Stuffing a bottle, I shared with them the 

eco-brick ideas, and with the help of one of them named Paul I constructed a 

frame which I would later fill with wired-together discarded shoes. 

 

 My first job with the men was to 

contribute to the dumping site. I was armed 

with a pencil, a paint brush and some stinky 

green oil paint to spell the words GREEN 

WASTE / SLEGS TUINVULLIS on a painted-white sign along 

with a green arrow of indication. We brought this sign down later 

in our first week during our second visit to the Greyton dump site, 

where the men grounded it in concrete and installed it in a 

prominent place at the entrance - so prominent that it was later 

careened into by an automobile and nearly destroyed.  

 

 At the dump site, Nicola soon employed several previous 

working men - Hillary, Graham and Donovan - to deal with and 

organize the loads of green waste dropped every day in preparation 

for the weekly chipper visits. They were a mightily cheerful bunch, 

worked diligently, kept a fire stoked throughout the day to warm 

their coffee and sang songs and laughed. Hillary was especially 

excited when I showed him some of the pictures of the Pura Vida 

Atitlan eco-brick buildings; he said immediately that he wanted to 

build a cafe near his home in Genadendal.  

 

 With the sponsorship in place for the festival, all seven of the workers plus one more – a 

Bereaville man named Hendrick – were employed for the two or three weeks leading up to the 4
th

 of 

August. The four men at the farm stuffed many a bottle and built the composting pooper panels before 

joining the four others for the further 

transformation and upcycling of the dump site 

into the Greyton Green Park. Through the simple 

honesty of hard work, I felt grow a deep 

connection with the men and fall away a certain 

sense of separation and estrangement from them 

that lingered in the beginning. With them, I 

worked to the edge of exhaustion and in the end 

celebrated to see all of what we put in place. So 

much of the realization of the gathering rested in 

their hands. 

The Shoe Panel that 

never made it to the 

Dump Site 

Hillary, Graham and the                    

21st Century Khoi Kraal 

The Author with Eco-Brick               

and Sign He Painted. CDH 

From left: Graham, Donovan, Hillary and Ricardo. JE 
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The Stage 

 

 How can we build a platform for music and performance 

that can be later utilized in some way by the workers at the dump 

site? This was the question that we began with in designing the 

layout for the stage. We would make a platform and erect poles 

big enough to later be key structural elements in the building of a 

roof and walls, laying the foundation for a future storage space or 

pavilion to be used by visitors to the park or by those 

working with the green waste business.  

 

 In the building of the stage for the festival we 

received key advice and assistance from Nick 

Ralphs, founder and director of the Haut Bay based 

Tierra Building Projects. He and his crew are some 

of the only folks in South Africa that are actively and 

commercially building Earthship-style constructions 

using materials such as tin cans, glass bottles, 

polystyrene, plastic bottles, and rammed earth tires. 

They have built a rammed earth tire home in the middle of one of the poorest townships in the Western 

Cape – Kyalitsha – as well as one outfitted with grow chambers and solar panels in partnership with 

SEED at a school in Mitchell's Plain.  

 

I originally contacted Nick with the desire to learn more about 

Earthship-style construction. Several weeks later I was avid to tell 

him about the festival and happened to be visiting the 

Sustainability Institute at Lynedoch where he and his men were 

putting the final touches on a beautiful adobe home embellished 

with a variety of reclaimed wood. He immediately showed interest 

in being a part of the festival and shared Michael Reynolds' first 

book with me entitled Earthship Vol. 1: How to Build Your Own. 

 
Sketch of the Stage in the Two Page Press Release 

Nick Ralphs of Tierra Building Projects 

From left: JS, Hendrick, Hillary, Graham, Donovan, Paul, Johann and Ricardo (Quinton not pictured).  
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 A couple of weeks later Nick drove out to 

Greyton to meet Nicola and I for a sunset walk 

around the dump site. After a short survey of the 

area with him we knew much better where to place 

the stage, what materials we would need and how 

much time would be involved in the construction. 

His realistic view informed from years of 

experience helped to temper the somewhat 

idealistic one that I was holding, cautioning against 

the over-ambition that was considering not only the 

building of a stage but a roof on top of it as well. 

With his help that afternoon we gained a much 

clearer view of what would be achievable in the 

short time we had left.  

 

 By that point we had already cut down several invasive pine trees 

to be used in the constructions and were soaking and curing them under 

one of the bridges on the way out to the farm. After ten days or so and 

some rains that swelled 

the rivers enough to make 

us think that we had lost 

them, we pulled out the 

sticky resin covered logs 

and set them out at the 

farm to dry for a few 

days. About ten days before the festival I brought down 

the big ones and mapped out the stage with Hillary. With 

the help of the others he dug the holes and later that day 

Donald Heath came by to assist in the placement and 

raising of the poles.  

 

 A week before the festival Nick joined us at the dump site again, this time to demonstrate the 

proper way of ramming tires with earth. By the time that he arrived we had stockpiled several truck 

loads of sand from the sandy areas just south of the dump site and had begun to lay the tires out in an 

arcing line from one corner of the stage to the other. The men gathered around and soon enough we 

Stage Beginnings 

The Author's Final Plans for the Stage 
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were layering the insides of the first tires with plastic bags and cardboard (to prevent the packed sand 

from slipping out of the bottom holes).  

One man would keep the tire full of sand while another 

would slam-pack-it into the sides with a sledgehammer. 

We compressed about three wheelbarrows of sand into 

each tire which would inflate and tighten to the near-

hardness of rock. After this they weighed a great deal but 

could be nudged around and made level with the addition 

of a bit of sand beneath them. We levelled and stacked 

them like bricks with the joining of two in line with the 

centre of the one on the top or bottom, and afterwards 

could climb and walk on them without any 

disfigurement. We all got to see that day how resilient 

and burly of a building material earth-rammed tires are. 

 

 Within a couple of hard-worked (and overtime for the men) days, we had a full two courses of 

earth-rammed tires in place as the front retaining wall of the stage. Some days after we had the usage of 

the local digger and had the driver fill the stage with building rubble that he collected from around the 

dump site – mostly old bricks and pieces of 

concrete. After this he stockpiled sand which 

became the second layer on top of the rubble, filling 

the spaces and solidifying and stabilizing the whole 

stage. On top of that we placed a layer of woodchip 

and called it good. We were finishing this just days 

before the festival and laying the building rubble 

and concrete foundations between two of the poles 

for the wall that Nick would build during the 

festival out of sand-filled plastic bottles. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The last days found a variety of people contributing to the decoration of the stage and 

surroundings.  With the help of Quinton and Ricardo I gathered a load of hardened asbestos piping and 

organized them according to their size – creating quite a large xylophone of sorts. This sat on the stage 

below the hanging drum kit which several volunteers and I created from pipes, glasses, wood, metal 

 
The Tire Retaining Wall in Place 

Building Rubble, Sand and Woodchip 

Demonstrating Tire Packing Techniques 
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and other random pieces extracted from the dump site.  

 

The Workshop Space 

 

 Several weeks before the festival I was asked by friend and farmer 

Jo Dyantyi if I could help him transport some logs up to a gathering space 

near his home at the Blue Hippo – a five minute drive or so East along the 

mountain range from Greyton. I agreed and was subsequently delighted to 

see some of the work he had done in constructing a beautiful rounded 

space for people to come together in prayer. I was 

inspired to later ask him to come to the dump site and 

oversee the construction of the workshop space which 

would be used throughout the day for various activities. 

He agreed and although we attempted to get together 

sooner – it wasn't until the Thursday just two days 

before the festival that we were able to meet and get to 

work at the dump site.  

 

 In just two days with the help of a couple 

of the workers he cleared out an area and made a 

circle of standing poles using the pine that we 

had cut down and cured. The rest of the wood 

was pulled out of the dump site including some 

beautiful pieces of oak and a great deal of long, 

pointed poplar branches. On top of the standing 

pine poles he nailed and wired a variety of twisting logs and then went 

about filling the spaces in between with grasses, bamboo, thatch and all of 

the poplar. The inside was laid with soft woodchip and the workshop 

space was born. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
The Workshop Space CM 

The Hanging Drum Kit. CM 

Jo Dyantyi 
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The Eco-Brick Composting Pooper Panel Blocks 

 

 Utilizing all of the stuffed bottle 

eco-bricks from the competition as well 

as those others that we had made 

personally and a great deal more stuffed 

by the crew of workers in the days 

leading up to the festival, we made 

eleven panels – ten of which were used 

as walls in the construction of four 

composting toilet blocks, and one of 

which was used as a display piece. 

 

 

The construction, display and usage of the eco-brick composting 

toilet blocks at the festival achieved several goals for us. It fulfilled 

the need for a concrete example of how eco-bricks might be used in 

construction applications and provided an alternative means of 

dealing with and reusing bodily waste at the festival and beyond. 

Portable toilets commonly utilized for festivals are for the most part 

an expensive and toxic affair and do little if nothing in giving back to 

the areas where they are used. By using composting toilets at 

festivals and events, bodily waste is collected and upcycled into a 

valuable soil amendment with the potential to feed trees and further 

beautify the direct area, instead of being mixed with nasty chemicals and shipped away to far-flung 

sewage treatment facilities.  

 

 

 We built the panels up on the farm where we had been 

stockpiling eco-bricks of all sorts. For each panel we cut one 

piece of 114 mm x 38 mm x 4.8 m into four 1.2 m lengths which 

we then screwed together. We covered one of the open sides of 

this box with chicken wire, stapling it in place before filling it as 

full as we could with similar sized stuffed plastic bottle eco-

bricks. Some of the panels were full of 4-liter bottles, others 2-

liter and 1-liter. Once they were in place - slightly compressed 

upon each other - we stuffed all of the empty spaces between the 
Johann with some of the Panels 

Eco-Brick Composting            

Pooper Panel. CDH 
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bottles with excess plastic wrapping, bags, and bubble wrap. We then enclosed the panel on the open 

side with chicken wire, stapling it in place. The last step was to reinforce the panel by wrapping some 

wire through the centre and out to the edges in a big cross – further compressing and strengthening the 

whole structure. 

 

Several days before the festival we 

brought all of the panels down to the 

dump site and began assembling them 

into the toilet blocks. First we founded 

eleven posts into the ground with dirt 

and concrete, then raised, placed and 

nailed the panels between them, 

leaving spaces for doorways and 

creating a partition between the female 

and male toilets. Small wooden 

platforms were assembled in each of 

the blocks with a hole made in the 

centre, toilet seats were screwed on top 

and a bucket was placed underneath. 

Toilet paper and a bag of wood chip for 

composting were placed in each of the blocks and simple doors were constructed using old billboard 

material and wood. The spaces underneath the panels were 

filled temporarily with cardboard, and a variety of signs 

were painted designating the men's and women's toilets. 

The full assembly took us about two days but I know that 

we could now do it much quicker. They could certainly 

become an ecologically friendly option for events and 

festivals everywhere.  

 

 

The Bedouin Tent 
 

Derek Crabtree, mentioned earlier as the owner 

of Searle's Trading Post and waste management 

researcher, was a great support in the festival. 

Not only was he a generous host in the most 

important of foundational meetings for the 

gathering, he also donated the use of a large red 

and grey Bedouin tent for the day of Aug. 4
th

. 

At first his workers had a bit of difficulty in 

setting it up as it was the first time they had 

ever attempted it, but once the poles were in 

place it was a beautiful sheltered space with 

sand floors. At the end of the day, activist 

Hayley McLellen gave a presentation there.  

 

 

Overhead Design of the Toilet Blocks 

Paul and Photographer Joanne Elizabeth Testing Out the Space. JE 

The Bedouin Tent Donated by Derek Crabtree. CDH 
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Painting the Entrance Sign 

 

 

 

 

  

  

 

 

 

 

On the eve of the festival I was near collapse with exhaustion and yet somehow managed to pull 

through to complete one last project for the day – the painting of the old entrance sign to the dumpsite. 

I had attempted earlier that week to get some the local kids from Greyton House School involved in 

this aspect of the project but with the load of other things to take care of it was not feasible. As the sun 

had set and the light was slowly draining from the sky, I extracted the ladder from the trailer and set it 

up near the sign.  

 

 Earlier the previous day I managed to prime the whole thing white and now I just had to spell 

out the new name of the site: GREYTON - GREEN PARK - GROEN TUIN. Locals from Heuwelkroon 

came and went as I painted, smiling and waving with wood collected from the Green Park surrounds. 

With a cramping arm I finished the job and gladly made my way to friends and refreshments at the Post 

House. 
 

 

 

 

 
The Freshly Painted Entrance Sign 
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Chapter 8: Entrepreneurial and Creative Collaboration 

 

The Musicians and Performers 

 

Jane Gaisford, Natasha Carter, The Country Conquerors, Steve Newman, Greg Georgiades and 

Dave and Lauren of Shamanzi joined us on the day of the festival to fill the space with sound and 

performance. The stage had been designed and put in place with wind directions and the stunning 

backdrop of the mountains in mind, but also in direct line of fire with the dumpsite so that the power of 

music and performance would spread to where it was needed. 

 

Jane Gaisford and Natasha Carter 

 

 Jane Gaisford is a long time resident of the 

area with her home outside of Bereaville. We 

originally met her on our first Friday night in 

town, when she would be playing classical guitar 

at the Greyton Lodge. Charles and I often opened 

up the evening for her with some few songs played 

on guitar and piano. She was one of the first local 

musicians who came to mind to play at the 

festival, and she opened up the day's music and 

performance with a series of classical songs and 

covers including a tribute to Amy Winehouse with 

her friend and singer, Natasha Carter. 

 

Marshall, Rian and the Country Conquerors 
 

The three of us Schumacher students met Marshall, 

Rian and the other Country Conquerors early on 

during our time in the area, when we first visited 

their music shack in Heuwelkroon to listen to them 

practice a repertoire of original reggae songs in 

Afrikaans as well as some solid covers. We listened 

to them play several times after this and often met in 

the streets, as Rian worked at one of the nurseries in 

town and Marshall at one of the hostels. Charles and 

Megan also recruited Marshall on several occasions 

to work with the Eco-Crew and teach them about healthy cooking, 

spekboom
35

 planting, and traditional medicinal herbs around the area. Along 

with helping to set up the whole show (The Country Conquerors Sound 

Equipment Was Used) Marshall offered to run a spekboom planting workshop as well – the day was 

too jam packed to get around to it though. 

                                                 
35 Spekboom is a small succulent plant recognized as being one of the greatest carbon sequestering plants on Earth. 

Marshall of the          

Country Conquerors CM 

Rian of the Country 

Conquerors JE 

Jane Gaisford. CDH 
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 Marshall was one of the first people I approached about the festival, as his participation and that 

of the Country Conquerors was fundamental to the vision. He immediately was excited about the idea 

and at one of his practices brought it up with the other guys. They ended up getting very interested with 

the whole project and even wrote a ska song about “rommel” (rubbish in Afrikaans) which they 

performed at the festival along with many others, as well as opening with a smaller instrumental set and 

playing alongside some special guests. Many people came out from Boschman's Kloof and 

Heuwelkroon that day especially to see the Country Conquerors play, and aw written their presence 

was fundamental in the success of the festival and events. 

 

Steve Newman and Greg Georgiades 

 

 Some of the stars of the Trash to Treasure Festival were South African masters of strings Steve 

The Country Conquerors JE 

Steve Newman and Greg Georgiades 
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Newman and Greg Georgiades. I met Steve some few weeks prior when he came to town for a smaller 

fund-raising show for GTT that he played at the Greyton Lodge. He was very interested in the ideas of 

the festival when I invited him and came back with the accompaniment of his friend, an equally 

amazing strings and oud player - Greg Georgiades. Witnessing their performance, I felt like I had my 

first break in days, and during the festival it was the only time I had the chance to walk up on top of the 

older parts of the dump site and get a bird's eye view of the whole event. The intricate and brilliant 

sounds of the strings resonated through the dump site; surely, sound healing at work. 

 

Shamanzi 

 

We were joined by the talents of the group 

Shamanzi as well, namely Dave Tomsu and his 

partner Lauren from across the mountains in 

McGregor. They arrived early to don colourful 

costumes, and Lauren a pair of stilts and long 

bright blue pants which she walked around in 

entertaining the children especially and bringing in 

a carnival presence to the event. The two of them 

helped with sound as well and played a smaller set 

into the evening as the number of people grew less 

and the flames of the main fire grew large.  

 

 

 

The Craftspeople and Artists 

 

 Several craftspeople and artists including 

Candice Mostert, Bianca Del Klerk, Ashleigh 

Gordon, Yasmin Ezzideen, Liam Quinlan, and Jo 

Kearney contributed to the decoration and 

upcycling of the dumping grounds as well 

through the workshops which took place 

throughout the festival. 

 

Candice Mostert's Photography and Design 

 

One day as I walked down Long Street in Cape Town with Charles I happened to meet Candice 

Mostert and tell her about some of our projects in Greyton and Genadendal. After she mentioned how 

she was a photographer for the local independent newspapers, I invited her up to the area to do a piece 

Candice Mostert with some of the Young Photographers. JE 
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about GTT and the work underway at the dumpsite especially. She drove to Greyton a couple weeks 

later and decided to come back shortly after to engage with the work of GTT and begin a couple of 

projects of her own which would feed into the Trash to Treasure Festival. She was a massive help to 

say the very least.  

 

Bianca Del Klerk's Whale Sculpture 

 

 Bianca joined us some days 

before the festival, bringing a simple 

skeleton structure in the back of her car 

with her from Cape Town. She placed 

this in her chosen spot near to the 

dump site and spent the rest of the day 

sculpting a whale creature out of the many things that she found 

in the dump site. Towards the end of the artistic session it was as 

if the dumping ground had come alive and was expressing itself in 

the form of this whale creature. 

 

 Another animal was brought on the day of the festival; Kate Muller of the Landmark 

Foundation displayed a leopard sculpture made by students out of gin traps that have caused the 

accidental deaths of hundreds if not thousands of leopards indigenous to the area. 

 

Ashleigh Gordon's Displays 

 

 I met Ashleigh early on during my stay in South 

Africa and visited her from time to time at her garden 

space at the Blue Hippo. She was fairly involved in the 

workings of GTT, helping with websites and organization. 

In the days leading up to the gathering, she created several 

colourful and rich displays detailing zero waste practice 

and as well introducing an alternative system of currency 

to Greyton with a system known as a talents exchange.  

 

Yasmin Ezzideen's Leather Workshop 

 

 Yasmin was invited by Candice to the festival, and 

came with several friends from Cape Town. On the afternoon 

of the festival she oversaw and guided the creation of 

numerous bags, pouches, hats and even gloves using thrown 

away leather off cuts. A local man named Asher helped with 

the whole process, and at any given time there were a dozen 

children or more sitting on the woodchip-padded floor in the 

workshop space, sifting through piles of coloured leather 

pieces. The workshop was planned to be an hour and a half or 

so but it ended up lasting the whole afternoon. 

 

Netanya Naude, a craftswoman from Johannesburg who recently had moved to Greyton also guided 

Zero Waste Display by Ashleigh Gordon. CM 

Yasmin Ezzideen in the Workshop Space. CM 

Bianca Del Klerk 

The Dump Whale. CM 
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some projects in the workspace space, making jewellery pieces out of found items from the dump site. 

 

Sand Candle Making with Liam Quinlan 
 

 I met Liam one day when I went to see his mother, 

Gretha Quinlan, and ask her if she wanted to run a sand-

candle making workshop at the festival. She immediately 

refused - citing her difficulties in working with children as 

the reason – but encouraged her son to do the workshop 

instead. He showed up several hours into the festival with 

a couple of pots and a fair amount of old candle wax. I 

showed him to the far edge of the dump site where there 

was sand he could work with, and assigned him one of the 

workers to help him build a fire. Shortly after I made an 

announcement to everyone that the sand-candle workshop 

was taking place, and within fifteen minutes there were 

about twenty to thirty people at the edge of the dumpsite with Liam. More people followed, until they 

ran out of wax and had to call to get more delivered. 

 

Jo Kearney of Bottle Craft SA 

 

 Jo Kearney offered to hold a bottle crafting workshop at the 

festival, but unfortunately we didn't have the necessary water and 

electricity to work the equipment. Nonetheless, Jo showed up with some of 

his associates and displayed some of his products made from cut and 

sanded glass bottles. He originally developed the idea as a way of 

empowering low income peoples to craft a product from their homes. He 

became well known for sending out the “business in a box” - everything 

that was needed to establish a small glass upcycling venture held in a 

shoebox. 

 

 

The Builders and Composters 

 
 Several workshops on building and composting 

took place on the day of the festival, with Nick Ralphs, 

Donald Heath and a couple of locals named Roland and 

Michelle. 

 

Nick Ralphs and the Eco-Build Workshop 
 

 Nick Ralphs arrived with a few of his friends the day 

before the festival and quickly got to work on top of the foundations and cinderblock that the men had 

laid at the corner of the stage. Using 38 mm x 38 mm pieces of wood they constructed the frame for the 

wall they were to build during the festival. That evening before the sun went down, Nick went on a 

mission to find plastic bottles suitable for the job. I knew of one bottle collector in Heuwelkroon who I 

Sand Candle Making with Liam Quinlan. CDH 

Bernard at work on the Bottle Wall Frame. CM 
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suspected would be able to supply them, and sent Nick there. He returned with a huge load of 5-litre 

fortified wine bottles and began to stuff some of them from the pile of sand that had been laid next to 

the stage. 

 

 The morning of the festival they were 

making final preparations to welcome people's 

help with the construction. The workshop was 

ongoing throughout the whole day, with people 

coming and going to fill and stack bottles, have 

small conversations and admire the beauty of the 

stacked wall.  

 

Donald Heath 
 

 At a members meeting of the Greyton 

Transition Town just a couple of weeks before 

the festival, I had the chance to give people a 

pretty comprehensive update on how everything was coming together with the festival. Donald Heath, 

a long time resident of Greyton expressed his appreciation of the project and his desire to get involved. 

From that point on I think there were only a couple 

days that I did not see him at the dumpsite, walking 

around in his old army fatigues with his bicycle, 

carrying a variety of tools and useful things and always 

sharing with a sparkle in his eye his latest ideas of what 

could be done at the dump site and how he could best 

contribute to the festival.  

 

 In the days leading up to the festival he helped 

Candice immensely in the design and construction of 

the photo exhibition space. Using a couple of long 

coiled plastic pipes about 25 cm in diameter that he can 

Candice found in the wattle trees East of the dumpsite, 

he created several seats where people could sit and enjoy the photographs of the youth. He also 

encouraged me to contact the people of the Caledon Gazette, one of the bigger publications in the TWK 

Municipality. I called and emailed and eventually got through to Annette Theron, the news editor. She 

and her daughter came colourfully dressed to the festival, wandering around to 

interview and photograph many of the key people involved. 

 

Tire (French Drain) Septic Display and Natural Composting  
 

 Donald Heath was busy throughout the whole day of the festival, 

working in the trench that had been dug directly to the East of the stage. The 

first thing he did in the morning was to create a model of a sort of French 

drain made of tires that he found highly effective in his past experience. He 

stacked several tires horizontally at the near end of the trench, display PVC 

pipes leading down through them to about 8 or so tires lay vertically next to 

each other, forming a horizontal drain with cracks in between each tire. He 

Nick Ralphs' Sand Filled Bottle Wall Workshop. CM 

Donald Heath. JE 

Considering Septic 

Systems. CM 
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shared with many people that day the story of how he had set up a similar septic system tens of years 

ago to replace a more conventional one that failed due to some of the tenacious trees in the immediate 

area. He theorized how the roots of these trees were perhaps repelled by the lack of oxygen and 

minerals within the tire matrix, and was glad to say that the septic system that he put in place using the 

discarded tires was still in use and working fine many years later.  

 

 Alongside the tire system display in the trench, Donald dealt with all of the food waste generated 

at the festival - showcasing natural composting methods and soil layering. A small amount of food 

scraps were placed in the trench and then covered with lightly brushed soil from one of the top sides of 

the trench. Donald provided a visual display of the result in a glass box that he had fashioned; showing 

how this simple method creates a series of diagonally stacked layers whereby water can more easily 

penetrate into and saturate the ground and beneficial animals such as earthworms may more easily 

travel.  

 

Composting with Roland and Michelle 

 

 Roland and Michelle set up a composting display at the 

entrance to the festival grounds and gave some small 

introductions and classes regarding soil treatments and 

amendments and how to go about getting the richest compost 

possible with what is available.  

 

Talks and Presentations 

 

 I was the MC of the festival, running around the place and attempting to cover all the necessary 

elements and raise as much awareness as possible as to what was happening throughout the space 

during the day. Jeremy Prins gave a talk about local waste management issues, visiting activist Haley 

McLellen gave a presentation to “Rethink the Bag” and challenge the use of disposable plastic bags, 

and my co-students Charles Dick-Hutchinson and Megan De Beyer gave talks on the ecology of 

education as well as their work with the students of Emil Weder. Megan also ran a tree-yoga workshop 

near the sand-candle space at the edge of the dump site. 

 

Compost Display with Roland and 

Michelle. CDH 

Charles Dick Hutchinson and Megan De Beyer. JE 
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The Food Vendors and Businesses: WE ACCEPT ECO-BRICKS 

 

Several food vendors, individuals and businesses set up 

booths at the festival, including Vernon's Seeds of 

MacGregor, Via's Restaurant, the Genadendal Dutch 

Bakery, Greyton Animal Welfare, Genadendal Hand 

Weavers, the Genadendal Mission Station and a couple of 

women from Cape Town who set up small boutiques. 

Instead of accepting monetary contributions for the chance 

to sell at the festival, we had all of the businesses contribute 

prizes for the competitions. From all of the food vendors we 

asked that they accept stuffed eco-bricks for small discounts 

or food items.  

 

 During the day we encouraged people to get out into the dumpsite and stuff as many eco-bricks 

as possible, which they could then exchange with the vendors holding signs which read "WE ACCEPT 

ECO-BRICKS", making if even for the day compacted and cleaned up trash an alternative form of 

currency. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Pointing to the Eco-Brick Signs. JE 

Vernon's Seeds. JE 



Joseph Stodgel, Schumacher College MSc Dissertation Sept. 2012                                                       57 

Fundraising for Greyton Transition Town 
 

Money was raised for GTT in a variety of ways at the festival. Anel Mostert, who helped 

immensely by clearing the space and working with the men in the weeks leading up to the gathering, 

sold several kinds of soup, and one of Nicola's good friends Sari ran a table where goods were sold 

including Dr. Balie's honeybush tea and the t-shirts that we made for the festival. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Chosen T-Shirt Design 
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Chapter 9: The Aftermath of Treasured Trash 

 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It is estimated by Quinton, one of the workers who directed traffic, and others that more than 

four hundred people walked, horse-cart rode, or drove to the Trash to Treasure First Annual Festival of 

Transition at the Greyton Green Park (formerly known as the Greyton dumping site) on August 4
th

 

2012. A wide range of folks from the local communities of Bereaville, Genadendal, Boschman's Kloof, 

Heuwelkroon and Greyton attended as well as a host of others including artists and musicians from 

Cape Town, Haut Bay, and McGregor. Some wore suits, others casual wear, and still others stilts, top 

hats and massive coloured fairy wings. People went on to say that it was one of the best events in 

Greyton in recent years. Several articles were published about the Trash to Treasure Festival in the 

weeks following.
36

 

 

 Since I departed South Africa only a week after the festival, the work of bottle stuffing and 

upcycling has continued in Greyton and will perhaps be soon spreading to Genadendal and the other 

nearby communities, with work being done in the gardens at Emil Weder High School. Nicola has 

alerted me that they are continuing to stuff eco-bricks and gather them from the community for usage 

in a new children's building at the Red Cross centre in Heuwelkroon. Although she has not counted, she 

has said that they seem to have at least several hundred bottles already, with more being turned in every 

week. Candice will soon be displaying the photos from the Trash to Treasure exhibition for the second 

time in a gallery in Cape Town, and plans to move to Greyton more permanently as she has been given 

a leading and paid role within Greyton Transition Town. 

 

 The intentions have already been shared by several people to hold the second instalment of the 

festival in late April of 2013 when the weather is more consistently good.  I sincerely look forward to 

bringing my attention there as soon as possible: to hold an even more exemplary festival and get an 

even wider range of people involved in all of its aspects. 

                                                 
36 See Appendices 5 and 6 

The Stage Several Days After the Festival 
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PART 3: THE THEORY WILL APPEAR FROM THE FACTS 

 

Chapter 10: It Will Shine From the Phenomenon 

 

 Returning to the awareness of the cycles of experience, inquiry, and action, it becomes clear 

how life bolsters life and enriches the parts with the vitality of wholeness. As a culmination takes place 

here in New Mexico, so far from the southern tip of Africa, there is a rootedness even with the distance 

– an uprising infecting thought with a gratitude for what was and an excited potential of what could be. 

Here are briefly discussed just a few of the trains of thought which drive within on cycling waves of 

various speeds and intensities. 

 

 

Cultivating Authentic and Indigenous Wholeness in Community 

"The Whole are the Parts, the Parts realize dynamically the Whole.                                                                                  

There is no wastage because the Whole and Parts are the Same." - Philip Frances 

 South Africa is a country that is not at all unfamiliar with the widespread usage and pains of 

counterfeit holistic systems, a place where whole races of people have been reduced, told who they are 

and persecuted unjustly; once peaceful and integrated communities been segregated and carved into 

oblivion under the sharp minds of disconnected politicians. The descendants of some of the most 

ostracized peoples, the Khoi-san, make up the majority of the population in the area of Greyton / 

Genadendal where I based my research. 

 

 A community is a wholeness expressed and realized in the parts who are the people who 

comprise it. The health and resilience of the system rests upon the fullness and flow of self-differencing 

through the particulars - the individuals on the ground – so that not only the expression, but the self-

interest and desires of each and every individual are of key importance. Projects, aid work, 

organizations, etc. are only effective when they appeal to the self-interests and expression of the people 

on the ground – thus giving not only recognition but platform and space with which the inherent 

wholeness of the community can shine forth. This is the letting be brought forth of the indigenous 

movement of authentic wholeness, and a means in which to heal the festering divides of long seated 

segregation...  

 

 Individuals' self-interests and drives are the self-differencing of the whole of a community, 

seeking expression so as to bolster and affirm all of life. Through authentic holistic aspiration and 

design, the space can be established and the foundation laid for the health and betterment of all.  

 

Making Rehabilitation a Celebration 

 

 Considering self-interests, it is safe to say that the majority of people are interested in gathering 

and celebration, the arts, music, and dancing, and as well - good food and commerce. Marrying these 

interests with all that we consider ecologically dire, meaningful and important, holds a great potential 

to change the worlds we live If we are to truly inspire acts of rehabilitation, we mustn’t harp on any 

longer about how dreadful and despicable we are - diffusing guilt into the minds of hearts of the 

younger generations. It is through a sense of discovery, enthusiasm and celebration that we touch upon 
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our deep capacities for innovation and genius.  

 

 Charles Eisenstein, author of the free online book Sacred Economics, recently visited my home in 

Santa Fe to give a talk about ushering in the end of the nuclear age and as well the end of the “us and 

them” paradigm and age. He mentioned how in dealing with authorities and in particular, those in 

control of the Los Alamos National Laboratories and their continuing munitions programs, it seems as 

if the best option is to suspend judgment and cultivate a bit of naiveté, curiosity and discovery.  

 

The ECO-BRICK Vision 

 
 The potential to transform and uplift degraded areas is stuffed in an eco-brick. Just as the ocean 

denies no river, so too does the plastic bottle deny no plastic “waste”. Paradoxically enough, it is the 

plastic bottle, so often demonized by the ecologically minded, who is the true hero of this story – the 

sovereign container of all non-biodegradable materials defying our ideas of usefulness and practicality.  

 
Expanding on the Eco-Brick Composting Poopers: Reforestation 
 

 One of the ideas with the eco-brick composting toilet blocks is that they can be valuable 

structures in reforestation operations. With their light weight they can be easily transported and placed 

above deep square holes dug for tree planting, where roots can later penetrate and extract nourishment. 

Once the hole is sufficiently filled with layers of excrement and carbon rich green material - such as 

leaves, wood chip or saw dust – it can sit for some time to digest and compost before a young tree is 

planted on top. Other holes are dug and the composting pooper continues on its journey greening the 

landscape. That's right folks – otherwise polluting trash made into constructions that will do the exact 

opposite and green the surroundings.  

 

Potential within the Community 
 

 Many men from the communities of Boschman's Kloof, Heuwelkroon and even Genadendal 

commute to Greyton to work throughout the week doing gardening, construction or other jobs which 

have them working outside of their employer's houses. It is usually inconvenient or deemed 

inappropriate for workers to use the toilets inside the houses so unfortunately many feel that their only 

option is to trek a ways out into the bush to relieve themselves. This of course is seen as a problem in 

the eyes of all of the folks who love and regularly visit the wilderness, so another option is very much 

needed. With the creation of private and communal composting toilet blocks in the residential and 

commercial areas of Greyton, the problem could be turned into a solution: people's unsightly and 

misplaced bodily waste could become the food for more indigenous trees in Greyton, Heuwelkroon and 

Boschman's Kloof.  

 

The Ecobrickonomy: 
 

  One mission still yet to be accomplished in the area of Greyton and Genadendal is to place a 

monetary value on the eco-brick. At the festival we tested out what this might look like, with people 

exchanging eco-bricks for small food items and discounts at the food vending stalls. What this could 

look like on a bigger scale though, is local restaurants and businesses investing not only in sustainable 

and ecologically minded building materials, but also in the communities surrounding - especially those 
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struck by poverty, homelessness or alcoholism and unable to afford anything on the menu of a Greyton 

cafe. By buying eco-bricks, these businesses could build bridges across community and economic 

divides. This act would be a step towards the balance and integration that the area could very much 

benefit from, bolstering resilience through better community relations. 

 

Welcoming a Design of Wholeness 

 
 With our fixation for reducing, reusing and downcycling, we are making materials and 

technologies to last a bit longer, but still we are not making them to last. Through acts of upcycling we 

can do our best to render waste materials harmless and useful, but such a burden should not be levelled 

upon consumers in the first place.   
 
 To change our understanding and usage of waste, work must be done in every country around 

the world regardless of the levels of development and the systems in place. The developed world must 

fundamentally rethink their ways of design, and invest in the holistic sciences of biomimicry to 

establish zero waste industrial clustering where all materials become food, rendering obsolete the need 

for landfill. On the other hand, the people of the developing world are presented with a great 

opportunity to establish from the beginning these holistic systems of lasting benefit to their 

communities and environments, rather than the reductionist ones of lasting detriment which have 

spurred the crises of pollution worldwide. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Joseph Stodgel, Schumacher College MSc Dissertation Sept. 2012                                                       62 

CONCLUSION 

 
“Design as a large concept means, in Wendell Berry’s felicitous words,                                     

'solving for pattern', creating solutions that solve many problems”  

- David Orr
37

 

 

 Commonly utilized linear reductionist methods for managing “waste” are bound to failure before 

implementation due to the inherent disconnection from the systems they attempt to control. Solutions 

isolated from the cycles of authentic wholeness are unable to contain the “problem” and 

overwhelmingly add to it, wreaking further harm upon fragile ecosystems and humanity itself. In light 

of the insights of holistic science which show us that we thrive forth from deep connections with a 

living and sentient world, humanity is tasked to find and design appropriate, decentralized and 

biomimetic
38

 methods, free from further toxic emissions and inputs of dwindling fossil fuels. To not 

only deal with the pollutants they create and the messes they make – but upcycle them as well into 

things useful and affirming for the benefit of all life. 

 

Yes, there is a whole lot of trash, but within that lays a path,                               

cycling back to the inherent treasure of wholeness. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
37 Orr, David. The Designer’s Challenge, essay published at: 

http://www.ecoliteracy.org/publications/david_orr_challenge.html 

38 Biomimetic is a word used to describe anything that imitates (mimes) life (bio) and natural systems.  
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APPENDICES 

Appendix 1: Exploring the Edge of Trash and Treasure 

http://ourendlessriver.wordpress.com/2012/06/06/exploring-the-edge-of-trash-and-treasure/ 

Exploring the Edge of Trash and Treasure 
June 6, 2012 · by transgreyton · in Greyton, Joseph Stodgel, Transition, Upcycling 

 

 One morning the other day I had the pleasure of 

walking around the village of Greyton, especially near the 

wooded areas surrounding one of the primary schools and 

nearby to a big cemetery. Once I had been dropped off and 

was on the street I picked up a plastic bottle and began to 

fill it with the polystyrene and little plastic packages that I 

found along the way, greeting the locals as they walked to 

and from the market centre. I eventually came to the end 

of a fence along a road and a path leading into some trees. 

There was trash everywhere. I quickly saw how these areas 

had accumulated much more plastic, glass, and paper due 

to being slightly out of the thoroughfares and nice places 

for people to sit and drink Partners, plastic-bottled 11.3%-

alcohol wine, and leave things lying about. I remembered 

the infamous character of George Washington Hayduke 

from Edward Abbey’s novels – how he would purposefully 

litter highways and roads as an act of civil disobedience – 

and thought that the people littering the woods could have 

taken an example from him. At least it would be easier to 

collect, although not as much of a nature immersion 

experience. 

 

 I stood there stuffing plastics on the edge of the wood 

as the soft light became sharper rising higher above the 

beautiful rounded mountains of the Riviersonderend Range, 

replying to the curious locals who asked where I was going. 

“I am making bricks!” I replied with ten times as many 

words, and yet within their faces I saw the glimmer of 

understanding. I waved my hands to encompass all of the 

trash of the woods and pointed back at the humble bottle 

brick in my hands. They carried on their way, and I carried on breaking the polystyrene trays smaller 

and smaller to fit in the locals’ favourite wine bottles, left for future building materials. I realized then 

and there that my thinking was changing. 

  

http://ourendlessriver.wordpress.com/author/transgreyton/
http://ourendlessriver.wordpress.com/category/greyton/
http://ourendlessriver.wordpress.com/category/joseph-stodgel/
http://ourendlessriver.wordpress.com/category/transition/
http://ourendlessriver.wordpress.com/category/upcycling/
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 Something within was shifting and my perception was altered. I was not looking at a terrible 

mess of heart choking plastics suffocating the green leaves of a once beautiful landscape; I was an 

explorer searching out concentrated energy reserves ignorantly thrown away and forgotten. I was 

cataloguing precious resources and strangely enough – I wanted to find as much as possible, so as to 

provide the wealth enough for some engaged extraction to take place with many hands involved. The 

world got a bit brighter with that, and the sun shone a bit 

higher in the trees. 

 

 As I walked in deeper I came upon what seemed 

to be a nest of polystyrene strewn about between the 

gum and eucalyptus. A rustling in the bushes revealed a 

man with a black bag in his hand and a black hat on his 

head – an elder explorer of the trash frontier; a gatherer 

on the edge of society and nature. I asked him what he 

was up to – what was in his bag – and he told me he was 

gathering glass which he was going to sell off for some 

few rand. Before we parted ways and resumed our 

reconnaissance he expressed his humble spirit of service 

saying that he was one of the only ones out on the fronts 

working daily to clean up the town. I continued on my 

way, further into the trees, past the graveyard and up into 

the hills where bees were rolling in wide open white 

protea flower. The plastic reserves were no where to be 

seen, but still I thought to myself – what a beautiful land it 

is. 

 

- Joseph Stodgel 6/6/2012 
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Appendix 2: Greyton Sentinel Articles July 2012 
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Appendix 3: Two Page Press Release July 11, 2012 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Aug. 4 2012, 13:00 to 19:00 at the Greyton Dump Site 

Trash to Treasure is an education, celebration and paradigm shifting event at the local dumpsite in Greyton, 

South Africa. We intend to catalyze change in sustainable directions by inaugurating rehabilitation efforts there. 

Through a series of workshops, lectures, and competitions leading up to and during the festival, we will give 

participants a clear view and understanding of how regular waste can serve as a source of wealth, instead of 

polluting our towns, roads and environments as it usually does. 

WORKSHOPS from 13:00 to 18:00 will include eco-brick building, tree yoga, candle making, tree planting, 

up-cycling, trashion and talks about 

ecological awareness.  

 

Throughout the afternoon guided walks and 

‘treasure hunts’ will introduce people to the 

dump site, and everyone will have the chance 

to experience zero-waste- management and 

eco-building by producing and  building with 

plastic bottle eco-bricks. Of course there will 

be a raffle and prizes too! 

 

TALKS and PERFORMANCES will 

include local pioneers and leaders, highlighting the changes taking place at our dump and in the community. 

Performances including a trashion fashion show and music jam featuring upcycled instruments will lead into an 

evening with live music from local bands 

including the The Country Conquerors as a 

highlight. 

 

THE INFRASTRUCTURE of the festival, 

namely the stage, shade structures and 

composting toilets will for the most part be 

constructed from tires, plastic, wood, and 

metal, all things we can easily extract from the 

dump.  Plastic bottle eco-bricks will feature 

prominently as they will not only be used to 

build structures, but also serve as the means for 

obtaining discounts and raffle tickets.  There will even be a labyrinth. 
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OUR TRANSITION BUSINESS SHOWCASE and NIGHT MARKET will feature traditional arts and crafts 

as well as a range of cutting edge sustainable 

technologies and products. 

 

Food and refreshments will be provided by some 

of our local restaurants throughout the event. 

Expect local, organic produce served in a tented 

food court. We are negotiating discounts so that, 

you guessed it, stuffed plastic bottle eco bricks 

will be accepted at least as co-payment for food 

and drink! 

 

PRIZES will be presented for the winner of the event day eco-brick builder’s raffle and the STUFFED 

BOTTLE BRICK COMPETITION to honour those who contributed the most eco-bricks to our pre-event 

infrastructure building project. Eco-bricks for this challenge can be dropped off through July 28th at the 

Transition Town tables: Wednesday at Via’s and Saturday at the Conservation Market. 

Awards will also be given to the best artwork, fashion and musical instrument made from 

upcycled materials.  As a special challenge we will seek the local eco brick stuffing 

champion in a timed plastic bottle stuffing race and trial! Prepare! 

 

ECO-BRICKS can be made ahead of time or at the dumpsite. One only needs a stick, a 

plastic bottle and enough un-

recyclable materials to stuff 

the bottles tightly so they can be used in 

construction. Normally polluting materials such 

as polystyrene, nylon, plastic bags, film or cling 

wrap will therefore disappear from our landscape. 

At the festival each brick gets you a ticket to the 

raffle or a vendor discount.  We also encourage 

local business owners to accept eco-bricks post 

festival so as to build expansions as well as 

customer loyalty! 

 

Our event constructions are a part of the DUMP SITE REHABILITATION efforts underway at the site, to 

serve the newly started community owned green waste management business and will make the site usable for 

years to come as a place of gathering, celebration and education.  

 

This is a LOCAL EVENT!  If you can match or contribute funds, would like to get 

involved, visit schools, encourage stuffed plastic bottle eco-brick creation, spread the 

word about our competitions, donate prizes or decorations, want to teach classes or 

workshops then please volunteer and contribute to sustainable infrastructure here in 

Greyton, contact Joseph,  joestodgel@gmail.com, at 072-568-4565.    

                                                                    

Visit our website for media and updates:                                                          transgreyton.wordpress.com 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:joestodgel@gmail.com
mailto:joestodgel@gmail.com
mailto:joestodgel@gmail.com
mailto:joestodgel@gmail.com
mailto:joestodgel@gmail.com
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Appendix 4: One Page Press Release 

 

 

Contact: Joseph Stodgel 

Cell Phone: 0725684565 

Email: joestodgel@gmail.com 

transgreyton.wordpress.com 

 

TRASH TO TREASURE: THE 1ST ANNUAL GREYTON FESTIVAL OF TRANSITION 

Aug. 4, 2012 Noon to Dark at the Greyton Dump Site, Overberg, Western Cape 

 

The First Annual Greyton Festival of Transition will take place on Aug.4 2012 at the local dump site, to catalyze 

change in sustainable directions, bring attention to the realities of pollution and waste issues and inaugurate 

rehabilitation efforts there. Through a series of workshops, activities, and competitions leading up to and during 

the festival, participants will gain a clear view and understanding of how regular waste can serve as a source of 

wealth, rather than the source of toxicity and pollution as it often does. 

 

PERFORMANCES and MUSIC will be enjoyed on a stage made of waste materials extracted from the dump 

site and will feature local reggae heroes The Country Conquerors, master guitarists Steve Newman and Jane 

Gaisford, and world music and performance artists Shamanzi. The Trashion Fashion Show and Upcycled 

Musical Instrument Jam will bring together local youth and others with entries to the Trash to Treasure 

Upcycling Challenge, making use of waste materials in a creative and fun way. As special entertainment an on-

stage competition will be held to establish the eco-brick stuffing champion in a series of time trial plastic bottle 

stuffings. 

 

WORKSHOPS from 13:00 to 17:00 will focus on how materials that are regularly thrown away can be used in 

a range of productive ways. These will include ecological building with Tierra Construction Projects, up-cycled 

arts and trashion, composting, sand candle making, spekboom planting, and tree yoga. Treasure hunts and guided 

walks will introduce people to the dump site and everyone will have the chance to participate in zero-waste-

management by producing and building with stuffed plastic bottle eco-bricks. These eco-bricks will feature 

prominently as they will not only be used to build structures, but also serve as the means for obtaining discounts, 

small food items and raffle tickets.  

 

TALKS and PRESENTATIONS will include local pioneers and leaders such as Town Manager Jeremy Prins 

and visiting activist Hayley McLellen, highlighting the changes taking place at the dump site and the need for 

new directions in waste management. 

 

The TRANSITION BUSINESS SHOWCASE and NIGHT MARKET will feature some of the best of local 

arts and crafts which Greyton / Genadendal is famous for. Food and refreshments will be provided throughout 

the event in a tented food court area by local restaurants, some of which will fly banners which read “We Accept 

Eco-Bricks”. 

 

The event constructions are a part of the DUMP SITE REHABILITATION efforts underway at the site, to 

serve the newly started community owned green waste management business, and will make the site usable for 

years to come as a place of gathering, celebration and education.  

 

# # # 

 

Please visit transgreyton.wordpress.com for more information about the festival  

or contact Joseph at 072-568-4565 or joestodgel@gmail.com. 

mailto:joestodgel@gmail.com
http://transgreyton.wordpress.com/
mailto:joestodgel@gmail.com
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Appendix 5: Greyton Sentinel Article Post Festival, August 2012 
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Appendix 6: Caledon Gazette Article Aug. 14, 2012 
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