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CELEBRATING THE HOLIDAYS IN A YURT: 
Holistic Moms Across the U.S. Downsize and Rediscover the Real Spirit of the Holidays 

 
You won’t find many members of the Holistic Moms Network (HMN) rushing off to the mall this holiday 

season.  Instead, HMN members across the country will be simplifying their celebrations, saving money, 

and getting back to what really matters: spending time with loved ones.  Kristin Painter, who has lived 

in a yurt in Wyoming for 12 years with her husband and four year old daughter, will hang stockings, 

make cookies and fudge and then go cross-country skiing with friends and family on Christmas day.  

“We would rather meet and ski instead of just sitting around for meals,” says Painter.  

 

While many people nowadays are talking about downsizing their lifestyles, the Painters have been 

downsized for years.  With an outhouse and shower 50 yards from the house, the family uses buckets to 

haul water to drink and cook with.  They grow much of their own food, but the growing season is short. 

“We still have snowstorms in July, and it gets to 30 below sometimes,” says Painter, who usually doesn’t 

have family over for the holidays. “Not everyone enjoys hoofing it to a bathroom through snow,” or 

waiting until the moose have moved out of the front yard.  Painter says her family will decorate the 15-

year-old pine tree they planted outside with lights and tree ornaments. “I remember the magic that 

surrounded the holidays and would like our daughter to have some of that too,” she says. 

 

HMN members Jodi and Ted Aman in West Irondiquoit, just finished building an eco-friendly house 

complete with solar panels and a geothermal heating system.  With tight work schedules and three kids, 

the Amans say they rarely find themselves at a mall during Christmas and their gift-giving has gotten 

simpler every year.  “The kids make crafts and we always donate to charity,” says Jodi.  “I look for re-

used, fair trade, homemade, consumable or minimally packaged gifts, and I buy very few.”  She says her 

kids will get one gift each, wrapped in cotton fabric bags she made years ago.  Holiday greetings are sent 

via e-mail and Aman reuses the cards she does get as gift tags.  “The last few years, Ted’s and my 

favorite tradition was taking the kids caroling at a group home for developmentally disabled adults.  I 

try to get them into doing things for others,” she says. 

 

This year, several of HMN’s Chapters, including those in Kansas City, Hartford, CT, and Chicago’s 

Western Suburbs, hosted meetings about simplifying the holidays and reducing consumption.   Kimberly 

Stack’s Chapter in Hartford discussed the “Simplify the Holidays” booklet published by the Center for a 

New American Dream.  Many of the Chapter’s members will be implementing ideas from the booklet 

this season (http://www.newdream.org/holiday/simplify.pdf).  Some of these include: having a potluck 

holiday dinner, offering to teach a skill you possess, and creating a voucher or coupon that offers a 

special activity like a massage or free babysitting. 

 

Peggy Robertson, HMN’s Denver Chapter Co-Leader, also gave her members handouts based on the New 

Dream booklet.  The group discussed ways in which they could simplify the holidays and then had a “gift 

swap.” “Everyone brought items that could be regifted, saving money and avoiding the mad rush at the 

stores,” says Robertson. “It was tons of fun.” 

 



Homemade gifts will be popular with HMN members this year.  Megan Lanier of HMN’s Annapolis, MD 

Chapter says she will be sewing, knitting or baking about 75% of her gifts, both because of the economy 

and her family’s desire to simplify the holidays more every year.  “Most of our extended family has been 

moving in that direction it seems,” she says. 

 

Cheryl Bush, a member of HMN’s Metro Detroit Chapter is sewing simple tote bags and pajama bottoms, 

and helping her 6-year-old son make things like bath salts (see recipe below) and pomander balls – an 

old-fashioned home fragrance item made with oranges, cloves, and cinnamon. “I’m living proof that you 

can be a busy and fairly unimaginative mom, but with a little determination and patience, find ways to 

bring out your creativity, save money, and recycle and reuse,” says Bush, who set up a blog called 

sewcando.blogspot.com. 

 

Ashley Forster of the Warren County, NJ Chapter of the Holistic Moms Network is making jars of fruit 

chutney, seasoned nuts, seasoning salts, and flavored vodka.  She is decorating the mason jars with 

fabric and ribbon. 

 

 “This year, I am giving homemade gifts almost exclusively,” says Christina Byard, San Jose, California 

Chapter Co-Leader.  “For the small children, I am making either dolls or playsilks. For the adults, I am 

using this year’s bumper tomato crop from my garden to give sun-dried tomatoes along with homemade 

dried pasta, a wooden spoon and a recipe card.”  Byard says that her extended family finally agreed to 

simplify their gift-giving and are burning CDs of their favorite music and exchanging them.  “This idea 

alone is going to save me many hours of staring blankly at aisles of junk in the strip malls during Holiday 

shopping insanity.  I am so thankful,” she says. 

 

Some HMN members are forgoing gift-giving altogether. “We agreed to a family visit in February, dinner 

out, and ice skating in New York City on Christmas day if the line is not too long,” says Kimberly Knittel 

of HMN Brooklyn, NY.  “I’m happy to announce that this is the first year the adults in my family are 

satisfied with not exchanging gifts at all; our seasonal gathering will be our gift to each other,” says Stack 

of HMN Hartford. Stack will use evergreen clippings and bittersweet vine to make garland decorations 

for outside.  Naturally, they will go into her compost pile when the holiday season is over. 

 

The Holistic Moms Network (HMN) is a national non-profit organization, with 130 chapters across the U.S., 

connecting parents who are interested in holistic heath and green living. For more information about 

HMN, please visit www.holisticmoms.org or call (877) HOL-MOMS. 

 

Cheryl Bush’s recipe for homemade bath salts: 

 

A glass container with lid 

2 cups Epsom salt 

½ cup coarse salt 

1 cup baking soda 

Essential oil (mint, lavender or citrus are usually best) 

Food coloring (optional) 

 

Mix salts and baking soda together in a large bowl. Add 5 – 6 drops of essential oil (and 2-3 drops 

coloring if using) and mix to coat. Spoon mixture into container and fasten on lid. Decorate an 

instruction tag to glue or tie on that describes the fragrance and to use 1/3 to ½ cup in the tub. 


