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When Deryl Dale describes the emotional impetus behind his decision to build a tiny home, he voices a 
sentiment that’s widely shared, if rarely expressed: “It’s make-believe, like playing house.” The burgeon-
ing popularity of these structures, which are typically built on an RV trailer platform and sometimes left 
permanently mobile, owes much to the childlike delight many of us feel in response to the idea of living or 
working in a space that’s less than 250 square feet.

Tiny Places   
 To Live & Work   
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But aside from the charm of almost any object rendered in miniature 
— from the lusciously frosted birthday cupcake to the 1:48 electric 
train set — things are simpler in a tiny home. Living in minimal 
quarters forces you to focus on what’s truly important and autho-
rizes you to jettison the rest.

Tiny homes also offer financial accessibility compared to tradi-
tional forms of housing. Their extreme compactness and simplicity 
in terms of layout and construction suggest that almost anybody 
could build one, given the necessary tools, a set of plans, and some 
basic building skills. (Of course, things are not always that simple.) 
And the flexibility offered by the typical tiny house assembled on a 
trailer platform allows its owners to enjoy the comforts of home 
even if they have to relocate.

For all of their charms, tiny homes come with their own demands, 
which go well beyond the need to cull possessions. City and county 
codes limit where it is legal to park tiny houses and whether they 
may be used for residential or business purposes. Most Bloomington 
neighborhoods prohibit siting a tiny house on a lot with an existing 
residential structure, even if the lot is quite substantial. And when it 
is legal to place a tiny home in a particular location, there may be re-
quirements concerning driveways and utilities. Clearly, anyone who 
is considering building or buying a tiny home or workplace should 
consult the appropriate municipal authority early in the process. 

Three residents who succeeded in realizing their dreams of creating 
tiny buildings — two in which to live and one in which to work — 
share their stories and their spaces. 
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Charla Stonecipher’s Digs { Home Away from Home }

By fall 2014, Charla Stonecipher’s husband, 
Donald, had been following the tiny house 
movement for a couple of years, itching to 
build a tiny structure of his own. Charla 
had discouraged him from starting another 
DIY project without a specific use in mind 
since their place in Borden, Indiana, about 
25 miles north of Louisville, Kentucky, was 
already cluttered. But things change.

That September, Charla, who was working  
full-time at Indiana University Southeast, 
and attending classes there, spotted a job 
opening for an administrative assistant in 
the Office of the Executive Vice President  
for University Academic Affairs at IU 
Bloomington. The job looked too good to 
ignore. Still, says Charla, “Before applying, 
I wrestled with the prospect of leaving my 
family [including two teenagers] during 
the week and living somewhere else. But I 

thought, ‘If I were a man, I wouldn’t think 
twice about working away from home during  
the week.’” 

Charla applied for the position and got 
it. Now she just needed an affordable place to 
live. It was the perfect opportunity for Donald,  
a former electrician proficient in several 
trades, to build a tiny house. Since Charla 
had to move right away, she rented a place in 
Bloomington for the first year. 

To keep things simple and affordable, 
Donald drew up his own plan. “We talked 
about what we wanted,” recalls Charla. 
“He said, ‘Let’s just build a box. We can put 
windows wherever you want them.’” It was 
important to Charla that the structure feel 
like a house, not a mobile home. Donald 
found a used trailer on Craigslist and parked 
it in their backyard, where, starting in July 
2015, he worked on their project a little bit 
every day.

Charla, who will complete her B.A. in 
general studies later this year, helped with 
the construction each weekend when she 
was home. A veteran of two Habitat for  
Humanity Women Builds, she helped with 
the framing and subfloor, installed the 
windows and floor coverings, painted, and 
raised the walls with the couple’s children, 
Andrew, now 19, and Abigail, now 15. 

The couple decided to place the tiny house 
in Heatherwood Mobile Home Community, 
which offered a zoning-compliant location 

and hookups for utilities. The family drove 
Charla’s new workweek abode up to Bloom-
ington in November 2015 and she moved in 
right after Thanksgiving. 

What’s it like living in an 8-by-28-foot 
space? Charla says she loves it. “It really 
does give you a feel for what you need and 
what you don’t.”
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1.  (opposite page) To maximize space, Charla Stonecipher  
extended her living area outside, adding a simple patio 
and potted plants. She chose to place her home in the  
Heatherwood Mobile Home Community for convenience.

2.  (opposite page) It was important to Stonecipher that her 
living room be a comfortable place where she could settle 
in to do a few hours of college homework at the end of 
each work day. The room is wide enough to accommo-
date a small couch and has windows for natural light.

3.  Although the ceiling is a mere 41 inches above the 
sleeping loft’s floor, it’s plenty. The windows at the 
sides increase the feeling of space, and enhance the 
natural light downstairs.

4.  Stonecipher designed a bathroom as large as a small 
bath in a conventional house. 

5.  A ship’s ladder-style staircase leads from the main 
floor to the sleeping loft. There is efficient storage 
space beneath the stairs and Stonecipher cooks on a 
portable induction cooktop.
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Building a tiny house offered Deryl Dale a 
chance to create an affordable home in a 
country setting. After being diagnosed with 
Parkinson’s disease at the age of 60, Dale, 
now 68, retired from his career as a carpenter.  
A few years later, his long-term relationship 
ended and he left his home on an Owen 
County farm to move into Bloomington. 
Before long he found himself yearning to 
return to rural living but says, “I didn’t have 
the money to build a conventional house.” 
He ordered a video from Tumbleweed Tiny 
House Company and was hooked on the idea 
of building his own. 

The diminutive proportions and simplicity 
of tiny homes hold powerful appeal for those 
with limited resources and can-do gumption.  
While articles, videos, and blogs for the 
aspiring DIY tiny homemaker abound, 
Dale advises would-be builders to apprise 
themselves of the challenges before getting 
started. Even with the advantage of his pro-
fessional skills and knowledge, constructing 
his tiny house held plenty of potential for 
confusion and costly mistakes — especially 
with its complex 12:12 roof pitch and pair of 
shed dormers.

Since Dale’s abilities have been diminished by Parkinson’s 
disease, he gratefully accepted help from his longtime business 
partner, Steve Neuenschwander, who worked side by side with him. 
“I couldn’t have built it without him,” says Dale.

The two men assembled the 135-square-foot structure on an 
RV trailer parked at the property of an old friend, Larry Rinker, in 
southeastern Monroe County. Construction began in June 2015, and  
in December, Dale towed his new home to its permanent destination,  
a sloping lot on a wooded stretch of South Cory Lane off West 
Bloomfield Road. The property is in Monroe County, not the City 
of Bloomington, and the county planning department required the 
installation of a septic system. For water, he installed a 1,000-gallon 
cistern that he expects to fill once a year.

The main floor holds a kitchen and dining area, full bathroom, 
sitting area/guest room, and closet. A sleeping loft up a ship’s ladder 
gets cross ventilation from awning windows at each side. 

After spotting a picture of a tiny home with a front porch, Dale 
had to have one. At 2-feet deep, the porch accommodates a pair of 
folding chairs, but only just. “Everything in this house just barely 
fits. But it fits,” he says with a smile. “This house is big enough for my 
purposes, and it’s not wasteful.”

Deryl Dale's Home
{ Can-Do Gumption Required }

1.  Deryl Dale’s cottage-style tiny home 
sits on a woodsy lot on the outskirts 
of Bloomington.

2.  Dale made a point of including a 
front porch in his home’s design, 
building it just wide enough to ac-
commodate a pair of folding chairs. 

7.5 ft. x 18 ft. 
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3.  The home’s interior is warm, sunny, and filled with natural 
wood. Dale’s kitchen has a sink, small refrigerator, and 
cooktop. A sitting room at the rear converts easily to 
guest quarters. The sleeping loft is up a ship’s ladder.

4.  The long lines of natural wood planking make the sleeping 
loft seem larger than it is. Awning windows at the sides 
add light and ventilation.

5.  Dale fitted a full bath with a shower into his tiny home.
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Stephanie Bruce's Studio { A Place of Her Own }

The tiny, bright-orange building at 812 W. 
Kirkwood houses The Color Wheel on Kirk-
wood, an art studio run by Stephanie Bruce, 
who also teaches art at Bloomington High 
School North. The 10-by-28-foot structure 
was originally a single-car garage belonging 
to the house immediately to its west, which 
Bruce has owned as a rental property since 
the 1980s.

During a period of mid-life transition, 
Bruce moved six times in five years. Each 
move meant schlepping box after box of 
books and art supplies — until she realized 
she could store those things, and even use 
them, in the garage.

One day when her mother was visiting, 
the two women went over to get something. 
“I said, ‘Isn’t this a great space, Mom?’ And 

she said, ‘If you love it so much, why don’t 
you live in it?’

Unfortunately the building is not zoned 
for residential use. But as an art studio, 
it’s perfectly legal. In 2004, she hired Dave 
Cooper to add another 10 feet to the front of 
the original 18-foot structure; he also added 
decorative woodwork and a loft for storage. 
Breaking up the interior with bookshelves 
and simple built-ins created more storage 
space, in addition to distinct areas for specific 
uses — teaching small groups, providing 
private instruction, or pursuing her own work. 
The small space is easy to heat with an electric 
baseboard heater; shade from mature trees 
above and the natural coolness of a concrete 
slab below means the building stays comfort-
able in summer without air conditioning.

Bruce knows that her studio would make a 
delightful place to live. Every so often during 

busy periods when she has to work late, she 
has slept in the storage loft. (Who hasn’t 
spent the occasional night at the office?) 
It’s hard to imagine a lanky 6-foot woman 
being comfortable in such a cramped space, 
and Bruce acknowledges that if she were 
to live in a tiny home she’d come up with a 
better arrangement for sleeping. Still, she 
says, “It’s very cozy, so it’s easy to keep clean. 
It also causes you to evaluate your stuff. If 
something’s not essential, it has to go.

“Ever since I was a kid, I’ve had an inter-
est in having a clubhouse or a fort or the like. 
My sisters and I even set up an art museum 
in our family’s barn,” Bruce says. “I was con-
tinually trying to make a place that was my 
own. So this is it. This is my place.” *

10 ft. x 28 ft. 

1.  (opposite page)  
Artist Stephanie Bruce 
operates her business, 
The Color Wheel on  
Kirkwood, out of a 
brightly painted garage 
on West Kirkwood.

2.  Bruce, who teaches art 
at Bloomington High 
School North, has trans-
formed the one-car  
garage into a studio 
where she can pursue 
her own artwork and 
teach small groups.

3.  Builder Dave Cooper 
added a small area at 
the front of the studio to 
increase storage and  
work space.
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