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chapter 1 DEFINING THE DREAM


WHAT IS VAN LIFE?

WE’VE ALL SEEN THE PERFECTLY ARRANGED PILLOWS, the half-clothed twenty-something laying on them, and the two back doors swung open to a pristine enchanting wilderness backdrop. It’s a common image as you scroll through Instagram dreaming of a nomadic lifestyle. While that may be a reality for a small percentage of van lifers (or 0 percent), the truth of van life is far from that carefully composed picture. Similar to all adventurous lifestyles, it has big ups, big downs, and quick swings between them.

Van life is nomadic living. It is sleeping on four wheels just for now or forever, on the road to grand adventures. Van life can include vehicles as small as the Nissan Cube and as large as a school bus. They can be home for one night out of the year or 365.

Along our journey we have run into van dwellers of all ages. From families with young children and teenagers to solo older women to couples and friends. There is no age requirement for van life (although a driver’s license helps), only the desire to live the life style, whatever that may be.
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There are so many ways to live van life. There are those that use their van for weekend excursions—“weekenders.” Some choose to live full-time in their van, giving up any other form of permanent housing and relying solely on their van as shelter—“full-timers.” Others live in their van seasonally, for example, spending winters on the Baja Peninsula and working through summers while living in a permanent residence. This book is written as a guide for a life of travel. Cost-of-living expenses are limited in a van, but it’s still a luxury. We’re grateful for the freedom to be untethered and spend our days in pursuit of adventure.

It is popular among van life communities to camp in fair weather. This is advantageous for many reasons. Without a heater, it is best to stay in warmer climates so you are comfortable at night. One of the big draws of van life is to experience the great outdoors. The area where you are parked essentially becomes your backyard. Following warmer



RANDI & STEVE HITCHCOCK
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RANDI AND STEVE TRAVEL AS A FAMILY WITH THEIR SON, CODY, in their Ford E350. They crawl up weather-beaten washes in Utah in search of arrowheads (to photograph, never take), and play bocce on whatever terrain their van happens to be parked on that evening. They’ve recently made the switch from van life to boat life to expand their exploring to the wide-open seas.

VEHICLE + WHY

2006 Ford E350 Cargo Van—it was diesel, had an extended body, and parts are readily available.

2002 Fountaine Pajot Athena 38-foot boat—we wanted a galley-up model, right around 40 feet and within our price range.

CONNECT

@van_humboldt, @destination_adrift

TIME ON THE ROAD

Part-time, 8 years

TRAVELING AS A FAMILY

Get to know one another really well before you head out for a long period of time. It’s a very different situation in a van than when everyone has a separate room to go to, or electronics to “check out” with. You’re in it together… literally. All. The. Time. Pack lots of “unplugged” activities (small games like a deck of cards or a mini chess set) so that you have backup if you get bored. Take lots of outdoor toys (as long as they fit) that you’ll use often. For instance, our son’s snorkel gear keeps him occupied for hours at a lake or beach and hardly takes up any space.

WORDS OF WISDOM

My husband and I love it! My son would probably not say the same, but as long as he can “plug in” sometimes and access Wi-Fi, he’s okay (and actually does have fun when we kick him off or he can’t connect). We have created quite a special family bond. We delegate tasks that each person does to help set up/tear down camp, and even have many more fun traditions now that we are not bound to city life (such as camping out during full moons and howling). At times, it’s trying… it’s a small space for three adult-sized people and two dogs.




climate trends expands your backyard options and ability to recreate outdoors. There are also some van lifers who follow colder temperatures and snowstorms, looking for the best skiing and winter sport conditions. This guidebook focuses on North America’s camping areas and both warm and cold weather.
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One of the biggest questions about van life is how to make money. The short answer is technology and creativity. A lot of work doesn’t require office space, giving rise to the “digital nomad.” A digital nomad is anyone who works remotely while traveling. There is a growing trend of remote work in the United States, as well as a growing trend of employers offering remote work options. Almost every coffee shop offers free Wi-Fi with a purchase and most libraries offer free internet (and many other services like printing if needed). While pay is usually lower, living in a van also lowers your expenses. If you are full-time, you don’t have rent or utilities. You often shop less, order less, make more of your own food, and generally have less stuff to maintain and replace. Being a digital nomad requires a functioning laptop and skills that can transfer to online work. We know many van lifers who run other types of business from the road, including selling jewelry, paintings, and other homemade hard goods. Some van lifers house-sit and pet-sit for extra cash. With lowered expenses, there are many avenues to make ends meet.



COLIN BOYD & SOFI ALDINIO
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COLIN AND SOFI TRAVEL WITH THEIR TWO YOUNG BOYS in a mystical, orange Mercedes.

VEHICLE + WHY

1978 Mercedes 508D German Command & Control Vehicle—the universe delivered it to us.

CONNECT

@AfueraVida

TIME ON THE ROAD

Full-time, a year and a half

LEAVING

Travel and experience have guided our spirits since a young age and both of us felt a deep desire to share this with our children. However, our life leading up to van life looked a lot like those who are likely reading this guide. A full-time nine-to-five job, a full-time parenting role, scheduled weekends, a fragile marriage, increasing expenses always leaving little money in the bank, and a whole lot of commitments in our life that we did not consciously sign up for.

The inspiration for us was to shirk this lifestyle and embark on a journey that would reignite our spirit of adventure and cast our family on a new collective journey together.

TRAVELING AS A FAMILY

As a father I’ve gone from having four hours a day with my boys to twenty-four, which was one of the hardest but most rewarding adjustments to make.

It’s been the best decision we’ve ever made to do this together. Our bond is tighter. We guide our kids’ values and education every day, and they show us how to be present and grateful for the little things. But it’s not all butterflies and rainbows—we’ve faced hell together, cried together, bled together—but that’s the growth edge we sought out. While it has worked for us, we do not recommend this type of experience to any other family unless they really have a penchant for suffering.
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WHY PURSUE VAN LIFE?

Why even hit the road to begin with? On our travels we have chatted with so many humans about their reasons to leave their apartment, sell most of their material possessions, and drive toward the sunset. Often it’s discontent—a feeling that something just doesn’t fit with their current situation. Some of our friends have had incredible jobs, great places to live, wonderful communities, and still felt something was missing. When they tell their friends or family they’re leaving it all to live in a van, they’re answered with, “That’s impossible,” or “Your life is so great.” Others are enchanted by the romantic notion of living without roots. Some want the ability to travel long-term without relying on hotels or tent camping. There are thousands of reasons to hit the road.


PROTIP

When you tell someone your plans to start a new lifestyle, and they are excited for you, keep coming back to them for encouragement.
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Balancing out those thousands of reasons, there are just as many legitimate excuses that make van life impossible for some. But often those excuses can be transformed into bumps in the road on your journey to living the life you want. Hopefully, this guidebook can get you multiple steps closer to van life, changing the “I’ve always wanted to” to “I am living my dream in a van.”


PROTIP

Always remember that you can return back to the “normal” world at any time. You can go back to the nine-to-five, move into an apartment, and start again. This lifestyle change doesn’t have to be permanent.





CHASE & MARIAJOSÉ
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CHASE AND MARIAJOSÉ MADE THE LEAP to the nomadic lifestyle when Chase was affected by a corporate restructure. He was no longer employed and took a severance payout for ten years of service to his company. They were keen to find the biggest school bus they could, considering they were downsizing from a two-thousand+-square-foot house and wanted the largest possible floor plan to work with. After a few years they’ve downsized again and are building out a van.

VEHICLE + WHY

2016 Mercedes Sprinter 170” non-ext 2500 3.0L V6—we wanted a late-model Sprinter, used, but still in pristine condition.

CONNECT

@tioaventuravan | youtube.com/tíoaventura

TIME ON THE ROAD

Full-time, 2 years

MAKING THE LEAP

The largest reason we considered changing our life as much as we did was due to the gnawing thought that we were complacent with a life that left us unfulfilled.

Our biggest fears about leaving our “regular” lifestyle were the uncertainty of where we would go, where we would stay, and if we were making the right decision as a whole. We worried about comforts at first, which is why we planned a layout that was maximized for off-grid comfort, a large fridge, a large water tank (but realizing later one hundred gallons isn’t even enough). We were also concerned about the process of decluttering, downsizing, and thinking a lot more consciously about things we had never truly taken into consideration.
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Once you move into a van, the world rolls open. The entire continent becomes your outdoor playground. The obstacles of long drives, expensive hotels, and limited vacation time crumble. In a van you can park right outside a national park, head in at sunrise, explore for an entire day, and still be minutes from home as the sun blinks out its final rays. You can wake up on the beach, in a redwood forest, by a lake, or among mountains. You can cook dinner with a view of Monument Valley, hike from your doorstep, view wildlife from your front seat, and have dessert by the fire. We have experienced more in the past few years than we did for the decade before living nomadically. It is with our full hearts that we suggest, if you have any inkling this lifestyle is for you, you should pursue it with all you have. It has changed us as humans for the better, opened our arms to a new community, and grounded us to the earth in ways we never imagined.
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chapter 2 Building a Budget

HOW MUCH DOES VAN LIFE REALLY COST? What are the limiting factors and barriers to entry? Can you save money by living in a van? In this chapter we will set out sample budgets and provide you with a worksheet to create your own budget. This planning will help you get one step closer to the dirt roads and sandy campsites your heart desires. Major budget considerations are centered around the van itself, the build, and your month-to-month expenses on the road. Having a better understanding of these categories will give you a better idea of how much money to save in advance, what remote work to look for, and how much you actually need financially to make this lifestyle work. Over the next several chapters, we will go into detail on all three of these topics. Feel free to skip around as you make your own budget, grabbing more information when you need it from the chapters that follow.

It may be helpful to create a budget for your van + repairs (if purchasing an older vehicle) + build-out separately from your month-to-month (or weekend-to-weekend) budget of living in the vehicle.



VEHICLE COSTS

A large part of your van life budget is your vehicle. This can be the biggest upfront cost, depending on which type of vehicle and conversion method you choose. Below is a list of options and considerations. These are expanded on in chapter 3.
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VEHICLE CONSIDERATIONS


	Space and height requirements

	Van family size

	Sleeping arrangements and needs

	Four-wheel drive vs. two-wheel drive

	Front-wheel drive vs. rear-wheel drive

	Towing capacity

	Gas mileage



TYPES OF VANS ON THE MARKET


	Class B motorhomes

	Professional van conversions

	Self-build in empty shell

	Used vehicle with preexisting build




COST OF A VEHICLE

Calculate how much you can realistically spend on a vehicle (leaving room for planned conversion costs), and start your search in that price range. Alternatively, you can cut things from your conversion to get a pricier vehicle and know you will be adding to the build down the line. You will likely have to perform maintenance on whatever vehicle you choose. Even new vehicles will need oil changes and new tires from time to time. Alternatively you can purchase a used vehicle for less and know you will be spending money on repairs. Choosing your van is all about what’s important to you, your vision for the future, and your current resources. The process looks a little different for everyone. A long conversion timeline is one way to disperse expenses and maintain your stationary home and regular income while completing your build. This approach worked well for the couple profiled on page 14. The van was on their schedule, and they didn’t hit the road until it was ready to roll. If you’re on a tight and unforgiving schedule, you’re forced into a more hurried timeline.
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COST OF MAINTENANCE

Costs associated with vehicle maintenance are just a part of van life. Even if you don’t break down, you’ll have ongoing vehicle maintenance including oil changes, tires, brakes, etc. An oil change for a midsized van will range anywhere from around $35 for a standard oil change to around $100 if you use full-synthetic oil. Most new vans have oil change sensors to indicate when an oil change is needed. If you don’t have an oil change indicator, you can consult your owner’s manual for details on oil change intervals. Most newer-vehicle oil change intervals range between every five thousand and ten thousand miles or every six months, whichever comes first. Older vehicles might have an oil change interval of three thousand miles. Every thirty thousand to fifty thousand miles or so, depending on a lot of factors, you may need to replace tires and brakes. You can expect to pay anywhere between about $600 and $1,200 for tires depending on type and quality. Brakes are another item that you’ll have to eventually replace. Large cargo vans use beefy brakes and they can be costly. It’s a good idea to budget around $1,000 for a full brake job to be done by a mechanic. That might be a little high, but it’s better to budget a little extra than fall short. Consider keeping a vehicle maintenance fund of around $2,000 just in case you have a maintenance issue. Your vehicle costs are now home costs.



NATALIE & ABIGAIL
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NATALIE AND ABIGAIL WERE CRAVING A CHANGE IN LIFE. The “normal” nine-to-five wasn’t fulfilling them. A desire for travel and to live intentionally and minimally led them to the nomadic lifestyle.

VEHICLE + WHY

2004 Sprinter Van, high-top, 21 feet long—we just wanted a vehicle we could stand up in.

CONNECT

@letsplayrideandseek

TIME ON THE ROAD

Full-time, 11/2 years

MAKING THE LEAP

A lot of planning and time went into moving into a van. We started saving money a few months before searching for a van. After purchasing the van, it took us one and a half years to build it out while we were working full-time. Neither of us had any building experience so that was a huge challenge for us. We didn’t set out looking for a Sprinter, we just wanted a vehicle we could stand up in. While searching, we came across this one for sale at a towing company. It used to be a prisoner transport vehicle and now it is our personal freedom vehicle. We chose a van over an RV because we wanted a vehicle we could drive safely, that would fit in a parking spot, and that we could make into a cozy home.









BUILD-OUT CONSIDERATIONS

Unless you plan to buy a rig that’s already built out, factor in an estimated cost of build-out while looking around for a vehicle. It’s hard to imagine the build-out before actually seeing the physical vehicle, but having a ballpark number in mind will help you out enormously down the line. We’ve heard plenty of horror stories of people paying as they go, without a budget to follow, and running out of funds halfway through the build. Getting caught with nothing left in your budget while building the bed platform or cabinets is one thing, but if you run out of funds halfway through your plumbing, you’re going to be sad, and probably wet. Building your budget can start with designing your build (and it’s fun!). To get into the nitty-gritty of starting your own build, head to chapter 4, where we detail and explain almost everything you would want to put in your home on wheels.
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PROTIP

Plan on heading to the hardware store several times a week, if not several times in a day. Some van lifers even work on their vehicle in the parking lot of the hardware store to save on gas.





SAMPLE BUILD-OUTS FROM VAN LIFERS IN THIS BOOK





	WHO
	WHAT
	VEHICLE PRICE
	BUILD PRICE
	TOTAL



	Chris Stephan
	2008 Jeep Grand Cherokee
	Already owned, $0
	$400
	$400



	LeeAnn Juday
	1984 GMCVandura, original interior build
	$500 purchase, $3,200 mechanical repair cost
	$0, original build was intact with fold-out bed
	$3,700



	LeeAnn Juday (second vehicle)
	1996 Ford Work Van
	$2,000 purchase, $400 mechanical repair cost
	$1,700
	$4,100



	Dani Reyes-Acosta
	1995 Ford E250 RWD
	$4,300
	$2,000
	$6,300



	Scott Woerner
	E350 van
	$2,700
	$6,000
	$8,700



	Scott & Cassie
	2005 Chevy Astro
	$2,800 (with $4,000 in two separate defective transmission repairs)
	$2,000
	$8,800



	Katya
	2012 Ford Transit Connect
	$9,300
	$2,500
	$11,800



	Laura Edmondson
	2013 Ford Transit Connect
	$11,000
	$4,000
	$15,000



	Chase & Mariajose
	Skoolie
	
	
	$16,000



	Natalie & Abigail
	2004 Sprinter Van, high top
	$6,000
	$10,000
	$16,000



	Connie Shang
	Red 2003 Freightliner Sprinter
	Owned by parent, $10,000 or repairs
	$10,000
	$20,000



	Brandon & Gabi Fox
	1972 Airstream Overlander
	$6,500
	$20,000
	$26,500



	Charlie Mertens
	2004 Chevy Express AWD with a high top
	$8,000
	$20,000
	$28,000



	Chase & Mariajose
	2016 Mercedes Sprinter 170”
	$18,300
	$10,000 (and counting)
	$28,000



	Sydney Ferbrache
	2017 Ford Transit High Roof
	$24,000 (financed)
	$10,000
	$34,000



	Roxy & Ben
	2018 Ram ProMaster High Roof FWD
	$30,000 (purchased new, making monthly payments of $600)
	$7,000
	$37,000



	Colin Boyd & Sofi Aldinio
	1978 Mercedes 508D German Command & Control Vehicle
	$30,000
	$10,000
	$40,000



	Randi & Steve Hitchcock
	Ford E350, diesel
	$12,000—later had to pay $22,000 for new motor and transmission after five years of owning it
	$8,000
	$42,000



	Derek Redd
	2018 Mercedes-Benz Sprinter
	$40,000 (purchased new)
	$20,000
	$60,000
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WHO WILL DO THE WORK?

HIRING A PROFESSIONAL


	High experience level

	Often comes with warranty

	Can combine with van purchase and have one large loan



BUILD IT YOURSELF


	Intimate knowledge of your build

	Personal touches

	Ability to fix problems as they arise



ELEMENTS TO CONSIDER


	Insulation

	Vents, air circulation, and awnings

	Auxiliary power and solar power

	Heaters

	Fresh water and gray water

	Showers

	Camp toilets

	Cabinetry






LAYOUT

Social media platforms can be a great place to get creative ideas for layout recommendations, measurements, and plans. A conversion can be as simple as throwing an air mattress on the floor and using a Jetboil to cook (low cost and build time), or as complex as building a shower and toilet behind the driver’s seat (high cost, maintenance, and build time).


VAN AND BUILD BUDGET CONSIDERATION SUMMARY


	Cost of purchasing a vehicle that you do not already own

	Cost of insuring a vehicle that is not already insured (Some vehicles cost more to insure than others.)

	Cost and time spent searching for the correct vehicle

	Cost of vehicle registration and inspections for older vehicles (In states like Colorado, newer cars cost more to register.)

	Build cost (total cost of the build including all tools, materials, and hired help)

	Vehicle maintenance and safety upgrades

	Gas mileage (applies to living budget, but important to consider while purchasing)

	Cost of dismantling the interior of a used vehicle








LIVING BUDGET

A month-to-month living budget is incredibly personal. You could live on less than $1,000 a month, or spend far, far more. You can stay in national park campgrounds, eat canned beans for breakfast, or both. You can drive cross country twice in a month, or stay put in a free site off of a backroad, only moving to re-up on groceries. Oftentimes, nomads choose to move into a van to save money on rent. A van payment is usually much lower than rent, and you will be saving on utilities, but there are many other expenses to examine. Below are categories to consider in your month-to-month expenses and a sample of what one month might look like.

INCOMING MONEY


	Penny pinching (and saving) beforehand and living off those savings

	Full-time, part-time, contract work

	Remote work for the company you currently work for

	Starting your own business from the road

	Seasonal work

	Farm stays, WWOOFing (World Wide Opportunities on Organic Farms)

	City-specific work, staying in one place and completing a few jobs, then moving on



OUTGOING MONEY: VAN


	Automobile insurance

	Van payment

	Build-out payment

	Gas

	Maintenance





ON-THE-ROAD COSTS AND CONSIDERATIONS—TWO PEOPLE





	OUTGOING MONEY: VAN
	NOTES
	MONTHLY COST
	SAVING STRATEGIES



	Automobile insurance
	USAA
	$104
	–



	Van payment (if purchased new)
	2018 Ram ProMaster
	$607
	–



	Build-out payment (if a third party was used)
	No loan, paid in full
	–
	–



	Gas
	Medium-movement month
	$280
	Move around less freguently



	Maintenance
	Oil change
	$35
	–



	
	Van total:
	$1,026
	



	OUTGOING MONEY: PERSONAL
	
	
	



	Health Insurance
	Colorado Marketplace, 2 people
	$185
	–



	Groceries/alcohol/eating out
	Groceries, bottle of Mezcal, and wine
	$450
	More intentional meal planning



	Water and/or ice (depending on your setup)
	Fridge
	–
	–



	Campgrounds
	Camped on public land
	–
	–



	Experiences
	National Parks Pass
	$80
	Pass is good for the whole year



	Telephone, internet
	Separate family plans
	$130
	Work at cafes



	Laundry
	At friends’ houses
	–
	–



	Gym membership/showers
	Use solar shower
	–
	–



	Entertainment subscriptions
	Netflix, Spotify
	$21
	Rely on free services



	Gifts, clothing, gear
	Miscellaneous
	$100
	Fewer national park pins!



	Toll roads
	Routed around
	–
	–



	Emergency
	Put away $ every month
	$100
	–



	AAA coverage
	Family plan
	$11
	–



	Pet supplies and food
	Dog food
	$40
	–



	
	Personal Total:
	$1,117
	



	
	Total monthly expenses:
	$2,143
	








OUTGOING MONEY: PERSONAL


	Groceries/alcohol/eating out

	Water and/or ice (depending on your setup)

	Health insurance

	Campgrounds

	Experiences

	Telephone, internet

	Laundry

	Gym membership/showers

	School materials, toys, activities for children

	Entertainment subscriptions

	Gifts, clothing, gear

	Toll roads

	Emergency fund

	AAA coverage

	Pet supplies and food



Most people who are interested in moving into a van are intrigued by simplifying. This may accompany lowering your budget as well. Below we will highlight some ways to keep your budget low while traveling.




GAS

This is one of the biggest expenses and one of the easiest to alleviate. Find a beautiful spot, and stay put. Driving across the country is expensive. Driving down the coast is expensive. Staying in one place is mostly free. If you can find an internet connection and a legal spot on public land and you have the freedom to take it slow, do it! It is a wonderful way to get to know the area and also save money.




HEALTH INSURANCE

This can be an extremely tricky topic depending on your work situation and home state. In the United States, health insurance is tied to your employment, and moving to a contract or freelance work situation can mean a big hit in your budget to pay personal insurance. This can get even more complicated with children.

It is helpful to talk to an insurance broker in your home state to see what the options are. You can also look into health-share plans, and short-term medical plans if you don’t plan on traveling long-term. Another option is telemedicine plans that can be used throughout the country. We both have insurance through the Colorado Marketplace that we found through a state insurance broker. It looks different for everyone, but it’s generally not easy or cheap. Be sure to look into health insurance early in your planning, and budget accordingly.





GROCERIES/ALCOHOL/EATING OUT

Grocery shopping and making your own meals is far cheaper than eating out regularly. It’s always cheaper to make your own grub. Then sure, go ahead, crack open a craft beer and reward yourself for a dinner well done (it’s cheaper than getting a drink at a bar).




CAMPGROUNDS

Campgrounds can sometimes be unavoidable, depending on your plans for the day. Places like beaches and some national parks are lacking in areas to camp for free. Sites with water and electric hookups will cost more than a tent site.
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GYM MEMBERSHIP/SHOWERS

Many van lifers use gym memberships not only for working out but for showers. Look for national and regional fitness chains. Before you join, make sure your membership is good for every location (not just a home gym or a few gyms under the same franchise). Check the map for your gym’s locations along your route.
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chapter 3 Choosing a Vehicle

Choosing a vehicle is often one of the first steps toward transitioning to a nomadic lifestyle. Ultimately, finding your home on wheels will come down to a combination of factors including your personal budget, individual preferences, and how you plan to spend your time. Keep in mind that for many folks, the perfect rig might be unattainable at first. It is important to be willing to compromise. Start by writing a list of pros and cons, and decide what you really need to be happy and successful on the road. Since vans tend to be the most popular choice for modern nomads, we will focus this chapter on choosing a van. However, the majority of this information can be used in consideration when purchasing and building out any type of vehicle or trailer.



TYPES OF VANS ON THE MARKET

At a very basic level, there are three types of vans that you will encounter on the road. In order of financial commitment, high to low:


CLASS B MOTORHOMES

A “Class B” motorhome is the smallest of the three classified types of motorhomes. These rigs are given these designations because they are sold and classified as motorhomes. You will be required to register them as Class B and pay for a specific type of insurance. These are usually the most expensive, but they’re also built with features that might appeal to those looking for more comforts. Adventure-specific Class B rigs can come fully loaded with 4×4, a lift kit, a hydraulic bed platform, and a fully functioning shower.

PROS


	Fully loaded with features

	Ready for adventure off the lot

	Professional leisure power system

	Usually comes with shore power (ability to connect to AC power supplied at campsites) and water hookups

	Comes with amenities you might not build yourself

	Possible warranty



CONS


	Price

	You’ll have to register it as an RV and might pay more for insurance

	Not a stealthy camper van
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ALAN & KELLY HARBITTER
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KELLY HARBITTER



ALAN GREW UP IN QUEENS, NEW YORK, and had lived all of his life as a city boy. The Airstreams, though made in Ohio, have more than a bit of New York style. He could see it as his bubble of civilization in the backcountry.

VEHICLE + WHY

2020 16-foot Airstream Bambi—I liked the idea that it provided a self-sufficient mini-home in the middle of nowhere.

TIME ON THE ROAD

Part-time, 6 months

COMFORT ON THE ROAD

I don’t think I would have ever explored Lassen Volcanic National Park or Redwood National Park if it involved sleeping on the ground and finding a bathroom in the woods in the middle of the night. The Airstream has opened up a range of adventure options that previously did not exist for me. We live in a country of great natural beauty. I am now able to directly experience so much more of that side of America.
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PROFESSIONAL AFTERMARKET CONVERSION

The next option is a van that was purchased new or used and then professionally built out by a van-conversion company. Professional aftermarket conversions won’t necessarily be designated Class B because the vehicles are purchased as passenger vehicles. A quality conversion company can deck out a rig just as nicely as something you’d buy off the lot, usually for less money. This option is extremely popular with people who don’t have the time to build out a van. Professional van conversions can be expensive, but a skilled shop can do incredible things. Conversion companies are willing to help you design a build that’s right for you and that fits a specific budget. Depending on the company, they will either build out a van that you bring to them or sell you a van-conversion package that includes a new built-out van for a single price.

PROS


	Only pay for options that you want

	Professional design and workmanship

	You aren’t doing the work, saving your time for other things

	Often professional builds come with warranties

	More stealthy than a professional Class B for sleeping in cities that allow it



CONS


	You have to work with the professional company’s timeline, and they are often backed up with work for months

	You may have to compromise on the build-out

	Price
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SELF-BUILD

A self-build is a van that was purchased new or used and built out by the owners. This option is known as a DIY, or do it yourself. Building out your own van is the most affordable option and allows you to have an intimate knowledge of your conversion. Honestly, it’s also a lot of fun. It’s exciting to work with your hands and build something that will bring you endless joy. Converting a van is also time-consuming and can be extremely frustrating. We built a lot of our van, but we did hire a professional to do a few things that we didn’t have the skills or tools for. Even if you plan to build out your rig alone, don’t be afraid to consult with a professional if you have any questions—especially regarding electricity.

PROS


	Complete freedom on design

	Choice of materials

	Intimate knowledge of your van’s inner workings

	Ability to fix the van yourself on the road

	Most affordable



CONS


	Time commitment

	Purchasing and sourcing materials and tools by yourself

	Learning curve



Note: How your vehicle is registered (what type of title you have) is somewhat of a muddy topic. It varies by state, with each state having certain requirements to qualify for an RV title. Each insurance company will have a different policy regarding Class B vs. passenger vehicles. Talk to your insurance provider before you hit the road, and factor extended policy costs into your budget. Keep yourself covered in case of an accident.
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CONSIDERATIONS BEFORE PURCHASING


HOW WILL YOU USE THE VAN?

Before you start your build, or when choosing a vehicle that is already built out, take account of what you plan to bring with you and how easily you would like to access those items. Ease of access for often-used items is a huge benefit.


PROTIP

There are multiple van-rental companies in the United States. Find a rental company that rents vans similar to what you’re looking for and take it for a spin. Alternatively, you can see if friends will let you stay in their van for a few nights, maybe trade them for a house stay. We spent time in three separate vans before deciding what would best suit our needs.
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NEW VS. USED

Whether you choose a new or used vehicle will likely be determined by your budget. A new vehicle will start in great mechanical condition and come with a warranty. If you decide a used vehicle is the right choice, make sure you get it inspected by a licensed mechanic before you purchase it—it will save you money in the long run. When purchasing a used vehicle, there can be hidden maintenance costs. If it’s a unique vehicle or from overseas, take into consideration how easy it is to get replacement parts. The vehicle needs to be in good running condition, especially if you plan to take it off-grid. Research if there are any known issues for whatever make and model


PROTIP
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HOW MANY PEOPLE NEED TO FIT IN THE VAN?



PROTIP










TO STAND OR NOT TO STAND
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POP-TOP

PROS


	Lower height can be beneficial when driving around town or driving in areas with low-hanging trees

	Some can fit in regular household garages

	Can give you an additional sleeping area if there are more than two people sleeping in your van

	Cooler in the summer and offer more airflow than you can get sleeping in the main cargo area of a hard-sided van



CONS


	Not insulated well and not ideal for four-season travel

	Not as stealthy and secure as hard-sided vans (more obvious someone is sleeping inside)

	Can be broken into more easily

	Fastening solar panels to your pop-

	top could put extra strain on the struts and cause some mechanical issues

	Potential leaks and other mechanical issues






HIGH ROOF

PROS


	No moving parts

	Less maintenance

	More secure

	Ability to stand

	More stealthy (can disguise as a work vehicle)

	More storage



CONS


	Trouble with covered parking

	Trouble with low-hanging tree branches
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PROTIP








LOW ROOF
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PROS


	Better gas mileage

	Easy to park



CONS


	Less storage

	Can’t stand up






GAS MILEAGE + TYPE



PROTIP








FOUR-WHEEL DRIVE VS. TWO-WHEEL DRIVE
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PROTIP







FRONT-WHEEL DRIVE VS. REAR-WHEEL DRIVE




PROTIP
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ABOUT THE AUTHORS

ROXY AND BEN left their east coast home states and found each other in the front range of Colorado in 2015. They’ve been exploring the corners of the United States and abroad from the comfort of a van since 2017. They’ve scrambled on the lava rock of Iceland, back-country snowboarded on volcanos in Japan, trekked to high alpine huts in New Zealand, and reflected among old-growth trees on the coast of Canada, all with a van as a home base to return to each exhausted evening. Roxy and Ben now live part-time in the van and part-time in Golden, Colorado, spending their days writing, cuddling their beloved and scruffy pup, Henry, and planning the next big adventure. You can find updates on their travels, their recent work, and hopefully some inspiration on their website, benthere roxythat.com.
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