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Introduction: The Exit Ramp and the Fine Print
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Sometime in the 1990s, a young couple named Beth and Shawn Dougherty bought a house on seventeen acres in eastern Ohio. They went on to raise eight children there, birthing them at home and teaching them at home, milking their own animals and growing much of what they ate. Three decades later, by then in their sixties and selling how-to manuals to a new generation of would-be homesteaders, Beth Dougherty summed up the bargain in a sentence that a reporter for The New York Times wrote down in the spring of 2026: "We were willing to be very cash poor in order to be life rich."

That sentence is the whole movement in eleven words. It is also the whole problem.

This book is about the Americans who, in the years since 2020, have tried to step off the conventional track of salaried work and city or suburban life, in favor of land, food they grow themselves, power they make themselves, smaller or mobile homes, shared communities, or simply a working life that answers to them rather than to a manager. Some of them quit their jobs in the great wave of resignations that crested in late 2021. Some kept their jobs and took them along, laptop in hand, to a county they had previously only driven through. Some bought a dozen chicks from a farm store and called it a start. Some bought a van. Some saved half their income for a decade so they could stop working at forty. A few went all the way: wells, solar panels, wood heat, goats, the works.

I set out to answer a plain question about them. Does it work? Not "is it beautiful," because the photographs answer that, and not "is it morally superior," because that is a matter of taste. Does it work, in the sense that a reasonably careful person can do it, stay solvent, stay healthy, stay on the right side of the law, and still want to be doing it five years later?

The short answer, drawn from the government data, court records, studies and reporting that fill the chapters ahead, is this. The movement is real, it is larger than its critics admit, and much of what draws people to it is sound. But the version that lasts looks very different from the version that sells. The people who make it work almost never leave the money economy. They change their relationship to it. They keep an income, usually from someone else, often for years. They buy land with water already settled, in a county whose rules they have read. They grow some food rather than all of it. They plan for the hospital, the insurer and the fire season before they plan the garden. And they find other people, because the single most reliable way to fail at self-reliance is to attempt it alone.

The fantasy version, by contrast, is a story about escape: quit, buy cheap land, go off the grid, live on what you raise, and never answer to anyone again. Almost every part of that sentence collides with something documented. Cheap land is usually cheap for a reason. The grid is not something you can always legally leave. Water belongs, in much of the country, to someone other than the person whose roof it falls on. Very few small farms earn money from farming; the typical American farm household loses a little on the farm and lives on its off-farm paycheck. The most visible homesteaders on the internet are, in many cases, running media businesses with a farm attached. And the rural hospital that the fantasy quietly assumes will be there may have stopped delivering babies, or stopped admitting patients at all.

It is worth saying what I mean by "the system," since the word gets used loosely. For the people in these pages, it usually means some combination of four things: a full-time job with a boss and a commute; housing priced by a metropolitan market; food, water and power delivered by large organizations the household does not control; and a set of expectations about how an adult life should be scheduled and spent. Almost nobody leaves all four. Most people pick one or two to step away from and keep the rest. A remote worker in a small town has left the commute and the city housing market but kept the job. A suburban family with a dozen hens and a vegetable bed has stepped partly out of the food system and nowhere else. A van dweller has left the housing market entirely and often kept a job of some kind. Thinking about the movement this way, as a menu rather than an all-or-nothing escape, turns out to be the single most useful idea in this book.

None of that means the dream is foolish. It means the dream needs fine print, and the fine print is where this book spends most of its time.

A few words about what this book is not.

It is not a how-to manual. I do not tell you how to wire a charge controller, dig a well, butcher a hog or file a building permit. Plenty of good guides do that, and the details vary so much by state and county that any national manual would mislead as often as it helped. Where I describe how something works, a battery bank or a water right or a safe withdrawal rate, it is to explain why it matters to the decision, not to teach the trade.

It is not a book about preppers or survivalism, though preparedness runs through parts of the homesteading world and I take it seriously where it appears. Nor is it a political book, though the back-to-the-land impulse has always attracted people from both ends of the spectrum, from the communes of the late 1960s to the conservative land projects marketed to remote workers today. I report what those people say and do; I do not sort them into teams.

It is not a book about farming as an industry. Commercial agriculture, with its commodity prices and its thousand-acre operations, appears only where it helps explain the economics a small homesteader faces.

And it is not a book of composites. Every person named here is real and documented in reputable reporting, court records or public statements. Every figure traces to a source listed at the back, chapter by chapter. Where I do my own arithmetic from a published number, I say so. Where the evidence is thin or contested, I say that too. I have tried hard to give the strongest version of each side: the case that quitting the system is liberation, and the case that it is a luxury good dressed up as rebellion.

The research behind it draws on federal statistics from the Census Bureau, the Bureau of Labor Statistics and the Department of Agriculture; on studies from national laboratories, universities and research organizations; on court and regulatory records; and on reporting from newspapers, magazines, public radio and trade publications. Some of the most revealing material comes from the movement itself, including surveys by homesteading organizations and interviews with its best-known figures, and I have tried to say clearly when a source is an advocate rather than a neutral observer.

The chapters move roughly from why people leave to where they go, then to what they need when they get there, then to how they pay for it, and finally to what goes wrong. They can be read in order or dipped into. Each one takes a single question and tries to settle it.

One more thing before we begin. It would be easy to write this book as a debunking, and some of the material practically begs for it. There is a woman in these pages who was told by a Florida magistrate that she had to connect to city water she did not want. There is an Oregon man who went to jail over ponds on his own land. There is an Arizona community of about two thousand people that discovered, one winter, that nobody was legally obliged to bring them water at all. There are free building lots in Kansas that few people would build on, a famous farm influencer whose father-in-law founded an airline, and a commune that survived for more than half a century only to lose its main business in a fire it had decided not to insure.

But there is also a Michigan family that has not bought meat or eggs in more than twenty years, two working parents who run their house on sunlight and wood and say the secret is "paying attention." There is a remote-work program in Tulsa that kept the vast majority of the people it paid to move. There are rural counties in Virginia that stopped losing people for the first time in decades. There are millions of households that started growing food in 2020 and, by the evidence, kept at it. There is a long American tradition, older than the Homestead Act and younger than last spring's seed catalogs, of people deciding that the life on offer was not the only life available.

So this is a book for the person standing at the exit ramp with the engine running. It will not tell you to take it or to stay on the highway. It will tell you, as honestly as the evidence allows, what is waiting at the bottom of the ramp, and what the people who made the turn successfully knew that the others did not.

The Doughertys were willing to be cash poor. The question this book keeps asking is how poor, for how long, and what happens to the "life rich" part when the well runs dry, the clinic closes, or the body that did all that work starts to age. Their answer, and the answers of the people who came after them, turn out to be more practical, and more interesting, than the fantasy.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One: The Year Everyone Quit

[image: ]


On the evening of January 25, 2022, a professional dog walker sat down in front of a webcam to explain the future of work to Fox News.

Her name was Doreen Ford, and for most of a decade she had been a volunteer moderator of a Reddit forum called r/antiwork. The forum had been founded in August 2013 as a quiet corner for people interested in anarchist critiques of labor, and for years it stayed small. Its slogan was a provocation that few people outside it ever read: "Unemployment for all, not just the rich!" In 2019 it had roughly thirteen thousand subscribers. Ford had come to it from her own working life. According to accounts in Vice and Slate, she spent about ten years in retail before quitting in 2017 to work with animals, and by 2021 she was supporting herself with dog walking, pet sitting and small monthly donations from supporters online.

Then the pandemic happened, and the forum exploded. By November 2021 it had passed a million members. By December it was around 1.4 million, and by the time Ford logged on for the interview in January it was over 1.7 million. The posts that drove that growth were not, for the most part, anarchist theory. They were screenshots: text messages from managers demanding that sick employees come in anyway, resignation letters, payslips, the small humiliations of hourly work captured and shared. The forum had become a kind of national complaint box, and the national press had noticed.

The segment on Jesse Watters's show lasted a few minutes. About 3.6 million people watched the program that night, according to Nielsen figures reported by the Washington Examiner. The host was dismissive, the guest was unprepared for the format, and the result was, in the words of the writer Noah Berlatsky in The Independent, "a publicity disaster for r/antiwork." Members who had joined because they were angry about their jobs did not want to be represented on cable news by a part-time dog walker talking about the abolition of work. Within a day the forum had gone private. Within two, the other moderators announced that Ford would be removed. A breakaway forum, r/workreform, launched on January 26 and gathered more than four hundred thousand members in its first twenty-four hours. Ford herself received threats graphic enough that The New York Times later reported on the harassment. The split was revealing in its own way. The new forum's name signaled what most of the newcomers had wanted all along: not the end of work, but better terms for it. They wanted predictable schedules, wages that covered rent, managers who did not treat a sick day as a betrayal. That is a reform program, not a revolution, and it is a reminder that much of the energy of the period was about improving jobs rather than abandoning them.

It is tempting to treat the episode as a joke, and the cable segment was played that way at the time. But the joke obscures what was actually happening. Millions of Americans were not joining an online forum because they wanted to abolish work. They were joining because they had discovered, in the strange suspended months of 2020 and 2021, that they could imagine their working lives differently, and they were looking for company while they did it. Some of them would go on to quit. A smaller number would go on to do something more drastic: leave the city, buy land, try to live on less. This chapter is about the first part of that story, the moment when quitting stopped feeling unthinkable, because nearly everything that follows in these pages grows out of it.

❦

The numbers came first from the Bureau of Labor Statistics, which publishes a monthly report with the unglamorous name of the Job Openings and Labor Turnover Survey. Economists call it JOLTS. Among other things, it counts how many people voluntarily leave their jobs each month. Those are "quits," as distinct from layoffs, discharges and retirements.

On January 4, 2022, the bureau released its figures for November 2021. Quits had risen to 4.5 million in a single month, the highest level in the history of the series, up 370,000 from October. The quits rate, meaning quits as a share of total employment, reached 3.0 percent, matching the record set in September. At the same time, employers were advertising about 10.6 million open jobs.

The bureau's release noted where the increase was concentrated. Quits rose by 159,000 in accommodation and food services, by 52,000 in health care and social assistance, and by 33,000 in transportation, warehousing and utilities. In other words, the people leaving fastest were not mainly software engineers dreaming of mountain cabins. They were cooks, servers, hotel workers, nursing aides and warehouse staff, the people who had kept working in person through the worst months of the pandemic, often for low pay, and who now found that employers desperate for staff would pay them more somewhere else.

This is the first thing to get straight about what the press quickly named the Great Resignation. Most of it was not a resignation from work at all. It was a reshuffle. With so many openings and so few applicants, a worker who quit one job could reasonably expect to find another, often at a higher wage, sometimes within days. Quitting was a bargaining tactic, and in a tight labor market it was a good one. The romantic image of millions of people walking away from paid employment to live on their own terms does not fit the industries where quits were highest.

And yet the emotional texture of the moment did not fit the purely economic story either. People were not just switching jobs; they were talking, loudly and publicly, about why. The pandemic had broken routines that many workers had never questioned. Commutes disappeared overnight for some, while others were told they were essential and handed a mask. Parents discovered how much of their lives had been organized around a schedule that no longer existed. Workers of every kind had the experience, often for the first time since childhood, of spending long stretches at home and wondering what they would do with their days if a job did not dictate them. The forums, the threads, the viral videos were the sound of millions of people asking a question that steady routines usually suppress: is this how I want to spend my one life?

❦

The next phrase to go viral came from a twenty-five-year-old engineer named Zaid Khan.

In July 2022 he posted a seventeen-second video to TikTok about "quitting the idea of going above and beyond." The point, he said, was that "You're still performing your duties, but you're no longer subscribing to the hustle-culture mentality." The clip reached more than 3.6 million people. The hashtag that grew around it, #quietquitting, would eventually rack up more than 858 million views.

Khan did not invent the idea. Doing your job and no more has probably existed as long as jobs have. But he gave it a name that fit the season, and the name spread through newsrooms with remarkable speed. Columnists debated whether quiet quitting was laziness, self-respect, or a rational response to employers who had asked for too much during the pandemic. Executives worried about it in conference calls. Career coaches wrote guides to spotting it.

What happened next to Khan himself is less well known and more revealing. A year later, he told Business Insider, as reported by Fortune in July 2023, that quiet quitting had not felt like freedom. It had felt like dread. He described a "looming fear that you're going to be found out and fired," and said his team had begun questioning his output. The way out, he concluded, was to actually leave. He quit, and by mid-2023 was reported to be working on freelance projects. His conclusion about the larger phenomenon was blunt: "I learned that poor management is truly to blame for disengaged employees."

Khan's arc, from viral slogan to actual departure to self-employment, compresses a pattern that runs through this book. Disengagement inside a job is unstable. People who are psychologically checked out tend either to re-engage, often because something changes about the job, or to leave. And when they leave, a meaningful share of them do not go to another employer. They go to work for themselves, which is the subject of a later chapter, or they start rethinking the whole arrangement of where and how they live, which is the subject of most of the others.

❦

How many people were actually quiet quitting? The most cited answer came from Gallup, the polling firm, which had been measuring what it calls employee engagement for decades.

In September 2022, Jim Harter, Gallup's chief scientist for workplace research, published an analysis titled "Is Quiet Quitting Real?" It drew on a random sample of 15,091 full- and part-time American employees surveyed in June 2022. Gallup sorts workers into three groups. "Engaged" employees are enthusiastic and committed. "Actively disengaged" employees are openly unhappy and, in Gallup's framing, can undermine their colleagues. In between are the "not engaged," whom Gallup describes as people who "do the minimum required and are psychologically detached from their job."

Harter's argument was that the not-engaged middle is, functionally, the quiet quitters, and that they made up at least half of the American workforce. In the second quarter of 2022, only 32 percent of employees were engaged, and 18 percent were actively disengaged, an increase from the prior quarter. The ratio of engaged to actively disengaged workers had fallen to 1.8 to 1, the lowest Gallup had recorded in almost a decade.

The details underneath the headline mattered more. Only about one in three managers was engaged, which meant the people responsible for motivating everyone else were themselves checked out. Among workers under thirty-five, the share who were engaged had fallen four points between 2019 and 2022, and the share actively disengaged had risen six. And among young employees working remotely or in hybrid arrangements, fewer than four in ten said they clearly knew what was expected of them at work.

That last finding is worth pausing on. The same flexibility that let some workers escape the commute and the open-plan office also left many of them unmoored. They were not being asked to do too much so much as being left without a clear sense of what they were for. It is hard to feel loyal to an organization you experience mainly as a stream of messages on a laptop. For a certain kind of worker, that sense of detachment became a question: if my job is just a set of tasks I perform from my kitchen table, why does the kitchen table need to be in this expensive city?

There is a deeper point here about the kind of work that people found unsatisfying, and it explains a good deal about where some of them went next. Much white-collar work in the early 2020s was abstract to the point of invisibility. A person could spend a week in meetings, documents and message threads and be unable to point to a single physical thing that existed because of it. The appeal of the homestead, which later chapters examine in detail, is partly the appeal of the opposite: a fence that stands, a jar of tomatoes on a shelf, an animal that is alive and fed because of your morning. Gallup's measure of engagement is not designed to capture that hunger, but its findings about clarity and purpose point toward it. When people say they want to work with their hands, they often mean they want to see the result of their effort, and to know without being told what is expected of them. A goat needs milking at the same time every day. That is a kind of clarity no performance review supplies, and for some of the disengaged, it turned out to be exactly what they were missing, at least until the novelty of the schedule wore off.

❦

It is worth setting out the strongest case against reading too much into any of this, because it is a serious case.

First, the quit wave was largely a function of a hot labor market, and hot labor markets end. The reshuffling of 2021 and 2022 was driven, above all, by employers with more vacancies than applicants. That condition was never going to be permanent.

The record bears that out. When the Bureau of Labor Statistics released its JOLTS figures for August 2026 at the end of September, quits stood at 3.1 million, and the quits rate was 1.9 percent, unchanged from the month before. Job openings had fallen to 7.1 million. By my arithmetic from the published figures, that is about 1.4 million fewer people quitting each month than at the November 2021 peak, and the rate of quitting is closer to two-thirds of its high point. The labor market of 2026 is not one in which a worker can walk out on Friday confident of a better offer by Tuesday. The door that swung so easily in 2021 is heavier now.

Second, surveys of engagement and online forums of complaint are not the same as behavior. Millions of people can tell a pollster they feel detached from their jobs without doing anything about it, and most of them, for most of the period since 2022, have kept showing up. The membership count of an online forum measures attention, not action. Many of those 1.7 million antiwork members were window shopping for a different life, not moving into one.

Third, and most important for this book, the people best positioned to act on their discontent were not the people with the most reason to be discontented. The cooks and nursing aides who drove the quit numbers could switch employers, but they rarely had the savings, the remote-ready skills or the family wealth to buy land and leave. The workers who could take their jobs with them to a rural county were disproportionately well educated, well paid and white collar. Later chapters will show that pattern again and again, in the profiles of people paid to relocate, in the household incomes of homesteaders, in the backgrounds of the influencers who sell the dream. The exit, in other words, has always been easier for some than for others.

❦

All of that is true, and it still does not dissolve what happened. Something changed in how a large number of Americans think about work, and the change has outlasted the hot labor market that made it visible.

You can see it in the arguments that never quite went away: over return-to-office mandates, over what employers owe workers who are expected to answer email at night, over whether a job should be the center of an adult's identity. You can see it in the language that entered everyday speech, the "quiet quitting," the "lying flat," the "bare minimum Mondays," each one a small rebellion against the idea that more effort is always better. You can see it in the enormous appetite, examined later in this book, for videos of people baking bread and milking goats far from any office. Those videos are not watched by tens of millions of people because viewers want to learn to milk goats. They are watched because they show a working day organized around something other than a boss.

The antiwork forum itself is a good illustration. After the Fox News debacle, it did not disappear. The Wikipedia entry that tracks its history listed it at more than 2.9 million members at last count, larger than at the height of the media frenzy. What faded was not the discontent but the illusion that the discontent had a single leader or a single program. The people who joined were never going to agree on abolishing work. What they shared was a feeling that the deal they had been offered, steady employment in exchange for most of their waking hours, was worse than they had been told.

There is a long American history behind that feeling, and later chapters touch on it: the homesteaders of the nineteenth century, the communes of the late 1960s, the back-to-the-landers who fled cities in the 1970s. Each wave was set off by some combination of economic shock and cultural restlessness, and each produced a few durable successes and a great many quiet retreats. The pandemic wave is distinctive mostly in its tools. Remote work, cheap solar panels, online communities and video platforms have made it possible to attempt a life outside the conventional system while staying partly plugged into it. That combination, as we will see, is both the movement's great strength and the source of many of its contradictions.

❦

Before following the people who left, it is worth being clear about what quitting actually solved for them, and what it did not.

Quitting solved the immediate problem of a bad job. For workers in 2021 and 2022, that was often a real gain: higher pay, a better schedule, a manager who did not treat them like a cost to be minimized. Whether the switchers came out ahead on average is a question for labor economists and falls outside this book; what matters here is that the move was usually from one paycheck to another.

Quitting did not solve the problem of needing an income. That sounds obvious, but it is the hinge on which most of the stories in these pages turn. Zaid Khan quit and became a freelancer. Doreen Ford had quit retail years earlier and walked dogs. Neither of them stopped working. The people who succeed at the larger project, leaving not just a job but a whole way of living, almost always solve the income problem first, either by carrying a remote job with them, by building a business before they leave, by accumulating enough savings to live off investments, or by marrying the homestead to some other source of cash. The people who fail often treat quitting as the solution rather than as the opening move.

Quitting also did not solve the problem of meaning, at least not by itself. Gallup's data suggested that what drove disengagement was not simply overwork but a lack of clarity, connection and purpose, especially for younger and remote workers. Walking away from a job that provides none of those things does not automatically supply them. Some of the people in later chapters found purpose in tending animals and growing food; others found that the isolation of a rural property magnified exactly the disconnection they had hoped to escape.

❦

There is a practical lesson buried in the difference between the labor market of 2021 and the labor market of 2026, and it matters for anyone weighing a bigger exit today.

In the hot market, quitting was cheap. If a move to the country went badly, or a business idea fizzled, the cost of returning to conventional work was low, because employers were hiring aggressively and asking few questions about gaps in a résumé. That safety net was invisible to most people at the time, but it shaped their choices. A worker who knew she could get a comparable job within weeks could afford to experiment.

In a cooler market, the same experiment carries more risk. With openings down to 7.1 million and the hires rate at 3.3 percent in the August 2026 figures, the path back into a salaried job is slower and less certain. A person who leaves a good position to try homesteading, and who discovers after two years that the numbers do not work, may find that the position, or one like it, is no longer waiting. Skills fade. Professional networks thin out. The longer someone is away from a field, the harder the return.

None of this argues against leaving. It argues for leaving in a particular way. The people in the chapters that follow who did best tended to treat their exit as reversible for as long as possible. They kept a foot in the paid economy, maintained their professional skills, rented before they bought, and tested a rural life on weekends or during a leave before committing to it full time. That approach is less romantic than a dramatic resignation letter. It is also far more likely to produce a life that lasts.

The second lesson is about timing. The quit wave of 2021 was a collective event; millions of people acted at once, which made each individual decision feel less risky and more normal. Leaving in 2026 is a more solitary act. The social permission that came from everyone around you doing the same thing has faded. That is not necessarily bad. People who leave against the grain of the market tend to have thought harder about why. But it does mean that the encouragement of the crowd, which carried many people through the first months of a new life in 2021, is less available now. Anyone planning an exit today should expect to build that support deliberately, a theme that returns when this book looks at intentional communities and at the isolation that undoes so many rural moves.

❦

So the quit wave is where this story starts, but it is only a start. The 4.5 million people who quit in November 2021 mostly went to other jobs. A much smaller group used the moment to make a bigger change: to move. They left expensive metros for small towns and rural counties, sometimes with a remote job in tow, sometimes with a plan to farm, sometimes with nothing more than a sense that the place they lived had stopped making sense.

For decades, demographers had watched rural America lose people. Young adults left for college and did not come back; farms consolidated; factories closed; the population aged in place. Then, in the years after 2020, something unusual showed up in the data. The next chapter follows that movement on the map, and asks whether the long-promised return to the countryside was finally happening, or whether it was a blip that has already begun to fade.

Doreen Ford's unhappy television appearance, in that light, was less a punchline than an early signal. The people watching at home that night were not going to abolish work. But a surprising number of them were about to try something almost as radical. They were going to move somewhere their jobs had never been.
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Chapter Two: The Map Bends Toward the Country
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For most of the twenty-first century, the coalfield counties of southwestern Virginia told one story about rural America, and they told it in departures.

Buchanan, Dickenson, Wise, Tazewell, Russell: these are mountain counties where the mines once employed thousands and the population peaked long ago. Young people left for jobs in Richmond, Northern Virginia, North Carolina, anywhere with work. The people who stayed got older. Every year, the Census Bureau's estimates recorded more residents moving out than moving in. In 2014, according to Hamilton Lombard, a demographer at the University of Virginia's Weldon Cooper Center for Public Service, the coalfield counties collectively lost more than 2,300 residents to net out-migration. That was the normal state of affairs, the background hum of a region slowly emptying.

In 2024, the same counties gained 377 people from migration.

That is not a boom. Three hundred and seventy-seven people would fit comfortably in a high school gymnasium. But it is a reversal, and reversals in demographic data are rare. Lombard's analysis, reported by Dwayne Yancey in Cardinal News in May 2025, found the same shift across rural Virginia. In 2014, only 48 of the state's 95 counties were attracting more new residents than they were losing. By 2024, the number was 84. Outside the urban crescent that runs from Northern Virginia through Richmond to Hampton Roads, Lombard noted, "only five counties had negative domestic migration in 2024," the lowest number in decades.

Meanwhile the state's richest suburban county was bleeding people. Fairfax County, the heart of the Washington suburbs, lost a net 21,751 residents to domestic
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