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From a bus 
to a home

...the story of two dogs and a bus

Back in the Kimberley we um and ah 
for a couple of days before taking the 
plunge. After a prolonged settlement 
process – around the legality of the 
chattels (the legal speak for the carport, 
bus and bathroom) on the block – we take 
ownership in early August 2015.

Design from afar

From the moment we put in the offer, 
all our spare time was spent researching 
and designing our bus conversion. Pinterest, 
Google and YouTube were scoured for every 
idea we could fi nd. Most were American, 
most were for buses as recreational 
vehicles, some were overcrowded and 
messy, others slick and neat.

Through this process we came up with 
a general theme for our bus: streamlined, 
neat, light, clean and cosy. In essence, a 

modern home/apartment. After all, we 
were likely to be in it for the next fi ve 
years, so it needed to be comfortable.

We built a model from balsa wood 
then refi ned it in SketchUp to create 
a working design. This split the bus in 
thirds: the bedroom at the back, the 
kitchen and lounge in the middle and the 
study in the driver and passenger area. 
We shifted furniture around, adding in 
tables or taking them out.

We spent time dreaming of gardens 
and animals, food forests and outdoor 
spas, walks that we would create. It was 
all-consuming but exciting. And all based 
on a 45 minute visit and dimensions 
supplied by the previous owner in an off-
the-cuff remark; ‘The bus is 10 x 2.5m.’

Tentative fi rst steps

A drizzly day, early January. Excited, we 
arrive at our bush block to fi nd the gate is 
locked. Keys in hand we attempt to enter. 
But the cheap lock won’t budge. The wet 
winter months have rusted it shut. 

With a redesign, an old bus that 

came with a block of land in 

Tasmania becomes a home.

It’s mid-April 2015. I’m in a hire car 
driving up a dirt road. The air is fresh and 
there’s a slight chill. I’m here, with my 
partner Deirdre, checking out a six and 
a half hectare block in the Huon Valley, 
Tasmania. It’s our second day driving 
around the region. The place we are at 
has a driveway, a carport, a small 3 x 3m 
bathroom (toilet and shower) and a cleared 
house pad.

More importantly, there is 1963 
Bedford bus on it, decked out with carpet, 
bed, couch and wood heater. The bus 
doesn’t run any more but that doesn’t 
matter. We are looking for a bush block 
with some temporary accommodation 
that will leave us mortgage free. The bus 
means this place meets the criteria. And 
with work in the Kimberley not going so 
well, this bush block in southern Tassie 
defi nitely feels like the right place when 
we head back down the driveway.

BY SCOTT FOYSTER
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Redesigning

As we were dismantling we discovered 
that the dimensions of our design were 
wrong. The bus was not 10 x 2.5m but rather 
8.75 x 2.25m. This meant another redesign. 
Working from the back we revised what 
items of furniture were needed and the 
space required between them.

In the bedroom everything stayed 
as planned except we lost some space 
around the front of the bed. In the kitchen 
we shortened the benches from 2000mm 
to 1500mm. The couch became 500mm 
shorter and a bookcase was jettisoned. 
In all we trimmed around 1500mm from 
this area, making a more compact space.

The biggest change was in the study. 
The wrap around desk became a fantasy 
– it just wouldn’t fi t. The overhead 
compartment became the bookcase. The 
engine hub became the desk. To make sure 
it all fi tted we marked it out with tape.

By late January we were ready to 
begin constructing our home. In the 
Kimberley we’d drawn up a timetable and 
sent it through to our families asking for 
help. One of my brothers, his fi ancée and 
my Dad pencilled in a late January/early 
February visit. With three extra hands we 
would get the build off to a fl ying start.

Insulated walls

First were the walls. Using Foilboard 
(the only insulation that would fi t into 
the 50mm wall cavity) we had the bus 
insulated in just over a day. It was then 

We reverse back down the road and head 
back to town. Half an hour later, bolt-
cutters in hand, we cut our way through 
the lock and head up the driveway. Our 
fi rst thought: ‘What are we doing?’ It’s 
steeper and more overgrown than we 
remembered.

For that fi rst week we questioned 
whether we’d done the right thing. We also 
started to wonder whether all our dreams 
and plans would fi t, or whether we would 
have to alter them to better fi t the site.

Our second week began with gusto 
as we got into dismantling the bus. For 
the next two weeks we sweated away 
with angle grinder, chisels, screwdrivers 
and hammers, paring the bus back to a 
skeletal frame. Overhead hanger, front 
and back seats, roof panels, wall panels, 
steering wheel and foot pedals – all 
were taken out, revealing a steel frame 
with surprisingly little rust. We were 
exhausted each night. But it was also 
exciting seeing the bus skeleton revealed, 
for it meant that we were closer and 
closer to building our new home.

Above and above left: The starting point...
Right: Furniture areas marked out with tape.

Below left: All hands on deck for puttying 
and fi nishing of walls prior to painting.
Below right: Ceiling linings are installed.
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time to dress them with our choice of 
panelling; 7mm ply.

We’d been pleased to fi nd the bus 
had a strong steel frame that appeared 
straight. As we soon discovered though, 
nothing is straight in a bus. The beams 
curved, bulging in the middle; concerned 
that the wall would look wobbly we 
needed a solution. After much thought 
and aborted attempts we set about 
adding a pine frame to the steel frame. 
We drilled short bits of pine to each 
upright beam. We also added another 
horizontal piece of wood under the 
window frame to not only anchor the 
plywood panels to but create some bigger 
window sills.

With the wall frame in, it was time 
to attach the plywood panels – a longer 
process than we thought. Each piece 
had to be tailored to fi t. The trickiest 
part being over the wheel arches where, 
through the use of templates and some 
rough fi rst attempts with a jigsaw, we 
managed to make pieces that fi tted 
okay. With fi ve sets of hands the walls 
were installed, prepared and given an 
undercoat in the space of a week.

Curved roof

The extra hands provided the 
opportunity to troubleshoot how to add 
the roof panels. On the advice of the local 
hardware store we’d purchased 3mm MDF 
as it would be fl exible enough to bend and 
fi t the curve. This came in 2400 x 1200mm 
pieces. We’d been hoping they would be big 
enough to fi t in one piece. But they weren’t.

In the end we devised a system to split 
the roof into thirds: from the top of the 
window to the fi rst roof frame on each side 
and the central section. We then attempted 
to install the fi rst piece. It was a three-

person task: two holding the panel in place 
while the other drilled and screwed.

Luckily another of my brothers was 
coming in a week. That’s when we started 
on the most physically challenging aspect 
of the build: the centre panels. As the roof 
required a lot of bracing we took turns 
between holding the panels and drilling. 
With so much overhead work we soon had 
sore shoulders. We soldiered on through 
it with deep breathing, curses to hurry up 
and lots of wringing out of the arms. Two 
days later we had the roof up and could 
get onto painting it and the walls.

Engine hood study

Between the fi rst helpers leaving and 
the second helpers arriving, Deirdre and 
I set about getting some land cleared 
behind the bus and near the carport 
for water tanks, solar and water piping. 
While the trees were being felled, we set 
to work on the study. In the centre of the 
front section of the bus was an engine 
hood. By covering the hood with a box we 
would create our desk.

This was done by attaching three bits 
of 70 x 19mm pine at the front and side 
of the engine hub. From this we built up 
frames at the front, middle and back. On 
top of this frame we attached a small 
section of 3mm MDF as the desktop and 
again on the sides to make walls. As we 
were building the desk we also decided to 
incorporate a small bookcase into the end.

By the end of a week we had a fi nished 
study that looked streamlined and neat. 
There would be some fi ne-tuning and 
small additions later but we’d basically 
fi nished the front section of our home.

Cubby design furniture

The original plan had been for the bed 
to be built for Deirdre’s birthday. With the 
fl oor still to do, it was going to be a tight 
fi t. Luckily the fl oor laminate we’d picked 
up at Bunnings was fairly easy to install 
and what we thought was going to be a 
week-long process took barely a day.

It was now time for the fun part of the 
build: the furniture! During our planning 
stage we found a number of designs 
from the Ana White website. Using her 
cubby bed design we set to building 
our bed base. The design was fairly self-
explanatory once we’d converted the 
imperial wood dimensions to metric 
measurements. In the end we went with 
7mm plywood and cut these down to the 
right size for the end and side cubbies.

For a couple of people with no furniture 
building skills we found it surprisingly 
easy to construct, the only real challenge 
being lining up the top and bottoms of the 
dividers in the end and side cubbies. With 
them fi nished, it was time to give it all a 
stain and then add the struts. The bed was 
fi nished right on schedule on the morning 
of Deirdre’s birthday!

Next we moved onto the couch. Again 
we used plywood and a cubby style 
design, creating some extra storage to 
make up for some of the furniture we had 
jettisoned in the redesign. We’d perfected 
our cubby process by now so quickly built 
the lounge.

Feature kitchen
To break up the amount of plywood 

in the bus we looked for feature wood for 
our kitchen. After visiting a local wood 
seller in Huonville we found a nice piece 
of black hearted sassafras to use us our 
breakfast bench. At 1900mm long and 

Above L–R: Painting and fl oor complete; bed 
base and bed are fi nished too – yay! 
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400mm wide it was narrower and longer 
than what our plan required but it looked 
great. A couple of coats of oil made it all 
the more striking. Taking the cue from 
a local hardware guy, we built the legs 
and apron out of 42mm oak – the effect 
of which is that the bench top stands out 
while the legs fade into the background, 
making for a dramatic effect.

The kitchen bench was built using ply 
for the cabinet and oak boards for the top. 
Keeping with the open storage design we 
threw away the idea of cupboard doors and 
went ahead with baker tray top drawers.

Once most of the furniture had been 
made we set about adding curtains, 
cushions and installing the wood heater. 
This brought us up to early April, and all 
we had to do was wait for the services to 
be connected.

Solar system
When we arrived there was a 192 

watt tree-mounted solar system that 
was, and still is, connected to the lights 
in the bathroom. This was never going 
to be enough to provide power for our 
computers, phones, bus lights, kitchen 
appliances and eventual fridge so a new 
system was needed.

We found a Hobart provider with 
experience in off-grid systems. After 
visiting our hilly site they designed a 
2.25kW system for us. It consisted of three 
250W panels on each of three poles set 
up the hill from the bus, with the power 
being stored in 12 two-volt batteries and 
a Victron MPT and inverter system. They 
also agreed to connect the 240V power to 
the bus and install all our electric power 
points and lights.

Since completion the system has 
worked fi ne. Our batteries haven’t dipped 
below 97%. Admittedly we don’t have 

a lot of electrical needs but it’s good to 
know we have reliable power and can 
charge things without the background 
hum of a generator. Ironically we are now 
worried about having too much power 
and asking ourselves what we are going 
to do with it all come summer.

Compared with the solar power, the 
water and gas was an easy task. We had a 
8500-litre tank delivered and installed as 
our header tank. This is gravity fed into the 
bus where we have a low pressure tap. As 
we only have cold water running in the bus 
it was a fairly easy job and the plumber 
was able to connect both the gas (for our 
oven and stove) and the water in half a day.

Refl ections

It’s been fi ve months now since moving 
to the block. The recent wet weather 
means the ground is muddy. There’s plenty 
of ground work still to be done to get our 
garden and permaculture dream up and 
running but that’ll happen in time.

Importantly the bus is completed 
and we are happy and surprised with it. 
When we began the build we had next 
to no knowledge (we’d built some pallet 
furniture together before) about building. 
Now we can walk into a hardware store 
with certainty and know what we need 
and want. We are constantly commenting 
about how great it is to live in a space 
that we’ve created ourselves.

Would we do things differently? Would 
we change things? Yes. If we had the time 
again we would add a vapour barrier 
to the roof and look at double glazing 

the windows before we added in the 
furniture. We’d also recommend doing the 
build from the comfort of your own home 
fi rst before moving onto the site. Camping 
and working on your home at the same 
time is exhausting. Having said that, we 
have endured it, and it’s been worth it for 
the experience we’ve gained.

We’ve even got more projects on the go. 
We’ve started insulating and adding an 
internal ceiling and wall to the bathroom. 
There’s a deck to build. The conversion of 
half the carport into a studio/work shed/
spare room. And sometime down the 
track there will be a proper house – until 
then though our self-converted bus is our 
home. �

Scott and Deirdre have moved about 
the country a fair bit since meeting in 
2010. In July 2015 they took ownership 
of a block in the Huon Valley, 
Tasmania. Their blog documents the 
trials and tribulations of their journey. 
twodogsandabus.wordpress.com

� SketchUp

3D modelling software; a great way to 
visualise your plans.

www.sketchup.com

� Ana White

An owner builder in Alaska who provides 
instructions for building furniture for small 
spaces.

www.ana-white.com

� Foilboard

Combining refl ective insulation and a 
polystyrene core, Foilboard is able to achieve 
high thermal resistance.

1800 354 717, www.foilboard.com.au

Links & resources

Above L–R: Applying a little extra pressure to 
help the table top adhere; heater fl ue goes in; 
kitchen bench doubles as sewing table. 
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