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    To those who chose to step out of the mainstream to embark on a homesteading journey in search of a peaceful life, more simplified life, the ones who pushed forward against all odds, even advancing age. Whether you began in your twenties or fifties, you made the choice and took the steps to achieve your new life. Especially to those who began a self-sufficient journey later in life as we did, and went forward with resolve, fortitude and hope, you have a special place in my heart. 
In Loving Memory of Ladyhawk Smith

      

    



  	
        
            
            Comparison is the thief of joy
~Theodore Roosevelt

      

    



Chapter 1






In 2002, with my sons out of college, my husband and I began to disconnect from a life fraught with drama and stress. After military retirement, he worked as an engineering design tech. I was working a real estate job that often had me in the office at ten o'clock at night. We wanted more. I came to think of it as we chose voluntary poverty and clipped the ties to a life that was not serving us. We left our lucrative jobs behind to live on my husband's meager military pension. That meant a relocation was necessary. In June of that year, we enlisted a realtor to find the private little cabin in the woods we had envisioned. Through her, we found a small, pine-sided house, part of an estate. This bargain in the Blue Ridge Mountains boasted over two acres of land and real privacy. The property was an overgrown jungle. Our trees included several oak varieties with maple and sourwoods. An understory of sassafras was punctuated here and there by thorny wild crabapple, and the ground was matted with a devilish thorny vine that grabs at your ankles to trip you and rip at your flesh We explored our new home and land. We found a spot where the deceased owner had attempted a tilled garden but never cleared enough trees to make it successful. An unexpected blueberry patch hid among the brush, indicated by a plastic tag on a bush. Among the brush, a grouping of six large blueberry plants revealed themselves. This meant that the two we brought with us needed to be moved

Over the years, the patch has produced many quarts of sweet, plump, organic blueberries. Some years, the crop is abundant, some years it isn’t. In the sparse years, we don’t even attempt to gather them for ourselves, and the chickens have a royal feast.  They perform Olympic leaps to grab the berries off the lower branches, even while still green. The bushes are quite tall so the supply is never decimated by those feathered marauders.

Later, a neighbor informed us that the original owner refused to allow the removal of many trees. He would sit on the wraparound deck, drink and shoot at crows. His attitude toward the trees was reasonable. Henry wanted to preserve the character of this picturesque mountain land. The flat lands of Florida from whence he came had none of this. It was true about the crows. A huge wound in the side of a massive oak to the southwest of the house verified that story. Afraid the open wound would allow disease to take over the tree, I kept a watchful eye. Now the wound is well healed, and the oak is probably two hundred plus years old. She pow-wows with two other massive oak trees in a triangular grouping behind one of the former chicken coops. We call them The Three Sisters.

A few years back, we enlisted the help of a local farmer and his father to gently log our lower three acres. This served to open the ground up to more sun and increased the potential for a better garden. A better view of the mountains behind the coops was a bonus; we refused to allow any harm to come to those three trees. The Three Sisters will always remain as a monument on this land as long as we’re here and they stay healthy. There’s something about them that commands respect. I cannot get my arms around any one of the three.

A year after we settled into our new home, we purchased the adjoining three acres. The goal was to ensure our future privacy, but also because I wasn’t satisfied with a mere two-plus acres. Five acres had always been my “magic number”. Unoccupied for six months before we found it, it was a bit run down and almost sad despite its young age.

We cleaned up, replaced, repaired, planted, cleared, built and fenced. We made it ours, little by little, as we were able on a military pension. After living with one foot out the door for all these years, we were home.
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This feeling of being home wasn’t instant, mind you, and I thought about selling many times. The work didn’t seem to be getting us anywhere and the lure of being completely mortgage-free called to me. One day, as I enjoyed my view of mountains in both Georgia and North Carolina from the porch, I had what I can only describe as a revelation. I felt a lump in my throat and a hitch in my stomach at the thought of never being able to see that view, my view, again.

It caught me off guard, that unexpected sense of place that hit me like a ton of bricks.  It was a foreign and unsettling feeling, even a bit surreal, but satisfying at the same time. If we ever did feel compelled or were forced to leave our home, we'd have to avoid driving by again.  I don't think I could bear to be within easy driving distance of this beautiful, wooded mountain property and feel disapproving of something the new owners had done to it, or worse, long to have it back.

A sense of place is what has eluded me my entire life. Until the last few years on this little mountain surrounded by taller mountains in a county they call “Gateway to the Blue Ridge”, I didn’t even know what I was searching for, what the missing piece was.  Marcia Bonta, a nature writer, quoted another writer in one of her books. She said that something he wrote rang a “responsive note” in her, and it did as well with me, so much so, that I go back and read it periodically, to remind myself that I have found my chosen place and it’s my right place. Richard K. Nelson wrote in This Island Within, “As time went by, I also realized that the particular place I’d chosen was less important than the fact that I'd chosen a place and focused my life around it...What makes a place special is the way it buries itself inside the heart...My hope is to acclaim the rewards of exploring the place in which a person lives rather than searching afar, of becoming fully involved with the near-at-hand, and of nurturing a deeper relationship with home” 

So, we are home. We may have to leave some day. This little house, though technically one level, is raised off the ground on a partial basement. There are ten steps up to the eight-foot-wide wraparound porch. The land is hilly, uneven, ridden with tree roots, sandstone ledges that jut unexpectedly out of the ground and that dastardly cow vine, not entirely elderly-friendly.  I’ve thought perhaps, if truly necessary, we could widen the steps, maybe put in a chair lift, but we can’t change the land. Its character, its nature, is mountainous and wild. I love it, but sometimes, it does not love me. It cost me a broken ankle, which now sports a nifty titanium plate and matching screws. It is a daily challenge for my long-suffering husband with his degenerative disc disease and bad knee.

We can’t tame the land; we can’t beat it; we only live with it and try to make adjustments in small areas so that the land and we may live together
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THE END
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