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    “Marlene Bumgarner shares a powerful memoir of young lives bridging the quiet abundance of the Valley of Heart’s Delight and the world-changing potential of the nascent Silicon Valley at a unique moment when the two coexisted. This is an intimate story of a teacher, writer, entrepreneur, wife, and loving mother finding her footing on a special piece of land and the resilience to navigate the seismic shifts of the time and her life. Her reflections on homesteading, education, family, community, and the visionaries who saw the future in computing will make this a rewarding journey for a wide array of readers.”

    Don Burgett, Co-Executive Director of Life Lab

    
    “With humor, insight, and love, Marlene Bumgarner captures the essence of the 70s “back to the land” movement. She dreams of paradise when she, her husband, and their toddler join with another couple to purchase 10 acres in the rolling hills of coastal California. Despite heartbreak, disappointments, and a life-changing accident, uplifting joy and a deep connection to the land anchor her life. An enthralling memoir.”

    Nancy Wood, author of the Shelby McDougall mystery series

    
    “This book is Little House on the Prairie for grown-ups, offering an adult perspective on the ever-complicated pursuit of the simple life. Bumgarner recounts the good times, like the satisfaction of building a sustainable farm and garden, as well as the hard times, like the uphill battles to meet code and the inevitable losses on a homestead. She exchanges the idealism of youth for the wisdom of experience earned through seasons of self-reliance spent on the land.”

    Tara Besore, Hammer & a Headband

    
    “Marlene Bumgarner’s path back to the land is set beside the path of technology at a time when silicon was just beginning its path to defining a region. It is an engaging story of dreams, challenges, and that uncomfortable place where ideals meet reality. She uses the characters and events in her life to paint a vivid picture of a mother seeking a peaceful country life, and finding much more than she ever imagined … including her own extraordinary resilience.”

    Cristina McCutcheon, Farmer/Garden Educator


This memoir is dedicated to Jamie,

who has been asking me to write it since she was five years old.
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Prologue

	 

	“Grandma, why are your gloves way up there where you can’t reach them?” my seven-year-old granddaughter, Stella, piped up.

	I dropped down on my heels and gently asked her to move so I wouldn’t hit her with the pruners. I reached up again, reaching high over my workbench, stretching as high as I could.

	When had a simple activity like retrieving a tool from the pegboard become so challenging?

	I held my breath, lifted the pruner off its hook, and caught one handle to soften its fall. It landed on the bench with a satisfying clunk.

	I turned toward Stella. Her upturned face still held a questioning look. “The gloves? Why are they up there with your tools?”

	“Oh those,” I said, trying to stay on task. “I don’t use that pair anymore.”

	“But why —?”

	“They’re worn out. Let’s go back to the garden, Lovey, before it starts to rain. Here. We both have perfectly good gardening gloves in this basket, and there are my secateurs. You can cut the frost damage off the morning glory while I trim the broken branches on the persimmon tree.”

	I looked at the gathering clouds, inhaled the rich scent of wet earth. “We have just enough time to finish before the rain starts again.”

	I thought I had distracted her, but I underestimated this child’s persistence where mysteries are concerned.

	She began interrogating me again.

	“But why keep those old gloves if you don’t use them, Grandma? Why not throw them away, or give them to Goodwill? Why put them way at the top of the pegboard where you can’t reach them?”

	“I can reach them,” I said, standing on my toes again and demonstrating.

	When I held them up, two of the glove’s fingers hung sadly, torn most of the way through. I pulled the gloves on to my hands, the hairs on the back of my neck standing to attention from the way the suede felt, rough on my palm. The stiff leather crunched slightly as I flexed my hands open and shut. A brown scar ran across one palm of one of the gloves. The acrid scent of the old leather tickled my nose.

	“These aren’t ordinary gardening gloves, Stella. They’re meant for heavy work. I keep them up there to help me remember,” I said softly.

	“Remember what?”

	“Oh, honey, so many things. When I was young and lived on the land.”

	“Tell, me, please, Grandma. Did you use them when you were raising rabbits and goats?”

	It was at that moment I realized it was time. Time to tell the stories. Nearly a decade of my life — a period that changed how I perceived the world and my place in it — had drifted into the recesses of my memory as I had raised my family, pursued a career, aged. My land partners were aging, too. Dorrie passed first, and then John. Quincy couldn’t remember the details of our time together anymore, and I hadn’t seen Nina in years. Bob and Jan are so busy with their family they don’t have time to reminisce. I’m seventy-two years old. If I don’t share my memories soon, they will be gone. I perched on a barrel filled with wild birdseed and pulled the precious child onto my lap. Her turquoise ponytail hung below my knees.

	“Did I ever tell you about the first time Grandma tried to build a fence?”

	*          *          *

	My husband John and I moved off the grid in 1973 to create a safe space for our daughter. We wanted to escape the divisiveness and violence of the Vietnam War era — the televised scenes of battle, protests, and students bludgeoned in the streets. We were both disillusioned and demoralized by the media’s portrayal of the war, the deaths of our national heroes, the years of political conflict. All the time we were making our way through college and graduate school, unrest had been roiling across the land. Now that we had a child, we wanted to shield her from the discord. I was 26; John was 33. Time to settle down.

	Over the next several years, we and a group of friends created a life in the country that nourished our souls. We grew vegetables and flowers. Milked goats and birthed kids. Built fences. Mucked out rabbit cages, chicken coops, goat pens. Built compost piles. Lit our homes with oil lamps and heated water on propane stoves. In time I gave birth to a second child: a son.

	During this time, we all worked together. Ate together. Sang together. Learned together. We had a good life. After living close to the natural cycles of the earth year after year, good and not good, we grew stronger and more resilient, learned to manage our occasional conflicts with tolerance and love. One by one, our friends left the land for other adventures. As much as I loved our life in the country, I couldn’t carry on without them. Eventually, I left too, to pursue my dreams of teaching and writing, and to help our children learn how to live gently on the land.

	Once again, our nation is being pulled apart. School shootings, public Twitter fights, innocent children jailed at the border, young men and women sent into harm’s way, talk of a border wall. And now a global pandemic, police brutality, protests and riots. Years of efforts to reduce our human damage to the earth reversed by the stroke of a pen. Sometimes it feels overwhelming, especially for those of us still living in Silicon Valley. The rapid growth of technology spawned during this era has affected our world, the state of the earth, and how our children grow up.

	It must be tempting for families to turn away from the noise, to hide in their homes, to keep their children close. I found it so back in the 1970s. I know that retreating to the land isn’t the only solution. However, it is one way to heal our pain and come to appreciate the natural cycles of life. Standing in my garage that day with Stella, feeling the old work gloves on my hands and a rush of memories in my heart, I understood that, truly grokked1 it.

	It is time to share my story with the next generation. I want them to understand the joy (and the pain) of living close to the earth, and the deep knowledge of themselves that it can bring. Families don’t have to go back to the land to learn how to care for the earth. But if they do, they may begin to see the world differently.

	That evening, I began to write.

	1 Grok /ˈɡrɑːk/ is a word coined by American writer Robert A. Heinlein for his 1961 science fiction novel Stranger in a Strange Land. It means to understand (something) intuitively or by empathy.

	
ONE

	Moving to the Land

	1973

	
		Stanley Cohen of Stanford University and Herbert Boyer of UC San Francisco create the first recombinant DNA organism, effectively inventing “biotechnology”

		Vinton Cerf of Stanford University coins the term “Internet”

		Hewlett Packard releases HP-45 printing desktop calculator

		The Arpanet has 2,000 email users



	1974

	
		Ed Roberts invents the first personal computer, the Altair 8800.

		The barcode, invented by George Laurer at IBM, debuts.

		Sam Hurst invents the touch-screen user interface.
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	An Adventure Calls

	It was november 1973, and my mother-in-law wasn’t speaking to me. My husband, John, and I were living with our 11-month-old daughter, Doña, and our German Shepherd pup, Elsa, on Mount Hamilton, an hour’s drive up a winding road from San Jose, California. We had courted on Mount Hamilton in 1966, announced our engagement at Thanksgiving dinner in the Lick Observatory diner, filled that night with astronomers and friends. We had worked in the technology sector for several years and attended college and grad school at night. Now we were back, living in a tiny apartment at my in-laws’ home while we looked for a house.

	That afternoon, Bea had entered the kitchen just as Doña began rubbing mashed banana into her hair. I sat beside the high chair, deep in my studies. I felt grateful for these few moments of peace afforded by Doña’s sensory exploration. Blonde hair falling out of the scarf she’d tied around her head, Bea muttered a few choice words about my parenting and the state of the kitchen floor. She carried Doña away for a bath. I put away my book and reached for a sponge, feeling like Cinderella.

	“How would you like to move to the country?” John asked that night as he took off his coat and hung it on a kitchen chair, placing his new HP-45 calculator on the table for me to admire.

	Turning from the stove, I stared at him. Had he been reading my mind?

	“You know I would.” Ever since reading Little House on the Prairie as a teenager, I had dreamed of living on the frontier. After the banana episode, pioneer life sounded better than ever. In some ways I enjoyed this interlude on Mount Hamilton, 25 miles from the city of San Jose, nestled into the foothills of the Diablo mountain range. It was isolated and beautiful. The idea of leaving it to live in busy Silicon Valley was not appealing.

	John worked as a computer programmer at Electromagnetic Systems Laboratory, ESL, in Sunnyvale, an over two-hour drive away. It was 9:00 p.m. by the time we had this conversation. He looked tired from his commute, and I felt exhausted from picking up Doña’s toys, washing the kitchen floor, cleaning her high chair and all the cabinets and other furniture that she had touched that day with her inquisitive, sticky hands. I served his meal, then collapsed beside him.

	“A guy I work with at ESL — remember Quincy? He came over for dinner one night when we lived in D.C.” He stopped to chew his meatloaf.

	I did remember Quincy, with some embarrassment. Newborn Doña had been colicky that night. Quincy had paced the floor with her while I prepared our dinner.

	“Yeah, I remember him.”

	“Well, he roamed the halls this afternoon, asking everyone he saw if they’d like to go halves on ten acres of land. A high school friend of his wife, Dorrie, told them her dad planned to sell a remote plot of land cheap to pay some debts.”

	“Where’s the land?”

	“It’s 34 miles south of San Jose, in the hills west of Morgan Hill, above Chesbro Reservoir.”

	John dove back into his meal. When he came up for air, he pushed his long brown hair behind his ears, scratched his beard, and stretched his long legs.

	“Quincy hasn’t seen the land yet, but he’s interested. It’s only about a 40-minute commute to ESL. It doesn’t have any electricity or telephone, but it does have a shared well and a road.”

	John wiped his plate clean with a piece of French bread. I reached for his now-empty plate.

	“Thanks, love. You know I appreciate you cooking for me so late.” Before I could grab his plate, he pulled me into his lap. We smooched. Between his long commute and our lack of privacy, caresses were a rarity these days. He laced his hands together across my waist so I couldn’t escape. Before he arrived, I had changed out of my spit-up-soaked house-cleaning clothes into a Liberty print granny dress I’d bought in Cornwall, and I draped the skirt over his legs in what I thought to be an attractive pose. My dangly earrings tinkled and tangled in my long red hair as I wriggled to get comfortable. I pulled them free.

	“When can we see this property?”

	“Dorrie wants to visit the land this weekend. They’re going to drive there on Saturday and meet the owner. Should we tag along? It might be just what we’re looking for.”

	“Seems a bit crazy,” I replied, unlacing his hands, clambering to my feet and putting his plate in the dishwasher, “partnering with a couple we don’t really know.”

	I watched him gulp the pink grapefruit juice I’d poured into a tall glass. He looked weary, and his eyes were shuttered.

	“No crazier than taking a baby to Africa,” he quipped, grinning tiredly. The previous summer we had flown from our home in Washington D.C. to England to join a friend and members of the British Astronomical Association on a ship that sailed to the path of a solar eclipse off the coast of West Africa. It had been an amazing adventure that included a visit to drought-damaged Mauritania, followed by our return to Washington D.C. and a cross-country trek back to California in our VW bus. Doña had been fussed over by everyone she met, and adapted well to the time and scenery changes. She was a natural traveler.

	“I can’t disagree with you there. It wouldn’t be the craziest thing we’ve ever done.”

	 

	“I’ve been thinking about what you said,” I began later when John suggested a postprandial walk. The telescope domes, a schoolhouse, diner and a dozen or so houses stretched along the ridge of the mountain. The loop road that connected them, flanked with trees and brush, allowed a view of the sky, the valley lights, and the telescope domes. We often walked the loop before bed.

	“I do want to live in the country,” I said, putting on my boots, “but it would be nice to have a house.”

	“Yes, it would, but what are the chances we’ll find one?”

	In three months of looking, we hadn’t found even a rental we could afford within driving distance of John’s office. Property values had skyrocketed in the four years we’d been away from the Bay Area. The 3-bedroom home in Mountain View we had purchased for $12,500 in 1967 — and sold for $14,000 in 1970 — was now worth $36,000. The money we had saved from the sale of our last house fell short of a down payment. In 1973 the area north of San Jose, already being called Silicon Valley, was growing fast,. The countryside had shrunk. What were once apricot and prune orchards in Sunnyvale, Mountain View, and Cupertino, and before that, the home of native tribal people, had become suburbs and acres of industrial development. VALLCO Business and Industrial Park, soon to be expanded into a huge shopping center, was built right over the top of where my aunt and uncle had once raised chickens and rabbits.

	But we couldn’t stay on Mount Hamilton. John’s mother and I had differing views on child rearing. I liked to give our baby lots of physical and emotional freedom; Bea believed in structure and rules. She also thought I’d been breastfeeding Doña too long, and wanted to wean her to a cup. For the last six months, she and I had worked side by side in her classroom three days a week. We prepared and ate our meals together — often in stiff, uncomfortable silence — and we sat in front of the TV each night waiting for John to come home. I deferred to Bea in the classroom, but when it came to my child, I set the boundaries. Bea’s tight-lipped silences told me — often — when we didn’t agree.

	Bea was doing us a favor, I knew that. While we’d been out of California, a change in educational legislation meant that after September 1974 my Bachelor’s degree would no longer qualify me to earn an elementary teaching credential. In order to secure a credential before the deadline, I attended classes at San Jose State University. John’s mother served as both the principal and only teacher at the one-room Mount Hamilton School. She supervised my student teaching and helped me with my homework. San Jose State required two semesters of student teaching, in different settings. In six weeks, when the Fall semester ended, I would need a placement at another school. I only had one more semester and a summer session in which to complete my coursework and practice teaching before the deadline.

	John loved his job at ESL, but felt increasingly exhausted by his twice daily commute through the fields and orchards, and frustrated that his wife and his mother weren’t getting along. I was cranky and tearful much of the time. The stress had affected my breast milk supply.

	I checked on Doña. Pop — which is what we called John’s father — was in the living room, cradling his sleeping grandchild in his arms.

	“Go for your walk,” he said. “We’ll take care of her until you get back. We want to watch M*A*S*H anyway.” I cringed. M*A*S*H was a dark comedy set during the Korean War. It romanticized war and included scenes of operating rooms with visible blood and wounded soldiers writhing in pain. I felt relieved that Doña was asleep.

	John and our puppy, Elsa, were waiting for me on the front porch. John led me along the dark driveway to the road. I linked my arm in his and felt his body relax. He stopped and looked up for a moment before continuing on. The total darkness that made Mount Hamilton a good site for an observatory also meant we could see the Milky Way and other celestial formations that were far less visible in the city.

	John had introduced me to the sky on our first date in 1966. We had met at the junior college where we both attended classes and worked in the Data Processing department. After dinner and a Kirk Douglas movie, John had driven to a popular make-out spot and actually shown me the stars. At 18 I was accustomed to boys my age having only one thing on their mind … and it wasn’t constellations. After I got over my surprise, I found this 25-year-old man, recently out of the Air Force, far more interesting than boys my age. We talked until midnight and he told me he hoped to work for NASA one day. His full name was John Owen Bumgarner, he told me. It was the tradition in his family to call the first boy John, but they all had different middle names. I liked his name. It suited him. No one ever called him Johnny or Jack.

	When I asked him to show me Orion’s belt and the Pleiades, he had apologized for the June sky as if it were his fault. “Neither the Orion Nebula nor the Pleiades star cluster is visible at this time of year,” he’d explained, pointing out Ursa Major and Minor instead.

	By the time John delivered me with a chaste kiss to my parents’ front door, I knew I wanted to spend more time with this interesting person.

	We were married a year later at a little Methodist church in San Carlos. That year we worked at Sylvania Electronic Defense Labs and attended classes at San Jose State. It was difficult to get all of our classes due to the returning Vietnam vets, who were given registration priority. We moved to San Diego to finish our Bachelor’s degrees, then after a summer traveling in Great Britain, we drove to New Mexico State University in Las Cruces for graduate studies. I dreamed of being the next Margaret Mead, but we soon discovered that the Anthropology program we’d heard so much about resided at the other university, the one in Albuquerque. When I learned there were no graduate level courses in Anthropology at NMSU, I settled for six units of Educational Psychology and a secretarial job.

	John studied Astronomy. NMSU had just started a doctoral program in that field. His financial contribution came from the GI Bill. Two years later, when things didn’t work out for him, he went to work for ESL, and I stayed in New Mexico to sell our house. A year later we moved to Washington, D.C. where John supported image processing software for ESL at a federal agency. I gave birth to Doña while we were there.

	As we walked that night on Mount Hamilton, I thought about the house we’d left behind in New Mexico. It had five spacious rooms, a deck where John had installed his Questar telescope, and a large yard, which I had filled with vegetables and flowers. It would have been a wonderful place to raise a child. I still missed the life we had planned there — and hadn’t completely forgiven John for abandoning his doctoral program and forcing us to move.

	I had given up an Anthropology fellowship so John could go to NMSU, then left my Ed Psych degree unfinished to travel east. I still mourned those uprootings. Perhaps a new start would help. Now I was concerned more about family than academic achievement. I wanted so badly to create a cozy home for our daughter. John seemed to believe we could build one on this piece of property.

	By the end of our walk, I wanted to believe it, too.

	 

	The next day dawned sunny and bright. While I fed the thirsty plants in Bea’s kitchen window box, I imagined our little girl in the country with a watering can, or feeding chickens and helping me weed a bountiful vegetable garden. The thought was seductive. As I drove Doña the 50 miles north from Mount Hamilton to my parents’ home, where she stayed while I attended classes, I felt hopeful. Along the way I sang This Land is Your Land, This Land is Our Land to Doña, and allowed myself to dream of a future in the country.

	 

	“I think we should go with them on Saturday,” John declared that night just as I began to close my eyes. “I talked more with Quincy today. He’s very energetic. I think he would make a good neighbor.”

	I propped myself on my elbow. “Ok, let’s consider this,” I told him. “I’ve been doing some thinking. If there’s no house, where will we live until we can build some kind of structure?”

	“I thought we’d put up a really large tent.” In the darkness, I couldn’t tell if he was joking. I hoped so.

	“That’s not feasible, John. Could we get a travel trailer or something? I still have to do my student teaching, and we can’t live in a tent with a baby when it’s raining.”

	“Let me see if my parents will loan us theirs.”

	“How will we get water to the trailer? Can we run pipes uphill from the well?”

	“I’m not sure. We may have to put in a water tank above us to get pressure.”

	“What about electricity?”

	“We can fuel most things with propane.”

	“What’s involved in dividing the land into two parcels?

	“I haven’t a clue.”

	In the end, we decided that we didn’t know enough to decide, and agreed to meet Quincy and Dorrie on Saturday. It wouldn’t hurt to look.

	[image: Marlene and Doña]

	Marlene and Doña
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	A Hike and Dinner with the Adamses

	Saturday morning, John and I drove south to Morgan Hill. It took nearly two hours. The freeways that cut across San Jose today hadn’t been built yet. The first ten miles, down Mount Hamilton Road to Grant Ranch, had many hair pin turns, making conversation difficult, but the eastern foothills, with their lush slopes, rushing streams, and coyote bush kept my attention. In spring, these fields were covered in wildflowers, yellow buttercups, California poppies, and monkey flowers, orange columbine and lavender larkspur and clarksia. That day they wore their autumn colors. Long brown grass, orange leaves and thick stands of shrubby oaks lined the road.

	This route had been cleared in 1875 to accommodate horse-drawn wagons transporting material to build Lick Observatory. John enjoyed pointing out where drovers stopped along the way to change horses.

	Once we made it to Quimby Road, we began talking about the advantages of moving to an undeveloped piece of land. Getting away from the 70s political turmoil. The chance to build a homestead from scratch. Living simply. Room for a large garden. Animals for Doña to care for. Peace and quiet.

	“We have to keep our minds open, John,” I said at last. “Please, let’s not make any decisions today.”

	His eyes on the road, John agreed. “You’re right. I’m excited about the possibilities, but I agree. No decisions today.” I squeezed his shoulder.

	“Thanks.” 

	John and I had a history of spontaneous decisions. Five years earlier, while we were sitting on the roof of our Pinto watching a lunar eclipse, John decided to transfer from studying physics at San Jose State to astronomy at San Diego State. I was having trouble getting into classes in my major due to the returning veterans, so I assented. A month later, we sold our house and drove south with three cats: no jobs, no home, and no college acceptance.

	Fortunately, because San Diego was booming, we both landed good jobs and found a sweet little house to rent. This time, though, I wanted us to take more time to think before deciding.

	We had left Mount Hamilton early that chilly morning. As the sun rose over the foothills, it warmed the air. By the time we reached Highway 101 — just a two-lane road in those days — our car windows were open and the cool breeze buffeted our cheeks. In spite of our best efforts to stay calm, we were both excited as we approached the property. Once again, we reminded ourselves: we didn’t need to decide that day.

	We met Dorrie and Quincy on the edge of town, followed them west along a winding wooded road to Chesbro Lake Drive. With a grand name like that I had expected a paved road, but the asphalt ended a few car-lengths in, and we were soon on a sharp uphill slope covered in slippery gravel. By the time we got to Hawkins Lane, we were driving on dirt and swerving to avoid ruts and potholes. Our surefooted VW bus had a low clearance, and we bottomed out a couple of times as John negotiated the bumpy road.

	We parked at a gate with a tilted and faded For Sale sign and two large pumpkins marking the rutted dirt road heading up the hill. We walked along the eastern boundary of the parcel as well as we could determine it from the plot map Dorrie’s friend had provided. Fortunately, it had been a dry October, and hadn’t rained for several weeks. The soil was dry and firm, easy to walk on.

	As we walked, Dorrie and I took turns carrying Doña in our well-travelled yellow corduroy Snugli baby carrier. The men carried the rolled-up plans and a clipboard each, and stopped periodically to confer or write on their notepads. It was clear by the easy banter that they had much in common. Even though John was six years older than Quincy, they had a good rapport. The Adams’ two dogs, King and Crosby, romped happily beside us. Our spirits were high. To look at us, we might have been out for a day hike in a regional park.

	The land was heavily wooded. Several horse paths and fire trails allowed access to most of the ten acres, so we meandered a bit, exploring as much of the land as we could. At first, we walked along a narrow dirt road, but after we reached the top of the hill we went cross-country. The thick blanket of fallen leaves lay rotting and melting into the soil, and we laughed as we slipped and slid down the slope. I noted where we were — the rotting leaves would make great compost. As I sat on a pile of leaves at one point, I breathed in the rich loamy fragrance of mulch all around. It seemed unlikely, but after an hour we ended up, as we intended, back at the gate. We had explored most of the parcel.

	Both over six-feet tall and fit, John and Quincy were a matched set that day. Quincy had fastened his medium-length red hair into a kind of bun at the back of his neck; John’s long brown locks hung around his face. They had started the day in jeans and plaid Pendleton shirts, but, as the unseasonably warm day progressed, they shed their plaids for t-shirts. John borrowed my hair tie to fasten his locks into a ponytail.

	Dorrie wore practical denim pants and a long-sleeved shirt. Her short brown hair looked comfortable, and she walked briskly, confidently. I wore shorts and a tank top. I soon learned that wasn’t such a great idea. Between wild berry vines, poison oak and the always-present possibility of snakes, long pants and long sleeves would have been far more suitable. John had persuaded me to wear hiking boots, so at least I wouldn’t sprain an ankle.

	Dorrie narrated animatedly as we walked. “Look … those two trees would be perfect for a hammock,” and “This moist spot where the road has been cut into the side of the hill might hide a spring.” and “That level area would be a good place to put a milking shed. We could fence in the side of that rise for the goat pen.”

	Her enthusiasm was contagious. Dorrie seemed smart and warm and friendly. As we talked, I learned she had grown up on a farm in San Luis Obispo. Her parents were both teachers. She had five younger sisters and brothers — all of whom worked on the farm after school and on weekends. She and Quincy had met at the nearby California Polytechnic College (Cal Poly), where they were both members of a Methodist student group. They had been married three years, and were anxious to stop paying rent and buy a house. Although older than Dorrie, I felt far less prepared to embark on a rural life. I had grown up in San Francisco apartments and suburban houses. Would she believe I could do this? I felt as if I were interviewing for a job.

	With no particular tasks to accomplish on our walk, and actually not being too sure what to look for, I eventually fell behind the others, taking in the beauty of the oaks, manzañitas, sage, and tall grasses. I stopped occasionally and stood still, breathing in the sweet-smelling air and enjoying the silence. This little ten-acre parcel was surrounded by hundreds of acres of undeveloped chaparral. As we walked, we heard no human voices but our own. It took my breath away.

	As we came to a wide swale, I remembered a pastime of my childhood. “This would be a great slope to slide down on a sheet of cardboard.” I called to the others.

	“I was imagining an archery course,” answered John, wistfully.

	“This grass will need to be mowed at least twice a year to reduce the fire danger,” Quincy warned. “The lower clearing looks like the best bet for you guys, and, if you decide to build there, you could put your septic tank lines down this hill.”

	Dorrie turned to John. “The swale would make a great place to put a garden, and you could have an archery course too.”

	Dorrie and Quincy planned to live in a school bus until they could afford to purchase a house in the valley. Since we wanted to build, and they just wanted to save money, they had quickly waived any claim to the lower half of the parcel, which had a large area already cleared of trees.

	Eventually, the seller, William Carter, showed up in a beat-up old Ford pickup truck. He confirmed that shared water rights were indeed part of “the deal,” as well as access to Chesbro Reservoir, the large body of water we had passed on the way up. That was good. Otherwise we would have had to sink our own well. A tall, wiry man of about sixty, with a craggy face and thick grey hair, Carter bragged about his influence with local government officials as we walked. “Just call Sig Sanchez,” he said, naming a county supervisor. “He’ll take care of any problems you have getting planning approval. Tell him you’re a friend of mine, and he’ll fix you up.” He swaggered a little as he said this, his back bent forward, unruly hair falling over his eyes, reminding me of a villain in a children’s story.

	Mr. Carter pointed out the well housing and pump on his side of the property line, and the large storage building on the other side. Because of its semi-circular shape and sheet metal construction he called it a Quonset hut and so, forever, did we. He said we could keep tools and equipment there, and access his electricity if we needed to. We then followed him back down Hawkins Lane and Chesbro Lake Drive to a narrow path that led to the beach. On the way he pointed out an empty mobile home on his side of the property line. 

	“I usually rent that out,” he said, “but I’m thinking of moving in myself.” My heart sank. I wasn’t looking forward to having this rather creepy man as a next-door neighbor.

	“This is a great place to cool off after working all day,” Carter remarked when we reached the beach. “And your daughter will love it when she gets older. Just always remember to shut this gate because the beach is not open to the public.” We didn’t know it then, but shutting gates would soon become a regular part of our lives.

	Before he left, Bill Carter went over the plans with us again, and verified the boundaries of the parcel. Among other things — such as the names of our nearest neighbors and the location of the communal garbage dump — he told us that he had “taken care of” the rattlesnake problem several years earlier, by poisoning all the rodents.

	“You’ll never see a snake on this piece of land,” he said proudly, I suppose thinking to reassure us.

	We exchanged horrified looks. The idea of poisoned rodents did not reassure us. What had that done to the native fauna on the property? What would it do to our cats and dogs? To the owls and the hawks?

	But no one said anything.

	 

	After Carter left, we ate lunch beneath a large oak tree with low horizontal branches that Doña would soon be able to climb. Meanwhile, she devoured her sandwich and began to explore the outer boundary of the blanket I had laid on the grass. Her light brown hair framed her chubby face, and we laughed as she tasted a piece of clover and made a sour face. As she explored, the four of us discussed the logistics of getting a trailer and other vehicles up the road, and when it might be feasible to do so.

	“I’d like to move our school bus up here next month if Carter will let us,” said Dorrie, looking inquiringly at Quincy.

	He nodded his head.

	I asked if she had any concerns about Carter. “Janet’s dad? No — I’ve known him for years. He’s a bit weird, but he’s ok.”

	Thus reassured, I put my concerns aside. Pleasantly tired from the efforts of the morning and sleepy from lunch, we rested in the shade. I pulled Doña into my lap. She settled sleepily into my arms, and I let my thoughts wander.

	This wasn’t the first time John and I had considered living in the country. In the 1960s, he had read Robert Heinlein’s serialized blueprint for surviving a nuclear attack and taken it to heart. Farnham’s Freehold depicted a group of friends who survived the atomic bomb by retreating to a fallout shelter under Hugh Farnham’s home, then living a pioneer life. John had been heavily influenced by the story, which he read about the time of the Cuban missile crisis, when for a few days we all thought we might die. He talked longingly of building a “freehold” for our little family.

	When we were undergraduates, we had almost moved to a commune east of San Diego. John had planned to dig an underground turf-covered bomb shelter there. It didn’t work out. Since then he had been following the work of Buckminster Fuller. Inspired by Bucky’s ergonomic and efficient designs, John had been developing plans for a two-story geodesic house. His copies of Handmade Houses, The Owner-Built Home, and Operating Manual for Spaceship Earth were dog-eared with use. I liked his new direction. I especially liked the idea that our new home would be above ground and not covered with dirt.

	While we drove cross-country the previous summer, John and I had visited three communes: Twin Oaks in Louisa, Virginia, The Farm in Summertown, Tennessee, and a Lama Foundation settlement near San Cristobal, New Mexico. A high school friend of John’s, Annie, had lived there since 1966. We named our daughter Doña Ana — Lady Anne — after New Mexico and Annie.

	Annie introduced us to Helen and Scott Nearing’s new manifesto, Living the Good Life: How to Live Sanely and Simply in a Troubled World. The Nearings preached the benefits of homesteading communally, and we wanted to see if we could embrace this lifestyle.

	We appreciated and enjoyed the bonds that people developed on these communes, and the gentle leisurely pace of life. But we were uncomfortable with the group decision-making that we saw practiced there. We wanted to plan our own destiny. To do that, we needed our own piece of land. Having neighbors nearby seemed important, especially for sharing the work of major projects, such as putting in gardens and building fences and other large structures. But we wanted our independence.

	Living on the land seemed as natural to us as any other life choice in the 70s. Young people and old were moving to the land in droves. One issue of The Whole Earth Catalog, a fixture on most of our friends’ coffee tables, featured Scott and Helen Nearing’s book. Their ideas of subsistence farming and healthy living fueled the dreams of thousands of people. Even couples who had recently signed mortgages began selling their homes and moving to the land.

	I had also been influenced by the written word, although not of the survivalist variety. Starting with Little House in the Big Woods, which I found at a church rummage sale in junior high, I had read all the books written by Laura Ingalls Wilder. In them, she depicted the travels of her pioneer family as they crossed the prairies in covered wagons and built farms from scratch. I had re-read the books while pregnant with Doña. Autobiographical but fictionalized, Wilder’s stories fueled my fantasies of living in the country, raising our family simply, away from the clamor and conflicts of modern life. It was a seductive chimera.

	Our spot under the big oak tree was pleasant. While Dorrie and Quincy tramped back up the hill to scout out where they might park their school bus, John and I lounged beside Doña, now asleep. Soon birds began calling to one another, the tall grass rustled in the breeze, and what might have been goats bleated in the distance.

	“This could work for us, honey,” John said, gently caressing our daughter as she lay between us. I rolled onto my back and looked up at the trees and the sky. I also felt that I could grow to love this land.

	Flushed with optimism and bursting with ideas, we drove to the Adams’ home in the Santa Cruz Mountains. The sun was setting as we drove up their private road. On the brick entryway sat a dozen terra cotta pots filled with herbs, flowers, and winter vegetables. Dorrie explained that this was a portable garden - it could move with her to the property. I suddenly decided to start some seedlings in Bea’s kitchen window.

	We spread our plans and notes on a large wooden table while I pulled Doña into my lap to nurse. As Dorrie took out wine, and Quincy roasted garlic and toasted French bread, I looked around in admiration. We might have been in a rural European home. Above the large gas stove, a variety of pots and pans hung from hooks on a metal rack. Open rafters were strung with braids of onions and garlic, drying herbs, and large bunches of lavender. Beside the handsome stone fireplace in the adjacent living room stood a pile of freshly split firewood, a basket of kindling, and two large cushions on which the resident dogs relaxed. The Adams’ home smelled like a cross between a candle shop and a barn. I wanted to live there.

	While Doña, sated, crawled over our feet in pursuit of the Adams’ cats, we ate and drank and sketched our ideas onto the plot map. We imagined a water tank feeding a communal vegetable garden, various animal pens, and a pond. John suggested building a communal barn where we could store animal feed and house animals during the rainy season. He and I could live in it while we obtained a permit to build a dome house.

	We discussed renting a bulldozer to smooth the road for our arrival, possible moving dates, and inviting friends for a work party. We hadn’t seen any deer, but Dorrie assured us they were there, and would eat anything we planted if we didn’t build very high fences. “They’re a real menace at my dad’s farm,” she told us.

	One bottle emptied, we opened another, and began to talk about money. John’s and my funds were in a Certificate of Deposit, but we would be able to access them at the end of December. Carter was selling an undivided ten-acre parcel and would carry a note.

	The Adamses agreed to front the down payment he required, and we would pay them back when our CD matured. The men both planned to keep their jobs at ESL; Dorrie and I would continue to attend college. Each couple would pay half the monthly payment — less than the cost of an apartment in Sunnyvale — and split the cost of feed for the animals. That left a little money each month to save for the costs of a land division. Dorrie and her family would provide the animals and in exchange for learning to care for them, John and I would help feed them and share in all the other chores around the farm. Once we each had five acres in our own names, John and I could begin construction.

	“How long before we can build the barn?” I remember asking, totally forgetting our decision to “take time to think this over.” Clearly the Adamses were ready to sign a contract.

	“By next year this time we will be breaking ground,” John assured me.

	Dorrie and Quincy exchanged looks. I wondered what they were thinking, but didn’t want to break the spell and ask. It may have been the wine we drank on Saturday night, or perhaps the euphoria of our dreams being fueled by our first exciting visit to the land. The peaceful ambience of Quincy and Dorrie’s home didn’t hurt either. I imagined our geodesic dome interior looking just like their kitchen. Whatever it was, by Sunday morning we all believed we could make this happen.
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	Exploring Morgan Hill

	Dorrie and quincy drove their 1961 school bus to the property in December 1973. Even though Quincy had removed the original engine and replaced it with an International Harvester straight-six, we agreed that it would be unwise to drive the bus up the steep road to the top of our property during the rainy season. Instead, they parked it at one side of the clearing where John and I planned to establish our own homestead. John and I would stay on Mount Hamilton until I finished final exams in late January. Meanwhile, we set up an army surplus tent on the remaining side of the clearing, and outfitted it with camping stove, lamps, sleeping bags, etc.

	During December and January, John and I drove to the property every weekend to clear poison oak and other invasive shrubs from the edges of the clearing, help Dorrie and Quincy build animal pens, and prepare meals together. We bought a large metal garden shed from Sears and assembled it on a concrete block foundation. We began to move our tools and boxes from Mount Hamilton into the shed, and to gear up our search for a small travel trailer or all-weather tent to live in.

	Meanwhile John and Quincy each bought a classic four-wheel drive vehicle. Quincy acquired a 1942 Jeep. It looked like all the Jeeps I had ever seen in WWII movies. He named the vehicle “Nuts” because it didn’t have doors, and one day a large branch got caught in the open cockpit while he was driving and … well, you get the picture. My husband fell in love with a rusty 1939 Dodge flatbed truck. He found it sitting on the side of Mount Hamilton Road with a “For Sale” sign on it. After negotiating an affordable price, he drove it to Morgan Hill - over 50 miles - at 15 miles an hour, using only back roads. It had no front windshield, but John enrolled in a welding class at the local high school and soon had fashioned an authentic-looking windscreen. He named his acquisition “Sarge” and bragged that it would “climb a tree” if he asked.

	Nuts and Sarge were versatile vehicles. They could negotiate the unpaved and ungraded pathways and roads on our land, carry large objects or many objects, tow other vehicles, and haul water in 50-gallon fiberglass tanks that the men constructed on the bed of each truck. They were important members of our homestead.

	Sometimes during those early weekends, we hiked to the top of our property, just because we could. Dorrie and Quincy dreamed about where they would put the school bus, animal sheds, and a barn. John and I enjoyed the peacefulness of the setting, and the glorious view from the top of the hill. Other days we went further afield, visiting the Polish family down Chesbro Lake Drive or walking to the edge of the reservoir and going for a swim. One day we decided to drive into the nearby town of Morgan Hill

	Morgan Hill in 1974 was small — only 6,500 people were reported in the 1970 census, compared to 45,037 in 2017. It hadn’t yet been impacted by the technology boom in places like Sunnyvale, Mountain View, and San Jose. No freeways or overpasses yet. Highway 101 was still a narrow two-lane road that widened only slightly through the main part of town. There, its shoulder served as a parking lot for a string of commercial properties. Running at right angles to the highway, Main Street housed the Post Office, two banks, a general store, dry cleaners, and a pharmacy in its three blocks. Several small eating and drinking establishments sat along the highway both north and south of Main Street.

	That day we decided to explore some of the businesses along the highway. As Quincy parked his Chevy pickup on the shoulder, I wondered how the proprietors of these local stores would feel about long-haired young people walking through their door.

	We were all aware that a group of hippies had been forced out of residential camps in the Santa Cruz mountains a year earlier, and John and I had encountered some unpleasantness from locals when we drove through Georgia and Arkansas in our VW bus in 1971. The film Easy Rider had come out in 1969, pitting bikers, hippies, and farmers against one another in a creative plot that reflected the tensions of the time. While we didn’t identify ourselves as hippies — we didn’t use hallucinogenic drugs, for a start, and both men had paying jobs — we did meet the generally accepted definition of hippies as being of unconventional appearance — having long hair and rejecting mainstream values. Our experience in the South had sensitized me to how we might look and seem to others. I knew we wouldn’t be popular with everyone.

	John and I exchanged thoughtful glances as we climbed out of the bed of the Adams’ truck and crossed the yard into Gunter Brothers’ feed store. Seeing a forklift heading our way, John hoisted Doña onto his shoulders. As we walked, I expected some kind of reaction from the workers in the yard. But they were busy unloading a truck piled high with sacks of feed and ignored us. Quincy and John were dressed in their usual Pendleton shirts over white t-shirts and faded blue jeans. Today they were sporting ponytails fastened with matching thick black rubber bands. John had grown his beard out over the last few months; I wore a long skirt and my usual dangly earrings, and my red hair reached nearly to my waist. Dorrie was dressed like a guy, in a blue work shirt and loose blue jeans. She had tucked her close-cropped hair into a straw hat. We looked pretty normal for Santa Cruz or Berkeley. But so far, we had seen no one else in Morgan Hill who looked like us. We had arrived at the entrance of the feed store. A dour-looking old man in overalls and a worn baseball hat stood at the front counter. I held my breath.

	With perfect timing, Doña turned on the charm from her perch on John’s shoulders, and while Quincy explained to the old gentleman that we owned property up by Chesbro Reservoir and needed supplies, the overalled man made goo-goo eyes at Doña. He grinned broadly when Dorrie and I chimed in together, asking where we would find chicken, rabbit, and goat feed. He introduced himself as Merv (Mervin Gunter, it later turned out, one of the owners) and inquired about our farm and our animals. He walked around the store with us, pointing out various items he thought we might find useful, such as feeders, salt licks, hay hooks, goat harnesses, and halters. Dorrie handed a list to Quincy.

	While the men collected and paid for our supplies, Dorrie and I explored the further reaches of the store. I stopped to examine the wide variety of equipment and supplies available for sale, most of which I’d never seen before. There were bins of goat, rabbit, pig, chicken, dog, cat, and cattle pellets. They all looked the same to me. Also, several varieties of pasture seed, vitamins and minerals, equine and canine de-wormer paste, and pine pellet horse bedding, which Dorrie said her dad used for his cat litter boxes. Buckets of loose vegetable seeds: watermelon, kale, collards, spinach, lima beans, and soybeans — and that was just the front row.

	Dorrie held up a bright green, cube-shaped can of Bag Balm. “You should get some of this,” she said.

	“You’re joking!” I laughed.

	“I’m not. It’s a really useful item to have on hand. It’s meant for sore cow and goat nipples and chapped udders, but my dad uses it on his hands in the winter after milking or working in the barn.”

	Ok, I could see how that might be useful, but most items along the back wall bewildered me. What was a clevis? A baffle? A barn door single box rail splice bracket?

	Back up front, waiting for Dorrie to pay for the Bag Balm, I read some of the notices on the wall. Most of the handwritten cards advertised lambs and kids and calves for sale. Someone advertised a flock of guinea fowl — whatever those were. Other cards listed various services: hoof trimming, horseshoeing, butchering. I looked around, inhaling the smell of alfalfa hay mixed with grain, molasses, veterinary pharmaceuticals, and old wood. I had been a bit overwhelmed by it when we first came in, but I could sense the fragrance growing on me.

	I could learn to love this stuff, I decided. I just need to take it one step at a time.

	Emerging from the shop, we found John and Quincy chatting with Merv. The truck had been loaded and covered with a tarp. We all piled in, Doña on Dorrie’s lap in the middle of the bench seat, me on John’s lap by the passenger door. Merv grinned broadly at us and waved as we drove away. He’d been friendly, but I couldn’t help wondering what he was thinking.

	We were also greeted warmly at Squeri Bros. Hardware. Joe and Jane Squeri (I never did see another brother) sold an unbelievable variety of items. The guys roamed happily around the large warehouse, making special note of tools, latches, metal and PVC pipefittings and spigots. Nails, screws, nuts, and bolts were in large bins with scales nearby. As they had for decades, customers weighed their purchases themselves, and wrote the weights on the little paper bags provided.

	Dorrie carried on a running commentary as she led me around, pointing out objects we might need in the future. “We’ll want these gate hinges and latches for the new goat pen. That’s the kind of wire fencing we’ll use for the garden and the permanent animal pens.” Stopping to pick up some metal objects, she added, “You use these clips to fasten the wire to those metal poles over there.”

	We saw chicken feeders and waterers, shovels and rakes and hoes. Baffles and clevises again, and this time they were accompanied on the wall by shackles.

	“We put one of those baffles inside our wood stove,” Dorrie explained when I asked what they were used for. “It keeps the top from getting too hot. But it doesn’t have anything to do with clevises or shackles. Those are used to attach ropes or chains to something you
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