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  I dedicate this book to three very special people:
To Mom and Dad for giving me a love of the
holidays, showing me the joys of opening my
heart and home to others, and providing me with
rural roots that run deep.
To my husband for his love, support, and always
being there for me. You are amazing, and I
am grateful every day for the blessing of being
married to you.
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  CHRISTMAS WITH A COUNTRY GIRL


  WHEN THE OPPORTUNITY POPPED UP TO DO THIS BOOK, I was beyond excited. It combines a variety of things I’m passionate about: Christmas, country life, and cooking.


  A love of all three of these things was cultivated during my childhood. My growing-up years were spent on a farm in eastern Oregon where my family waged battle against sagebrush, rocks, and the random juniper tree to till the soil for crops and plant pasture grass. It wasn’t until I found myself far away from home, living in a big city, that I realized how fortunate I was to have a foundation with country roots on which to build my future.


 

  The only thing my dad ever wanted to be was a farmer. During the first dozen years of my parents’ marriage, he worked for a variety of farmers and ranchers while they saved every penny they could. In the early 1960s, they purchased the farm where they would reside in a small but close-knit community for the next fifty years.


  Twenty years into their marriage, with three teenagers in the house, the last thing my parents expected was to discover they were expecting. My formative years were spent running wild and free on the farm where dad raised hay, wheat, corn, and cattle. My childhood brimmed with sunshine, hay fever, and a never-ending supply of rural learning experiences.


  With my two brothers and their families living nearby, an ample supply of adults kept their eye on me—even if their vigilant supervision didn’t necessarily keep me out of trouble. I always had horses to ride, fences to climb, and an adventure waiting around the corner. My love for cowboys and the western way of life came naturally.


  My oldest brother worked as a ranch hand on remote ranches and would come home after weeks (sometimes what seemed like months) away, brimming with hair-raising tales that spurred my interest and imagination. Sometimes, he’d bring along a fellow cowpoke in need of a home-cooked meal and a few days of rest before they headed back to the ranch. I’d sit in rapt adoration, listening to them talk about a way of life that seemed to be all but disappearing. And they brought with them the fragrances of leather and horses and sage-soaked sunshine—a scent I still love to this day.


  The cowboys my brother brought home to visit were just a few of the many guests who pulled up a chair at our dinner table over the years.


  My parents both come from big families who love to get together for the holidays. Since our house could accommodate large gatherings, we hosted many Christmas celebrations for extended family.


  If we had snow, Dad would take down part of the fence around the pasture right behind our house so we could speed down the hill on tractor inner tubes and toboggans. My Christmas vacations were full of sledding, ice skating on the pond, snowmobiling, and attempting to build snow forts on the front lawn.


  During our holiday celebrations, I learned so much about entertaining from my parents. Over the years, I’ve participated in and attended more big family gatherings than I can count. Not only did my parents set a good entertaining example, but that theme of making guests feel welcome carried over to the homes of my aunts and uncles and grandparents, who also took turns hosting our noisy, boisterous bunch.


  My mother taught me how to feed a crowd, prepare in advance, and make food stretch when necessary. She could turn the most basic ingredients into delicious dishes with a grandkid or two underfoot while visiting with guests. From watching my grandmothers, aunts, and mother pour their love into their cooking, I learned to do the same.


  Our home was festive and welcoming to everyone who walked through the door. Guests would be plied with homemade candies and cookies and invited to warm up by the fire.


  What I know about being a gracious host came from my Dad. I don’t think he’s ever met anyone he wouldn’t invite to stay for dinner, and he’s a master at making people feel welcome.


  Christmas has always been such a special time for him because it’s also his birthday. I have so many wonderful memories of early Christmas mornings because of Daddy’s joyful enthusiasm to greet the day. He passed that love of the holiday to me along with the delight it brings when we gather with those we care about most.


  And amid the flurry of wrapping paper and preparations for a house full of guests remained the true reason for the season.


  Christmas was such a magical, wondrous, positively amazing time of year when I was a child, and is no doubt the reason I adore the holiday today. In fact, I love Christmas so much that my husband, Captain Cavedweller, and I wed just a week before Christmas twenty-five years ago.


  My love for the holidays, the country way of life, and cooking from the heart is why I’m so excited to share this book with you.


  In the following pages, you’ll find stories with rodeo and rural families who talk about some of their favorite Christmas memories and traditions. Glean ideas to help you relax and streamline the entertaining process through the holidays. Learn a few gift-wrapping tips or gather ideas for hostess gifts. And be ready to try a collection of recipes that may become new family favorites!


  I hope you enjoy this book written with love and shared with all the joy of this beautiful holiday season!


  Merry Christmas from our home and hearts to yours!


  —Shanna Hatfield
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  PART ONE

     CELEBRATE THE COWBOY WAY
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  DECK THE HALLS


  DURING MY GROWING-UP YEARS, MY PARENTS had plenty of room for company at our home and a sledding hill with a pond for skating right outside the back door. We almost always hosted Christmas at our house for one side of the family or the other, with sometimes as many as fifty guests in attendance. It was during these festive gatherings that I learned many lessons from my parents about entertaining with grace and ease.


  A gathering is more than just an opportunity to break bread together. It’s an opportunity to connect lives, deepen friendships, and share in the wonder of the Christmas.


  Meet a couple from Oklahoma who know all about entertaining and making folks feel right at home. Then learn tips for making entertaining at home a snap as you open your doors and deck your halls this holiday season.




  TATE AND KRISTIN STRATTON


  HOW DOES A BULL-RIDING, BOOT-SELLING COWBOY CELEBRATE CHRISTMAS?


  By baking pies, of course.


  Rodeo cowboy Tate Stratton proudly carries on a tradition started by his father of making pies for the holidays.


  “My dad was an entertainer and loved to host parties or gatherings. Dad was the one volunteering to host events at our house,” Tate said. “We had pecan and pumpkin pie when I was a kid at a big get-together. I remember Dad sent home pies with our guests. Now, I make pumpkin and pecan pies. There’s nothing easier than a pecan pie.”


  Tate loves to cook, and his wife, Kristin, enjoys baking, too. But this couple from Bristow, Oklahoma, really loves to entertain.


  “The joy of the family and the blessings they bring are so much a part of the season,” Tate said. Their friendly natures are the reason Tate and Kristin happened to meet through Tate’s rodeo traveling partner. Tate was traveling across Kansas in 2008, and his friend’s cell phone kept going off in the middle of the night. He finally picked up the phone and texted back the caller, who just happened to be Kristin. She was traveling home from West Virginia with her parents and awake on the long drive. Throughout the night, they exchanged text messages. They ended up meeting for lunch and, according to Tate, the “rest is history.”


  The couple wed May 14, 2010, and made a home in Kellyville, Oklahoma, near Kristin’s parents. “I’ve only moved twice in my life. Once, next door to my parents, and then to where we live now. Tate likes to tell me I’m sheltered,” Kristin said with a laugh. “I say it is just stability. I’ve seen a lot of the country thanks to rodeo and a job I used to have. I’m not sheltered at all, actually, but home is home. There’s nothing like going home to me. It’s a safe place that’s warm and cozy.”


  While Kristin has deep roots in Oklahoma, Tate was born in Oklahoma but raised in Stanley, New Mexico. His parents had eighty acres of flatland where they ran cattle and horses.


  “We always had horses, show horses—Appaloosas,” Tate said.


  Rodeo caught his interest from a young age.


  “I loved to watch it. When I was eight, I decided I wanted to participate in an Easter rodeo by riding a calf. Dad brought home two calves and turned them loose in a round pen. I got in there with a neighbor boy and climbed on the bigger of the two. The other one was a little wiry, and the neighbor kid ate dirt riding it. But I was hooked.”


  After that first rodeo, Tate went on to compete through middle school and high school. After graduating from high school, he attended Western Texas College in Snyder. It was during his first year of college that he won the College National Finals Rodeo and was crowned College World Champion. He graduated at the top of his class then transferred to Texas A&M University where he graduated with a Bachelor of Science degree in animal science.
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  courtesy of Tate Stratton


  He moved to Oklahoma and qualified for his first Wrangler National Finals Rodeo (WFNR) in 2009, but injuries kept him sidelined the following year.


  “During a ride in Reno, I jammed my wrist. I battled with a hand injury for months, trying to figure out what was going on,” Tate said.


  He ended up seeing a specialist in Dallas, Texas, and had surgery. He couldn’t compete for a while and didn’t want to reach out for help, but eventually sent an email to the Justin Cowboy Crisis Fund.


  “The funds the JCCF gave us helped us get back on our feet,” Tate said. “It was a hand up, not a hand out. It just goes against our nature to ask for help, but sometimes we need it. The [Justin] Sportsmedicine Team® keeps us on the road, and the JCCF helps get us back on the road. It’s amazing to see how willing people are to get on board to support the JCCF.”


  Tate came back strong in 2011 and qualified once again for the WNFR, and made his third qualification in 2012.


  

  He continued on the rodeo road, with Kristin going along when she could.


  Then, in January 2015, life changed when their daughter Merritt was born. Daughter Henley joined the family in December 2017.


  “I was thinking about ‘how can I get home’ rather than ‘how can I get on the road’ after my daughter was born,” Tate said. “It’s feast or famine in rodeo, and when Merritt came into the picture, things changed.”


  The stress of worrying about where the paychecks were coming from and how he could provide for his family outweighed his love of riding.


  Chippewa, a division of the Justin Boots brand, was in need of a territory manager and Tate took the job. From there he’s moved up to territory manager at Justin Boots, overseeing the Kansas, Oklahoma, Arkansas, and Missouri territories.


  “I don’t want to be a typical sales rep. I want to be me. I’m not there to sell something, but to help meet a need,” Tate said.


  He also has been helping to meet the needs of young up-and-coming cowboys through Professional Rodeo Cowboys Association youth rodeos.


  “It was a natural fit to work with kids, and I have no problem talking in front of people. The outreach worked well, and when they saw how I handled it, they started calling on me more,” Tate said. “I’m very blessed to have the career that I did, but now I can give back to the next generation.”


  Both Kristin and Tate put family at the top of their list of joys for the holidays. One of their favorite things about Christmas is “the family time, getting everyone together,” Tate said. “The food is awesome. We break bread together and enjoy having our family together.”


  The gift of love sprinkled into the meals served at their home is something Tate learned from his father.


  “There were special dishes that were only fixed during the holidays, and I looked forward to them. Dad loved to cook. Just thinking about how much money our family spent on food during the holidays, when funds were limited, shows how much the holidays meant to him because he would spend days cooking.”


  Memories of those special times with his father and how he shared his love through cooking inspire Tate and Kristin to do the same.


  “I love opening my home up to anyone and everyone,” Kristin said. “I want our home to be a place for community. For anyone to feel welcomed and loved.”


  And if visitors are lucky, they’ll leave with one of Tate’s pecan or pumpkin pies, baked from the heart and sent home with love.






  ENTERTAINING AT HOME FOR THE HOLIDAYS


  SO MANY PEOPLE HAVE A PRECONCEIVED IDEA about entertaining at home. Some think it is an involved and much-to-be-avoided process. If you are one of those, let’s shift the way you view entertaining.


  In its most basic form, entertaining at home is opening your doors and making others feel welcome. It isn’t about how well you cook or if your home appears magazine-worthy.


  Entertaining at home is all about the way your guests feel when they head out your door.


  Did you create fun or warm memories? Did you focus on enjoying the time spent together? Were you present in the moment, interacting with your guests?


  A warm and gracious host is the one who views entertaining at home as an opportunity to share, to welcome guests and make them feel like they are the most important people in the world right at that moment. When guests feel truly welcomed and appreciated, the dust bunnies beneath the fridge and the fingerprints on the patio door won’t matter at all.


  Give yourself a measure of grace, find a new entertaining standard, and have some fun. Put your guests at ease, make them feel special, and see how much easier entertaining becomes.


  When you are planning to welcome more than a few guests, these secrets to entertaining will give you the foundation you need to entertain with ease and look like a pro.
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  PICK A THEME


  Selecting a theme for your gathering simplifies the entertaining process by narrowing menu selections, providing decorating ideas and color schemes, and making it so much more fun to entertain.
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  Of course Christmas is its own wonderful theme, but you can play off that in many different ways. Traditional, whimsical, and modern are just a few of the twists you can put on a Christmas theme.


  Here are a few ideas for holiday themed parties:


  An Ornament Exchange: Invite everyone to bring one gift-wrapped ornament. Specify a price range. As guests arrive, put a number on each package and a corresponding number in a bowl or hat. After dessert, have everyone draw a number and open the corresponding gift.


  Sledding or Skating Party: You don’t have to be a child to enjoy an afternoon of sledding or skating with friends. When the fun is over, troop back inside to thaw out with a spread of light appetizers and sweets, served buffet style. Don’t forget to have plenty of warm beverages to sip!


  Cookie or Candy Exchange: If you don’t have time to bake a dozen different types of treats, make one huge batch and invite your friends to do the same. Invite them over for an afternoon of swapping treats, making


  

  


  

  

  

  

  

  



  

  

  
   

  

  

  

  

  
  HELPFUL TIPS FOR YOUR HOLIDAY HOME


  

  

  

  

  

  
  



  

  

  

  
 

  

  

  

  

 

  

  

  

  

  

  
  
  

  
  

     
  
  

  

  

  

    

  

   
   
   
   
           


  ABOUT THE AUTHOR


  A hopeless romantic with a bit of sarcasm thrown in for good measure, Shanna Hatfield is a USA Today best-selling author of sweet romantic fiction written with a healthy dose of humor. In addition to blogging and eating too much chocolate, this former farm girl is completely smitten with her husband, lovingly known as Captain Cavedweller.


  Shanna creates character-driven romances with realistic heroes and heroines. Her historical Westerns have been described as “reminiscent of the era captured by Bonanza and The Virginian,” while her contemporary works have been called “laugh-out-loud funny, and a little heart-pumping sexy without being explicit in any way.”
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  A lifelong fan of rodeo, Shanna contributes a portion of her book sales to the Justin Cowboy Crisis Fund during the holiday season.
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