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    Author’s Note


    This book is based on a lifetime of journals. I also relied on information in medical records, old family letters, and conversations with doctors, therapists, my daughter and other individuals who appear in the book, and others. I have changed the names of some of the key people in the book to protect their privacy, and I have combined experiences to give a feel for day-to-day life on the land. I have not included all the people who visited us on the land or shared every event that occurred. This book represents my memory of a transformative time in my life. Any inaccuracies are my own.


  




  

    

    Introduction


    I wrote this memoir to track and untangle the elusive path of my healing in ways that will be meaningful and helpful to others and to accomplish these goals through reflection and sharing stories of my experience living in an intentional off-the-grid community in a forest in British Columbia from the mid 1960s through the early 1980s. That part of my life was a time of solitude and relationship, fears and creativity.


    Written in three parts, The Key Is in the Breastbone: A Creative Coming of Age begins in 1966 in Northern California during intense cultural upheaval when I and four adult friends met with a vision of forming an intentional community in the wilderness of BC. We bought two hundred acres of land, built A-frames just in time for winter, encountered bears in the woods, survived bitter cold, trudged up and down our snowbound road, struggled with frozen waterlines, grew our own food, raised animals, and forged deep friendships. Willing to be challenged by the real requirements of the land, we were transformed as we discovered inner strengths we were unaware of and gained self-confidence as we brought crucial skills into the community.


    Part 2 of the memoir, “My Family,” uncovers the backstory of my choice to create intentional community with a group of friends. It focuses on my chaotic early life with a distressed and intermittently institutionalized mother and a troubled, authoritarian father who arrived as a seventeen-year-old from Greece in 1914. Fortunately, my life in those days included my great-aunt Bertha and my older brother, Harold, who kept my world safe. This part of the memoir also details my marriage to Stephen Gaskin, who went on to found The Farm in Summertown, Tennessee, the largest and longest-lasting intentional community to come out of the counterculture era.


    Part 3, “The Crucible,” portrays a time of self-discovery during a journey to my father’s family home in Greece, including significant experiences of transformation and renewal that culminated in my life as an artist and writer.


    When this story began, we were five friends wanting to live a simple life on the land and raise our children in a loving community. At twenty-seven, I was a single woman, divorced, and had a young daughter. I was the youngest adult in the group.


    Our group met weekly, often at Eric’s place in Northern California, over the course of a year. Eric, a successful landscape architect and architect at thirty-six, was a single dad with two teenage kids: Richard, fourteen, and Joy, twelve. Joanne, thirty-four, and Daniel, thirty, were a married couple with two young children: Debra, four, and Patrick, one. They also had a teenage daughter from Joanne’s previous marriage: Trisha, who was twelve. My daughter, Dana, was six. Adair, thirty-six, a kindergarten schoolteacher, informed us at our last meeting that she would delay joining us on the land by six months.


    In 1968 we immigrated to British Columbia. We built our houses from hand-hewn lodgepole pines and cedar shakes and survived our first forty-below winter and six feet of snow. That first winter Eric and I dragged an old, unused barn onto our property and put a roof on it as well.


    A slightly tattered aquamarine notebook rests on my desk today. On the cover, a faded photograph of craggy stones and trees with golden autumn leaves has peeled away in the upper right corner to show the dark glue marks on the notebook’s surface. The two-ring folded clasp that holds the notebook together is rusted and slightly bent. There are no dates on the pages inside, but I know its contents are over fifty years old. This notebook, a year in the making, testifies to our group vision in 1967: agreements, goals, plans, and the responsibilities each person agreed to fulfill. Our goal, which is typed into the notebook, states:


    To create an environment which will enhance the growth of the individual and further the evolution of love. We believe we are implementing this goal by: maintaining full, constructive communication within the open framework of an inter-relating, inter-loving family; living simply and in harmony with the spirits of the land and recognizing the importance of creating beauty; encouraging spiritual expansion; being self-sufficient economically with a family nursery business which will allow each of us to contribute to our financial support; living on a minimum budget in order to be as independent as possible of the world at large; holding our major possessions and finances in common as a society and encouraging an attitude of non-possessiveness in regard to people and things; cooperating harmoniously in our work; freely offering our children all the knowledge and skills we are capable of giving them; finding the optimum size of our family and expanding our ability to relate openly and warmly to others.


    When we felt clear and in accord with this goal, Daniel calligraphed, “The evolution of love is our beingness,” onto a goatskin parchment scroll along with our community’s logo. We all signed it.


    In the process of forming our principles, we found Dorothy Law Nolte’s poem “Children Learn What They Live.” First published in 1954 and written by a woman who became a parent-educator, family counselor, and published writer, this poem became part of our credo and expressed our intention and attitude toward our children. It reminded me of the encouragement, kindness, and safety I felt when I was with my great-aunt Bertha, who cared for me when I was a young child and served as a touchstone for me and my friends as we navigated the potentially difficult area of raising not only our own but each other’s children.


    In the following years, our lives without radio, telephone, or electricity slowed us down to the pace of the natural world. Nights were warmed by the wood stove and stories and music in the glow of kerosene lamps; we all sang or played a guitar or banjo. Our days were filled with the work we did in common: cutting twenty cords of firewood, planting our quarter acre garden, and caring for animals—Rowdy the Clydesdale/Percheron, Bossy the cow, and the hundred Rhode Island Red chickens. And we were sharing the daily complexities and joys of preparing food and caring for the children. Raising farm animals was not only a necessity but a deep pleasure. Evergreens and cottonwoods surrounded the rising and falling water table pond. I felt at home in the woods, drawn to the spirit of their spaciousness and silence and to the dramatic contrast with my early years with my family.


    I grew up in San Bernardino, California, with a mother who was unpredictable and unstable, and whose mind had been destroyed by electric shock therapy. Before my first birthday I was sent away to live with a Greek family because my father was afraid of my mother’s mind. Now I know that he was afraid she would hurt herself or me, but when I was growing up, I came to believe there was something wrong with me.


    When I was almost four, I came home to live with my dad and my older brother Harold. My great-aunt Bertha came from Minnesota with her husband, Teman, to live with us and to take care of me until I was seven. She and Harold made my life livable, maintaining an orderly home and relative calm. My father managed the household with intense frustration, exhaustion, and unpredictable anger. Although he never hit me, I feared him nearly all my life. When my mother was home from the hospital, I was confused and frightened of her. She talked to herself all the time. She seemed vague. Unavailable. She didn’t know how to communicate, or how to care for the house or for me. She was erratic.


    My longing for community was, as I see it now, a longing to find and care for my real self and the young parts of me who needed healing. In my intentional community I found dear friends and real learning, as well as challenges and losses I was unprepared for. Although I lived on the community’s land for eighteen years, this memoir covers only twelve of those years. By our second summer there, I no longer recognized myself in a mirror—looking in a mirror was such a rare experience. I had begun to live from the inside out, not concerned with how I was seen, but focused on who I was, what I could create, and what I could learn.


  




  

    

    Part 1


    The Experiment


  




  

    

    1


    Meeting


    

      Rilke never lost his conviction in the utter reality of the world or in our human capacity to redeem it through the act of transforming attention which is meaning—or love.


    — Anita Barrows and Joanna Macy, Rilke’s Book of Hours, Love Poems to God, translated by Anita Barrows and Joanna Macy

    
    


    The spring of 1965 is vivid in my memory. I was twenty-four. Gerry, in his forties, was my partner at the time. He drove us through the redwoods on the winding road near Ben Lomond, California, taking me to meet his friend Eric for the first time. I saw the sign for Alba Road, and Gerry drove his gray Volvo down to the dusty parking area. A two-story house stood off to our right. Eric emerged from the house and into the sunlight with a warm, welcoming look. We’d never met, but he knew we were coming for a visit. His dark, slightly graying beard was brushed out and reached to his chest. He was nude, but seemed, by his ease, to be fully dressed. My acceptance of nudism was just one example of my turning away from moralistic attitudes, and nudism was an accepted practice in this generation that was making new choices. It had become a natural part of my life by the time I was nineteen, so I felt quite relaxed in his presence, as I suspect most others did in our circle. He reached out with his eyes and his voice and shook my hand.


    “Hello, I wondered when Gerry would bring you for a visit. Hi Ger, I’ve missed you,” he said, hugging Gerry. “Been a long time. Let’s go up. I’ll make us some lunch.”


    “Sure,” I said. “What a lovely, secluded place—all these trees. How much land?”


    “Eighteen acres. I originally bought it with the idea of community, but I feel rather disillusioned about that now. Hard to find the right people. We can look around later if you like—even take a swim.”


    “Sounds great.”


    While he made roast beef and cheddar cheese sandwiches, he asked how Gerry and I had met. I replied, “We met at Bridge Mountain, the place up the road. It was a gift of a weekend there from a friend of mine.”


    “Oh right, I know of it, but I’ve never been there.”


    “It’s a retreat place dedicated to the arts and healing. I loved it, but I was only able to go a few times. I was in the process of separating from my husband early last year and left to live with my brother in Manhattan. Last fall Gerry encouraged me to come back to California.”


    As he efficiently prepared lunch and made us coffee, he spoke of his previous short-lived community and disappointments. Clearly a very focused and energetic man, he was interested in meeting and living with a group of like-minded individuals. Although he spoke of them kindly, I learned later that the group he’d lived with had seen him as a benefactor and expected to be taken care of—a common misunderstanding of people like him in the counterculture of the early sixties.


    “They’re all gone now,” he said. “I have my architecture and landscape design office here in the house and travel to see clients on the peninsula between here and San Francisco. My son, Richard, and daughter, Joy, live with me. They’re in their teens. My wife and I divorced some time ago, and she had custody. She never came to get them, so I got the kids, which was fine with me, but the whole situation was hard on them. I don’t think the nuclear family paradigm is best for kids or adults.”


    “I agree; it’s complex. Worth talking about.”


    I’d been researching community for some time myself. Being a single mom, I didn’t think it seemed wise or viable long term to raise my daughter alone. We stayed for dinner that evening. Eric asked me more about my life.


    “What was it like for you living in Manhattan?”


    “Well, it’s a long story.”


    I told Eric about New York and my brother, Harold, who was writing his dissertation in education at Columbia University, and his wife, Alice, a bioenergetic therapist. When my husband and I were separating, they offered me a job as a nanny/governess of their two children, whom I had met the year before: Robin, who was five and Alice’s older daughter from a previous marriage, and Pamela, not quite a year old. Being their nanny/governess meant living in their penthouse apartment in Manhattan and spending summers in Sheffield at their country house. It sounded like a dream come true. They both worked full time and needed help raising the girls since their governess, Sophie, was retiring that spring. Alice had regular clients and needed privacy in the apartment. She was also a nursing mom, so I was a necessary distraction. The apartment, which was filled with paintings and sculptures, was on the nineteenth floor and overlooked Central Park. My daughter and I shared a bedroom with the girls, with two bunk beds on each side of the room. It seemed like a perfect opportunity to create a life of my own, perhaps go back to school, and to spend time with Harold and get to know Alice and the girls better. It would mean that Dana, who was four, would be safe and cared for and would have the chance to get to know her cousins. We would have a place to live.


    I told Eric, “By February we had moved to New York City. Dana was so excited seeing the lights and the towering buildings. She said, ‘There are castles, castles everywhere!’ We’d stepped into a new world, and I started taking care of the girls right away. Every weekday morning after getting Robin ready for her day at Ethical Culture School, I’d bundle up Pamela and Dana for their daily adventure in the playground across the street. Shifting Pamela’s interest to going out in the cold was not always easy, but with stroller, snacks, mittens, hats, blanket, and toys, we slipped out into the hallway and pressed the button for the elevator. With the help of the ‘elevator man,’ always kind, we were out the door and on the sidewalk. Then, with Dana’s little hand in mine, I pushed Pamela in the stroller, and we crossed Central Park West and were in the park, a wilderness in the belly of the city. Once we were there, the three of us always found fun things to do.”


    “Wow, what a brave decision with so much unknown, but it sounds like you made a great choice,” Eric said.


    “It was in many ways, but I didn’t know how totally consuming it would be. I had not a minute to myself.” Then I went on to say, “Also, during all that time in New York, I received letters from Gerry every day. We had met at Bridge Mountain Retreat Center, but I didn’t think he would stay in touch. Every day though I would receive a letter, pages and pages of his dreams and feelings, his interest in community, his friends. I invited him to come for a short visit and we had a good time together. When school finished for the year, the whole family left for the country.”


    I explained to Eric how different life was in the summer at their cabin in Sheffield, Massachusetts. Everyone was more relaxed than in the city, and we all went swimming, played more with the girls, and visited friends, especially Tajar “A. E.” and Ranger “Eleanor” Hamilton, an older couple who were educators and directors of Hamilton School, a school in the Berkshires for children who lived in New York City. A. E. embodied a sense of warmth and playfulness that I have never forgotten. He wrote the book Psychology and “the Great God Fun.” I can see now that he probably influenced me in a very subtle way in my views of education.


    “But when we returned to the city, I realized that I didn’t belong,” I said. “The expectations others had of me were overwhelming. Harold offered me a chance to go to Hunter College, where he was by then an associate professor. At the same time, Gerry invited me to come live with him in California. In New York, I would be expected to take care of all three girls and live in what was, for me, a chaotic household with no designated place to study. For a month or two, Harold rented us an apartment on the first floor—our own space, but I became more and more distressed and scattered. I felt very grateful to Harold and Alice, but I knew the city was not for me. I finally realized, as much as I loved Harold and the family, that I had to leave, and he understood.


    “So, we left the big city and moved back to California last fall. This spring, we moved from Redwood City to San Carlos, where we have a lovely furnished home with fuchsias cascading over the back-porch wall and two orange and white kittens, Butter and Scotch. Living here on the West Coast, I can begin my life again. I’m taking classes at San Francisco State College. We live about midway between the college and Peninsula School, a private school for Dana. At last. It’s time for my education and hers.”


    “Wow, what a lot of changes and decisions you made in only a year,” Eric said. Then he started asking Gerry about his life. “And how about you, Gerry, are you still working at AMPEX Data Systems?”


    “Yes, it’s really satisfying work and allows us to have a nice life. My parents live nearby. They’re getting older now, of course, and love having us over for dinner once a week.”


    The evening flew by. Gerry shared more about his work in electronics, but the conversation led back to community. Gerry leaned more toward an urban sharing style and Eric toward a more rural style. The three of us promised to meet again soon. Gerry and I drove home, excited and only faintly aware of the tidal change that would shift everything for all of us.


    Months passed since that first meeting. Eric had architectural jobs on the peninsula and made time to stop by at the house in San Carlos for lunch or coffee, usually weekly. I began to anticipate his visits. My classes at San Francisco State focused on teaching as a profession. Gerry and I had agreed to an open relationship when I came to live with him that fall of 1965. It was a time of cultural relativity and sexual experimentation. Monogamy was not the default mode. It seemed almost uncommon among our peers. Eric and I were attracted to each other, but we were not in a hurry to pursue our attraction. When he came to visit, we talked for hours about community, family, monogamy, freedom, honesty, jealousy, our own histories. By the time he was visiting regularly, my relationship with Gerry was fragmenting, but we continued to live together.


    On one afternoon visit, Eric happened to mention a friend who lived near him on Alba Road. Her name was Adair.


    “That’s such an unusual name,” I said. “I wonder if I know her. Is she tall with long, dark hair, a kindergarten teacher? She drives a red Austin Healy.”


    And of course, the person I had in my mind was the Adair that Eric was referring to. “How amazing. She’s the one who introduced me to Bridge Mountain. I know her brother, whom I met in Colton. She and I met in San Francisco. I didn’t know she had moved.” And so, Adair entered my life again.


  




  

    
    2


    Bread


    

      When the yeast is added


    we will see in the honey water


    the unpredictable, the alive . . .


    which we can never own or truly understand . . .


    When the yeast is added—


    the impulsive, the unmanageable,


    the free—we know we will be


    moved. Every part of the mixture!


    —Gunilla Norris, Becoming Bread: Embracing the Spiritual in the Everyday

    
    


    In the summer of 1966, Eric, Adair, Gerry, and I began meeting every week in San Carlos, California, with other close friends who were interested in intentional community. In our living room, we discussed community constantly—our ideas, visions, concerns, and hopes for it. We cooked dinners together or shared potluck: stews, salads, brown rice, and good bread. We worked on yard-cleaning projects and repaired or helped clean each other’s homes. One evening, Eric suggested we draw pictures on butcher paper of our individual visions and requirements of community as we would want to experience it. By the end of the evening, the outcome was clarifying but disappointing. The divisions in the group were revealed.


    One couple who left after the first meeting offered, “We can see ourselves living as an extended family but, like, in the city—all in a big house.”


    Another dear friend said, “What we really need is a place that’s focused on how we handle the garbage.” Everyone laughed, but he was right.


    Gerry, an electronics engineer who was born and raised in Germany, said, “We could just share our tools and all live close together, like a cooperative neighborhood with something park-like in the middle.” He had never married and was twenty years older than me. He was sincerely interested in community, but he wanted an urban life. Eric and I and Adair wanted something rural, maybe in the wilderness and built around learning and creating together with shared common goals. We envisioned a family made up of our dearest friends: a chosen family. We loved dreaming with our friends, but by the end of the month, our discussion group was over. Gerry and I were not well suited to each other. Now it seemed we didn’t even want the same community lifestyle. We began to drift apart, although we continued to live together.


    Not long after the discussion group ended, Eric and I made plans for our first real date—a romantic evening together. He prepared dinner for me: roasted chicken, new potatoes, green beans, and a luscious salad with fuchsias scattered on top, along with a lovely wine. Everything was delicious, but even more important to me was knowing he cared about me. I’d been in love with him from the start, but we’d kept our feelings in check. Our lovemaking that night was slow, sensuous, and fulfilling—worth all the months of waiting.


    Late that summer Eric and Adair became lovers as well. Although I was surprised by the timing, I was not alarmed, given Eric’s and my long conversations when we first met about non-monogamy. We were clear that honesty was essential, not the explicit details but the importance of simple truthfulness, as well as keeping agreements. The arrangement seemed natural to me at the time. I had met other couples who had open relationships, and I knew Eric was not interested in marriage. I wasn’t interested in other lovers at the time, but I didn’t think possessiveness of a person was very healthy. As I look back years later, monogamously married to my husband, Dave, I’m aware of the courage I had and the underlying beliefs that made Eric’s and my dynamic seem reasonable. Many challenges arose out of our early choice to share a non-monogamous relationship.


    The three of us were determined to find like-minded people and decided in the fall to visit some friends of Adair’s who shared an interest in community. Joanne and Daniel lived in an old farmhouse in Sebastopol, a rural town in California. Eric and Adair and I drove up to the house and stepped out of Adair’s Healy. The smell of goats and the welcoming cackle of chickens greeted us. We spied Joanne picking beans in her sprawling garden. Her and Daniel’s red-wattled rooster called out a greeting.


    Joanne called out to us as well, “Welcome. Come on down to the garden. Daniel is cleaning out the goat barn and will join us in a few minutes. How was the drive?”


    “Easy drive. What a blessing to be out of the city,” Adair answered.


    She had known Joanne and Daniel and their kids for years. We walked down to the garden, and Adair made introductions all around. Daniel and I realized, to our surprise, that we had met briefly in Southern California, and then I realized I had also met Joanne briefly there as well. Clear-eyed, tall, and strong, Joanne wore old Levi’s and a loose-fitting long-sleeved shirt, with a blue headband tying back her long brown hair. She struck me as wholesome—a no-nonsense, down-to-earth person. She already seemed like family.


    I said, “It’s great to be here. Can we help carry the baskets?”


    The baskets overflowed with tomatoes, onions, beans tucked in with the lettuce, and a giant zucchini, as Joanne led the way through the old door of their farmhouse. I look back on this scene now—amazed and moved by our innocence and courage—as such a simple germinating moment that has colored my life for fifty years. Even though our vision hadn’t jelled with our friends in San Francisco, Eric, Adair, and I were determined and we hoped that Daniel and Joanne would be courageous and compatible.


    “Time to get the bread started,” Joanne said.


    “I’ll show you the goat barn,” Daniel said, and Eric and Adair went with him out the door.


    “I’d love to watch you make the bread,” I said. “I used to make rye bread, but I don’t think I got the hang of it.”


    “Oh, rye, very hard to rise.” she said.


    Daniel had already hand-ground enough hard red wheat berries into flour that morning, using a mill permanently attached to the counter, for four loaves of bread. The flour, soft and warm from the grinder, filled the thick-lipped bowl. Joanne swirled a couple of tablespoons of honey into six cups of warm water in her blue-rimmed mixing bowl. She checked the temperature of the water with her wrist.


    She said it should be “like the milk for a baby’s bottle so the yeast won’t be shocked.” She added two tablespoons of Engedura yeast, and we waited for it to soften and puff up a bit. I added the flour cup by cup as she stirred. As the mixture thickened, we added sunflower seeds, oats, millet, flax, and a little more flour. Then she moved the dough onto the kneading board, folding, pressing, folding to capture the air until it was round and smooth as a pregnant belly. We covered the bowl and let the dough rise while we shared stories of our children and ideas about community. Both of us saw the value of living as a larger family for us as adults and for the children. By going in together, we could buy land and build a place.


    “What a pleasure it would be to have another woman around for the harvest and the canning, and other adults who would spend time with the children,” she said with longing. By then she was pregnant with another child.


    Eric, Adair, and Daniel returned from the goat barn and joined us in the house. While the dough was rising, Joanne took her banjo off the wall and sang us a few songs from her favorite singer/songwriters: Walter Brown “Brownie” McGhee, Huddie William Ledbetter, who was known as Lead Belly, and Pete Seeger. The songs she played reminded me of the freedom and joys of my days at Berkeley. I felt a sense of longing for that ease again and the possibility of something new—a real friendship with a woman who could help me to raise Dana. With most women I felt separate. Helping Joanne bake bread, I felt welcomed into her world. After our brief afternoon together, I could already imagine living side by side with her, learning from her and thriving. As I see it now, the bread itself and Joanne’s home represented the kind of world I had experienced with my great-aunt Bertha.


    When the dough had risen to the top of the bowl, pressing the towel upward, Joanne slid it onto a large board, cut it into four parts, and formed and folded two of them into tight, firm loaves, letting me form two loaves with her for practice. Making this bread became a tradition in our family, one which continues to this day and inspires memories of our great adventure together. It reminds me, even now, to allow time for the bread of myself to rise from the center, to allow the inner ingredients to integrate with care, and to practice patience.


    We put the loaves in the bread pans, brushed the tops with a wash from a whole egg, then sprinkled two of them with poppy seeds and two with sesame seeds. Then we carved a shallow cut in the middle of each loaf, a curved seed-like design that was not only decorative but practical, allowing the rising bread to open upward in the center, not droop over the sides of the bread pan. We let them rise for another hour. At last the loaves entered the oven to bake. When they were baked golden brown, fragrant, irresistible, we couldn’t wait to eat them. She cut the hot slices of a loaf carefully with a serrated knife so as not to crush its new life. The first loaf disappeared in ten minutes.


  




  

    

    Joanne’s Bread Recipe 


    (makes 4 loaves)


    12 cups flour (see note below for types)


    1 cup old-fashioned rolled oats (uncooked)


    ½ cup sunflower seeds


    ½ cup millet (uncooked)


    ¼ cup flax (whole)


    2 ½ to 3 tablespoons salt


    1/3 cup oil


    1 egg


    Sesame or poppy seeds (a few tablespoons to sprinkle on top)


    1 tablespoon honey


    2 tablespoons baking yeast


    6 cups water, divided


    Note: This recipe was made originally with hand-ground red wheat and it came out perfectly every time. It can be made with all whole wheat flour, but I recommend replacing at least two cups of the whole wheat flour with unbleached white flour so it holds together well. You can also use half whole wheat and half unbleached white flour, add some sourdough starter, or use whatever combination makes the most sense to you.


    1.You’ll need a large mixing bowl for this recipe. A ceramic bowl would be nice.


    2.Pour 3 cups of boiling water into a large mixing bowl and add honey. Stir to combine. Once the honey is melted, add 3 cups of cool water. Check the water temperature against the inside of your wrist, like you would with milk in a baby’s bottle. It should feel a little warm but not uncomfortable. If the water is too cold, the yeast won’t grow, and if the water is too hot, the yeast will die.


    3.Sprinkle the yeast on top of the honey and water mixture. Break up any lumps of baking yeast, then cover the bowl with a clean kitchen towel. Let sit for 5 minutes. The yeast should be bubbling out of the water. If it’s not bubbling, it’s worthwhile to give it another 5 minutes. If it doesn’t bubble after 10 minutes, then throw out the mixture and start over. Your bread won’t be successful if the yeast doesn’t bubble.


    4.Add 6 cups of flour and stir 100 times.


    5.Stir in oats, sunflower seeds, millet, flax, salt, and oil. Add 6 more cups of flour, stirring it in thoroughly as you go.


    6.When you can gather the dough into a ball, sprinkle flour on the counter or a board and tip the dough onto it. Knead the bread, folding, pressing, and turning, until it feels springy and holds together.


    7.Oil the bowl you mixed the dough in so that it’s coated all the way up the sides. Place the dough in the bowl and turn it over once so that it’s oiled on both sides, then cover and put into a warm place.


    8.Preheat oven to 375°F.


    9.When the dough has doubled in size, press it down and tip it out onto the floured board or counter. Cut into 4 equal pieces and shape each piece into a loaf. It’s important to press as much air out of each piece of dough as you can to avoid a hole in the center of your loaf.


    10.Place each loaf in a well-buttered bread pan (glass is lovely). In a small bowl, beat the egg vigorously and brush a thin layer of it on top of each loaf. Sprinkle sesame or poppy seeds over the top of each loaf. Use a sharp serrated knife to cut the top with a nice design.


    11.Allow loaves to rise under a clean tea towel until the tops swell out of the pan.


    12.Bake for 40 minutes or until each loaf is nice and brown on top. Tip one out of its bread pan and tap the bottom of it. If it sounds like a drum, the loaf is done and the others should be too. Usually there are no loaves left after a couple of days, but they can be stored if sliced, covered in wax paper, and placed in a sealed bag in the freezer. They also make a tasty gift.
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    The Dream


    

      You must learn one thing.


    The world was made to be free in.


    Give up all the other worlds


    except the one to which you belong.


    —David Whyte, “Sweet Darkness,” in The House of Belonging



    The following year, 1967, we met some new friends: Bill Laux, a batik artist and therapist who was attending a gestalt group in the Bay Area, and David Orcutt, an artist/puppeteer. They were interested in community and encouraged us to move to Fauquier, British Columbia. We were thrilled at the thought of Canada, a country seemingly more peaceful than the United States and a place where we could buy inexpensive farmland or forest.


    As we sat at Eric’s dinner table one evening, David said, “I have land in Fauquier you could buy near Arrow Lake; it’s owned by a group of us, but I think everyone in our group wants to sell now.”


    Eric said, “Really, wow. How much land?”


    “A hundred acres.”


    “How much would the group want for it?”


    David said, “Seven thousand, five hundred dollars.”


    “That would be great,” Bill commented. “We would be neighbors.”


    He and his wife Adele also had a place on Lower Arrow Lake.


    “That sounds possible.” Eric sounded tentative. “Let’s drive up this summer and visit.”


    “Oh no. I won’t be able go,” I said. “My brother and his family will be visiting for the summer.”


    I felt left out when the group drove off to Canada that summer. The group included Eric, his children Joy and Richard, Adair, and Joanne and Daniel and their kids. They came home inspired. That fall, Adair moved down from her cabin to Eric’s property. I had completed the semester at San Francisco State in June and had planned to become a teacher. I decided not to return to school. I envisioned a more engaged and creative education system than the one I encountered in college.


    Gerry and I separated. He was disappointed, but he had suspected our relationship wouldn’t survive after I met Eric. He stayed in the lovely house in San Carlos and became lovers with another woman with whom he had a daughter he partially raised. I moved into a tiny white trailer at Eric’s place, thrilled to be lovers with him and part of a bigger vision while living in my own little home. Since Adair worked all week teaching kindergarten, I had time with Eric during the day.


    That year, Michael Murphy and Richard Price, owners and directors of the Esalen Institute, expressed an interest in Eric’s property in Ben Lomond. Their retreat center—perched on the coastline near Big Sur—was and is based on the human potential movement toward healing and transformation that was inspired by Abraham Maslow’s psychology of higher health and peak experiences. Michael and Richard visited one afternoon, walked the property line, and had dinner with us. Later that week during dinner, Eric showed us a note they’d given him during their visit.


    He said, “We’re all invited for a weekend at Big Sur to enjoy a dinner and an evening with Alan Watts and Joel Andrews, a harpist. We could all go. The retreat center is near Monterey—rocky cliffs, outdoor hot springs, and the tubs looking out over the ocean. What do you think?”


    We were already reading Alan Watts and were intrigued by writings on Eastern philosophy. He was well-known for his view of Zen as interpreted for a Western audience. We had only heard of Joel Andrews but knew that he was an acclaimed masterful harpist. We were elated.


    “Think? That sounds fabulous,” Adair and I both said. “When do we go?”


    “In a couple of weeks, over a weekend.”


    We drove out to the coast. The weather was warm and dry for spring. Although we lived together now, the three of us rarely went out on dates except to the movies at times. I realized, as Adair slipped into the front seat, that she was Eric’s date for the evening. Although this was not my preference, I soothed myself with the thought, “Well, at least I got to go on the trip.”


    We arrived at the lodge and were directed to our rustic cabins. I left my belongings in my cabin and returned to the lodge to meet the other retreat participants and have dinner.


    In the hall, a tall flower arrangement graced a low table near the stage. After dinner, we all gathered and sat quietly. Alan Watts entered and began the evening with a simple Zen meditation focused on our breathing. Within a few minutes, the quality of his voice softened all the edges of my consciousness. My body was at ease. By the time the harp sounded, I was in an altered state. It seemed as if the music was filling every molecule in the room as well as my body.


    When the program finished, we wandered out toward immense, steaming hot tubs near the cliffs. The ocean and the stars were visible, the air warm and light, the tub I selected intensely hot as I slipped out of my clothes and into the dark water. The surf pounded on the cliffs below. Eric’s and Adair’s voices mixed with others’ in the hot tub and drifted toward me, but sounded far away. I slid onto the edge of the tub away from the voices and the people in the tub and gazed out over the ocean. I was suddenly flying out of my body, soaring and free above the cliffs, out where time had no meaning.


    After a long while, I heard Eric’s voice, “Carol, you alright?”


    I slipped back into myself, smiling, “Yes, I’m very alright.


    Later, the little cabin where I slept smelled of cedar and salty ocean. I was happy to be alone with my renewed awareness of myself as a calm, centered spirit and recalled an earlier time when I lived with my brother in the desert; something similar had happened then to what happened to me in the hot tub. I felt a quiet acceptance and faith in the path I had chosen.
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    The Circle


    

      Stewardship means, for most of us, find your place on the planet, dig in, and take responsibility from there.


    —Gary Snyder, Four Changes

    
    


    I had written to Stephen Gaskin, my ex-husband and Dana’s father, for his permission to allow her to immigrate to Canada with me, which he granted. In the fall of 1964, I’d returned to California from living with my brother, and in 1965, we filed for an amicable divorce (with joint custody), which was finalized in 1966. He agreed to pay child support—$50 a month. Back in California, I lived in the same area as Stephen again, so we agreed that Dana, six by then, could travel back and forth between us regularly, freely allowing her the choice. She spent weekends with Stephen and the school week with me.


    Stephen had graduated with his masters in language arts from San Francisco State and the following year began teaching a creative writing class, which evolved into metaphysical, political, and philosophical explorations he held in the newly formed San Francisco State Experimental College. Eventually the class outgrew that venue as well, and Stephen moved first to a basement room at Glide Memorial United Methodist Church (known simply as Glide now and run for decades by the Reverend Cecil Williams), then to the famous Straight Theater on Haight Street, and on to the Family Dog, a music hall on the Great Highway that opened in 1969 with Jefferson Airplane. This weekly happening eventually drew up to 1,500 people at each session and was known as Monday Night Class.


    To my surprise, given his earlier abhorrence of marijuana when we were married, he had begun to use it regularly and then, with alarming frequency, he also began to use LSD. He had become famous, even notorious. By then, we were not speaking. He was careless about keeping his agreements with me about Dana’s comings and goings and would not agree to things I found basic to her care. He stopped paying the child support he had agreed to pay. We transferred Dana back and forth between us, and I was frightened for her when we were apart. By then we had chosen different lifestyles, although neither were conventional. I found it very difficult to maintain my agreement to joint custody, but I wanted to keep my word. He remarried. I was relieved when I received the letter permitting Dana and I to immigrate to Canada together.


    Daniel and Joanne and their family moved to Ben Lomond, California, in the spring of 1967. In addition to self-sufficiency, we were intent on “widening our circle of compassion,” as Albert Einstein wrote. We kept talking, planning, waiting. We agreed to leave everything behind that wasn’t essential since we assumed our living quarters would be simple and small. That spring we assembled and combined our household supplies: items for cooking and canning, as well as dishes, carpentry equipment, and an extensive medical kit for emergency care. Each of us built cedar boxes two-by-two-by-two feet for our personal possessions and allowed ourselves a small suitcase each. If an item didn’t fit in the box or the suitcase, it didn’t go with us. Eric built his box with the same internal dimension, but it was a long box so he could bring his bow and arrows.


    By June of 1968, Canada had accepted Eric for immigration. Daniel and Joanne were provisional. That was good enough for us. However, Dana and I were denied immigration status. I was devastated.


    “Oh Eric, what can I do?” I asked.


    “Well, we could get married, but neither of us prefer that. Let me check on something.”


    The next day, he said, “You and Dana can actually go up as visitors; then we can work something out from BC. We’ll probably have to come back across the border for you to eventually immigrate, but that’s a formality. We’ll make it work out.”


    The next day I got a call from my great-aunt Bertha that my mom had passed away. The last time I saw her, we’d had a lovely visit. She even went out to lunch with Harold and I and the girls. I have one photo of her soft, smiling face looking right at us. She was living in a convalescent home when she died. The caretakers said she died peacefully.


    In 1967, a few years after Dad died, Harold and I had arranged for my mom to leave Patton State Mental Hospital, where she was being treated for schizophrenia. The rest home was a calmer, safer atmosphere than the hospital, and instead of shock treatments, she received antipsychotic medications: Prolixin, Mellaril, and Artane.


    When she died, I didn’t know how to feel. I was her daughter and her guardian. Harold and I met in San Bernardino for her funeral at a Lutheran church and then went to Montecito Memorial Park, where she was buried next to my dad. All that remains of my memory of that day is a faint flatness; nothing seemed real: only the image of a few people standing by the grave, Harold holding my hand during the ceremony, and Bertha standing beside us.


    Later that evening, in the driveway at the old house, I remember Harold saying, “You have always been such a support to me in my life.”


    I was stunned. I was sure it had been the other way around. He was twelve years older than I was. I had counted on him for everything.


    The next day I visited my great-aunt Bertha. She lived alone in her two-bedroom house behind our old home. Her husband, Teman, had passed away in the spring of 1963—a few months before my dad died. Since then, she had lived contentedly on her own. I told her of my plans to move to British Columbia. She was shocked.


    “Oh, no. Carol, why would you go up to the frozen north? It’s too much like Norway, bitter cold. I lived all those winters in Minnesota: ice in the water barrel, frozen roads, not enough time for growing food. Ooftah! I was so glad to come here and get away from all that to be with you when you were young. Canada? It’s too much like Minnesota. You’ll freeze to death.”


    “Oh, Bertha, I’ll be fine. I’m going with friends. It’s an adventure. I’ll come back and visit you.”


    She gave me an unaccustomed hug, looking very sad and worried.


    Dana, who would be eight in December, was glad to see Bertha again. We spent time together telling stories, then returned to the Bay Area the next day. My mind was whirling with imagining British Columbia: wilderness, lakes. And full of questions: Will Canada let me be a visitor? Will we be able to immigrate? Does Canada have big stores up there? Are there bears?


    When I arrived home, I discovered that Eric’s plan to sell his eighteen acres to Esalen Institute had fallen through. And at the last minute, Adair had chosen to study Scientology in England to help her in making the transition to living in community. Though none of the rest of us were interested in Scientology, we accepted her decision. She would join us in February. The money we had counted on vanished like water in a drought. The week before we left, David Orcutt let us know that the land deal for the one hundred acres had fallen through. One of the owners would not allow the land to be sold. But David arranged for us to rent a small house on Lower Arrow Lake about five hundred miles across the border north of Spokane, Washington.


    Nothing could stop us. There were eleven of us: four adults, four teenagers, and three children crammed into three vehicles. In a green, four-door Chevy, a yellow Jeep, and a white Ford van, we headed up the coast. We left our known world of sunny Northern California with a few belongings and headed for the unknown interior wilderness of British Columbia. We had intention, minimal funds, and no permanent destination except a small house on a lake that I had never seen. I look back now amazed at our innocence.


    Eric dropped Dana and I off at the airport in Seattle. We wore our best dresses and fancy shoes, boarded the plane, and waved goodbye through the window. The flight was short. I searched the crowd at baggage claim at the Vancouver airport, holding Dana’s hand; I finally caught a glimpse of David Orcutt’s tall frame and kind, bearded face. We had arrived before the rest of the “family.”


    Eric said later as we shared our celebratory dinner at David’s house, “Even though we had our acceptance papers in hand, I knew we still might be turned away. They asked us a lot of questions about employment at the border, but we finally drove through with their blessings. We could breathe again. When we pulled up at David’s house and I saw you and Dana were here, I knew we had made it.”
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