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   For my husband, who has created a beautiful canvas for me to paint. Thank you for your endless willingness to serve, even if that means moving furniture again, and for giving me the most wonderful reason to cultivate a beautiful home: love.
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   FOREWORD

  by Stuart Elliott

  It is good every so often (maybe more) to step back from the details of everyday life and attempt to get a big-picture view of things. As our eyes adjust to this high-altitude view, what comes into focus is a pattern. Like staring at a “Magic Eye” picture, the image that lies behind the pattern comes into focus. What is most evident from this vantage point is the cyclical nature of things. Like a wheel spinning in motion, life seems to revolve around something fixed, a permanent center, a hubcap if you will. This image-through-the-pattern seems to be a kind of force (not in a Star Wars kind of way) or a governing principle. Let’s call it a Law of Life. As the wheel spins to make a complete revolution, what is also evident is that things aren’t the same as before. There is both permanence (the wheel circles back to its original position) and change (things have happened in the time it took to spin). So, the wheel is not spinning in a vacuum; it has traction on the ground and each turn advances it down a path. Somewhere in all this constant motion our lives play out.

  These are by no means novel or original observations. You have probably thought of them yourself and most likely in a way that makes more sense than I have. We hear something of this sentiment in the old adage people say when some event is about to happen: “History is doomed to repeat itself.” The Byrds sang about it in the 1960s with the song “Turn, Turn, Turn.” So did Journey in the 1970s with “Wheel in the Sky,” though less poetically.

  The Byrds’ lyrics are adapted from an ancient Hebrew poem found in the book of Ecclesiastes. Unlike the sentiment we get from the Byrds’ song, Qoheleth, the author of the poem, seems to be a little stressed about the Law of Life. He’s been running around trying to figure out meaning and purpose, and all the while the Law of Life does what it does with or without him. “For everything there is a season, and a time for every matter under heaven,” he observes. “That which is, already has been; that which is to be, already has been,” he observes further. Qoheleth has come face to face with the Law of Life and it makes him cry out, in a kind of despair, a refrain he repeats throughout his writing: “There is nothing new under the sun” and “all of life is vanity, a chasing after the wind.”

  From our big-picture vantage point, if we were to observe the rate that has come to characterize life in our culture, I think we would see a frenetic pace that does not quite sync with the timing of the Law of Life. I think our growing restlessness as a culture and the quickened pace of our consumerist lives demonstrate, probably deep down in our hearts like Qoheleth, a battle with time.

  The manner in which we sync our lives with the natural cycles of the Law of Life creates a kind of rhythm. And if you are at all like me, there are moments of stillness where the painful beauty of this law will impress itself upon you; you can almost hear the music playing behind it all, sometimes cacophonous, discordant, and dissonant, other times melodic, harmonic, and beautiful. Its beauty is like watching the bud of a rose develop and grow through its various stages to the climax of its elegant bloom. Its pain lies in knowing that, like the flower, it is not permanent, though we deeply desire it to be. I consider my own children growing and changing before my eyes. It brings me simultaneously great joy but also an almost inarticulate sorrow. I am inevitably drawn back in to consider the cyclical nature of the Law of Life. I once was where they are, though not precisely. They will be where I am, and the rhythm of this stretches back generations and will continue generations more.
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  The Law of Life, once perceived, is evident everywhere. But, for the homesteader and those more bound to the land, the rhythm of the law is most felt in step with the natural cycles of permanence and change found in the seasons. There is an anticipation that builds with the expectation of spring’s new life. Summer, with its pounding heat, lays waiting just around the corner. The crisp autumn air coursing through your lungs as you soak in the deeply changing colors will surely follow. The visit of the White Wizard and his dancing snow faeries enraptures us in suspense. These all create an almost uncontrollable excitement in my soul.

  

  At the same time, I know that life is traveling at this pace, in this rhythm, with or without me, and that the first freeze will come whether I have shut off and drained the irrigation or not. Spring will come, even if I haven’t prepped the beds and started the seeds. The heat of summer will come, even if I haven’t built extra shelters and accounted for more water on the pasture. Fall will arrive, even if I haven’t made time to sit in its stillness with my pipe and watch the changes happen before my eyes. All this can erupt in a flutter of pain in my heart. Sometimes the Law of Life can feel like an eighteen-wheeler barreling down the side of a mountain with failed brakes, but in reality, it keeps a constant rhythm, and it is I who is either prepared for the dance or not.

  But now that I have been awfully esoteric (emphasis on the awful), let me say that Seasons at the Farm is an attempt to capture something of the music that is made as we try to dance in step to the rhythms of the Law of Life in our little corner of the world. You will not encounter any radical calls to upend your lives and change everything you are doing. What I hope you will find instead is an ordinary joy and a humble effort to weave ourselves into the natural beauty of permanence and change in the seasons of life. I am hopeful you will be inspired to do the same.
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  INTRODUCTION

  WELCOME TO LE CHALET

  May I a small house and large garden have; And a few friends, And many books, both true. ―ABRAHAM COWLEY

  We moved to Le Chalet, although it didn’t yet bear that name, during the winter. It was far from an ideal time to move three children, seven tons of hay, three pigs, a small herd of sheep, forty laying hens, five geese, fifty meat birds, one steer, and almost ten married years’ worth of belongings. But in our desire to carve out a smallholding for ourselves, even an extremely small one by agriculture standards, we found ourselves driving back and forth between the old farm and the new farm, with a variety of farm paraphernalia in tow. Naturally, that winter was the snowiest one in more than a decade, and our old, rented farm was nestled on top of a steep gravel driveway that not even the most daring snowplow driver would attempt to clear.

  At a particularly low point, as I (six months pregnant, mind you) was carrying three squawking chickens down that icy, slick driveway, I found myself tumbling down. Once the rolling stopped, I sat at the bottom of the hill and cried, still clinging to the now-snowy birds. Maybe I didn’t want a new farm this badly. Maybe I could just sit here, sulk, and somehow manage to put all the pieces back the way they were. Though, let’s be honest: This was a ridiculous idea, far from the realm of possibility. You see, I’m one of those dreamers, one of those people who can visualize with all my senses where I want my life to go. There is one grave problem with being a dreamer, which is, when a dream takes hold, it’s like stink on manure. It isn’t going anywhere.
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  Over the course of a few weeks, we did manage to move all of our belongings, and even all the animals, to the new farm. Chaos gave way to frustration more often than I’d care to admit. Blood, sweat, and tears didn’t seem enough to adequately cover the challenge of getting onto the farm. We’d been told “No!” a thousand times along the way, whether by the bank, the regulations, or the weather. But, remember now, there was the dream. A dream that had sunk so far into my bones, it was now inseparable from my being. Our family would have a farm of our own, come what may.

  The first time I drove to the farm that would eventually become ours, not four or five days after it’d been put on the market, I messaged my husband Stuart at work saying, “Hey. This place is actually amazing. We could do something spectacular here.” From that moment forward, the wheels were turning. It’s as if the process of transforming this neglected, dated, and nonworking farm had already begun.
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  My mind danced through meadows of black-eyed Susans. I saw family members sipping iced coffee under the large pergola that would sit proudly in the courtyard. I could see wisteria creeping its way up around the kitchen door, and raised beds lined up along the north-facing orchard line. My children raced through the tall grass, and the sheep and cows grazed from the small gully that ran along the eastern side of the property. I saw rusty buckets, transplants of hops and mint from friends planted in the potager, wind chimes, climbing roses, stone walls, and birdbaths. Like a slide-show, I could see the property room by room, acre by acre, and how it would be molded and shaped by our hands. Above all, I saw life. A property that had sat in slumber waiting, for us perhaps, for almost thirty years was about to be brought back to life.

  We came onto the farm in the depth and despair of that frigid winter. There may have been tear stains down my dirty cheeks, but we’d made it to our farm, which we would later affectionately call Le Chalet. Nestled on just two and a quarter hilly acres in north-central Washington, where it has sat since it was built in 1909, the cottage is surrounded by cherry and apple orchards. We know little about its history, though I’d give my right arm to hear its tales. The widow we purchased it from had owned it since the early sixties, and after her husband passed away, she’d given up producing anything on the farm. What we inherited was a small, white cottage that was desperately in need of fresh eyes, hardworking hands, and strong backs. I’d like to think that between my dear husband and myself, we could cover those bases.

  

  We often joked that 80 percent of the battle was removing what had been left behind from decades of stylish trends and layers of decorating. No less than seven layers of flooring had been laid in the kitchen on top of the original wood-plank floor. The cedar flooring in the dining room and bedrooms had been covered up by multiple layers of carpet and paint. Oh, the stories this farm had to tell.


[image: frn_fig_027]
 


  Le Chalet is now home to Stuart and me and our brood of four young children, Georgia, Owen, Will, and Juliette. We often joke that we are wearing this home right down to its bones. Feet trample to and fro on its wood floors each day as they run into the living room for story time or outside to the gardens for work. The home only has three small bedrooms that are nestled together around the dining room. Originally built in the early twentieth century, the rooms are practical. Frankly, I love them just as they are. As an added perk, all roads lead to the dining room table. The design funnels the activity of the home into intimate time spent around the table. During this table time, we (and our guests) experience enriching conversation over plates of delicious, homegrown food, which it just so happens are two of my most favorite things.

  Le Chalet is also home to our small barnyard of animals. There is Cecelia, our Jersey dairy cow, who helps us welcome each day with a pail of warm, frothy milk. Our small herd of breeding Katahdin sheep—Hamish, Rosie, Noel, Gwen, Eleanor, and Gloria—keep us flush with lambs each year for meat. Also on the farm are our enormous, lazy breeding Old Spot pigs, Harry, Ginny, and Hermione, who contribute piglets to the farm each year for ham, bacon, prosciutto, and sausage. Lastly, like most smallholdings, we also keep a large flock of ducks, geese, chickens, and turkeys for eggs and poultry. These animals, along with our potager and market garden for produce, keep our bellies full for much of the year.
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  We wanted to cultivate a beautiful space that inspires our minds to create. Throughout our home are objects that require some skill and engagement to bring to life. For example, a secondhand baby grand piano sits in our living room, beckoning little ones to tickle its keys. Books in every form imaginable are placed here, there, and everywhere, inviting passersby with a cup of tea and five minutes to spare to explore. Stuart’s guitars linger about. Art supplies are stacked on shelves, ingredients are well stocked in the kitchen, and good wine sits on the buffet in the dining room. It is a home that encourages creativity, skill, and exploration. It is, without question, my very favorite place on earth. To create a home is to create a life.
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  If I have one secret to share about creating a home, it’s this: Learn how to create everyday magic. It is rare to find a person who can live life from one grand moment to the next, but rather, most of our existence is tied up by what I’d call the “everyday ordinary.” Life, for most of us, is not a series of red carpet events, or nights out on the town. Life is tucking your little rascals into bed at night, enjoying a glass of sparkling water during a gardening break, or reading by the fire. This is the real magic.

  While we’re encouraged to climb mountains, travel the world, and seek many forms of adventure, we might consider the opposite instead. What if we cultivated an existence in which we could thrive creatively, emotionally, and physically? What if our everyday life was just as magical? Through the pages of this book, I want to share my own special box of magic that I’ve filled over our years on the farm. It’s a box filled with hot, frothy cups of espresso, sugar-dusted apple cakes, baskets of garden green beans, vintage copper pots, flannel blankets, and worn piano keys.

  

  There is still much to be done at Le Chalet—pastures to fence, greenhouses to build, market gardens to prepare, windows to re-trim, and furniture to refinish. But for dreamers like me, who are happiest when they’re cultivating beauty, the joys are endless. My husband likes to joke that our home is never the same two days in a row, as there is always a new vase of flowers to put out, a small table to move, linens to change, artwork to rearrange, or fresh paint to layer on. He’s right. A home that enriches and celebrates the soul is built slowly and intentionally. It begins with a pot of primroses. A quilt. Homemade muffins.

  And then the magic starts.

[image: frn_fig_031]
 

  [image: chpt_fig_001]

    [image: chpt_fig_002]

  UNVEILING SPRING

  Spring is nature’s way of saying, “Let’s party.” —ROBIN WILLIAMS

  I’ve made it no secret that spring may just be my most favorite season of all, though I’m sure that’s not being fair to the others. It’s the tantalizing scent of soil after a long winter that intoxicates me. The earth begins to reawaken, and I’m more than eager to witness the rebirth.

  Years ago, when Stuart and I were newly married and living in a rundown rental house, we welcomed a young gentleman friend of ours over for a quiet lunch after church. We dished up smoked salmon, a lemon-infused pasta, and a small bowl of local berries. We sat out on our decrepit, pale blue porch (always littered with garden tools and garbage), and though the scenery left much to be desired, the three of us soaked up the first of spring’s rays and felt for the first time in a long time as if we were thawing from the inside out. We basked all afternoon in the comforting sun, talking about our hopes and intentions for the coming days. That is what spring gives us: hope for what is ahead.
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  Spring is when we set expectations for the growing season. There’s no garden patch too big to plant, no flower too finicky to survive your brown thumb. Perhaps this is the year, finally, that you’ll remember to trellis your tomatoes in the spring before they explode in
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