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    For Mark,


    and for all of our blog readers,


    who have vicariously joined us on the farm.

  


  
    
​​Introduction
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    I wasn't in any of the early farm photos because I did most of the work alone.


    I was perched atop a hundred-year-old, cracker-box house, ripping the structure apart from the tin down, when I met two of my new neighbors for the first time. They had been out exploring the boundary between our properties on their four-wheeler when they found the tracks of my bare feet in the swamp. "We thought it might have been a bear!" the wife exclaimed. "But then we heard you hammering and figured the tracks were human," added her husband.


    My new neighbors were perhaps ten years older than me—in their mid thirties—and were clearly bamboozled by this young woman who planned to move into a southwest-Virginia tract of remote countryside by herself. Getting to my old house required a half-mile trek through swamp and across a creek that sometimes flooded over my head. And now I didn't seem willing to come down off the roof to greet them properly. In part, my hesitation was due to being tied to a tree on the other side of the house by a rope around my waist, but mostly I was just embarrassed because I'd caught the seat of my pants on a nail about an hour ago and had heard a loud rrriiiip. No way was my introduction to the neighbors going to involve exposed underwear.


    Since the nearest town is home to only 300 people, I'm sure word of my eccentricities got around quickly. But it didn't matter because I nearly gave up on my homesteading dream six months later, only to rekindle the spark when my husband-to-be, Mark, walked into my life. Fast forward ahead five years and Mark was being invited to sit down on the coveted stool in the locally-owned hardware store and to chat for a while—a sure sign of being accepted by the community. At long last, I knew my craziness had been overlooked in favor of my husband's quiet persistence.


    That summer day in 2004, though, I was still alight with the joy of owning a farm the way I'd dreamed about since childhood. And now, as I write this nearly a decade after purchasing that farm, I'm once again in love, this time with both the farm and with the husband who made my dream possible. So this is a love story in three parts about how I ended up with much more than I bargained for, and grew beyond the person I thought I'd be.

  


  
    
​​Part 1: Falling in, and out of, love with the land


    
​​The dream


    My homesteading dream began nearly as soon as I was born onto another southwest-Virginia farm owned by my back-to-the-lander parents. When you spend your early childhood chasing ornery cows back into the barn, eating all the strawberries before they get ripe so you don't have to share them, and climbing sap-riddled pine trees, the reality of farm life seems to be summed up in one word—bliss. The signs of my parents' rough path through farm ownership were all around me in their stress-induced arguments, but I only took in the joy of wading through creeks all summer and catching minnows for my cat.


    When my parents finally threw in the towel and dragged us to town, I was eight years old and unwilling to go. Too timid to pull a My-Side-of-the-Mountain and live up to my threat of running away to reside on the farm by myself, I still vowed that one day I would buy a farm of my own that I would never leave.


    By the time I graduated from college, my childhood vision had solidified into a plan. At that time (2000), property in my part of Appalachia could still be had for about $1,000 per acre if you selected a spot in the boondocks, so I figured I should be able to save up $10,000 and buy ten acres within ten years. I'd pay for the land with cash and live in my car and tent until I'd saved again, this time enough to build a small house. My goal was self-sufficiency—for the farm to provide for enough of my needs that I hardly had to work in the outside world. Simple and feasible, right?


    
​​Love at first sight


    After reading my endless letters about this farm dream (and about rototillers, seeds, and chickens), my college friend, Melissa, decided to put me out of my misery. Melissa used her computer-programming skills to join Amazon.com in its infancy, so by 2003, her stock options provided a healthy sum she hadn't expected. "How would you feel if I bought into your farm idea?" Melissa asked. "We could use my money to purchase it sooner, I'd own half of it, so the farm could be bigger, and you could pay me back over the course of ten years with a no-interest loan."


    To anyone else, this offer would sound almost too good to be true, but I was fiercely independent back in 2003. I'd held off on dating anyone since I figured a man would only stand in the way of allowing me to achieve my dream of roughing it on a farm, and I didn't want to be beholden to anyone. However, Melissa was (and still is) one of the few chinks in my armor. The two years we'd shared at college (before she graduated and went off to help Amazon build an empire) were some of the happiest of my life, and anything that made our post-college diaspora likely to reverse, bringing Melissa closer to my Appalachian stomping grounds, was fine by me.


    So I accepted Melissa's kindness and started hunting for property. I knew I wanted water, at least an acre of arable land, and lots of space between me and my neighbors— everything else was optional. By the time I stumbled across an ad for 58 acres on Sinking Creek, I felt like I'd been on a dozen blind dates with grossly incompatible partners. There was the mountainside acreage completely covered in kudzu, the recent hillside clearcut with tree carcasses littering the ground and soil already eroding away, and the $300-per-acre tract that was poisoned by runoff from a coal strip-mine.
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    My first view of the barn felt like stumbling upon a cathedral in the woods.


    When I showed up at Sinking Creek, I actually walked through the wrong property first. There was no for-sale sign in evidence—my land-to-be had been on the market for so long that everyone had forgotten about it—and the realtor's instructions were vague. But I finally backtracked and ended up in the right spot, where wood frogs, chorus frogs, and spring peepers had combined their calls into a symphony reverberating across the damp floodplain. I had to park along the county road and trek up a right-of-way for about half a mile, fording a creek and sinking up to my knees in the swamp, but I finally came around a bend and saw a huge tobacco barn towering through the trees.
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    Completely lacking insulation, the inside of the house was coated with newspapers from the 1930s.


    I was barely able to push my way through the blackberries and honeysuckle to reach the old house, half of which had collapsed with age, but once I got there, the peace was overwhelming. I couldn't see or hear any signs of human life, although bird songs had joined the frog chorus and flowers were scattered across the hillsides. Finally, the far-off rumble of a coal train reminded me that humanity existed...but at a distance. It was love at first sight.


    The world's worst bargainer, I tried to talk the realtor down from the already low-ball figure of $600 per acre. Despite my rose-tinted glasses, I was well aware that most of the land was good for nothing by human standards, and that the long, wet driveway was going to be a thorn in my side for years to come. For a few months, I pretended to myself (and to the realtor) that I was going to go elsewhere, but I didn't look at any other land—the Sinking Creek farm had already won over my imagination.


    By November, I was planting ginseng seeds on a north-facing slope, and soon thereafter, Melissa sent me a cashier's check so I could close on the property. I was $17,000 in debt and 58 acres rich.


    I thought I'd reached the happily-ever-after stage of my love story, but as anyone who's been in an actual relationship knows, tying the knot is only the beginning. Luckily for me, my dating experience had all been in secondhand, book form, so I wasn't jaded enough to foresee the future. I figured the land and I would work together seamlessly, I'd be relishing homegrown apples in no time, and jobs were a thing of the past. Ah, the innocence of youth.


    
​​The honeymoon
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    The old farmhouse, in retrospect, probably was worth keeping, but I didn't know any better.


    A few days before closing (October 25, 2003), I wrote in my journal:


    
      "I already hauled my father up to look at the buildings—the house isn't worth fixing since the foundation would have had to be jacked up, among other things, but I can use the wood. The barn is in good shape, just needs a new roof. (That's really high up, but, penny-pincher that I am, I guess I'll learn to deal with heights.)


      "I found a beautiful site for a 169-square-foot, underground, passive-solar-heated house. (No, those last two aren't oxymorons.) And some beautiful forest at least 50 years old. My bedtime reading has mutated from fluffy fantasy to books on building your own home. And I'm planning an orchard."

    


    At first, my love affair with the land seemed to be off to a good start. Sure, everyone who I dragged out to look at the property warned me away from such a rough partner, but the price was right and she had such an engaging twinkle in her eye that I brushed off their concerns. That first glorious autumn, I pitched a tent every chance I got and set to work tearing down the old house, carefully pulling out each nail to be straightened and reused, then setting the wood aside as building material.
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    Waking up for the first time on my own land was bliss.


    During our honeymoon, I was cheerfully oblivious to the inevitable setbacks. A month after closing, I wrote:


    
      "Finished tearing down the southwest addition to the old farmhouse. Destruction is so pleasant, especially since I know that I can use the wood that I tear off either to build with or for firewood (depending on its condition). Too bad I broke my hammer, or I would have gotten all of the nails out of the salvaged wood. Next time!"
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    All of my family and friends were initially daunted by the creek crossing. This photo shows the creek at low water.


    Even discovering that the creek running along the edge of the property flows into a sinkhole that frequently clogs, causing the water to back up and flood the entire valley, felt like an adventure that first winter. In early March 2004, I wrote:


    
      "Flood! Friday night, the sky opened up and rain pounded down on the tin roof of my current home. In a short time period, we netted nearly an inch of water. I suspect the Sinking Creek area got the same, because when we arrived on Saturday morning, the creek was raging and muddy.


      "Daddy had come up from South Carolina to give the house one more look over. I badly wanted to be able to salvage one room, to speed my moving in, and he had promised to look at the house more thoroughly. All that stood in our way was the creek. The creek—which was currently over five feet high, overflowing its banks, and racing along at an amazing clip. I jumped into the water on the creek's edge, hoping to get across, but even clinging to a spicebush I nearly got swept away by the cold water. Downhearted, we turned back (though the brownies I'd brought cheered people up considerably).


      "I had been told that Sinking Creek rises quickly but falls just as quickly, so we made plans to come back the next day and try our luck again. When we returned on Sunday, after a day of dry weather, the creek had gone down two or three feet. At our usual ford, I could wade across with water only up to my knees. We did so, and Daddy gave sentence on the house—tear it down, he told me. I was saddened, but he said the wide oak planks were very good and that a good deal of the wood can be reused."
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    After dreams of an underground house bit the dust and my father pronounced the existing house not worth saving, I changed gears yet again. My next plan was to build a simple, two-story structure out of the materials from the old house on the property.


    My plans for accommodations shifted with the wind that winter and spring. At first, I dreamed of going underground, but soon learned that "the groundwater is very high and an underground house would be more of a boat in that location." Next, I considered fixing up the best part of the old farmhouse, but Daddy shot that dream down, so I moved on to considering a small straw-bale house on two levels, with the framing lumber salvaged from the farmhouse.
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