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Praise for Redefining Rich

“Funny, humble and wise, Redefining Rich is the distillation of more than twenty years of hard-won farming wisdom. In this quick and entertaining read, Hayes encourages us to live more simply, think more courageously, and perhaps most important, recognize we can begin right now.”

—Forrest Pritchard, New York Times bestselling author of Gaining Ground and Start Your Farm

“Redefining Rich offers a new, more holistic view of income and security. When you add up how much it costs you to work, is it really worth it, or could you be spending your time contributing to your family’s prosperity in a more productive and more meaningful way? Shannon Hayes has learned the hard way how to build a successful and abundant life by accessing wealth with a different lens.”

—Diana Rodgers, coauthor of Sacred Cow

“We live in a world of side hustles, passion projects, and calls to ‘do what you love.’ But for too many of us, the result isn’t wealth, but overworking, burnout, and lives that are ever-harder to hold together. As Redefining Rich argues, we can build lives that focus on what matters, combine diversity and unity, and give us back time. In an era when we’re all rethinking work, Shannon Hayes can show you how to work smarter and live better.”

—Alex Soojung-Kim Pang, founder of Strategy + Rest and author of Shorter and Rest

“Redefining Rich is a treasure map to remaking our idea of fulfillment from the purely financial to a principled and ultimately more sane pursuit of quality of life. In that journey, Shannon Hayes is a generous, candid guide. But this slim book is something else: a manifesto about how to save the planet, one small business at a time.”

—Dan Charnas, author of Everything in Its Place: The Power of Mise-En-Place to Organize Your Life, Work, and Mind

“What does it really mean to be rich? Shannon Hayes encourages us to pause on the question, and then to consider a new definition: We can redefine ‘rich’ to mean a work life that is profitable while also keeping us connected to the people and world we care about. Redefining Rich offers readers a detailed guide for building richer, more rewarding lives.”

—Yael Schonbrun, PhD, assistant professor at Brown University and cohost of the Psychologists Off the Clock podcast

“Radical Homemakers author Shannon Hayes is back with an insightful guide to building a life outside of the mainstream economy. Redefining Rich offers a road map to rejecting consumerism and carving out a more satisfying lifestyle—through thrift, entrepreneurialism, creativity, and conscious living (plus naps!). Hayes is that rare author who manages to be both inspirational and deeply pragmatic. And, as always, she’s great company on the page, serving up sparkling prose that’s energetic, engaging, humorous and relatable. Required reading for anyone looking for achievable alternatives to the insanity of our current culture.”

—Tara Henley, author of Lean Out

“In Redefining Rich, Shannon Hayes strikes just the right balance between pragmatism, honesty, and inspiration as she offers an actionable roadmap toward creating a livelihood—and equally important, life—rooted in an abundance of wealth that transcends mere numbers.”

—Ben Hewitt, author of The Town That Food Saved and Home Grown

“This is exactly the book I needed to read right now. Shannon unfailingly writes about the exact things I’ve been turning over in my mind, and in conversations with friends and family. Her writing is not only a hopeful balm about the life-serving economy; she actually provides readers with the tools (and even the math!) to increase their non-monetary wealth. I wish this book was required reading for everyone!”

—Erica Frenay, owner/operator of Shelterbelt Farm and The Meadow at Shelterbelt LLC

“Shannon Hayes shares her personal experience with the harsh realities of what it takes to succeed at a family friendly community serving business in the midst of an extractive economy. And explains how she made it work.”

—David Korten, author of When Corporations Rule the World and Change the Story, Change the Future: A Living Economy for a Living Earth

“Shannon Hayes is a master teacher of sustainable living and generative economics. In this timely read, we benefit from the examined life and hard-earned insight of a luminary, savvy farmer, businesswoman, family and community member, as she offers an honest and conscious-raising invitation to reimagine, redefine and redesign … sustainable, soulful living. Shannon offers a practical guide to moving from an extractive, non-generative living system, to one that is holistic, dynamic and productive … it will inspire each of us to transform our thinking and practices in a way that is healing for self, community and planet.”

—Vivian Williams-Kurutz, social visionary, founder and E.D. of Harlem Wellness Center, health activist, community organizer, writer, speaker, and yoga/meditation teacher
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For Saoirse, Ula, and Corey:
You’ve made me rich beyond my wildest imagination.

In memory of Ron Cleeve,
who was forever reminding me to dream the impossible dream.
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Preface

THE NOTE WAS ON the counter when I went to wipe it down after closing.

You give me hope!

Thanks for feeding me w/ love.

+ the coffee

I don’t know who left it. I don’t know what happened that day to prompt the customer to snatch the sticky pad and permanent marker from beside the register and scrawl those words.

But in that moment, as I held that tiny slip of paper between my fingers, I felt like someone had seen us.

I mean, sure. Lots of people pass through the doors of the café. Some stay for a meal; some hang out at the counter and drink coffee with the regulars; some are there to buy our farm-raised meats to take home and cook. Lots of people see us.

But my family’s choice to pull espresso shots, bake fresh croissants every Saturday at dawn, or flip grassfed burgers for the lunch crowd has been about more than improving our farm’s bottom line. It’s about giving our community a little boost, creating a space for neighbors to chat, helping newcomers find trailheads and swimming holes, and reminding the world that our town is a sacred space worthy of love and protection. More than that, the café has become an extension of Bob’s and my home kitchen—a place where we can offer up nutrient-dense food served with so much love that it nourishes and restores body, mind, and spirit. Actually, the café is an extension of our entire family: our daughters work the espresso bar and wait tables, Mom hosts, Dad comes in after chores to help wash dishes and do short-order cooking. Bob and I cook all week to be ready for Saturdays, then we clean floors, scrub toilets, and plan menus … just like we do at home.

Surely, there are lots of mom-and-pop businesses across the world doing something like what we’re doing. Why, then, did this customer need to write that note? Whoever it was had recognized … something. While I didn’t fully understand, I treasured it and taped it up beside the register.

I think that note was a harbinger that I was to be visited by three spirits.
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A few months later, prior to the COVID-19 outbreak, Anthony and his wife stopped by the café for lunch. He’s our coffee roaster. Anthony and his wife live just outside of Harlem, and they have a little farmhouse up here to escape to when they need to get away from the hustle. Anthony was stocking up on chickens, eggs, and steaks before going home when he paused and stood still at the counter.

“There’s this couple,” he started. “I really wish you could talk to them.” Anthony sees lots of small businesses in his line of work as he delivers fresh-roasted coffee to restaurants and cafés throughout New York. “I don’t know,” he second-guessed himself. “I guess it’s too late, really. They’re already going out of business. But you’d have had a lot in common. They cared a lot about good food, too. And I just wish—I just wish you could’ve talked. I think you could’ve helped them.”

We could’ve helped?

“They felt like they had to make a choice,” he explained. “Their business—or their family. And you guys, well, you just seem to get energy from all this. It doesn’t feel like you’re making that choice. It’s like the business makes your family stronger.” He didn’t say anything more, but I saw him glance up at the note taped beside the register before he left.

I tried to think about what the differences might have been, what lessons we’ve learned that would justify Anthony’s observation. I began writing down some ideas.
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A few months later, I received an email from one of my longtime readers and a fellow mom. Like me, she has had to negotiate our culture’s expectations that an educated woman needs a job to have worth, even when her children needed her to be fully present at home. Like me, she still felt called to make her mark on the world, but that mark should make the world friendlier to families and the planet, not shred them to pieces. Speaking of her conversations with her peers, she wrote:


I feel like we are all being asked to show up right now in ways we may have never imagined. In doing so, a lot of us are searching for ways to exist outside of the corporate, capitalistic, hierarchical structures that we were born into. This is a big topic among my friends … Not only are we being “asked” to show up as herbalists, ancestral nutritional therapists, or self-taught teachers … but as mothers. We are trying to negotiate how to show up to this work that feels so important without undervaluing ourselves in the systems [that don’t value us].



She was writing to ask a question. But maybe it was more of a challenge:


How do you negotiate the time and energy costs of your soul’s work? … Especially from your perspective, as someone who runs many entrepreneurial ventures and has been experimenting with balancing those ventures with a fully lived life … I think we desperately need to hear what you have to say.



And there was that darn note again, swirling in my brain. How, in the face of crisis and economic hardship and cultural upheaval, do we step forward with our callings to give hope and build community? To restore our planet’s natural wealth? How do we do it and still enjoy life and guarantee adequate cash flow?
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The final spirit visited me at midnight during a party one Christmas Eve. He came in the form of a young organic farmer, a bright spot in our community, a source of pride for all of us. When I picture the future of farming, I picture him and his family. But as I settled in to catch up with him, he took a long draw off his beer and shared with me a litany of woes: He couldn’t make ends meet. He didn’t have the time he needed for his partner. Or for his kids. The organic and sustainable farming dream was, in his words, “complete and utter bullshit.” I couldn’t help physically drawing away from him. My life has been built on the organic and sustainable farming dream. But he didn’t let me back away. He leaned forward, right into my face. “I don’t know how you’re making it,” he hissed. “But you can’t be making it legally.”

His words sat with me all day on Christmas. When we reopened the café the next Saturday, I went in and stared at that note beside my register.

That was it. It was time to write. Suddenly, the lessons I needed to share were clear, and I couldn’t pour the words onto the page fast enough.
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If you see yourself in any of the folks I just described, this book is for you. These pages are my effort to do just what these three people (and that one sticky note) have asked of me. They contain my family’s tricks for keeping our finances in the black, no matter what crisis or hardship might befall us. For working hard enough to feel good, but not so hard as to ruin our home. For finding new ideas and nourishing our creative spirits. For taking deep pleasure in life while still honoring what has been our deepest spiritual calling: to nourish and restore family, community, and planet. And they are an invitation to you to do the same.




Introduction

PROFESSIONAL GROWTH or nurturing our roots?

Financial gain or more time with family?

Intellectual growth or emotional connection?

Changing the world or building community?

For too many of us, working life is rife with a lot of tough choices. But what if you could turn each of those ors into ands? What if you didn’t have to choose?

What if you didn’t have to choose between putting down roots and chasing your dreams? What if you didn’t have to choose between staying with your children and engaging your mind in a calling? What if you didn’t have to choose between making time for your elders and keeping a roof over your head? What if your daily labors could draw you closer to your partner, closer to your children, closer to your community? What if the need for security didn’t interfere with your heart’s song?

I never wanted to choose. I never wanted to move away from my family, to miss the joys of raising my children, to leave my community behind in pursuit of financial security. In the coming pages, you’ll learn more about the journey that emboldened me with the belief that we don’t have to choose. Some of the highlights include my earning a PhD from Cornell then walking away from academia to team up with my mom and dad on a struggling family farm, homeschooling my kids, writing seven books, and discovering I was something of an entrepreneurial junkie (at last count my husband, Bob, and I were juggling eight different business ventures), while still finding time to go camping, take vacations, and disappear into the wilderness on a daily basis.

We don’t look like millionaires. Heck, after twenty years of marriage, I can count the years we’ve netted more than twenty grand on my left hand. In spite of that, our savings and net worth continue to grow each year. There’s always enough. There’s always money in the savings account. There’s always opportunity. There’s always something to share.

Modern society wants you and me to keep discrete lines between all the facets of our lives. As I will share in chapter one, Bob and I couldn’t jump on that bandwagon. We chose to work with three generations of our family, to build a business in a town everyone deemed lost, to identify the deeper sources of security and wealth that are so often confused with dollars.

What we learned is that all that messy integration of life and love and dreams can create a powerful cycle of creative joy. And that cycle creates wealth. The wealth looks different than the finance magazines might depict. It tastes better, feels better, and brings a lot more joy. That true wealth creates security. And that security inspires more creative joy. And that creates more true wealth. And the cycle expands, making room for more family, more community, and more prosperity.

On our family farm, we see this cycle of wealth every day. I want you to have it, too, whether you’ve got your own country farm, a house in the suburbs, a city apartment, or a corner of your parents’ basement. And I want you to have it on your own terms, whether that includes a job, your own business, a side hustle, or all three.

But to do it, we need to take the beautiful theories and apply a little structure. We need a deeper understanding of economics (see chapter two) and some brass-tacks lessons about money and business (see chapter four). We need a vision to guide us, some philosophical lessons to shape our outlook (see chapter three), and then some hard-and-fast tutorials on managing time, workflow, sales and marketing, and interpersonal relationships (see chapters five through eight).

If you picked up this book in search of a business idea or guidance on writing a business plan, cash-flow projections, or payroll and tax codes, put it down and search elsewhere. That information is abundant online and in the pages of countless dry business books. What you’re holding is a guide to stepping outside an economy that pushes you to sacrifice your quality of life and stepping into what I call a “life-serving economy,” where you’ll rebuild your way of living and working so that you can truly thrive. It is for anyone who is looking to start a new enterprise, is in danger of burning out from their farm or business, or is trying to share an entrepreneurial journey with family and loved ones. It contains the most fundamental lessons I’ve learned (so far) in four decades of Appalachian farm life and twenty years of self-employment and entrepreneurship: how to build your work around your family and the things you love the most; how to deepen your understanding of true wealth, capital, and finances; how to extract harmony and order from the chaos and stress of farming, family, and entrepreneurship; as well as how to maximize your rest and ignite your creativity to keep going for the long haul, year after year, generation after generation, through good times and crises, until this life-serving economy is the reality for everyone.

I can’t wave a magic wand and transform you into a millionaire as you turn the pages of this book. But with these words and exercises, I hope to teach you to see differently. And as you start to see the world differently, you’ll see new opportunities, make different choices, take different risks, and have a different perspective on the outcome. My plan is to dramatically transform your understanding of what it means to be truly rich, then give you hope and feed you with enough strategy, creative inspiration, and know-how so that you can go back out into this wounded world and do it in your own way, in your own community. And I’ll do all that in less time than it takes you to drink one pot of coffee (but make it a big pot).

Becoming a millionaire will probably be the furthest idea from your mind as you read the final pages. But I am certain that you’ll look at your life and find yourself far more prosperous than any millionaire, than any billionaire, you’ve ever heard of. I want you to join me in creating a new and better way to live. Together, we’ll be redefining rich.
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Love or Fear?


You couldn’t get people to stop being predators, but you could get them to stop being prey.

Michael Poore, Reincarnation Blues



“WE HAVE TO GO to New Orleans.” I’m driving the girls along our winding mountain roads to their dentist appointments. It’s just after Thanksgiving 2018. Saoirse, my fifteen-year-old, snaps off the Christmas music to make this pronouncement.

“Oh?” Our next family vacation is a long way off. I’m not sure what to think of her sudden interest in planning it.

“And Florida. Especially the Keys. And Georgia, North Carolina, and South Carolina.”

“Sounds like a big trip.”

“We should probably see the Texas coast, too.”

Her tone isn’t joyful, however. It’s dour. Sharp. “What’s this all about?”

I glance sideways and see her face twisted in anger. “Because they’re all going under water with climate change! We have to see them before we lose them!”

I keep driving in the empty silence, waiting for her to continue.

“I hate people!” she shouts to the windshield. “They won’t listen! You can show them every scary fact that proves they need to change, and they just close their eyes so they don’t have to look at it. Then they pretend it just doesn’t exist, and they keep going, ruining everything!”

Bob and I made a conscious decision when raising Saoirse and Ula to bring them out into the forests, streams, mountains, and ponds of our northern Appalachian community as much as possible, but not to harp on climate change. Hoping to sidestep future apathy and detachment regarding the inevitability of it all, we wanted them to fall in love with Mother Earth first, to build an alliance with her, before facing the hard stuff. As we drive to the dentist on this November morning, my girls are fifteen and twelve, and the curtain has been pulled back for both of them. They love their planet. And they’re pissed off at anyone who trashes it.

I see a critical moment unfolding on this drive. How do I answer to the individuals in this next generation, who are beginning to shoulder the burden that we, their predecessors, have saddled them with? How do I offer guidance when it is they who must lead? I think of the choices that Bob and I have made together, one back-to-the-lander, one Catskill Mountains farm girl. Now is the moment when I have to explain them to my kid. Now is when I have to try to get all our crazy decisions to make sense. I’m not answering to the US government, to my college professors, to my past bosses, to my own mom and dad. I’m answering to the toughest authority I’ll ever face: my kid.

“Saoirse, if people can’t hear the message, then the delivery is wrong.”

“So you’re saying that they shouldn’t be afraid?”

“I’m saying that fear’s a lousy motivator. Fear makes people greedy and mean. It makes them shut out the world and compete for resources. I got tired of fear a long time ago. I’m sick to death of it. I choose love instead.”

“People want their big houses and their big screens and all their shit. They’re all running around to bullshit jobs doing bullshit things, trying to please bullshit bosses because they’re afraid they’ll get fired.” (She’s inherited a third-generation farming family’s penchant for flinging invectives.) “The economy doesn’t work on love, Mom.”

“Well, that economy never worked for me.”
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I was a grad student at Cornell University researching sustainable agriculture and rural community development when I started figuring this out. I was on the high-achieving track—and had been all my life. I’d grown up on Sap Bush Hollow Farm in the northern foothills of the Appalachians, in the tiny community of West Fulton, New York, where Appalachian culture was still very much alive. But I went to school down in the valley in Cobleskill, near Interstate 88 (one of the greatest contributors to our genetic diversity, helping vastly improve the local inbreeding coefficient, by the way). Cobleskill was fast developing into a suburban fringe community for Albany, and academics at my school were rigorous. I took the challenge and achieved straight As, and I was enrolled in the local college at age sixteen. At twenty-six, I was in the final months of my PhD program. On one particularly illuminating afternoon, I was sitting in my student cubicle checking emails when a group of fellow female grad students clustered near my desk and began whispering about one of the department professors.

“She’s not carrying her weight in the department.”

“She’s not publishing.”

“She’s bringing her children to the office.”

“They’re definitely going to deny her tenure.”

“She doesn’t deserve it.”

I knew the professor they were discussing. She had just come through a divorce and was now a single parent to two children under the age of four and fighting to keep her position at Cornell.

I looked down at the engagement ring on my hand. With love and adoration, Bob had recently slipped it on my finger during a camping trip. But I was embarrassed to wear it here. I felt, somehow, that it was a sign I didn’t take the academic world seriously. Love was supposed to be a marginal event in the life of a serious academician.

On an impulse, when the other students moved away from my desk, I pulled out a piece of scrap paper and made a list of every female professor I’d had in ten years of higher education. Across the top I scratched out some key events I was hoping for in my life: marriage, children, tenure, and … staying married. I drew four boxes next to each female professor’s name and put a check in the box for each of these events.

Not a single female professor managed to get four check marks.

Nevertheless, I finished my PhD and went back to the secluded cabin where Bob and I were living just up the road from my family’s farm. I began my professional job search, still not ready to accept that the economy might not work for us. Bob had recently been fired from his job, so it looked like we were going to have to sell our little house and pull up roots to follow careers. Never mind that this was the only place I’d ever dreamed of living. That’s just the way it was done.

The pain of leaving our beloved West Fulton and family farm was eased only by the fantasy that someday we could retire here. I was dutifully scanning over potential opportunities one afternoon when my fingers compulsively reached for another piece of scrap paper. This time, I wrote down the potential salaries Bob and I could have if we both found paying professions in our respective fields. Then I subtracted mortgage payments, taxes, and the usual costs of living: paying for transportation, maintaining professional wardrobes, and buying food rather than eating off the farm.

The salaries looked big, but after subtracting all the increased expenses, there was only $10,000 more income than if we stayed put and worked with Mom and Dad on the farm. We didn’t have children yet, so the figure didn’t account for day care. Furthermore, it felt like we’d be turning our backs on love: on time with each other; on time with Mom, Dad, and our neighbors; on our community and the hillsides, stone walls, forests, pastures, and streams that seemed to define our very existence. I didn’t see how Bob and I could grow spiritually or get ahead financially if we left our rural farming community. Meanwhile, the broader world seemed to think we were crazy if we made a permanent home in such a chronically economically depressed place as West Fulton, New York. That’s when I became certain that the economy didn’t work for us.

A Dysfunctional Economy

At first I thought it was just me who couldn’t fit in economically—a high-achieving woman who wanted to have an academic career and a family. But maybe it’s more accurate to say the economy doesn’t work for any high-achieving woman. Recent studies covered in the New York Times showed that, for women, winning an election, becoming a CEO, and winning an Oscar for best actress all correlated with higher divorce rates. The entire Times article seemed to suggest women can be successful. Just not happy. The same article also reminded us that women still earn less, too.1

Of course, the economy didn’t work for Bob, either, a creative man with a sensitive soul who is passionate about the environment and who happens to have a tendency to make truthful (and artfully acerbic) observations … a proclivity that pissed off a string of past employers. He had grown used to getting fired.

No one should be surprised to learn that this economy also doesn’t work for farmers. That was what pushed me off my family farm and into grad school to begin with. Even in 2012, amid the local-food renaissance, only the largest 9 percent of farming households (who are the beneficiaries of government farm subsidies) were able to earn the majority of their income from farm sources.2 The numbers didn’t improve for the 2017 census, either. Across the country, the median farm income usually floats around negative $1,500 per year.3 While there was a slight increase in 2020 due to an influx of COVID relief payments from the government, these numbers haven’t budged in ages—even though nearly three-quarters of Americans try to include locally grown food in their diets, according to Gallup.4

But it’s not just farmers who are struggling, of course. In spite of recent periods when the national job market has appeared strong, many Americans can’t make ends meet.5 Even prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, wages weren’t keeping up with expenses. Authors Joanne Samuel Goldblum and Colleen Shaddox report in their book, Broke in America, that, going into the crisis, a whopping 70 percent of Americans had less than a thousand dollars in savings, that one in five US children were already living in poverty, and 38 percent of us cannot consistently meet our basic needs.6 The Economic Policy Institute (a nonprofit think tank advocating for low-to-moderate-income Americans) analyzed information from the Bureau of Labor Statistics and found that, between 1979 and 2016, average annual earnings for people in their prime working years increased 30.2 percent after inflation. But the growth didn’t mean increased wages. People were just working more hours to make ends meet.7 While workers’ paychecks appeared larger, their purchasing power was the same as it was forty years ago as pensions disappeared from benefit packages and college, housing, and childcare costs soared. A July 2018 Bankrate survey of more than one thousand Americans found that 40 percent were holding down second jobs. That percentage was even greater among millennials, at more than 50 percent.8

If money were the only area where our economic system was failing, that’d be one thing. But it has been failing in other arenas, too. In the early 1950s, the US was one of the healthiest countries in the world. By the millennium, it had sunk to twenty-fifth, behind nearly all first-world and a number of third-world countries.9 Roughly one in five American adults experiences mental illness in a given year.10 The Child Mind Institute claims more than 20 percent of kids suffer from mental illness at some point in their childhood.11 The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention reports that six in ten American adults suffer from a chronic disease. Four in ten suffer from two or more conditions.12 The quest for health and happiness in our economy is increasingly futile.

Long before the COVID-19 pandemic wreaked its financial havoc, the economic system has been failing our families, forcing working-age adults into its turbulent winds, demanding they constantly find ways to do more for less. It has been uprooting households as parents chase after paying work, too frightened of the consequences should they stop and question the system. It has required both parents to enter the workforce, then screamed for 30 percent of income for childcare. It demands children compete for colleges that require so much tuition, they leave their schooling nearly bankrupt and already at the mercy of the job market at a time when they should be finding out who they are, and what makes their souls sing, and how they’re going to change the world. It demands bankruptcy of our elders, forcing them away from families who are too harried to help, who are trying to make ends meet within their own four walls. In the choice between love and fear, fear is repeatedly winning.

I can’t help thinking back to Saoirse’s accusation that morning in the car—that people refuse to listen about climate change. It’s hard to listen about making changes to protect the planet if you’re worried about how you’re going to pay the bills, if you’re strung out running to the next job, if you’re beaten down by illness.

Thus, ultimately—directly, indirectly, and every which way—the current economic system is failing our planet, filling the air with excess carbon, inciting the fever of climate change. It is depleting our soils, polluting our waters, destroying our farmland. It stimulates a sense of entitlement for the haves in their ability to pay for anything they want and deprivation for the have-nots, robbing them of fundamental needs and rights: access to clean water, fresh air, nourishing food, safe shelter, and the companionship of loved ones.

So it should come as no surprise that the current mainstream economy would not work for a high-achieving woman with a farm background. It would not work for a creative planet-loving man who fails to veil his thoughts and opinions. Thus, in 2001, we made a simple decision. If the rules didn’t work for us, there was no sense playing by the rules.

A Different Path

Maybe farms couldn’t make money. But they sure could lower the cost of living. We joined Mom and Dad working on Sap Bush Hollow Farm and helped expand its markets. We sidestepped the need for big salaries by employing the domestic skills I learned growing up with my mountain neighbors to keep our costs down: home cooking, canning, mending, repairing, bartering. Not really hardcore enough to call ourselves homesteaders, we dubbed ourselves radical homemakers, and we devoted our lives to living by four main tenets (to the best of our abilities): (1) ecological sustainability, (2) social justice, (3) family, and (4) community. We found the time to educate our children, ate well, and grew content with life’s greatest riches: fresh air, pure water, a chance to bask in the sunlight, ample time to hang out in the forest and commune with the fairies, opportunities for creative pursuits, hot chocolate picnics beside frozen streams in winter. Like a lot of the folks who live in these hills, if we didn’t believe in something—whether it was a source of money or a claim on our time—we didn’t invest our life energy in it. Sap Bush Hollow Farm flourished and grew. So did our family.

We were living like royalty on a poverty-level income. It made perfect sense to us. As I’ll explain more in chapter two, we saw ourselves as building a bridge to a new, life-serving economy, where the aim is to generate a living for all, where our resources are sustained, our waters are kept clean and our air pure, and families can lead meaningful and joyful lives.

Eventually, we were building that bridge with many others across the country—after I published a book called Radical Homemakers in 2010, our way of living and working eventually became a movement. At the same time, Mom and Dad were getting older. They needed five major surgeries in the course of eighteen months. Bob and I had helped develop and grow the business, but now it was more than the four of us could manage. The kids were too young to step in. We hired help. And the farm began losing money. We needed to make some decisions. Either Mom and Dad retired and we gave up Sap Bush Hollow Farm, or we began a farm transition to the next generation.

Learning from the Past, Facing the Future

I’d spent forty years of my life preparing for this moment. In the face of a broken economy and feverish planet, I truly believed that small farms and small social-minded businesses like independent cafés, micro-breweries, health-food stores, and consignment shops, as well as the home-based herbalists and alternative health-care practitioners—the acupuncturists, massage therapists, and chiropractors—and the ecologically conscious craftsperson, auto mechanic, or repair person were key to saving the world.

Back in grad school, I’d come across a very important (but apparently forgotten) study about the importance of small farming, completed in 1978 by Walter Goldschmidt: As You Sow: Three Studies in the Social Consequences of Agribusiness.13 While our nation was pushing farmers into the farm crisis with the “get big or get out” mantra, Goldschmidt was finding that the social impact of large industrial agriculture was devastating, and the impact of small-scale farming was actually beneficial to society. He found that smaller, less capital-intensive farms support more local businesses, a higher standard of living, more schools, and more civic organizations and therefore “provide the basis for a richer community life.”14

Equally important was another study that came out before Goldschmidt’s—in 1946—called Small Business and Civic Welfare.15 It was a comparative analysis of cities dominated by one or two big businesses and cities that were rich in small businesses. It was commissioned in World War II by the Senate as our nation was headed down the path of big business. The intent of the commission had been to confirm that big business was the wave of the future. The researchers found just the opposite.

“The chance a baby would die within 1 year after birth was considerably greater”16 in a big-business city.

Slums were more prevalent—“in one case nearly 3 times more prevalent”17—in big-business cities.

There was broader income disparity.

By contrast, small-business cities’ “expenditures on libraries (per capita) were 10 times greater and on education (per student) were 20 percent greater in 1 of the small-business cities studied than in the comparable big-business city.”18 The residents of small-business cities experienced a more balanced economic life, and the civic welfare in these cities was higher. Employment was more diversified. Local entrepreneurs were more willing to take risks and invest in new enterprises. Retail life was more vibrant, there was less income disparity, and there was a higher percentage of middle and upper incomes. Health, housing, sanitation, education, and recreation were all superior. These findings have stood the test of time. In 2012, the Atlantic reported on a similar study from researchers at Louisiana State University and Baylor University that examined health, business, and housing data from 3,060 counties dominated by large versus small retailers across the United States. They found “counties with more small businesses tend to have lower rates of mortality, obesity, and diabetes.” Those dominated by large retailers “tend to post higher rates of these poor-health indicators.”19 Researchers determined that the small entrepreneurial culture promoted public health. A small-business community “has a can-do climate, a practical problem-solving approach in which a community takes control of its own destiny,” said the lead author of the study, Troy C. Blanchard.20

As we faced down our farm transition plan, I was certain that small, environmentally conscious farms are the foundation of local economies: heartbeats around which community can grow, feeding bodies and souls. They make a place beautiful, create habitat, and pull that excess carbon out of the atmosphere and hold it in the soil, using it to produce food to feed neighbors. In the pit of my stomach, I felt like this was my reason for being born. And in the pit of my stomach, on the day my child would turn to me and ask what I did to help save the world, I would tell her this:

I took over the family farm. I did it with my heart and soul. In the choice between love and fear, Dad and I chose love. Love for planet, love for family, love for community.

But now, like nearly every other farm in the country, we were losing money.

The research tells us that a true life-serving economy needs to be rich with small farms and small businesses. But, as I mentioned, nearly all small farms operate in the red. The picture isn’t pretty for small businesses, either. According to the US Small Business Administration, half of all new small businesses fail within five years. Only a third of new establishments survive ten years or longer.21

I was troubled by more than precarious economics. The common thread that links small farmers and small businesses is not just the unforgiving financials. It is the work ethic. Correction: the overwork ethic. On average, 75 percent of American farmers report spending ten or more hours per day on farmwork; 17 percent spend fifteen or more hours.22 And from what I can tell, those numbers don’t seem to include any of the cooking or cleaning of the farmhouse that serves as a machine shop, vet clinic, classroom, cafeteria, and soils and fecal lab. Nor do they account for the time that’s needed to care for loved ones who are integral to the farming culture and its success. Small-business owners fare only slightly better. According to an article by Brian Sutter, a Gallup survey reported that 39 percent of them log sixty hours or more per week; 43 percent never take vacations, and for those who do, 67 percent admit they check in on their work at least once each day.23

Farms and small businesses with vision and creativity can build life-serving economies that have never been known in recent history. But if these economies are constructed on the backs of overworked and underpaid people, they’ll crumble. And the farmers and small-business owners will pay the ultimate price. Families will fall apart. Children will grow up and leave to seek opportunities elsewhere. Beautiful buildings and Main Streets will be shuttered. Land will go untended and will once again fall prey to an extractive economy. The local population will become disenfranchised; they will feel like their home is not worthy of investment and pride. And when that happens, soils, water, and public well-being become harder and harder to protect.

If I were ever to hold my head up to my daughter, to be able to tell her what we did to save the planet, I could never be content to give her a list of petitions I signed, or protests where I marched, or a count on the pounds of recycling, bags of litter, or even policy papers I helped draft, laws I helped write, or politicians I met. Those words would ring hollow for me. To tell my daughter I did my best for her, I needed to take over my family’s business and stake our future on the fertility of the soil, the purity of the water, and the healing of the planet. I needed to use our farm transition to build a community where people could once again put down roots; where other businesses could take hold and help weave the fabric of a new economy that enables people to be regenerative to the earth; where Saoirse and her sister, Ula, could find the things that matter most in life: forests and fields to wander and explore, loved ones, opportunities to fulfill their highest callings without having to tear apart their families or the earth.

I was scared shitless.

Doing the Math

We had to do more than step into full partnership with my parents. I had to take over the financials and figure out how to bring a business that was bleeding red into the black. And I had to do it while making sure Mom and Dad could rest more, that we could meet our payroll obligations, that I could still homeschool my children, that Bob’s and my marriage wouldn’t be wrecked by the stress, and that I could still do the one thing that keeps me sane in this world: write. To keep myself calm, I just kept thinking of it as a math problem.

We began looking to expand our land base. The obvious answer was to grow more food and find more markets. Inwardly, I was cringing at what this would mean for us in terms of time, labor, and separation. Further, nationwide, after more than a decade of explosive growth at the start of the millennium, it appeared that farmers markets had hit a saturation point.24 The USDA began reporting that interest in local food was plateauing, and our fellow farmers began observing that sales seemed to be declining. (That said, that was pre-COVID. There was a renewed consumer interest in local food in 2020—one benefit to emerge from the pandemic.25 Farmers’ fingers are crossed that the interest continues.) The local-food movement had matured, and time-starved Americans had begun turning to the quickest solutions once more: the new, expanded local foods sections in grocery stores or services like Amazon Fresh and Blue Apron. What’s more, the cost of land had skyrocketed far beyond our locally grown income. While outsiders found land in West Fulton affordable, expansion was going to cause us a lot of financial distress.

That’s when we remembered that our local post office building was still for sale. A long time ago, our hamlet of West Fulton was once vibrant. It had two inns and a few shops, and even as late as the 1970s our local post office housed our firehouse and a lunch counter. The family who ran it lived in an apartment upstairs. Another apartment was eventually added in the back. But as of 2015, that building had been on the market for years. The fire department had built itself a new building. The garage was used for a short while as an auto-body shop, but the owners closed it and wanted to move down South. No one wanted it. And it was right in the center of our hamlet. Aside from the new firehouse, it was our community’s only remaining public building.

That building was the first clue for solving the math problem. We had to stop thinking about the future of our farm and think instead about the future of our entire community. West Fulton was ready for economic renewal. Sustainable economic renewal. It may have looked down-and-out, but the hamlet was rich in beautiful streams, public forests, hiking trails, and local food. And everything was so close, residents could walk or ride bikes to all of it. That’s where we could find the synergy we needed.

So, for a fraction of the price of more farmland, we bought that old building. We rented out the downstairs apartment to a full-time resident, kept the post office, and began converting the firehouse into a farm store, farm-to-table café, and espresso bar. We appointed it with flea-market tables, a fireplace, and rocking chairs. And with that, our community now had a gathering space. We knew there wasn’t enough traffic to support it every day, and there was that other piece of the equation Bob and I worried about: time for family, homeschooling, and our creative pursuits. So we limited the hours to Saturdays. Our daughters and my parents work with us. We laugh and tease each other, bicker, poke fun, then laugh again. We are making a living in harmony with the earth, and we are together.

Defying the Odds

The business advisers thought we were foolish. We were in the middle of nowhere … according to an extractive economy. But, according to the life-serving economy we envisioned (all of which I’ll tease apart more in the next chapter), we were in the heart of where we needed to be. By the rules of the extractive economy, we needed to have that business operating all hours of the day. According to the life-serving economy, Saturday mornings were good enough. The rest of the week is for living, farming, loving, schooling, playing. Maybe someday those hours will expand when our family responsibilities shift. But for now, it works.

Bob and I had grown from radical homemakers to full-fledged hillbilly entrepreneurs with a modern focus. As businesspeople, we were dedicated to maintaining for ourselves and our employees those same values we upheld as radical homemakers: ecological sustainability, time for family and community, and a commitment to social justice.

As we embraced our new roles, our community began to visually change. A cidery established itself up the road; an eco-resort appeared down the road. We converted the upstairs apartment to an Airbnb, and in the first year we welcomed a hundred guests to our hamlet. They found our trails and our streams, visited our farms and other local businesses, hung out with our neighbors, and fell in love with West Fulton. The numbers grew exponentially in the following years.

Sap Bush Hollow became viable again. And, contrary to expectations, within our entrepreneurship, we found ourselves with more time off and a higher quality of life.

To be fair, according to mainstream culture, we’re still living implausible lives. Our family income is paltry. But in this world we’re building, we find that it’s ample, and we’ve even managed to double our net worth over the past ten years. We are able to educate our children, eat well, enjoy time off, and keep the lights on and the woodstove fed. Further, we’ve noticed that our truest riches are expanding by leaps and bounds: we find ourselves with more friends than we ever imagined possible, more things to do, more help when we need it, more to taste and enjoy as the community grows. Better still, the café has become a home to nourishing a great transformation. Community members gather there for courage before heading out to protests. Customers tell us we’re their “safe place,” their refuge and source of fortification where they seek love and sustenance before returning to their daily struggles to bring about change. We are building an economy our customers and community can believe in, and they’re going out and bringing those beliefs to the wide world. They are not motivated by fear to save the planet. They are motivated by love.
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These are the words I want to share with my fifteen-year-old daughter. A few days after her outburst, we are working side by side in the café kitchen, preparing for the weekend. I am making stew while she stands at the stove, stirring a French pastry cream. I want to talk to her more about what she said, but I don’t. The music is playing loud, and she’s dancing as she works. There is joy rippling from her feet, through her hips, and up out her long, gangly arms. And it occurs to me that maybe I don’t need to trouble her with my words right now. She already gets it: the struggle goes on. We keep up the fight to make things better; we keep working to build greater resilience. And at the core of that resilience is love and joy. She hip-checks me to the music. I lift my spoon in the air and raise my arms as I bump her back. We dance.
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Omelet Economics


In a consumer society, contentment is a radical proposition. Recognizing abundance rather than scarcity undermines an economy that thrives by creating unmet desires. Gratitude cultivates an ethic of fullness, but the economy needs emptiness.

Robin Wall Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass



THIS MORNING, I am thinking about omelets. Actually, I’ve been pondering omelets for about six weeks now. I had a little panic attack when they first entered my consciousness.

I blame Kate. She’s our herd manager, and she oversees our meat and egg inventory. In an effort to improve our overall organization and efficiency, she has installed a whiteboard in my café kitchen. On it she posts lists of meats that she wants me to feature on the café menu—cuts that aren’t selling well or packages that are slightly banged up that aren’t great for retail. I’m forever getting notes about beef shanks, for example. Or pigskin. Sometimes there are admonishments about meats I’m not allowed to put on the menu because there is only enough to satisfy the retail freezer. The warning No lamb stew has been up there for three months now. Kate knows I want to put the North African lamb curry on for a special. I love to prepare it. I love to serve it. Instead, in every open corner of the whiteboard, she has scrawled one word: Eggs.

It’s February, and the sunlight is gradually returning to Sap Bush Hollow. That means egg production is way up. But a lot of our customers are still hibernating. With the laying hens suddenly gifting us with nearly three dozen eggs per day, we have eggs coming out of our ears.

QUICHE? She scratches the one-word question in all caps across the top of the whiteboard one morning before I come in. The quiche doesn’t use enough eggs. Three eggs in a quiche can serve six people. I put crème caramel on the menu. A Saturday morning snowstorm keeps the customers away, leaving us with trays full of the little desserts. Bob’s, Kate’s, and the girls’ blood sugar levels spike for a week as they assiduously gobble them down before they go bad. I decide the eggs need to be cooked to order, so they aren’t wasted if a storm keeps folks away.

I already offer fried and scrambled eggs in the café. What I don’t offer is omelets. That’s because there are two items I don’t cook: sandwiches and omelets. The very idea of putting an omelet on the menu widens my eyes and clenches my jaw, especially as I try to figure out how it would sequence with the other food items on the menu—especially since I’ve never made a decent omelet in my life.

But three weeks ago, refrigerator storage at capacity, I woke up on a Sunday and could no longer ignore the idea of omelets. Suddenly, I was in the game in a fierce way, experimenting with pan sizes, heat levels, ingredients. I invited the entire family up for breakfast and practiced making each of them omelets and home fries to order until I could produce a perfectly turned, fluffy omelet in fewer than five minutes.

And yesterday, for the first time, I put omelets on the menu. Snow didn’t keep the customers away. And by closing time, there were only four dozen eggs left on the entire farm. I left two dozen in the café kitchen to make pastry creams and bake later in the week, then I brought the rest home. Because this morning, we’re all having omelets for breakfast.

I feel so rich today. I can have an omelet anytime I want to. Not only can I have an omelet, but I can have an amazing, fluffy, creamy omelet better than any other within a two-hundred-mile radius. I can have it with local goat cheese and roasted red peppers. I can have it with wood-smoked chorizo and sour cream. The world is my oyster. Saoirse, Ula, and Bob seem to agree. They climb up on the kitchen stools and shout their custom orders. With joy, I dazzle their palates.

When I sit down to my own feast, I’m over the moon. I’m so ecstatic with the omelet victory, it’s hard to imagine a life any less perfect. We’re laughing, talking, and the dreary February day even offers us a few rays of sunshine.

Then I remember having dinner with my marine biologist brother last week, when he brought up the overpopulation crisis that is leading to worldwide starvation. Then I got a call from an old friend, whose daughter was just accepted into a prestigious high school after completing a series of difficult exams. She’s worried Saoirse and Ula’s homeschooling and lack of certificates and diplomas from “accredited institutions” is not going to enable them to be competitive in “the real world.” Then I get an email from a friend who’s leaving the state, moving to a higher-paying job. “It’s too hard to make it here,” she tells me. What right do I have to be happy? There’s not enough food, not enough education, not enough money. Apparently we have to compete for all of it if we want to survive.

And here my family is, dancing around the kitchen, whooping it up over omelets. That’s pretty normal behavior in our house. In the past, when I’ve received calls from “the real world,” reminding me of the global lack of resources, education, money, and so on, I’ve wondered if I was missing something. With time, I’ve come to understand I’m not missing anything. The life-serving economy where we work, live, and play is simply a parallel universe to the extractive economy that governs much of the world. And the faster I can differentiate between the two economies, the easier it is for me to be at peace in the life-serving world. And the easier it has gotten for me to envision and build a truly profitable business.

To understand these two different worlds, it helps to visualize them. I think of the extractive economic model as linear and the life-serving model as circular. But both of them have the same starting point: true wealth.

True Wealth

As Bob and I journeyed our life path as cultural misfits incapable of holding down so-called normal jobs, our understanding of true wealth became our compass. When we didn’t know where to turn, we made our decisions based on what would help us expand our understanding of true wealth. At first, we thought of it as the fundamental ingredients in life: healthy soil, pure water, sunlight, and fresh air. And that was a great starting place. But we eventually realized, if we were on a quest to build true wealth in our lives, there was more we were after. True wealth is also delicious and nourishing food. It’s health in mind, body, and spirit. True wealth is a place to seek warmth and shelter from the elements. It’s the presence of friends and community. True wealth is love.* True wealth is also education and learning. True wealth is about having time. And, perhaps most paradoxically, it is about the challenges we face, that sense of purpose that invites us to push ourselves harder, learn more, deepen our experiences, and even occasionally lets us lick the sweet taste of victory off our lips (which, by the way, wouldn’t taste sweet at all were it not for our familiarity with the bitter flavor of failure).

This morning, omelets represent for me the epitome of true wealth. They are the product of healthy soil, sunlight, pure water, and fresh air. They are deeply delicious and nourishing, especially when eaten in the warmth of my kitchen as beams of February sun penetrate our windows and heat our brick floor. I share them in the leisurely company of those people I love most dearly after spending a day serving them to my friends and community. The extra seasoning I’ve added is a sweet dose of victory, after having met with so many failed omelets in my life. I’ve overcome the problem of surplus eggs on the farm by challenging myself to learn more and improve my kitchen skills. That’s rich. Of course, if omelets become too popular, I’ll be faced with another challenge in June, once the summer crowds begin flooding the region: I won’t have enough eggs to meet demand. But alas, it will just be another fascinating challenge to keep life engaging and interesting …

That’s what true wealth is all about: the good stuff that sustains us and the tough stuff that helps us grow, which makes us richer, more fulfilled, wiser, and happier human beings.*

Sound good? I’m glad. The presence of all this warm fuzziness is what drives an economy. In a life-serving economy, it is the starting and ending point of an ever-flowing circle. In an extractive economy, it is also the starting point. Then, in order to make the extractive economy work, it all gets taken away.
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Picture a vertical line. At the top is all the luscious true wealth that makes life on planet Earth spectacular. Now make it hard to get.

“The assumption of scarcity is one of the two central axioms of [conventional] economics,” wrote Charles Eisenstein. “(The second is that people naturally seek to maximize their rational self-interest.) Both are false; or, more precisely, they are true only within a narrow realm, a realm that we, the frog at the bottom of the well, mistake for the whole of reality.”1 I call that misconstrued reality extractive economics.

If true wealth is the foundation of extractive economics, then the adoption of the belief in scarcity becomes its driving force. With the broad acceptance of scarcity, the drawdown of resources ensues, and business begins: the race for the best education in a world believed to be short of good teachers; the race for the best-paying jobs in a world believed to be deprived of respectable work and access to resources; the competition to acquire land and housing in a world where we believe there is a housing shortage; the pressure to buy all the right advantages and implements for our children in a world that is believed to have limited space and opportunity for them; the hustle to work hard and bank and invest and save in a world where we believe money is the only means of having our needs met. The output of all this work is not more true wealth. It’s simply more money. And the bank of true wealth—love, resources, time, and deep engagement—gets depleted.

As Eisenstein has observed, questioning the myth of scarcity in this world often meets with emotional reactions, inciting arguments about peak oil, climate change, resource depletion, destruction of farmland, and overpopulation. There’s ample research to back up these claims. Humans are screwing up the planet. But, Eisenstein argues, “an enormous proportion of this human activity is either superfluous or deleterious to human happiness.” As examples, he points to the armaments industry that consumes two trillion dollars each year and the life energy of millions of young families in order to serve no need except that which is stimulated by humans turning on themselves. He points to the United States’ housing industry, with oversized McMansions and all those empty rooms that are inhuman in scale; and our nation’s food system, with waste levels estimated by the USDA to be at 30–40 percent of the food supply.2 It isn’t that we don’t have adequate resources. We’re squandering them, refusing to distribute them justly. We’re also losing opportunities to engage in important and empowering work in favor of what Saoirse referred to as “bullshit jobs,” where no meaningful work is done for the benefit of community and society.

The result is a world where scarcity is the reality, where citizens are anxious and hurried, where dreams and love are sacrificed at the altar of economic survival.

Extractive economics is a highly problematic model for healing the planet. But that doesn’t mean money is a bad thing. Indeed, I quite like it, and I take business profitability very seriously. However, the game of money generation has a much smaller role in my profit equation as a business owner; a much smaller role in defining a good life for me and my family; and, ideally, I believe it should have a much smaller role in society as a whole. In a life-serving economic model, money remains important as a transactional tool for building true wealth: more time with family and loved ones; more opportunities to dip toes in clear creek water; more hours to camp under the stars; more laughter around the kitchen table; more replenished soil for nourishing food.
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Two-year-old Ula was exploring mud puddles as I ran behind five-year-old Saoirse on her maiden voyage on her bicycle when David, a neighboring farmer, pulled into the driveway. He parked his truck, waved a terse hello in my direction, then ambled over to where Dad was feeding the pigs. He waited for Dad to climb out of the pen, then reported he’d been visited by a representative of a fracking company. He’d signed a lease, and he wanted Dad to join him. Dad listened respectfully, but his eyes never left Ula and Saoirse riding bikes and splashing mud. He heard David’s estimation of the potential earnings, the explanation of the terms.

“Would you consider signing on?” David asked.

“Can’t,” Dad said, reaching for his bucket and opening the next gate.

“Whaddya mean you can’t?”

“Farm’s not mine,” Dad said, walking away.

“How is it not yours?” David asked. He knew full well Mom’s and Dad’s names are on the deed.

“It’s theirs,” Dad said, pointing to Saoirse as she nearly dumped her bike. Ula stood up from her puddle and waved a mud-caked hand at him. That was the end of the discussion.

But it was the start of my understanding of true wealth in a life-serving economy. All the elements of true wealth that I mentioned earlier hold strong in this alternative economic model. But Dad showed me one significant difference. We are all entitled to experience ownership with regard to true wealth. That’s not the same as possession.

Dad doesn’t need to think of the farm as his in order to steward the land. We’ll see in chapter four how having our names on deeds does grant us access to certain opportunities if we’re in the farming business. That said, being possessive over the land—refusing to share it, choosing to deplete it for immediate gain at the expense of future generations—creates trouble. It’s isolating and limits opportunities for more true wealth to bloom in the form of greater connectivity, helping hands, and rich experiences. Similarly, I’ve come to see the two thousand acres of public forest behind my own house as a source of my family’s true wealth. Our names appear on no deed, but our family practices ownership of it—picking up the litter, untangling the fishing line from the bushes along the pond edges, rambling through it daily, noting changes. We camp in it, hike in it, swim in its waters, daydream along its stone walls.

Thus, the life-serving economic model starts at the same place as the extractive model: with true wealth. But the perception of that wealth is radically different. In contrast to the adopted perception of scarcity, the adopted perception is now abundance. There is plenty for everyone: enough food, enough land, enough love. The challenge, then, is to cultivate it in such a way as to enable fair distribution and access.

Cultivation is where the work happens. It’s where businesses start, where volunteering takes place, where meaningful jobs are undertaken. This is where we begin consciously farming everything in the true wealth bank account—the water, soil, and sunlight and our relationships, loves, joys, curiosities, and passions—for one express aim: to make more of it to go around.

As we study the circular model of life-serving economics, we move from cultivation to the next phase: reinvestment. Here is where our efforts to cultivate true wealth are compounded. I have a tendency to see this as a different phase of life, although this is not necessarily the case. Reinvesting is where successive generations put down roots and aggregate wealth by continually supporting one another. In my own family, Bob and I support my parents as they move through the aging process, just as they helped us with childcare when Saoirse and Ula were young. When it comes to business matters, we each brought assets and investments to the LLC as individuals that collectively formed a whole greater than the sum of its parts—even though some of those assets may not pay dividends until the next generation takes over.

Reinvestment is broader than just the family business. It happens when someone chooses to support the cultivation phase of the economic cycle. That support may be physical, spiritual, or financial: Someone provides the finances for an entrepreneurial start-up. Someone else helps care for the children of entrepreneurial parents; or they volunteer their labor in a start-up business; or they take a chance on a start-up by offering them a business contract. Reinvestment can take the form of a healing circle, working for social change, or stewardship of the forests, streams, and public spaces. It happens when we have accumulated time, wisdom, finances, or all three in enough abundance to invest them in building more true wealth.

It would be grand to sit here at my iMac, clacking away on my keyboard, transcribing the ideas scrawled across my Mead notebook with my Zebra brand pen and advise that everyone move away from the extractive economy as swiftly as possible while I wait for a notice to ping on my iPhone that my Amazon Prime order has been delivered to the café. Clearly, the contradictions are just too plentiful for me to do that. The truth is, the conventional extractive economy isn’t going away anytime soon. But in the future, I do see it growing more benign, less extractive, and more accountable as the public outcry for change gets louder. Meanwhile, the life-serving economy is getting stronger every day, and my life within it grows richer, partly owing to the fact that I have learned to draw from the extractive economy to build my world here. Amazon Prime makes operating a rural business a lot easier. Electronic devices help me stay organized and communicate more effectively with my customers and crew. Part of surviving in a life-serving economy is to take it as a guide but not a religion. I’ve learned to do my best, to shake my head at the contradictions, then to keep growing my business while I wait for a new, locally sourced organic computer to spawn on my desk. Until that happens, I’ll keep making omelets.

Finding It

“It’s easy for you. You’ve got a farm, and all that intergenerational knowledge to grow your own food. What about the rest of us?” I’ve heard these words from audience members when I speak. I’ve seen them on my computer screen in plaintive emails bemoaning the senders’ misfortune that I seem to have all the luck, and they have nothing. I’ve even heard them from hedge fund managers with multiple estates and private kitchen staff.

Yes, it’s easy for me. Today. But it wasn’t always that way.

On the morning of October 31, 1999, I climbed on my bicycle and headed down Route 79 to my morning class at Cornell, planning for my career as a college professor. On that same morning, Bob drove from our newly purchased, freshly mortgaged cabin to his job at the Schoharie County Planning and Development Agency, where he entered with a flourish, dressed in tuxedo tails and a hard hat that he’d converted into the head of a donkey. The office tradition was to dress up for Halloween, so he came as Nick Bottom from A Midsummer Night’s Dream.

On November 1, 1999, Bob’s politically entrenched boss called him into her office and fired him for insubordination. She accused him of making a mockery of her and the Republican Party with his Halloween costume. Apparently she wasn’t familiar with Shakespeare.

I think Bob would have been willing to shrug his shoulders and move on without complaint were it not for the fact that on his drive home from getting fired, he opened the mailbox to find the bill for our first mortgage payment.

It wasn’t fair. We were certain there was a deeper, Machiavellian scheme at play. He’d been unfairly treated. He’d been set up. He’d been used as a pawn in a political game. Bob was embarrassed. I was outraged. I came home from Cornell that weekend hell-bent on seeking justice.

I went to my neighbors and friends and told them what happened. I don’t know what I expected of them. Maybe they would protest at the county offices with me, demanding Bob’s job back. Maybe they’d give me the name of a pro bono attorney who could see we had a major lawsuit on our hands.

Nobody called a lawyer. Nobody stormed the county government. But one friend left a basket of delicata squashes on our back porch, along with a piece of old barn board. On it she’d painted Live Simply in purple letters, then attached a few dried flowers from her garden. Ruth and Sanford, my farming neighbors up the road who lived on only a few thousand dollars per year and who’d spent their prime years surviving the Great Depression, just shrugged. Then they asked if we wanted to come over for popcorn and a game of dominoes. The one unexpected windfall—and where we got really lucky—was that Bob’s dad was able to send us a two-thousand-dollar check as an early (super generous) Christmas present to “help keep the wolves at bay.” We (and he) figured we could stretch that for a while until we came up with plan B. And that was that. Nobody shared our outrage. Nobody helped us take up our fight.

They did one better. They pulled the curtain back on the life-serving economy. When Bob and I faced fear and anger, they showed us love and support. They didn’t judge. Nobody suggested that Bob was incompetent or that I should leave school to get a job. They just kept loving us, then offered some cash, some food, and some company.

That’s where I first saw the life-serving economy. It began with family and community showing me that there was an invisible web of love ready to catch us at a moment’s notice.

That first weekend, Bob and I hiked the dirt roads and visited one of our favorite old graveyards tucked away in the state forest. We sat among the crumbling headstones and recognized that, when we were counting on that single stream of employment income, we were at our most economically insecure. But when that fell away, we were caught by love and friendship. We knew we couldn’t count on a two-thousand-dollar check from his dad every time something went wrong. But we also saw what the life-serving economy was about: enabling family and neighbors to live well. Recognizing we had a safety net, we were emboldened to take risks. At first we took odd jobs to make ends meet—day labor on farms, adjunct teaching gigs, shoveling snow, temp work. We had less income, but we were economically more secure with five odd jobs than we ever were with one professional salary. We knew we didn’t want to work odd jobs forever. We knew we wanted to work for ourselves. So, while we raked and shoveled and painted and hauled, we took advantage of the opportunity to make a fresh start.

Nobody opened a gate and handed us a golden ticket from one economic reality to the next. Both realities were upon us all along. But the life-serving world was harder to see amid the paychecks, promotions, and commutes that had become mainstream. Once we caught a glimpse of it, however, we couldn’t look away. Suddenly we saw it all around us: friends who took only part-time work so they could devote their lives to music … even if they never played a gig farther away than Albany; bulletin boards at diners and cafés enabling neighbors to connect, hosting help-wanted or work-for-hire ads, and sharing news of lost and found pets; neighbors sharing tools and lawn equipment; moms swapping childcare; food co-ops run by volunteers; the mechanic who loans you his car for a day while he works on yours. It’s there. We had to learn to see it. Then we had to understand the paradox that surrounds it.

The Money Paradox

I’m not sure how we started talking, but as she stood there in her linen suit in the hotel lobby, twirling the keys to her BMW around her finger, we learned we had a lot in common—a love of the outdoors, a passion for nourishing food, daughters about the same age. In the course of just a few minutes’ conversation, we learned we’d even started out the same: English majors who decided to sit for the LSAT, the law school entrance exam. The difference was that she sat all the way through hers and eventually became a Boston attorney. I sat through about fifteen minutes of the LSAT, lamenting that I was missing out on the first glorious day of spring. I had an epiphany in that moment that if I sat through until the end, I’d be missing out on the first glorious day of spring for the next forty years of my life. So I walked out. No linen suits or BMWs in my future. I thought I seemed laughable to her, standing there in my overalls and flip-flops, so I was surprised when she erupted with passionate enthusiasm when I mentioned our family café.

“I’ve always wanted to run a little café!” she exclaimed. “You’re so lucky! Someday, when I save up enough, I’m going to do that!”

She sounded determined enough that I almost believed her. Then she had to run to make her meeting. I didn’t get a chance to tell her about the Money Paradox: the reason why her belief in needing more would cause her dream to crunch under the tires of her BMW.

So I’m telling you. Now that you understand the two different economies, you’ll see it a whole lot faster. Here’s the Money Paradox:

Money has nothing to do with wealth.

It is a tool for facilitating transactions, but it is not the fresh air, the pure water, or the fertile soil. It is not the caring neighbors, words of encouragement from an elder, or a child’s hug. It is not laughter, inspiration, or fascination. It is not delicious, and it is not warm. Money is a great tool, and I am not saying that we can create a society free of it. But I’ve learned that when I get fixated on the idea of scarcity, suddenly money becomes the determinant of my happiness, and I miss out on all the riches that surround me. Instead, I’ve learned to crunch my numbers and work my business. Then, before I get swallowed up in money problems, I remind myself of the three corollaries to the Money Paradox.

1. Increased income does not guarantee increased happiness

Happiness researchers have repeatedly shown us that, once our basic physical needs are met, more money and more material wealth does not correlate with more happiness. This doesn’t mean that money is irrelevant to our happiness: if we are physically uncomfortable, and money can help us achieve comfort, then it certainly helps us feel better. But after that point, there isn’t a direct correlation.3 In his comprehensive review of happiness research, Richard Layard outlined seven factors that impact happiness: (1) family relationships, (2) financial situation, (3) work, (4) community and friends, (5) health, (6) personal freedom, and (7) personal values. Income was only one small part in the overall equation.4 Bob and I have observed this. In all the time we’ve been together, the year we made the most money was our hardest. We were excited and bursting with pride, thinking we’d finally “made it” in the “real world.” Then we discovered it held the most stress, stress-related ailments, and, paradoxically, the most worries about money … which leads me to the next corollary.

2. Too much material wealth can be stagnating

Simply put, the more you have, the more you have to lose. “I also have in my mind that seemingly wealthy, but most terribly impoverished class of all,” wrote Thoreau, “who have accumulated dross, but know not how to use it, or get rid of it, and thus have forged their own golden or silver fetters.”5

“We may need to work harder at mitigating the complications arising from wealth than we do at acquiring it,” argues Nassim Nicholas Taleb, author of Antifragile: Things That Gain from Disorder. He believes, like Thoreau, that beyond a certain level, too much money makes people’s lives more complicated, with more things to take care of, more possessions to worry about, more assets to manage. “Success brings an asymmetry,” writes Taleb. “You now have a lot more to lose than to gain. You are hence fragile.”6

Like the lawyer with the fancy car who couldn’t save enough money, acquiring too much can make us feel like we have too much to lose when we consider taking risks and changing our lives. We become so worried about protecting what we have, we forge our gold and silver fetters. We can’t take pleasure in the game of life, take chances with our creativity, and tackle those problems that are most important to us.

3. You will always want more money

Two mornings ago, Bob and I sat beside our favorite little waterfall, watching the snow melt and drinking our morning coffee. We were pondering the fact that the roof of the café needs insulation, that the building needs paint, and a few other repair and maintenance issues. Lulled by the magic of the waterfall, we wished ourselves a sudden windfall of ten thousand dollars. What would we do with it? We prioritized the repairs, then pondered whether we should take a more expensive vacation than our planned road trip to Quebec. We wondered if we should pay off the loan we took out to fix up the top-floor apartment. Or if we should use it to start work on some high-quality farm-labor housing. Or maybe we should bank it, in case the septic finally goes. And then, of course, Ol’ Blue, our trusty RAV4 who’s well into her second decade, has a few hundred thousand miles on her, so we might need to deal with that soon …

Within five minutes, a magical ten-grand windfall was suddenly not enough. It was an amazing mathematical phenomenon—we left the house that morning feeling as though everything was stable and grand, and in the course of one daydream, we found ourselves broke.

That’s the funny thing about money. It has a mysterious mist around it that, when we breathe it in, makes us believe there’s never enough. And as Bob and I recalled that simple fact, we relaxed back into our day. There’s no sense worrying about trying to get more money, because just as soon as it comes, we’ll worry about getting more money. Better to do the best with what’s available, assume that whatever you have is never enough according to some mythical standard, and move forward with living the life you want. Devote a minute or two each day to pondering the mysteries of money’s elusiveness, then get back to enjoying your day.

Understanding the Money Paradox, we’ve learned that the closer we live to our ideals, the wealthier we become, even if our income goes down. How does this happen?

First, when we live by our ideals of family, community, planet, and social justice, we develop a habit of turning our cash resources, which are always declining in value, into resources with enduring value: garden seeds and the knowledge to grow food; durable equipment for cooking and canning that lasts; buildings to host businesses and homes; repairs on houses where we’ll live for generations. These are resources that feed, shelter, and provide a livelihood, regardless of the value of our cash.

Second, when we live closer to our ideals, we become wealthier as our natural-resource wealth increases. The fertility of the soil improves. The trash is picked up from the roadsides. We step forward to protect the lands and waters from exploitation, then reward ourselves with a clear refreshing drink of pure water, a splash into a pond, or a day taking in the beauty of a woodland trail.

And finally, our quality of life improves. When family and community and planet are our ideals, we make a point to enjoy them. The more we invest in them, the more rewarding they are. Thus, income may go down, but joy goes up. We find more beauty, more creativity, more rewarding relationships. These are the things with true enduring value. But before we build on these ideas further, it’s helpful to understand what that quality of life looks like because it’s different for everyone.


• Reflection Challenge •

Practice Seeing

“That’s not possible where I live.” Did you find yourself thinking this at least once as you read the preceding pages? We have a tendency to get so entrenched in our perceived economic realities that we think they’re set in stone, and we can’t see the opportunities that are around us. But the life-serving economy can pop up like a cheerful dandelion in the crack of a sidewalk. And you could step over it every day, bemoaning the lack of beauty in your neighborhood. So, before you read on, please take a few minutes to reflect and practice seeing where the life-serving economy has already started in your world.

1.Think of people you know who don’t seem to live by the standard rules. Do they work for themselves? Are they free spirits? Do they take risks that you’re too afraid to take? Do they devote their lives to their loves and passions? They’re probably already living outside the extractive economy. Write down their names and consider how you feel about them. Do you judge them for not buying into the extractive economy? Do you admire them? What can they teach you about yourself?

2.Close your eyes and imagine yourself flying over your community. Where are the sources of true wealth? Is there a stream? A forest? A popular gathering spot? A library? A park or farmers market? A learning center? What keeps these things here? Who’s behind them, and what do you think drives them?

3.Now look at your own life. Where is your own true wealth? Who will love you no matter what? Who makes you smile every day? Who are all the people who will step in during your hour of need? They may not all have money to offer. They might just listen. Or hug you. Or put a warm meal in front of you. What are the activities that bring you so much fascination, curiosity, and pleasure that you lose track of time when you engage in them? What inspires you and feeds your spirit?





* My dog, Kit, just heaved a section of slimy rope into my lap, along with a very important editorial revision: Dogs are the truest wealth of all.

* If you’re interested in learning more about how problems and projects inspire true happiness, check out Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi’s landmark book Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience.




• 3 •

Quality of Life and Shit Sandwiches


One day in retrospect the years of struggle will strike you as the most beautiful.

Sigmund Freud



IN MY FANTASY, the audience is hushed in suspense. The spotlight is on me and my swarthy game show host, Bobby H. He leans into his mic and explains the rules in his gravelly voice.

“Okay, Shannon, it’s the final round. You have one minute to choose your answers to each of the next ten questions. Choose right, and you will win the grand prize. Are you ready?”

A shiver runs down my spine. Dang, Bobby H. makes seriously steamy eye contact. I push my baser thoughts away and focus on the matter at hand. I give a quick nod. A melodic clock chimes the first second, and we begin.

“Question number one: Ten million dollars, or a daily nap?”

“I’ll take the nap!” Piece of cake.

“Question number two: Corporate cafeteria and Diners Club on the company account, or home-cooked meals?”

“Home-cooked meals!”

“Question number three: Breve latte every morning in a chic café, or black coffee in the woods?”

“Black coffee in the woods!”

“Question number four: McMansion in the suburbs, or state-verified nonviable mountain farm in the red?”

“I’ll take the farm in the red!”

“Question number five: Steady paycheck in a tidy office, or banging out essays and books that may never have any readers on a discontinued computer at 3:00 am every morning with snoring and farting dogs for office mates?”

I feel the pressure rising. But I hold steady and apply my clearest thinking. “Snoring and farting dogs!”

“Question number six: Montessori day care, or staying at home with the children all day, every day?”

“I’ll stay home with the kids!”

“Question number seven: Mornings to work on your to-do list … or homeschooling every day at the kitchen table for fifteen years?”

“Homeschooling for fifteen years! … I’m pretty sure?”

“Question number eight: International travel, or going into business with your parents and having screaming matches with your mother at least once per month?”

I have to stop for a minute. The chiming of the clock begins to break my concentration. The audience seems to be holding its breath. I close my eyes and focus. “I’ll take screaming matches with my mother!”

“Question number nine: Back-to-back interviews on Entertainment Tonight and Anderson Cooper 360°, guaranteed to fire you to the best-seller list … or slaughtering Thanksgiving turkeys?”

“I’ll slaughter the turkeys!” I’m doing a little bounce now. We’re almost finished, and everyone will know if I’ve won or lost.

“And finally, question number ten.” Bobby H. leans into his microphone, turning my knees to jelly with his intensity. “Me. In a suit and tie, with a pension, commuting to work every day in my Audi or … me. With greasy hair and morning breath, wearing the same flannel shirt day in and day out, hauling a power drill, screwdrivers, and a box of wrenches in a beat-up ’07 RAV4 … with a tool belt.”

“GIVE ME THE TOOL BELT!” I scream my answer, and the crowd goes wild. Balloons and confetti rain from the ceiling, the cameras swing in for my close-up as Bobby H. throws his microphone behind him, rushes across the stage, tears off his suit and tie, and hurls them at the front row, revealing his flannel underneath. He seizes me in a passionate embrace. Without opening my eyes, I stretch my arm behind me and a backstage assistant passes me the tool belt. I grab his hips, pull them toward me, and clip the belt around them, our lips locked all the while. I pull away just long enough to slip a honey-do list into his pocket, and the audience rises to its feet, giving us a standing ovation. I’ve won the game of life. The prize is heaven on earth.

[image: images]

The only luck involved was learning to play the hand I was dealt. Rather than blindly accepting our culture’s predetermined choices, Bob and I made our own, guided by our Quality of Life Statement.

It used to hang on the wall of our kitchen on a dry-erase board, where we could both see it. We wrote it together in a single morning: We wanted lots of time together, and plenty of rest. We wanted a home-centered life with family, friends, and community around us. We wanted quality food, lots of music, clear water, fertile soil, time to travel, and lots of time to play outdoors. And there were the dogs. We needed to pursue lives worthy of our dogs’ esteem and companionship. We wanted the farm to thrive. I needed to write. He needed to work with his hands.

Eventually, the marker ink flecked away. I tried retracing it a few times, but as the years passed, we knew it so well, we didn’t need it any longer. We had absorbed it. The dry-erase board ceded its space to a pot rack.

The Quality of Life Statement, or QOLS, became our touchstone. It enabled us to move forward with resolve when time was of the essence; it empowered both of us to make decisions independently if the other person couldn’t be on hand to offer an opinion; and it gave us plenty of guidance when choices required long and careful deliberation.

But a few years back, I realized that our QOLS was missing something critical. One Saturday in June 2017, as I was mopping sweat from my brow and spilled food off the floor of the café, wondering how I was going to pay the loan on the building, make payroll, and still cover the feed bill, I wondered if we’d veered dangerously off-course. I didn’t want to surrender what we were doing, but we were working too many hours in the café, striving too hard to pay the bills, trying to keep too many balls in the air. And we weren’t making as much money as I thought we should. In need of a cheap retreat, Bob and I packed up the kids and went camping a mile up the road, just out of cell phone reception, where we could have some time to think. That’s when we recognized that the most critical ingredient in our Quality of Life Statement was missing: the shit sandwich. We forgot to mention the trials and troubles that we were willing to accept in our lives.

Our QOLS expressed the things that make Bob and me feel good: family, community, naps, home-cooked meals, pastoral life. But it utterly failed to express the true key to our happiness: the problems. Buddhism teaches that Dukkha, sorrow or suffering, is the first of Four Noble Truths and is the true nature of all existence. Accepting this truth is critical to the pursuit of happiness. Mark Manson writes extensively about this in The Subtle Art of Not Giving a Fuck:


Because happiness requires a struggle. It grows from problems. Joy doesn’t just sprout out of the ground like daisies and rainbows. Real, serious, lifelong fulfillment and meaning have to be learned through the choosing and managing of our struggles … the solution lies in the acceptance and active engagement of that negative experience—not the avoidance of it, not the salvation from it.1



As we sat skipping stones across a pond, I began to understand just how critical those problems were to our sense of fulfillment. Bob and I chose to go into business with my parents. We chose to work with them to do what is now by and large impossible in the United States: make a small farm profitable while improving the ecology and balancing our health, family life, and creative pursuits. It’s a friggin’ hard problem. But it’s ours, and we chose it. And as I sat there pondering the ripples on the water, I began to understand how very wonderful it is. It thrills me. It pulls me from bed in the morning with fresh ideas and determination. It holds our attention as we drink our morning coffee, and it gives us something to wash away and laugh about with our evening cocktail.

I think people often assume that quality of life is the reward we achieve when we solve a problem: We finally saved enough money to quit our jobs. Or we solve the problem at work and get the promotion with the bigger paycheck. It’s the pursuit of happily-ever-after.

But happily-ever-after, in order to thwart boredom, must come with happily-ever-after problems (or boredom becomes the problem itself). The greatest rewards in my life have come from those blessed problems:

•From watching the doctor send Ula out of the room then turn and explain that my child may never learn to read, write, ride a bike, or achieve a normal level of academic competence or independence … to spending every day for three years studying the brain, meeting with specialists, and doing exercises to work on her neurological development … to watching her roller-skate over to a customer at the café to loan her a copy of her latest favorite book, write her order down, and then make change at the register.

•From reviewing the farm numbers and seeing the losses … to hammering out a business plan to staunch the bleeding, taking the risks to make the changes, gritting my teeth and biting my lips each month as I wait to see if I can make the cash flow in all the right directions.

•From going head-to-head with Mom and Dad over business decisions, arguing, screaming. and conniving … to planning, talking, laughing, and taking action … then starting the process all over again.

•From sitting with any of them in a doctor’s office, shocked by the sudden report that something is wrong … to figuring out what measures need to go into play for the best chance at healing and pushing everything aside to make time only for love.

These, then, are the ingredients of my own personal shit sandwich. Without them, I don’t know that I could enjoy my quality of life. But without my quality of life, I don’t know that I could endure the problems.

When good quality of life and a shit sandwich come together, the astounding flavors of sentience really stand out. I faced the height of Ula’s cerebral visual impairment struggles at the same time that Mom and Dad were going through their surgeries; meanwhile, we were facing the toughest financial struggles on the farm. But I woke up every morning to write. I had a walk in the woods, a home-cooked meal, and a nap every day. I cried. I became frustrated. I got scared. But I never stopped being happy and loving my life. And this morning, when Bob comes down the stairs and we hike off in the snow to enjoy our black coffee beside our favorite little waterfall, I’ll gaze back at those struggles with a deep sigh. I’ll relish this moment while everyone is healthy, feeling it all the more keenly because I remember when it wasn’t so. It’s a great game show, and I’m really enjoying the prize.

What It Will Do for You

I believe a Quality of Life Statement that both partners can agree on is critical to forging a life as an entrepreneur. I see a QOLS performing three functions:

1.It will help you choose, envision, and attract what to bring into your life.

2.It will help you learn to say no.

3.Your quality of life becomes a buffer to calamities and income fluctuations.

A QOLS will help you choose, envision, and attract what to bring into your life

I don’t want to get all new-agey magicky on you, but writing down your vision of a good life does help draw it to you. You could attribute that to God answering prayers, fairies granting wishes, or the universe responding to your needs. But I think it might simply be a matter of training your mind to recognize what you want and moving toward it. Too often we move toward what society tells us to want: more technology, perhaps, or career climbs, or fancier schools for our kids. And we respond by default, because we haven’t keyed into our personal wants and needs. That black-and-white statement spells out plainly what you’re after. When you know what you’re after, you have an easier time recognizing it when you see it. That makes it a heckuva lot simpler to draw it into your life.

A QOLS will help you learn to say no

I’ll get more into this in chapter eight, but for now let me assure you that it is deeply important for ensuring your happiness and well-being in a life-serving economy.

When people first consider transitioning to this new world, I see a combination of fevered enthusiasm and profound panic. They desperately want a more meaningful life; they’re passionate about their desires to live more harmoniously with the planet. But they’re scared they won’t be able to make their way—that they won’t have enough income opportunities, that they’ll be starved of respect and social connection. So, they say yes to everything.

When we first dip our toes in the waters of a life-serving economy, it really does look like there aren’t as many opportunities as there are in the extractive economy. There aren’t conventional jobs, after all. And what about paychecks? Pensions? And how do you know if you’re doing well if no one is there to hand you a diploma, or a promotion, or an evaluation? But as you get more deeply involved in the life-serving economy, you begin to see that opportunities are boundless.

As an example, maybe you decide to enter the life-serving economy with your grandmother’s old sewing machine. She taught you to use it when you were a teenager, and you loved it. When she died, you inherited it. So you clear out a corner of the living room and commit to mending your family’s sheets and shirts, patching jeans, and altering dresses and pants to keep them fitting and stylish. You teach your daughter how to add flares to the bottom of her jeans when that comes into style and then how to trim them and rehem them into capris when flares go out. Your son thinks the patches on his pants make him look badass and unconcerned with fashion. Essentially, your first foray into the life-serving economy makes you look like a rock star in the eyes of your kids.

Before you started oiling up the machine, however, you and your partner took the time to develop a Quality of Life Statement. In it, you both agreed on the importance of a simple, small, uncluttered home where you could feel peaceful and productive. You paid off your mortgage five years ago, and you love that your backyard gets enough sun for a garden. The house is tiny by normal standards, but with your commitment to eco-conscious frugality, small is good. You can keep it clean with less than an hour of housekeeping per week, which buys you both time to do what you love: hiking together in the nearby state park. Lots of hiking ranks high on your QOLS.

Your kids go to school with their custom-made clothes. Two nights later, you start getting calls from their friends’ parents. Can you alter a prom dress? Can you take out a husband’s pants? In the course of one week, your skills are in high demand and you’ve gone from homemaker to entrepreneur. Because here, in the life-serving economy, remaking is cool.

A week later, you get a text from the friend of a friend. She’s cleaning out her deceased mother-in-law’s apartment, and she never threw anything out. She has bags of vintage fabrics that are just going into the dumpster. Would you like them? Yes! Fabulous! You meet her in town and put two twenty-gallon garbage bags of fabric in your trunk. Then in your living room.

Next week, you have some friends over for dinner. They bring a bottle of wine and three bags of used clothes. “They’re in great shape,” they assure you. “You could repurpose them into something totally original and sell them on Etsy for a fortune.”

That’s a great idea—your little local business could go global! What started off as a simple means to save money and dabble in this new economy has turned into a venture with possibilities. You haul the three bags of clothes over to the other two garbage bags beside your sewing machine in your living room. And you’ve got all the materials you need, with no capital outlay. All you have to do is discard the stuff you don’t want.

Two days later, you come home and find two more garbage bags on your front step, along with a note from your neighbor: “Thought you could use these!” And then another bag comes from your son’s teacher with a card that reads, “I just love how you’re teaching kids that thrifty is hip! Thought these would be great in your new designs.”

Technically, this is all in line with what you’re about, right? Thrift. Economic independence. Entrepreneurship in harmony with the earth. But your living room has become a clothing drop. There are bags on the couch, bags crowded around your sewing table, and clothing spilling across your living room floor.

You and your partner sit down to talk. It looks like this sewing business is really turning into something. It’s time to invest in it. So you talk about adding on a new room to hold everything. Or maybe you should look at that house up the street that just came on the market with the extra bedroom?

Stop! Look closely at the QOLS on your fridge. It said you wanted a simple, small, uncluttered home. You were looking to strike a balance between peace and productivity. You wanted to use your free time hiking at the state park, not cleaning house—and definitely not living with trash bags all over your living room. The expensive answer to your sudden clutter problem is to build a room or buy a new house. The cheap answer that helps you get what you most want out of life is one word: no. Tell people you can’t accept their discards (again, see chapter eight to learn how to say no). They need to take them elsewhere. Sure, it’s great and eco-smart to repurpose fabrics. Sure, it’s great to save money. But your friends could drop their unwanted clothes off at the thrift store in town, where another local business can make an income storing, sorting, and then reselling you just the small amount of material you’ll need for each project. Your business keeps growing, your house stays manageable, and you don’t lose out on the hiking.

Your quality of life becomes a buffer to calamities and income fluctuations

I like to think of my mistakes as fine wine. I need to give them a few years to mature before I can recognize them in their fullest glory. Five years ago, Dad, Bob, our herd manager, Kate, and I decided we should start offering whole lamb shares to our customers at significant savings. Mom thought we were foolish. Rather than putting our excess lambs on the truck for the auction at the end of the grazing season, we made arrangements with a local butcher to process them, then offered entire cut-up lambs to our customers at less than half the price they’d pay if they purchased the individual cuts retail from our store. Since the auction prices for live lambs rarely exceeded two hundred dollars, we offered the same price to our customers and just asked them to pay the processing fees. We sold twenty lambs, patted ourselves on the back for our genius marketing, and made plans to do it again the following year.

We were so pleased with ourselves that we raised the bar. How about forty lambs? I love a challenge. And to show what an expert businesswoman I was, I increased the price by fifteen dollars in response to last year’s demand. That’d fatten the bank account for sure. (Ha.) I promoted like crazy—newsletters, table flyers, Facebook ads, word of mouth. In less than a month, we’d sold all the lambs, long before we’d finished our grazing season. Bob and I poured ourselves each a shot of local potato vodka (seriously delicious stuff, by the way, and made just five miles down the road) and toasted my marketing genius. We took payment in advance to cover our costs during the winter months.

And then winter came early, six weeks before the lambs were finished growing. We lost all our pasture to snow. Shocked by the cold, the lambs were set back in their growth. Ordinarily, we would have cut our losses by sending them to the auction immediately. The discounted prices we would receive would be offset by the cost of carrying them through the winter. But this year, our customers already owned those lambs. And we had given our word to be ecologically responsible and not buy cheap grain to finish them off. We had to finish them on hay. And we had to buy the hay at the most expensive time of year. And we had to buy the best hay.

But without grain-fattening, lambs don’t gain weight in the cold. They have these marvelous survival-oriented metabolisms that enable them to maintain their weight on forage, at best … but not gain. December passed. No lambs for the customers. Exorbitant hay bills. January passed. Emails from customers: “Where is my lamb that I paid for?” More exorbitant hay bills. Still no lambs. Then February. Then March. We had to carry the lambs through the entire winter to maintain their grassfed status, then move them out to pasture the following spring. Our customers were annoyed with us. We lost a ton of money feeding them through the winter. And then, come summer, right when we would have been at the height of our new retail marketing season, our customers’ freezers were jam-packed with lamb that they’d purchased the prior year. They didn’t need more meat. I still can’t wrap my head around the cost of that error. Come May, Mom got to do a big eye roll as we pulled thousands of dollars from savings to make the cash flow.

It doesn’t matter that the farm’s been operating since 1979. It doesn’t matter that we all consider ourselves to be of above-average intelligence with good heads for business. We had oversold, under-priced, failed to communicate effectively with our customers, and thumbed our noses at Mother Nature.

Oops.

Good thing Bob and I had bought ahead with a case discount on the local vodka.

That wasn’t the only good thing. Good thing my quality of life decision was that I was working with the people I loved most in the world (and vice versa … I think). Because in all the screwing up, forgiveness was in order, and I got a lot of it. Good thing that, while working through this period with annoyed customers, demands for refunds, and bookkeeping hell, I was sustained by good food. And that nap. I was so thankful to have the freedom in my life to throw my blipping phone into airplane mode, toss it aside, and climb into bed with a vampire novel and a couple of dogs before drifting off to sleep. And when I woke up, I felt calm and centered, and I managed to find only the nicest language to respond to the messages from frustrated customers. Through all this financial duress, Bob and I still had morning coffee beside our favorite tiny waterfall; we still enjoyed hikes in the woods. We still found time to be in love. I still got to ignore everything while I homeschooled my kids each morning. We still laughed around the kitchen table during family meals. Essentially, by having that QOLS firmly in place in our daily lives, the stresses of running a business didn’t gnaw away at our spirits.

I tend to paint a picture of the life-serving economy as rosy: joyful people, perfect decision making, bountiful and gracious Mother Nature; and abundance, forgiveness, and tolerance imbuing all human interactions. Balderdash. The story of the lambs is only a tiny example of the egregious errors in judgment I’ve made as I’ve walked this path. I’ve let myself be snookered, bamboozled, and manipulated, all by fellow peace-loving tree huggers who embrace the same values I do. I’ve miscalculated, misjudged, misspoken, and misspent. And that’s just in the human interactions. Mother Nature has played her hand many times: wiping out the town that hosted our farmers market with a hurricane, causing three years’ worth of financial losses; descending upon our livestock with new and unusual diseases that kill sixteen chickens overnight, or half our pig crop, or a third of our newborn lambs; dumping snow and ice in dangerous volumes; blasting us with heat so fierce we’ve had to fear for our health; or closing down our café with a worldwide pandemic.

When we choose to work for ourselves and join the life-serving economy, we take ownership of our mistakes and problems. What fascinates me is that, no matter how many years we walk this path, we still experience both. But with a QOLS firmly in place, these mistakes and problems are the stories at the end of the day, the seasoning in our shit sandwiches, not the defining feature of our lives. If we have a good quality of life, we aren’t compelled to drown our sorrows with retail therapy, to make panicked financial decisions, or to chalk it all up as failure and cash in our chips at the drop of a hat. Good quality of life helps us develop grit. It enables us to face down the scary stuff, learn from our experiences, and grow smarter and stronger … all while getting up each morning fully aware that we’re experiencing a life worth living.

What About Mission Statements and Goals?

A tiny editorial voice is chirping in my head, arguing that if I’m going to talk about a QOLS, then I need to talk about mission statements and goals.

I’m not big on the mission statement concept. Bob and I tried mission statements, but they confused us. They were either so narrow that they paralyzed us, or they were so broad, they were simply meaningless. I think mission statements have a place in a company that needs to unify many people, but they have less of a role in the life of a small-business entrepreneur. I think many of you reading this share a similar mission: we want to apply ourselves, body and soul, to creating a world where ecological sustainability, social justice, family, and community life all are vibrant and in balance. Toward that aim, as you’ll see in the next chapter on income, if we’re focused on achieving that balance, we’re going to be doing a heckuva lot of different things with our time and talents. A singular, narrow mission statement could feel like a noose or meaningless fluff. If it works for your business and life, go for it. Otherwise, move on.

As for goals, I’m all for them, with one caveat. You need to allow yourself to abandon, reconsider, and rewrite as necessary, and take that process as an opportunity for growth and learning … not as failure. Bob and I do a lot of goal setting. We wanted the Airbnb running by April 2018; I wanted this book manuscript finished by June 1. Goals help us structure our time when employers and time sheets aren’t there to do it for us. But sometimes the goals are wrong. I used to set financial goals for us, for example. I quickly realized that what I thought I needed was much more than I actually needed, because the life-serving economy has a much more sophisticated way of viewing wealth than simply through the lens of bank accounts. Stringent financial goals made me question my self-worth and miss opportunities in my failed efforts to achieve them. That said, I do make sales projections for the business and force myself to look at the numbers and see how we’re faring. But rather than seeing it as a win-lose game, I view it as a learning challenge. If we aren’t meeting my projections, that’s an invitation to delve deeper into the numbers and stories that are coming back from the fields, the café, and the store to better understand what’s happening in the business. A goal is a tool. It is not a judge.

Focus first and foremost on nailing down that Quality of Life Statement. Then you’ll be ready to start hammering out your income streams, which we’ll be talking about next.


• Reflection Challenge •

Drafting Your Own QOLS

Your initial Quality of Life Statement doesn’t need to be perfect. But it does need to be drafted, and you need the buy-in of everyone in your household. Ideally, it will be posted someplace where you can see it easily. We drafted ours long before Saoirse and Ula were even born, but if we were to redraft now, they would be part of the conversation. As it is, over the years the QOLS has been so deeply absorbed by all of us that Saoirse and Ula are just as versed in calling us on the carpet when we waver as Bob and I are. If you have parents, or any household members in the middle grades or older, I urge you to invite them to the kitchen table with you to work on this.

1.Start with your core values. Make sure you agree on them. If you’re still reading this book, I can only assume that you aren’t interested in engaging with any kind of business or lifestyle choice if it depletes the soil, pollutes the air, or fouls the water, or if it pushes you toward divorce, estranges you from your kids, or tears apart your community. Make that known. And agreed upon.

2.List the people that you want to populate your daily life. Who are you and your family members making time for, no matter what? In what ways do you expect to make time for them?

3.Describe the home and land surrounding you as you want it to be. Full of your kids’ friends? Serene and quiet? Rich in the cooing, clucking, squawking, bleating, mooing, and oinking of farm animals? Dense with growing fruits and vegetables? Is everything in its place? Or do you accept and welcome chaos?

4.Describe how each of you sitting at the table wants to spend your time.

5.What are the essentials that must be in your life in order to enjoy it? Foreign holidays? Mornings off? Daily naps? Camping trips? Home-cooked meals? Dinners out?

Everyone sitting around the table doesn’t need to agree on everything. A lot of the answers will be unique to each person. That’s fine. But you need to hear one another. You need to know what makes each person in your family tick, what makes them buzz with joy or feel like life sucks. And then figure out what you can agree on, and what you can agree to disagree on. That’s a good enough start on a QOLS. Tack it up where you can all see it and refer to it and move on.






• 4 •

Income


A wise man should have money in his head, but not in his heart.

Jonathan Swift



I’M SITTING NEXT to Saoirse at the kitchen table in the winter of 2019. We share a laptop between us, and we’re scrolling through a synopsis of the farm bill.

For the past week, she’s been asking me to sit down with her and explain it. In particular, she wants to understand what parts of it affect Sap Bush Hollow Farm. I have been avoiding her: “Sorry, I have to help Ula with her math …” “Sorry, I have to work on the computer …” “Sorry, I really need to clip my toenails.”

She persisted, and today, I accede. And all my biliousness erupts.

“This, here, that’s direct payments for the big farms, generally the most ecologically irresponsible ones producing the lowest-quality food. We don’t get those subsidies …

“… This section here awards money to professionals who get paid four to ten times more than us to help us market our products. The goal of the marketing is to try to get people to pay us the true cost of the food so we might someday earn minimum wage, since we don’t get the subsidies like the other guys …

“… This section says that the smaller, diversified farms are now allowed to buy crop insurance, so that means we get to take on a new expense and more bookkeeping if we opt in …

“… and this, here”—I jab at the screen—“this pays mental health professionals—assuming we qualify through the appropriate programming and requisite paperwork—to offer us complimentary counseling when the stress levels for growing products and managing the finances without being able to earn a living wage start to tear apart our home life and make us go crazy.”

As a result of this farm bill, and what has now become a national cultural entitlement, Americans spend less money on their food than any country in the world.

When I was in grad school, every student hip to ag politics was up on the farm bill, an omnibus, multiyear law governing food and agriculture production in the United States. When I first graduated, I was forever meeting up with social activists demanding that we write letters and sign petitions to influence it. Then my email inbox filled up with more urgent grassroots emails than I could stomach in a day. Eventually, I deleted all of them and unsubscribed. It’s too frustrating for me to deal with. It interferes with my quality of life.

“How’re we supposed to stay in business with this?” Saoirse’s jaw is tight. My sarcastic flippancy has sparked outrage in her less-jaded soul.

I think of a line from Wendell Berry: “Why do farmers farm, given their economic adversities on top of the many frustrations and difficulties normal to farming? And always the answer is: ‘Love. They must do it for love.’”1

He’s right. Love keeps us on the land. Love pushes all of us at Sap Bush Hollow to talk with our customers and spend considerable energy educating them about the price of food, about nutrient density, about animal welfare, and about environmental stewardship.

But love doesn’t help when the feed bill, the butcher bill, the property taxes, the inspection fees, the payroll, and the insurance bills exceed the gross sales figures.

My mom and dad both worked away from the farm full-time, fifty to eighty hours a week, to keep Sap Bush Hollow operational for the first twenty years. When Bob and I joined them, bereft of off-farm employment opportunities, it scared the hell out of them.

As it happens, Bob and I were both more comfortable navigating the puzzles of ag finances than we were signing petitions and meeting with legislators in vain efforts to change the farm bill and food sovereignty laws. When it came down to fighting policy or personal agency, we opted for personal agency.

Someday, I would love to see the people of our nation recognize that the surest way to bring down health-care costs would be to pay for healthy food. I would love for a young person to choose farming as a vocation and then derive a fair livelihood from it. But until then, Bob and I have learned that more sophisticated economic strategies are in order. Fighting policy puts us in a mental frame of mind to focus on all that is unfair and stacked against us. Going through daily labors fixating on how the system sets us up for failure can hold back the life-serving economy because folks like us get fed up and quit. And the life-serving economy needs us. Thus, as is often said, it’s not about the cards you’re dealt; it’s about how you play your hand. So we swallowed our victim screams and focused on how to play our hand to our best advantage.

And the good news is that, if our family can employ these strategies to survive and thrive with the dismal economics of family farming, then these tactics can work just about anywhere.

There are four basic categories of income here in the life-serving economy: (1) meaningful employment, (2) business income, (3) nonmonetary income, and (4) passive income. My advice is to choose any three to run your household. With good planning and strategy, those three will likely change over time. But since you’re reading this book, I trust that business income will be one of the choices and that passive income will become a long-term goal for you. That said, the income streams you choose and the business you select are all determined by one very important document: your QOLS. Keep it handy as you read this chapter and consider the information.

Meaningful Employment

Nobody likes a bullshit job. It doesn’t matter if the pay is great. Matthew Crawford writes eloquently about the well-paid bullshit job employee in Shop Class as Soulcraft: “There is a disconnect between his work life and his leisure life; in the one he accumulates money and in the other he accumulates psychic nourishment. Each part depends on and enables the other, but does so in the manner of a transaction between sub-selves, rather than as the intelligibly linked parts of a coherent life.”2

And that’s assuming the bullshit job is actually remuneratively decent. If the pay sucks and the work environment is equally lousy, there’s no reason to stay in it … especially when we recognize that employment income is the most expensive income to bring home.

Yes. You read correctly. The tax laws are set up to make employment income expensive. “People who work hard (through employment) and save money have a hard time getting rich because they pay more than their fair share of taxes,” writes Robert Kiyosaki in Rich Dad’s Guide to Investing. “The government taxes these people when they earn, when they save, when they spend, and when they die.”3 A midlevel government employee earning six figures could pay as much as 30 percent of his or her income in taxes. If that person chooses to buy an asset, he or she must do it with the money that’s left over after the taxes have been pulled. By contrast, a business owner can acquire an asset with pretax dollars, and then he or she pays income taxes only on what remains.

This is not to say that employment is bad. Paid employment for meaningful work has its benefits. Steady paychecks are pretty cool if you can manage not to become addicted to them. Camaraderie and deep connection with employers, coworkers, customers, patients, or students can be deeply rewarding, especially if the work is in line with your QOLS. It can also allow you the time and emotional space to take care of your family and your dreams, free of the nebulous concerns that occupy the mind of a full-time business owner. What’s more, if we are to stimulate a nation of small-business owners to rebuild a life-serving economy, then those businesses are going to require employees. Sap Bush Hollow could not have taken the steps we have made toward sustainability were it not for the dedication and creativity of our employees.

If you choose to take paid employment as part of the household’s income portfolio, then it needs to be meaningful. It needs to help you gain experience and growth. Or you need to get out of bed each morning certain that you’re doing something important, that you are helping move society to a better, happier, healthier place. It should be fascinating, joyful, or both. Or it should allow you the flexibility and mental space you might need to pursue your highest calling (and/or a personal business venture) outside of work.

Beware of confusing meaningful employment with a prestigious job. If the goal is to build a life-serving economy, a lot of the prizes and baubles that society holds out to us for climbing corporate ladders and “advancing” might really only be distractions. They may be marketed as offering you a sense of purpose, but they may actually be stripping you of the creative fire to do what will make your heart sing. Before you know it, life could pass you by, leaving you with a gold watch, a pension, and a lot of confusion about whether you truly did the work you came into this life to accomplish. That is not to say that there aren’t some prestigious jobs that are meaningful, but I do feel that the distinction is hard for most people to see.

If you’re lucky enough to have truly meaningful work, great. The trick now is to make it less expensive for you to benefit from that steady paycheck. That’s where the other three forms of income can help you.

Business Income

When you put your income portfolio together, I really want you to make a small business part of your plan. Pretty please? There are lots of reasons why I think this should be one of the types of income you pick. Let’s start with the most popular one: the economics.

United States food policy and culture is stacked against us small, sustainable, hippie, eco-bohemian, crunchy farmers. That’s a lousy card in the hand our family was dealt. But the tax laws really like business owners. Imagine a state employee with a nice salary. Let’s name him Responsible Burt and stand him up next to his sister, Reckless Betty, a crunchy entrepreneur who gets a sick stomach every time she thinks about having a boss, a grown-up job, and a paycheck. A few years back, Betty and Burt’s grandma died, leaving each of them with $100,000. Responsible older brother Burt used the money as a hefty down payment on his three-bedroom house in a nice neighborhood with a big backyard and a beautiful carriage house. His annual salary is $95,000. Therefore, each year, he pays roughly $20,000 in taxes, leaving him about $75,000 to take home. From that, he pays $6,000 in property taxes on his beautiful house, $1,500 for homeowner’s insurance, as well as his mortgage—$2,000 per month—and other expenses (see Table 1). He takes an annual budget vacation ($2,500), maintains a professional wardrobe ($1,000), buys his lunch each day and eats dinner out twice per week ($6,000), and pays the cost of commuting to work ($7,000). At the end of the year, Burt has less than $8,000 in net earnings.

Reckless Betty set up an LLC, Crunchy Girl, and funded it with her $100,000. Crunchy Girl made a down payment on a building in a slightly down-and-out neighborhood where Betty currently rents. Betty moved into the apartment upstairs and went to work opening the Crunchy Girl Health-Food Store downstairs. Betty knew that she was making her financial situation more complex, so Crunchy Girl, LLC, hired the services of an accountant, Assiduous Al, to help her stay above the board. Al tells her that she must pay the LLC rent for the apartment she uses upstairs. To keep our accounting simple, we are going to assume that she pays herself a salary, $12,000, and from that salary writes a check back to the LLC for $200 each month.* Reckless Betty is also serious about eating well, so Crunchy Girl, LLC, which doesn’t always have a lot of cash flow, gives her another perk: a $5,500 food allowance. Assiduous Al makes sure she records it on her taxes. Meanwhile, Crunchy Girl, LLC, pays the mortgage on the building, the property taxes, and the insurance. Betty doesn’t have to commute to work, but she does decide she needs a car to get to some of her suppliers. So, Crunchy Girl, LLC, leases her a vehicle and pays for the insurance and gas. It also pays for the internet connection in the building, her cell phone, and the heat. Betty doesn’t eat out much, but when she does, it’s usually when she’s out visiting her suppliers, so Crunchy Girl, LLC, pays her restaurant bills, too. Betty is really interested in direct-trade coffee, and she thinks it would be a great addition to the store, so she takes her annual vacation to Brazil, where she visits organic coffee growers in addition to enjoying some sunny R & R. Crunchy Girl pays for that, too. Crunchy Girl buys the aprons Betty wears in the store, but she does need to buy some clothing. But she owns the business and writes the rules, so no need for a professional wardrobe! Betty gets by with a $500 annual clothing budget. That’s ample for her to keep stocked in organic socks and undies (she gets them wholesale through Crunchy Girl), covers her trips to Goodwill when she feels like dolling up, and leaves plenty for her to splurge once in a while on the occasional piece of outdoor gear to fuel her backpacking and cross-country skiing habits.

Reckless Betty’s salary is less than a fifth of what Responsible Burt earns. And yet she’s making 65 percent more money. And someday, if Betty wants to move on to something else, she can sell her business. Every year she puts into the business comes back to her. Burt cannot sell the years he has invested in his job.

What’s more, Betty’s low taxable income qualifies her for Medicaid, so her health insurance is just as good as what Responsible Burt gets through his job. Plus, whenever she wants to do any continuing education programming, or if she had a kid who wanted to go to summer camp or college, that low income qualifies for hefty financial aid or even scholarships.

“Whoooaaa! Wait! Stop!” By now some of you may be wondering if this is all above board. I can even imagine someone fuming, “Betty’s a welfare cheat, while Burt is a productive member of society! Burt is paying the taxes that fund Betty’s irresponsible behavior—Betty is getting a free ride at the cost of hardworking Americans!”

Table 1
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Balderdash. Let’s stop and think about what Reckless Betty did. When grandma died and left her that $100,000, she turned around and invested it completely into her community in an effort to build a life-serving economy. She felt like her section of the city needed access to more nutritious, local foods. She wanted to give the farmers outside the city a venue for their products. She wanted to create a place where people could meet and talk. So, she put her money where her heart was. And whenever Crunchy Girl, LLC, gets ahead, she directs the money into further investing in the community: fixing up the building, bringing on more services and products, hiring.

Thanks to the community space Betty created, people started meeting and connecting. A neighborhood group formed to recover an abandoned building lot and turn it into a community garden. A local community theater group used her basement to rehearse, then put on a series of one-act plays in the garden on summer evenings. As thanks for the space, the players helped Betty paint and fix up the basement, and an AA chapter was able to use it weekday mornings, and then a local yoga instructor began using it to offer afternoon classes. Seeing all the coming and going and good neighborhood cheer, a local family decided the time was right to start up a food truck and sell burritos beside the community garden. And, unlike the major corporations that typically get enormous tax breaks from municipalities for setting up shop, Crunchy Girl, LLC, pays all its property and sales taxes.

Betty has a low income. So, Betty gets free health insurance and a few other low-income benefits courtesy of Burt’s income tax dollars. In exchange, Betty has devoted her life energy to building true wealth that benefits everyone. I can’t think of a better use of taxpayer dollars.

But what about Burt? Does he now have to devote his life to drudgery, barely getting by, in order for Betty to keep building a more beautiful world?

Only if he wants to. Betty has offered him a partnership, by the way. But for now, he refuses. First of all, Burt’s scared shitless to let go of his job. And he hates living in fear. He also hates the lack of spontaneity and freedom in his life. So he enrolls in a clowning class taught by Hilarious Harry, where he learns slapstick stunts and basic acrobatics and where he laughs and laughs and laughs … and falls in love with Harry, who happens to have his own business: Life Coaching Through Circus Arts.

Harry sandpapers away at Burt’s rough edges, softening him to life, helping him see joy in the world, encouraging him to take risks. Within a few years, they marry and file jointly. Harry is a lot like Reckless Betty. He’s not worried about a paycheck. As sole proprietor of Life Coaching Through Circus Arts, he nets only about $10,000 per year before he contributes his share of ownership costs to the household. Burt doesn’t care. He’s in love, and he wants Hilarious Harry to share his gifts with the world.

Hilarious Harry takes over one of Burt’s extra bedrooms as his home office. It’s three hundred square feet, or 15 percent of the two-thousand-square-foot house. That means that Burt and Harry can now take a deduction off of their income taxes in the amount of 15 percent of all applicable indirect expenses: 15 percent of property taxes, mortgage interest, utilities, and insurance. Harry only brought a measly $10,000 income to the marriage, where Burt saw himself as the true breadwinner. But with the combination of Harry’s small earnings and tax deductions, even with the increased food and restaurant expenses, the household net has tripled (see Table 2).

That’s how business income can seriously help a bottom line. But it does a lot more than that.

1. Operating a business connects you more deeply with your community

It demands that we learn to communicate with our customers and work to understand their needs. It puts us in touch with the people in our region who provide the goods and services that support our work, whether that’s the UPS driver, the postmaster, the guy who keeps the boiler running, or that hardware-store employee who actually takes the time to understand your quirky machinery and helps you keep it in repair. As a business owner, I’ve discovered that I move through my community differently than I do as a mere consumer of services. I take a deeper interest in changes that are happening, and I try to keep a close tab on my customers and their lives. I get to know the same people in multiple roles: as service providers, as customers, as neighbors, and as friends. The more varied our connections with the same people, the more we have to understand them rather than write them off when they do something we disagree with. I make no secret of my political views. But the guy who sits at my lunch counter every Saturday afternoon raving about my soup doesn’t vote the same way. And he’s also the guy who helped me get the right stove for the Airbnb. And he’s also the guy who helps me learn my way around these woods and mountains. And he’s the one who comes to the farm to trap the weasels that are killing the chickens. Life is not so black-and-white for a business owner. It’s truly colorful.

Table 2
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2. Operating a business reduces fear

Too many people live in fear of losing their jobs, quitting their jobs, or moving toward their dreams stripped of the identity that paid employment provides them. Even if we start a business part-time while transitioning out of employment, we begin conquering those fears. The mistakes we make along the way become fabulous learning opportunities rather than potential career killers. We start to shed our fear of failure. The confidence we gain through our little successes reminds us that we’re whole and intelligent, with or without a boss. We begin forming an identity around who we truly are—rather than having one foisted upon us—and we learn we have choices, that our employment is not compulsory.

3. Businesses teach us to see opportunity

Bob, the kids, and I have a game we play whenever we travel: How Would We Make It Here? In the middle of France, we would raise grassfed beef and lamb, make soap, have our wool processed into yarn, and travel to the farmers markets. In a crowded Cape Cod suburb, we’d do a summer espresso cart and vacation-rental maintenance. In Montreal, we would buy a building with a storefront, live in an apartment upstairs, and operate a café on the main floor. In Washington, DC, we’d run a high-end consignment shop with an espresso bar and a dog-walking business.

When we are steadfastly in the employment box in the extractive economy, it is hard to see business opportunity in the life-serving economy. It’s hard to imagine how a person can get by on just a few thousand dollars a year, how a life could be varied, fun, and creative. We assume that those people who walk that path have some extraordinary superpower (or super trust fund) that the rest of us don’t have. But when we start a business, even a tiny one, we are forced to step out of our boxes for a little while and look around. There are opportunities everywhere. Kids want to learn cartwheels. Elderly people want to try Latin dancing. Somebody’s hungry for a taco that doesn’t make them sick. Another person needs healing work. A group of ladies wants to try leaving the city to walk barefoot in the country. There are universal skills required to run every business: juggling finances, bookkeeping, planning, production, marketing, and managing people and expectations. Any business can teach these skills. And once we have them, the world is our oyster. A business could be anywhere. Where employees pack up and move to the next job, an entrepreneur sees nonstop opportunity right in their own backyard.

4. Operating a business builds more true wealth in a life-serving economy

It starts with the multiplier effect of locally owned businesses, where money spent at a business has a direct impact (that money is then spent at other local businesses that supply and support the first business), indirect impact (those dollars spent at the supply-and-support businesses then recirculate), and induced impact (the result of the business owner and his or her employees spending their earnings in the economy). But a locally owned business does more to contribute to true wealth. It builds relationships between neighbors, and it helps the community form a positive identity about itself. A community that sees itself as “economically depressed,” “down-and-out,” or “nowheresville” will have a harder time rallying to protect itself from ecological and economic exploitation than one that views itself as vibrant and beautiful and therefore worthy of investment and protection.

5. Operating a business gives us ownership and control over our problems

Remember when I said that problems were part of our true wealth? This becomes clearer in our businesses because we often choose ventures that allow us to tackle those issues most important to us. Reckless Betty is concerned about her local food system. Her business gives her a venue to act upon it. Hilarious Harry is concerned about all the strife and unhappiness in the world. He devotes every day to tackling it. The opportunity to devote themselves to the problems that speak most deeply to them keeps Harry and Betty engaged with life. But the big societal problems aren’t the only troubles they get to face and manage. What happens if Burt and Harry feel like they aren’t getting enough time for each other? Harry is in control of his business. He can arrange his schedule and find ways to reorganize to make sure he and Burt have the time they need. If Betty decides to become a mom, she is in control of her shop. She can set up a playpen behind the register and parent while she works, allowing the community to support her as she raises her daughter.
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If that’s enough to convince you, then I already know your next question.

How do I start?

I’ve observed two groups of entrepreneurs in my life: the Start Nows and the Start Rights. Both approaches have merits and flaws, and both have their appropriate time for application.

Start Now

My first business plan was on the back of an envelope. Bob and I were short on cash, and I hated having chapped lips. And whatever coat I was wearing, my lip balm would be left in my other coat. True wealth, I thought, would be the ability to have lip balm in every coat I wore. But at the time, the good stuff was more than two dollars per tube. Something had to be done. I went online, looked up recipes for lip balm, and then researched where to buy the ingredients (this was before I figured out that we were already making the best ingredients on the farm: beeswax and pork lard). My business plan was to figure out cost of ingredients, how much product I could generate, and how much I’d need to sell it for. I allowed myself a two-hundred-dollar budget for the venture. I made my first batch, brought it to grad school, and marketed it to the students, professors, and secretaries. I’ve never purchased a tube of lip balm since.

Once I made back my two-hundred-dollar investment, I looked around at other areas where Bob and I were spending too much money. I have sensitive skin, and I was always trying to find clean, high-quality soaps that didn’t irritate me. I reinvested the money I had recouped in a soapmaking book and supplies. The revenues from that went to purchase supplies for making jam, and then I used a little to make chocolate truffles. The lunch table in my department at Cornell soon held a little display of my offerings with write-ups and price lists. Every weekend I went home and made more product. Those earnings were what covered the expense to write my first book and then paid for me to self-publish my second book. All together, that paid for me to start a website and then to start the farmers market booth, where we brought the farm meats and my products. That generated enough money for me to research and write the next book, which generated enough money for me to build a home office, which gave me a place to work and run our businesses … where we got the idea to buy the former post office and convert it to a café. And that’s when I decided it was time to be a Start Right (see the next section).

Starting now is a powerful way to go into business, provided you are disciplined enough to stick to a small budget and are willing to sketch out a quick plan on how you’ll proceed while working in harmony with your QOLS. To be a Start Now, the business you design should be one that you can fund with immediately accessible cash that you can afford to lose. There should be no borrowing involved. It doesn’t have to be brilliant or perfect. Ideally, it’s something that you would ordinarily spend money on, and that can help you turn a source of outflow into a source of income (like lip balm was for me). A Start Now can succeed or fail. It doesn’t matter, because the point of it is to buy your education. It’s your opportunity to start learning those universal business skills I mentioned earlier: juggling finances, bookkeeping, planning, production, marketing, and managing people and expectations. It probably will not generate enough to support your family. But it will give you the tax advantages we discussed previously, and it will teach you a lot about yourself and what you’ll need if and when you want to get into a bigger business.

Start Right

A big mistake I’ve seen among would-be entrepreneurs is choosing to start right when they should probably start now. I’ve met a number of people while speaking at conferences who tell me the same story. “I really want to be in business for myself. I’ve already enrolled in a business planning class—I’m so excited!” These are the people who come up with their perfect business idea, do all the up-front research, take all the classes, spend months or years on a business plan, and then conclude from the plan that the business isn’t viable. At this point, they develop another idea, take more classes, visit with a SCORE adviser, put together a team of more advisers, interview experts, and decide that the next idea isn’t viable, either. These are the people who can use all the terminology, who always have a plan and a strategy, but never get where they’re going, who are forever floundering about “waiting for the right idea” and seeking more advice. Bob calls them advice junkies. Starting right—doing a carefully executed business plan with sales projections, in-depth market analysis, and cash-flow planning—has a time and a place. In my opinion, it’s after you’ve got a few years under your belt as a Start Now entrepreneur and before you go looking for bank loans or other outside sources of start-up capital (or before you dump the entirety of your savings into a venture).

Bob and I were able to generate a lot of revenue and experience with our Start Now ventures. But when we decided to open the café and farm store, we climbed aboard an airplane and flew to Seattle to spend time studying the coffee business, visiting cafés, learning how to taste coffee, completing barista certifications, and training with a veteran espresso magnate on business development. We spent ten thousand dollars of our Start Now income on the voyage. Then we came home and wrote the business plan. From the moment we bought the building until we opened our doors, the entire venture cost more than a quarter million dollars. That kind of investment requires Start Right entrepreneurship. To this day, we are thankful for the investment we made in our education, and to this day, I still pull out the business plan to track how we’re doing and where we’re headed.

That said, I don’t think we would have benefited from our Start Right education if we hadn’t gained so much experience from our Start Now ventures. Indeed, we heard countless times before we opened the café that we were making a disastrous business mistake investing in our community. If we listened to all the well-wishers who said we couldn’t make it happen, then the building would stand empty today. But Bob and I had a far more powerful grip on our business and market potential than any SCORE executive, banker, or business consultant, thanks to the years of experience we gained prior.

It is important to remember that when Bob and I were starting our businesses, we didn’t have employment as part of our income portfolio. Our biggest source of household support was actually the next revenue stream I want to discuss—which isn’t a revenue stream at all.

Nonmonetary Income

When Bob and I first joined Mom and Dad at Sap Bush Hollow Farm, they were worried about our economic survival. Dad got on the phone with me, his voice tight. He worried I was on one of my crazy rants.

“Dad,” I said, “I’ve been crunching the numbers. Bob and I can’t afford to work. Having a job costs too much.”

He was dubious. But he and Mom also knew that Bob and I are the types of people who simply have to follow our hearts. And our hearts were with Sap Bush Hollow Farm. So they let us join them.

In the beginning, we assiduously attended conferences to learn as much as we could about marketing our farm products. And we repeatedly heard the same thing from the experts and the farmers: “Find rich people to buy your food.” The message was that people were less interested in the ecological benefits of our way of farming, and they weren’t concerned about the social implications of keeping small, local farms in place. But they were concerned about their health, and rich people could afford to buy our products and would be informed about the health properties of grassfed and pastured meats. We were advised to apply to farmers markets in upscale suburban neighborhoods. “Those people can pay for your products,” we were told.

We found the opposite. Bob and I started to observe an inverse relationship between the amount of expensive jewelry and designer labels a potential customer wore and their willingness to pay for our meats, which were far more expensive than the grocery-store offerings. Many would argue, tell us we were ripping them off, and storm away.

And then there were our core customers. These folks rarely had fancy jewelry or expensive clothing. They were concerned about social and ecological issues, and they would pointedly ask if we were making enough money to live. And a lot of them came from families living on a single income or less. They were masters at running their households and holding together their finances by capitalizing on nonmonetary income.

Nonmonetary income is any need that can be met without having to shell out dollars for it. While money appears as the golden objective in mainstream society, it is actually worth less and less as the daily cost of living rises. Any opportunity a family can take to reduce their expenses through nonmonetary income helps them sidestep inflation.

Let’s revisit Burt and Harry. They’re living well, Burt is considerably happier now that Harry is with him, and their savings are starting to accumulate faster, thanks to Harry’s business. But they do have a goal. They want Burt to be free of his job so they can be together all day long.

Several years back, Burt began a compost pile because he was concerned about the methane emissions from landfills. The breakdown of organic matter fascinated him: how it turned into what he considered true black gold, fertile soil that could grow more food. So, he and Harry started a garden with that beautifully aged compost. They grew lettuces, tomatoes, and zucchini in the summer, and then Burt banged together some cold frames to provide them with fresh greens in the winter. They also planted grapevines and berry bushes, and for his birthday, Harry presented Burt with a honeybee hive to help with pollination. Then Burt got some good-quality black tea and kombucha SCOBYs (symbiotic culture of bacteria and yeasts) from Reckless Betty, juiced his fruit, and started making homemade kombucha for only fifty cents a bottle, one-sixth the price of what he and Harry were buying it for at Whole Foods. For Christmas, they bought themselves a chest freezer and started buying meat shares from a local grassfed farmer, and they focused on learning to cook every part of the animal, letting nothing go to waste. They enjoyed the steaks and roasts, then saved every bone and boiled it into broth, to which they then added their homegrown vegetables to make soup. Their grocery expenses fell by half (they only drive to Whole Foods once or twice per month now), and they stopped dining out entirely because they preferred to eat at home. By honing their radical homemaking skills, they added nine thousand dollars to their household net, increasing it by nearly 40 percent (see Table 3).

Nonmonetary income doesn’t have to take the shape of a garden. Betty, as you’ll recall, has nonmonetary income in the form of a car, reduced rent, and free utilities from her company. She also enjoys free health insurance.

The trouble with nonmonetary income is that no one puts a price tag on it. When a parent chooses to stay home with his or her child as a source of nonmonetary income, there’s no paystub presented on Fridays saying, “Congratulations! You just saved your family $243.” Nonmonetary support for a household, perhaps because it has been seen as “women’s work” since the industrial revolution, is often physically difficult and goes largely unacknowledged. It’s tempting to forgo it and seek general employment, since the paycheck makes things appear more balanced. But don’t forget just how much that paycheck costs! Employment is the most expensive form of income. If it isn’t meaningful work, nonmonetary income combined with two of the other revenue streams can be more profitable, less stressful, and more fun.

Nonmonetary income is significant in our household. Between eating café leftovers and the unsold cuts of farm meats and eggs, we estimate our family saves about ten thousand dollars per year. The farm pays for our car for us, and since nearly all our drives are related to farm business (even if we are dropping the kids off someplace along the way), it covers our gas, too, which adds up to about six thousand dollars a year.* But we’ve taken nonmonetary income even further.

Table 3
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It took a few years of traveling to doctors to get a diagnosis for Ula’s cerebral visual impairment. It led me down the path to learn about neuroplasticity and how the brain can change. More than anything, I wanted my daughter to be able to read a menu at a restaurant, to navigate city streets without a cane, to be able to write a simple thank-you note. But I didn’t know how I would educate her. I researched schools that could help us. They were out there. And they cost forty thousand per year. We would have to give up our lives and throw ourselves into frightening debt to get her this education. Instead, we enrolled in vision therapy, and I devoted myself to being her daily therapist, using exercises from the developmental optometrist and then supplementing with exercises I designed by reviewing the case studies from those private schools. But that wasn’t enough. With all my attention on Ula, Saoirse wasn’t getting the academic attention she needed. She was adamant about wanting to remain homeschooled. But up here in the hills, with only satellite internet, the only schooling option was me and the old-fashioned textbook curricula.

So I sat down with the local phone company and asked what it would take to run fiber-optic internet up through the rural mountains to our remote home. We went back and forth and eventually determined that it would take five thousand dollars and some community organizing to get other neighbors to sign up for the service. I knocked on doors, organized a few meetings, and wrote letters. Bob and I wrote the check for the five thousand bucks. And, in exchange, we got free phone, internet, and cable television for our home—normally a two-hundred-dollar monthly expense—as long as one of our four family members has our names on the house deed. That added $2,400 to our annual nonmonetary income.

But it was more than that. With access to high-speed internet, I had the tools I needed to educate both daughters according to their needs. Ula surpassed everyone’s expectations. By age twelve, she could finally cross a street unassisted, operate farm machinery, read, and crunch numbers in her head. With online classes and special internet-based compensatory aids, she can avidly listen to books and study advanced subjects that she never would have had access to, in ways that enable her to see and understand them. We were able to keep our family together, and Ula was able to stay surrounded by her pets and farm animals, those things that make her truly happy. No need to move to a strange city. And no need to spend tens of thousands a year on the special school. That’s another forty thousand dollars of nonmonetary income.

There’s more. With the help of my own accountant, I learned about Section 105 HRAs, a reimbursement-based health plan that lets me reimburse an employee for medical costs tax-free. I am the Sole Proprietor of Shanny’s Ink, which is a different company from Sap Bush Hollow, LLC. Bob works part-time as my employee. As compensation, he receives a small salary and a large benefit package: Shanny’s Ink reimburses Bob for 100 percent of medical costs, including insurance purchased in the health-care marketplace, for him and all his dependents (including me, his wife). And Shanny’s Ink is a really great employer, because she doesn’t limit medical expenses to typical doctor visits. Shanny’s Ink pays for chiropractic, acupuncture, massage therapy, and the vision therapy that Ula requires. That enables me to cover all our medical expenses as business expenses, which means I don’t have to pay income tax on them. Further, with Shanny’s Ink’s taxable income reduced, Bob and Shannon’s household net income is lower on their tax return. Lowered income on the tax return translates into greater savings when buying insurance in the health-care marketplace.

Nonmonetary income for our family last year came to $58,400. Medical expenses for our family typically range from $15,000 to $18,000 per year. Rather than paying for them as expenses after being taxed on my income, we receive our health care as nonmonetary income. The $15,000 needed for family medical care last year that I earned through Shanny’s Ink came to us as nonmonetary, nontaxable income, which means nonmonetary is our family’s single largest source of income, totaling around $73,000.

In all his years as a college professor of animal science, Dad was never able to garner an income that high. Now, when I quip that I can’t afford to get a job, he doesn’t argue.

Passive Income

“Diversify, diversify, diversify!”

Back in the 1990s, those were the words of wisdom spoken to farmers by the extension experts. We were sheep farmers. So we added meat chickens. Then we added eggs. Then geese and turkeys. Then we added pork and beef. Then berries and bees.

“Value-added, value-added, value-added!” said the extension experts. We processed the chickens from start to finish rather than selling them wholesale. We stopped selling whole animals and had the lamb, beef, and pork broken down into retail cuts instead. We developed sausage recipes. We processed the livers into pâté. Bob and I rendered the animal fats into lard and tallow. We made the lip balms and soaps, then tallow candles and bayberry candles. We made herb rubs, homemade jellies, chocolate truffles, greeting cards, handmade baskets, bath salts, shampoo bars. I had our wool processed into yarn and made socks on a reproduction World War I circular sock knitting machine. I spent a small fortune (unsuccessfully) learning how to dye and spin wool to sell custom yarns.

“Market, market, market!” said the extension experts. We heard that constantly. In order to survive, farmers must become their own marketers. We schlepped our wares to the farmers market. We held sales on the farm. I devoted countless hours burning my eyeballs on social media, learning to use Facebook, only to relearn it each time they updated it; I devoted hours trying to write clever posts with the right character number for Twitter, only to learn they were falling out of favor. So I learned to use Instagram and tried to find nice things to say about everybody’s posts of their dinners and their sunrises and their vacations, only to learn that I was supposed to be active on Snapchat. Luckily, before I got a Snapchat account, I learned that Instagram was now eclipsing Snapchat; but I had to relearn all the new Instagram advancements (this was all pre-TikTok). I designed one website, then another website, then hired experts to do yet another website, and spent months writing content, collecting images, and working on newsletters.

With all that labor in mind, it wasn’t long after we had signed all the papers putting me at the helm of Sap Bush Hollow Farm, LLC, when I made my first chief executive decision.

“We must make money from doing nothing!”

I was flipping eggs at the café while Dad was standing at the sink washing dishes one hot summer morning. He wasn’t wearing his hearing aid, so I shouted it at the top of my lungs. He stopped and stared at me.

I had spoken the dirtiest words the child of a farmer could ever utter. Farmers revere work. They judge the merit of their neighbors, their friends, their children, their children’s spouses, and themselves on one noble criteria: How hard do they work? Every response to a farm profit conundrum is typically answered the same way: work harder, work harder, work harder. If they say at your funeral that you worked hard, then you lived an honorable life. Never mind that you worked yourself to death.

Standing there that steamy morning, sweat dripping down both our brows, I could no longer swallow the words. Working harder, I was coming to believe, was not a sustainable competitive advantage. It was our biggest business liability. Why the hell would anyone want to take over a business where all the owners worked sixty to eighty hours per week?

Dad’s eyes widened. He sees me as an idea person. I figured out how to make the candles, the socks, and the soaps. I came up with the sausage recipes and the chocolate truffles. I come up with the books, the blog posts, the marketing schemes. How was this idea resonating with him?

“Why, Shannon,” he slowly said, “I think that’s the best idea you’ve had yet.”

Truthfully, we enjoy working. Even when we have hired labor, Dad, in his midseventies, is still out with the livestock every morning, checking the sheep, feeding the pigs, pulling chicken pens. Ula’s a fabulous waitress, dazzling customers as she roller-skates from table to table, but Mom still shows up thirty minutes before opening every Saturday morning to report for duty. Saoirse’s eyes widen in alarm if she has to surrender a morning pulling shots at the espresso machine, and Bob and I have been found passionately embracing between loads of dishes and shaking our booties during cleanup, when the girls blast Meghan Trainor through the sound system.

But the restaurant business is tough. And farming is tougher. Our prices are significantly higher than the factory-farmed foods at grocery stores, and we get only a 5 to 10 percent margin on our farm products … assuming we have no equipment breakdowns, diseases, predator attacks, or other farm disasters (which is about every other week).

Making money from doing nothing, or as close to nothing as possible, enables us to show up and perform our daily labors—or take sick days or vacation time as necessary—and still keep the bills paid. It removes a level of stress, thus enabling us to make business decisions consistently from the heart, focusing on community, family, and planet above all else. This is what makes passive income so special. It is the act of putting your money or other assets to work for you, so you can devote your life energy to creating an amazing world … or taking a nap.

The IRS has a very strict definition of passive income. If you want to explore it more, I urge you to work closely with your accountant. For our purposes here, I’m going to define it very broadly as income that can be earned from doing nothing, or next to nothing, or as close to nothing as possible, relative to the labor of gutting chickens, changing diapers, shoveling shit, chopping firewood, scouring restaurant toilets, washing dishes, and chopping, searing, frying, steaming, and braising food to order. The following are all the different forms of passive income we employ:

•Portfolio income

•Peer-to-peer lending

•Royalties and patronage

•Comarketing

•Long-term rentals

•Vacation rentals

•Business transfer

Now, let’s take a look at what each of those means.

Portfolio income

While the IRS defines portfolio income separately from passive income, I fail to see the distinction. This is any income that is derived through investments in CDs, stocks, bonds, index funds, or any number of soporific financial instruments that induce spontaneous slumber every time I try to wrap my head around them. In my opinion, they are the least interesting form of passive income, especially since they represent an investment into the extractive economy. But I’d be a liar if I said we didn’t have portfolio income. While other members of our family get pretty sophisticated with their portfolios, Bob and I limit our involvement to social index funds, highly diversified broad-based mutual fund–type investments that adhere to certain social responsibility criteria. We don’t actually rely on these index funds for income; rather, we use them to grow capital for use in our other investments. The trouble with portfolio income is that it isn’t especially fun or creative (at least not in a way that my accountant would allow), and you have to have money to make money. But if the asset is there and you can use the asset to channel your life energy into building a truly vibrant and sustainable life-serving economy, then by all means go for it.

Peer-to-peer lending

If we have capital to invest, before it goes into portfolio income, we often seek out peer-to-peer lending opportunities. Mom and Dad have helped our employees, family members, and neighbors purchase cars and start businesses, and we were even able to help our food co-op build a new store. Peer-to-peer lending can be deeply rewarding because you can earn passive income while channeling your assets directly into building the kind of world you most believe in. The trouble comes (potentially) when someone doesn’t make good on their debts. Sometimes we have to make a few nudging phone calls, reducing the passive in the passive income idea, but our long-standing relationships with the folks we lend to usually means that we have a good sense about who is a safe bet and who is risky. Nobody’s defaulted yet.

Royalties and patronage

I love that the IRS considers royalties to be “passive income,” since I feel as though, as a writer, I have to work my tail off in order to launch a book and get people to buy it. That said, I’ve had some books in print for more than a decade, and the monthly deposits into my bank account are very much appreciated. Royalties can come from books, videos, music, app development, or other creative pursuits. The beauty about them is that you don’t have to have money to generate them. You need ideas, time, and creativity.

In addition to royalties, I’m a big fan of patronage, as well. This book was paid for, in part, by my blog and podcast patrons, who pay me year-round—most of them only one or two dollars per month. Their patronage supports my weekly podcast essays that are released through spring, summer, and fall, then provides me with an income stream during the winter months, when I work on full-length book projects. If you like this book, thank the patrons. If you’d like to support my writing habit, be sure to visit my page on Patreon!

Comarketing

If you have a retail venue for your own products and you can retail the products from other businesses that meet your criteria regarding social responsibility and mission, adding their wares to your product line is a great idea. Carrying other people’s products diversifies your offerings, and you don’t have the production labor. While you will need to invest in marketing, record-keeping, and inventory efforts, often these things piggyback with your existing marketing and bookkeeping labor, enabling you to generate higher sales without too much added work. Plus, it’s always good business to support other businesses in the life-serving economy. Barber’s Farm down the road in the valley produces great vegetables. Here in the hills, we produce fantastic meats. Barber’s sells our meat and eggs at their farm stand; we serve their vegetables in the café.

Long-term rentals

These are rentals that exceed thirty days (different from vacation rentals, which I’ll discuss shortly), and Bob and I have cherished being in this business. We rent space to Sap Bush Hollow Farm, to three long-term residential families, and to the post office. We’ve enjoyed being able to stimulate business and a sense of community, and we feel like our residential tenants are part of our extended family. All of our tenants pay their rent promptly by the first of the month, with no excuses or delays, and it’s nice money in exchange for minimal repair, maintenance, and upkeep.

That said, we’ve had bad tenants, too: the police have been called in, we’ve had to stand before a judge in eviction cases, and the closest thing to a rent check that we received was a flea infestation. Long-term rentals aren’t always problem-free. We have found, however, that if we stick to business (prospective tenants must have a clean credit check, references, and proof of income three times the monthly rent) and don’t emotionally engage with the problems when they arise, the dramas don’t actually infect our daily life and work. This can seem hard-hearted, but we’ve gained enough experience in our community to learn that some people are ready to make their lives work, and some people are not. If they aren’t ready, there is little we can do except protect our assets, including our health and happiness.

Vacation rentals

When property taxes doubled on our building three years back, the last thing we wanted to do was raise the rent on our long-term tenants. They’re wonderful people, easygoing, and prompt with their payments. No landlord in their right mind wants to jeopardize that kind of situation! So, when it became vacant, we converted our three-bedroom apartment into the “Farm-to-Table Retreat on Panther Creek,” a vacation rental, and put it up on Airbnb. We made the money to cover the property taxes, and we had an absolute blast meeting our guests from around the world. One family visiting from India taught me how to prepare new dishes for the café, while some other guests took Ula out on the road and showed her how to speed-skate. And another family had a teenage daughter nearing graduation, and the entire hamlet of West Fulton got to know her and became personally invested in helping her determine her next steps after high school. Each time we have new guests, they eat at the café, tour the farm, visit the cidery, go down to the brewery, and visit the farm stands, the artists, the concerts, and the local restaurants, helping our community become more vibrant. At the outset, we had to invest a few hours cleaning and doing laundry to turn the apartment over between guests. Now, one of our long-term tenants manages it, earning money on a flexible schedule while enjoying the ability to use the space periodically for her own business. That enterprise can now operate year-round with minimal labor from Bob and me. It feels like the entire town has gained in some way from this venture, and it has brought us a lot of joy. In times of crisis, our vacation rental switches to emergency housing, helping absorb and ease the strain on our community.

Building on that success, we’ve now signed on with Tentrr, an Airbnb-style company that helps connect campers with private land-holders. We’ve had a platform tent constructed in one of our pastures overlooking the surrounding mountains, where we welcome more guests to vacation on the farm and use our hiking trail, supplementing the farm income while we keep growing food.

Business transfer

Without pensions, business transfer will be the most important component of Bob’s and my “retirement plan.” Essentially, business transfer means getting someone else to do the heavy lifting and daily management while we slowly slip into the role of silent partners. Okay. Maybe not silent partners. Maybe just less helpful partners.

We invest in our retirement plan daily through helping our kids get involved in the business and empowering them to make decisions and take risks. We also invest by working on our protocols and practices with the aim of making everything we do as transferable as possible, a practice that I’ll delve into further in chapter five. Like Mom and Dad, Bob and I see ourselves staying as part of our business until our deaths. But we don’t intend to work ourselves into the grave. Instead, we try to work on our business as much as we work in it. When we work in it, we flip eggs, wash dishes, scrub floors, make sausage, build fencing, mow pastures, and sell meat. When we work on it, we focus on building strength in the infrastructure by teaching transferable skills and developing written protocols and dedicated partnerships. As we get those things in place, ideally Sap Bush Hollow Farm, LLC, keeps operating while we take time away as we increasingly need and desire it.
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So, let’s go back to our friends Responsible Burt and Hilarious Harry. When we last saw them, life was looking better. They had a garden, they were eating better, their household costs were down, and their bottom line was going up. But Responsible Burt is still commuting every day to his job, hating the idea of walking away from his soul mate and the beautiful world they’ve been creating. Harry and Burt make an extra pot of coffee one Sunday morning and take out their QOLS. They spend time talking about how much of it they’re realizing and what’s not happening. They are definitely making headway. But for fifty hours per week, Burt is not doing what he wants with his life.

He wants Harry’s message to reach the world, and he wants to help him do it. Slightly buzzed on caffeine, they walk out to the carriage house and start taking measurements, then file an application with the local zoning board. Over the course of the next two years, Burt puts in a one-bedroom apartment in the loft and a two-bedroom apartment downstairs. During that same time, Harry finally writes the book he’s always talked about: Your Life Is Laughable. He uses the advance to help Burt finish the apartments, and they take the plunge. They rent the apartments out and bring in four thousand dollars a month. For tax purposes, we will assume the tenants pay their own utilities. Burt pours himself into promoting Harry’s business, and Life Coaching Through Circus Arts grows. Harry pays Burt a small salary and they set up a Section 105 HRA for their health-care needs. He puts Burt on his company cell phone plan and picks up the Wi-Fi. They’re having so much fun, they never watch TV anymore, so Burt gives up the cable TV. Burt no longer commutes, so he sells his car, and they make do with Harry’s Prius. Harry regularly gets speaking gigs in Vale and Hawaii, and since Burt is his publicist, the business pays for both of them to go. They’re getting ample playtime without paying for it. For them, vacations are now a few days at home with the phones off or out backpacking with Reckless Betty (she’s enjoying more time off due to her new employees). Burt has quit a fifty-hour-per-week job with a $95,000 salary, and he and Harry see only a $6,400 reduction in income (see Table 4).

It is true that Burt has lost his pension. In its place, they are building a company that they could sell or transfer, which they couldn’t do with Burt’s job. They now have rental units. Those units are a steady source of passive income that will support them for as long as they live in their house. Harry and Burt are together, they have time and energy, they’re following their dreams, they aren’t worried about getting fired, and they’re having fun.

Table 4
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Dad was right. Doing nothing for money was a good business plan. Of course, we didn’t truly do nothing. We hired our capital as an employee and put it to work for us, and in the absence of that, we invested our creativity in creating income from thin air. And we talked about it all as though we were super smart, figuring all this out for the first time. But truly, we were just reinventing the wheel. For most of history, farmers have been diversified businesspeople. Back in the 1990s, we misconstrued diversification as meaning chickens + lambs + beef + pork. But true diversification in farming is much broader. Farm families of yesteryear took on boarders, made handcrafts, hired themselves out as labor in winter, and shaved shingles. They also had high nonmonetary incomes. They didn’t simply rely on the sale of food products to stay afloat, as is the assumption today. They had nonmonetary income, business income, and typically either passive or employment income as well. The same holds true today at Sap Bush Hollow Farm.

This system of income diversification doesn’t mean I don’t face cash-flow troubles, biting my lips to shreds each spring as our cash reserves vanish and we wait for the first chicken harvest. It doesn’t mean I don’t fret over my social media presence or worry on the slow days at the café. But it does mean that I worry while eating a leisurely and nourishing breakfast with my husband and kids, after I’ve had a nice romp in the forest. It means that, on the rare occasion when I have to call my creditors, I’m able to give them an estimated payment schedule based on realistic income projections, rather than running and hiding from them. It means that the woodstove keeps pumping out heat while I steadfastly procrastinate learning the next social media platform.

It also means that I have fun thinking of ways to solve the problems because, as I said at the beginning, the problem of creating a profitable farm was actually what I signed on for. That’s the game I chose to play. And with our own magical combination of business, nonmonetary, and passive income, we have the room and energy in our lives to play it.


• Reflection Challenge •

Income Inventory

Based on what you’ve just read, you may already have more income than you realize, and you can probably see many more opportunities that you were overlooking before. Let’s spend some time fleshing out these ideas further, especially now that you have a QOLS to guide your exploration.

1.List all your current income sources. Where do they fall in the categories we discussed in this chapter?

2.Do your income sources align with your QOLS?

3.Select three income categories that would best suit your life right now and identify potential income sources within those categories that appeal to you.

4.What personal beliefs about money and income are interfering with your pursuit of your preferred sources? What beliefs will you need to adopt to make that transition?

5.What strategies and actions do you need to take in order to make those sources your new reality?





* Hey, she owns the company. She can cut herself a break on the rent!

* To keep things on the up-and-up with our accountant, we also keep Ol’ Blue, our 2007 RAV4, as a personal vehicle.




• 5 •

Organization


You think cooking is a cute job, like Mommy in the kitchen? Well, Mommy never had to face the dinner rush when the orders come flooding in, and every dish is different and none are simple, and all have different cooking times, but must arrive on the customer’s table at exactly the same time, hot and perfect! Every second counts, and you cannot be Mommy!

What is this? Keep your station clear! When the meal comes, what will happen? Messy stations slow things down. Food doesn’t go, orders pile up. Disaster! I’ll make this easy to remember. Keep your station clear or I will kill you.

Your sleeves look like you threw up on them! Keep your hands and arms in, close to the body. Like this, see? Always return to this position. Cooks move fast. Sharp utensils, hot metal, keep your arms in. You will minimize cuts and burns and keep your sleeves clean. Mark of a chef: messy apron, clean sleeves.

Colette Tatou, Ratatouille

By being organized, you will be more efficient. By being more efficient, you will have more time in your day. By having more time in your day, you will be more relaxed in your day; you will be able to accomplish the task at hand in a clear, concise, fluid motion.

Chef Dwayne LiPuma



I’M UP AT MY elderly neighbors’, Ruth and Sanford’s, farm. We’re shuffling to the house from the barn, Sanford’s arm linked with mine, his free hand carrying a small pail of water. I’m fourteen years old, and I am starving. Sanford and I have spent our ritual Sunday morning shoveling out the barn where his beef cattle spend the winter, and I’m ready to eat a horse. I can smell Ruth’s pork chops, baked potatoes, and biscuits from the side yard. I’ve worked hard, and I’ve earned a good feast. But eighty-two-year-old Sanford pulls back on my arm.

“I’ll let you in on a little secret,” he whispers to me. He’s deaf as a stone, so all our conversations go one way. “I’m actually really lazy.”

I furrow my brows at him, eager to pull away, shed my shit-caked boots at the door, and slide into my place at the table. But he doesn’t let go of my arm.

“Wait here.” He sets down his pail, leaves me a few paces from the house, shuffles up to the back door, grabs a straw broom, and comes back. He dips the broom into the water, then uses it to scrub down his and my boots.

They’re barn boots, I think to myself. That means you’re allowed to get them shit-caked. Why are we wasting our time on this?

He may not hear my words, but he tunes in to my thoughts.

“Really lazy people have to find ways to work smarter than everyone else, because they don’t wanna be workin’ all the time,” he explains. “An’ if ya don’t wanna be workin’ all the time, then ya don’t want the shit to rot yer boots, ’cause then you’ll just hafta buy another pair of boots. An’ then you’ll hafta work more just to buy those boots.”

He would hound me with “really lazy” tips through my adolescence, attempting to penetrate my blind reverence for hard work with an awareness of smart work.

When we shoveled out the barn each week in winter, I would grab the wheelbarrow, fill it with all the speed I could muster, then run at the door, hoping the velocity with which I approached it would enable me to ram it over the doorjamb. He’d watch and wait for me to tip over in my haste, then point out how I was working twice as hard and getting half as much done as a lazy person.

“A lazy person builds a ramp at the door, see,” he’d say, reaching up to a ledge on the barn wall and pulling down an assortment of salvaged boards and wooden blocks. He would direct me to clear a path to the door, then he’d lay the boards and blocks down to form a ramp, enabling me to guide the barrow out to the shit pile with ease.

While Ruth abhorred the term lazy, she ran her kitchen the same way. Before she cooked, she laid out all her ingredients. As she finished, each jar and bottle was wiped down and put away. At the end of each meal, we stood, cleared the table, and washed and dried the dishes. The ritual of cleanup was just part of the feast. After the cleanup, everyone retired to the living room. Ruth would crochet and talk with me; Sanford and his brother, Orin, would read their newspapers until they drifted off to sleep. When they woke, evening chores began. They worked with a sense of purpose, played games, read newspapers, napped, had dinner with friends, then worked some more, each of them, until just a few days before each of their deaths. They never seemed stressed or overwhelmed.

I participated in their slow pace out of respect but considered myself above it. It was little more than a subsistence farm, after all. I was from a real farm, where things broke, cows broke through fences, dogs killed chickens, and each day was met with drama and chaos. Real farmers can’t make dinner plans with friends, I learned. Because you couldn’t count on when your work would be done. Real farmers couldn’t take vacations, because there was too much to do, and no one could work as hard to get it done. Real farmers couldn’t take days off because all the work started anew each day. Living things don’t stop living on Sundays.

As I matured in this “real farmer” (as opposed to “real lazy”) environment, I was well conditioned to accept Western work culture, where overwork and overwhelm were seen as virtues (we’ll get into this more in the next chapter). But as an adult, working in my family’s business while raising two daughters, getting them to their activities and doing their schooling while also lecturing and writing, I had a chronic tightness in my chest and stomach. There were times it seemed hard just to draw a deep breath. Yes, my days were full of all the things I loved. And love fueled a lot of my get-up-and-go. But my answer to every increase in stress was to work harder and harder. I wore my labors like a badge of honor. And everyone who crossed my path could read the badges and greet me with the appropriate honorifics: “Wow, you work so hard!” “How do you get it all done?” “I wish I had your energy!”

While the praise may have fluffed my ego, it did nothing to shore up the sustainability of my family’s farm or to guarantee that our household could still run if something happened to me. I was making myself so valuable and integral to everything that nothing could be done without me. That means I was making everything in my life precarious as a result. Bob would wake up some nights in dread, panicked that something would happen to me, that he and the girls and the farm would not be able to continue without me. It was nice to feel important … or was it?

I couldn’t shake those original lessons from Sanford. I waffled between resigning myself to being of a different, busier era, and questioning if there was some way that I could achieve the level of peace and pleasure that his household experienced. Then, finally, Bob and I bought that post office building. And we sunk nearly all our savings into building the café. And Mom got sick, and the farm transition was fully underway. Suddenly, those days when I thought I was overwhelmed looked like a decade-long picnic. If I wasn’t going to wind up in a hospital bed next to Mom, I had to get my shit together. I knew how to work hard and long. What I needed was a set of tools for organizing and functioning within my work and my life. I found that included a system for daily organization, a vehement attack on clutter in all its forms (from digital, to professional, to household), and adopting that age-old aphorism of working on my family’s business rather than just working in it.

These tools have changed my life and my business. I am managing more than I’ve ever managed in my life, and I can see clearly now the path to further growth for Sap Bush Hollow and for my own creative expansion. I have less stress than I’ve ever experienced and more time to play, too.

But this is not an overnight achievement. It has been a gradual process for me, for my family, and for our farm. I am constantly learning, making mistakes, slipping back into my old chaotic ways, then pulling myself out again, thankful for the tools I’m about to share with you as guidance to regain my balance. Despite my many mistakes and missteps, these tools are helping us move forward. We are changing and improving. And in these changes and improvements we find more rest, more freedom to create, and—better still—deeper passion for the work itself.

Please read the coming pages slowly. Internalize them. Find a way to develop your own variations and structure (there will be no proprietary ancillary products made available for sale at the end of the chapter).

Taking time to organize ourselves and approach our work with a clear head can seem tangential when daily demands are pounding down on us. But this is an investment with powerful compound interest. It will take a lot of up-front communication with your domestic and business partners. It will take a lot of slowing down at the get-go, learning to adhere to processes and procedures. But with time, you’ll speed up. Work, scheduling, and balancing will become automatic and efficient, and you’ll approach work and life as Sanford did: as a real lazy person, working smarter instead of harder, ready and able to take more pleasure from the world.

Daily Structure

I’ve lost a chicken. In my car. I think. The year is 2016, and it’s the Friday night before opening day of Sap Bush Café. I’m certain I pulled a chicken from the freezer to thaw for our family dinner Saturday night. I run into the kitchen, scanning every possible place I might have set down a frozen chicken. Nothing in the fridge, nothing in the sinks. I run back out to the car. Nothing under the seats, nothing in the trunk. My heart races, and I feel pulsing in my temples. I can barely see straight. Eventually, Bob finds the chicken. It’s on the shelf next to the toilet.

I’d like to chalk that up to pre-opening jitters, but for the next eighteen months, my life proceeded in much the same way. I didn’t lose chickens, but I lost salt that was right in front of me on the counter. I stood in my café kitchen and turned in panicked circles, trying to figure out which tasks to tackle first. I invested about twenty-five hours during the week just to be able to operate the café and shop on Saturdays. And on those days, we all put in twelve- to fifteen-hour days.

I stopped talking to my friends. We stopped accepting dinner invitations. I was living my dream, but it was a nightmare. I was working for the world’s worst, most disorganized boss: me.

And yet Saoirse liked it. She hung out at the café bar, watching as Bob and I learned to work Roxanne (our espresso machine) and stretch milk. She poked her head around the kitchen door. “Can I help?” she’d ask sweetly.

“No!” I’d bark. “I need to do this right.” I didn’t have time to teach her how to handle this work.

Eventually, she hip-checked Bob and me away from Roxanne, and the two of them bonded as she became our barista. And her aunt observed her intense interest in my kitchen and bought her a special gift: a four-day intensive French-pastry workshop at King Arthur Flour in Vermont.

She was too young to go on her own, so I had to join her. Before the class started, we walked into a little bookshop on Main Street in Norwich, where my hands fell on the spine of the queerest little book: Everything in Its Place by Dan Charnas. I was looking for the latest Tana French thriller. I can only assume that fate meant for me to find Charnas’s work about chef culture instead, because it is the most important book I’ve read in the past ten years. It reminded me of a volume that has been on the farm shelf since I was a teenager: the textbook from the Culinary Institute of America, which I used to take out on sunny winter afternoons to study at the kitchen table. Charnas reminded me that I had quite forgotten one simple fact about myself: I am now a chef, and I’ve been one my entire life. It was time to start acting like one, to carry the practices and philosophies of a chef forward in everything I do, from schooling my children, to running a café, to operating a business, to pursuing my creative work, and to loving my life.

Saoirse and I spent our days in Vermont laminating pâte feuilletée and piping éclairs. We spent our evenings in our vacation rental reading Charnas’s book aloud to each other. And in those four days, life changed. I’ve not lost a chicken since.

“A restaurant is a promise,” writes Charnas. “Walk in and we’ll be ready. Select anything on our menu and we’ll cook it for you quickly and well.” The key to fulfilling that promise is not just what happens when the order arrives. It’s what happens in the days preceding it, in the operation of the chef’s life and the chef’s kitchen, and on his or her mental clarity to perform numerous demanding tasks under high pressure. The key is planning and preparation. “Chefs don’t plan well because they are better than us,” Charnas reminds us. “They plan because if they don’t, their career is dead.”1

But I’m an impulsive, messy person. I consider it part of my genius. My accountant is the planner. I’m the dreamer. The visionary. I move through life in a dusty, delicious cloud of chaos. Apparently that’s no excuse. “Most cooks are … by nature, disorganized and cluttered as hell,” writes chef Chris Hill. “Over time though, we realize that to become a better cook, we have to organize our time and stations better. We have to create recipes and processes that put our teams in the best position to succeed.”2 Because this doesn’t come naturally, chefs have to learn a system for managing their scattered dispositions. It’s called mise-en-place.

Mise-en-place is French for “put in place.” On the surface, it appears to be the mere assembly of equipment and ingredients prior to cooking a dish. But it goes much deeper. “Mise en place is also a state of mind,” I remembered reading in that giant textbook in the farm kitchen. “Someone who has truly grasped the concept is able to keep many tasks in mind simultaneously, weighing and assigning each its proper value and priority.”3 It is about how chefs plan their week, how they work with time, and the mental process that enables them to function in the heat of the moment. Mise-en-place is very nearly a spiritual practice. At its core, Charnas explains, it is about preparation and planning, process, and presence. Those three principles guide a chef’s daily structure—and now they guide our family’s daily structure, too.

I learned in “real farming” that working with living systems subjects us to numerous variables: weather, disease, willful critters with their own agendas, economics, customers, fatigue, and injury. I learned that prostrating myself to the altar of grueling work, accepting chaos and a perpetually dirty kitchen, and forever chasing a distracted mind were the norms of business and life … despite Sanford’s best efforts to instruct me in the art of real laziness. But now we have a structure in place, processes for dealing with daily tasks and unexpected urgencies, and we are no longer vulnerable to chaos. We even have a clean kitchen. Most of the time.

Preparation and Planning

Time perception—whether we think we have enough of the precious resource—often depends on how we’re feeling about what we’re doing. And so, if we’re feeling like we need to rush to get ready for the farmers market, to get a meal on the table before everyone starves to death, to get the dang bills paid before the collectors start calling, to get the kids to their appointments and playdates on time, then the pleasure of all those activities is lost.* Losing the pleasure in our daily activities starts us on a burnout cycle, and we end up feeling like we don’t have time for everything when we actually do.

Yes. You heard me. We have time for everything that matters. We just have to get organized and allow ourselves ample room to pleasantly embrace our tasks. There will come a day when you’ll have a wistful memory of driving your daughter to play practice. Savor all that stuff now, while you can. With planning and preparation.

I don’t have a special date book for planning. But I do have a few rules. First, planning only happens in one place in the house: at my desk, in front of my computer (where I keep my calendar). Second, planning happens in the three-dimensional world, on a full-size yellow legal pad. And the third rule: the legal pad is sacred. It holds phone messages, my figures for closing out the books each week, chapter outlines, essay notes, and the weekly map. In short, it contains everything I might need to refer to in the short term. Therefore, it lives on my desk. Touch my legal pad and risk death.

I don’t work well with things in neat rows. There are some weeks when all of the aforementioned items appear on a single page on my pad, scribbled across the top, sideways down the margins, or diagonally across the bottom corner. But always in the center is my weekly map. This is the heart of our family’s and business’s weekly plan. I usually make it Monday morning, before the kids are awake. At the top, I list everything that is supposed to happen during the week, from the big to the trivial: play rehearsals and club meetings, doctors’ appointments, bank runs, production that needs to happen, and little errands. I review my notes from my biweekly staff meetings and add any herd-management tasks, along with the things that need to happen at the café to prep for opening the following Saturday. I record any specific homeschool projects that the kids may need extra help with. I also include the work tasks I’m hoping to complete at my desk: bookkeeping, essays that need to be written, phone calls that need returning, letters that need writing, paperwork that requires attention.

Next, I sketch a table with six columns, one for each day of the week (I try to leave Sundays off the chart entirely to allow for rest). I list the “hard items” first, those appointments already delegated to certain days and times. Next, I work around those to fit in all the other details, with the following important guidelines.

1. Quality of life items are scheduled first

The map for the week allows for four hours of uninterrupted creative time for me before everyone wakes up. It also allows for two hours in the woods for Bob and me nearly every morning. It blocks out from 10:00 am to 1:00 pm for homeschooling. It allows for a daily nap. It makes sure there is downtime in the evening for hanging out and having fun. No evening work; only fun. Our family has absorbed these QOLS items so deeply, we reflexively arrange our lives around them. Bob schedules his doctor appointments at 7:00 am so that he can be home in time to go hiking with me. The kids plan their homework schedules so that they don’t have to work in the evenings. We don’t drive anywhere in the afternoon until I’ve had a nap.

2. Schedule around natural rhythms

I believe I can accomplish more creative work in one hour before dawn than most people can do in a single day. The kids can accomplish more academic work in two hours before lunch and one hour in the afternoon than kids in traditional schools can do in an eight-hour day with two hours of homework. I can manage all the monthly bookkeeping in four afternoons, working from three o’clock to five o’clock in the afternoon. At that time, my mind seems to crunch numbers more effectively, and the routines and processes feel the most fun (again, especially with that tea and chocolate). Rather than working all hours, we try to work the right hours.

3. Mind the sequencing

“Sequencing is everything,” says Charnas. “You can’t make the sauce until you’ve made stock; you can’t make the stock until you’ve roasted the bones and cut the vegetables; you can’t roast the bones until the oven is hot; and you can’t turn on the oven until you’re in the kitchen.”4 I can’t go to work in the café kitchen unless the ingredients are in stock and out of the freezer. I can’t buy ingredients unless I’m up-to-date on paying my bills. I can’t homeschool my kids without making sure all of their books and materials are ready. I can’t manage my temper unless I’ve had a few hours to hike and hang out in the woods. Once the list is made for each day, I need to review the sequence of when each thing needs to happen. A to-do list isn’t enough. It needs to be in order, allowing time for both the preparation for a task and the process of completing it.

4. Make the distractions intentional

In The 4-Hour Workweek, Timothy Ferriss cites research on how interruptions impact productivity. “There is an inescapable setup time for all tasks, large or minuscule in scale … There is a psychological switching of gears that can require up to 45 minutes to resume a major task that has been interrupted. More than a quarter of each 9–5 period (28%) is consumed by such interruptions.”5 We’ve known this for a while. “Chronic high-stress multitasking is … linked to short-term memory loss,” warned the Wall Street Journal’s Sue Shellenbarger back in 2003, following an interview with Dr. David Meyer, psychology professor at the University of Michigan. “Managing two mental tasks at once reduces the brain power available for either task … Intense multitasking can induce a stress response, an adrenaline rush that when prolonged can damage cells that form new memory.”6 So leave all the emails and voice mails for one time in the day, if possible, twice if necessary. Then deal with them and delete them. As for social media: I know that we’re taught that running a modern business requires our constant presence on social media, but if not carefully handled, it can be an astronomical drain on productivity. But I also know that it’s a necessary evil. So I schedule the same hours every week to write, plan, and schedule my social media posts. I cheat and use a paid posting service that posts to all my accounts simultaneously on different days and times throughout the week. I might have more followers if I were more present on social media—but if I were more present on social media, I wouldn’t have a business for them to follow. And there would be no lovely meals for the digital natives to post to Instagram.

5. Delegate

For many of us already living in or moving into the life-serving economy, our wealth is in our families and across the generations. Let them participate. When you have a good weekly map in front of you, a simple phone call can clean it up and make it less cluttered with delegation. Maybe Mom and Dad are already headed to town Monday afternoon, so they can take the kids to their class. Or Bob can look down at the map and circle more than half of the to-dos each day and handle them while he’s out doing other errands. Once they cross the age of eight, I think most kids are able to serve as competent help, too. And the more time you invest in showing them, the more helpful they are. When there’s a clear map of what needs to happen and when, it is easier to pull in their involvement.

6. Be honest

Study the map carefully. Don’t simply implement it. Let it talk back to you. Is there ample time each day to accomplish what’s listed? Spot the problems at the outset, before you crash and burn. I’ve learned that if the map is too crowded, at least one of three problems will pop up:

1.I’m trying to fit too much into a time period. Something may not be as important as I thought. Cut it from the map. See chapter eight if you need help learning to say no to whatever is clogging up your calendar.

2.I’m not delegating enough. I didn’t build my life around my family to be an automatous servant to them. It’s time to ask for help and be clear about what it is that I need. The map lets me see exactly what’s needed. Simply calling my mom and crying, “I have too much to do! Help!” rarely achieves anything. Instead, I can say, “I need someone to pick the kids up from the Smiths on Friday afternoon at two o’clock. Afterward, I need someone to stop at Barber’s Farm and pick up the fresh greens for the weekend. I’ll be working at the café during those hours, and you can drop them there.” It’s a lot easier to enlist help when I can be specific.

3.I’m putting equal temporal weight on all things. I make this mistake all the time. I list the phone calls I need to return on my map, because I want to be certain they get done and because I hate talking on the phone … which means I dread it. Which means that, emotionally, it feels like a bigger job than, say, prepping all the sausage spice packs. But a phone call doesn’t take as much time as making homemade soap for the store, prepping sausages, or inventorying the wool blankets. The map helps me stay clearheaded enough to recognize these things and put them back into perspective.

Process

If you’re going to cook a two-egg breakfast for a customer, before you crack the eggs, you have to drop the pan and add the fat for the home fries. Don’t start cracking eggs and frying them yet. If you want it to work out so that everything is perfectly cooked and hot at the same time, start the home fries first.

In order to run my breakfast station properly, the scale must be on the pull-out platform beneath the prep counter, on the right-hand side. Measuring cups and spoons are on the same platform, but to the left. The griddle spatula rests at an angle on the griddle gutter so it stays clean. Never touch raw meat with the griddle spatula. The home fries spatula rests to the left of the skillet. There should always be a glass onecup liquid measuring cup in the center of the prep counter, for measuring the milk for the pancake batter. The whisks and pastry brushes are in the cupboard beneath, to the right. You could blindfold me and I would be able to make you breakfast. If you’re helping in the kitchen and one single tool is out of place, watch me fume. It’s not because I suffer from OCD. It’s because there is a place for everything so that I can find it quickly, without having to stop and think. When it’s time to cook, there’s no time to look.

Walk into Sap Bush Café on Saturday morning and I will prepare any one of nine dishes for you to order. If there’s a table of four, then each of those dishes should come out at the same time, all delicious and hot. Saoirse and Ula handle the orders, Bob washes dishes and preps the plates for presentation, and I make the meals. If we are to succeed, then we must have a process.

Process is sequencing, like knowing that home fries take longer to cook than eggs. It is also arranging, making sure that all the tools to complete a job are stored exactly the same way every time. And finally, it is about cleanliness. In order to do a job efficiently and well, we need welcoming from a clean workspace. Further, the space needs to be cleaned throughout the production process. In food matters, this is a life-or-death practice. But in the rest of life, whether there are imminent dangers or not, it is a matter of feeling like the work environment is pleasant and never overwhelming. That’s what makes us want to be there.

The beautiful thing about a process is that it can take the internalized work that each of us learns to master over time and communicate it to the next person. It can be written down, shared, and revised. And each time a revision takes place, work gets more efficient and quality improves. “The counterintuitive secret to getting things done is to make them more automatic, so they require less energy,” writes Tony Schwartz for Harvard Business Review.7 As I mentioned earlier, we used to put in twenty to thirty hours of work in our café to prep to be open for one day. When we don’t have a system for managing our workload, we are slowed down, forced to reinvent the wheel every time we approach a repeated task. When we have interruptions, the lack of a system retards our return to productivity. We forget what stage we were at and what needs to happen next. Protocols give us the assurance that we will complete our work start to finish and walk away with certainty, able to put that task behind us and mindfully put our full attention on whatever comes next. With refined processes, we no longer have arduous prep hours. I can work for three hours on Wednesday, two of us can work for two hours on Thursday, and two of us need to work for one hour on Friday. By nine o’clock Saturday morning, we have freshly baked pastries, desserts, and a full menu of local food that we can deliver in a timely fashion. I have all of the processes recorded on my smartphone as sequenced checklists for each prep day. I am able to easily alter these lists to meet the unique demands of each season and every week. “Most people find the idea of sitting down and creating process documents and how-tos for different tasks about as much fun as a trip to the orthodontist. But it needs to be done,” writes Stacy Karacostas for Business Know-How. “Otherwise, you end up wasting time and your efforts lack consistency. Plus, when you’re ready to hire an employee or outsource tasks, those process docs make it a breeze to get the results you’re after.”8 Especially if you’re outsourcing to your kid.

Written process lets me teach Ula how to do the baking. It lets me hand off major prep work to Bob and Saoirse. It empowers me to teach Dad to stand in as my short-order cook so I can take a lecturing job. Process allows Saoirse to teach her grandmother how to properly clean and break down Roxanne at the end of the day so she can go out with her Environmental Study Team. Process lets me hand off a checklist to Saoirse and Ula so they can help Bob clean at the end of the day while I go home to rest and close out the books. Process lets Kate walk into our weekly meeting, break the news that she is pregnant with her first child, and remind me of all the protocols she has recorded so that I can get people to stand in for her as she needs it. In a shared file, she has step-by-step protocols instructing how to bring poults onto the farm, how to diagnose and treat a hypothermic lamb, how to process a turkey, how to proceed through daily chores in the most efficient way possible. With these protocols on file, I don’t have to lose sleep at night. I get to smile and thrill at how wonderful it will be to welcome a new set of tiny fingers and toes to the world.

Process does something else incredibly important. It keeps us functioning and organized when fatigue and overwhelm make us stupid and distracted. Brigid Schulte reminds us that cognitive neuroscientists have found that the brain can hold only about seven pieces of information in the working memory at any given time. “If the to-do list is much longer than that, the brain, worried it may forget something, will get stuck in an endless circular loop of mulling, much like a running toilet.”9 That’s where the protocol steps in. It gives those extra steps a place to reside outside the brain—on paper, or an iPhone, or whatever technology best suits—clearing mental space for you to experience peace, enjoy creativity, and be present in the moment rather than worry about what’s next.

The protocol helps mitigate the effects of fatigue, too. I need to handle payroll at 3:00 on Saturday morning, before leaving for the café. It’s easy to make mistakes then, so I have a written protocol with a checklist, outlining the exact order of how to do it properly. When I have to sit down and close out the books at the end of that day, another protocol comes to the rescue, guiding me through each step of recording sales, preparing the bank deposits, moving the sales tax out of the cash-flow stream, and balancing out the cash box. If I were lying unconscious in the hospital, Bob could pull up the protocols and close out the books, making sure the cash still flowed (I think!?). When brain fog menaces from a long day of work, good process and protocols come to the rescue, guiding our focus and enabling all of us to finish our labors in plenty of time for our ritual end-of-week pleasures of cocktail hour, dinner, and a movie.

And best of all, process carries over to home life. It lets the four of us top-to-bottom clean our house in two hours or less. It helps us manage our home kitchen as Ruth did. All of us stand up from our midday feast and launch into restoring our kitchen. With just a few minutes of concerted effort, the dishes are washed, the counters wiped clean, the food put away, and everyone is free to take the time they need in the afternoon to read the news, nap, listen to audiobooks, and surrender to that delicious muzziness that follows a great meal. We are rested and restored to pursue the work of the afternoon, and the clean kitchen welcomes us back at dinner to share another meal together.

Presence

I blame the stars. Who else is there to blame when Bob and I are standing in the café kitchen, two hours before opening, slinging invectives back and forth at each other at the top of our lungs? Who else is there to blame when, ninety minutes before opening, Mom and I are doing the same, hissing and storming at each other over how and when I’m supposed to prepare her cheese and mushroom omelet for family meal before opening?

It’s now thirty minutes before opening, and Ula, age twelve, is at the bread station, putting together the ingredients for the biscuits. Her voice warbles a touch when she calls me over. “Mom? Can you come here?”

“What!?” I stomp over to my juvenile baker.

She holds the bowl of ingredients up at me. “I can’t remember how much baking powder I added!” I can practically smell her panic.

I draw my breath, ready to lecture her about paying attention, about accepting responsibility, about taking her work seriously, when—I swear it—I think an angel, or a spirit guide, or something lands on my left shoulder. I’m certain I can feel her weight there. And she leans into my ear and whispers, “Shannon Hayes, you’re a fucking asshole. Get it together.”

I let my breath out, and I see before me one of the most important lessons I can teach my kid about cooking, about running a business, about getting along across generations, about uniting livelihood with family, about working under pressure: presence.

Presence is about giving ourselves to the moment. It is about letting go of all the bullshit that’s flying through the air, all the drama that may have happened at home, or yesterday, or five minutes ago, and fully experiencing the work at hand with our utmost attention, devotion, and love.

It’s impossible to merge family and business and not have conflict. On the good side, the bonds of love keep us from firing one another, and it is easier to blow off steam. On the bad side, the likelihood of violating personal boundaries and of failing to self-moderate is very high.

If we can’t maintain presence—let go, forgive, forget, and move with the moment—all that bullshit spills over into customer service, and that’s a stinking mess. Or, in this critical moment, if I fail to teach it, I could do one worse and lose a future business partner and one of my best friends.

“Ula.” I speak softly. “This is one of the most important things I can teach you about cooking.”

“That I shouldn’t screw up?”

“You haven’t screwed up one bit.” She looks like she could cry. She hates to make mistakes. “I screwed up. And you’re feeling it. You’re feeling it from Daddy and me yelling at each other. You’re feeling it from Grammy and me yelling at each other. And if you let our bullshit get to you, then you’re going to screw up. I need you to take a deep breath, then blow it out, and blow away all our stupid crap. I need you to be present in the moment. The only thing that matters right now is making biscuits. If you can relax and just be here and let the rest of the stuff fall away, you can fix this.”

“Committing to be present means that chefs cultivate discreteness,” says Charnas, “boundaries between their work and their personal lives. To being either in or out, on or off. When we work, we put our all into it. When we play, we don’t hang on to work. Wherever we are, we’re there.”10

Ula made her best batch of biscuits ever that morning. The café hopped. We all got on board, worked as a team, handled a record number of orders, and delivered on our promises to our customers. When we got home, we were back to laughter and giggles again. Mom and Dad came the next day for Sunday dinner, and it was as though none of our conflicts ever happened. We were together, enjoying each other … loving, loving, loving. That’s the power of presence.

Clutter

It should go without saying that in order to maintain a balanced and organized life, it is helpful to reduce the amount one must balance and organize. Sadly, for me, the obvious wasn’t so obvious.

I bought Marie Kondo’s book The Life-Changing Magic of Tidying Up as a joke. I started reading it aloud to Bob with the intent of making fun of it. Having lived in Japan for a year between college and grad school, I was all too familiar with the national obsession with throwing things away. As an eco-obsessed radical homemaker, the wastefulness of it appalled me.

So, I began reading. And I couldn’t stop. Next thing I knew, my favorite cleaning tool became my 55 percent postconsumer-recycled trash bags, sorted for thrift stores, recycling, or the dump. I was tackling clutter in every aspect of my life. It generated a lot of eye-rolling from Bob and the kids, so I let them roll away. I was going to declutter my own life and make it manageable. Never mind if they wanted to live as pack rats.

Decluttering became a meditation for me. I began with my clothes, then I moved to my books, my kitchen tools, my papers. I tackled decluttering while we were building the café. I came to see all the stuff that had piled up in my life as stagnant energy. And in order for me to let something as big as a café into what seemed like an already harried life, I had to clear stuff away.

Before long, Bob and the kids joined me. While they never entered the mouth-foaming frenzy that I experienced, they began to see how clearing out and cleaning up helped them maintain calm and order, too.

I used to view orderliness as a sign of a weak mind, lacking creativity and independence. A super-tidy house was a symptom of buying into a mindless status quo, modeling one’s life on the ideals put forward in aspirational magazines. But as I went about decluttering my life (which, embarrassingly, is apparently a lifelong project for the likes of me), I found myself deeply reflecting on how the clutter represented my own insecurities. Clutter overtook our closets and cupboards, our rooms, our unused corners and crevices. It overtook our calendar and dominated our social life. Clutter was symptomatic of my fears.

I was afraid of not having enough. Bob and I had chosen to live without paychecks. Thus, some part of me feared that there might come a time when we’d need a new shirt, and we wouldn’t be able to afford one. Or I’d get fat and need bigger jeans. Or I’d get skinny and need smaller jeans. Or as the kids grew, we might not be able to afford to clothe them. Or the apocalypse would come, and I’d need extra clothing to tide us over until I could begin weaving fabric on the loom that I’d have to find on Craigslist one of these days when the spare cash was available. The rest of the community feared the same on our behalf, apparently, because we became the repository for every dead person’s wardrobe and every growing child’s castaways. I even inherited four garbage bags full of prom dresses.

I was afraid I wasn’t doing enough for my kids. My choice to homeschool out in the country stimulated people to give us their books. It was more than just a few old favorites carefully gifted over. If people saw a library clearing out, they’d pick up boxes and boxes of books and leave them at our house. We accepted everything that was offered, never considering that we had the right to say no. We devoted an entire room in our house to this massive collection of musty books that our children never looked at, in our worries that, somehow, our choice to oversee their schooling independently meant we had to make sure they had access to every bit of knowledge available … regardless of whether they had the ability to digest it all.

I was afraid I couldn’t justify my existence. Without a conventional job, I was without a title. To justify my identity and my contributions, I felt like I had to acquire and hoard garden seeds (when I’m a lousy gardener), old scraps of wool that I might one day turn into a braided rug, mountains of yarn for all the sweaters I’d knit for my growing children, and boxes and boxes of scrap fabric that I should have been able to convert into Christmas gifts, clothing, and homespun toys for my daughters’ delight and enrichment.

I was afraid I wasn’t important. I said yes to everyone. Since I didn’t have a job, I felt like I had to agree to serve on every committee and board that invited me. I had to accept every social invitation. I had to schlep my kids to every childhood enrichment activity that we could afford. If there was a blank space on my calendar, I didn’t feel entitled to maintain that blissful emptiness. Since I didn’t have a boss, the rest of the world had the right to claim my life from me and demand my presence and attention.

If I was going to be able to step to the helm of my family’s business, undergo what was to become 100 percent growth, continue to pursue my passion as a writer, and still let my children remain homeschoolers, then I had to go deeper than tossing out old, broken flip-flops. I had to cut away anything that interfered with this complicated dream I was weaving.

But it began with the flip-flops. And it continued through my house and through my files, where I learned that, with the aid of my recycling bin, I could manage several enterprises and all personal finances with one-half of one file drawer. The decluttering went on to my computer, where I developed a weekly habit of purging all emails*, and to my cell phone, where I disabled voice mail and turned off all notifications. I decluttered socially, as well. I love my friends. I love that they invite me to do things. I’ve also learned that true friends understand that I often say no. I am a hardcore introvert, and operating a public business where I can’t help but feel deep love and connection with nearly every person who walks through the door takes a lot of my energy. I’m passionate about what I do, but being “open for business” both spiritually and physically wipes me out and requires hours and days of extra sleep and reclusion for recovery.

In my decluttering frenzy, I also developed a “no group meetings/no committees and no boards” policy. If people need to talk with me, we can speak on the phone, arrange an online chat, or catch up at the café, one-on-one. But if one-on-one time is required, be prepared to wait a few weeks for an appointment. I get pretty busy not being busy. The white spaces on my calendar are where the big dreams happen, the big ideas emerge, and the solutions are found. Those are all extremely important for my family’s business, so I don’t surrender white spaces easily … except to my kids, my husband, and my mom and dad. They get lots of white space.

Working on Versus Working in the Business

“Methanotrophic bacteria.” Dad has to repeat the words several times in order for me to understand him. He has to spell it out loud. We’re examining a citation from a scientific journal. I’m trying to decipher the abstract. He’s already calculating how much methanotrophic bacteria a healthy pasture can stimulate, which then consumes the methane released by cow burps. “Enteric fermentation from cattle is 95 percent from burping,” he quickly explains. “It’s only 5 percent farts, contrary to all the hoopla about cattle farts and climate change.” He goes back into his head and then resumes thinking out loud. “And that matters because they’re burping right down in the pasture. Right down where the methanotrophic bacteria are eating that methane!” He’s so excited, he’s about to dump his cocktail. “And what they’re observing here”—he points to the study again—“is that these bacteria, in a healthy pasture, are consuming more than the methane the cattle are actually generating. This is huge!”

This is Dad’s brain, twenty-four hours a day, seven days per week. Reading, calculating, applying every bit of scientific knowledge he can ingest to his livestock. And his fascinations don’t stay with the journals. They extend to his animals’ health and well-being.

I used to listen to him and think, We’re all screwed. Years ago, I would go up into the hill pastures with Dad to check the sheep. He’d see a lamb moving in a certain way, then know, just from a change in the animal’s gait, that it had a maggot infection. He would be wrestling down lambs and treating them for maggots, and I would be fixated on the views, watching the light move across the mountains, whispering to the ghosts in the fields and stone walls. Dad would be studying the life cycles of the meningeal worm, parasites that were killing and maiming our livestock, and I would be lost in dreaming up the next business venture.

I believe that this new, life-serving economy will take the best of our old economic systems and remake them into workable systems. And that means I foresee sustainably scaled multigenerational family businesses as the key to building slow, responsible, enduring prosperity. Heck. That’s one of the biggest reasons why Bob and I came back to the farm.

But here I was, the next generation, and while the customers gazed on at our romantic surface story—the next generation joins Sap Bush Hollow Farm—I was shitting my pants with insecurity. I don’t find maggots on sheep asses fascinating. Dad does. I don’t think about enteric fermentation and how cattle eat and build that knowledge into my ecological stewardship. Dad does. I don’t know the life cycle of the meningeal worm. Dad does.

And that’s the hardest part of family business succession, in my view. I’m not Dad. And I could try wrestling sheep and wiping their asses, and I could try to read about meningeal worms without my eyes glassing over, but it’s like pounding a square peg into a round hole. If Sap Bush Hollow Farm’s future rested on me learning to think and perform like Dad, then Sap Bush Hollow Farm had no future.

I’ve wrestled with this problem from the time I was a child. I knew in my heart that Sap Bush Hollow Farm was my future. But I didn’t know how I would work the magic that Mom and Dad have been able to work. But slowly, I began to understand the difference between working in the business and working on the business.

When I go to the café on Thursday afternoons and laminate the croissant dough, I’m working in the business. When Dad and Kate are moving the chicks out to pasture, they’re working in the business. But when I take the time to create a written protocol for how Thursday afternoon preparation can run smoothly and efficiently, that’s working on the business. When Kate sits down to write a standard template for doing chores so that it can be printed off and handed to anyone who needs to fill in for her, that’s working on the business. When she interviews Dad about the correct way to manage the pasture rotations to minimize exposure to the meningeal worm, then records it in our operations manual, that’s working on the business. When she takes Ula out to the barn and lets the work go a little more slowly so she can teach her how to vaccinate sheep, that’s working on the business. Getting organized—taking the time to plan out our week and coordinate it with all the members of our team; writing down procedures and protocols to improve workflow and to make our jobs transferable to the next person—does more than make our days more pleasant and our businesses more efficient. It makes room in the business for the next generation. It creates organizational knowledge, and that’s a true legacy gift for future generations. Maybe I can’t think like Dad. But if Kate and I can capture his skills with protocols and written processes, then I don’t have to be his clone. I can be his quirky, dreamy daughter who’s forever conjuring up new ways to move the business forward. And my daughters shouldn’t have to worry about all the enterprises that Bob and I have started up, if we manage to write down and record how they operate, as well.

As I’ve watched our farm grow, I’ve come to understand that it would be tragic if each successive generation was a carbon copy of the predecessor. Dad and Mom brought their unique talents to start the farm. Bob and I brought different talents that enabled the farm to grow and respond to our changing times. Saoirse and Ula, or whoever takes on the business next, will need to have different gifts in order to carry it forward. The job for those of us in control right now is to work on the business to make what we do presently as turnkey as possible, saving the next generation the work of reinventing the wheel. They need organized systems in place so that their mental energy can be free to improve, create, and invent whatever comes next. What’s more, as our organizational systems get stronger and the next generation is empowered to succeed, there’s another important phenomenon. The active labor we invest in creating a good system turns the business into a source of passive income for us as we retire. It matters less if the stock market grows or tanks because the business will do what it is supposed to do: support us.

Even if you aren’t operating a multigenerational business, even if you’re cobbling together side gigs, working on your business is an important practice. Having procedures for the repeated tasks you face each week frees your mind from mental clutter and helps maintain presence so that you can enjoy each venture. If you’re jumping between gigs, the increased mindfulness will help you perform more efficiently and reduce stress. Even if you’re a one-person show, working on the business lets you get help when you need it; for example, a clear protocol allows you to bring on someone to help clean an Airbnb to your specifications when you need a vacation. It lets a friend take your wares to the farmers market when you need a sick day. It lets the neighbors step in to do your chores if you get hurt.

Entropy Happens

Wow. That’s a lot for one chapter: from cleaning kitchens and scrubbing shit off barn boots to payroll procedures to farm transitions. I have only one more thing to add:

Sometimes it all goes to shit.

Sometimes the laundry piles up, the dishes go unwashed, the schedule gets too full, and the kids take on a super-creative, super-messy project that trashes the house. Sometimes the drains back up at the café and the floor floods, causing me to slip and dump the day’s pie on the floor. At the same time, the power goes out, which causes the ice machine to start expelling more water, just as a table for twelve puts in their order … And it all happens just as the pigs break out and start heading down the road, just about at the same time that a farm tour pulls into the driveway. (Yes, it’s happened.)

When that does happen, a good organizational system is like a mom or best friend. It comes into your life when you’re going crazy, and it doesn’t judge or recriminate. It just helps you figure out how to pull yourself together … after you’ve had a good cry, of course.

We’re not trying to eliminate chaos. Chaos is a great teacher. And the chaos we have in our lives is probably tied to the problems we chose way back when we defined our quality of life. We will never be rid of chaos, and we shouldn’t want to be. Life would be boring without it. But we don’t need to be victims of it, either. Organizational systems help us negotiate between chaos and order. They function as the scaffolding to pull our lives and businesses back into balance, enabling us to restore peace, mop up the mess, and reflect on the great lessons and powerful memories that chaos has brought.


• Reflection Challenge •

Maps, Sequences, Protocols

Spend the next half hour guaranteeing your peace of mind for the coming week by playing around with the following tasks. I promise that this short time investment will turn into more relaxed smiles at the end of the day, spare at least one domestic spat, and maybe even shave a few hours off your workweek.

1.Make a map for the coming week. Start by finding an old notebook or treat yourself to a legal pad. Open your calendar and list all your appointments. Then add your to-dos to the same list. Sketch a quick table with each day of the week, and start by putting in your QOLS needs. Hikes? Quiet time for tea and knitting? Time to practice a musical instrument or have lunch with your mom? Naps? An hour each day to read? Then start assigning the appointments and tasks to each day. As you look at the map, look for ways to make the week more efficient: Can you combine errands? Delegate tasks to someone else? Eliminate unnecessary tasks?

2.Sequence. Look at what you’ve written on your map for tomorrow. Sequence it. Be sure to think forward and backward in time. If you want to meet your mom for lunch in town at noon, but you want to go to the bank and the post office first, figure out how much earlier you need to leave. Always give yourself plenty of time to complete each task. If there aren’t enough hours in the day, see if you can reschedule some tasks for another day.

3.Process. Think of a task that you repeatedly do, whether it is at home or in your business. Write out a protocol, a sequenced checklist, of all the steps needed to complete the task as efficiently as possible. If you’re stuck, writing down the steps to properly and quickly clean your kitchen is a great place to start. Practice using your protocol and observe how much more you can relax and enjoy the task when you have an externalized process that you can refer to. Refine the protocol until you can hand it off to someone else and see if they can use it to complete the work to your satisfaction. If your protocol successfully trains your kids to properly clean your kitchen for you, then this book has more than paid for itself.





* Yes. I’ve found that even paying bills can be pleasurable with the right music, a mug of tea, and some dark chocolate.

* Sorry if yours got deleted before I read it. Sometimes mistakes like that happen. But one thing I can be certain of: I don’t have it now, so I’m not going to waste time looking for it. Please resend.




• 6 •

Less Stress, More Profit


What if I hadn’t worked so hard? What if … I had actually used the bully pulpit of my position to be a role model for balance? … It took inoperable late-stage brain cancer to get me to examine things from this angle … Had I done so intentionally, who’s to say that, besides having more time with my family, I wouldn’t also have been even more focused at work? More creative? More productive?

Eugene O’Kelly, Chasing Daylight:
How My Forthcoming Death Transformed My Life

Almost everything will work again if you unplug it for a few minutes, including you.

Anne Lamott, Almost Everything: Notes on Hope



IF WE SAT down to dinner together twenty years ago, there would have been three things that I wanted you to learn about me:

1.I get up early in the morning (and therefore will go home early).

2.I’m going to find a way to save the family farm for future generations.

3.I’m a very hard worker.

There would be three things that I would likely keep hidden:

1.I really like taking an afternoon nap.

2.I hate having to work after dark.

3.I secretly long to take a vacation.

Coming into adulthood, I learned that the first three attributes were admirable. The last three were condemnable. I saw it in academia in grad school. The successful academic spurned family, sleep, and personal dreams for the academy. I saw it when I left grad school for farming. The farmers who worked themselves to the bone earned the respect of their peers. I saw it in the entrepreneurial community. Bragging rights came from whoever logged the most hours, had the most skin in the game, put the most on the line. In all three arenas marriages were lost, children were estranged, illness was normal, and—in the last two—financial ruin was common. And yet, no one dared to ask if those overwork values were just plain wrong.

So Bob and I traveled under the aegis of work. I researched and wrote books. There we were, living in rural France on a beautiful river, and I was up before dawn each morning clacking away on my laptop. Or we were down in South America, where I was chasing after the asadores (Argentine grill masters) with my notebook in hand. My travel was never separate from my work. And even then, a quiet apprehension gnawed at Bob and me. This time we had for adventuring was limited. Soon the farm would call us back full-time. And when it did, we’d never have so much fun again.

I said I wanted to take over the farm. I felt my soul’s calling was to take over the farm. Still, part of me dreaded it. The farm offered wonderful food and beautiful vistas. But once Mom and Dad were too tired to keep up the drudge, I would be chained to it for the rest of my living days.

Nevertheless, we stayed the course and signed on as full partners. We hired Kate to manage the herd. We built the café of our dreams. And one morning, while getting ready to open, I was pulling a quiche out of the oven. I hadn’t learned my organizational skills yet, so I hadn’t had much sleep. I was mentally scattered, thinking about paying bills and what was happening at the farmers market and racing the clock to open on time. As I reached into the oven, I burned both my wrists on one of the shelves. I dropped the quiche. It splattered across the kitchen floor. Blisters rose on my wrists, bearing a frightening resemblance to shackles.

What had we done? Bob and I had taken nearly all our savings and sunk them into this building, into this café, into this family business. And, as our reward, I was fettered to this beastly oven. I crumpled to the floor in sobs as, for the first time, I entertained the thought that I’d made an enormous mistake. Our choice to step forward into the future with our ideals was going to bankrupt us, kill us, or both.

Quiche custard oozed through my apron. It slathered my knees, and still I cried. Saoirse and Ula scrambled back to help me clean, desperate to dry my eyes before the first customer walked in the door. As they did, I thought the impossible: I hate my life.

I’m not sure why, but just as I considered those words, my mind flashed back to a farm business management course Mom and I took together as we prepared our transition plan. As we sat considering budgets and balance sheets, the instructor told us we should all “pay ourselves first.” When Mom heard that, she snorted. Then she guffawed. I thought it sounded like good advice, but that it was coming from someone who earned his living teaching rather than doing. Farmers don’t get paid first. Farmers get paid last. That’s often how it works for small-business owners, too. The insurance gets paid, the rent gets paid, the utilities get paid, the suppliers, repairmen, and the employees get paid. The owner gets whatever happens to be left over.

Remembering this, I drifted from despair to mania. I started laughing. I laughed at the instructor for thinking that these businesses were all so friggin’ easy, we could just wave a pencil over our spreadsheets and calculate a way to get paid. I laughed at myself, hung up on my romantic agrarian ideals, thrusting my family into this servitude.

Then something occurred to me. My impoverishment, overwork, problems, and hardships might be figments of my imagination. I was buying into an image taught to me by my culture.

The farm business instructor was right. We do need to pay ourselves first. But by fixating on the dwindling numbers in the bank accounts, I was forgetting the nonmonetary income: the highest-quality food; two kids with access to a better education than any elite private school could offer; forests, streams, mountains, ponds … And there was something else, something priceless that I was completely overlooking and failing to add to my compensation package: time.

The family business offers us time: Time to be together. Time to drink coffee while the rest of the world fights traffic on the way to work. Time to go for a walk. Time to linger over a meal.

But the reality, as I pointed out in the introduction, is that most of us don’t take the offer of time. We buy into the extractive economy’s idea of scarcity and believe that there is no time. We look around us at all that has to be done, and we keep working: answering texts, responding to emails, pulling weeds, running numbers, counting sheep, moving cattle … all those “just-one-more-things” we think we can accomplish before we allow ourselves to fix supper and sit down to listen to the spring peepers.

Cash, if we don’t spend it, builds up in an account.

Time doesn’t. Time is the single greatest profit that farms and family businesses can offer us. And if we don’t take that profit, we lose it. Parents get old and die. Children move away. Our energy wanes. But if you take your time payment, you get your memories. You get your health and happiness, too.

We cleaned up after closing that afternoon and hung a sign on the door: Gone Fishing. I set up vacation notices and we took off into the state land with our kids, the dogs, and a tent, determined to discover and explore every swimming hole within a six-mile radius. While splashing in ponds and streams, I came to understand the folly in my thinking about my family’s business. I was seeing myself as a steward of the water, soil, and fresh air—the chosen laborer who must protect them for the future. But actually, these things, along with the time to enjoy them, were part of my compensation. I get to play in them and let them revive my body and spirit.

When I came home, I started blacking out my calendar with every day off when I wanted to go hiking or camping or paddling, every hour I needed for an afternoon nap, and two hours every day to hide away in the woods. It was scary to do that when it felt like so much was riding on my labors. But I put my faith into Parkinson’s Law: “Work expands so as to fill the time available for its completion.”

Maybe we toil all day as farmers and small-business owners because toiling is our identity. Toiling is how we define our self-worth. But what if we claimed time as one of our rights, as one of our most fundamental profits … as being core to our identities? What if we daily said to ourselves, “I make time to rest and play”? Would we toil differently?

There are still periods of time when we have a big push. This always happens when we launch a new enterprise and have to work through our learning curves. But as we learn the work required with each venture then incorporate it into our organizational learning, the entire farm and family team starts to plan ahead. A few years ago, everybody worked seven days per week. Soon enough, it was down to five or fewer. Mom and Dad started taking multiple short vacations each year. Bob, the girls, and I took camping trips throughout the summer, we closed the café at the end of each growing season for a period of rest, and we were able to enjoy several daylong excursions throughout the year. We started having more fun. And we started pulling ahead financially. Why was that?

Overwork Is Expensive

When we overwork, we wear ourselves out. We increase the stress levels in our bodies, which results in inflammation, and we start to break down. In his book Rest: Why You Get More Done When You Work Less, Alex Soojung-Kim Pang directs our attention to some important Framingham Heart Study findings: “Over a twenty-year period, women who took infrequent vacations were more likely to have heart attacks than those who vacationed regularly. In a nine-year study of twelve thousand men at high risk for coronary heart disease, researchers found that those who took annual vacations had fewer heart attacks and lower overall mortality rates than men who did not.”1

When we overwork, we strain our relationships. Our families fall apart. Divorce is expensive.

When we overwork, we make stupid mistakes on the job. We get hurt. Getting hurt means lost productivity.

While researching Radical Homemakers, I made another discovery. Overwork leads us to spend more. In our exhaustion, we become desperate for instant gratification: the meal that we didn’t have time to cook, the instantly beautiful and restful home. I love gazing at the flyers that show up in my mailbox marketing new couches or outdoor living rooms. They’re photographed in beautiful, clean, calm rooms or in perfectly manicured backyards with poolside or lakeside views. These companies are selling furniture. But they’re marketing rest and relaxation. And people keep buying couches and outdoor furniture. Very few folks actually need the new couch or the outdoor living room. Most families already have plenty of places to sit down. They just need time to rest and play. Our family has discovered that our dog-worn couch, porch stoop, a backpacking seat, or a rock beside a pond is actually more comfortable than any lounge chair. The comfort, it turns out, is a function of how free your mind and body are to enjoy it. But when we’re overworked, we fall for that kind of marketing. We use our money to buy the illusion of rest, when what we really require is time.

Rest Is Profitable

Pang explains that the resting brain is active. It switches to a default mode network, what he calls “a series of interconnected sections that activate as soon as people stop concentrating on external tasks, and shifts from outward-focused to inward-focused cognition.”2 Basically, while you’re chilling out, the brain starts doing the big work.

Researchers have looked at the brains of highly creative people and found that this default mode network activates in the regions of their resting brains. There are higher levels of connectivity across certain areas, and then certain parts of those areas stay engaged once they switch to a concentration mode. That’s a long way of saying that the brain, in its resting state, is nearly as energetic as the engaged brain.

By giving our brains a rest, Pang explains, we are encouraging our default mode network to become more developed. Rest helps us be more creative. Leonardo da Vinci regularly abandoned his work painting The Last Supper for hours at a time and seemed to his patron to have a problem with daydreaming. “Men of lofty genius sometimes accomplish the most when they work the least,” he was reported to have said.3 Rest helps us solve problems more effectively. Winston Churchill navigated Great Britain through World War II and took a nap every day. So did George Marshall, who advised Eisenhower to do the same. Douglas MacArthur got cranky if he missed his nap. On the other side, Hitler didn’t nap. He used amphetamines and coke to avoid sleep for days on end.4 See how that turned out …

Sara Mednick, sleep researcher at the University of California, Irvine (nice work if you can get it), found that napping for an hour or more each day—a nap long enough to dream—improves performance on memory and perceptual tasks.5 In July 2015, the New York Times reported on a study showing how short naps reduced study participants’ impulsive behavior and improved their ability to withstand frustration.6 If it’s good for a two-year-old, it’s probably good for running a home and business.

But we have to do more than take naps. Sociologist Sabine Sonnentag researches recovery in work: “The process of recharging the physical and emotional batteries.”7 She looks at the effect of weekends on replenishment of energy levels during the week; on vacations and satisfaction in the days, weeks, and months that follow; as well as the effects of having a good night’s rest.

Sonnentag consistently found that people “who have the chance to get away mentally, to switch off, and devote their energies elsewhere,” are more productive, happier, get along better with others, have more focus, and are better able to deal with challenges.8

Sonnentag found there were four major factors that contributed to recovery when resting.


Relaxation: any activity that’s pleasant and undemanding (think: good movie!).

Mastery Experiences: Activities that are interesting and that you do well. These should be challenging and mentally absorbing, like playing a game or an instrument, knitting, or doing puzzles. When I’m faced with a particularly tough challenge with my writing or the farm, I like to settle in at the kitchen table at night with a jigsaw puzzle and a glass of bourbon. Often, Bob and the kids join in and we talk, joke, and simultaneously focus on something completely different from what the day held. Suddenly, we’re absorbed with the changing flowers around the picture’s border, or the way the artist painted different fabrics to achieve different texture effects. It’s amazing how much clearer my thinking is the next morning (provided I don’t overdo it on the bourbon).

Control: Control is where things get tricky. That’s the power to decide how you spend your time, energy, and attention. That means family duties and chores cannot be dictating all of our time, or else time off won’t be effective at restoring energy levels. So, if “time off” is used to run the kids to soccer and hockey games, and that’s not something that thrills and engages you, then that “time off” isn’t going to help improve productivity in the long run. That’s just drawing mental energy away from work and losing it under the car seat. We all need to do some carting around now and then, but it’s not our job to spend our healthiest years running kids to endless activities. They can learn a lot from watching their parents relax and restore.

Detachment: Continually checking the phone during time off doesn’t help with restoration or activating default mode networks in the brain. It just means that work doesn’t go away. While on vacation, we do check in with the business periodically, but we spend most of our time unplugged. At home, this is one of the reasons Bob and I drink our morning coffee in the woods all year long. There are no phones, internet, or cell reception. No one can find us, except the kids (they’ve learned our favorite haunts). In the warmer months, we have additional favorite spots for cocktails. Sometimes we sit in the middle of Panther Creek with our martini shaker and a bag of nuts. Sometimes we head out to the swimming holes with the kids and the dogs at the end of a hot day. No one can find us. That’s the point.



It’s important to fold these elements into our daily downtime, but it’s equally important to get time away in order to sustain our energy levels and percolate our creative juices. Pang reports that Lin-Manuel Miranda had the idea for Hamilton when he read Ron Chernow’s biography of Alexander Hamilton during a vacation to Mexico. He’d spent the prior seven years on a different play. “The moment my brain got a moment’s rest, Hamilton walked into it,” Miranda said. Pang reports that Lyman Spitzer conceived the design for a fusion reactor while on a ski holiday, and Kevin Systrom got the idea for Instagram while on vacation. It’s very common for start-up founders to get their new business ideas while far away from the workplace.9

Nearly every one of my biggest learning breakthroughs or moments of creativity happened when I was on vacation, whether I was walking the streets of Seattle, watching a sunrise over the Saint Lawrence River, backpacking in the Adirondacks, or camping out in the state land behind my house. Bob and I have learned firsthand that vacations stimulate ingenuity, inspire us to make changes, and fire us up to return home and embrace our business with renewed energy.

I can hear the veteran farmers reading this, including my dad (hi, Dad!), disparaging these words as impractical for a real farmer. The sheep get out. There’s a frost warning. There’s a sudden heat wave that threatens the livestock. Or a flood. Or a hurricane. Or a pandemic. We can’t count on having time off. But if we make a point of taking our time every opportunity that we can and allow ourselves to be replenished, we’ll be quicker, fitter, more creative, and more effective in our responses to the troubles. And our businesses profit from that.

The Ruthless Pursuit of Rest

In a 2011 interview, Karla Henderson, a leisure scholar at North Carolina State University, reported on her efforts to interview farm women about their leisure. They laughed at her. She eventually learned that “free” time had to be productive time: “Quilting bees, knitting circles, canning, gardening.” According to Schulte, Henderson coined it “‘invisible’ leisure” and recognized that it was the only socially acceptable form they had ever known.10 As a product of this contemporary agrarian culture, I can’t help but feel like this plays a big part in the death of the modern American farm. But Ruth and Sanford, who I introduced you to in the preceding chapter, were perfectly content with being idle. I won’t deny that Ruth logged more hours than the men in her house. But she still found time for leisure. And she seemed to feel genuinely entitled to it, too. She and Sanford made popcorn and played dominoes at night. She liked to sit at her telephone stand and call her friends to chat. She would call me at least daily when I was a teenager, just to talk about what I might have for supper that night, or how the blackberries were ripening, or what I was doing in school. We spent hours sitting out in the yard together on summer evenings, just watching the light change, or hanging out on her porch glider on hot afternoons, just chatting. Ruth used to grunt at busy people who didn’t have time to sit and relax. “Humph. I s’pose they got more important things to do.”

I think Ruth was on to something. Ann Burnett, professor of communication and director of the Women and Gender Studies Program at North Dakota State University in Fargo, has observed new language among her rural subjects: strapped for time, time-starved, and time famine are common in the lexicon now. “If you’re busy,” she said in an interview with Brigid Schulte, “you’re important. You’re leading a full and worthy life.”11 Rural America, with its reputation for slow living, is growing as harried as the urban set. And it’s making everyone fall further and further behind, and it’s slowing down innovation for creating lifestyles that are in harmony with the seasons and the planet.

“We need to make time for idling, and we need to be pretty ruthless about it,” argues author and dedicated idler Tom Hodgkinson. “Other people are quite happy to bust into your idle time. You have to be very strict with them.”12 He’s absolutely right. While mainstream culture is hissing and booing at us for the pursuit of rest, we have to blow raspberries at the idea that naps, long walks, hours with the pages of a book, leisurely meals, day trips, idle days off, and vacations make us irrelevant. These are the tinder for our creative fires. And nothing is going to keep us more relevant than allowing ourselves the opportunity to check out. That’s because when we tune in again, we do it with greater clarity, energy, and creativity.


• Reflection Challenge •

Rest Awareness

Learning to relax and unplug is hard. To take effective guilt-free rest, it helps to closely examine our own attitudes, socialization, and assumptions. Some reconciliation between what you believe, what you desire, and what you practice might be in order.

1.Spend a few minutes examining your own perceptions of leisure and vacation. What did you learn growing up? Were you encouraged to take off and play, to hide away in your room with a creative project, or were you accused of frittering away time and pushed into a rigorous “enrichment” schedule? Did you take vacations? How were they spent? How did your family view others who took time to rest and play?

2.When you consider rest time, playtime, and idle time now, what is your attitude about it? How do you feel when you see other people engage in it?

3.If you have children, what are you teaching them about idle time, rest time, and playtime? What are you actually telling them? What are you teaching through your actions?

4.Write down the three best ideas you’ve had in the past ten years. Next to each idea, jot down what you were doing in the days and hours before the idea came to you. Can you remember what your mental state was like?

5.Try making a commitment to less stress and more profit. Choose time for leisure in three zones: (1) daily rest and recovery periods, (2) during the week with days off, and (3) over the course of the year with scheduled vacations. Work it into your daily schedule, weekly map, and your yearly plan.

6.Be mindful of your rest. Reflect on Sonnentag’s findings. Good rest requires relaxation, mastery experiences, control, and detachment. When you look at your daily schedule and weekly map, try to find opportunities for all of these attributes. Relaxation might be a movie, listening to music and staring at the ceiling, or just a nap. Mastery experiences might involve reading a book, working on a craft project, practicing an instrument, or playing a game. Control means that there are opportunities for leisure in your week where you aren’t in service to others. And detachment means unplugging, truly stepping out of reach.






• 7 •

Sales and Marketing


The haughty prejudice against trade is not new: Cicero reported that the ancient Germanic warriors despised store owners as lazy and spiritless. They decided it was more manly to kill, rape, and steal than weigh out corn every day.

Tom Hodgkinson, Business for Bohemians



TERMS THAT I LIKE: free spirit, independent, self-reliant, creative, generous, Earth mama.

Words that I don’t like: corporate, greedy, slick, commercial, sellout, selfish.

So it was a tough morning when I received an email from one of our longtime customers, Agnes,* after Bob and I had committed a few hundred thousand dollars to buying the old building and putting in the café. Rather than simply unsubscribing to my weekly emails, Agnes made a special effort to write and explain, in detail, why she no longer wished to patronize Sap Bush Hollow Farm, and me, in particular. She used every word I don’t like to describe me. She accused me of corrupting my parents, sullying their years of hard and honest work by increasing prices, using slick graphics in my emails, and then going corporate by opening a café and farm store.

Upon reading her words, I grew sick in my stomach. Agnes had found me out. She had seen right through me, to the truth: I am a greedy, selfish, horrible person. My rhetoric about saving farmland, keeping families together, and living in harmony with the earth is just a heap of branding bullshit, designed to sucker hapless consumers to eat my cooking, buy my products, read my books, and make me rich and famous. Look out, Kardashians!

Shaking, I had to stand up from the computer and walk away. My body wanted to be angry at Agnes’s words. I wanted to fire back arguments, defend my honor. But all of it would have been a thinly veiled effort to mask what Agnes had successfully done: blanket me in a cloak of shame.

So I took my dogs and walked up the road in my cloak, letting it penetrate my consciousness. I wandered to one of the ponds in the state land and sat down on a rock, safely hidden from my family, my customers, and my neighbors. With no one to see me naked, I mentally slipped out of that cloak and visioned it falling in a heap beside me. And something about it shocked me. It wasn’t new or unfamiliar. I knew every thread of my cloak of shame. Agnes hadn’t woven it for me. I made it myself with fretting threads every time I sent a marketing email, every time I made a social media post promoting my writing or the farm, every time I stood before a customer and asked them to pay for my family’s meat, every time I sold a book, every time I charged a speaking fee. Somewhere along the line, I’d bought into the paralyzing myth that to embody my favorite terms—free spirit, independent, self-reliant, creative, generous, Earth mama—I had to live above money. I had to not need it. I had to provide for my family, secure the future of our land, and live a joyous, balanced life without money. And every time I held my hand out and asked for it, I was living a contradiction, weaving my cloak of shame.

If I kept wearing it, that cloak was a surefire way to kill every dream I ever had. No one was going to come and buy my products if I didn’t market them. No one was going to visit my café if I didn’t tell them it was there. No one was going to support my work if I didn’t ask for their support. No one was going to pay what we needed to live and keep the farm afloat if I didn’t ask for prices that were fair to my family. No one was going to waltz into my café and say, “Wow, Shannon! You didn’t email, call, post, or make any other marketing effort that might annoy me in some way. Sap Bush Hollow deserves all my business! And wooohooo! Did you say you’re no longer charging for your products? You’re a truly honorable businesswoman. I’ll be your faithful customer!”

This is what my cloak of shame was directing me to do: Don’t be annoying. Don’t ask for what you need. Disgusted with my wardrobe, I left it in a heap behind the rock for the birds to peck at. Then I walked home and sent Agnes an email thanking her for her years of support and her candor. I wished her well, then deleted her from my email list.

Agnes did me a huge favor that day—she showed me what I was wearing. It was a ridiculous garment. And while she—a bohemian artist who somehow manages to live above the sordid business of commerce—thought I should keep it on, I did not want to live in the helpless image that Agnes painted for me and that I was painting for myself.

Since then, I’ve learned that self-reliant, free-spirited family lovers who want to save the earth, support their families, and keep their lives and businesses intact have to do something important. They have to sell themselves constantly and ask for many things: for customers, for readers, for donations, for fair prices, for help.

If we don’t learn to wholeheartedly engage with sales and marketing, we will chronically undervalue our work and our gifts. When we undervalue our work and our gifts, the life-serving economy we are trying to build crumbles to dust.

And while asking people to buy our wares and support our work sounds like a form of dependence, at its core, it is an assertion for independence and dignity. “The petite bourgeoisie are the true revolutionaries,” writes Tom Hodgkinson. “They are the ones who take the risk and open the store. They start the small business. They are not content to follow the path of professional or employee. They are the anarchists, the ones who take responsibility, the ones who do not allow themselves to shift the blame on to boss or government.”1

Sales and marketing are not just a means of supporting your business. They are a way to honor the labors and contributions of your customers and supporters. To deny or play down their participation and financial contributions when you require them is a way of saying, “I don’t need you.” It strips them of their dignity. We all need to be needed. To accept the prices that you need to feel good in your work, to accept their choice to support you, is a way of seeing them, of letting them play a role in this new and better world we are trying to build. Just remember to say, “Thank you.” And mean it.

Pricing

There is no sale without a price. My family farm commemorated its fortieth year of business in 2019, and in my lifetime here, I’ve learned a few good lessons about pricing.

Pricing is where math meets art

I have price calculation sheets, recorded notes about the cost of livestock, butcher fees, transportation charges. I have records, spreadsheets, and databases about woolen mill fees, truck mileage, the wholesale price of cooking ingredients, and cost per unit generated. For services like speaking and writing, I have calculations on the number of research hours required to complete a project, on actual preparation and travel time, on what comparable service providers are charging. I have scoured the web and attended classes to learn formulas about markup and return to equity. I periodically peruse national pricing of similar products. All of these things tell me one thing: a minimum typical average price. The rest of pricing is more of an art and less of a science. Our weekly prix fixe specials at the café sell for little more than cost; offering them is our effort to make a full, balanced, nutritionally dense meal available to our low-income community for as little as possible. It is our way of using up the cuts that won’t sell well through the other retail channels and of creating good advertising for the café. But our à la carte menu items have a full markup. Our retail meats have little more than a 5 to 10 percent margin; our value-added soaps and salves have a full markup. Our goal is to strike an average where we all get a decent compensation package and the business sees a 5 to 10 percent return to equity at the end of the year. Once we understand the hard figures, the rest of our pricing decisions are purely qualitative, decided through family debates, consideration of community needs, and observations about what the market can bear … and then accepting the inevitability of change.

Some prices get moved up. Some get moved down. The greatest favor I’ve done for myself in the pricing department is to create a protocol for making updates. I noticed that our prices were falling out-of-date because it was too much bother for me to change them. To make the burden easier, I created a protocol that I can follow every time an adjustment is needed; it’s a step-by-step checklist that includes updating the point-of-sale software, updating the website, printing new price sheets, notifying our other retail partners, and physically changing the postings on the displays. With a sequenced protocol, the task is less overwhelming, and we all feel comfortable adapting to the changing winds.

Undercutting kills you and your competition—but you die first

For sixteen years, my family held the same booth at our farmers market. There were typically two other meat producers in attendance. Every few years, we would see some new farmers enter the market with overlapping products. And every time, we’d see the price wars begin, with a renewed race to the bottom. The customers got some fabulously cheap prices. And then one or two farmers would go out of business. The lowest-priced producers are almost always the first to go. They sell out of product, get a powerful sense of exhilaration for having the longest lines, pat themselves on the back for being genius marketers, then run out of stuff to bring for the following week … and run out of cash before they can pay all their bills. Undercutting the competition does not make you a more creative, savvier, or more honorable businessperson. It just hurts your bottom line and trains the customer base to undervalue your (and your competitors’) hard labor. And that means the life-serving economy is endangered by your practices. Because if the businesses aren’t viable, then they don’t stick around, having the powerful economic, social, and ecological impact that we need from them.

Your time and emotional investment are legitimate expenses

The year I published Radical Homemakers was the worst year of my life. I had two small children. I was homeschooling and working in the family business. All day long my phone was ringing with reporters. Emails constantly pinged in. And I was abandoning my kids and running out every week to speaking engagements. Some of those engagements were crowded with eager listeners. Some of them had only one or two weirdos who came in off the street hoping for free cookies. And every time I left home and farm, I had to find ways to keep my kids educated and fed, and keep the business running, and stave off my exhaustion. I suffered chronic stomachaches and countless stress-related health issues. My digestion was so disrupted that I had to subsist on a diet of bone broth and tea. At my wits’ end, I called my friend Joel Salatin, a longtime leader in the sustainable farming movement and popular speaker. I did my best to keep my voice calm, hoping he wouldn’t hear the tears I was choking down. Joel listened attentively to my woes, then had one easy, simple solution.

“Charge more,” he said. “Double your price. And if your life doesn’t get more balanced, then triple it. If you’re feeling this kind of stress, then you aren’t valuing the work you’re currently doing.” He was right. By making time for everyone who requested it, I was brushing off my kids’ education and my personal well-being. And when I considered the value of my nonmonetary income and how much of it was getting lost to saying yes to every request, that was an exorbitant price to pay. I learned to respond to emails once or twice per day. I accepted interviews between the hours of 1:00 pm and 4:00 pm only two days per week. And I nearly quadrupled my speaking fee. The result? I lost a lot of speaking gigs. But I recovered my nonmonetary income. The number of my speaking engagements fell to only a few times per year, and the organizations that came up with the funds had a greater investment in the success of the event: they worked harder on publicity. And now when my family packs me off on a speaking gig, they’re fully invested, too. Sometimes people ask me how I come up with the figures that I charge, and the answer is simple: “It’s the price I need to not be resentful that I’m away from home.”

The right price reduces waste and increases value

I saw this straightaway with my public speaking work. True, I had fewer gigs. But the venues I accepted had much greater attendance—and the people who came were there to hear me. I reached just as many people, with a lot fewer freeloading cookie munchers.

When it came to selling meat, I saw something similar. Americans have a callous attitude of entitlement about our food. Our food waste in this country is estimated at about 40 percent.2 We have a sickening habit of leaving scraps on our plates to be sent to the landfill to generate methane and letting leftovers spoil in our refrigerators. Or we don’t make the time to cook food properly, much less sit around the table to enjoy and celebrate it as we should. Food not tasted is also wasted.

When a customer spends twenty-five dollars for a single rib eye steak, something changes. They recognize it as a privilege rather than an entitlement. They let me teach them how to prepare it properly. They make time in the kitchen for it. They savor each morsel and teach their family members to do the same. They eat the fat, recognizing its importance in improving satiety and providing the fat-soluble vitamins. They add the bone to a bone collection in the freezer, to be boiled into broth at a later date. They save meat and vegetable scraps for broth-based soups. They consume more wisely and value each purchase more fully.

The right price improves your customer base

The first year Bob and I saw major competition at our farmers market, I panicked. Their prices were 25 to 30 percent lower than ours, and I didn’t know how we were going to survive the season (much less how these other farmers could make ends meet). I focused on improving my sales pitch to retain our customers. Bob had a better idea.

The first time a customer chastised us for being more expensive than our competition, his gentle brown eyes widened with empathetic sincerity. “You know,” he said. “I think the other farmers are going to do a better job meeting your needs.” And he let them walk away. The customer waiting next in line watched the entire display. Rolling her eyes at the first customer’s rudeness, she opened her wallet, paid us our asking price, and thanked us for being there. So did the next one.

Following Bob’s lead, I began screening customers. If they greeted us with hostility and didn’t want to pay the price we needed to survive, we didn’t want to invest our valuable sales time trying to capture their business. We lost our worst customers that year and discovered that we pruned our business back to the best of the best. The customers we retained honored our labors. We were less harried at our booth, and we were able to give our quality customers the time, service, and attention they deserved. Happy, satisfied customers brought us new happy, satisfied customers. We pruned back only to enjoy renewed growth.

Agnes is probably my favorite example of a valuable customer loss. Every time she came to buy, she scarfed down our free samples, chewed without closing her mouth, and sniped at us about our prices while blowing crumbs and bits of food across our sales counter. While she may have simply been trying to look out for her own pocketbook, she was telling us with every visit that we didn’t deserve our livelihood. If we listened to that kind of toxicity long enough, we’d have been out of business. And Agnes the artist could have watched a gated community replace our picturesque mountain farm. By eliminating the Agneses from our customer base, everyone’s experience improved. And even Agnes gets to benefit from the pruning. Our quality of business life improved, increasing the sustainability of our farm. That means Agnes doesn’t eat our products, but she benefits from our protection of her local watershed, our carbon sequestration, our property taxes, and our contribution to the local economy. Some customers are truly worth losing, and fair pricing can be an efficient way of shedding them.

If the price isn’t working, promotions are always an option

If a price isn’t right, it can always be changed. And you can even turn that adjustment into a marketing opportunity. Offering a special promotion gives you news for your email newsletter and something interesting to post to your social media accounts. It often results in additional sales of other products, and it might even bring a new customer in your door to try your product. These pointers will help you home in on the right price for your product. But there is a lot more to a sale (and to the joy of your livelihood) than the price. Much of your sustainability—and your happiness—comes from how well you can connect with your customers.

Communication

While sales start with pricing, communication is the heart and soul of good marketing. Equally important, it lays the foundation for giving back. Remember, we are building a life-serving economy here. Communication is deeper than a marketing plan to sell products. You might be selling a product for cash. But what you build are enduring relationships and an economic infrastructure where people can take care of one another. I don’t care what you’re selling. This is your true product. Good communication is going to open the channel for you to ask for what you need, whether it is for a new customer, attendance at an event, a sale, or someone else’s emotional support or expertise. Good communication is also going to enable your customers to find the connections and support they need to make their own lives deeper and more meaningful. And we need to pay attention to it equally in and out of the digital realm.

Digital communication

When I teach communications to farmers, I tell them to start with the website, and the same goes for you. This is the digital storefront to your business. Ideally, it should have both static and dynamic content.

Static content includes your location, hours, products, pricing, and business beliefs and values. The dynamic content (often a blog or social media feed, or both) can tell about your sales, promotions, provide online sales options, and announce special events. But it can do more than that. It can be your opportunity to give back and build lasting relationships.

The dynamic content can share tips and recipes. It can tell your story about your struggles to develop and grow your business, the lessons you’ve learned, your hopes, your ideas. It can even be a log of your failures and losses. This is where you let your customers or clients get to know you. And while we all want to promote ourselves as flawless and perfect, I’ll let you in on a marketing secret: People aren’t really interested in getting to know folks who are flawless and perfect. They want to connect with people like them: people who screw up, try hard, fail, learn, celebrate little victories, and need help.

Building a life-serving economy is not about putting our lives and our businesses on a pedestal for all to admire as models of sustainability. It is about letting ourselves be real and vulnerable, true members of the community who are willing to crash through the window of perfection in favor of connection. This doesn’t just make your place of business more accessible for your customers. It makes it more real. Sometimes my customers walk in just after the ghosts who live in my basement have backed up the drainage system and flooded the floor.* When customers feel connected, they aren’t put off by our humanity or our failure to gloss everything over with a facade of perfection. They grab the mop, share a laugh, and help me clean up. Sometimes they walk in while Saoirse and Ula are having a loving sisterly spat over who gets to set out the pastries. Most of my customers feel connected enough to give them the appropriate “mommy stare” that I might be too preoccupied to dole out. They don’t judge me. They help me raise my family and care for my place of business. They take ownership of its success. Together, we are building community.

But back to that website. When that website is in place with static and dynamic content, there are two additional channels for digital communication: social media and electronic newsletters. Both have the singular purpose of driving people to your website, where they can find out your hours, your specials, and your imperfections. Hopefully, that website will succeed at getting them to walk in your door (whether that’s physical or metaphorical) fully aware of your culture—who you are, what you are, and what you aren’t.

As for social media: Yes, I use it. But I don’t fixate on it. I use a third-party posting service to release prescheduled posts. Everyone who works for the farm is encouraged to contribute posts and images. Additionally, each week I make plans about specific times when I’ll read my feed and specific times to set my phone up on a tripod to film some farm or café work or shoot a video. Only occasionally do I whip that phone out to chronicle my personal life (Saoirse wearing her plague masks and Victorian steampunk outfits to practice social distancing while grocery shopping or Ula’s conversions of Barbie dolls into warrior fairies with motorcycles are often too good not to document). I see social media as a valuable tool for keeping customers informed about the business as well as letting them know when I’ve added new blog stories and podcast episodes. It’s also a mechanism for building loose alliances, connecting with other farmers and chefs to swap experience and information, and maintaining relationships. But I don’t study the vanity metrics. I don’t let my phone ping or buzz with social media notifications, which would interrupt my workflow, train of thought, or face-to-face conversations. I don’t worry if I fail to comment or keep up with my feed. It is an important tool. But my fame in social media (or lack thereof) will not make or break the bottom line of my business or my quality of life. In spite of our increased digital connectivity, social isolation and loneliness are at an all-time high in the United States.3 Loneliness and isolation are equally bad for our health, disrupting our sleep patterns, altering our immune systems, and increasing the chances of inflammation, stress, heart disease, stroke, and premature death. I am in the business of increasing real communications and connections. I do that in person with eye contact and sincere dialogue, over email with thoughtful personal letters, and—especially during the pandemic—with good old-fashioned phone calls. I see social media as a channel for helping people find connection, but it is not a means for true connection in and of itself. Thus, I try to preserve my energy for real connection by streamlining my social media time.

Then there are email newsletters. I know. Your inbox is filled with newsletters. So’s mine. According to the politicians and the activists, every day—wait, no, every minute—is an urgent time of need, requiring my immediate action. I feel your pain when you murmur, “No one wants to get another friggin’ email.” But done right, an email newsletter can be very effective and even very welcome. I hear all the time from folks that they look forward to receiving my weekly newsletter. I pull this off by creating three levels for them to engage.

Level one: the subject heading. I make it as short as possible (I strive for three words … although this rarely happens). So, I have to limit this to the need-to-know information. If I want recipients to read and engage, I need to write a subject heading that entices them to open the email (“Murdering Santa and Other Holiday Tips”). Or, if I want to make sure they have essential information before they click the Delete button, I write one that lets them know exactly what matters (“Fresh Chickens Saturday”). I used to delete subscribers if my email service informed me they weren’t opening my messages, then I had to field complaints when customers were frustrated that they weren’t in the know about my business. These folks were reading subject headings and nothing more. That’s when I learned the marketing importance of the subject lines. It reminds them of the name of my business and gives them any need-to-know information, even if they don’t open the email.

Level two: images, headlines, and short descriptors. At this level of engagement, the reader has honored me with an opening click. I want to honor them back by giving them just the basic facts: the sales, the specials, and the gist of whatever is in the blog or podcast. I keep it fun with photos and invite level-three engagement by providing links.

Level three: an invitation to come spend time. Level-three engagement can happen with any of the headlines when the reader touches the link. Maybe it’s a link to my email to make a reservation for a special meal I’m offering, or a link to the online store to reserve a half-pig share, or to place an order for pickup at the self-serve shed. Maybe the link takes them to the “wool department” of the web store, where they order one of our wool blankets for a Christmas gift. Maybe it’s a link to the blog and podcast to read a story about how my latest parenting dogma got flushed down the toilet. Maybe it’s a link to sign on as one of my monthly blog patrons, helping me fund my writing habit. (Again, thank you, patrons! I hope you like reading this book you’ve funded!) All of this level-three engagement brings them back to the website to connect more deeply. Sometimes we connect with typed words alone. More often than not, my readers find their way to our door and our community, where personal connection really happens …

Personal connection

In my opinion, personal connection is one of the greatest goals of all my business ventures. Maybe you listen to the podcast or read my books, and they inspire you to linger around the dinner table and connect with your family. Maybe all my mentions about hanging with Bob and drinking our morning coffee beside streams and waterfalls inspire you to slip off into the forest with your own true love for some one-on-one time. Maybe you come to camp at the farm or stay in our Airbnb and get connected with the farm, the land, and the waterfalls, or get to know some of my neighbors. Maybe you sit down at the café counter to order a meal and find yourself passing an hour or two with some new best friends. Whenever my customers connect, whether it’s with me, my family, my neighbors, one another, or the land and water, I feel like I am engaging in my deepest spiritual calling. I am using my business to make life better, to help people live closer to each other and to the earth. And, serendipitously, all that connection is a great marketing strategy. People support our business and our work because they are getting more than just products and services. They are experiencing growth and love. And when that’s part of the marketing package, they keep coming back for more, even if Agnes chooses to stay home to eschew this sordid business of commerce.

Sales and marketing, when interpreted in the conventional sense, feel icky. But in truth, this is where the small-business owner starts to build community and create a sense of place for the customers. It is where you reach out to the world to say those ever-powerful words: “I am open.” And that’s how we change the world for the better.


• Reflection Challenge •

Valuing Your Work and Building Connections

Spend a few minutes reflecting on the role of pricing in business viability. Once you’ve convinced yourself that it’s okay to ask for what you need, let’s explore how you’re going to build a marketing plan into your daily life.

1.Worried about the prices you need to charge to stay afloat? Play small-business tic-tac-toe. Make a list of ten small businesses you’ve encountered over the past five years. Next to the list, create three columns with each of the following headings: “Low Prices,” “Meets My Standards for Quality and Ethics,” and “Stays in Business for More Than Five Years.” Next to each small business, put an X in each column that applies. Does any small business get three in a row? I doubt it. If they do, ask them if they’ll bottle their secrets and sell them as a magic elixir.

2.Making time to communicate (and making time not to communicate). In the preceding pages, I talk at length about how marketing our business transcends mere commerce and enters the realm of creating genuine community and connection. That means we have to do more than just provide a service, generate an Instagram post, and collect money. This should be the most rewarding part of the work. But if we’re always harried, then fostering communication and connection becomes a burden. So make time for it. Go back to that weekly map you made in chapter five (see page 128). Block out hours to work on your social media posts, to get inspired to write your newsletters, to enjoy the creative writing process, to give yourself time to offer thoughtful replies to customer emails, to respond to phone calls. These things don’t appear as “productive activities” when we think we’re in the business of growing vegetables, handcrafting widgets, offering services, or stretching milk for lattes, but they are. And building time for that connection helps you relax and accept the process rather than fight it as an intrusion. Building the time also lets you know when it’s not the time. So if it isn’t on your schedule at a given moment to be scanning and responding to social media posts, replying to texts, or answering emails, stop checking your feed and your inbox, put the phone away, and get back to work!

3.Content practice. As I mentioned, customers are pretty bored by perfection. We are all struggling in our time on this earth. We are all learning. These struggles and lessons are the heart of marketing: they tell the story of your efforts to be ethical, they help buyers recognize the authenticity of your labors, and they foster deep human connection. They’re also a lot more fun and interesting to write about than how perfect, pretty, and delicious you and your products are. Don’t get me wrong—there is a place for promoting polished perfection, but that kind of embodiment of ideals doesn’t need to happen all the time. It’s incredibly stressful to live up to, and it’s easy to run out of things to write and photograph! So, if you are coming up with social media posts for the coming week, try this exercise. Make a column of “perfect” ideas: pretty pictures showing how “together” you and your business are and how-tos that show how smart and talented you are. Then make a column of “real” ideas: interesting messes you encounter in your work, life lessons you’ve been facing, moments of sadness where you realized something beautiful, a new challenge you are tackling. Generate content from both lists in the coming weeks. Which ones spark the most engagement and connection with your customer base? (Likes from Russian bots don’t count.)





* Not her real name.

* Yes. I have ghosts in my basement. If you read my blog, you’d know all about them. They don’t like it when someone they haven’t been properly introduced to invades their space, and they act up.
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Yes to No


I can’t give you a surefire formula for success, but I can give you a formula for failure: try to please everybody all the time.

Herbert Bayard Swope, first recipient of the Pulitzer Prize in reporting



WE’VE IDENTIFIED true wealth, homed in on our quality of life, and used it to guide our financial planning. We’ve gotten organized, learned how to take a rest, and mustered our courage to charge the prices we need for a living wage. Now we need to consider some of the greatest dangers out there: you’ll meet up with negativity, incessant claims on your time (especially if you don’t go to a normal nine-to-five job), unreasonable customer demands, doubters and critics, and lots of false opportunities. Any of these hazards can turn a profitable business into a failure, a happy business owner into a miserable wretch, a contented, engaged parent into a monster, a happy marriage into a divorce.

To prepare you for the challenges ahead, I need you to hold out your hand. I’m going to give you a small gift, a magic charm to help you navigate the illusory snake pit that will pop up from nowhere, sometimes daily, to pull you off your charted course. Are you holding out your hand? Good. Here’s the gift:

No.

Keep that word with you. Tuck it in your pocket, put it on a chain around your neck, hide it in your shoe, tattoo it across your chest, or just put it someplace where you’ll see it.

Practice using it on your spouse, your kids, your customers, your folks, or anyone who threatens the quality of life you’ve laid out for yourself. But then, as you practice, be willing to experience an even greater benefit of the word: learn to let it be used on you.

“Time-use studies have … shown that women entrepreneurs who work at home are still caught in the double bind,” warns Brigid Schulte, “doing more housework and child care than men who work at home.”1 I feel the truth of that statement at a visceral level. I was an overachiever growing up, earning straight As, going on to grad school. I had big plans for all that I was going to accomplish. When my analysis of the economy revealed that life on the fast track would merely be a treacherous journey of pits and potholes, I changed course. But my ego, which needs excessive accomplishments while pleasing others, didn’t get the memo. I had to be competent and generous regarding all things, churning out three home-cooked meals every day; keeping an enormous garden; canning bushel upon bushel of fruits, vegetables, and jellies; saving every scrap of fabric to repurpose into something else; knitting miles and miles of yarn; carting my kids to playdates and “enrichment opportunities”; investing hours into my children’s education; rushing to answer the phone whenever it rang; and accepting every demand upon my time. I’m all for recognizing the value of non-monetary income and community and family engagement. But that level of acceptance was just ego-driven stupidity. Bob was constantly trying to step in and help, offering to pick up tasks, encouraging me to drop things—but I couldn’t see the problem for the longest time.

Executive coaches call it the disease to please, “the desire to be wonderful in all circumstances—to be thoughtful and nice and make everyone around you feel good.”2 According to Sally Helgesen and Marshall Goldsmith, authors of How Women Rise, this problem is especially prevalent among women. They point out this disease can cloud our ability to make good decisions because of our trying to split the difference among competing needs. It can impair judgment and leave us open to manipulation, rob us of the ability to act with authority, make us unreliable advocates or allies (because we’re easily swayed), and, worst of all, throw us off-course from our life’s purpose and squander our single greatest commodity: our time.

I was setting a dangerous trajectory for generations to come. Researchers are finding that daughters learn about leisure from their mothers. “And since most mothers put themselves last and reach for the to-do list first, their example teaches their daughters to do the same,” says Schulte.3 How was I to raise my daughters to be empowered, confident women when I had traded in the idea of having to please one boss in favor of pleasing everyone? There were other problems. My business couldn’t grow. My kids weren’t learning in the ways I thought they should be.

Warren Buffett, chairman and CEO of Berkshire Hathaway, is famously quoted for pointing out, “The difference between successful people and really successful people is that really successful people say no to almost everything.”4 Taking that advice to heart one Christmas a few years back, I gave myself a very important gift. I decided to learn how to say no. I started by looking for ways the word or concept was being used around me. And truthfully, I wasn’t seeing much of it at all. My kids’ friends’ mothers had over-crammed schedules. Many of them were on antidepressants or antianxiety meds. My parents wouldn’t use the word and would then get stressed to the point of yelling at each other instead. Even Bob would put aside every priority he was working on to jump to my needs and requests, falling behind in his own work, until his hair stood on end and the house reeked with his stress hormones. We were all caught in a tailspin of dangerous, resentful yeses.

But then one day, I got to see a beautiful no in action. Richard, an organic vegetable farmer at a market where I used to sell, had promised to bring me a bushel of green beans one weekend. When I walked over to pick them up early in the morning, he shrugged his shoulders. “Sorry, I forgot,” he said.

“Can someone go back and get them?”

“No.”

“But I’m scheduled to can green beans this weekend.”

“Sorry.”

“Can someone out at the farm bring them by the end of the day?”

“No.”

He didn’t offer to have one of his workers drive back to the farm to get them. He didn’t call his wife and ask her to drop everything and bring them down. It was a big sale, and rather than wreck his day, the flow of his workers’ or his wife’s day, he swallowed his losses and told me no. But he gave me a big smile. With a smile like that, I couldn’t even feel angry.

By contrast, one morning at the same market, Bob and I forgot a special order for two pork chops. Panicked that the customer might be angry with us, I stayed to run the booth while Bob raced our car thirty miles back to the farm and got a $300 speeding ticket so that we wouldn’t disappoint the customer.

To make my business work, to make my life work, I needed to learn to disappoint, create boundaries, reject, and decline as clearly and beautifully as Richard. Trouble was, I didn’t have it in me. When I said no, I felt like I had to justify myself. Then I got angry about justifying myself, and conflict ensued. Or I suppressed the anger and relented (seriously bad for the digestive system, by the way).

That’s because before I could effectively say no, I had to understand what I was saying yes to.

Yes! No. Yes?

“Every important Yes requires a thousand Nos,” writes William Ury in The Power of a Positive No. “No is the key word in defining your strategic focus.”5 I had to learn to use the word no as a sculptor might use a chisel and hammer on a block of marble. It starts with a vision for what the marble can be. But the art cannot emerge without the sculptor shaving and chipping away and discarding massive quantities of rock. Focusing on our Quality of Life Statement, every time I used the word no, I would shape my personal sculpture, chiseling it to my vision until it was rich with only the most relevant work, fertile with creativity, joyous with meaningful connections, and pleasurable with ample rest, solitude, and adventures.

I started by setting rules for myself. I forbade myself from serving on committees and boards or committing to any activity that required regularly scheduled meetings. Then I homed in on how important my predawn writing time was and began saying no to any demand that required me to be away from my home after five o’clock in the evening. Using my weekly map, I identified weekly patterns for getting work done on the farm and in the café, established those as nonnegotiable work hours, and said no to any infringements upon those times, allowing myself peaceful, unhurried stretches to savor my labors. Before long, I learned the world is rife with things to say no to. Successful people say no to anything that doesn’t excite them, points out Marcel Schwantes, founder of Leadership from the Core. He writes that “they say no to superficial networking events,” and to “uninspiring, critical, or negative people who drag them down,” as well as to overwork, and—most obviously—to people-pleasing.6 All this chiseling leads to some stunning yeses: to family time, health, good meals, pleasurable work, creative flow.

Ury explains that we can do this sculpting by examining the three gifts of no, asking ourselves the following questions:

What am I seeking to create by saying No? What other activity or person am I wanting to say Yes to?

What am I seeking to protect by saying No? What core interest of mine is at risk if I say Yes or simply continue to accept the other’s behavior?

What am I seeking to change by saying No? What is wrong with the other’s current behavior (or the situation) and what would be improved if that behavior (or situation) changed?7

By identifying these gifts of no, I uncovered my yeses. And when I focused on my yeses—essentially my most deeply held interests—my anger and resentment melted away. I mentally felt myself slipping into a position where no was no longer fraught with resentment or defensiveness. It was simply a tool for coming closer to my yes.

From there, my journey to the realm of effective, gracious noes was a matter of using William Ury’s tried-and-true formula for what he calls a Positive No: “Yes! No. Yes?”8

According to Ury, the first yes is about protecting yourself and what is important to you. Is it family time? Uninterrupted time for creative work? Business cash liquidity? Business priorities? For example, upon responding to an invitation to join the county’s local tourism commission, I might start with, “My time priorities are devoted to my business needs, to my creative work, and to my family.”

The no, according to Ury, is what you are rejecting. “The essential action in asserting your No is very simple,” writes Ury. “You are setting a clear limit, drawing a clean line, creating a firm boundary.”9 Regarding the invitation to join the county tourism commission, I can now move on to, “Joining the county tourism commission interferes with my schedule, so I cannot accept.”

The final yes is an “invitation to a positive outcome.”10 Rather than simply closing the door and creating hard feelings, this final yes is about preserving the relationship. Now I can respond to the tourism commission, “I’m so thankful there are folks in the community who are making this a priority. It means a lot to my business.” My response can even include an offer of something that I can say yes to: “Let me know if you’d like me to help promote your activities through my email newsletter.”

The “Yes! No. Yes?” formula has served me well in many situations.

Setting boundaries with my children:


Yes! In order for me to feel like I’m honoring my personal calling, I need to have a few hours alone every morning to write.

No. I do not want you to come into my office before 7:00 AM unless you have an emergency.

Yes? When I’ve had my writing time, I feel like my head is clear, and I am calm and happy. That lets me be a better parent to you.



Defining boundaries with my customers:


Yes! Our family needs to maintain focus in order to make sure all prep work is complete before the café opens at 9:00 AM.

No. When you arrive before opening time, I cannot serve you.

Yes? If you arrive early, you are welcome to sit down and wait until we are ready.



Setting business limits with my parents:


Yes! I want our business life to support my family life.

No. I will not agree to do extra wholesale contract work in order to increase sales if it requires extra workdays.

Yes? I want to make sure that none of us are overburdened or overstressed.



I’ve had so much success with Ury’s formula that my daughters have absorbed it into their own lexicon. As they negotiate social life, extracurricular demands, even customer requests, I hear them quietly reciting the formula to themselves: “Yes! No. Yes?” They climb into bed with me at night and rehearse their answers before delivering them, gaining confidence in their rhetoric. Saoirse employed it recently when the teen leader of her Environmental Study Team, while organizing a group public presentation, asked her to deliver a section of the talk devoted to eating less red meat. Here’s how she worked it out:


Yes! My family produces grassfed meat as our business, and we believe that it is good for the environment. Good grazing results in carbon and methane sequestration, it produces high-quality local food on pastures not suitable for growing vegetables, and we are able to do it without the use of chemicals, antibiotics, or hormones and without polluting the groundwater.

No. I do not feel comfortable telling people that they should stop eating red meat.

Yes? I would be happy to talk about the differences between grassfed and factory-farmed meats, or I could focus my portion of the talk about other ways to help the environment.



Quiet Resolve

Ury’s formula works when we need to assert ourselves to another party. But on this path, sometimes the no we need is merely quiet resolve. So here are a few more uses for that magic charm I gave you:

No, I’m not going to let myself cave in to peer pressure to “get a real job.” Remember: people like to feel validated by urging you to make the same choices and respond to the same fears they did. You don’t have to. You can walk a different path.

No, I’m not going to cave in to fear. Starting a business that supports the life-serving economy, if done with a sound Quality of Life Statement, a clearheaded plan for at least three different sources of income, and careful attention to organization, is not a risky proposition. In fact, as we’ve seen, it’s more likely to create greater economic security for you and improved quality of life and local sustainability for everyone around you.

No, I’m not going to run after every business opportunity I see. “People think focus means saying yes to the thing you’ve got to focus on. But that’s not what it means at all,” Steve Jobs once explained at an Apple Worldwide Developers Conference. “It means saying no to the hundred other good ideas that there are. You have to pick carefully. I’m actually as proud of the things we haven’t done as the things I have done. Innovation is saying no to 1,000 things.”11

When we live in the extractive economic paradigm, the sense of scarcity prevails. Thus, when we start new businesses with this worldview, we risk making decisions with fear and trepidation. That fear and trepidation can cause us to accept distractions into our business lives that interfere with our long-range plans for success. I remember thinking that I had to accept an adjunct teaching position when Bob and I first started forging our path. “We need to make sure we have health insurance!” I fretted. “We need to make sure there’s a steady paycheck.” (Even though we already had a plan for three different income types.) It was Bob who reminded me to adhere to the promises we’d made to ourselves. We had to trust our chosen path. “I can’t join your program,” I ultimately told the committee chair, “because I believe there are opportunities out there that I won’t uncover if I’m too distracted working for you.” My hands trembled as I said it. But it wound up being true. Believe it or not, the life-serving economy is rife with opportunities. With time, you’ll get more practiced at seeing them. And you should be choosing among them to honor your quality of life, not chasing after all of them.

No, I’m not going to accept every claim on my time simply because I don’t work conventional hours. I see this happen all the time, especially with women who choose to stay home with young children, or new retirees. Somehow, we worry that if our hours aren’t fully occupied, we aren’t productive members of society. Balderdash. Remember Tom Hodgkinson’s sage advice that we saw earlier: “We need to make time for idling, and we need to be pretty ruthless about it … Other people are quite happy to bust into your idle time. You have to be very strict with them.”12 He’s right. There are many predators lurking in the shadows, ready to seize upon your open-ended life. Social media wants you to believe that your constant attention will help raise brand awareness. Community organizers will ask you to volunteer. Family members might see you as a day care or pickup service. The local historical society will want you to volunteer your professional expertise. A former colleague will want to “pick your brain” while they develop their own exit strategy. Your family will want to assign you all the weekly errands, since you have flexibility in your schedule. Say yes to some of it, but choose wisely, or you will lose your way. “There is a well-known poster which people put on their walls that says, ‘Work hard and be nice to people,’” says Hodgkinson. “That is terrible business advice. If you work hard and are nice to people, you will end up working sixteen hours a day while people make off with your money. Better advice would be, ‘Be lazy and be a complete bastard.’”13

And finally …

No, I’m not going to fear rejection or failure. If you’re going to learn to dish out the noes, be ready to take them. The life-serving economy is rife with rejection and failure. Luckily, it’s where some of the greatest transformational energy can be uncovered.

I face rejection and failure every day. A customer complains about the croissants. Another customer tells me my lamb shares are a rip-off. Mom and Dad tell me my café prices are wrong. Ula gets frustrated and can’t learn her math. Saoirse storms off after telling me I’m not hearing her out. A reader criticizes a blog post. The farm bank account runs dry. My older brother lectures me that my worldview is futile, naive, and hopeless. I get hate mail.

Taken the wrong way, all of this could stack up to make for a hearty bowl of despair to slurp down at bedtime. But the transformational power of negative experience is pretty amazing. Every failure, criticism, embarrassment, and conflict is an opportunity for growth. It’s also fodder for great conversation with Bob and the kids at cocktail hour.

This doesn’t mean I don’t let these things get to me. Rather, I let them pierce my soul and bring tears to my eyes. I wail, hang my head in sorrow, even occasionally fling myself onto my bed and pound my pillows with a hearty toddler-esque temper tantrum.

“Mom,” Ula has grown fond of asking, “is this one of your process things? Where you act like everything’s horrible before you figure out how to fix everything and get all happy again?”

Apparently she’s learning to survive my magical roller coaster because she’s spot-on. That’s exactly what I do. I’ve learned to let failures and rejection penetrate deeply. Somehow, it’s purifying. Because then, when it’s done, I manage to make jokes about it. And then I manage to get some sleep. And after a while—maybe it’s just a night, maybe it takes longer—I find the antidote I need, and it makes me stronger than before.

I figure out a better way to make the croissants. I find a way to have constructive dialogue with my customer about lamb shares and then design a more effective marketing and communication strategy. I dig into the data and explain the café revenues and costs more clearly to Mom and Dad. I come up with a different way to explain Ula’s math. I sit down and have a heart-to-heart conversation with Saoirse and learn a lot more about her. And me. I deepen my understanding on a topic I’ve written about. I think of a new tactic for managing the farm’s cash flow. I use my brother’s arguments to hone and refine my own thoughts. I delete the hate mail and practice letting go but remember to use it in my next funny story. And then I go for a walk, listen to the birds, watch the water flow, sip my morning coffee beside Bob, and give thanks for the interesting problems that plague my life. They are, after all, of my choosing.


• Reflection Challenge •

Putting No to Work!

I remember the shortness of breath I was constantly experiencing when I decided it was time to learn to say no. And then, after reading and studying up on the problem, one morning I woke up early with one express purpose: to identify five things that I could reject or eliminate from my life. I sat with a notebook and explored each infringement on my time and emotional energy that needed to go. I wrote out my noes to friends and loved ones. I practiced them. And then I delivered. It wasn’t long before I knew I had a sparkly, special magic charm. So now I want you to spend some time practicing using yours.

1.Identify three people or obligations that you can say no to this week. Practice applying Ury’s formula: “Yes! No. Yes?” In a notebook (and probably with the help of your QOLS), outline the greater yes you are responding to. Draft a couple of ways of articulating your no so that it is courteous, respectful, and clear. Finally, write out your second yes. Organize your words so that you are keeping the relationship open. Then go out into the real world and implement all three of them.

2.Where are the areas in which you need quiet resolve? Spend some time identifying them, followed by written statements of your resolve.






Conclusion


Whatever you’re meant to do, do it now. The conditions are always impossible.

Doris Lessing



OH, WOW. We’re nearly at the end of our time together. I imagine you now—the French-press pot you made when you sat down with this book beside you, the grounds pushed down to the bottom, your cup now empty, your pulse racing—ready to plunge into the life-serving economy. I feel like you’ve indulged me so much, reading all about the different lessons I’ve garnered in all these years of walking my path as an entrepreneur. You know how I like to spend my mornings, my favorite cocktail, how much I adore an afternoon nap, how hard my kids work, that I have a pretty great husband. In exchange, I’ve tried to impart the best of the best—the most important lessons I’ve picked up about balancing family, planet, community, and business. I hope these ideas are helpful, that you’ll keep a dog-eared copy of this book tucked away to pull out and reread, reminding yourself that saving the world is doable while eating well, getting plenty of rest, and enjoying your time with the people around you. Heck, when we strive for balance, it’s more than just doable. It’s pleasurable. Stimulating. Engaging. We just need to remember the lessons we’ve covered.


1. Keep in mind where you, your family, and your business fit into the big picture. This is about creating a new and better world. It’s not about becoming a multinational corporation. It’s about truly being rich: with engaging work, financial security, family, community, nature, and a better world.

2. Write the Quality of Life Statement, and reread it every day until it’s etched in your heart. Each of us needs to redefine rich for ourselves, and that QOLS is going to help us do that. Revisit it with every decision you make. And don’t be afraid to revise!

3. Develop a pragmatic economic plan. Just because we live by our ideals doesn’t mean we can ignore the details. To stay economically secure while enjoying a more meaningful life, you’ll need at least three of the four revenue streams I outlined in chapter four (meaningful employment, business income, nonmonetary income, and/or passive income). If you spread your revenue stream across these categories, your household should be resilient enough to withstand just about anything—even a massive global pandemic! Make sure your revenue streams jive with that QOLS.

4. Get organized. Once you’re juggling multiple revenue streams, maintaining a good quality of life requires that you think like a chef and get organized. Remember that to be truly lazy and clearheaded enough to enjoy your new life, you need mise-en-place. That includes preparation and planning (mapping out your weeks and days, working forward and backward in time to make sure there’s room for everything in your schedule and dumping what doesn’t fit); process (reviewing the tasks you’re doing in your life and work and creating clear protocols to maximize your efficiency and reduce mental clutter); and presence (staying in the moment with your work, allowing yourself to enjoy the tasks you face by approaching them free from worry about niggling details or emotional distress). And remember: you can always reduce stress by reducing the things in your life that cause it—whether it’s the clutter on your kitchen counter, the excess clothing in your closet, or that jammed email inbox. (Go ahead—click Select All and Delete. It’s exhilarating!) You should be working on your life and your business, not just in it. Move it in the direction you want it to go.

5. Take your pay first (maybe start with a nap). The most important commodity you have in this life is time: time together with family and friends, time to walk barefoot, time to skinny-dip, time to savor a great meal. The objective for getting organized isn’t for you to achieve more. The objective is to clear the path so that you can enjoy your time here. And the more you enjoy your time here, the more problems you’ll be able to solve, and the more creative endeavors you’ll tackle. And remember, overwork is expensive; rest is profitable.

6. Ask for what you need. Just because there are greater riches than money doesn’t mean you don’t need money. There are also many things more important than toilet paper, but everyone expects to have some in the bathroom. Don’t let ideals or guilt interfere with your ability to conduct business. Your community and your world benefit when you and your family are financially solvent. Your financial security keeps you in business. Your business helps people connect and live more meaningful lives. Hold your head high and ask for what you need so you can keep building this life-serving economy.

7. Practice yes to no. An entrepreneurial existence with these diversified income strategies can swallow you up in chaos if you don’t define what you’re after and eliminate all distractions that interfere with your focus. You will need to say no far more often than you’ll say yes. And it’s easy. Just remember Ury’s formula: “Yes! No. Yes?” Remember what you are saying yes to in your rejection, state your no clearly, then state what you can say yes to, even if it is just an offer of encouraging words. Practice often.



That’s it. Seven simple little lessons. Once you’ve learned them, don’t be afraid to go back and repeat them. Even in my own life, I find myself going back to these pages to refresh my thinking and clean up my act. It doesn’t matter that our business has been here since 1979. It doesn’t matter that I’ve worked in this business all my adult life, and it doesn’t matter how many years I’ve been at the helm. I still lose my way; when chaos threatens, I still have to remember to stop and clean my desk or my kitchen counters (and yes, even though I advocate for cleanliness and organization, they still get messy); Bob and I still lay out big decisions against our QOLS; we still have to stop and remind ourselves why we’re doing what we’re doing; I still have to sit down sometimes and rehearse a “Yes! No. Yes?” But at the end of the day, we are where we want to be, confronting the troubles and challenges that interest us most. And we want you to be in the same place.

Sustainable Growth

A fog has settled in on Rossman Pond, trapping the calls of the wild geese as they court and prepare for spring nesting. An eagle soars overhead, my favorite omen calling for bravery and assertion, followed by a heron, my perpetual reminder of the importance of serenity and patience.

It’s coffee time again. Bob sits beside me on this, the magical day when I’m to finish writing this book. He’s been my steadfast companion, listening to every idea, arguing every conclusion, pushing me to clarify my thinking every step of the way.

We have extra time today. I don’t have to rush back to homeschool. Saoirse and Ula are down at the farm. We are in the height of lambing season, and the girls’ lessons are suspended while they stay with Mom and Dad, helping them dock tails, record births, strip udders, bottle-feed lambs, trim umbilical cords, and manage the farm kitchen. This time is more sacred to them than Easter. Unlike Easter, it is hardly a holiday. Spring has not come on time, so the days are cold and wet—the struggles are mighty but the victories glorious. Saoirse and Ula are recognizing the importance of their contributions. Because they are present, the labors are lighter, the spirits lifted. They’re having fun with their grandparents: fixing homemade pizza, telling stories, making memories.

They are learning what it means to be in business across the generations. We will never be a Fortune 1000 company, a Fortune 500 company, let alone a Fortune 100 company. Instead, we are a fortunate company, built around family and community.

The financial goals of a large corporation are irrelevant to our way of life. Our wealth, which has grown profoundly over the years, is aggregated and multiplied through the cooperation between the generations. By virtue of our putting down roots, we build our equity and control our cost of living. Our marketing is a call for community connection, our harmony and health a direct reflection of the health of the land.

These are beautiful sentiments, a classic example of what one slice of the world can look like in a life-serving economy. This book has been my chance to take that life and examine it closely. And under scrutiny, one thing is certain. It’s hard as hell. It’s easy for conflicts to erupt, for distractions to interfere, for overwork to overrule. We’ve had to learn a new set of business rules, unlike anything that I was taught in my college business courses.

This morning, Bob and I are playing with the lessons we’ve learned, thinking about each chapter of this book, and reapplying the teachings to the present. Each lesson came to us with a lot of strain and pain, but today they are just fun. We bat them back and forth, enjoying some reflection time on this new side of the learning curve. But one caveat taught in all my business classes tunnels through my brain, an incessant earworm: “If you’re not growing, you’re dying.”

Together, like Don Quixote tilting at windmills, Bob and I have sat with our morning coffee and fought imaginary battles against the conventional business pundits, contradicting this stupid teaching.

“Perpetual growth isn’t sustainable!”

“You can’t have perpetual growth when the earth has limited resources!”

But today, as the geese duck and dance with one another and we revel in our discoveries, I see something different. We’ve been arguing with that caveat from the wrong economic paradigm. We once again had trapped ourselves in the illusion of scarcity, the foundation of extractive economics. In the life-serving economy, we’ve been growing all along.

Sometimes, the business actually physically grows. We take on a new enterprise, and that results in an increase in total sales. But those are only occasional occurrences. We can have multiple years where sales remain constant, but growth still happens. We learn how to do our work more effectively. We improve our relationships with one another and with our customers. We find more time for play and experimentation. As it happens right now with lambing season, the older generations learn to communicate more effectively, teaching the younger generations to carry on their work. The younger generation finds ways to improve on our practices, showing us how things can be done better. Learning is growth. And each lesson increases our true wealth: the health of the soil, the purity of the air, the clarity of the water, the vibrancy of our personal connections, the delight we can take from our lives.

From this paradigm, I’m finally able to understand that maxim. It remains true. If you aren’t growing, you really are dying.

I hope you can join me in this life-serving economy. I hope I can take a vacation one day, seek out a little town, an interesting city block, or a rural mountain hamlet, stumble in from my travels, and find you there, smiling at me, creating a heartbeat and a soul, putting magic and faith into a place that was once spiritually and ecologically bereft.

Please don’t wait. Do it now. We all must choose between love and fear. And if this way of life calls out to you, then choose love. As Doris Lessing reminds us in the quote at the beginning of this section, life will always conspire against you. It’s supposed to. You are supposed to face adversity and failure and struggle because that is the only way you will grow. And growth is beautiful and exhilarating. With that growth, your life and the earth beneath your feet will become richer, the trees will have an easier time taking root, the fish will swim freely, the biodiversity of our planet will be restored, and the clean air will once again nourish our lungs.

Eventually, you will find people who value your calling. They will want you in their lives. They need to know that their daily quest for sustenance and meaning is not at the expense of the planet or another person. You will be there for them on that journey. As you find them and undertake your enterprise, practice the lessons offered here: honor your quality of life; keep your stress levels manageable with at least three of the income streams; learn the art of staying organized; honor your customers and your work with fair prices and clear marketing; learn to say no when you have to. They will be your customers. They will be your friends. They will be your family. Care for them. Show them a future they can believe in. Help them connect with one another. And know that, no matter what the bottom line says, you are making a difference. No study on the multiplier effect can quantify the most important impact we can have on our communities: entrepreneurs like us build meaningful lives in harmony with the earth. So get out there and do it. Redefine rich.


• Reflection Challenge •

Have Faith

“Believing takes practice,” wrote Madeleine L’Engle.1 Practice believing.
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SHANNON HAYES grew up on Sap Bush Hollow Farm, and, in 1999, she and her fiancé, Bob, bought a sunny little cabin seven miles up the road. The cabin blossomed into a solar home where she and her husband produce handcrafts and school their two daughters while working on the farm with Shannon’s parents. Since 2001, Shannon has been a sustainable farmer, entrepreneur, author, chef, and café owner, patching together a unique life that has enabled her family to live almost completely free of the conventional economy.

Shannon holds a PhD in sustainable agriculture and community development from Cornell University and a bachelor’s in creative writing from Binghamton University. She is the author of seven books. Her writing is frequently used in college classrooms and has been anthologized in Simple Living in History: Pioneers of the Deep Future, Sustainable Happiness: Live Simply, Live Well, Make a Difference, and Writing Appalachia: An Anthology from the University of Kentucky. Shannon’s work has been featured on national television, as well as in the New York Times, New York Times Magazine, Brain, Child magazine, U.S. News and World Report, the Atlantic, National Public Radio, Grit magazine, YES! magazine, Elle magazine, JUNO magazine, the national newspapers of Germany, Turkey, and Canada, the Arab News, and the Pakistan Observer. She has also enjoyed a successful nationwide speaking career, teaching about sustainable business and inspiring rural and urban families alike to live creative lives in harmony with community and planet.

During the growing season, Shannon writes weekly essays that appear on her podcast, The Hearth of Sap Bush Hollow, and in print form on her blog, theradicalhomemaker.net. During the winter, she hibernates and works on her next book. You can support her continued research and writing by visiting her Patreon page.
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