VETERAN FINDS PEACE
IN FARMING
Forty-three acres of corn and soybean fields in Central Indiana is now a diverse oasis for insects,
animals, and plants. The transition for the land has helped one Air Force veteran find her calling
in life. "My message on the farm is it is about hope and healing. I want my farm to be constantly
evolving. I want it to be both healthy and healing for the land, the animals, and for the people
that are on it. I want people to walk around on my farm and feel this sense of peace," Sara said.

Yearning for more
Sara was born in Kalamazoo, Michigan.
At 17-years old, she went off to college
to study nursing. Her degree landed her
in Elkhart, Indiana working in surgery,
then open-heart surgery. She could see
herself being a surgical nurse for the
rest of her life but yearned for more. "I
just felt like there was something more I
was being called to do." She later went
back to school to get her Nurse
Practitioners Master's degree.

The Jump
It was during her college career, where
she met someone in the Reserve Officer
Training Corps (ROTC). She always had
an interest in the program, so she signed
up. "I liked the idea of serving the
country, but never really made that
jump." Then 9/11 happened. She felt the
school/work life was too mundane. "I
was like 'I need to do something more
important with my life,' so that is when I
made the jump, and I joined the
military."

In 2004, she signed up in March and left
for training in July. Her first assignment
took her to California, where she served
as a surgery nurse. She got orders for
deployment in Qatar, where she served
on a mobile force surgery team. "So
literally you walked around with a 75pound backpack with all your supplies in
it. Basically, your job was to go to super
remote locations that didn't have
medical capabilities." Sara served in the
Air Force for three years until she got a
medical discharge. "I loved it. I think the
biggest thing is the camaraderie. It is all
about building a team. You may not like
everyone that you are with, but they are
almost like siblings."

The Stars Align
Sara met her husband while she was in
Qatar. "We didn't know each other very
long, he was just leaving, and I was just
starting on deployment." They stayed in
contact while he was in Tucson, Arizona.
After Sara got discharged, she was
living in California. She then took a
traveling nursing job in Phoenix. "I
moved up to Phoenix, and as soon as I

moved out there, he got orders to
Baghdad." Sara eventually moved
down to Tucson, and as soon as she
did, he left on assignment to Iraq. "He
called me from Iraq and was like 'I got
this new job offer in Florida and I
know it is weird, but would you be
interested in going too?' and I said
'Sure, I can go anywhere.' So I took a
travel nursing job and moved to
Florida".
Her husband flew a G5 Gulfstream,
flying around all the generals. He
would come home often, so the two of
them ended up becoming established.
"We ended up getting married. We
built a beautiful life in Florida. We
spent our days working and fishing.
We were always on the water. It was
just so beautiful."
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The Healing Properties of Food
Their peaceful life came to a halt when her
husband went to the doctor for an ankle injury
that wasn't healing, only to discover he had
colon cancer. "At that point, everything kinda
stopped, and we were like 'We have got to
figure out how to beat this.'" The chemotherapy
wasn't working so together; they started
reading books and looking at different types of
treatments and therapy. They relocated to
Texas near MD Anderson, a well-known cancer
treatment facility with an integrative medicine
center. "They do a lot of alternative treatments
with turmeric and mushroom extracts and
incorporate meditation." To no avail, the
alternative treatments didn't work.
They spent about nine-months in Texas.
"During that time, it allowed us to spend every
minute together." Together they were on a
mission to achieve better health and
discovered the power of food. "Food is
something you can control. We started learning
about the importance of nutrition and how our
food affects our health".

Then her sister, who lived in Indiana called,
encouraging her to do more with her life. "I
was like, I don't know I just want to move
out to the middle of nowhere and buy a
farm and just hunker down, basically'." It
sounded like a great plan for her sister too.
Together they started down the path of
starting a farm. Sara would find properties
online from Florida, and her sister would
go check them out in person. "The farm
that I currently have, I found online. I was
like 'This is it' and she was like 'I don't
know.' So my sister and my mom came out
and drove around on the property and
were like 'No, definitely not, this place. It is
a disaster, and it is too much work.' And I
was like, 'No I just feel like it is the place' so
a couple of days later my sister and
mother were like 'We think this is the one'
and I was like 'I do too.' I called the real
estate agent, and I was like 'I want to make
an offer,' and she was like 'But you haven't
even seen it, and I was like 'I know, but I
feel like this is the place for me' so we put
an offer in"

Their journey led them to discover the local
food movement in Houston. They would visit
farmers markets and often visit the farms
themselves. "We started talking to different
farmers. We would drive around, find land, and
imagine this as the life we want to live after he
gets out of the service. He only had a couple of
years before he retired, so we were like 'We are
going to beat his cancer, retire and move out
on some land and start growing food and do
some farming' it was a beautiful time."

Finding Purpose Amid Grief
After about 9-months in Texas, her husband
passed away. "At that point, everything
stopped. I couldn't see how to move forward
again. It was like getting out of the military. I
didn’t know how to move forward. Everything
around you seems very foreign. You don't want
to interact with anyone because nobody
understands. The one constant was books
about farming." Sara soon returned to Florida.
During her husband's treatment, they would
often come back to Florida, armed with
knowledge about growing food. "I had pulled
out our front yard and put in vegetable and
berry plants." When she returned, she found
herself lost, spending weeks playing solitaire on
the couch. Her plants gave her a reason to go
outside. "I had nothing else to do so I just
started taking care of all of that. That was the
only time of peace for me."

Sara moved to Indiana without a vast plan.
She found a day job, and by night she
pulled up the feces-covered carpets. "I was
living on the subfloor in my sleeping bag."
The property had been vacant for so long
it had been a dumping ground for a while.
She says there were refrigerators and tires
everywhere. Her sister did end up moving
in, but only for a few weeks. It was too
rural for her family, so they moved to an
urban community.
Sara's parents were in Tennessee and
would drive up every other weekend to
help her clean up the house and work on
the farm. "After maybe six-months, they
were like 'This is ridiculous, why are we
going back and forth, we want to live out
here.' It has been a great help to Sara as
she describes her house as too big for one
person, and there is a lot of work to do on
the farm.
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Starting a Farm
After about another six months, Sara saw some
chickens at Tractor Supply and thought 'I'm
going to get some chickens', and if you haven't
figured it out, she read about chickens and
took six of them home. "I made this ridiculous
chicken coop out of a trampoline that had
broken down and was left behind. So I put
chicken wire all around it. It was enjoyable
watching the little chicks hatch and grow up. So
that was our first foray. The chickens were
great for like six months, and then they got
eaten by a weasel one night."
The weasel didn't stop her. She went back and
got 12-chickens. Then after that dozen
chickens, she bought some meat chickens.
Again, she thought to herself, 'I can do that.'
Then came time to butcher them. "I got a book
and opened the page illustrating how to
butcher a chicken. We hung them in the garage
with a traffic cone, and it was ridiculous. The
first time it took like a half-hour per chicken.
Now we have them done in like two minutes."
Sara didn't stop with chickens. She then bought
three bottle lambs off Craigslist. "I was like 'I'm
going to get some lambs' so I got a lamb and
then two baby ewes. They were a week old. I
bottle-fed them. They lived on the back porch. I
loved them." She then started planting fruit
trees, and berry plants, meanwhile never
planning to have a farm. That was before she
learned of a training program for military
veterans who are interested in learning about
agriculture.

Sara was accepted into the program and
drove down to Arkansas. "I found myself
with another 20 other veterans and their
family members. I thought to myself; this is
what has been missing, the camaraderie. I
am immediately comfortable with another
military veteran just because of shared
experiences." Most of those in attendance
didn't have any agriculture experience. The
course covered everything about running a
farm business from accounting to
marketing. In the afternoon they would
tour different types of farms. "I came home
and said 'I want to do full-time farming,'
and I also wanted to do more outreach
with veterans."

Veterans in Farming
For Sara, her memory of the military had a
strong focus on destruction. "Things that
aren't necessarily pleasant." When it comes
to farming for her, it is about bringing
things back together. "It is about
restoration; it is about healing. I mean, you
are putting this little tiny seed in the
ground, and you are giving it the care and
building into it into a plant. It is something
you can harvest and feed others. You are
sharing with people around you whether
that is family or community and that draws
people in relationally."
During deployment, a soldier has to be
mission-focused. "You have to turn off
other parts of you, and you can get
disconnected from other people and
happiness." Farming and agriculture bring
that life back. "In the beginning, you are
thinking 'I have these chickens to feed, I
have to get out of bed,' and sometimes
that's all you got. It's the only thing
pushing you forward. Some things depend
on you, there are plants, there are animals,
and if you don't do the work they are not
going to survive".
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Women on the front lines
Sara's background in nursing only adds to her
loving, nurturing personality. What she is
seeing is, those who may not have had caring
in the forefront of their character, when they
start farming it comes out. "Most of the people
that we work with as far as veterans in farming,
they are males and are not necessarily geared
toward nurturing, but they are finding it helpful
and healing. It kinda crosses the gender
norms."
Most of the veteran farmers Sara is meeting
are males, but that is changing as more women
enter the military, and grow an interest in
agriculture. "When women get into agriculture,
they lean toward sustainable and small scale.
We may be geared toward that, but we are the
pioneers on the front, as least here in Indiana."

Comfort from Women4theLand
When Sara was down in Arkansas, one speaker
suggested to the attendees that they contact
their local SWCD/NRCS office. While sitting in
the audience, Sara took out her phone and
promptly sent an email. "Within just a few
weeks, a team came out and walked the farm
with me. I had written up like this whole list of
ideas to get started with this farm, and they
didn't laugh at me." For the government
officials, it was exciting for them to see a farm
develop from the ground up, Sara says. From
the beginning, Sara was adamant that she
wanted to do organic agriculture.

NRCS recommended Sara attend a
program put on by Women, Farming, and
Agriculture (WFAN). At that point, Sara had
only seen men out in the fields, and men
out driving tractors. Then she attended the
meeting, "All of a sudden there were 20
women in the room. I was like, some
women are just as interested in agriculture
as I am, and they have been doing farming
forever. They are not just inside the house
taking care of the kids. They have been
working outside in conjunction with their
husbands."

Reach out to someone
Following the WFAN meeting, the group,
including Sara, knew they wanted to see
the momentum continue. Soon she was
trained in how to run a Women4theLand
Learning Circle. Shortly after,
Women4theLand meetings started taking
place. Sara describes it as very grassroots.
Learning Circles were popping up
throughout the state. "That's how we reach
people and women and create all these
support systems locally. It is very
relationship-focused, local-focused group. I
got involved in the beginning. I think there
is one other farmer who is not a resource
professional on the team. It is a huge honor
and responsibility. It's a big deal to reach
out to women in Indiana".
If it wasn't for her farm, Sara is not sure
where she would be in life. "If I hadn't
gotten involved initially with the NRCS I
don't know that I would ever be doing
anything. I don't know if I would have
friends. It sounds silly, but literally, it was
the snowball of everything here for me". It
is those moments when someone reaches
out; transformation can happen. "I 100%
believe that organizations like
Women4theLand and outreach for women
and making these relationships is key. The
small meetings are how we get people
involved, and this is how we can get people
excited about farming and agriculture and
have it be doable and something that
people want to do".

"If I hadn't gotten involved
initially with the NRCS I don't
know that I would ever be
doing anything...."
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Seeking guidance is important. Farmers will tell
you there is no way to be successful without
partnerships. It is not something one can do
alone. Farming is more than nurturing the soil;
it is about accounting and marketing. "What we
are finding in the Women4theLand Learning
Circles is that women care a lot about
conservation. They are the ones pushing for
cover crops and integrating animals. Women
are taking a little bit of the focus off of profit
and focusing on the entire picture." Women
tend to see things from a different angle and
can bring a lot to the table. While the industry
is geared toward men, women play an essential
role. "People don't realize how involved women
are because nobody is telling their story. Hey,
we have been doing corn and beans for 50
years or for 40 years. But nobody sees what
the women are doing".

You Matter
When the Women4theLand Learning Circles
take place, attendees hear from so many
women who are living without their husbands.
They own the land and feel responsible for
taking care of it, but may not know how to
move forward. It is about empowerment and
giving them the stage to tell their story. "You
have this opportunity to kind of add to the
farming community by putting out this
conservation focus, and we can do that for
women, but the only way to do that is to
encourage women to have a voice."

Removing Curiosities Through
Education
The Women4theLand Learning Circles help
remove curiosities through education.
"They are breaking down barriers. I think a
lot of it is just women aren't 100% sure. It is
like, oh wait, we are doing this, and you can
do this, look at all the different types of
farming that are out there. These women
talk to each other. They learn about what
they can ask for him a contract. Look, I did
it, and I'm still alive. You have a voice. You
have the right to say what you want on
your land."

Expanding Operations
A stroll onto Sara's farm will leave one
greeted by pasture grazed chickens,
turkeys, ducks, sheep, and cattle. One
quarter-acre is for apple trees — another
quarter acre in asparagus and berry
bushes. Then about a half an acre in
vegetables. "I have been doing a lot with
the Environmental Quality Incentives
Program (EQUIP) through NRCS. I built two
big high tunnel greenhouses. I also put in a
big fencing project for the rotation of
grazing for my animals". The pastures are
filled with wildflowers. "A lot of them look
like weeds, but they are just diverse grass
and pasture for the animals."

"People don't realize how
involved women are
because nobody is telling
their story..."

As a landowner, if you have a contract with a
farmer, you, the landowner have a voice. You
can farm your land the way you see fit. "Every
farmer I have met is interested in caring for
their land the best that they can. Yes, they have
to make money. They have to pay their bills.
They have to make income off their land, but
they want it to be healthy and beautiful. They
want it to be a better place than when they
received it".
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Managing Chaos
Sara's farm is continuously trying to reforest
itself. The work is constant. Over the years, she
has hired some part-time help. Now, she does it
on her own, with help from her parents. "My
dad just retired and he is an engineer. He fixes
everything that I break. My mom is very Martha
like; she is into planning and record-keeping for
the vegetables".
Along the way, it has turned into a family farm.
"Every step of the way, I have had to coax
them along. I'll say 'I'm going to get some
chickens', and the chickens weren't so bad.
Then I'll say 'I'm going to get some lambs' and
the lambs were like, 'Okay, what are you doing.'
Then I started getting a few more animals, and
my parents were like 'We don't want this to be
a full-blown farm. I kind of tricked them into
helping me build this entire farm," Sara said
jokingly.

Along the way, her mom has been her biggest
supporter. "She goes with me to farmers
markets. In the beginning, all we had were
some eggs. My mom would bake cookies, and
they were the biggest seller. The farmer's
market was my first real-time talking to people
and getting back into the community". Before
joining her local farmer's markets, she felt
isolated. "The farmer's market is what pushed
me into getting involved in the community and
meeting people and having these support
systems and friendships."

Editors Note: In respect for Sara's privacy the
Editorial Board decided to not include Sara's
last name and business name in the story.
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