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Our third issue is remarkable and bursting with rethinking pioneers - just like you.  
Our lives as publishers have also clearly shifted and clarified as we have consciously invited the stories of 

rethinking everything to fill our in-boxes.  We  are honored and humbled with the extraordinary decisions made, insights 
gained and whole lives that have been changed.  What a thrill it is to share these contributors lives with you. 

  Oh!  We’d love to have you join us at our international conference on Rethinking Everything in September.  Are you ready? 
Love,   Barb and Sarah
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I grew up in a 
typical lower 
middle class home 
and attended public 
schools.  I have a few 
personality traits that 
allowed me to really 
excel in school.  I was 
considered “smart” 
(meaning that I had 
a good memory and 
good attention span), 
which allowed me to 
understand and ap-
ply what I learned in 
school on tests.   So I 
got perfect scores and was 
easily the valedictorian.  (Now that I’m 
out of school and can see what I truly 
know, rather than just memorized, I 
know that my ability to really learn and 
use something is no different than any-
one else’s; the only true way to learn is 
by following our passions which every-
one is great at, whether they are consid-
ered “smart” by school test standards or 
not.)
Growing up, I had a passion for medicine and science.  I 
wanted to know how our bodies worked.  I wanted to know 
what caused disease.  My mother is a respiratory therapist 
and I loved going to work with her and playing with her 
charts and looking at her machines.  It’s no surprise, then, 

that with my abilities to excel in 
school and my interest in medi-
cine, I was on the path to become 
a doctor from a very early age.  I 
followed the American dream - 
went to school and worked hard, 
got rewarded with a financially and 
economically secure job in which I 
earned respect and did something 
useful for the world.  This path 
made sense to me, and I never re-

ally questioned it.

I went through years of school - 
memorizing then forgetting numer-
ous subjects along the way - occasion-
ally taking a class I really loved (and 
those, like nutrition, I still remember 
unlike calculus, in which I couldn’t 
even explain a basic concept now, 
despite getting mostly A’s).  In medi-
cal school, I did a lot of soul-searching 
to choose a specialty that would allow 
me to do things I really felt good about 
- treating diseases that allowed me to 

build a relation- ship with patients, the oportunity to 
perform curative surgeries and work with my hands, and 
encounter a spectrum of diseases that often have simple 
treatments and provide great relief to those who are suffering 
with them.  For me, this was urology.  I saw many opportuni-
ties to help others and felt very rewarded in this practice.

During my residency training, my major shift occurred.  I 
was only the second female to ever go through the urology 
residency program at the institution in a very male-domi-
nated specialty.  Fortunately, the other residents in my class 
quickly became my best friends.  With their encouragement 
and support, I decided to have a child during my last year of 
residency.  My husband and I had been together for 11 years, 
married for 5 of these.  I’d always wanted to have children, 
but had been strongly encouraged by my mom to make sure 
I could take care of myself before becoming a mother.  I was 
28 when I became a mother, something I’d daydreamed 
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about for years but put off for so long, thinking it was the 
best choice.

Earlier in my residency, one of my co-residents and his wife 
had their first child.  Everyone, including me, was surprised 
and concerned when she chose to have her child at a free-
standing birth center.  We all expressed typical medical 
concerns such as a need for an emergency cesarean section or 
severe postpartum hemorrhage, and my co-resident would 
calmly tell us that most babies were born without doctors 
around the world and that there was no reason to think it 
wasn’t safe.  At the time, I didn’t really hear him and thought 
they were a little crazy, but they 
ended up having a 
beautiful birth and 
healthy little girl.  I 
recall one discussion 
I had with some other 
residents when my 
friends were expecting 
their child - I actually 
said that I would prefer 
to have a C-section than 
a vaginal birth.  I had 
seen a handful of hospital 
births as a medical stu- dent and 
they were not anything like the blissful births I’ve now been 
exposed to.  One strong memory I have was of leaving the 
room to sit down, near passing out, as I watched a woman’s 
episiotomy being sewn without any anesthesia.  Who 
wouldn’t rather have a controlled operation than a traumatic 
and painful tearing of their genitalia?  As I’ve now said about 
this comment and many other beliefs I’ve held in the past, I 
was undereducated and misinformed.

Three years after my friends gave birth, I became pregnant 
myself.  And, I soon find out, my friends were also expecting 
their second child, due within days of mine.  I still felt like 
an obstetrician-assisted birth was what I would want, but I 
was concerned that the only hospital my insurance would 
cover was Miami’s county hospital - a place where I had 
been working for years.  I’d consulted on newborns and the 
nursery was, to say the least, a little chaotic.  I didn’t really 
feel like this was the environment in which I wanted to greet 
my child.  I wanted to be in a supportive environment sur-
rounded by people I knew and trusted, not the multitude of 
strangers I knew would be involved in my birth experience at 
the county hospital.

I’d also always thought I’d like to labor in the water. For 
a long time, warm baths had been a great friend of mine, 
soothing many pains I had over the years.  So, with my 
desires not to have my child at the county hospital and to  
labor in the water, I decided to interview both an obstetri-
cian covered by my insurance and a midwife at the mater-
nity center where my friends’ first child had been born.  
My husband was supportive of this because the maternity  
center was 3 blocks from our house and he was not fond 
of driving a long distance to the hospital, in Miami traf-
fic,  with a laboring woman.  Because of my hectic work 

schedule, he was not able to attend 
my obstetrician visit with me, but 
was able to visit with the midwives  
at the birth center. 

In retrospect, I can see how many 
little things that happened earlier  
in my life led to my awakening.   
The most direct and dramatic 
change happened after I inter-
viewed the obstetrician and the 
midwife.  I first visited the birth 
center because it was much faster 
to get an appointment with them.  

And, of great benefit to me as a busy medical resident, they 
had Sunday appointments (I was very concerned about 
not letting my pregnancy cause my other overworked and 
overstressed residents extra challenges).  One of the mid-
wives sat down with me in her office, told me what they  
did, answered my questions, and showed me a video they 
had about why natural birth was preferable to having an  
epidural or C-section.  I shared some concerns I had about 
cramps I’d been having and the midwife reassured me but 
said there were a couple of things they may check if I chose 
to establish care with them and was still having pain.  I left 
the visit with no further doubts about the midwives’ com-
petence or the safety  of having a birth outside of a hospital.  
They clearly understood natural childbirth and the  poten-
tial problems, as  well as how to effectively handle them.  
More importantly, they understood the emotional needs of 
a pregnant mother and how to meet those.  They had all had 
children and were clearly knowledgeable and thoughtful in 
both scientific and not-so-scientific ways.  They had three 
beautiful birthing rooms, all equipped with tubs for labor-
ing and delivery, if desired.  

The obstetrician visit was quite different.   I was only able 



to get in with one obstetrician – a male who had recently graduated from 
residency (I did feel a slight, but not firm, preference for a woman).  Al-
though he knew I was a physician, it was still a very paternalistic environ-
ment in that he clearly felt he knew what I needed and what would be best 
for me, with little interest in my thoughts and opinions on the subject.  I 
shared my 
concerns 
about the 
county 
hospital.  
Was there 
another 
hospital 
at which I could deliver?  Nope.  I told him I was interested in laboring 
in the water - not an option.  The county hospital did not have private 
laboring areas with tubs, as some hospitals in the area did, and, since this 
was the only hospital I could deliver at, I did not have this choice.  I told 
him I was also considering having my child with a midwife and he said 
that was my personal choice, though an advantage of the hospital was the 
presence of a neonatal intensive care unit.  When he asked if I wanted an 
epidural and I said “No,” he said he would mark me down as “Maybe,” 
because women loved epidurals.  And he proceeded to write on my intake 
form that I “maybe” wanted an epidural even though I’d clearly said that I 
did not.  I was extremely surprised and this was the moment when I real-
ized that, even though I, too, was a physician, I was not going to be able to 
have an intelligent conversation with this man about the risks and benefits 
of various interventions in pregnancy and childbirth.  If I were under his 
care, we would be going by the book.  I then was brought into the exam 
room and told to undress even though I’d told the receptionist, nurse, and 
doctor that I was there for an interview, not a new patient visit.  However, 
the doctor said it was very important to check things thoroughly since I 
was having cramps, so I went ahead and underwent the exam.  He did a 
very rough physical exam which was very painful.  Because it was painful, 
he said I may have an ectopic pregnancy and sent me home with orders 
not to do anything at all until I could have an ultrasound the next morn-
ing.  They sent off lots of blood work and away I went - 6 weeks pregnant 
and terrified that something serious was wrong with me or the baby. 

The next morning, I got up early to make rounds and went to my 7 A.M. 
urology conference, against the doctor’s orders to “do nothing.”  I snuck 
out of the conference a few minutes before 9 to go down the hall for my 
ultrasound (at 6 weeks, I didn’t want anyone to know I was pregnant yet).  
At first, they told me they had not received any orders for the ultrasound 
and couldn’t do it.  When they saw how tearful I became, they made some 
phone calls and proceeded with the procedure.  Thankfully, the ultra-
sound technician showed me the beautiful pictures of my healthy little 
baby’s heart beating inside of me.  It was truly an amazing moment.  I felt 

connected to my baby immediately and had 
an amazing surge of maternal feelings I’d never 
known were possible.  Again, because of my 
busy schedule, and my husband’s need to work 
as well, we weren’t able to coordinate the visit 

and he wasn’t there.  I have always missed being 
able to share this moment with him.

The following week, I called the obstetrician 
to check my lab and ultrasound results.  I 
didn’t get an answer.  I called a couple of days 
later, and my calls were still not returned.  This 
went on for 3 weeks, with me calling every 2 
or 3 days, before I got a response.  I felt angry, 
frustrated, and shocked that I could not get in 
touch with him or get a response.  He finally re-
turned my calls and told me that everything was 
normal.  He said “but you knew that, right?”  
The second I heard that, my decision on where 
to receive further care was made.  I would have 
been a fool to stay in that environment.  I had 
already realized how much better care I would 
receive at the birth center, but was waiting to 
make sure I had a healthy pregnancy and would 
be a candidate for birth there before proceed-
ing.  Once I knew that everything was fine, 
I didn’t hesitate for a moment in calling the 
birth center to schedule my first appointment.  
I immediately understood why my friends had 
made the decision to have their child there.  As 
I continued to speak with them, do my own 
reading, and have experiences with other medi-
cal professionals (like coworkers expressing 
fears about things that I knew were extremely 
unlikely, support for interventions that were 
not supported by the medical literature, and 
recommendations for tests that I had known for 
years that I did not want such as the “triple fetal 
screen”), the choice was amazingly and im-

When he asked if I wanted an epidural and I said 
“No,” he said he would mark me down as “Maybe,” 

because women loved epidurals.



mensely clear.  Not only did it feel right to me, but every-
thing the midwives told me was supported by the medical 
literature.  Nothing they said did not make sense to me from 
a scientific or intuitional standpoint.

Before my friends’ birth, I had no idea freestanding birth 
centers even existed.  I am so grateful for the exposure to 
this alternate route, even though I saw it with skepticism at 
first.  I ended up having a peaceful, natural birth just blocks 
from my home and was back in my own bed the next day.  
Because of intense support from the midwives and students, 
I was able to get a great start with breastfeeding.  From there, 
I learned about attachment parenting, reasons to question 
vaccines, and why cosleeping wasn’t dangerous or criminal, as 
I had been taught.

One big concern for me was that I would need to return to 
work at 6 weeks.  I initially thought I would put my daughter 
into daycare without hesitation, and my husband and I had 
gotten a recommendation from some friends for 
a caregiver within our very 
limited budget.  I really didn’t 
know how I could breastfeed 
when I went back to my 80-
hour a week job.  When, during 
my childbirth preparation 
classes, one of the midwifery stu-
dents talked about the benefits 
of cosleeping and side-lying nurs-
ing, especially for working moth-
ers, I was intrigued.  I had been 
taught that children died when 
their parents coslept and had been 
personally involved in the care of 
a child whose death was blamed 
on exactly this (even though he’d just been discharged home 
from the hospital after a very long stay with extensive surgery 
and other medical needs).  I wasn’t sold on cosleeping at the 
time, but the idea stuck in my head.  I still envisioned mov-
ing my daughter’s crib into her room at 6 weeks, when I went 
back to work, so that I could sleep.

After my daughter was born, I attended Mommy and Me 
classes at a local hospital taught by a fantastic lactation con-
sultant.  She recommended we read The Science of Parenting 
and The Attachment Parenting Book.  I remember writing 
my best friend, a pediatrician, and asking her what she knew 
about these books.  She hadn’t heard of the first, and said Dr. 
Sears was good, but he recommended to hold babies all the 

time.  She said she didn’t believe any parenting book was 
necessary (which, in her case, I believe is true, but, for me, I 
was so caught up in believing what others told me and not 
listening to my instincts that this was not the case).  Regard-
less, I ordered both and was shocked by the science I read 
in them.  The Attachment Parenting Book had an entire 
page devoted to the cosleeping myth, and the scientific 
studies showing how much more common crib deaths are 
than cosleeping deaths.  I learned of safe ways to cosleep.  I 
learned of James McKenna, a researcher at Notre Dame in 
mother-infant sleep, and read the articles myself support-
ing cosleeping and breastfeeding as the ideal way to care for 
infants.  At the same time, I was learning more about cultural 
norms in other areas, and how this wisdom had been carried 
on for years.  I read the work of Katherine Dettwyler, an 
anthropologist with an interest in breastfeeding, and realized 
how much extended breastfeeding made sense (before, I just 

thought I would follow 
the American Academy 
of Pediatrics guidelines 
of nursing for 1 year).  
When my daughter 
was a few days old, we 
began cosleeping and 
started learning to 
nurse side-lying. This 
has made an amaz-
ing difference in our 
lives.  Not only did 
it give me a way to 
connect with her 
every single day, 

even when I hadn’t seen her awake 
because I was at work, it allowed us to establish a wonderful 
breastfeeding relationship which we still have today.  Today, 
we have a mother-daughter bond that people dream about.

Avoidance of vaccines also came up in my childbirth prepa-
ration classes.  I was shocked when one of the midwifery 
students recommended circumcision (something I’d decided 
as a resident, after doing a lot of research, was completely 
medically unnecessary and purely cultural), but recom-
mended against vaccines (which I felt had been proven to be 
effective and to save lives).  Like the cosleeping issue, I wasn’t 
sold at first, but these words did stick with me and, when the 
time came to take my own daughter to her pediatrician for 
vaccines, I began to avidly do research and realize that 



I had not been taught the whole story in my medi-
cal training.  The pediatrician, like the obstetrician, 
was clearly not interested in having educated discus-
sions with me about the medical literature and vaccine 
decision-making.  After our daughter’s first vaccine visit, 
in which we only agreed to give her the two vaccines 
that we felt made sense, she told us that if we did not 
“catch up” at the next visit, she could no longer be our 
pediatrician.  Again, I was shocked that I did not re-
ceive a bit more respect in my decision-making process.  
I read more online and decided to simply not see this 
pediatrician any longer, 
and waited until we 
moved 6 months later 
to choose a new pedia-
trician whom I knew 
would be supportive of 
our decision to choose 
which vaccines to give 
our child.

From here, I’ve gone 
on to learn about 
unschooling which, to 
me, is a natural expan-
sion of attachment parenting.  I’ve learned about living 
a peaceful, respectful life with my family and child.  I’ve 
realized how I had created unnecessary drama in my 
relationship with my husband and, although I still do 
this at times, I am aware when it happens and mov-
ing more towards peace every day.  I’m learning how 
to extend the same unconditional love to him and my 
other family members that came naturally to me with 
my daughter.

I’ve obtained spiritual and physical healing of myself.  
My exposure to other models of health care and realiza-
tion of how knowledgeable and expert other types of 
practitioners could be led me to seek care for personal 
health problems I’d had my entire life, despite seeing 
many physician specialists.  In Seattle, by a combination 
of interest and luck, I began seeing a naturopath who al-
most immediately helped me see how to heal problems 
that no other physician had ever been able to do more 
than put a band-aid on. 

I’d always loved the physical aspects of yoga and began 
attending a church that incorporated the spiritual as-
pects of yoga.  I’d always considered myself an atheist, 

but, through this, I was able to explore spirituality in a way 
that didn’t feel foreign or false to me and that gave me a 
much broader sense of the natural flow of spirit throughout 
our world and our lives. 

I’ve gained an entirely new perspective on my knowledge 
and learning and where I wish to go with my career.  I was on 
a path for an academic, university-based career as a teach-
ing physician and researcher and recognized that as being a 
goal others had set for me.  When my daughter was almost 
one year old, I quit the advanced post-residency subspecialty 
training program I was in and sought a working situation 

in which I could have much 
more control over my hours 
and spend more time with 
my family.  I now practice in 
a small community where I 
am able to help patients with 
problems that truly need treat-
ment.  I embrace integrative 
medicine and use or recom-
mend non-allopathic therapies 
to the best of my knowledge, 
which is growing every day.  I 
continually “discover” resourc-

es that explain how to do this and am able to read and learn 
constantly.  I have learned of the work of numerous other 
physicians and caregivers who truly embrace the art and 
science of healing.  I discuss with my patients other models 
of health care that I believe may help certain problems more 
than allopathic medicine and help them find the power 
within themselves to heal.  I love learning (who doesn’t?) 
and am thrilled to be pursuing my interest in health in a way 
that truly has the power to help, and then empowering my 
patients to do this for themselves.  I strive to incorporate the 
things I learned in my allopathic training that really are valu-
able and helpful with those that are not widely used but have 
proven efficacy.

I am now expecting to have a beautiful home birth, even 
more peaceful than my first birth, in a few months.  The 
birth of my daughter gave me the knowledge that I truly was 
capable of a natural birth.  My fear of complications is far less 
now that I understand that the chances of complications are 
much lower when having a natural birth at home and those 
that do occur can be managed just as well by midwives as 
physicians in most circumstances.  Most importantly, I now 
know far more about the bliss that is possible in childbirth
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although I still do this at times, I am 
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and am fully anticipating this for myself.  I am so excited 
about the remainder of my pregnancy, the birth, and the 
welcoming of a new life into our home.*  I’ve been able to 
create a maternity leave that I feel good about, and work in 
an environment where I will not have to be away from the 
baby for more than 4 hours at a time.

When I became a mother to my child, I also embarked on 
the path to mother myself.  I am now my own best friend 
and able to pursue my loves and passions in a way that I 
never have before.  I’ve been able to turn my traditional 
medical training into something I 
can actually use in a way I feel good 
about to help myself and others. 
Looking back on the changes I’ve 
gone through over these years fills 
me with hope and a true realization 
of the amazing healing capacity we 
all possess.  I have personally realized 
that I am the one in control; I am the 
one responsible for myself.  This has 
given me more freedom than I ever 
could have imagined.

*After this article was written, baby Nikolas was welcomed 
into the world at our home. Labor was long, easy, and peace-
ful. When active labor started, I truly experienced ecstatic 
birth, which I hadn’t even known was possible before this 
pregnancy. Transition was tough, but well worth it to fully 
experience the emergence of Nikolas into the water and then 
into my arms.

Adrienne Carmack
grew up in Texas and returned home

 after her training.  She is currently creating the life 
of her dreams with her husband Tony, 
daughter Kaili, and new baby Nikolas.

I have personally realized that I am the one in control; 
that I am the one responsible for myself.  

This has given me more freedom 
than I ever could have imagined.
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I rested my head 
against the car 
window, hypno-
tized by the beauty 
of the ragged coast-
line of Maine.  My 
friend and I were on 
a “get-away”, having left husbands and children behind for 
a few days of serendipitous adventure.  I gazed out the window 
and watched the sun melt into the ocean, a watercolor of gold and red 
pressed against the horizon.  I closed my eyes.  One- one thousand, 
two- one thousand, three- one thousand.  From somewhere deep within 
my soul came the gentle whisper, “Go to Africa.  Build an orphanage.”  I 
turned to my friend and said simply, “We are going to Africa.”
When I was a little girl, I had often dreamed of working on the “dark continent” - 
teaching children, running a clinic, doing whatever one does in mysterious, far-away 
places that seemed shrouded in the wondrous fear of the unknown.  Over the years 
however, that dream was buried deep in soil seldom tended, as seeds of another 
kind grew:  school, marriage, children, and grand-children were my wonder, and 
the tending had been sweet.  But when the gentle whisper came, dormant dreams 
awoke, revealing a secret garden that had been quietly nurtured all along.   Ah, yes, 
my heart seemed to say, I remember.  It is time.

Knowing I was to work in Africa was the easy part.  I was unfazed, fearless, and fo-
cused.  My three children on the other hand, were convinced that I would be bitten 
by a black mamba snake—my body left to rot in the jungle.  They began to appeal to 
their father to reign in the mother and grandmother, who had no idea what she was 
doing.  They were right, I didn’t.  But ignorance is not a disease; it is just a tempo-
rary question mark waiting for the right answer.  

My husband, on the other hand, took it all in stride.  His gift to me had always been 
his belief that this is my life too.  Through 30 years of marriage he had graciously 
supported, sustained, and encouraged me to explore whatever called to my heart—
and Africa was no exception.

I remember one night feeling a bit melancholy over the resistance by various family 
members to what I wanted to do.  Even my parents called to discuss their concern.  
With tears, I expressed my frustration to my husband, and wondered aloud if those 
I so deeply loved, would ever understand.  When I finished, he said something that 

 

From somewhere deep within my soul 
came the gentle whisper, 

“Go to Africa.  Build an orphanage.”  
I turned to my friend and said simply, 

“We are going to Africa.”

    

 I will never forget.  “This isn’t about 
them.  It’s about you.  The ques-
tion is how you would feel if you 
didn’t go.”  I wept because I knew 
that a part of me would shrink and 
become brittle, like fall leaves that 
crack beneath your feet.  It was the 
perfect question.

Knowing nothing more about Africa 
other than where it was on the map, 
my friend and I knew we needed 
more information before unknow-
ingly plunging head-long into the 
shallow end of a pool.  We began 
by writing a list of questions to ask 
when we contacted various organiza-
tions:
Did they have 501c3 (non profit) 
status?  Was there an office in our 
state so we could actually visit with 
someone and ask questions?  We 
also looked for a non-profit with 
a good track record of working in 
Africa, which included orphan care 
as part of their development, and 
provided humanitarian expeditions 
to volunteers with no experience.  

We Googled, Yahoo’d, and net-
worked with friends, who had a 
friend, who had a cousin that once 
went to Africa.  In the 2 months that 
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followed, we narrowed our search to 7 organizations, each with a different 
program that resonated with us on some level.  Some focused on orphan 
care, some on empowering women, or working to feed the hungry.  We made 
appointments with the directors and, notebooks in hand, began the inter-
viewing process.  Where do you go in Africa?  What do you do when you 
get there?  Would we be able to volunteer?  What has been accomplished in 
the villages where 
you work?  What are 
your success stories?  
Tell us about orphan 

care.  Tell us what we don’t know.  Each person gave generously of their time, 
leading us through this exploratory process in a way that enlivened, and never 
belittled.  

During this season of discovery, I began to understand the heart of those 
who work for people who have no voice: the desperately poor, those dying of 
AIDS, the hungry families who live on less than $2 a day.  These humanitar-
ians had perfected the art of “abundance”, a visceral belief that knowledge was 
to be shared not hoarded, that applauding the success of another organiza-
tion did not diminish theirs and that, at the end of the day, the work was not 
about them; it never was, it never would be.  Their work was always about 
those whom they served.  Much later I would define a humanitarian as one 
who gives hope to the hopeless.  But during these first baby steps taken on the 
road to understanding, I was just humbled to learn from, and rub shoulders 
with, the many men and women working to quell the anguish of the people 
in Africa.  This was just the beginning of my journey, but these selfless ser-
vants had for years heard the voices that had just begun to reveal themselves 
to me, in whispers.  Each conversation left me feeling awestruck by those who 
worked tirelessly in behalf of others, for little monetary compensation, yet 
graciously took the time to share their vision to whoever crossed their thresh-
old.

We also left each meeting recogniz-
ing that each question asked often had 
different answers.  For instance, orphan 
care.  Some orphans lived with their 
“grannies”, some with an older sibling, 
some in a community compound, on 

the street, with an 
auntie, or alone 
in their hut.  Oh, 
and did we mean 

single orphans, ones without one par-
ent, or double orphans, ones without 
both parents?  Each question had layers 
of answers.  Each answer, more ques-
tions.  We often left our meetings feeling 
overwhelmed by what we didn’t know, 
and wondering if we ever would.  Para-
doxically, we also felt a sense of con-
fidence.  We could do this.  We could 
learn.  We could become proficient with 
the non-profit lingo.  More importantly, 
we began to discern that we would 
instinctively know when we had found 
our non-profit “home”.  Consequently, 
there was no despair or frustration in 
the process.  We loved the learning curve 
we were on, and felt more empowered 
by the reservoir of knowledge we could 
draw from as we conversed with others.  
We knew that something was coming.      

Tell us what we don’t know. 



Our job was to be ready when it did.
   

It was during this learning curve time that a fellow teacher 
asked me if I knew about Reach the Children.  Before I 
could answer, he had written the name of his friend on a 
scrap of paper, along with her phone number, all the 
while explaining that this friend worked in Africa with 
Reach the Children.  I thanked him, slipped the paper 
into my pocket and called her later that night.

“Hello, this is Kindee.”  As soon as I heard her voice I 
knew that whatever Reach the Children was doing in 
Africa, I would be there.  An immediate sense of calm 
surety poured over me like warm honey.  Reach the Chil-
dren, Reach the Children.  The name folded itself over 
and over again in my mind.  

Two nights later, I was 
sitting in my friend’s living 
room while Kindee showed 
us pictures of Africa:  men 
making bricks, old grannies 
bent over with a load of 
firewood, beautiful mothers 
with babies wrapped snugly 
against their back, and the 
children, always the chil-
dren, laughing.  Tears welled 
up in my eyes.  These were 
my people.  Kindee said that 
the next team was leaving 
in February, 9 months from 
then, on a 17 day expedition 
to Kenya.  She didn’t ask if we wanted to participate.  She 
knew from our tears that we would.

Our first team meeting was a month later.  Eighteen strang-
ers gathered in the team leader’s living room to receive our 
first set of instructions (who knew we needed so many 
shots?), and get an overview of what we would be doing on 
this particular expedition.  Reach the Children (RTC) had 
an in-country Kenyan director who would facilitate our proj-
ects.  We learned that everything we would undertake was a 
result of specific requests from those “on the ground”.  RTC 
listened to what was being said by those in-country - who 
knew best what was most essential for them, their children 
and their village.  We would help facilitate their requests and 
stand side-by-side with the Kenyan’s in the learning process.  

The philosophy of RTC was to “teach a man to fish”, not just 

These were my people.

Patty shares a video she took 
of elephants:



give him one.  Without giving a man, woman or child the 
tools to literally—and figuratively—fish for himself, he 
would again be hungry the next day.  As a team, our respon-
sibility was to prepare to teach, whether it was in corrugated 
metal, dirt floor class-
room, under a tree 
teaching the village 
women how to sew, 
or digging in the dirt, 
planting a square foot 
garden.

Months prior to our 
arrival, our in-country 
director would locate 
the men and women 
who stood out as village 
“champions”—those who 
were already trying to teach and improve their community, 
but lacked sufficient resources to continue.  Then, during our 
expedition, we would teach these hand-picked champions 
using a “train the trainer” model.  We would teach the skills 
needed, such as business management, micro-enterprise 
opportunities, literacy, practical orphan care, AIDS aware-
ness, first aid, etc., and they, in turn, would go back and train 
their community on what they had learned.  A portion of the 
money given to participate in a humanitarian expedition was 
always set aside for teams to use to facilitate the completion 
of projects.  We would be using ours to purchase treadle sew-
ing machines for women who wanted to learn to sew, stoves 
to begin a baking business, garden seeds and other materials 
needed to plant a community square foot garden, and any 
other need that would arise.  Those who live on less than $2 
a day have no hope of acquiring these materials.  What they 
do have is the desire to learn and to be given the opportunity.  
They want a hand up, not a hand out. 

We were told that each of us would be involved with teach-
ing value based lessons such as honesty, friendship, and 
gratitude - a request by the Kenyan director of three of the 
schools we would be visiting.  Murals needed to be painted 
in the classrooms to bring color to children who didn’t even 
have crayons.  We were all asked to bring games that could be 
taught to teachers and children- jump-rope, soccer, red-rover, 
hokey-pokey.  Basic health and hygiene, to be taught to the 
village women, was a request from another village leader.  As 
our expedition objectives were clarified, every team member 
began talking at once, with an enthusiasm usually reserved 

for children on Christmas day.  Several could paint (I was 
NOT one of them).  A 20 year old asked if he could bring 
his guitar (yes).  The 3 teenagers asked if they could work 

together on a lesson (yes).  What 
about teaching kick-the-can (there are 
no cans, but improvise)?  Someone 
wanted to know if they could collect 
boxes of crayons for the classrooms 
(no- they will melt in the heat, but 
they could collect colored pencils).

In the ensuing months, my neigh-
bors asked how they could help.  
What was needed?  I had my list: 
money for a cow, first aid sup-
plies, and specific items for sewing 
kits.  One late night, my next-door 

neighbor showed up with an envelope in her hand.  Ex-
plaining that she wanted to do something, she had enclosed 
$500—enough to buy the cow.  I was overwhelmed by the 
generosity of those around me who would leave bags of 
yarn, scissors, thread, bandages, ointments, buttons, and 
checks at my door-step.  I began to realize that while I 
would be the one going on this trip, there would be dozens 
of people I would figuratively tuck away in my back pocket, 
and take with me.  This out-pouring of kindness confirmed 
again to me what I had instinctively known: we all believe 
we are our brother’s keeper; we just need to have the oppor-
tunity to know how to keep him.  

There continued to be meetings to attend—each one 
presenting us with a little more information.  We covered 
where we would stay, and were given a loose daily itiner-
ary - loose being the operative word.  I learned quickly that 
Africans keep to their own time table.  We were given a list 
of what to pack (in keeping with the culture of skirts or 
dresses worn by African women, we were to wear the same), 
what not to bring (anything of value that we couldn’t af-
ford to have lost or stolen), and the maximum weight (70 
pounds for each of the 2 duffel bags we had been given).  
We would use these to pack our donated items in, along 
with anything we had personally purchased for projects.  
We were asked if we were up with our shots and given 
details on how we would be able to transfer our dollars into 
Kenyan shillings when we got there.  Everything learned 
was another notch in our confidence belt.  The only ques-
tion pressing upon on minds now was, how many more 
days?



The 18 strangers of only a few months ago were now fast 
friends, each of us embarking on this collective journey of 
discovery together.  During one meeting we went around 
the room relating why we wanted to work in Africa.  There 
were various reasons given.  Some wanted the experience of 
going to a foreign land and making a difference.  A mother 
wanted to bring her teen-age children with the purpose of 
introducing them to a larger world than they had known.  
Several had been with RTC before and couldn’t wait to 
return to the people they had grown to love.  One woman 
was newly divorced and wanted to shake things up a bit in 
her life.  But, we were asked, why Africa?  There was a quiet 

in the room as everyone 
shared the same “it has 
always been there” yearn-
ing for Africa, that had 
scratched its way to the 
surface of our dreams—a 
subtle shift of thought that 
had told us it was time.  
There was no more to be 
said.  We all understood.

February 9th finally came 
and, with duffel bags 
loaded, the team met at 
the airport before daybreak.  Tickets, passports, money, 
and shot records were safely tucked away in concealed 
fanny packs.  We would spend the next 17 days living in the 
clothes we had been told to pack in luggage that had to fit 
in the over-head compartment.  Our backpacks held any 
overflow.  There was an eerie sense of contained excitement.  
Were we ready?  Had we forgotten anything, we wondered 
aloud, although most of us had gone over the packing list 
for days.  Were we really, truly, finally going?  I will believe 
it when I am on the plane, I thought.  Only then will I will 
know it is true.  I hugged my husband good-bye, and then 
hugged him again.  Tears welled up in my eyes as I remem-
bered the gentle whisper in Maine, the directors who had 

taught me so much, the generosity of those whose support 
and good will filled my duffel bags, the overwhelming real-
ization that the waiting was now over.  That little girl, who 
dreamed of Africa so long ago, was finally going “home”.    

In the 11 years and countless trips to Africa since that first 
expedition, my notebook of questions and answers has 
given way to endless on-the-ground experiences that seem 
to defy a one-size-fits-all answer of any kind.

There was the time when I was asked to visit with a group of 
women in a slum area outside of Nairobi.  We sat together 
in a dark mud hut, the rough hewn benches tilting on the 
uneven dirt floor.  The women, wrapped in visibly worn 

kangas, spoke quietly about 
marriage, children, AIDS.  
What do we do, they asked 
matter-of-factly, when our hus-
bands come home drunk from 
town and beat us?  I sat there, 
stunned.  What did I know of 
beatings, drunken husbands, 
and the threat of children 
being taken away from me if 
I did not submit?  My mind 
seemed to scream at me, “Who 
do you think you are?  What 

could you possibly say to alleviate this suffering”?  I took 
the hands of the women sitting closest to me and tried to 
breathe.  I understood the culture that relegated most poor, 
uneducated women to that of “property”.  They could be 
married off without consent, and divorced without more 
than a public declaration from their husband.  This conse-
quence would most often lead women to prostitution—the 
only means they had of feeding their children once they 
had been abandoned—and eventually, AIDS.   But I also 
knew that this scenario was changing.  RTC was among 
the numerous organizations who worked to empower girls 
through education, critical thinking skills, and micro-enter-
prise training.  We knew that if girls could be taught to 

 My screaming mind began to still, and when it did, 
I knew what I had to say.  I told these women the truth; 

I could not help them. 



Six years after my first trip to Africa, I stood in the small 
dining room of Hands With Hope, the newly constructed 
orphanage that had been my siren song for so long.  Pas-
tor Fred Afwai stood quietly beside me in the room.  We 
had been working together now for several years, he as the 
Kenyan director of a dirt floor, corrugated-metal elemen-
tary school, and I as a volunteer who worked with dozens 
of others to help him realize his dream of educating the 
children in the Kayole slum.  We had talked early in our 
relationship of the need for an orphanage for the dozens of 

children who slept alone on the street, or in an abandoned 
hut. He wanted this “safe house” by his school, where chil-
dren could learn during the day, then go home to a “family.”  
His vision was a home where a married couple would be-
come the “mother” and “father” to the orphans who would 
live there.  There would be family meals, homework around 
the table, and work tending a garden that would help feed 
them all.   His dream melded with mine, and we worked 
out details through e-mail and other Kenyan expeditions 
that brought us together.

After several years of fund-raising done by RTC teams and 
other organizations who also worked with Pastor Fred, 
land was purchased within walking distance of the school.  
I was leading my own team when the building materials 
were purchased.  Pastor Fred walked me to the site and laid 
out the rudimentary architectural drawings:  our vision on 
paper.  Was it truly possible?  Again, I was overwhelmed by 
the generosity of so many who were bringing our dream for 
orphans to life.  How had I been so blessed?  What had I 
ever done to deserve such joy?  I made some simple changes 
to the drawing, then looking at the site, Pastor Fred asked 
me what I wanted to name the orphanage.  “Hands With 
Hope,” I said.  It was the name that had come to me several 
years before.

When the actual construction began, Pastor Fred sent 
frequent e-mails with pictures; team volunteers up to their 
ankles in concrete made from scratch, other volunteers 
working along-side African men and women as they laid 
the cinder block walls.   Following the RTC mandate to 

take care of themselves, they would no longer be vulner-
able.  Change was happening, but one had to tread lightly.

Truth can be a hard thing to tell but there are times when it 
is the only thing that will make sense.  My screaming mind 
began to still, and when it did, I knew what I had to say.  I 
told these women the truth; I could not help them.  I had 
no answers for them, but I did have some for them to give 
their daughters.  I applauded these strong and valiant moth-
ers in their selfless desire to educate their daughters—and 
their sons.  I knew of their sacrifices, going without rice so 
that their children could 
eat, saving their meager 
shillings so that their sons 
and daughters would have 
paper for school.  The 
mothers of Africa are the 
champions of a new gen-
eration, I told them, a generation who were learning how to 
care for and respect themselves through education.  With 
education comes empowerment, and with empowerment, 
change.  I told them to keep their children in school and to 
teach them to respect themselves, and each other.  If they 
did this, their daughters would not sit on the same benches 
10 years from then, asking me the same questions.   It was a 
simple message of truth, and it resonated with them. They 
understood, nodding to each other with resolve.  Then, as 
so often occurs with African women, they broke into song, 
and filing out of the dark and into the light, began dancing 
and praising God, hugging me, and drawing me into their 
circle.  
 

Truth be told, my African home often makes me want to 
run screaming down the ridiculously rutted and dusty 
roads, in moods varying from frustration at the seemingly 
slow pace of change, to pure elation when a 75 year old 
granny learns write her name for the first time.  The gentle 
whisper of Maine has given way to the reality of the work; 
both what has been accomplished, and the never-ending 
“do” list yet to begin: raising money for new projects, 
starting micro-enterprises in other villages, training on the 
ground trainers in health/hygiene/reading, getting doctors 
and nurses to facilitate a clinic in areas that don’t have ad-
equate care.  Nevertheless, I am tethered to this wondrous 
“dark continent” that continues to shine a light on the 
hidden, and often hopeless, pockets of humanity.  I don’t 
have all of the answers, but I work with dozens of men and 
women who do, and they continue to teach me.  

How had I been so blessed?  
What had I ever done to deserve such joy? 



create jobs wherever we could, windows, doors, bunk-
beds, tables and chairs were made by local carpenters, and 
purchased through the generous donations given by people 
who would never step foot in Africa, or hug the children 
who would live at 
Hands With Hope.  
Week by week the 
building took shape 
until it finally stood 
where an empty lot 
had been only months 
before.  The last e-
mail from Pastor Fred 
asked me to come for 
the consecration of the 
building.  It would not 
open until I was there.  
I made a reservation 
for a month later.

The voices of invited guests filing into the dining room 
broke my reverie.  Consecrating a building was a com-
munity affair, with the village chief, teachers who taught 
in the slum school, various pastors, children and parents 
looking on.  There weren’t enough chairs so everyone lined 
the walls 2-3 people deep.  I stood pressed against a wall 
in the back.  This was Pastor Fred’s day.  For over an hour 
we would sing, dance, and listen to speeches. I remember 
thinking how hot the room was with so many compressed 
bodies, when I heard my name being called.  Besides being 
the only white person in the crowd, most knew who I was, 
and pushed themselves against each other so I could pass.  
Pastor Fred stood before the chief and talked to him about 
my dream for the orphans in Kayole.  I was overwhelmed at 
the generosity of his words and wanted to cry.  My memory 
flashed to all of those whose shoulders I had stood on to 
get to this day, and I understood more deeply than ever had 
before, what I had been taught 6 years earlier:  it’s not about 
me, it never was, and it never would be.  It was always about 
them; these beautiful African people whose unshakeable 
faith in God amidst tidal waves of adversity, humbled me to 
my knees.
 

Pastor Fred turned to me and poured into my palm the 
holy oil that would be used for consecration.  He then went 
around the room pouring the oil into an endless wave of 
outstretched black hands.  Beginning in the dining room, 
we touched every wall, door, window, threshold, bed, table, 

and chair.  The soft murmur of prayers said in Swahili filled 
the rooms. Don’t miss a moment of this, I kept telling my-
self.  Remember it all.  I couldn’t feel the concrete beneath 

my feet.  “Go to Africa.  
Build an orphanage.”

After the consecration, the 
23 orphans who would 
be the first to live in this 
home performed a skit.  
They had made up a story 
of how they once felt 
sad, lost and alone, and 
how happy they were to 
now have a home and 
family.  It was a story 
we could all relate to, 
including me.  Within 
these cinder-block walls 

would be safety, laughter, learning, and most importantly, 
an understanding of what “family” means.  I looked around 
at all of the Africans whom I had grown to love through 
my expeditions to Kenya.  This too was home.  This too was 
family.

In the years that have followed, the children have grown 
into educated, healthy, and confident young men and 
women. More children have found their way to the doors 
of Hands With Hope, some as young as nine, carrying their 
brothers and sisters on their back, asking if they too may 
stay.  Pastor Fred and his wife Alice never turn any child 
away, even those with AIDS.  When I visit, I marvel at the 
self-assurance of Providence, who came to the orphanage 
shy and withdrawn, and the sly, good humor of Rogers, 
who was angry and sullen from years of abuse.  Every child 
comes with a story, some so tragic and horrifying that I 
have stopped trying to wrap my brain, or my heart, around 
them.  It is not possible.  However, new chapters are being 
written to their stories with words of love, acceptance, com-
mitment, family and hope.  There was a time when I would 
ask Pastor Fred about the practicality of taking in every 
child that comes to the home.  How will you feed them all?  
Where will they sleep? How can you possibly take on any 
more responsibility?  Pastor Fred never doubts that there 
will be enough for these children.  And, to my amazement, 
he is always right.  In every case, some new donor inexpli-
cably feels a prompting to give just when the rice and beans 
are running low. 



I have often wondered what my life would be like had I 
dismissed the message given on that sunset drive so long ago.  
I’m sure I would still be happy, as I am that by nature.  But I 
wonder if there would be an I-can’t-quite-put-my-finger-on-
it discontent, always lurking on the fringes of my conscious-
ness.  When someone mentioned Africa, would there be a 
momentary unease, a curious ripple in my heart?  I don’t 
have the answer for that one.  But this I do know; this won-
drous, frustrating, exhilarating, over-whelming, humbling, 
loving, I-think-I-may-scream adventure of working in, for 
and with Africa, has changed me forever.  

These beautiful people have enriched my life by sharing 
theirs and teaching me along the way.  When I get discour-
aged, I remember the women I spoke with in that dark hut.  
If they could sing, dance, and praise God in the face of their 
trials, so could I.   If the people who earn less than $1 a day 
can generously share their meager meal with me, then I can 
be more generous to those who hold up signs along the road.  
The women have taught me to slow down, and meander; to 
not rush a conversation or a journey with friends or fam-
ily, but to laugh and cherish our time together. I have been 
hugged by strangers with no other agenda than to welcome 
me into the warm embrace of Africa.  Surely then, I can take 
more time to get to know someone new in my neighbor-
hood, church, or work.  The old grannies who will never read 
their own name, have taught me value of being able to read 
my own.

Returning home from an expedition, I am continually struck 
by all that I see:  a profusion of flowers, smooth roads, a 
hospital, beautiful schools, children playing on real soccer 
fields—with team uniforms!, a supermarket filled with fresh 
food and produce.  Everything I may have once taken for 
granted now humbles me and fills me with gratitude.  As 
much teaching as I have done, Africa has taught me more.  I 
am not now, nor ever will be, the same. 

I was sitting at my computer 18 months ago when an e-mail 
came from Uganda.  Women with AIDS were dying in the 
dirt.   Could I help in some way, the writer wanted to know.  
I opened the “Attachment”.  A picture of woman, dying of 
AIDS and curled up on the ground stared back at me.  I 
could hear her gentle whisper; “Look at me.  I am your sister.  
Come help us.”  

No woman should die in the dirt alone without someone to 
hold her and thank her for gracing this earth.  I reason that if 
we are teaching young African girls to value themselves, 

and young boys to honor womanhood, then these principles 
apply throughout a woman’s life.  Age, poverty, the inability 
to no longer “produce”, does not diminish a woman’s right 
to kindness or compassion.  I know that there are others out 
there who will stand with me on this.

I have drawn a picture of a simple hospice.  Dying women 
will be brought here to live out their last days on a bed with 
clean sheets, to be cared for by nurses and volunteers who 
will hold them, sing to them, and tell them how much they 
are loved.  The hospice will be called “Amani House”.  Amani 
means “Peace” in Swahili.

No, I don’t know how this will be accomplished, or when.  
But like Hands With Hope, it will be built.  I have learned 
that when one honors the gentle whispers, miracles happen.

Patty Liston
is an Air Force brat who has lived around the world.  I cried 
every time I had to leave my home, but loved the adventure 
of meeting new people, living in different places and expe-

riencing the various customs and cultures.  I am married 
almost 40 years to the man who gives me wings to explore 

my world.  We have 2 sons, a daughter, and 5 grandchildren.  
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I am now working to build a community center in 
Western Kenya that will serve to strengthen families 

and communities through education, skills training, and 
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Patty shares a hokey pokey video with you:



I am a farmer’s daughter.  I reached 
adulthood almost 20 years ago, but when I 
visit the small, rural Texas Panhandle town 
where I grew up, I am still known as my fa-
ther’s daughter.  The town of less than 1,000 peo-
ple all know my father, and it is a tight-knit group 
of conservative, practical farmers and ranchers with 
traditions based upon agriculture and preserving con-
ventional family values.  Gossipy, judgmental and simple at times, 
yet also community-oriented and friendly – a great place to spend your 
childhood years, knowing every person in town as if he were your cousin.  
There was only one school in the town, and it accommodated grades K-12.  
During my last year there, I remember thinking these exact thoughts: “I 
live in the best little town, in the best state, in the best country in the whole 
world.”  I loved the closeness of the community, the support I received while 
in school, but I loved it like the parent of a child in that I knew there was a 
time I would have to let it go.  I needed to see the world (at least some of it) 
and bid my small town adieu.

I spent girlhood playing in one of our 4 barns, frolicking in dump trucks 
filled with freshly harvested grain, tasting maize and corn right off the stalk, 
eagerly anticipating the 2 weeks out of the entire year when we could have 
fresh-from-the-field corn on the cob.  As many a childhood passes, mine was 
fairly carefree and enjoyed as one of three small children on a farm living 
right next door to my grandparents.  As a girl, my role was much less sub-
stantial than my brother’s role, but I still learned to drive a tractor and spent 
many hours in the summer plowing fields, helping move equipment and – 

in general – feeling fairly valuable on our 
small family farm.

As Earth-friendly and homespun as the 
image of a family farm might create in 
one’s mind, in reality our farm leaned a 
little more toward industrial farming.  My 
father grew large crops - primarily wheat, 
maize, corn, the occasional soybean and, 
more recently, cotton.  To grow these 
crops in the most convenient manner, my 
father had been taught by his father and 
his grandfather to use an array of fertil-
izers, herbicides, pesticides and fungicides.  
Seeds were purchased already pre-treated 
with much of it.  My father recruited small 
airplanes to spray our acres of crops with 
chemicals so that our crops would grow 
stronger and better.  As a child, I thought 
nothing of this; it was how farming was 
done.  Crop rotation was something I 
had never heard of.  I didn’t even realize a 
plant would grow without fertilizer, and 
I had never heard of compost (manure, 
yes; compost, no).  Even the small fam-
ily garden next to our house was sprayed 
regularly with chemicals to make the 
vegetables grow better, faster, more, and 
with less work.

In this way, as well as many others, I feel

Health, the Body and Disease:
How a farmer’s 

daughter’s views 
on health were 

planted, nurtured 
and cultivated



like my childhood was very conventional, very middle Amer-
ican, and very much rooted in allopathic medicine.  When 
anyone had a pain, we rushed to the doctor.  We received the 
standard vaccines as well the required exams and treatments 
to play sports and treat sports-related injuries.  The occa-
sional cold, flu, rash or bladder infection was handled with 
a 60- mile round trip visit to the closest doctor.  When my 
grandfather joked with me about what I wanted to be when I 
grew up, he always told me to be a doctor,  a veterinarian or a 
lawyer.  This casual joking and other observations I made as a 
youth helped form my beliefs that only doctors could unlock 
the mysteries of our bodies and health.

Both my grandmoth-
ers were diagnosed 
with breast cancer 
around the same 
time.  They both had 
mastectomies, re-
ceived chemotherapy, 
and continued to 
get sicker and sicker 
through these treat-
ments.  After all their 
hair had fallen out, af-
ter their faces became 
drawn and older, after 
the dark circles under 
their eyes became 
more pronounced, only then were their chemotherapy treat-
ments stopped and they could get well.  They survived their 
cancers thanks to the doctors.  Our family had sought the 
best doctors, the most renowned in their field to heal my 
grandmothers.  I never had a strong feeling either way about 
the roles the doctors and hospitals played during this time.  
It was just what you did when you got cancer.  There was no 
question, no alternative, no other path to wellness.  It was 
like being served a meal at our school cafeteria – it is what it 
is, and I didn’t even think to question it.  My general view at 
the time was that we were lucky to have the doctors step in 
and heal our grandmothers, regardless of the pain and suffer-
ing it took for them to be “well”.

But what a terrible time that was for our family.  I was only a 
13 year-old girl, but I remember the sadness all around was 
ever-present.  No one said much, but as children we knew 
there was something terrible, something unspeakable.  My 
maternal grandmother spent Christmas in the hospital with 

only her one breast, thankful to be alive.  We went to visit 
her in the hospital right after her mastectomy, and I was 
shocked to see such a strong woman so broken. 

It was at this time I saw what it was for a woman to lose a 
breast.  I did not understand before.  As a child, I naively 
thought that a breast was just a lump of fat and skin, and 
why would it be a big deal to have it taken off ?  But as I 
watched my grandmother cry, trying to hold back her tears 
in front of her granddaughters, I quickly saw that this was 
an emotional journey that has nothing to do with the breast.  
She felt disfigured and ugly, robbed of her womanhood and 
alone – these are things she shared with me as her journey 

with breast cancer began.  
There was such a feeling 
of helplessness, of des-
peration, and there was 
the knowledge that we 
were not in control... but 
who was?  What would 
the doctors recommend?  
Would it just be the one 
breast or should the 
other be removed?  How 
long would the cancer 
stay away?  I could not 
even begin to understand 
cancer.  I only knew it 
left a huge weight on me, 

on my entire family.  Our hearts ached for our grandmoth-
ers.  After the treatments were over and they were in remis-
sion, it slowly began to get better.  They physically recovered 
fairly well after time and, while they were a bit weary from 
the “experience” as we called it, they mentally held up well 
and tried to see the positive in it.  My paternal grandmother 
even joined a Reach to Recovery group, so that she could 
help others that had been diagnosed with breast cancer.  She 
visited them at their homes or in the hospital, took them a 
prosthesis to put into their bras, and helped them with the 
emotional and physical preparations they would need to 
fight cancer.

Throughout my childhood, I had several health run-ins and 
stays in the hospital.  In addition to having my tonsils out 
and having hernia repair very young (before I entered kinder-
garten), I was also in a major car accident at age 5 where I 
stopped breathing.  I had to be revived by someone at the 
scene of the accident and had a fairly long hospital stay.  I 



poultice for your knee if you want.”  What?  How was castor 
oil better than science, better than medicine?  

What is castor oil going to do for my knee?  I wondered.  I 
had never read that in a book.  A doctor certainly would not 
have recommended it.  And every now and then, my mother 
would suggest such things as kerosene or vinegar.  Kerosene 
was for muscle aches or bruises, and vinegar was to draw the 
toxins out of our bodies, either in a bath or applied to the ail-
ing appendage.  I wanted to believe those things might work 
because they were simple and easy to do (compared to going 
in for an appointment), and of course I wanted to make my 
mother happy.  It seemed to do her so much good to wrap 
our ailments with cotton towels soaked in something-or-

other and apply the heating pad.  
Her face would light up, and she 
became even more interested 
in our general health and well-
being.  No home remedy was too 
much trouble for her.  She nursed 
my brother’s weak ankles from a 
football injury, day after day for 6 
weeks.  I didn’t pay it much mind 
at the time.  She was doting on my 
brother (who knows the result?), 

and I was busy leading a pretty self-involved teenage life.   I 
didn’t let these natural treatments alter my view on tradition-
al medicine.  My path seemed firmly rooted on the ground 
in conventional, allopathic medicine just like our father, his 
parents, my mother’s parents, and our grandparents – just 
like everyone in our rural community.  If there was a ques-
tion about your body, then a doctor knew the answer. 

I grew up this way, made my way through college and into 
young adulthood with the same principles and priorities 
in place for health and wellness.  And then, after 5 years of 
marriage to my husband, I found myself, to our great de-
light, pregnant.  As most mothers, I wanted to do everything 
I could for my baby.  I wanted to give him everything he 
needed to be healthy, and I knew this began as he was grow-
ing inside me.  As a reader and as a person who likes to know 
things, I went to the library and checked out any books 
relating to pregnancy.  I typed in “pregnancy” as the subject 
in a search and literally checked out every book the library 
had, and that totaled about 6 books at the time.  I skimmed 
through the books at home, and I came across something 
interesting in one.  I thought I had heard the term “birth 
center” before, but in reading this book, I learned exactly 

also had an accident that involved my knee, a barbed wire 
fence and a 3-wheeled all-terrain vehicle.  A long surgery and 
excruciating recovery later, I had major scars on my leg and 
minor cuts all up and down my body.  This was just a part of 
my life, but it certainly did not have me loving the hospital.  
But, love the hospital or not, I never questioned the need we 
had for it.  No one loved hospitals, or loved loading up to go 
see the doctor, but it was good for you; just like the soggy 
spinach parents made children eat; just like taking a bath 
even when we didn’t want to; just like a swat on the bottom 
when we broke a rule.  You may not like it, but it was good 
for you.  (Years later, I think none of those things are good 
for you, but that is another story for another time.)

My regular battle 
as a young child, 
however, was 
with bronchi-
tis.  My mother 
would take me to 
the doctor, and 
I received the 
standard antibiot-
ics.  We would go 
home, take the 
medication, and I would get well.  This happened year after 
year and, even after I left home for college and moved out on 
my own, I still got bronchitis each year.  I made my appoint-
ments, went to the doctor, and got my pills.  I angered many 
a doctor by telling them what my diagnosis was as they en-
tered the room to examine me.  I remember one saying, “I’m 
the doctor here!  I will tell you what you have.”  I felt so help-
less at the hands of these doctors every year.  I resented that 
I had to make an appointment and go through the trouble 
of them fitting me in while I was in so much discomfort.  I 
dreamed of having a doctor that would call in prescriptions 
without even seeing me.  Who didn’t dream of this?!  What 
a luxury, what a godsend that would be – no wonder my 
grandfather wanted me to be a doctor.

The lone voice, the tiny whisper of dissonance to allopathic 
medicine was my mother.  My free-spirited, nomad of a 
mother had married my small-town father when they were 
very young and had moved to his world, next door to his 
parents.  And she blended right into that world, doing what 
she needed to do to get along with my father and the family.  
But, every now and then, there would be a small voice from 
the galley, barely audible: “I will make you a castor oil 

 No one loved hospitals, or loved 
loading up to go see the doctor, 

but it was good for you; 
just like the soggy spinach 
parents made children eat.



what one was and how one went about having her baby 
at one.  So, in essence, I did not have to birth my baby in 
a hospital, and – in fact – there were several birth centers 
within driving distance from my very house!  This appealed 
to me for several reasons, but first and foremost, my disdain 
for hospitals had grown and flowered into something fairly 
major.  For me, they were 
uncomfortable places physi-
cally, sterile and somber 
with rigid rules.  It didn’t 
seem like an environment 
that would be particularly 
conducive to welcoming 
a baby’s life.  I wanted my 
baby’s first glance to be at 
me, and I wanted to hold 
him right when he came 
out and talk to him and 
welcome him into the world.  
I had heard of the tradition of speaking a prayer into the 
baby’s ear just as he is born, as the first words he hears.  I 
wanted to have that opportunity.  He was my baby after all, 
and I wanted to be the boss of him.  When I read what they 
do to babies in hospitals right after they come out, why, I was 
appalled.  I was amazed that some hospitals didn’t let par-
ents hold their babies until well after all the exams had been 
done, perhaps a bath and maybe even after they’d been given 
a pacifier.  I felt fairly confident that no one would love or 
care for this baby as much as I did, and therefore I wanted to 
have complete charge of him from the get-go, and welcome 
him in a very gentle and comfortable way.  I did not want 
to be at the mercy of the doctors and nurses while I was in 
the hospital.  I did not want to be bossed and stuck, poked 
and in general messed with for 4 days around my labor, birth 
and recuperation.  So given my wants and desires, a hospital 
environment just didn’t seem like the place for me.

Well, as my husband shared the same ideas about health and 
medicine as I had, he was beside himself.  My husband was 
raised in much the same way I was regarding healthcare.  
Although he had not come from an agricultural background, 
his parent’s medicine cabinet was overflowing with pills and 
medications for even the smallest pain.  They believed in 
muscle relaxers, pain relievers, decongestants, antihistamines 
and stashes of antibiotics for when they came down with 
something, and the doctor’s number was first on the speed 
dial.  They had allergies that required medication, in addi-

tion to the typical aches and pains.  I suppose the difference 
in my husband and me at this point in our lives was that he 
had never had a hospital stay.  He had not developed the 
aversion to hospitals I had.  And perhaps he had not thought 
very far ahead to when we would actually have this baby 
and the circumstances that surrounded it.  It was my body, 

however, and I most assuredly had 
thought of my labor and birth many, 
many times – from the time I saw the 
positive sign on the stick, I could not 
get the labor out of my head.

My husband did not immediately 
say no to the birth center, and he 
remained fairly supportive given the 
curve ball I had thrown him, but there 
certainly was lots of doubt, anxiety, 
and worry in his eyes.  He expressed 
hesitation, primarily regarding my 

safety.  He worried about a complication, and as the man, 
the husband and the provider, he felt it his role to make 
sure the baby and I were safe.  He argued that if a hospital 
were “safer”, if there was more access to emergency equip-
ment, why would we want to risk it and be away from this 
equipment?  I could imagine his thoughts: His first act as 
a father would be to allow me to put myself in harm’s way 
outside of a hospital?  I understood his concerns, even ap-
preciated that they came from a place of good will; however 
this wasn’t something I was going to let him put his foot 
down on.  I didn’t want to have an argument about it, but if 
it came to that, I certainly would.  I really wanted this baby 
born outside of a hospital.  I felt in my heart it was what we 
needed to do, and I knew people did it all the time without 
issue.  I knew the first step was to show him the center, so we 
made an appointment and toured it.  The midwife wanted 
to answer our questions; she wanted to talk to us about 
what would happen in an emergency.  And I think once my 
husband saw that, and he realized that these midwives were 
responsible people wanting the best care for their patients, he 
came around.  I think it helped that our midwife opened up 
an armoire of equipment that they used in case of emergency, 
and when he saw that equipment, his panic button turned 
off, and he could look ahead much more positively.

We were questioned by lots of people, my family included, 
but it made sense to us.  The more I read, the more I felt 
good about our decision.  In a way, I felt like a renegade, like 
this was some rebellious act, and it took me back to those 



living-on-the-edge days as a teenager in which I dealt my 
parents plenty of misery.  Who knew that birthing outside a 
hospital would raise so many eyebrows?  Almost everyone I 
told about our planned natural birth doubted my ability to 
do it.  They were actually concerned that I wanted to do it, 
like there was danger in not giving my baby drugs so that he 
could emerge from the womb.  I, on the other hand, became 
afraid of my baby having drugs.  It made sense that any drug 
given to me would get to the baby, and how could any drug 
be good for a baby?  The gray line between a “safe” amount 
of drug and an “unsafe” amount of drug was just too blurry.  
My midwife required us to take intense childbirth classes, 
and we did, and 
this is when it 
started to become 
more clear to me 
that childbirth 
is normal.  It is 
natural.  It is as it 
is meant to be.  I 
started to real-
ize that the body 
knows what it is 
doing, even when 
the mind does 
not.  It began to make sense that I would go into labor when 
I needed to, have the baby (birth him, not deliver him), and 
then go home.  We didn’t need drugs to start the labor, drugs 
to help with the pain of labor, drugs to help with the pain 
of stitches or tearing.  We didn’t need to be monitored and 
checked all hours of the day and night during this process, 
and we knew we would be just fine.  Of course there were 
always the What Ifs, but those existed at the hospital, too, 
and if I played the What Ifs out to the end, it still seemed 
that in a birth center the unknowns were only with my body, 
whereas in a hospital the unknowns could involve not only 
my body, but other things such as who the doctor and nurses 
would be, how the baby and I would respond to what they 
did to us, if I could keep my focus in a chaotic environment, 
the germs involved – the list went on and on.  The hospital 
was for sick people, and I was completely well.  It seemed 
much simpler and much more logical in my mind to let 
nature take its course.  It was a decision made from my head, 
but my heart swelled when it heard the news.

And we were just fine.  Better than fine – elated!  We had a 
healthy, 10-pound baby boy without a single drug, not even

Tylenol after I pushed for almost 2 hours and required a 
few stitches.  And there wasn’t even a doctor present.  I had 
just done the most amazing, incredible thing, completely 
unassisted except for an occasional word of encouragement 
from my husband or midwife.  My body did it.  This was an 
epiphany, a whirlwind of emotion.  What else did my body 
know how to do that I had been depriving it of doing?  I was 
exhilarated and empowered.  I wanted t-shirts printed up.  
I wanted to share this joy with every person I knew.  Why 
would you take drugs, be induced or have a c-section when 
you could experience this kind of oneness with your body, 
this kind of amazing strength, this tie to your great grand-

mothers and all the other women who had 
been through this process?  WHY?

So I had to look at the body all over again, 
in a completely new way.  Why couldn’t 
I, as the owner of my body and as the 
person who has spent the most time with 
it, treat it when ill, energize it when tired, 
nourish and treasure it?  It began to seem 
silly that I would seek out a stranger to 
tell me what to put into it.  Sillier still 
was that I would seek out a stranger to 
give me something made by humans with 

ingredients difficult to pronounce to put 
into my body to make me well.  That began to make no sense 
at all, especially when considering the fact that there are so 
many herbs, so many plants that contain so many things that 
are meant for humans and animals to ingest – and with no 
side effects.  These growing plants and herbs are things re-
quired by our bodies to live, to function, to thrive.  How did 
we as humans, relatively new to the planet, have this more 
figured out than nature?  Could it be like childbirth in that 
interfering in it just causes more pain, more side effects, more 
disconnection, more problems than the natural way?

So it all started with childbirth.  Going through that gave 
me the confidence and power to fight the bronchitis on my 
own.  Without running to the doctor at the first sign of the 
cough, I consulted my mother (a big Edgar Cayce fan) about 
the best home remedy, and I sat with castor oil and a heat-
ing pad on my chest.  I took the immune-boosting vitamins 
and foods I had learned about during my childbirth class.  As 
nutrition was the focus on my pregnancy for a healthy baby, 
it also was the focus afterwards as I breastfed and as I led a 
healthy lifestyle.  I concentrated on vitamin A and garlic for 
the immune system and vitamin C for tissue repair and sup-



port.  And I rested. It worked.  Further empowerment!  The 
wave of relief that swept over me after a couple of “healings” 
was exhilarating and freeing.  Now, I didn’t dread the tickle 
in my throat, I em-
braced it.  Bring it on 
- I can conquer bron-
chitis on my own.  I am 
not at the mercy of the 
doctor to give me the 
z-pack.

Changing one’s beliefs, 
especially those so basic, 
requires help.  There was no way 
I could do this on my own.  In 
addition to the support of my 
mother and my husband (he was 
a sucker for the logic of this way 
of taking care of ourselves), my 
sister was also on a similar path, 
so we had each other to share 
information with and to encour-
age.  That definitely helped.  I 
also needed to find others, those that had been doing this 
for a while that could help.  There were so many unknowns 
for me.  It’s one thing to read what one might do for natural 
health, but it’s another to put it into practice when you are 
still surrounded by so many people doing things another 
way.  When my pediatrician, friends and family spouted off 
medications for different ailments, I zoned out.  I wanted to 
know people that didn’t use medicine.  I knew people had 
to be out there, growing and thriving, that didn’t take pills 
or subscribe to the Doctor-as-God belief.  And, after a little 
searching, I found them.  I started out with those that taught 
natural childbirth, and they led me to chiropractors and 
other individuals and organizations.   I found joining a local 
chapter of Holistic Moms Network to be extremely helpful, 
as they had a national message board that was a tremendous 
resource when I had a question about alternative remedies 
and treatments. 

So childbirth, bronchitis, then vaccines (we stopped), 
organic and whole foods, and then we begin questioning 
over-the-counter drugs.  We didn’t treat our children’s fevers 
with fever reducers, and we did not take or give our children 
cough suppressants, antihistamines or decongestants.  We 
did not take aspirin, Motrin or Tylenol for headaches or sore 
muscles.  Now believe me, when my child’s fever reached

Could it be that interfering in it 
just causes more pain, more side 

effects, more disconnection, more 
problems than the natural way?

104 at one point, I was tempted to pick up that bottle of 
Tylenol.  I, of course and without question, want the best for 
my children, and I want my children to always 

feel good and be 
healthy.  It is so 
difficult, almost ex-
cruciating, to watch 
a child suffer with 
illness, fever and 
discomfort.  But I 
have to stop myself 
when I think about 

interfering with a fever, with a healthy body 
having a healthy reaction, and with the body 
working as it is meant to work.  Fever is for 
a reason (to burn off infection and keep the 
body well), and I certainly do not want to 
prolong that infection.  It took lots of pep 
talks to myself, lots of questioning and trust-
ing, and lots of support from other people.  
The fever passed, and I learned more about 
my son’s body.  I have one son that runs re-

ally high fever for a very short period of time, and then it’s 
over - very efficient.  My other 2 run low fevers for longer.  
Ultimately, their bodies work in different ways to treat their 
illnesses, and I have to respect that.  I respect, honor and 
embrace their natural processes.

I read a lot and, the more I read, the more I realized that I 
wasn’t necessarily reading answers for everyone.  I didn’t nec-
essarily believe in a “one size fits all” for every single person 
out there.  I was reading and applying only what made sense 
to me.  While I found the holistic approach very logical, I 
did not want to become sanctimonious or judgmental.  I 
didn’t want to isolate the friends and family I held so dear.  
Stated very simply, I do believe everyone has much to gain 
by improving their diet and eliminating chemicals from their 
environments; however, everyone has to mesh their thoughts 
and beliefs with what they are willing to do, what they can 
afford and what their bodies best tolerate.  I had to be care-
ful when I had a thought like the following, for example: 
“If homogenizing and pasteurizing milk takes away all the 
good stuff and makes it hard on the body digest, then no 
one should ever drink it.”  When I read what happened to 
milk when humans messed with it, it made sense to me that 
processing milk made it unhealthy, but that was a decision I 
made for my own family, and I certainly didn’t know that 



know.  Even if my dad knew the answers, however unlikely, 
he certainly didn’t want to play 20 Questions about it.  I felt 
helpless.

While sitting with that same helpless feeling, considering 
the unknowns, marveling at how really close-to-home illness 
was, I didn’t know what to do.  One hears about individuals 
with sick or dying parents – but my father?  Is he old enough 
for cancer?  Do you have a sign that cancer is deadly or 
lethal?  The thoughts that go through the mind at this point 
are random, reflect the misconceptions of illness and cancer.  
My significantly strong, larger-than-life father - a man of few 
words, one of the most honest men I have ever met – has 
cancer.  The reality of that was crippling.  Yet I knew families 

that went through this every 
day.  Cancer happens all the 
time.

But at the same time, I didn’t 
even really consider that he 
wouldn’t recover from it.  I 
just wanted to know how he 
would recover.  After my mind 
had gone over and over the 
unanswered questions and 
thought about what the doc-
tors would say, I decided this 
was something I could take 
into my own hands.  Again, 
the same journey with child-
birth or bronchitis – why 

did I need to wait on doctors to give me information?  I did 
not know if Dad wanted me to research bladder cancer, but 
then again, if he knew me at all, he knew I would.  I think 
when anyone feels helpless, a coping mechanism is gaining 
information, and this is exactly what I wanted to do.  When 
I spoke to his wife, it sounded like they would be receptive to 
any information I could find.  I volunteered at one of those 
initial conversations to look into cancer, perhaps holistically, 
and she said that would be welcome.  I think, at that point, 
they were just sitting with the diagnosis, waiting to be led, 
absorbing all they could about this disease, so they weren’t 
turning any information away. 

My sister and I didn’t even have to discuss it.  We knew 
what the other was thinking, and so we assigned each other 
books to read.  We took notes and then compared them.  We 
checked holistic message boards.  We sent personal emails to 
those we knew that had battled cancer.  We consulted an  

this was a decision everyone on the planet should make.  I 
was uncomfortable making blanket statements, looking at 
things in a black-and-white way.  There were some times that 
drinking pasteurized and homogenized milk might be okay.  
Perhaps a Tylenol in a certain circumstance made sense, or 
even a vaccine if the situation was a specific one.  Modera-
tion seemed to be the key for me, or at least recognizing the 
need for exception, in other families, as well as my own.  I 
was reading and gathering information for myself, and I had 
to listen for something authentic, something that rang true 
with me, and then do it.  I had to figure it out for my family 
and me – no one else could figure it out for us.  And I began 
to feel fairly confident in the way I approached things.

And then, my dad got cancer.
He is a strong man, 
so making the call to 
me must’ve been very 
hard for him.  He has 
never embraced being 
vulnerable.  Of course, 
he minimized it, and 
he didn’t even use the 
term “cancer”, but when 
we got off the phone, 
it was clear to me this 
was something big.  The 
initial conversation went 
something like, “They 
found something in my 
bladder.  They are going to go in and run some 
tests.”  And when those tests came back, the phrase was “It 
was positive.”  The words themselves were fairly innocuous, 
but it was the fact that he had told me at all, as well the way 
he had said it.  Dad didn’t tell me about routine health mat-
ters.  If he had made a special call to me regarding a doctor’s 
visit, it was pretty major.  And the hesitation in his voice, the 
way his doubt and worry came through led me to believe the 
worst.  The same feeling I had with my grandmothers came 
back.  Such a helpless, sad feeling.  Living 300 miles from 
him didn’t make it any easier.  I felt like I had no informa-
tion – my dad was terrible at answering questions.  I wanted 
to know details the more I thought about it.  What did the 
doctors think was the prognosis?  What were they going to 
do for treatment?  Where exactly were the spots?  Was there 
room for error in the test – should he seek a second opinion?  
I needed to know exactly what they said.  But I couldn’t  



intuit and a holistic healer.  We took notes.  We asked our 
mother (who had been on her own, having left my father 10 
years before).  We read a lot about nutrition in all the books 
we could find at the library and within our own houses.  I 
had purchased a Super Foods cookbook before this news and 
a friend had given me Feeding the Whole Family.  I drank all 
of this information in.  

I began to think that cancer can be a result of our food 
choices, as well as what our bodies are exposed to in the 
environment.  As a farmer who uses fertilizers, pesticides and 
other chemicals, my father is exposed to many toxins and 
carcinogens.  His father, who is exposed to the same chemi-
cals, had gotten prostate cancer 
a few years before.  And the 
constants in my father’s diet were 
tortilla chips, salsa and beer.  He 
may come across an occasional 
vegetable, but there was only half 
a chance he’d eat it.  Working late 
nights farming and ranching, not 
having young children to feed, 
and having married a wonderful 
woman who was content tending to the cows and crops with 
him, there was no need to prepare meals.  One needed only 
a cooler of beer and to stop by the local Dairy Queen for 
sustenance.

With the information and knowledge I had gained, the 
helplessness began to fade for me.  I was never exactly wor-
ried about my father, but initially I was confused, sad, and 
floundering.  This information helped me re-frame this situ-
ation in my mind.  The experiences I had had with my own 
body helped me to see this as merely a challenge to meet.  
However, this was very different in that this challenge didn’t 
necessarily belong to me.

This was not my body.  However convicted I might be about 
what causes cancer, however strongly I believed that my fa-
ther could improve his life with better eating habits, I could 
not ensure nor guarantee that my father would consider 
anything I had to say.  After all, we came from the same back-
ground.  We are a family rooted in conventional, Western 
medicine.  We had not recently spoken about health or well-
ness, not even when my grandfather got prostate cancer.  I 
was so very nervous to speak to my father about this.  I knew 
he had so much on his mind, and I knew that even chal-
lenging what his doctors might advise him to do would be a  
stressor.  I wanted to help my father, not cause additional

stress.  But I also felt like we had stumbled onto something 
so important, so common sense.  The more I read, the more 
I realized that you can find facts to support any view.  Just 
like the world of advertising, the internet is full of agendas 
and marketing, and books present only certain facts.  Every-
one has an opinion.  So how do you find reliable sources or 
discover what is the truth in all of the information?  

I started thinking that the only way to cut through the crap 
was to think, in every instance, what the most natural thing 
was.  What is the thing we would do before this century, 
before huge corporations marketed products to sell to us, 
created needs we didn’t know we had?  What did we do be-

fore doctors were paid by 
pharmaceutical companies 
and before the American 
Academy of Pediatrics 
accepted money from for-
mula companies?  I tried 
to think ‘How would it 
be in mother nature?’  We 
know that we are a prod-
uct of our world (whether 

we believe in God or not).  We are made to coexist on this 
planet (animal, vegetable, mineral, bacteria, virus, and so on), 
and we do so beautifully; so the more opportunity we have 
to select something alive, growing, simple or natural, the bet-
ter.  Changing the diet seemed so non-invasive, so simple, so 
natural.  Whereas chemotherapy involves toxins and poisons 
that kill cells, organic vegetables and fruits contain compo-
nents that nourish, support, and energize.  Instead of slowly 
killing all cells, good and bad, in the body to get the cancer 
cells, why not empower and strengthen the cells that are 
made to fight illness and rid our bodies of cancer?

My sister and I made the call to my dad.  We did a confer-
ence call so we could all talk on the phone together.  I was 
shaking I was so nervous.  My heart beat fast at the thought 
of presenting this to my dad and his wife.  Nervous, yes, but 
still excited, still on a high thinking that this is doable, that 
cancer can be banished the natural way with foods and a few 
strategic life-changes.

My father and step-mother listened as my sister and I out-
lined a small percentage of what we had read.  We kept 
things brief, as we did not want to ramble on and on.  We 
covered some of the more important foods dad should in-
corporate into his diet, and we listed a few things he should 
eliminate.  Of course, we gently suggested he stay away from 

One needed only 
a cooler of beer 

and to stop by the local 
Dairy Queen for sustenance.



the pesticides, although that seemed unreasonable, as Dad 
views that as part of his job.  We outlined a very small, basic 
plan, recommended a few books - nothing outrageous.  I 
think at the time I just wanted to plant the seed that the 
right foods can heal, support, and energize his body.  Perhaps 
he was already thinking this, already considering becoming 
healthier.  Or, perhaps he was going to put it all on the doc-
tors and make it their responsibility to make him well.  I just 
didn’t know.

 We said our goodbyes after the presentation was complete.  
My father said he would consider the things we had said, and 
they would discuss it together.  He was very neutral in his 
closing statements.  He genuinely thanked us for all the time 
and effort in researching these things and said he would let 
us know the course they would take within a few days.

I had no idea what would happen.  My father raised me, but 
I had no more insight into his feelings or emotions than any-
one else.  I had just hoped I hadn’t offended him.  I prayed 
that my sister and I hadn’t caused him anxiety or put any 
pressure on him to do things any one way.  I knew he had lots 
to think about.  At this time I believe my thoughts, emotions 
and feelings having to do with my father were changing and 
transforming.  I was quickly going from being protected by 
my father to protecting my father.

Ultimately, after we received the call back, my dad told us 
the following:  He would have the cancer spots surgically 
removed (as the doctor recommended), but he would not 
pursue any chemical treatment after that.  He had contacted 
a naturopath in his area, and at his suggestion, Dad would 
incorporate more whole foods and produce into his diet, and 
he would cut down or eliminate beer and refined sugars.  I 
felt that was a victory.  He would be eating healthier, and 
that was such a very wonderful thing.  He seemed to recog-
nize some of the role his diet could have played in his health, 
and he was ready to take responsibility for that and eliminate 
some of the bad and integrate some of the good.  I was happy

but I was also nervous.  It’s one thing to believe something, 
but it’s another to put your life on the line for it.

 As I look back, my thinking seems so simple because we 
were only at the beginning of our journey.  As much infor-
mation as we had gathered at that point, there was still lots 
more to gather, lots more to learn.  I went with my father 
to have the surgery, and I waited in the room for him to 
return from surgery.  Seeing him in that gown was so surreal.  
I had rarely seen my dad out of his long-sleeve button-up 
shirt, Wrangler jeans and boots.  Seeing my dad lying on 
that hospital bed, in the gown that made him seem frail and 
small, was shocking.  I was carrying my 10 month-old baby 
in a sling at the time, so I could not drink my father all in 
due to distraction, but the juxtaposition of this baby in all his 
youth, newness and energy and his grandfather in a hospital 
gown, the first time I’ve ever seen him in any other position 

than leader and provider.  Now he was more a 
person, someone who was going through a chal-
lenge, someone who may be frail at this point – 
but hopefully with the security of knowing that 
maybe it’s time to temporarily trade in all that 
strength for a long hug from his wife and daugh-
ter and a grin from his baby grandson.

He went through that surgery twice, actually, 
because the cancer came back about a year later.  

When it came back the second time, he came out of surgery 
still refusing further treatment.  So twice the doctor had 
recommended this toxic bladder flush for my father, and 
twice he had refused it.  Doctors do not like to be told ‘no’.  
So when my father’s cancer returned for a third time, the 
doctor was insistent.  Faced with a third round of cancer, my 
dad really had to re-evaluate what he was doing and make a 
leap of faith - either leaping wholeheartedly into the doctor’s 
treatment plan, or leaping into something alternative.  But 
it was clear that staying in the middle was not working.  I 
waited and wondered.  I didn’t know if the doctor would 
win my dad over this time.  After all, the doctor had a point 
– the cancer had kept coming back.  My father’s parents were 
worried about my father.  My father’s friends were worried.  
Almost everyone close to my father wanted him to listen to 
his doctor.  Even I, convicted in my beliefs about nutrition, 
began to wonder.  I started to think that maybe I had figured 
out the cure for my own cancer, not my dad’s.  Maybe these 
beliefs ring true for me because it is only true for my body, 
for my life and the journey I am on.  Of course, again, this 
was not my decision to make, so I sat back and waited to see 

I was quickly going from 
being protected by my father to 

protecting my father.



what my dad would do.  I did not indulge myself with a lot 
of emotion because I wanted to stay sane, and I had my own 
family to raise, but this was a time of confusion, uncertainty 
and doubt.  It was difficult to remain as convicted as I once 
had been.  At my dad’s first cancer diagnosis, I had not enter-
tained the idea that my father wouldn’t recover from cancer.  
But now, after the third time, the thoughts started creeping 
in.  If this was that serious, maybe we should just do what the 
doctor said?  It was hard to listen to people I love 
and have always respected disagree with beliefs that, 
however logical and believable, were new to me.  
And it wore on my father.  And he doubted.  And I 
doubted.  What a fork in the road for all of us.

Meanwhile, my sister and I, with renewed vigor, ex-
plored more books, more articles, did more internet 
searches.  We tirelessly poured over books, websites, 
descriptions of cancer-curing teas and supplements, 
and programs that one can attend to detoxify and 
beat illness.  We read the Nourishing Traditions 
cookbook, became familiar with the Gerson and 
Weston Price diets and – in general – became a 
wealth of information.  What we had learned before only 
scratched the surface of what we now knew.  Only 3 years 
had passed since my Dad’s first diagnosis, but long enough to 
collect more and more data, solidify our thinking even more, 
assimilate knowledge into our overall view. 

We didn’t conference call Dad with any new data as, al-
though we had a few more concoctions and intensive pro-
grams noted and had gone through a few more books, there 
really wasn’t much else to say.  I sent him an email after that 
third diagnosis, when he was on that fork, encouraging him 
and nudging him to find his joy, as I had become very sure 
that our mental states can affect our bodies to such great 
degrees.  I didn’t bombard him with any new facts or any 
miracle diets or any new foods to eat.  I just told him I loved 
him, and I was here for him.

W.W.D.D.?  We had no idea.
When we finally got the call, my stepmother told me that 
Dad was refusing the toxic treatment again.  In fact, he 
wasn’t even having the cancer inflammations removed surgi-
cally.  They had found a center near where they lived called 
ICAM (Integrated Complementary Alternative Medicine) 
Institute.  They were going to tackle the cancer naturally and 
holistically and they were not going to follow their allopath-
ic doctor’s orders.  Oh sweet and wonderful scandal!  No one 
understood this course of action except for our immediate 

family, and we were thrilled and excited.  Of course there is 
the little bit of nervousness, but when you have people in 
your corner, it’s easier.  We all had each other and we voiced 
words of encouragement to each other – my sister and me 
to my father and stepmother, and they back to us.  But his 
parents, neighbors, friends – not one of them could imagine 
why he would do this.  I know they were all concerned, just 
wanting the best for him.  But how in the world could eating 

cabbage or 
beets make 
him better, 
cure him 
of cancer?  
Certainly, 
they must 
have been 
confused.

Through 
ICAM 
Institute, 
Dad went 

on a fairly radical diet based upon something called Gerson 
Therapy.  Essentially, my dad was to eat 50-75% raw foods, 
preferably juiced.  He had to eliminate many things from his 
diet, including meat, eggs, yeast, flour, alcohol, sugar, and 
dairy.  And there were still other things he had to limit.  He 
was to primarily consume organic vegetables, some fruits, 
nuts and seeds.  In addition, his fluids were analyzed, and he 
had to have a few natural supplements like Vitamin C, Vita-
min D, phosphorous, potassium, baking soda and digestive 
enzymes.  There was a process where they would administer 
the Vitamin C and other essentials intravenously to get his 
body all it needed.

So I watched my father go from beef, beer and chips to an 
organic, essentially vegan, diet in the course of 3 years.  I was 
amazed that he was able to do it.  My father is the last person 
I would have expected to do something like this.  I have 
always known him to be disciplined and courageous, and 
this required both of those things, but to staggering degrees.  
Still tending to the cotton crop, moving cattle and watch-
ing his friends meet at the burger place for lunch, my dad 
persevered.  He carried fruit and nut bars for his treats (with 
no added sugars) and he ate lots and lots of carrots, cabbage, 
beets and spinach.  He took things I don’t even know about 
– there were all sorts of green supplements and charts I saw 
when I went to visit.  It was a whole other full-time job he 



and his wife took on.  Initially, his health required as many 
hours in the day as his job did.  At first, they were intimi-
dated and bewildered (as I made a visit to them right after 
they began this diet).  They had so many questions, and they 
were overwhelmed with how to fit this into their life.  My 
heart was with them, and I questioned things, too.  It’s one 
thing to believe something, but it’s a whole other 
thing to put every one of your beliefs into action.  
Quite honestly, the thought of giving up sugar and 
never having it is scary for me.  I don’t know if I 
could do it.  I don’t know that I want coffee leaving 
my mornings or the occasional bowl of ice cream 
absent from my weekend evenings.  As I watched 
the coffee brew in the mornings while I was visiting 
my father, and I saw him decline his usual morning 
cup, I was impressed.  As he juiced his breakfast and 
drank his green smoothie, I saw how much work 
was involved.  In these things, his strength was il-
luminated; the strength that has always been there 
when I looked at him was exhibited in a new way.  
He was molding it into something else.  He was 
redefining strength.  He was covering new ground.  What 
might’ve been considered an alternative, fru-fru or sissy diet 
to this meat-and-potatoes man 30 years ago was now what he 
was using to heal his body.  While he may have lost a wink or 
two of sleep defying his doctor’s recommended treatment, he 
certainly would never have even entertained the idea of an al-
ternative route while I was living in his house as a young girl.

For 3 months, my dad tended to his body in this way.  He 
and his wife, day after day, made sure their bodies got what 
they needed and stayed away from what they didn’t.  Trip 
after trip to the grocery store for organic produce, juicing, 
cleaning up, charting the supplements, packing the fruit bars, 
filling up the water bottle dozens of times a day, declining 
dinner offers and certainly declining happy hours – they 
plugged away for 3 long months.  When Dad did talk to me 
about it, he said as long as those cancer spots weren’t bigger 
when he went back in for his follow up, he would be happy.  
He would continue with the diet if they weren’t any worse.  
That was his gauge for success – that he hadn’t helped the 
cancer grow.

Having not followed up with the doctor for treatment, 
Dad did decide to return to his conventional doctor for 
a 3-month follow-up appointment to see what was there.  
The doctor had not called Dad at any point during these 3 
months to ask him how he was doing, had not inquired into

the state of my father’s health, and had not asked Dad per-
sonally if he was pursuing another treatment.  When asked 
for records (to pass onto the ICAM Institute), the doctor 
had begrudgingly agreed, but the records had to be picked 
up in person by my father.  In general, my father said the doc-
tor had not expressed any amount of concern or goodwill in 

the 3 months since his 
last cancer diagnosis.

I was in the car when 
my dad called after that 
appointment.  I had 
eagerly been awaiting 
the call, fingers crossed.  
I didn’t want to put too 
much emphasis on the 
results of this scan, but 
I just couldn’t help but 
feel like this would tell 
us one way or another.  
Is this the path we 
should be on?  Does 

what we put into our bodies really make such a difference?  
This seemed to be a pretty good test.
“Hello?” I said, even though I knew it was Dad.  
“Just got out of the doctor’s office,” he said.  “ALL CLEAR.”
“What?!” I asked in disbelief, or maybe it was an exclama-
tion.  I thought I knew what “all clear” meant, but at this 
kind of news, everything needs to be explained in detail.  
“There is nothing there. The cancer is gone,” Dad told me.  
The implications of that... I struggled to put it into the 
proper context.  There were so many variables involved, er-
rors could have occurred in the testing, could they be sure it 
was gone?  But still, at the end of the day, the bottom line, 
the final word was that my dad. had. no. cancer.  Where once 
there had been cancer- and without any outside interven-
tion- there was not any longer.
 My dad continued, “That doctor is pretty pissed off.”  And 
then he laughed.  And I cried and sobbed with guffaws - al-
most laughing, but really just crying with relief and joy.  And 
my heart swelled just as much as The Grinch’s did when he 
realizes what Christmas is all about, but maybe even more.  
I have never felt so happy, so alive and so FULL CIRCLE.  
When we have believed something, followed our hearts 
and acted accordingly and then there is validation – well, 
how much better does life get than that?  And whenever the 
thought would enter my mind that the cancer could, techni-

It’s one thing to 
believe something, 
but it’s a whole 
other thing 
to put every one 
of your beliefs 
into action.  



cally, return, well, that would be brushed away because any 
of us could get cancer at any point...  But my dad stopped his 
from growing.  He reversed whatever it was in his body that 
made him ill.  And at this moment he is well.  And that is all 
that matters.

It was his journey to health, but his path intersects mine and 
we walk together through it.  I feel like in many ways this 

is an affirmation of what my father always has been to me: 
strong and brave.  I used to think of strong and brave as dif-
ferent things, perhaps as physical traits, very black-and-white 
things to possess.  Men were strong and brave, as that is how 
I saw my father from the time I was placed into his arms.  
But now, after childbirth, I know that strong and brave mean 
other things, too.  I believe I was strong and brave when I 
had my 3 sons, when I questioned the way our society views 
pregnancy and birth, and I made a choice that was right for 
me.  And I know, even more so now, that my father is strong 
and brave because, even though he can’t have babies, he can 
cure himself of cancer, and that’s pretty darn amazing in 
itself.

Some of the more interesting or influential books we read:

· Husband-Coached Childbirth by Dr. Robert Bradley
· Cancer-Free: Your Guide to Gentle Non-Toxic Healing 
   by Bill Henderson
· The Maker’s Diet by Jordan Rubin
· Nutrition and Physical Degeneration by Weston A. Price
· Fast Food Nation by Eric Schlosser
· Nourishing Traditions:The Cookbook that Challenges 
  Politically Correct Nutrition and the Diet Dictocrats 
  by Sally Fallon
· Feeding the Whole Family by Cynthia Lair
· Natural Cures “They” Don’t Want You to Know About 
  by Kevin Trudeau
· The Encyclopedia of Healing by Edgar Cayce
· Super Foods by Michael Van Straten

· The Gerson Therapy 
  by Charlotte Gerson and Morton Walker
· How to Prevent and Treat Cancer With Natural Medicine 
  by Michael Murray
· A Natural Cure For Cancer: As Told By Survivors: How 
  Cancer is Healed With Shark Cartilage, Wheat Grass Juice,    
  Macrobiotics, Geranium and Other Natural Remedies
  by D. Ingebritson
Some important websites we found:
www.cancertutor.org, www.gersonplus.com, 
www.dr-gonzalez.com, www.celestialcreations.net (Spiritual 
Teacher and Healer)

My mother’s home remedies: Tendonitis/Varicose Veins 
4 oz olive oil
4 oz tincture of myrrh
Heat oil ‘til almost boiling. Add myrrh down side of contain-
er. Pour into squeeze bottle when cool. Shake before using.

Vinegar Pack for Muscles, Ligaments and Tendons
apple cider vinegar
iodized salt
Mix in bowl ‘til you have a saturated solution (salt is standing 
on the bottom even while stirring). Soak cotton or wool (no 
synthetic material) cloth and wrap or cover area. Wrap in a 
plastic bag, then cover with a towel. Leave on for 1 hour and 
rinse with soap and water or baking soda and water. Store 
unused vinegar in a GLASS jar.

Sprains, Strains, Muscles and Ligaments
1 oz olive oil (2 TBS)
2 oz mineral oil (4 TBS)
1/2 oz witch hazel (1 TBS)
1/2 oz tincture of benzoin (1 TBS)
6 oz kerosene/coal oil (crystal clear, best grade)
Mix in order given, store in BROWN GLASS jar. Rub this 
on; it does not have to be washed off.

Jolee Burger 
lives near Fort Worth, Texas, with her husband 

and 3 small, very busy boys.  She is a childbirth educator 
and homeschooler.  While caring for her backyard chickens 

and small garden, she makes concerted efforts at 
appreciation, focus and sustainability.  When that doesn’t 

work, she’s been known to head to the local coffeehouse 
or make a big batch of chocolate chip cookies.  

Everything in moderation.



As a kid growing up in the 
suburbs, I was painfully shy.  
My best friend from childhood 
actually wondered if I was mute 
since I would play on the swings 
and not utter a word.  I enjoyed 
blending in.  It was comfortable.  In 
class, I would often sit towards the back.  
School dances were out of the question.  
I was the third of three boys, the youngest by seven years.  
My two older brothers were popular and participated in 
school sports.  I often felt left out.  

As a young adult this continued.  While I had interests, I of-
ten continued to fade into the background.  I went with the 
notion that it was better to not make waves.  I stayed close 
to the town where I grew up and went to community col-
lege.  When going for my bachelor’s degree, I initially chose 
majors that had little to do with my actual interests because 
my interests were not mainstream.  After graduation, I had a 
relatively normal life - a wife and job - but often felt like an 
observer rather than a doer.  

Being an at-home dad and environmentalist was the start of 
my transformation.  

When I moved to the suburbs for financial reasons, I worried 
that I could easily find myself slipping back into the hang-
ups of my childhood simply by recreating that environment.  
But to my surprise, the suburbs became the setting for the 
true change in my life. 

It can be hard for someone who claims to care about the 
environment to find himself in the middle of a cookie-cutter 
subdivision far from the heart of the city.  As an at-home dad 
of two children, I was driving them around in a mini-van to 
school and activities daily and burning up lots of fossil fuel in 
the process.

For several years, I thought about getting a diesel car and 
converting it to run on filtered vegetable oil.  Around that 
time, I saw a story online about a veterinarian who converted 
an old Mercedes to do just that.  The video showed her col-
lecting the oil from a Chinese food restaurant, filtering out 
the bits of won-ton and pouring the filtered oil into her car.  
I was smitten and shared the video with like-minded friends.  

Becoming obsessed with this was nothing too unusual. I get 
excited by starting new projects and often like to be the first 
one to try new technology.  

Perhaps this has been most evident in my embracing being 
an at-home dad.  When I tried to join a “mom” group, most 
weren’t welcoming and didn’t understand my need for social 
support (or just didn’t want a dad in the mix).  I ended up 
starting and building two successful at-home dad groups - 
one in Delaware when my kids were small and one in Lou-
isville, Kentucky when we moved for my wife’s job in 2004.  
The groups were for me and other dads with young children.  
They benefited us, provided a great social outlet for our kids, 
and nurtured strong friendships between us dads.  

To this day, I feel even my extended family from time to time 
has a hard time understanding me “staying home.”  To me, it’s 
pretty simple.  My wife and I had both come from “tradi-
tional” families where the wife stayed home.  We wanted a 
parent home with the kids and it just seemed like a logical 
step since my wife’s journalism career really meant a lot to 
her and typically work wasn’t as important for me.  It wasn’t 
always easy.  Most of the dads in the dad groups had wives 
that made a good deal more than what Laura made.  But it 
has been endlessly rewarding for me in that I have forged an 
amazingly close relationship with my children that many

My Humble Veggie Oil 
Mercedes Conversion



dads don’t have the opportunity to do.  

I have always felt there were so many areas where our current 
culture has taken the wrong path.  Using fossil fuels clearly 
has dire negative environmental and social consequences.  
Even in my family, the kids and I sometimes suffer from 
asthma-type symptoms that directly relate to local air-quality 
issues.  Using a cleaner burning fuel (veggie oil emits about 
80% less CO2) seemed a great example of how we can steer 
clear of a problem with 
technology readily available 
today.  

Scanning the classifieds one 
day, I saw a 1984 Mercedes 
being sold locally.  My wife 
was away on a business trip.  I 
called her quickly to get her 
blessing (if I liked the car) to 
put a down payment on it.  
She agreed, but only if I sold 
the mini-van.  Deal.  

I packed up the kids - Aaron, 
6 and Eden, 3 - and went to take a look.  The man selling the 
car was tall and he sported a shaved head.  He was some kind 
of tai-chi master and looked the part.  He knew the history 
of the car and, for the most part, the previous owners had 
treated it well.  Still, it was hard to wrap my brain around 
purchasing a car that was over 20 years old.  But other newer 
used diesel cars were easily four to five times more expensive 
than this Mercedes (the asking price was $2,500).  I thought 
that if I bought this car and converted it and the whole pro-
cess worked, I would then think about getting a newer car to 
convert at a later time.  It would be my test vehicle.  

When I started it up for the first time, the car shook hard - 
which is typical for older diesels but extremely foreign to me.

With the kids strapped in their car seats, I took it for a spin.  
The shaking stopped once it started moving.  It seemed to 
drive fine, but the front seat was pretty shot (much differ-
ent than the plush van seats I was used to).  The kids weren’t 
convinced, but I forked over the $500 deposit just the same.  
On the drive home in the van, I had a serious case of buyer’s 
remorse.  Did I do the right thing?  Would this whole veg-
etable oil thing work?  And would it be safe for me and my 
young family?

I drove it for a few months, brought it to a mechanic, had 
any mechanical issues fixed, and purchased new tires for it.  

The mechanic said the 175,000 miles on the car were noth-
ing and it was just getting broken in.  I found out that Mer-
cedes diesels of this vintage often ran for 300,000, 400,000 
and even more miles if well taken care of.  It has the mythi-
cal “million mile” engine for which Mercedes later became 
famous.  

I started saving up the money to have it converted - about 
$1,500.  This also gave me some time to get used to 

driving the car.  One of my 
friends had just converted 
his car and was hoping 
to start up a conversion 
business.  I was to be their 
first official customer - the 
guinea pig.  

I ordered the kit from a 
company called “Grease-
car” - the largest veggie-
oil kit manufacturer in 
the states.  Their site 

featured dozens of testimonials of happy customers - com-
plete with photos.  It took over a month to get the kit, partly 
because they lost my order.  I was so excited and it seemed to 
take forever but finally the kit was delivered and I passed the 
car along to my friends - now officially GoodOil, LLC - to 
perform the installation.  I was a little nervous, knowing they 
had only converted one car so far.  

But there was no turning back now.  

It took about a week and it was done.  Marty, one of the busi-
ness owners, drove with me instructing me how to use the 
computer-controller and to monitor my maiden voyage.  My 
kids were in the back.  Phil, Marty’s business partner, drove 
his truck behind us (in case there was a problem, I suppose!).  

It worked beautifully and, aside from a few small adjustments 
here and there, it ended up being a huge success.  I was now 
saving money on fuel, not supporting foreign oil, and using a 
renewable and reused fuel to drive.  

As a side benefit, Marty and Phil hired me to write press re-
leases for them (I got my degree in marketing) which led to 
several articles in local papers, including one front page piece 
that ran in the local alternative weekly.  I also designed and 
produced their Web site: www.goodoilonline.com.  They 
have had well over 100 car and truck conversions since they 
started the business.  One was even one of my best friends, 



  

the pump.  Payback for the kit and conversion was 
about a year.

With the tough economy and with me being an at-
home dad, we look for whatever ways we can to save 
money.  Going this route easily saves us three to four 
thousand dollars a year.  

Come to think of it, saving money and thinking of 
the larger picture when it comes to fuel was some-
thing that I saw my dad concerned with when I was 

a kid.  I remember the gas shortage of the 1970s and 
the lines at service stations.  I know oil prices were 
up and remember that my dad built a fireplace insert 
that he had plumbed into our hot water home heat-
ing system.  Basically, the water would get heated up 
by the fireplace and heat our entire house.  He didn’t 
want to help support a major factor in modern day 
wars.  He was quite proud that we needed very little 
heating oil for our house for those few years. 

I remember that my dad and I would go to solar 
house tours, often several times a year.  We would 
mingle around with others that wanted to see the 
technology and ask questions.  This is something we 
would do for years.  And now, it has come full circle.  
In the past couple of years, I have been taking my kids 
on such tours.  

But one very big difference is that now I am a partici-
pant and not only a spectator.  I have graduated by 
making a huge leap of my own by converting our cars.

This whole process has been really big for us.  I feel 
that making this step has opened us up to being more 
aware of all the changes we can make (small and big) 
and that we are able to make a difference by just be-
ing true to ourselves and our interests.

Recently, I’ve begun to take this idea further.  I’ve 
collected cloth bags for grocery shopping and, for the 

another at-home dad who went out and purchased a Chevy 
Suburban diesel specifically to convert. 

With the “Powered by Vegetable Oil” sticker on my back 
window, I remember getting big “thumbs up” from other 
drivers and seeing folks pointing at the car.  I also found 
myself taking the long way home and not worrying about 
using fuel when gas was over $4.00 a gallon.  Joy rides and 
trips were a blast.  Since I had both the vegetable oil tank and 
the original diesel tank, long trips weren’t an issue if I ran out 
of oil.  And, on one 18-hour journey, I found people online 
willing to give me filtered oil for the return trip.  

We could also refuel pretty much anywhere.  On one trip 
to St. Louis, I filled up the tank at a rest stop while my wife 
and kids were getting snacks.  I ended up miscalculating how 
much oil to put in the car and had a minor spill.  I felt bad 
for the small puddle of oil that ended up under my car, but at 
least it was only vegetable oil.  

All along, the kids have watched and have been influenced 
by our alternative take on transportation.  Every year, I’ve 
organized Earth Day car shows at my kids’ schools.  They 
seem proud that their dad not only talks about caring for the 
environment, but is doing something very concrete about it.  
At these car shows, we’ve even allowed the kids to fill up the 
cars with vegetable oil.  They’ve never been allowed to fill up 
a vehicle with fuel, because gas is dangerous.  This veggie oil 
fuel is safe for them to handle and they loved it!

The first year, the car show was just one day.  But the follow-
ing year, I organized a whole week-long series of activities 
and events that focused on recycling and the earth.  One 
activity that was very fun was called “trash to treasure” where 
students were instructed to make something (anything) out 
of things that were otherwise destined to be in the trash.  I 
remember some kids made robots.  We made a car out of an 
interestingly shaped shampoo bottle and some wheels.  It was 
a virtually free toy and we had a lot of fun making it (and still 
have it).  

And, for me, it has created a greater sense of confidence and 
positive identity.  Other parents and teachers would see me 
in car-pool at my kids’ school and wave to me.  I was the only 
one driving a 26-year-old Mercedes veggie car in a sea of 
mini-vans and SUVs.  

My wife, Laura, is a reporter and drives a lot.  She was reluc-
tant to have her car converted but, after seeing the success 
I had, we bought a diesel VW Jetta and had a veggie kit 
installed with money we saved not buying traditional fuel at 



longest time, I’ve typically forgotten them at home or in the 
car.  Now, I almost always remember to bring them into the 
store.  I am motivated to continue to move in this positive 
life-changing way.

As a family, we are also working on becoming debt free - 
including our mortgage - which we will accomplish in under 
5 years.  Perhaps other major changes, like considering solar 
hot water or electricity, will happen then.  But the larger pic-
ture is that we will have the freedom and be able - and now 
willing - to choose our own path.  

Now, instead of pulling into the service station, I get oil from 
three or four local restaurants, including one diner that is 
just down the road.  I either call them up or just come by 
at pre-arranged times.  They have the oil waiting for me in 
five-gallon jugs in the back.  They know what I use it for and 
several times have brought other coworkers out to talk to me 
and check out my car.  

I heat and filter oil in my garage, using a simple process.  I 
use a hanging bag filter to filter the food particles out of the 
oil and then store the 
filtered oil 
in 55 gallon 
barrels until 
we need it.  
My garage 
smells a bit 
like fried 
food at times 
- giving my 
kids a daily 
reminder that 
we are trying 
to be part of the solution.  

Our kids, now 8 and 11, have told us when they can drive, 
they want to drive veggie cars too.  What started out as a 
novel experiment ended up being extremely normal and now 
even routine - something that showed us we could do some-
thing very different from the norm and succeed.  And we are 
setting a great example for our kids.  Who knows?  Perhaps 
when they are teenagers, they will be driving electric cars 
powered by the sun.

Stuart Ungar
is 44, is a proud at-home dad and environ-

mentalist.  Perhaps one of his biggest rewards 
comes from making good “green” choices 
and the good example it sets for his kids.  

Ungar has worked in the non-profit sector
 as a concert hall director and

also published his own magazine for 13 years.  
He has created and ran two successful at-home 

dad groups.  Currently he does freelance marketing 
work (writing and Web site creation) 
for small companies and professional
organizations and is a very active dad.  

He lives in Louisville, Kentucky

Stuart shows what’s involved in processing oil:



Brave New World
My body is nestled up 
against my mother’s body 
on the bed.  We are talking 
softly.  I don’t know it at the 
time, but today is the day my 
mother will die.  She had a diffi-
cult night.  I helped her get up several 
times to try and use the bathroom, but 
nothing happened.  She had expressed 
often enough to me that she didn’t want 
to be a burden and she apologized in 
the morning for waking me up so many 
times.  I repeated what she had said to me 
one time, “When you love someone, it is 
never a burden.”
As the morning progressed, my mom slowly began to slip 
away.  She stopped responding to my questions.  I went out 
to my grandparents’ pictures where I had put a bowl of miso 
soup the night before.  It was our offering to them before we 
ate the Japanese meal I had cooked for my mom the night 
before she died.  I asked my grandparents to take her.  I said 
to them, “It is time.  She is ready.  Please take her so she 
doesn’t suffer.” 

My brother, my sister-in-law, and I were with her when she 
died in her own bed.  Her breathing slowed and stopped, 
started again, then stopped.  She took her last breath.  I 
walked out of her bedroom and went to the pictures of my 
grandparents.  The bowl of miso soup had cracked and soup 
was leaking out over the top of the cabinet that held their 
shrine.  I don’t understand how or why the bowl cracked.  In 
all the years we had used those bowls, they hadn’t cracked or 
broken.  But it felt like my grandparents were trying to tell 
me that my mother was with them.  She had gone to join her 
parents and my father, who had died just 10 months earlier.

                                                             Although I had faced many           
                                                             crossroads in my life, I 
                                                           didn’t know what it would 
                                                         mean to me that I had lost 
                                                      both my parents.  My relation
                                               ship with my parents was compli-                                          
                                  cated.  I had been very close to my mother 
in many ways, but her expectations and view of who I should 
be, both as a child and adult, made me angry and frustrated.  
I often did not share details or major decisions in my life 
because I knew she would not approve.  I chose with both of 
my parents to share decisions (when I did share them) after 
the fact, so that it would be clear that I was informing them, 
not asking for permission. 

Suddenly, at 35, I was looking at my life and I saw the pos-
sibility that it was already half over, if I lived as long as my 
parents had.  Despite the challenges of my relationships 
with them, their deaths gave me the perspective that life is 
too short.  My father had died of a heart attack one month 
before he was to retire.  My mother lived for 4 years after she 
had retired.  It seemed as though I had been on a fast track 
my whole life.  I did well in public school.  I got my first job 
when I was 15, went to the local university and graduated in 
3 years, then went straight on to law school.

Although I was supposed to become a lawyer (especially 
according to my mother), I decided in my first semester that 
I was never going to be happy practicing law.  I had always 
wanted to become a lawyer because I thought I could make a 
difference for people who were disempowered in our soci-
ety.  I thought being a lawyer meant I would be working for 
justice.  Sadly, I learned that law and justice were not the 
same things.  Others learn this lesson early on in their lives, 
but it took going to law school for me to realize it.  It was a 
lesson that came to me very quickly in that first semester and 
I couldn’t imagine being submerged in the law for the rest of 
my life.

I didn’t quit law school, but became determined to finish 
“with my values intact” - or so I told myself.  The irony of my 
law school career was that the only ‘A’ I ever earned in a law 
class was in professional responsibility (ethics).  During   



The death of my parents seemed to create more room in my 
life and having a child was now what I wanted more than 
anything.

I decided to clean up my body and get off anti-depressants.  
I started eating organic food and I gave up coffee.  I became 

an organic, healthy food, alternative medicine devotee.  I 
read all I could about natural childbirth, natural living, and 
committed to having our son (once he was born) eat organic 
healthy foods with no refined sugar, artificial colors and 
flavors, and no high fructose corn syrup. 

I wanted him to play with natural toys (no plastic), be a 
pacifist (no war toys), and love it!  I discovered the concept 
of attachment parenting.  Even though I would be working 
and Rob would be a stay at home dad, we would co-sleep, 
practice gentle discipline, and nurse on demand.  I bought 
a breast-pump and committed myself to doing whatever 
I could for Martel to ensure his needs were met as a baby, 
despite the fact that I would be working.  I threw myself into 
parenting, specifically attachment parenting, just as I had 
done everything else in my life.  I was determined to succeed 
and do the right thing!  I could be a great mom, have a suc-
cessful career and make a difference in the world.

At the time I was pregnant, Rob and I decided that we 
needed to find a position for me somewhere closer to Ari-
zona, our home.  The Dean of Students and Associate Vice 
President for Student Affairs job at the University of Texas 
at Austin opened up.  I applied and interviewed when I was 
8 months pregnant.  I never expected to get the job.  Dur-
ing the two and a half day interview process, I remember the 
not-so-subtle messages I received that I would not be able to 
handle the job because I was going to have a baby. 

law school, I had a part-time job on campus working with 
other students that I loved, so I decided to become a univer-
sity administrator and work with students.  I thought that 
education held the promise for change that the law did not.  
I hoped to make a difference in people’s lives, and deep down 
I wanted to change the world.

I was driven and ambitious.  I wanted to be success-
ful so that I could create the kind of change that 
I thought was important, particularly in higher 
education.  Early in my career as a university admin-
istrator I declared to myself that I wanted to be a 
Vice President for Student Affairs before I turned 
40 and I wanted to work at one of two institutions 
- the University of California at Berkeley or the 
University of Texas at Austin.  I was well on my way 
when my mother was diagnosed with lung cancer.  I 
was Associate Dean of Students at the University of 
Michigan.  As soon as I heard my mom had become 
ill with a mysterious cough and they found a spot 
on her lung that they were doing a biopsy on, I told my boss 
I was quitting and would be moving back to Arizona to take 
care of her.  They gave me a leave of absence instead. 

After my mom died, Rob and I went back to Michigan and 
I resumed my position.  I became depressed and suicidal.  I 
cried everyday.  I felt like I was in a deep, dark pit and I had 
no ladder, no way to get out.  Death would seem like a release 
over the darkness I felt.  The night I decided to commit 
suicide, we were supposed to drive down to Toledo, Ohio to 
practice music with the band we played in.  I tried to con-
vince Rob to go without me, but he refused to leave.  I finally 
broke down and told him my plan.  The next day I called and 
got an appointment with a counselor.  I got on medication 
and into therapy. 

I remember the day that I jokingly call my mother’s “death-
bed curse” with such clarity.  She was exhausted from chemo 
and I had helped her shower.  She lay on the bed and I was 
rubbing lotion on her.  She said to me, “I want you to have 
a daughter so she can take care of you, just like you take care 
of me.”  I was ambivalent about having children and she had 
always told me that I had to make my own choice about 
children and do what made me happy.

The “curse” stayed with me.  About 15 months after she died, 
I knew that the time to have a baby was here.  The desire 
came on suddenly.  I often wonder if my mother had not 
died, whether or not I would have developed the same desire.  



Martel decided he was ready to come into world a bit early 
and I was offered the job a month later when he was one 
week old.  We took the offer and moved to Austin.  I started 
working as Dean of Students when Martel was four months 
old.

My life as an administrator was very demanding.  I worked 
50-60 hours a week while trying to juggle my commitment 
to attachment parenting.  I pumped every two hours at work 
and Rob would feed Martel from a bottle on demand.  He 
carried Martel in a sling and responded quickly to his needs 
during the day. 

If I had an evening program to attend, I would work my 
schedule so that I could go home for a couple of hours to 
be with Martel and nurse him.  We have a family bed and 
Martel started reverse-cycle nursing, where he did much of 
his nursing at night when I was available.  As a result, I slept 
about 2 hours at a time, totaling 5-6 
hours a night. 

Because my position was high profile, 
I had to attend many social functions 
and I had told my boss prior to taking 
the job that my family would be with 
me.  I was determined to create a new 
paradigm for the professional woman 
with a baby.  The previous dean did not 
have children and I thought I could do 
it all and be happy.  I also committed that I would not travel 
without Martel and Rob.  We bought an RV and when I 
needed to attend a meeting or conference out of town, we all 
went together.  My life was work and Martel and not much 
else. 

One night, after a long day at work, Martel (who was about 9 
months old at the time) was inconsolable.  I was walking him 
up and down and trying to get him to nurse.  Rob walked 
in and took him away from me.  He calmed him down and 
got him to sleep.  I had never been so sad and angry in my 
life.  I sat in the laundry room and sobbed.  I had been cry-
ing almost everyday when I left for work.  Rob came in and, 
through my tears, I told him how angry I was that he had 
taken the one thing I had with Martel, and that was helping 
him to go to sleep.  He listened and finally said, “You are so 
miserable.  Quit your job tomorrow and we’ll move back to 
Tucson and just figure it out from there.”

Just like I had done in law school, I refused to give up.  I was 
a control freak and knew I needed a plan and had to be able 

to put things in order.  I also wanted to prove, to those who 
doubted, that I could do the job and have a baby.  I lasted in 
my position for a little over three more years.  We cut back 
our expenses, sold our house, lived in an apartment in Austin 
and bought the house in Tucson we were going to move into 
when we left Austin.  Our new dream house was one bed-
room situated on 1.25 desert acres.

The year before I left my position, the president of UT-
Austin offered me the Vice President for Student Affairs 
position.  I was 39.  I could have reached the two goals I had 
set for myself and walked into my “dream” job.  Even though 
I knew that I was not going to stay long term, I’d thrown 
myself into the job and was determined to be the best.  With 
that job offer, I felt vindicated.  After thinking about the op-
portunity for a couple of weeks, I turned down the offer.  At 
my going away party, the president said, “I have never been 

able to talk Teresa into or out of anything she didn’t want to 
do.”  I left the career I had worked so hard to achieve for a 
tiny house in the desert and the promise of a different kind 
of life.

Martel was 4 years old when we left Austin to come back 
home.  Although I had questioned many things in my life 
and had worked hard to overcome the issues in my child-
hood, I still had many dominant culture notions about par-
enting.  I had done a lot to understand how I could create an 
environment that met Martel’s needs as a baby and toddler 
(through attachment parenting), but as he got older I began 
to question his ability to identify his own needs and began to 
substitute my own judgment for his.  I fell back on my social-
ization and how I had been treated as a child.  I believed that 
as the parent I knew what was best for him and that it was 
my obligation to act on my beliefs for his own good.

For example, as the natural food czar in our family, I con-
trolled what he ate and often the timing of his eating.  I had 
decided Martel was just like me and needed to eat every 
couple of hours in order to avoid getting low-blood sugar.  I 

It took me some time to realize that this anger 
was coming from the ways I controlled his life, 

not from the fact that he had not eaten a protein 
in the last two hours or had watched a 

light saber battle in Star Wars.



forced him to stop playing so that he could eat.  I absolutely 
thought I was doing the right thing. 

When we would watch videos, I would fast forward past 
portions of the movie that I deemed inappropriate.  Martel 
was angry and lashed out often.  It took me some time to 
realize that this anger was coming from the ways I controlled 
his life, not from the fact that he had not 
eaten a protein in the last two hours or 
had watched a light saber battle in 
Star Wars.

The irony as I look back on 
this time was that, as a child, I 
was not allowed to express my 
feelings.  From the time he was 
born, I was committed to help-
ing Martel maintain his connec-
tion to his internal emotional life 
and express his feelings.  So I would 
help him process his anger, frustration, and 
sadness, but never quite saw the connection between 
my controlling and oppressive behavior as a parent and his 
anger in not having the ability to take control of some very 
basic things in his own life.  I would accept his anger as a 
normal part of his developmental process, never really think-
ing about the real causes of his anger. 

In my work as a university administrator, I was committed 
to social justice causes.  When I went to Michigan I had the 
opportunity to co-direct an inter-group dialogue program 
and spent six years teaching students about issues of oppres-
sion and domination and the manifestations of the system 
of oppression in individuals, group, and institutions.  I did 
my own internal work on racism, sexism, heterosexism and 
other issues so that I could teach with integrity by “walking 
my talk.” 

I loved what I was doing at the time because I could learn 
from and examine my own issues while I helped students 
do the same. I had found a way to impact others (and my-
self ) through dialogue work. Once I went to UT-Austin, I 
established programs that supported social justice issues and 
was able to use my power as an administrator to make a dif-
ference.

Despite all the “work” I had done, I never made the leap 
from social justice in my professional life to social justice at 
home with Martel.  I’d swallowed the conventional cultural 
wisdom which taught that due of our age and experience, 

parents know what is best for “their” children.  I could both 
intellectually embrace natural living and yet believe I knew 
that it was best for Martel to live according to the choices 
I made for him.  Because I could read, study, and articulate 
the reasons why I made the choices I did, that meant I knew 
what was best.

In addition, in the literature and the work I had 
done on social justice, ageism (discrimination 

of groups and individuals based on age) was 
only peripherally addressed.  Parenting 

from a social justice perspective had to do 
with teaching our children how to not be 
racist, sexist, or heterosexist and nothing 
to do with treating children as full human 
beings who deserved to be treated with 

respect.

As Martel began to reach the age where he 
would go to kindergarten, we reached another 

critical juncture.  Would we send him to school or 
would we homeschool him?  Rob and I had discussed home-
schooling as an alternative from the time he was born.  Rob 
had not fit well in traditional educational systems and he did 
not want Martel to have the same experiences.  At the same 
time, he was willing to be open to school, if it seemed to be a 
better fit for Martel. 

Even though I had done very well in educational systems, 
I had come to realize that I paid a high price for that suc-
cess.  The compromises, the loss of my own voice, the fight to 
maintain my own integrity while needing to fit into a system 
that required me to give up parts of myself to be successful, 
were something I did not wish on Martel.  I also felt my life 
with my family of origin mirrored my experiences in school.  
I gave up critical parts of myself in order to be loved and ac-
cepted by my parents.

It was not until I had Martel that I started to question 
whether the sacrifices I made were worth it.  The high price 
of my success was now affecting Martel.  If he was awake 
when I left for work, he would cry.  The comfort that nursing 
provided him was only available at night or on the weekends.  
If Rob brought him to the office to see me during work, he 
would not want to leave and cry when we separated. 

I remember a time when I met Rob, Martel and some friends 
at the park after work.  Martel had fallen and hurt himself.  
I saw it happen from a distance.  He acted as though he was 
okay, but when he saw me, he burst into tears and ran into 



my arms.  I knew that when he was hurt, he preferred to be 
comforted by me and he preferred to nurse.  Certainly, Rob 
did comfort him.  He was (and is) a great father.  But, at the 
age and developmental place Martel was at when I had that 
position, he preferred to have me.

When an emergency hap-
pened with a student, I 
would sometimes have to 
leave in the evenings to go 
to the hospital to meet par-
ents.  It was hard for me to 
explain to Martel why those 
people were more important to 
me than he was and why he would 
have to go to sleep without me.  I had often said to myself 
and others, “my family is the most important thing in my 
life.”  It was clear that my actions did not match my words.

There was nothing more important to me than being with 
him.  I mourned everyday that I chose to leave him because 
of my work.  I felt as though my heart was being torn apart 
because I could not nurse him when he wanted or hold him 
when he cried. 

Before my parents died and I had Martel, I never questioned 
my career and whether it was right for me.  I worked long 
hours and felt as though I made a difference in students’ lives 
and in the lives of the staff that worked with me.  Although 
I could see how harmful, at times, these institutions were 
to some of the students who came through it, I thought my 
work somehow made it a little bit better for them and thus 
it was worth it.  I had also accepted, without much question, 
that you had to have a job and career in order to be a produc-
tive member of society.

I had worked with many students who struggled to fit into 
the institution and be “successful”.  Some were there be-
cause of family expectations, others because they hoped that 
education would be their ticket to a better life for themselves 
and their families.  I also had responsibility for working with
families of students who died.  Some died from tragic ac-

cidents, but I also had my share of suicide cases. 

One of the most horrific cases I had was when I worked with 
a family whose daughter had died from a food allergy.  She 
had not been enrolled in school for over two years, and had 
been living a lie.  She told her roommates and her family that 

she would be graduating.  Her 
family came on graduation 
day and she somehow ex-
posed herself to peanuts and 
had not brought her medi-

cation.  She ended up in the 
hospital after collapsing at the 

ceremonies.  I sat with her family 
when they decided to take her off life 

support.  They asked me for her diploma.  I had to tell the 
parents that their daughter had been lying to them and had 
not been in school for over two years.

That moment has stayed with me every day since.  The pain 
and anguish of those parents was compounded for me by the 
pain I knew that young woman had felt for so many years.  
She’d felt compelled to pretend to be someone she was not, 
because she knew her family could not accept who she really 
was. 

At the time this happened, Martel was 2 years old.  I knew 
that I could not create for Martel the kind of pressure that 
this young woman had felt.  I had felt similar pressure from 
my own mother.  I wanted Martel to be able to be who he 
was and not have to live up to my expectations about school, 
academics, and what it meant to have a successful career.

With these kinds of experiences in mind, I began to think 
about what would happen for Martel around school.  In es-
sence, there were two forces at work in my life.  Martel began 
to rebel much more strongly against my control of him and 
we needed to decide whether he would go to school.  As 
I began to research alternatives to school and alternative 
schools, I found information about unschooling.  I had re-
membered reading about unschooling several years earlier 

I had often said to myself and others, 
“my family is the most important thing in my life.”  

It was clear that my actions did not match my words.



and I decided to do more research and reading.  I spent lots 
of late nights after Martel went to sleep reading about radi-
cal unschooling and academic unschooling.  I found a local 
group of unschoolers as well.

In so many ways, all 
the pieces of the crazy 
puzzle in my head 
started to come togeth-
er.  I began to think 
about the possibility of 
letting go of the control 
I had over Martel.  I be-
gan to question whether 
I really knew what 
was best for him.  The 
glimmer of recognition 
about how my own life 
had been controlled and 
the results of that control came through each night as I read 
more and more.  Reading about unschooling was the begin-
ning of the process of reclaiming my lost self. 

I began to see how Martel’s anger came from the fact that he 
had every right to decide when and what he wanted to eat.  
When I listened more closely to him, I realized that he did 
understand the kinds of TV shows and movies that scared 
him and he would ask me to turn off the TV.  I realized that 
my parenting style was coming from a place of fear.  Fear 
about his future health, fear of cavities, fear of him becoming 
angry and violent because he played videogames or watched 
Power Rangers. 

The whole notion of trust started to reemerge into my life 
as a parent.  I had trusted Martel as a baby to know what 
he needed and I fulfilled those needs.  I did not choose to 
see him as manipulative as a baby.  Why would that change 
just because he could now talk?  Somehow I had lost that 
perspective and what I read on the unschooling websites 
brought me back to a place that felt inherently right.  When 
I looked into my heart, I knew that I wanted to trust and re-
spect Martel.  When I was a child I wanted to be trusted and 
respected.  Why would things be any different for him?  

I had the chance to give him what I was not given as a child. 

I remember so keenly how as a child I wanted to be taken 
seriously.  I had serious thoughts and wanted to do impor-
tant things.  Although I found a few teachers who took me 

seriously, as a whole I 
was reminded again 
and again that my age, 
my youth, meant that 
I did not have any-
thing important to say 

or contribute.  I got so sick of being called 
“cute”.  I wanted Martel to know that his 
needs, desires, thoughts and beliefs were 
important and he would be taken seri-
ously.  

I began to unravel some of the ways that 
I had been socialized.  I began to reject 
what I believed about the nature of chil-
dren and childhood.  The last three years 
have challenged me to align my values 
and behavior much more than I ever 
had before.  Walking the talk of social 
justice and creating change as it relates 

to parenting has been more difficult than any other kind of 
learning I have done in my life.

As a child, I had learned from my parents that my emotions 
were too big for them to handle.  Happiness or neutrality 
were acceptable emotions.  Anger, frustration, and sadness 
were not.  Because I was angry a lot of the time, I learned to 
squash my anger.  I was afraid of the intensity of my feelings 
and could not express them.  As I began to work more on 
trusting Martel, I had to trust myself.  But I did not trust my-
self.  I was scared of myself.  When I am very angry, I yell and 
I did not want to yell.  When I felt hurt or frustrated I would 
belittle and try to control. 

I began thinking about the work I did to deal with issues of 
racism, heterosexism, and other internalized beliefs and be-
gan to apply that process to unlearning adultism.  One defi-
nition of adultism created by Barry Checkoway, a University 
of Michigan professor is “…(a)ll the behaviors and attitudes 
that flow from the assumption that adults are better than 
young people, and are entitled to act upon young people in 
many ways without their agreement.”  When Martel’s actions 
triggered an angry response in me, I chose now to leave the 
situation to cool off and think about what I was really angry 

I began to question whether I really knew 
what was best for him. 



about.  I learned EFT (Emotional Freedom Technique) and 
uncovered the pain from my childhood that was almost 
always at the core of my triggers with Martel, Rob, and now 
Greyson (who was born when Martel was almost 5 years 
old).  I realized that I had so much baggage from my early 
childhood socialization.  I needed to break free from what I 
had learned about being a child.  From my parents, teachers, 
and other “trusted” adults in my life, I had learned that I was 
small.  From the institutions I was forced to participate in 
(educational systems most notably), I learned that I had to 

push down my real self and conform in order to be accept-
able.  At the same time, I had in me (like my mother did in 
her) this incredible stubborn streak.  When someone told 
me I couldn’t do something, I would find the way to do it.  
If someone told me I was too young or not good enough, I 
would prove that person wrong.  My rebellion, however, was 
always within certain acceptable parameters because I did 
not want to risk losing the love of my mother.

My work as a parent actually has very little to do with the 
children in my life.  My work as a parent has to do with shed-
ding all of the misinformation I learned about being a child 
and children.  Even more importantly, my work as a parent 
has to do with identifying harmful patterns that I learned 
as child that I now impose on Martel and Greyson.  When 
I did dialogue work, I always told students that the most 
important work starts from within.  As a parent, my most 
important work is internal and it is ongoing. 

When I feel particularly frustrated with myself for not living 
up to my own expectations, I try to remember that I spent 41 
years learning how to be a dominant and oppressive parent.  
Learning new patterns of thinking and behaving are taking 
me some time.  I am not patient and accepting of myself.  I 
am also easily frustrated when I am angry with what is hap-
pening with Martel and Greyson. 

One of the ways that I keep myself accountable for positive 
change is by writing about my process.  I started a website 
where I write about my journey.  Just putting it out there and

and being real has been an important part of changing my 
patterns.  I don’t want to pretend I have it all together all the 
time.  I did this for too many years.

I am not perfect.  I am a work in progress.  I am learning 
everyday what it means to live with others respectfully, lov-
ingly, and with unconditional acceptance of myself and all 
others.  I have grieved the death of both of my parents, but I 
also realize that they granted me a kind of freedom in death 
that they couldn’t have given me in life.  My wish for my chil-
dren is that they will enjoy this freedom right now, in this 

life, to be who they truly are without the burden of societal 
parental expectations.

My life today is much slower than it has ever been.  I have a 
consulting business where I work on projects for universities.  
I can set my own schedule and choose the projects I want 
to do.  I write for my website and Rob and I are developing 
some other business ventures with the goal of generating pas-
sive income so that we can spend as much time as we can as a 
family doing the things we love. 

Life for Martel and Greyson is very different from my own 
childhood.  They have much more control over their own 
decisions than I ever did.  Rob and I work hard for them to 
know we are on their side and work together to get their 
needs met.  There are lots of snuggle times in the mornings 
and at night.  My parents, though they loved me, could not 
express their love.  They both worked and they fought a lot 
when my dad was drinking.  I don’t remember much of my 
life before I was in fifth grade.  Sometimes I have flashes 
when I am struggling with my own issue of really bad times.  
I am changing my life now with the hopes of filling Martel 
and Greyson’s lives with warmer and happier memories.

When I think about the kind of relationship Martel and I 
had before I started to change my parenting behaviors and 
beliefs, I sometimes feel sad and regretful.  I have done a lot 
of EFT to work through my feelings of guilt.  I recently had 
to work through my guilt about deciding to have a second 

 I have grieved the death of both of my parents, 
but I also realize that they granted me a kind of freedom 

in death that they couldn’t have given me in life. 



child without Martel participating in the decision-making 
process.  Today, I feel like our relationship is so much more 
positive.  We enjoy each other’s company and both need 
snuggle time to feel connected to each other and in 
sync.

My challenges have to do with con-
tinuing to unlearn my conditioned 
socialization.  I struggle with spend-
ing enough time with both Martel 
and Greyson.  There are many times 
when I feel as though neither one 
gets what they need from me, be-
cause they both need so much one-on-
one time.  I am still the primary income 
producer and my work feels like an obstacle 
to just “being”. 

Rob and I struggle to get our own time with two chil-
dren and trying to meet Greyson’s needs as a three year-old. 
Though we are on the same page with regard to unschool-
ing and parenting, the stress of being self-employed and the 
struggle to create a sustainable income can cause us to pull 
apart. We have some tension around those issues. I struggle 
to stay in the moment and not worry about our ability to pay 
the bills. 

Besides Rob, I have found really good friends in the other 
parents in our local unschooling group.  I get support and 
understanding as well as challenge from those around me to 
stay the course.  When I look back at the twists and turns in 
my life, I feel that the person I am today is not even related 
to the Type A control freak that I was in my previous career 
driven life.  But I also know that had I not been through 
those experiences, I would not be the person I am now. 

I know that I will continue to learn and grow as a parent who 
is committed to treating her children in ways that honor 
who they are.  As Martel and Greyson grow, Rob and I want 
to support those things they are interested in, as well as 
continuing to develop our interests in a family travel business 
(aimed at unschoolers).  I will continue to write (for my web-
site and perhaps a book) and develop workshops for parents 
who are on journeys similar to mine.  I want to support our 
efforts to liberate ourselves from a culture that discriminates 
against children.  I still want to change the world, but what I 
know now is that the change has to be within me.  The work 
starts within each of us and the change begins. 
 

Teresa Graham Brett 
has many roles in life, including mother, partner, and writer.  

She does higher education consulting including work with 
social justice education programs and sustained dialogue. 

She has combined her passion for social change and social 
justice with parenting.  Her most passionate work 

(besides being a parent) is focused on creating 
social change through examining and challenging 

how we are socialized as children. 
She writes about this process on her website: 

http://www.parentingforsocialchange.com

 

The work starts 
within each of us 

and the change begins. 

Listen to a full hour interview with Teresa, 
conducted by REM co-publisher Sarah Parent:



Just one word from a friend or my husband and the box deep in 
my brain holding all those emotions of bitterness, unfairness, self-
loathing, and grief would go spilling out all over the place.  Get-
ting home would be much easier if I could keep the box shut.

Instead I felt cold and numb.  It was raining and I sat unmoving, 
staring at the drops rolling down my windshield, trying to feel as 
close to nothing as possible.  It occurred to me she never said she 
was sorry.  She never offered so much as a sad smile of pity in my 
direction.  I felt like a human experiment: case number 5734G, 
negative round one, round two in 45 days. 

The tears started to spill over so I drove my car away, away from 
the parking lot of the fancy procedures, funded by our insur-
ance - the best in the field for infertility.  “You’re very lucky,” the 
insurance agent had told me on the phone.  “You could go all the 
way to IVF if you’d like and we’ll pay for it.”  Away from the news 
of failed tests, big hopes broken, and a doctor who seemed not to 
understand pain, but most of all, who yet again, couldn’t fix me. 

I’d always been familiar with doctors’ offices, and it’s not like I 
wasn’t familiar with doctors who couldn’t fix things, but I’d been 
raised with the mentality that doctors were healers and if they 
couldn’t heal you, no one could.

When I was eight, my mother received news that she had mela-
noma cancer and that it was terminal.  Other people’s mothers got 
cancer that responded to chemotherapy.  Mine got cancer that was 
terminal from the day she found out.  The doctors couldn’t fix her.  
She died six months later.

About a year after she died, I started clearing my throat every few 
minutes throughout the day.  Then I would wrinkle my nose up 
and sniff loudly.  Then clear my throat again.  Sniff.  Clear.  Clear.  
Sniff.  Clear.  Sniff.  Sniff. 

I remember the very last time 
I sat with a doctor, expecting 
her to fix me, taking her word 
as the Truth.  I was 33, sitting 
across the desk from an infertil-
ity specialist.  She had prescribed 
Clomid for me in my previous cycle, 
and a pregnancy had started.  I 
was five weeks in and having some 
cramping.
“According to your blood test, your hCg levels aren’t 
doubling the way we’d like to see,” she told me.

“What does that mean?” I asked.

“It means you’ll likely miscarry this time,” she said.

“How likely?” I wanted to know.

“You should prepare yourself to miscarry within the 
next few days.  You can skip the Clomid this next 
cycle, then call us to make an appointment for the 
next one.”

“What can I do?  Isn’t there anything we can do to 
increase the hCg?” I pleaded with her.

“No.  Just call us when you’re ready to come in again.”  
And with that, she left.

I left the office and sat in my car, afraid to call anyone.  
The tears were all welled up right under my eyelids.  

The Childhood Secret 
that Helped Me Heal



Sometimes I would squeeze my eyes shut tight 
as I could.  Sniff.  Squeeze.  Tight as I could.  
Sniff.  Clear.  Sniff.

I lived with my grandparents then, ever since 
my mom had gotten sick.  I was at the dinner 
table one night, sniffing and squeezing and 
clearing my throat, when my grandpa had 
enough.  He told me to quit.  I was afraid, so I 
said I would.
I tried very hard for five minutes, but then a 
little tiny quiet throat clear came out, followed 
by a quick hard squeeze and sniff. 

“Go to your room!” he bellowed.  “I told you 
to stop.  I’ve had enough!”

I went to my room, and later my grandma 
came in and explained to me that I shouldn’t 
test my grandpa like that.  We all missed my 
mother, but he loved me very much.  I should 
obey him.

I nodded as I cried and squeezed my eyes shut, 
sniffing, clearing my throat, knowing that the 
crying made it look legitimate. 

A month later she took me to the doctor who 
diagnosed me with Tourette Syndrome.  Incur-
able.  Couldn’t be fixed.

Throughout my junior high and high school 
years, I lived with this “mild” case of Tourette’s, 
trying my hardest to suppress it during the day 
at school, which simply meant it came out ten 
times as hard at night.  I wasn’t all that good 
at suppressing it anyway.  Everyone at school 
knew I had Tourette’s.  Luckily I grew up in 
the 1980s before cyber-bullying and mean girls 
became the norm in school, because the kids at 
my school didn’t openly tease me.  They simply 
ignored me entirely.  I had few friends in high 
school and joined very few clubs or activities 
since no one cared to be around me much.

High school wasn’t miserable for me.  It was 
just lonely and unproductive.  I spent far more 
time worrying about how to suppress the tics 
while I was in the classroom than I did learn-
ing new material or participating in anything.

The summer before I started college, I dated  

a boy I liked quite a bit.  He was kind and respectful, intelligent, and not 
very pushy for a testosterone-filled boy of 18.   At the end of the summer, 
he broke up with me, explaining that he really liked me, but the tics both-
ered him too much to want to keep dating.  My sense of rejection was 
outweighed only by my sense of shame.  I asked my grandma if we could 
see the doctor again.  I wanted to go on medicine.

Whenever we went to the Tourette Syndrome clinic to see the doctor, I 
always suppressed my tics as much as I possibly could.  I knew this man 
was studying me to see what I was doing.  He was watching every move I 
made.  I must be still, perfectly still so he wouldn’t catch me.  We would 
get to the elevator outside the clinic door afterwards, and the tics would 
nearly explode.  It was so hard to suppress that long.

This time, I vowed to not give into the urge to suppress the tics, but to let 
them be as they were, perhaps even step it up a bit on purpose.  My plan 
went over perfectly. 

“Wow.  Usually we see improvement in the late teens,” he told my grand-
ma, “but hers seem to be worse.  I’d say this case has gone from mild to 
medium and I’d like to see how she responds to a small dose of Haloperi-
dol daily.”

On the way to the pharmacy, my grandma and I talked about how I 
probably should have shown him my “true condition” a long time ago if 
he had actually misdiagnosed me as mild this whole time. 

When I started college that Fall, I had a new lease on life.  For years, I 
had followed the hand-written diet the doctor scribbled onto a sheet of 
notepaper the day I was diagnosed.  For ten years it had hung on the side 
of the refrigerator so we could always remember what was off limits: NO 
monosodium glutamate (MSG), NO red or yellow food coloring, NO 
milk, NO nuts, NO sugar, NO caffeine.  I followed the diet as closely as 
I could - as closely as we knew how - eliminating such things as trick or 
treating for Halloween candy and stopping for treats of ice cream after a 
long day.

But now, for the first time in a decade, I could eat whatever I wanted with 
no ill effects.  Five cups of coffee in one day?  Great!  MSG-drenched 
Doritos?  Bring ‘em on!  Mountain Dew at lunch time and Skittles as a 

... she took me to the doctor who 
diagnosed me with 

Tourette Syndrome.  Incurable.  
Couldn’t be fixed.



He suggested I try taking the Haldol on an “as-
needed basis” and see what happens.

I followed his instructions, and successfully 
conceived my eldest daughter, Sydney, in August 

of 2002.  Like everyone else I knew, I saw an ob/
gyn who gave me the various tests and smears 
and checks and procedures they required.  I was 
given the go-ahead to continue on the Haldol, 
so I ate and drank whatever I wished - within the 
standard pregnancy guidelines of course.  Accord-
ing to our American pregnancy diet guidelines, 
it’s OK to have as much Sprite as you wish, but 
never a bite of soft cheese.  Genetically modified, 
chemically sprayed and processed high fructose 
corn syrup is perfectly safe, just beware the List-
eria!  I obeyed.

I chugged along for nine months in a weak state 
of health with a diet barely adequate to support a 
growing baby.  For ethical reasons, I was trying to 
remain a vegetarian; however, my eating patterns 
were not that of a balanced, whole-foods vegetar-
ian.  I was what I now describe as a “junk-food” 
vegetarian.  For example, I considered french 
fries from a fast food restaurant to be a perfectly 
fine food choice as long as they weren’t fried with 
any meat products.  By the third trimester, I was 
constantly craving meat, and would sneak off to 
Wendy’s to buy a chicken sandwich, eat it in the 
car, and throw away the bag before my husband 
(also vegetarian at the time) could find me out. 

Still, the majority of my diet consisted of simple 
carbohydrates, lots of sugar, and foods that were 
barely recognizable from their original state.  
Fast foods, cookies, bagels, breads, canned soups, 
sugar-free yogurts, Cheetos, sodas, and frozen 
dinners were my mainstays.  My body rebelled 
at 35 weeks with pre-eclampsia, a condition that 
often occurs in a pregnancy where the expectant 

snack.  Foods from the “NO” list were no longer my enemy.  I took a 
pill in the morning and one at night.

I was relieved to finally be able to go about my life with no tics to sup-
press or hide or find a good place and time to indulge.  I could go any-
where, in any public 
situation, without 
feeling eyes on me, 
judging and won-
dering.  I stopped 
telling anyone I even 
had Tourette’s.  Oc-
casionally, I would 
divulge my secret to hear their predictable response: “So do you yell out 
inappropriate things in public?” 

No.  No, I’d never done that.  I’d never had a severe case of Tourette’s, 
which is characterized by these vocal outbursts.  This predictable ques-
tion both embarrassed and insulted me, so I learned to keep my secret 
close to my chest.

For 15 years, I lived like everyone else and loved it.  I planned to take 
Haldol forever.  I was on a small dose and, although it was classified as a 
potent sedative, I’d adjusted to the sedative effects of the drug long ago.  
For the first month I took the drug, I’d noticed I was constantly tired.  
But then I didn’t notice the tiredness so much anymore.  The tired feel-
ing faded into the background until it became my new state of normal.  
Besides, I was now allowed as much caffeine as I could drink.

I didn’t realize, however, that the whole time I was on Haldol, it was sig-
nificantly affecting my hormones and ceasing my ovulation each month 
entirely.  I had three or four long-term boyfriends during college and my 
use of birth control was spotty. In the back of my mind, I kept thinking, 
even hoping perhaps, that I would become pregnant.  I’d always wanted 
children, more than a career or a perfect love affair or international 
travel or anything else.  But it never happened.  I worried that I might 
have difficulty becoming pregnant when I married and the time was 
right to begin trying, but then I logically countered to myself that I was 
just lucky it wasn’t happening when it was unplanned.  I never realized 
that the reason I avoided becoming pregnant during the time I was on 
Haldol was because it was making me infertile.

The Tourette Syndrome clinic didn’t inform me of this little side effect 
of daily Haldol until I was 29 years old, married, and explaining to my 
doctor that I’d had a hard time getting pregnant.  It was now 2001 and 
drug information was readily available on the internet.  A quick search 
had told me that some women taking Haldol were unable to conceive. 

My doctor finally explained the connection to me.  Haldol apparently 
increases your prolactin levels, which can trick your body into thinking 
that you are nursing a baby.  Your body can respond by not ovulating.  

I never realized that the reason I avoided 
becoming pregnant during the time I was on 

Haldol was because it was making me infertile.



ignore my body, so I tried.  But it was too late for us.  She 
didn’t understand latching onto a breast and I didn’t un-
derstand how to coax her.  My milk had come and gone, so 
it seemed, and I was alone in these waters.  No one I knew 

at the time had nursed a baby.  Sadly, I gave her 
another bottle of formula and resigned myself to 
this fact of our lives. When she was a year old, we 
decided it was time to try for another baby.

We quit using birth control.  Nothing happened.

We tracked ovulation.  Nothing happened.

Finally, we decided I’d take the Haldol on an “as-
needed basis” again.  Voila!  Pregnancy!

Eleven weeks of joyful, expectant pregnancy 
until the news came that “I’m sorry, but your 
baby stopped growing at six weeks.” 

This began a chain of losses, one after another, 
most very, very early - eight, 
nine?  I lost count.  I ques-
tioned myself more than I ever 
have during that time.  I dis-
trusted my body, and became 
convinced that it was inher-
ently flawed.  I knew my hus-
band wanted another baby and 
considered leaving him so he 
could find a woman who wasn’t 
inherently flawed.  I read all I 

came across 
on infertility, 
which seemed 
to come from 
exactly two 
camps: the 
first said it 
was all luck of 

the draw, unexplained, but possibly treated with aggressive 
infertility treatment.  The second preached that it was all in 
my head.  My problems were all coming from my negative 
thinking and if I would just think better everything would 
be fine.  So each time I lost another baby, I blamed myself for 
not thinking right.  It was all my fault.

I blamed God for giving all these other women babies, even 
women that abused their children or would rather not be 
pregnant at all.  One day when I was out, I went to the bath-
room to find I’d started bleeding again although I’d had 

mother is not meeting her protein needs and is consuming 
a diet high in processed foods that are taxing on her liver.  
I was sent immediately to the hospital, where I stayed for 
two weeks, waiting to be induced, waiting for the doc-
tors to fix me.  At 37 weeks, they induced me with ample 
pitocin, which left me begging for 
an epidural.  Fortunately, I was still 
able to birth my daughter vaginally.

After her birth, and after they spent 
45 minutes sewing me up while 
she sat waiting in a warmer, I was 
allowed to hold her for two hours.  
Then, they took her away because I 
was on a catheter for 24 hours and 
wasn’t able to get up to care for her.  
My husband had to go home and I 
was all alone.  She was in the nurs-
ery 20 feet down the hall, but it 
might as well have been 20 miles. 

I stayed awake all night, crying si-
lent tears off and on for my baby I 
so desperately wanted to hold and 
comfort and discover.  I watched 
the clock until exactly 5:04, the 
time she was born, the 24-hour 
mark on my catheter.  I called 
the nurse to have the catheter 
removed, and walked the halls 
to regain 
my strength 
as quickly 
as possible 
so I would 
be allowed 
to have my 
baby back.

They advised me not to nurse her.  “The benefits of breast-
feeding do not outweigh the risks of the Haldol.”  This was 
the official decree.  Well, the doctors were there to help me, 
so they must know.  Right?

The only problem was how much I longed to nurse her.  
My body wished to act independently of my brain on 
this point.  My brain knew fully well that the doctor had 
deemed it too risky, but my body said, “Nurse her, nurse 
her, nurse, nurse, nurse.”  A month in, I could no longer

My brain knew fully well that the doctor 
had deemed it too risky, but my body said, 
“Nurse her, nurse her, nurse, nurse, nurse.” 



a confirmed positive test a few days earlier.  I drove home say-
ing perhaps the truest prayer I’d ever prayed in my life.  Why 
are you doing this to me?  What have I done?  You think 
I’m a bad mother, that I don’t deserve more children?  Well 
you’re wrong!  You’re just wrong!  It’s not true and I won’t 
accept it.

Finally, it culmi-
nated that rainy 
day in the office 
of the infertility 
specialist.  I had 
at last sought 
what I considered 
to be “aggressive 
treatment,” but 
when it failed 
again, I realized 
that she couldn’t 
fix me, she wouldn’t fix me, and she really didn’t care one way 
or another. 

I did lose that pregnancy, as she predicted, two days later.  I 
had a few hours of terrible cramping that ended up in two 
embryos being expelled.  I thought, had I not taken that Clo-
mid I would have lost one that month.  Instead I lost two. 
Somehow this felt so wrong to me.  Guiltily, I dwelled on the 
fact that I had caused a second embryo to die by taking this 
medicine. 

I decided I wasn’t able to distance myself emotionally from 
the procedures, and that this is what seemed necessary when 
pursuing infertility treatment.  I was either going to have to 
“harden up,” emotionally speaking, or I was going to have 
to stop infertility treatments.  I wasn’t all that interested in 
hardening my emotions toward my potential children.  The 
specialists might have seen me as just one more woman with 
embryos that wouldn’t stay put, but I saw each and every 
embryo as another little soul that wouldn’t be joining our 
family.  I made the decision to seek natural treatment instead 
of technological treatment. 

It was in this moment that I began to take control of my 
health, my body, and ultimately my life.  Nothing would ever 
be the same again.

In 2004, I took my last dose of Haloperidol.  I looked for a 
naturopath who could help me treat my Tourette’s naturally 
so I would no longer have to take the Haldol, since it was 
causing significant fertility issues.  A friend recommended a 

naturopath who, amazingly, had a son with Tourette Syn-
drome.  In fact, it was his struggle with the disease that had 
drawn her to naturopathic medicine.

We first did an intense liver cleanse.  For three weeks, I 
choked down over 20 huge pills a day - colon cleansers, mas-

sive doses of fiber, concentrated green foods, 
and a high-potency vitamin and mineral mix.  
I was allowed to eat nothing but fruits and 
vegetables and a small daily protein allow-
ance.  I never knew until then how addicted I 
was to the Standard American Diet.  I never 
knew withholding carbs and sugar would 
make me light-headed and quick-tempered.  I 
certainly never knew I would cry over want-
ing a bowl of plain brown rice I couldn’t have. 

My naturopath told me about Weston 
A. Price (http://www.wapf.org) and the 

Nourishing Traditions diet book by Sally Fallon.  Weston 
A. Price was a dentist in the early 20th century who was 
interested in researching the connection between diet and 
dental health.  He traveled the world studying the teeth of 
native populations who were still subsisting on their ances-
tral foods and food preparation techniques.  He found that 
all the native populations he studied who had not begun 
eating processed Western foods had no cavities, excellent 
tooth structure without overcrowding, and a well-propor-
tioned bone structure.  In addition, they had an amazing 
resistance to disease as compared to nearby populations 
who had switched to a more processed diet.

Each of these groups had adapted their food preparation 
techniques to take the most advantage of the foods found 
in their native environment.  Grains were soaked to maxi-
mize their usable vitamin and mineral content.  Milk and 
vegetables were fermented to preserve them longer, and 
these fermented foods were culturally revered as healing 
foods.  Pregnant and nursing women were given special 
priority to certain foods, such as the fatty organ meats of 
animals.  Nutritional analysis shows that the organ meats 
have more of those Vitamins A and D we are all told to 
consume.  Interestingly, each of the native cultures were 
preparing their foods in very similar ways, and valuing the 
same types of foods over others, regardless of how many 
continents separated them. 

The book resonated with the education I’d received as an 
Anthropology major in college, and the principles behind 



the food preparation made good common sense.  I strongly 
believed in its principles, and gradually incorporated the 
new food preparation techniques.

I eliminated all chemicals, both in my diet and in my envi-
ronment, whenever I noticed them.  MSG, food coloring, 
artificial sweetener and strange ingredients I couldn’t 
pronounce were the first to go.  Next came 
harsh household cleaners.  As my system 
was cleansed and the chemicals eliminat-
ed, the tics became a little less frequent, 
and I was able to recognize more insidi-
ous triggers by reviewing what I’d eaten 
before a sudden outbreak. 

I continued identifying and eliminating 
until my tics were no longer a daily 
fact of life, but instead an irregular, 
and therefore quite noticeable, 
occurrence.  Out went the high 
fructose corn syrup.  The yeast 
extract.  All meals from chain 
restaurants.  Sulfates.  Nitrites.  
Vanillin.  Ultra-pasteurized any-
thing.  Almost all bottled vitamins.  
Non-organic chocolate.  Non-organic 
cocoa.  Green 
tea, watermel-
on, and other 
foods high in 
natural salicylic 
acid.  Soy sauce, 
tempeh, nutri-
tional yeast, and other foods high in natural glutamic acid. 

The list started with the foods normally recognized as junky 
in those infamous “middle aisles” of the grocery, and ended 
with much of the conventional produce section, the organic 
boxed foods section, and even the organic dairy section.  I 
visited a Tourette  Syndrome forum on a website dedicated 
to the natural treatment of Autism Spectrum Disorders 
(http://www.latitudes.org) so I could read the triggers oth-
ers had identified and test them to see if I reacted to them.  
I didn’t find a single trigger noticed by another Tourette’s 
sufferer that I could tolerate; it turned out that I reacted to 
nearly everything.

Yet, instead of feeling discouraged by this constant diet 
elimination, I felt freed.  With each new trigger identified 

and eliminated, I noticed less tics.  Using my Tourette’s to 
guide me, I was becoming clean, and I finally started to 
think of myself as having been broken for many years rather 
than inherently flawed.

I held hope that I might one day conceive and carry to term 
again.  I was no longer dependent on doctors or 

drugs.  I was in charge now.  I was fixing 
myself.

As I began to distrust doctors to al-
ways tell me the Truth, as I’d naively 
and unquestionably accepted in the 
past, I also began to wonder who else 

I was intrinsically believing that wasn’t 
necessarily spouting the Truth.

The child that had always bent to authority 
simply because they demanded it, now - 

at 35 - questioned everything.

Who says I have to work to keep a 
good credit report so I can borrow 
money?  Who says I even need to bor-

row money?  Who says cable TV is a 
need?  Who says electric is even a need?  

Why can’t I live without a car?  Why can’t I 
have chickens in my backyard?  And 
why do I need a permit to build a 
simple patio? 

Why can’t my daughter sleep in our 
bed until she’s five years old if she’s 
happy there and we feel safer with 

her there?  Who says only licensed 
teachers can educate children?  Why can’t I homeschool my 
child away from the kitchen table and more in real life? 

Who benefits when my child receives 40 vaccines in her 
lifetime?  Who benefits from claiming as fact that all 
children should have a college education?  And who really 
benefits from having our 401k money left in the bank while 
we borrow money over 30 years to build a house?

Do genetically-modified seeds really feed third-world 
countries?  Is RoundUp really safe?  Are GMO plants well 
tested?  Why can’t we make money farming organically? 

Is the news real and, if it is, are they really reporting the 
most important new events out there?  Do we really have so 
much to fear, or might we get along just fine if we turn off 
the news?

 I was no longer dependent 

on doctors or drugs.  I was in charge now.  

I was fixing myself.



Finally, at 37 years old, my body was clean of chemicals, free 
of drugs, no longer suffering from Tourette’s, and healed by 
a Nourishing Traditions diet and a regimen of Standard Pro-
cess supplements created specifically for me by our Weston 
A. Price chapter leader based on nutritional response testing.  
I decided the time was right to try again to conceive and the 
first month was a success. 

I didn’t miscarry. 

This time, I followed The Brewer’s 
Diet for healthy pregnancy 
(http://www.blueribbonba-
by.org), counted my protein 
to be sure I didn’t lazily fall 
into my carb-heavy habits, 
ate daily green foods, and 
carefully supplemented my 
diet based on my nutrition-
ist’s suggestions.

Nine months later, after being 
well cared for by a homebirth 
midwife and my wonder-
ful nutritionist, I had 
our second daugh-
ter, Mazzy, at 
home, in the 
water, where 
she nursed 
within an 
hour after her 
birth, and no 
one took her 
from me until 
I was ready.  I was 
truly healed, inside and 
out.

When I look back on the naive way that I followed the status 
quo in the years before my infertility issues, I see a complete-
ly different path than the one I’m on now. I no longer trudge 
down the road, occupied by mundane, fearful, or helpless 
thoughts fed to me by billboards, television, radio, and even 
the people I love - all of them being fed the same unending 
messages.

You have reason to be afraid, but we can protect you.  We will 
fix you.

Instead, I am my own leader, forging my own path that  

doesn’t include billboards and television news along the 
way.  Often, I even lead others, and they join me on my path 
awhile until they realize they can make their own paths too.  

And when I can turn around and look at that long and 
winding path behind me, I’m thankful for all the bumps 
and ruts and heartache it held.  For so many years, I was too 
ashamed to even admit to anyone but my closest circle that 

I had Tourette Sydnrome; yet, without it, I never would 
have had reason to so radically alter my diet and 

the built in gauge to help me to do it.  Every 
day, now and for the rest of my life I expect, 

I must be meticulously careful about keep-
ing chemicals from my diet and environ-
ment.  One cup of non-organic coffee 
ruins the rest of my day.  Two straight 
meals from a chain restaurant can make 
me miserable with tics for up to a week.

I am now so adept at recognizing chemi-
cal triggers that I can detect if something 

has added chemicals when none are listed on 
the label.  I’ve never felt so in control of my own 

nutrition and that of my family. 

What state would my body be in with a Standard 
American Diet?  Where would my Mazzy be?  I can’t 

imagine my life without her beautiful toothy smile. 

When Mazzy was 8 months old, I had a sneaking 
suspicion there might be something going on.  I 
took a test and lo and behold, two lines again.  As 
I sit here writing this today, this new little soul is 

wriggling and squirming and kicking inside me, 
reminding me how fortunate I feel to be carrying 

another baby past the scary first trimester.

The infertility doctor was right when she walked out of 
that office: there really was nothing medical she could do 
for me.  But as it turns out, walking away was the best thing 
she ever could have done.

Julie Stockman 
lives in Farmland, Indiana where she homeschools 

her children and helps build a little organic 
homestead with her husband, Jeff. She spends her 

days baking, gardening, keeping chickens, exploring 
the nature around them, practicing gratitude and 
mindfulness, and writing about it all on her blog:

 http://heirloomhomestead.blogspot.com.



Everything about this magazine screams unparalleled courage and unmitigated passion. The 
articles were varied and written from all backgrounds and writing styles.  But the common thread was that of 
empowerment and audacity.  From page to page I was either impressed and excited or deeply challenged by the 
uncomfortable emotions the authors brought out of me. From stories that could have been (or maybe will be) our 
own to those I could hardly relate but from which I still gleaned wisdom, I am still surprised over the effect it 
has had on me.
I expected to be left inspired, motivated and energetic for our own upcoming story of change.  Instead the magazine 
moved me on a much deeper level.  It slowed me down, caused me to evaluate and ruminate on the contrast and the 
similarities, the judgments and the recognition as only such personal stories can do.

But throughout them all the message the magazine imparted was the same: owning our own 
lives, stepping outside the comfort zones built around us, tuning into and honoring ourselves 
and loved ones, finding our personal vehicle for change and emerging from the other side a 
happier, more whole and wildly passionate person.
It’s an amazing publication.

from Sara McGrath of Unschooling Lifestyle

I do love to read about people significantly improving their lives and going after their dreams. 
REM delivers. The intensely personal stories of change and growth inspired me and rekindled 
some of my dreams which had faded with inattention. REM helped me put desired growth and 
change back into focus.  The authors reminded me to keep moving toward what I want in this 
precious life.

This first issue of the magazine also stirred up a lot of suppressed feelings.  I continue to struggle 
against a subconscious sense of unworthiness and so I often times stop short of my true wants in life.  

Now that I have finished reading the magazine filled with other people’s stories, I’m going to think 
about my own story, the one I have lived and the one I want to live.

from Tara Wagner of The Organic Sister

I love the content of the magazine, and, overall, find the online format really easy to use. from Adrienne:

from Amber: I cannot tell you how excited I was to find out about your magazine.  I gave up trying to please 
all those around me with my conventional ways nearly four years ago and I cannot express enough the relief I 
felt when I did so.  Not that it has been easy for us though.  I will proudly wear your banner on my blog and 
am in anticipation of what valuable wisdom and support I stand to gain in exchange.

. reader FEEDBACK .



Rethinking Everything Magazine really struck a chord with me on a level that no other publications ever has.  
Reading the magazine itself was fun!  I love that you can flip through the pages with the feel of a paper maga-
zine.  It has such a creative feel and flow. This might sounds cliché, but it really is more than a maga-
zine, it’s an interactive experience.  I love how there are audio interviews from some of the writers.  It’s 

cool to get to know them beyond their articles.  It really adds depth and personal connection to the people 
behind the words. 

Reading the magazine was a multi-sensory adventure.  It made me feel part of something special. I 
felt supported, challenged, validated and even a little uncomfortable at times when I revisited my past through 
someone else’s experience.  Each article was unique and touched on different aspects of my life.  I love that 
there is an entire publication dedicated to those of us who crave expansion and growth.  I am 
anxiously anticipating the next issue so I can “Rethink” even more in my life!

This is a new magazine for ANYONE who likes to read inspiring stories of personal change.

Y’know how those chicken soup stories are quick little quips that re-ignite faith in human kindness. 
This is similar, only a gazillion times better.
In Chicken Soup, you don’t really “know” the author, all you get is the story.  Those stories shine be-
cause they are events we can all relate to, summed up quickly and they don’t really change the reader. 
You walk away a little lighter because they just reminded you of happiness.  They warmed your heart a 
little.

REM lights a fire.  Laugh, cry, shout “you go, girl” and walk away a little stronger for having read 
it. Maybe you can’t relate to all the stories, maybe you can.  When you’re done, though, it’s the 
strength of the human spirit that gets you.

from Lisa Russell of  Mrs. Hannigan’s Home for Girls

from Susan Burke:

from Robyn Lark Wakefield:

Standing ovation!!!  I am reeling!!  You knocked it out of the park!!  I  am SURE I will be re-reading the whole issue over 
again, I feel like there are nuances and layers I will discover for the first time in my second or even third read.  Seriously, 
you have something HUGE here, something WORLD ALTERING!!!!  I’d love to see a REM board much 
like the MDC boards!  A place where the world can meet to discuss the articles!!!   WOWZA!!

VERY smart, savvy, interesting, thoughtful and empowering.  Love it.  The content is delicious.

from Dayna Martin, author of Radical Unschooling: A Revolution Has Begun :

from Polly Davies of Pixie Mama:

I’ve only had chance to read the first two articles so far, and scan through the rest of the magazine, but 
I am amazed by the effect this little has had on me already. 
Throughout, the message that comes across is:  owning our own lives, stepping outside our comfort 
zones, tuning into and honoring ourselves and loved ones, finding our own way  for change 
ready to emerge a happier, more whole and wildly passionate person.



*
www.  rethinkingeverythingmagazine .net

stay in touch!

Just trust yourself,
then you will know how to live.

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe

Join us at this year’s big event!

There’s simply nothing else like it anywhere on our big blue planet.


