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gardener, beekeeper, land steward and survivor – works an alchemy much 
like that of the bees and plants she nurtures. Butler’s ideas and insight shift 
and deepen through seasons of introspection and abundance; her dedication 
to healing extends to cultivating community across species.

“The reader finds a literary space that resembles a carefully tended bee yard 
or garden, a vibrant and enlivening whole, resonant with the daily effort of 
transforming personal and planetary trauma ‘into sustenance, into sweetness.’”
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remember how to be human again, we must go back to the Land, sit and listen, 
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communities, but for our entire planet, our Mother Earth.” 
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To make a prairie it takes a clover and one bee,

One clover, and a bee.

And revery.

The revery alone will do,

If bees are few.

— Emily Dickinson

Attention is the beginning of devotion.

— Mary Oliver
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11

Introduction

It’s almost December, the days dimming rapidly toward the 

turn of the year. Up here in the boreal forest of Alberta, 

the low sun clears the horizon and noses into our market 

garden around nine o’clock in the morning. It spends much 

of the day skimming just above the thick fringe of black 

spruce, willow and paper birch bordering our small farm, 

offering a few welcome hours of light to the house and 

our winter-wrapped garden. We moved the farm across 

the quarter section last year, after yet another county-wide 

flood – a Herculean task involving skid-steers, a couple of 

large trucks, a half-mile of new gravel driveway and plenty 

of impromptu rollers – but it was worth it for the gorgeous 
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light and air up on the old hayfield, and the precious high-

er ground away from an increasingly unstable muskeg. Up 

here, we’re rebuilding our much-loved garden and hardy 

orchard after resuscitating the hammered-down hayfield 

turf through regenerative agriculture, constructing a new 

greenhouse and reconstituting the life of the farm that was 

almost lost to flooding over the past five summers.

On a day like today, the small warmth of the sun along 

the hayfield shelterbelt counterbalances the air tempera-

ture just enough to get the bees stirring. As the sun reaches 

its height in the early afternoon, they spell each other on 

cleaning flights from the hive, short bursts into the late 

November air to relieve themselves and to feel the sun for a 

moment, here in the heart of winter. It’s a precarious dance 

with no margin for error: fly too far or too high, and the 

cold will seep into their tiny bodies in a way that the mea-

gre warmth of the sun cannot counter. Brief freedom on a 

mid-winter day can have a high cost for honeybees up here 

in the boreal.

The colonies are active in spite of the cold – a few 

daring workers coming and going, a scant handful of 

overexuberant fliers scattered prone on the snow be-

yond the safe range of flight from the hive. The guard 

bees thrum to the upper entrance as I blow gently into 

the opening; they’re reacting to the warmth of my breath 

and the stirring of the air. They buzz worriedly in response 

to the intrusion, then quickly calm. I don’t know whether 
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13Introduction

bees have the ability to recognize faces the way the resi-

dent crows and ravens do, but we’ve worked with these 

hives through the warm months without any beekeeping 

gear, and the queens are used to us by now. I’d like to think 

that the worker bees realize I’m only checking in on them, 

hoping against hope that these hives will make it through 

the long winter. My husband, Thomas, and I can make sure 

that the hives are clean and safe, well-stocked with honey 

and bundled with insulating blankets to protect against the 

cold, but once the temperature dips, the bees are on their 

own for the worst of the dark months; we can’t break the 

seals on a hive in the middle of winter to check how every-

one is doing. I wonder if they recognize my breath at the 

entrance not as threat but as concern? I hope you’re okay in 
there, lovelies. I hope you’re warm.

Our five-year partnership with the bees has been ben-

eficial to both sides. The bees have been welcomed onto 

a farm that practises the principles of organic living, em-

ploying no pesticides, herbicides or industrial chemicals. 

The hives have access to twenty acres of organic cover 

crops and pollinator belts sown specifically for them in the 

garden – buckwheat, alfalfa and sweet yellow clover; borage 

and phacelia; dill and sunflowers – as well as 140 acres of 

untouched boreal forest rich in wildflowers, catkins and leaf 

buds. We tend our small apiary carefully, using close mon-

itoring and organic treatments in lieu of heavy-duty sprays 

and powders, with the long-term goal of raising resilient, 
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hardy colonies and queen bees that are accustomed to our 

harsh climate. Five years in, we are enthusiastic novice bee-

keepers, learning something new during each season of our 

partnership with the bees. We’re devoted to our work with 

the handful of hives that share this space with us, and even 

more so to the hundreds of thousands of wild bees that call 

this piece of the boreal home. Our goal has always been to 

provide and sustain the best life possible for them out here 

in the forest and among the plants in our garden, under the 

vast expanse of northern sky.

Along with our growing awareness of the bees’ delicate 

ecosystems and the careful balance required to maintain 

them, both the wild and domesticated bees share so much 

with us. Our off-grid farmhouse is powered by a small solar 

array, but it’s also lit at night by beeswax tapers that we dip 

ourselves. The raw honey from our hives, stirred into hot 

lemon and ginger drinks, speeds us through the many ill-

nesses of winter, and the clean white flakes of capping wax 

add a healing richness to the balms and salves that I make 

from plants harvested in the garden and out in the forest. 

When Thomas and I work together each year to can, dry 

and freeze food for the winter, and when I hang bunches of 

herbs to dry for tea, we’re deeply aware that very little of 

our food would be possible without the constant, quiet at-

tention of the solitary bees that pollinate most of our crops. 

And, perhaps best of all for our morale – for sheer joy – the 

company of the bees is constant and welcome in our market 
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15Introduction

garden and flower beds from March through October. They 

are the underpinning soundtrack and life force of the farm.

Working with both honeybees and wild bees brings us 

a deep sense of hope and well-being. They’ve taught us 

much about calmness and contentment – both necessary 

emotions when working with busy hives and living an off-

grid life that can be strenuous in its seasonal tasks – and 

about the fine balance required to keep a colony thriving 

into and through the depths of winter. They’ve instructed 

us in resilience, too, in the improbability of their lives in 

this harsh and changing climate. Mostly, though, the bees 

have shown us a great deal about how necessary it is to find 

hope under threat, and how vital it is to protect wild spaces 

and manage urban development to keep pollinators safe.

My own path to the bees was a journey toward healing. 

I turned to beekeeping as a last, desperate swipe at personal 

resilience and recovery. Years of harm and injury sustained 

as a teen had taken away my ability to trust, to feel as though 

I could face my fear and move past it whole. Working with 

the bees has given me back my sense of agency, and it has 

granted me entry into a community of like-minded peo-

ple who, for their own deep reasons, have found solace 

and empowerment in beekeeping. You go into beekeeping 

knowing you’ll be stung, but along the way, you learn that 

if your energy and your practice are correct, you’ll be able 

to build a relationship with those bees over time. Yes, you’ll 

get hurt as part of that journey, and, especially if you’re a 
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new beekeeper, you might have to face down a fair amount 

of fear. Ultimately, though, the connection to the bees, to 

the land on which you maintain your hives and to other 

keepers is worth it.

Revery chronicles a year of beekeeping and off-grid life 

here in northern Alberta, a province known and maligned 

around the globe for its oil and gas industries. What’s not 

as well known is that Alberta is also the largest honey 

producer in Canada, and one of the largest in the world. 

The honey industry is rapidly shifting, moving away from 

being a male-dominated space focused primarily on large-

scale bee yards. Today, many beekeepers in the province 

are women and, increasingly, contemporary beekeepers 

in Alberta tend a small number of hives in a way that is 

integrated with the surrounding ecosystems, including an 

awareness of the populations of wild bees. People are turn-

ing to beekeeping for reasons beyond the financial: in the 

tending of their hives, they find community, connection to 

place and healing. 

The keeping of bees is a blending of science and spirit; 

a passion that is, at its roots, an act of hope. As we wake 

each day into a world reconfigured by climate change, 

COVID-19 and the fallout from our own human error, we 

find in ourselves a deeper necessity for a craft that allows 

us to look at the world around us with that vanishing and 

vital sense of wonder.
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Building Home
Learning the Ecosystems of the Farm

I’m up early again this morning to stoke the wood stove. 

It’s been a rough night, one of many: the temperature has 

lingered around minus-forty degrees Celsius all week. The 

wind across the deep snow is dry and penetrating. The cold 

pushes at the windows and creeps in around the edge of 

the door, coating the knob in frost and the glass in a rime of 

ice. Thomas and I have been taking turns getting up every 

few hours through the night and rebuilding the fire from its 

quick, cold ashes; in this chill, even our sturdy cookstove 

has been hard pressed to hold the heat in its belly.
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I’m quick in the pre-dawn cold, scraping ashes into the 

can for the compost heap, laying out a framework of kin-

dling and shavings, lighting the rich fatwood with its scent 

of tamarack resin. As the fire slowly builds and the chimney 

warms into a decent draw, I huddle at the kitchen table with 

a beeswax taper and a seed catalogue. On these bitter grey 

late-January days, the catalogues are as much about heal-

ing winter-worn spirits as they are about preparing for the 

market garden season to come. I dawdle and dream in the 

candlelight, feeling the stove’s warmth as it slowly begins 

to radiate. Upstairs, Thomas and the cats snooze through 

the early hours; down here by the fire, I am already doo-

dling seed lists and bed layouts in my garden plan book. I 

set up our market garden each year with three factors in 

mind: food, pollinator support and beauty. With the farm’s 

move up to the old hayfield, we’ve got a lot of ongoing 

work to do in resuscitating the packed ground into a finer 

tilth and the soil into a more resilient structure – a great 

deal is depending on this earth. We need to fill our pantry 

and freezer each year from the market garden, and once 

the soil is in better health, we’ll begin to offer food boxes 

to our community again. With our small apiary, and with 

greater and greater awareness of the diverse array of wild 

bees on the farm, we strive to plant large pollinator belts 

and flowering organic cover crops, and to support and en-

courage native wildflowers. And with my desire to bring 

organic local flowers to our community, we’ve been thinking 
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deeply about planting for beauty, too, with tall stands of 

sweet peas and beds of zinnias, gladiolas, strawflowers and 

dahlias for cutting. All of this makes for a joyous jumble 

of plans and ideas when the seed catalogues arrive in the 

middle of the cold months.

We’ve been building our farm for fourteen years now, 

though we’ve only been up on the hayfield for a short time. 

In the life of a family farm passed down from generation to 

generation, fourteen years is the blink of an eye. In the life-

time of the land on which we live, it’s scarcely a ripple. Our 

farm is located on Treaty 6 land, the traditional territories 

of the Cree, Dene, Niitsitapi (Blackfoot), Saulteaux, Nakota 

Sioux and Métis Nations, who have lived on and stewarded 

this place for much, much longer than we have. 

In the timeline of our small off-grid farm created from 

scratch, those fourteen years of working with the land have 

taught us more than we could ever have dreamed of at the 

onset, and they have made us realize how much we still 

have to learn. The old adage once again proves true: The 

more I know, the more I know I don’t know. That’s the paradox 

of working with the land in a sustainable way, learning its 

cycles and seasons, the length of time it takes to build up 

soil, ecosystems and resilient pollinator populations. The 

Earth is a constant teacher.

As students of the land, we can choose to learn through 

humility or hardship. Humility can be a tough path at times. 

It often means setting aside the things we dream of doing 
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with the land until such time that we learn a way to make 

them possible without destroying ecosystems or compro-

mising the many untouched acres of forest. Sometimes, 

learning and living with humility means building a kind 

of life that others wouldn’t want or might not understand. 

Our off-grid farmhouse is an example of this, especially on 

a frigid morning like this one. We live frugally and in a rel-

atively small space (though we are grateful to live well and 

without complaint, thinking of what others must endure 

around the world). But we live by a principle of taking no 

more than we need, and so we conserve water and mate-

rials to a degree that might be uncomfortable to some. We 

reduce how much water we use, and turn instead to rain-

water for our washing, showering and laundry. We monitor 

the waste we create and take responsibility for where and 

how we dispose of it. Although living and learning with 

humility can be pretty tough at times (it would be nice to 

have a regular flushing toilet, and, on the really hot days, 

air conditioning), we’ve come to understand that learning 

the hard way by taking too much can be far worse. There’s 

only so far you can go on a piece of land – with countless 

chemical inputs, with large machinery, with seeing the land 

as a resource for the taking instead of a series of ecosys-

tems to work with – before the land refuses to give you 

any more. In our own community, we’ve seen worn-out 

farms and soil that’s become almost unusable because it’s 

got so little left to put into crops. Learning with humil-
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21Building Home

ity about fitting into an existing ecosystem might mean 

sacrifices and compromises, and perhaps a redefinition of 

what is enough, but at the end of the day, you’re still left 

with something good. Learning the hard way means that, 

ultimately, you’re not left with anything much at all. We’ve 

come to regenerative agriculture in this way, believing deep-

ly that living with humility means living in such a way that 

you leave things better than when you found them. Restor-

ing the old hayfield and transforming it into a flourishing 

organic market garden feels like a good way of giving back, 

even as we work with the land to fulfill our own needs.

One of the most powerful results of working with the 

land in a conscious way has been coming to see it as a series 

of interlinked ecosystems, and realizing that what we do to 

one ecosystem we effectively do to all. It’s not enough to 

think to ourselves, Oh, we need some more garden space. We’ll 
just clear another couple of acres this winter and then plant the 

new land in the spring. Instead, if we want to take drastic 

action like this, we need to be aware of all the changes we’d 

be inflicting on the interlinked ecosystems of our farm: 

reducing communities of trees by clearing some of their 

number, turning what was formerly deep forest into verge 

and reducing soil diversity because leaves will no longer be 

falling and decaying on forest floors that have been turned 

into cropland. Water will move differently across this newly 

cleared land when the rains come, which they’ve been do-

ing with increasing regularity each summer. More fertility 
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will end up washing from the soil into the ditches, and from 

there into the dugout, where the duckweed will bloom into 

a thick green carpet in the over-rich water. 

As we’ve worked with honeybees and become more 

observant of the wild bee populations on the farm, we’ve 

also become much more conscious of how everything 

around us fits together – from the native plants to our gar-

den plants, from the shaping of the garden beds and the 

natural contours of the land to the movement of water and 

the presence of animals and birds. We’ve learned a great 

deal about the ecosystems we’re a part of here in the boreal 

by watching the bees, both domestic and wild, and slowly 

coming to understand the superorganism of the hive. As 

I leaf through my seed catalogues on this frigid morning, 

I’m already thinking ahead to which plants will best sup-

port the bees and fit well with the existing range of diverse 

wild plants on the farm, as well as which will best nourish 

us and provide food and beauty for our community. The 

bitter cold outside might have reduced our January world 

to the small scope of the farmhouse, but through a develop-

ing awareness of how we fit into our larger ecosystem, my 

mind, as well as my practice as a farmer and beekeeper, has 

been hugely expanded.
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