A
CLEAN
SLATE

Still a work in progress (the stucco is yet to be completed), the mountain home of Al and Sue Grant is an
essay in do-it-yourself ingenuity. The homestead looks particularly inviting at twilight

When their five acres just weren't enough anymore, a B.C. couple took the
plunge at homesteading 285 unspoiled acres in the mountains.
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They started from scratch on a spread that perhaps wasn't the ideal for a hobby farm: a 285-acre property due east of Osoyoos
in an area off the beaten path in the southern stretches of the B.C. interior. It's not your typical Okanagan locale. As the crow
flies, the setting isn't far from wine country and lakeside condos, but in fact, it's another world, high in the mountains along a
little-travelled road, one of those twisting mountain byways that grows narrower and more tortuous with every turn. Some of
the land had been cleared for pasture, but most of it lies in a regenerative, natural state. There was no barn. No electricity. No
running water. No neighbours. A previous owner had built a rudimentary cabin, but it really wasn't suitable for long-term living.
But the property was perfect for AI and Sue Grant, a couple eager to embrace country life and the big, open sky. Here they
would build a house, raise a flock of 70 sheep, grow their own hay and live out their days in peace and quiet. Once they were
settled, they would open their doors as a bed and breakfast and share their quiet little comer of the country with kindred spirits
who, like them, were keen to leave the city behind.
"The big advantage to starting with a clean slate is that you don’t have to live with someone else's mistakes," advises AI.
Neither he nor Sue was born to Canadian-style farming---in fact, he was raised in New Zealand; she hails from Britain but they
were hardly greenhorns. When they first cashed out of Vancouver some 25 years ago, they bought five acres near the Lower
Mainland town of AIdergrove, where they got their feet wet by growing vegetables, tending an orchard and raising their first
flock of five sheep. "The more we got involved in hobby farming, the more we liked it," Sue says.

Why We Love Polypays
Of all their farm improvements, the item that
garners the most curious comments is the "sheep
cam;' a video camera in the Grants' kitchen that
monitors activity in the barn. Like a security camera
keeping surveillance in a convenience store, it keeps
a watchful eye on the flock and records any
intruders. "Especially during lambing season, it's
great to be able to watch the sheep from the
comfort of our kitchen;' Al says. "Sometimes, it's
more interesting than what's on TV'

By day; she maintained a physiotherapy practice while he kept his finger
in several pies, all the while watching as the suburbs of Vancouver
encroached ever closer on their rural idyll. Finally, with retirement
approaching in 1996, the Grants packed lock, stock and flock and headed
for the interior where the city could never find them.

The action focuses on the Grants' herd of a dozen or
so Polypays, a breed the couple purposely chose for
their foray into sheep husbandry. A relatively new
breed--they only gained official status in the 1970s-Polypays are renowned for their gentle
temperament and their potential as a dual-purpose
(meat and wool) breed. Likewise, they mature early,
so there's less time wasted waiting for a ewe to
reach her reproductive years. ''The best thing is that,
unlike most breeds, they were bred to lamb more
than once a year;' AI advises. In the sheep biz, where
high birth rates are an important factor in a
shepherd's bottom line, that counts for a lot.

"Most of our friends, who were similarly of a certain age, thought we were a bit crazy to be moving with no firm employment
prospects to a place where the snow stays on the ground for six months," Sue says. "They were probably right." As much as the
wide-open spaces appealed to them, there was something daunting about living in such a remote locale. "We laugh about it
now, but that first year was a real lesson, " AI recalls, thinking of how he kept a chainsaw in his car because he could never
know when a wind-fallen tree might be blocking his road ... or perhaps he's recalling the spring in which he had to shuttle visitors in the bucket of the tractor because cars couldn't navigate the mud-laden road. "Even so, we aren’t really that remote," he
continues, noting that, door to door, it takes as much time to drive to the local grocery store as it did when they were
fighting traffic in Vancouver.
For the moment, the existing cabin would do, but AI and Sue were anxious to build a home of their own. Ultimately, it would
have more than its share of creature comforts-including a two-person kitchen that occupies a disproportionate chunk: of the
floor plan--but it is very much a home built with sustainability in mind. "We heat with wood," Al explains and adds, pointing to
the bank of south-facing windows, "The house was designed with passive solar in mind." It's a funky layout that rambles over its
site and sports a cathedral ceiling and loft. But it wasn't their first priority. "First, we had to build a barn for the sheep," recalls
Al (see "Lessons in Modern Barn-Building,), "and before that, there were miles of fences to inst

Above all, the Grants' adventure in mountain
homesteading was conceived as an exercise in
self-sufficiency. From the start, Al was
determined not just to build the house and
outbuildings with his own labour, he wanted to
mill the wood from trees he harvested on site.
To that end, the best investment he ever made
was a portable Wood-Mizer sawmill and other
heavy-duty equipment, which sliced, planed,
shaped and routed in short order. "The sawmill
cost as much as a car but it saved me a small
fortune in lumber," AI explains, noting that it
was instrumental in preparing the posts for the
barn, flooring for the house, lambing pens,
interior trim and a dining-room table.

When Al isn’t at work with his
Wood-Mizer, you might find him
paddling on the pond.

It wasn't until 2002 that the house had progressed sufficiently to be habitable and then, it
was still a work in progress. "It took a long time because we insisted on doing most of
the work ourselves," Sue says. "We hired a crew for the framing and the roof, but the
rest of the jobs-drywall, wiring, plumbing, the stucco, to name a few-were our own." But
even as the house neared completion, the homestead presented even more tasks. "We
since fixed up the cabin, getting it ready for bed-and-breakfast guests." Rare is the spare
moment for reflection, but occasionally the Grants let their thoughts drift back. "It's only
been 13 years since we took the plunge," Sue muses. "But life in the city seems like a
lifetime ago."

Lessons in Modern Barn-Building
Sheep are so woolly that they can endure the worst that winter can throw at
them, but they do need some kind of shelter against inclement weather. "They
don't necessarily need four walls;' explains AI, whose 40-by 80 barn doesn't
follow the traditional pattern. On the contrary, his is an open-air, roofed
structure that is sided only on one side (the north). "Who needs walls?" he says,
noting that the electric fence (not to mention the llama and three border collies)
are as good as any wall at keeping predators at bay. Meanwhile, bales of hay are
piled high on the west side to bolster the flock from the wind. "An open-air barn
is cheaper to build and easier to maintain than a conventional barn. For me, it
was a no-brainer:'
(40 by 80 barn not shown)

The kitchen is an indulgence for the two cooks and the focus of activities when the Grants host B&B guests

HOW OUR LLAMA EARNS HIS
KEEP
The Grants keep a lone llama, whose name is Willi,
among the sheep. At first blush, he's just a barnyard
curio, but he actually serves a purpose. "Sheep are
notoriously helpless against predators;' Sue advises.
"Llamas, on the other hand, will defend their turf and
stand their ground." Indeed, Willi earns his keep:
"I've seen him chase off coyotes on two occasions:'
No word yet on how he might fare against cougars,
which are occasionally seen roaming the local
mountains.

It's a Living
Sue maintains a part-time job as a physiotherapist,
but part of the Grants' livelihood comes from the
farm. "The Polypays live up to their reputation and
earn their keep as freezer sales or for their wool;' Sue
explains. "Life is simpler now, so we don't need the
big income we did back in Vancouver." Indeed, the
venture into B&B is less about making money than it
is about meeting people and entertaining. Surely,
guests will absorb some of the Grants' enthusiasm
for country living. Learn more at www.sagefarm.ca or
call (250) 446-2372.
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