
A Season Without Memory

It begins with forgetting. 

You're leaning on the broadfork after digging a row, sweating under the May sun, and try to 
think about when you had to snowshoe across this field to get to the next one. You don't 
remember what the snow looked like. You've forgotten the cold, the April rains, the suck and 
pull of mud against your boots. Actually, you don't remember anything past yesterday.

Or else: you're sitting on the tractor, driving a bucket loader full of baling twine from the front 
field to the dump pile. You reach the corner, hit the clutch, shift into a lower range, turn the 
steering wheel and raise the bucket in one smooth movement. Remember, you think, when I 
could barely get this thing up the driveway? You smile, but you can't see it.

It's gotten worse with the days, with familiar places. You forget most in the greenhouse, now. 
These days, seedlings come and go as the soil needs them, get potted on to bigger soil 
blocks, shoot up and out.  Tomatoes stretch up like a classroom full of kids who all know the 
answer. You try to think back to the quivering shoots that began in April and can’t quite picture
them. 

Everything has been changing: every week, beds are dug and raked and groomed; whole 
fields are being plowed under and spaded; people pop onto the crew. You walk the fields and 
David points out dry ground where the mud used to be, gaps in soil drainage, broken irrigation
valves. Jen whoops at the sight of the first shoots of stinging nettle and wormwood. 

Rough and clumsy under your hands, the tools you hadn’t thought about in months suddenly 
become familiar again. The diamond hoe’s cutting tooth, the tread of the two-wheel tractor. 
Your hands learn new motions: David kneels with you one afternoon to show you the seeder, 
the way its soft brush presses on the seed pucks to regulate flow, the smooth, precise, 
mechanical motion of it.

The crew all have holes in their recollections of the weeks. When, you ask each other, did we 
spade that field? How did those rotten broccoli stems get there? You feel dizzy when you lie in
bed at night and try to reel back thoughts to the beginning of the day, like tracing string 
through a labyrinth. 

You can't keep up with it all, let alone find perspective. There is so much to be done and so 
little time to think of it that you are, by default, always there where you are, hoeing this bed, 
pulling that crop, moving this piece of plastic. As one in a crew of apprentices, you take 
everything in as well as you can. You try hard to pay attention, always. But sometimes you 
live in the sweet bliss of action, of grab-this-move-here-do-this-task. Zen by exhaustion. 
Focus by pressure.

Farming in the spring, you realize, calls for a different kind of memory. It's a memory of the 
body—a memory carried by the weight of the soil you take up by hand and by tool. It's not so 
much something that exists in your own mind as something that is given back to you over 
time as you toil. 

And so, each day, it comes back to you. How to kneel in a bed with your feet tucked under 
you, twisting to the side to reach with your knife for lettuce. How to lift from the knees and 
drop your arms with the sledgehammer. All these things you thought you’d forgotten, your 
muscles and nerves had kept tucked away for you. Spring leaves no recollection, but the 
body remembers.

People help you find your way.  With the roads clear, the farm has suddenly become 



accessible: you get visitors and potential wholesale buyers. Volunteer work parties fill the 
fields to help plant onions and leeks. You'd almost forgotten that farming is about other 
people, about the food that goes from the field to them, and how grateful you are for their 
presence. Sometimes you think of the market, of the people you’ll see there, and you dig in a 
little harder. 

There will be time to think of the spring—but later. To learn how to farm is to learn how to hold
so many different systems in your mind at once, so many directives, and so many questions, 
that your job, for now, is to pay attention and work. Leave remembering for other days; for 
now, there are rows to seed and tomatoes to pot on. The land will remember all that for you. 
Your body will, too.

Sometimes you'll stop in the middle of a task and look out to see the clover suddenly flashing 
green. You'll gaze down into the rows and spot those brave specks probing outwards. You'll 
feel the heft of the shovel in your hand, the muscle supporting it, the way you're breathing 
heavy but not hard, and think to yourself: oh, right. This is what it feels like to be farming. 

This is springtime; this is the endless forward pull of the days. You think back to last year and 
know, without any memory of it, that you felt the same way: the building-up of green things 
growing, the mad rush to get everything into the ground, the tearing of muscle and the long 
days. You hadn’t thought of it until now, but the soil and the seeds and the work you do 
remind you. And you remember, and remember, and remember.
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