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Seven Summers is the story of a naturalist-turned-professor who flees city life each summer with
her pets and power tools to pursue her lifelong dream—building a cabin in the Wyoming woods.
With little money and even less experience, she learns that creating a sanctuary on her
mountain meadow requires ample doses of faith, patience, and luck. This mighty task also
involves a gradual and sometimes painful acquisition of flexibility and humility in the midst of
great determination and naive enthusiasm.For Corbett, homesteading is not about wresting a
living from the land, but respecting and immersing herself in it—observing owls and cranes,
witnessing seasons and cycles, and learning the rhythms of wind and weather in her woods and
meadow. The process changes her in unexpected ways, just as it did for women homesteaders
more than a century ago. The more she works with wood, the more she understands the
importance of “going with the grain” in wood as well as in life. She must learn to let go, to move
through loss and grief, to trust her voice, and to balance independence and dependence.
Corbett also gains a better understanding of her fellow Wyomingites, a mix of ranchers, builders,
gas workers, and developers, who share a love of place but often hold decidedly different
values. This beautifully written memoir will appeal to readers who appreciate stories of the
western landscape, independent women, or the appreciation of the natural world.

From BooklistA cabin in the woods may not be every girl’s idea of a dream home, but it had long
been Corbett’s, so when she finally found 10 acres of Wyoming countryside she could afford,
she threw caution to the wind and designed a small log home that would allow her to live lightly
upon the land. A university professor in nearby Salt Lake City, Corbett longed to leave the
summer heat of city and academic life behind and retreat to the mountains where the air was
cooler and the only squawking came from migratory birds. Conserving resources, both financial
and natural, was utmost in her mind, and although Corbett elected to serve as her own general
contractor, the process left her frustrated by chauvinism displayed by everyone from hardware-
store clerks to good-old-boy well diggers. With a profound and poetic appreciation for the world
around her, Corbett pens an expressive memoir of a personal journey of independence and
discovery. --Carol Haggas --This text refers to the paperback edition.Review“Corbett’s intimate
tale ... captures the essence of the ‘new west,’ a place still heavily influenced by history and
nature but now open to 21st-century interpretation. By example, Corbett teaches us how to
recognize where we belong in the world and how to achieve a sense of place. Her prose is well
crafted and enjoyable to read, her observations are keen and interesting, and her willingness to
share the surface and intimate details of her experience compels the reader to keep reading.”—
Susan A. Cohen, coeditor of Wildbranch: An Anthology of Nature, Environmental, and Place-
based Writing (The University of Utah Press, 2010)“Engaging, straight-forward, nicely written. I



appreciate the variety of embedded narratives and lightly-handled but intelligent ruminations on
subjects that nevertheless stay closely tied to the core story.”—SueEllen Campbell, author of
The Face of the Earth: Natural Landscapes, Science, and Culture and Even Mountains Vanish:
Searching for Solace in an Age of Extinction (The University of Utah Press, 2003)“A good literary
memoir should raise evocative questions, and so this book did for me.”—Terrain.org--This text
refers to the paperback edition.About the AuthorJulia Corbett, a professor of communication at
the University of Utah, writes both academic research and creative nonfiction about human
relationships with the natural world. A former reporter, park ranger, naturalist, and press
secretary, she authored one of the first texts in environmental communication, Communicating
Nature: How We Create and Understand Environmental Messages. Her environmental
nonfiction essays have been published in Orion, High Country News, and OnEarth magazines.
She continues to summer at her cabin. --This text refers to the paperback edition.Read more
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walls, displaying helmeted bodies astride gleaming dark machines flying through clouds of
sparkling snow. A man emerged, wiping his hands on a grimy rag.“We want to look at your chain
saws,” I said.“So what kinda saw you looking for?” he asked my dad, a tall, thin man with a shock
of wavy, white hair.“Oh, it’s not for me,” Dad said, grinning widely. “It’s for her,” and poked my
upper arm with his index finger. This confusion rather pleased him, someone underestimating
his forty-seven-year-old daughter.The shop owner’s assumption didn’t surprise me. Twenty-first
century or not, reactions like his sprouted like dandelions: assign a woman a role and deposit
her in the background. In conservative Utah (where I teach) some students automatically
address me as Mrs. instead of Ms. or Professor. Store clerks ask whether I’m purchasing a tool
or a two-by-four for my husband, though I plainly wear no ring. And here in western Wyoming,
similar presumptions proliferate—about spouse, children, and what a woman might be doing,
wanting, or buying.“Yep, it’s for me,” I confirmed. “And I want something with a medium-sized bar,
not too heavy.”“Oh. Okay then,” the man said, avoiding my eyes. He led us through the
snowmobile room—his winter business—into a room filled with chain saws and dirt bikes, his
summer business. We stopped before a wall with several shelves of shiny machines. A few with
absurdly long bars were parked on the floor. How strange to see them so pristine without
blackened grease and sawdust.“So, you used a saw before?” he asked, plucking one from the
shelf and turning toward me.“Yes, but it’s been quite a few years. It was a Stihl, about that size,”
and I nodded at the silver one he held. He offered a couple of recommendations and pointed out
all the current safety features: chain brake, throttle lock, chain catcher, and the stop switch,
which was always bright red. I ambled down the row and hefted one saw and then another,
holding the handle in my curved grip, appraising the weight.I decided on a Husqvarna, a “Husky,”
which came in bright orange—not something you’d be losing in the duff. It idled at about 2,000
rpm and revved up to 9,000 rpm, and I could imagine it propelling that silver chain around and
around on the eighteen-inch bar. Fully gassed, it would weigh about eleven pounds, and I
regretted not working more with my hand weights last winter.While the man retrieved a new saw
from the back, Dad selected small bottles of chain oil and engine oil, and I fingered the sleek
chain on a big floor model. The essence of a chain saw was the chain, an ingenious collection of
links: notched cutting links on top, pointed links on the bottom that drove the sprocket wheel and
propelled the chain, and side links that held the whole chain together. An amazing invention, this
gas-powered tree-felling machine, patented in 1929 by Andrew Stihl (which I learned when
researching chain saw brands). It was hard to believe that homesteaders once cleared land and
built log cabins without them.When I sauntered toward my truck toting the shiny orange
machine, I drawled, “Golly, I got me a chain saw. Thanks, Dad.”“Happy early birthday, daughter,”
he said.A chain saw was a logical choice for my first power tool after buying ten acres of forested
land in western Wyoming the autumn before. The saw may have been a practical purchase, but
my father wasn’t convinced that the land purchase was. When I first discovered the parcel of
high-elevation woods and meadow and was poised to make an offer on it, I called Dad, bubbling
over with excitement.“What are you going to do with ten acres of land?” he asked.“Well, live on



it,” I said. “I’ll live up there each summer when spring semester ends.”“Live in what?”“I don’t
know. A tent at first. Maybe a little trailer. Someday a cabin.”“And where are you going to get the
money for all this?”“Dad, I don’t know. You already asked me that.”“And how are you going to
build this cabin?”I paused. I had already interrogated myself with all these questions and hadn’t
come up with many answers.“Dad, this is my dream and it always has been—to live and write in
a cabin in the woods. You said I talked about it when I was a little girl, remember? So, no, I don’t
know how it’s all going to work. And I know it sounds crazy, but this is what I want.”“Oh,
daughter,” he said, his voice trailing off.Dad refused to sell the family home in the Iowa woods
after Mom died seven years ago and still rattled around in the four-bedroom rambler, so I knew
he understood my desire at some level. I grew up in those deciduous woods, and the naturalist
in me was birthed there. I knew every deer trail in the nearby creek valley and where the
dogtooth violets bloomed each spring. In the several-mile radius I explored on foot and bike, I
learned the bugs and the birds, the plants and the critters—if not by name, by sight, location,
and habits. After college, I worked as a bona fide naturalist in Olympic National Park, and a
decade later, as a naturalist for the Raptor Center in Minnesota.Now, I was a naturalist-turned-
professor stuck in major metropolitan Salt Lake City, a woman whose life revolved around the
natural world—by profession, avocation, passion, religion. Every Sunday morning, my dog,
Tobie, and I hiked the nearby Wasatch Mountains for “church.” The woods provided a compass
to navigate the larger landscape of my life and world, to steer me through deep canyons and
windswept plateaus and rediscover where I fit. Each Sunday in the woods, I regained my footing.
By comparison, the city sent my footsteps scattershot through miles of concrete corridors. I
longed to live in the woods, not just visit them.In that sense, my land purchase felt like striking
out for new, uncharted territory far from streetlights and sidewalks. Unlike my homesteading
predecessors whose land was the linchpin of their existence, of their ability to survive, I had the
luxury of not wresting my subsistence from my acres. I was a twenty-first-century homesteader,
more interested in immersing myself in the rich life of meadow and forest, sentinel to seasons
unfolding as they had for millennia—a naturalist homesteading a West that was much emended
yet consolingly familiar and unchanged. Someday I would build something modest and learn to
live in tandem with the creatures who already occupied this precious piece of ground. On its
face, it was such a pure and simple dream.Nevertheless, cutting some timber for firewood would
be helpful. I tried christening the saw on several dead lodgepole pines and a Douglas fir about
halfway up the faint two-track driveway. I opened the choke, braced the saw on the ground with
one foot, and yanked the starter cord. Put-put-cough. I pulled again. It yowled to life and I
grinned. I set the blade on a downed log and revved it some gas, but Dad, who had come to visit
for a week and check out the place, shook his head and mimed something and pointed. I tried
again, and he yelled something unintelligible over the wail of the saw and my earplugs. After
thirty minutes of this halting and unproductive scenario, I passed him the chain saw without a
word and started hauling cut sections to a woodpile we were stacking between two standing
trees. He handed me the saw a few more times, but each time the pantomimed pedagogy began



anew. Move this hand down, no, that one up; at times the advice seemed contradictory and
confusing. I tried, but only seemed to get it wrong.Several hours later, we trudged up the
driveway to Dory, my ancient little motor home, for some lunch. All morning, Dad had pointed out
everything I was doing wrong, and what little confidence I had for handling a chain saw had
drained away.I knew from training Tobie, my headstrong golden retriever, that what delivered
success was positive reinforcement for the desired behavior. If she heard scolding or
displeasure in my voice when I said her name, she wouldn’t bother to turn her head. I knew Dad
was concerned about my safety and about the infamous kickback (the abrupt ricochet of whirling
saw from log to logger), but I couldn’t learn with the constant criticism. He was his own harshest
critic, I knew that, but I wearied of him being mine.As I watched my father chainsaw that
afternoon, I thought about the other men I’d sawed with, particularly my ex in Idaho. Each
autumn we drove to the nearby forests to cut and cart fir and aspen for a winter’s worth of heat.
We started work in the chill of the morning; the sun soon warmed the damp earth, releasing
smells of frost and decay and all that sweet sawdust. He sawed while I hauled and loaded. Nate
taught me how to operate the saw, but I was too quick to put the machine—and its dangers, its
thrills, and its power—in his hands. In the woods, the kitchen, and the bedroom, I was a twenty-
something woman who believed it necessary to relinquish my wishes and please this man to
hold on to him.I didn’t understand then the dangers of operating a relationship so passively. He
could be as critical as my father, though the welt was slower to rise, like chuckling that his
mother would die if she saw my kitchen floor. He didn’t lift a finger to mop it, and I never asked.
The more I acquiesced and the harder I tried, the more my person faded into the
background.Dad snored so loudly in the motor home that on the second night of his visit, Tobie
and I retreated to a tent in the meadow. I woke refreshed by the plaintive warbles of hermit
thrushes and fresh breezes. After breakfast, he knelt outside Dory, refilling the chain saw’s gas
and oil.“Dad, I need you to tell me today what I’m doing right with the saw—not just wrong,” I said
sternly.He started to argue why his teaching method was prudent.“Dad, I mean it!”“Yes,
daughter,” he muttered.In my first forty years of life, Mom was the peace broker between my
father and me. “Now John,” she’d gently intervene when she witnessed my wounds from a
barrage of criticism. In many respects, my relationship with Dad didn’t begin until she died. In her
final months, Mom made me promise to take care of him when she was gone. It quickly became
clear that what I needed most was to learn to take care of Me.By midmorning, after struggling to
incorporate Dad’s myriad advice about angles and positions, the saw settled better in my hands.
Dad nodded occasionally, for which I was grateful. The blade slipped through each trunk like a
hot knife through butter, chips flying, the saw whining and straining. Between cuts, the saw
hummed its contented putt-putter-putt until I squeezed the trigger and it tore into the next log. My
arms ached. Though I wore steel-toed boots, jeans, and leather gloves, it would take only a
misstep, a poorly placed log, or just bad luck for that whirling chain to make mincemeat of some
body part. Yet the saw was in my hands now, responding to my grip, my direction. Its flash and
destruction still scared me, but it thrilled me once again.When I told people about the land and



building a cabin, more than one person interjected, “Oh, you want to live in the woods like
Thoreau, living deliberately and all that.” Since the bookmark in my copy of Walden is a hall pass
from high school, he’s actually not the first person who springs to mind. Since honors lit class,
I’ve heard more about Thoreau than I’ve read him, particularly oft-quoted phrases like men
leading lives of quiet desperation.There is much about Thoreau I admire: living simply and
shunning excess, finding beauty and power and freedom in nature, and immersing oneself in
sensory nature experiences. He was a man of principle; he abhorred slavery and preached and
practiced civil disobedience, and he hated impostors and distrusted men of wealth. I even have
a refrigerator magnet with a favorite Thoreau quote: “Go confidently in the direction of your
dreams! Live the life you’ve imagined.”So why isn’t Thoreau more of a hero for me? Walden was
his short-term experiment, where he lived simply and alone for eighteen months, yet walked the
railroad tracks into town for lunch at his mother’s. I’m seeking a long-term relationship with my
land, and I do not intend to just try and then relinquish it. And frankly, what interests me more is
how, say, Thoreau’s sister might have contemplated leaving present society and its cultural
constraints to make a life in the woods by herself. A man building a cabin—whether mid-1800s
Concord or twenty-first-century Wyoming—isn’t the same story or filled with the same
consequences. Thus, I have other role models.Twelve percent of all the individuals who filed
claims under the 1862 Homestead Act were single women, and they were just as likely to “prove
up” their 160-acre (and later 320-acre) claims and get the title as were men. The gender-neutral
language that “any person who is head of a family” (and over twenty-one years old) was
controversial, but it was deemed important to attract women to the uncivilized West who would
help organize churches, schools, and town socials and provide alternatives to drinking,
gambling, and prostitution. The Home-stead Act had a stipulation, however, that if a woman
married between the time of filing her claim and proving up on it, the property reverted to her
husband. Even so, almost three-quarters of women homesteaders were still single by the time
they earned the deed to their property.This fascinated me, for I carried the stereotype of pioneer
women as the self-sacrificing, compromising helpmates who set aside their own qualms and
fears and went West with their husbands. In general, women were largely absent from texts of
western history. One history textbook devoted only two sentences to the role of women in the
settlement of the West, another text just half a page. I was invisible at the chain saw shop; they
were invisible en masse.It was obvious to me what attracted single women to head West and
homestead. In the 1860s, women wore corsets and long skirts, rode sidesaddle (if at all), and
had few choices beyond “wife” and “mother.” Fathers (and sometimes brothers) dictated whom a
woman should marry. Homesteading offered single women freedom and economic security on
land of their very own, a chance to choose something of their own making and to create their
own experiences. That was indeed a new and heady notion.May Holaday wrote that she felt this
in the air as soon as she crossed the Rockies: “My former ideas of the importance of class
distinction and the observance of social conventions seemed to fall from me like a heavy cloak,
which had long been a burden—and I was free! Free to live my own life in my own way…”Alice



Day Pratt, who homesteaded in Oregon in 1910, wrote that when she boarded the train to head
West, she had no regret of what she was leaving behind—the competition and life at high
pressure—and she anticipated instead “calm…freedom…limitless spaces…hope and
opportunity.”The cloak of social conventions is less heavy now, but a single woman building a
cabin in the woods is still a highly unusual occurrence. Sure, Dad would visit each summer for a
week, but I was embarking on this venture alone without husband or partner. The land title was
in my name, I weathered life in that meadow by myself, and my future there sat on my
shoulders.Toting my own chain saw and knowing a bit about using it hardly qualified me for
building a cabin. For starters, I knew nothing about construction. In my Salt Lake City basement,
I had a hammer, some pliers and a wrench, a pruning saw, and an electric screwdriver. I was
pretty handy with the Martha Stewart–type arts and could paint a room, nail things on walls, cook
and can, sew curtains, and tend a yard and garden. But knowledge of building? Nope. I loved log
cabins and had bedded in a fair number of them, but I never gave a second thought to how
those logs went together. Though I grew up with a well and a septic system, I knew nothing
about their operation other than the fact that sewage could back up in the bathtub if the septic
tank overfilled, as it once did when I was a child.My typical approach to any new project or goal
was to plan, research, and plan some more, to approach the subject practically and
methodically. It’s how I moved through six states and became a tenured professor. But this? I
wanted the end result—a cabin—but hadn’t a clue how to get there. After buying the ten acres,
my savings were scraping bottom, and I had no visible means of buying logs, windows, well, or
woodstove. At this stage, I couldn’t imagine all I had to learn and the thousands of decisions I
would render before this dream of a cabin was palpable.Perhaps it was a crazy, insane dream,
really—the idle daydreaming of a single woman approaching middle age and feeling mislaid in a
big city. After all, professors know scads about esoteric topics, but by and large they are more
accustomed to creating things with their brains than with their bodies. Even if my area of
teaching and research was fairly down to earth and a bit more useful (communication and
environmental studies), it wasn’t going to be much help in erecting a cabin.But for all the
apparent foolhardiness of it, I trusted this dream wholeheartedly. It wasn’t religious faith; it wasn’t
confidence in my abilities. Yet I didn’t question it incessantly or weigh the pros and cons as I did
with some difficult decisions. The trust of this dream came from some deep and visceral intuitive
place that simply couldn’t be interrogated. I could see it, feel it, taste it. Each spring I would do as
I had this spring: post spring semester grades, pack up my truck, and head north with my dog
and cat (and now my chain saw). Each summer, I would transform from a pen-wielding professor
into a chain saw–toting naturalist-homesteader, seeking to make a life and home in the new
West.Dad knew that once his daughter got something in her head, it was tough to shake it loose.
Extremely determined, he called me, and with great focus. As our week in July progressed, his
admiration—if not attachment—to this place deepened. I spied him sitting in the meadow, an
arm draped across Tobie, man and dog quietly contemplating the expanse of forest and
mountains that opened beyond the meadow. A lifelong angler (of the old-fashioned spin-cast



variety), he discovered a good fishing hole near the bar-store where I sometimes showered. One
evening after dinner, I spread the national forest map on the little table in Dory and pointed out
nearby features.“Wow, you’re only ten miles from the Green River!” he said, knowing the river’s
reputation for trout fishing.I never dreamed I’d become a professor like my father. At seventy-
seven, he was still doing inorganic chemistry seven days a week, a passion made all the more
essential since Mom died. My career path was circuitous. After college, I left journalism for
Olympic National Park, then other federal and state environmental jobs, freelance writing, a brief
stint as a political staffer, and then fell into college teaching in a roundabout way. Only then did I
consider graduate school and academia.A quote from Eleanor Roosevelt traverses the top
stones on a Salt Lake library where I often walk with Tobie: “The future belongs to those who
believe in the beauty of their dreams.” Mine was indeed a beautiful dream, though for much of
the remainder of that first summer on what I dubbed Mouse Meadow, it was hard to believe I
could make it happen. Was this dream strong enough? Did I yearn for it more than other dreams,
of husband and family? I wondered about this while sitting on a log outside Dory, watching the
sun leave long pink streaks as it slipped behind the distant peaks. Sandhill cranes warbled from
the wetland below, and I knew only that this felt more like home than any place on
earth.TWOThe Picture in My Mind’s EyeThough I took no pictures the very first time my feet
touched those acres and I gazed across the meadow to distant peaks, I have one all the same. I
imagine many people have such a picture of such a place to which they can magically transport
themselves, body and soul, in a heartbeat. There it is—the way a breeze touches your cheek,
the pulse of color, the murmuring of leaves—placed deep within and recorded, perfectly,
eternally.The picture I possess of this place must somehow reveal itself when I mention it to
others, for they always ask the story of how I found the land, of how it came to be in my life. The
truth is, the journey unspooled messily like thread from a bobbin that rolled around table legs
and under the sofa. You could say it began the fall before I got the chain saw; you could say it
began in my childhood.“I think it’s this way,” shouted my realtor, Cindy, forging up the far side of a
small draw.
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Mare99, “A good way to enjoy the Wyoming wilderness. This naturalist professor leads an ideal
life. Teach during the school year. Live in the Wyoming hills during the summer. I read with
interest all she had to do to build her cabin. I would like to say I am the kind who would want to
go into the wild and build a cabin. Certainly, I would enjoy spending time there.The book starts a
little slow, but push ahead and you'll enjoy some fine reading about a woman's fortitude, about
plants and animals of Wyoming, and about the bonds between human and animal. Please invite
me, Julia.Ogden Book Club selection for June 2013."”

Dulcey, “Inspiring story of an independent woman. Julia Corbett brings her dream of a cabin in
the Wyoming wilderness to fruition over the course of seven summers. I enjoyed the real-ness of
her story. She shares her fears as well as her triumphs. Good story.”

Liz, “Well worth reading.. I read the book because my brother and his wife had also built a cabin
in the the same area of Wyoming outside Pinedale and I have been there. The book ended up
being a good read for many other reasons. The authors reflections on her life caused me to
reflect, and her knowledge of the natural life of the area were fascinating. Thanks.”

Marg, “Wonderful Book. Very enjoyable read, particularly if you know Wyoming and the
surrounding area.  She gives wonderful desciptions of flora and fauna.”

Suzanne Zaffarano, “Julia Corbett: Seven Summers. A most delightful "diary" by an extraordinary
lady. I felt I was next door observing her passionate venture of building a home virtually alone
with encouragement of a few neighbors and the visits from her father, who so proudly hosted a
book signing appearance in her Iowa hometown shortly after the book was published”

Murphysmom, “I loved it! It was beautifully written. I loved it!  It was beautifully written.”

William A. Gerber, “I enjoyed this book. I enjoyed this book. Ms. Corbett goes into a much more
emotional depth than some of the other books of this type and I found that refreshing. While
other books stick solely to the technical building of a cabin, this author also wrote about what
was going on in her life and how that had affected her. It seemed that it was her cabin-building
that allowed her to become closer to one of her brothers. She does get "political" sometimes,
and may turn readers off depending how strongly they feel about the topics, but I think she
approached them tactfully and objectively to discuss the real issues behind them. Overall I
would suggest this book to anyone I know who has an interest in this subject.”

Fred Swanson, “Wild cranes, Wyoming sunsets and skinned knuckles. Who of us living in the
West's sprawling urban regions hasn't dreamed of building a cabin in the woods? Julia Corbett,



whose motto is "how hard can it be?" takes us on her seven-year-long adventure of constructing
a log home in mountainous western Wyoming. What sets this tale apart is her naturalist's eye for
the life around her, whether it is balsamroot blooming in the sage meadows surrounding her
cabin or the cries of sandhill cranes lighting at a nearby pond. She places her effort in the
context of early women homesteaders who faced a far more daunting task settling this tough
country, and adds doses of humor with her struggles with a recalcitrant motorhome--her
temporary lodgings during the first summers she spent on this project. The neighborhood is no
longer a wilderness, and like Thoreau she enjoys sharing a meal with folks living nearby, but she
paints a credible story of the satisfactions to be found in tackling a big, life-affirming job. Having
worked on houses myself, I had to chuckle at the inevitable learning curve that amateur builders
experience. The story works on several levels--natural and human history, observations of
contemporary life in the rural West, and a subtle plea for treating the land as lightly as we
can.Frederick H. SwansonAuthor of 
  
The Bitterroot and Mr. Brandborg: Clearcutting and the Struggle for Sustainable Forestry in the
Northern Rockies”

The book by Ludovic Lefebvre has a rating of  5 out of 4.7. 9 people have provided feedback.
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