THINGS ARE ABUZZIN’,
ABLEATIN’, AND
AGOBBLIN' IN KNIGHTSEN

STORY AND PHOTOS BY WANDA HENNIG

fyou think the idea of the pioneer woman is at odds with that of

the 21st-century inventive, adaptive, independent superwoman,
you haven’t met Debbe Holeman. To visit her down-home spread
in rural east Contra Costa County is to be delighted and sur-
prised. On one occasion she might be making lavender mead; on
the next, some version of goat cheese—or maybe an experimental
version of unfiltered buttermilk. She grows her own veggies, milks
her own goat, gathers eggs laid by her six chickens—and oversees
some quarter of a million workers that live on her Knightsen prop-
erty.

Worker bees, that is.

On our most recent visit, Holeman was trying to come up with
a way to save what was left of a flock of heritage Royal Palm tur-
keys that live wild and breed in her five-acre backyard. A coyote
had gobbled up half a dozen young'uns—and Holeman want-
ed to be sure there'd be some left for her to gobble up come
Thanksgiving.

“I have a recipe
for white goat-milk
paint;” she tells us. Her
plan was to mark the fe-
males so they don’t get
bumped off by mistake at
this year’s turkey-dinner
cull. “Last year I tried all
manner of different ways
to catch a couple of tur-
keys,” she says.

Her
to get hold of them, slit

their throats, cook one

intention was

and give away any oth-
ers she happened to nab.
rarely  eats
meat, and only if she’s
raised the animal herself,
orknows the person who
has. And being a purist,

it seemed only right that

Holeman

if she were going to cat a
turkey, she should be prepared to catch it, and do it in, herself.
“I went out at night several times with a net but I couldn’t get
even one,” she laughingly laments.

Finally, she sought assistance. She knew that the eggs-for-

% sale roadside stand a few minutes’ drive from her place was
21 manned by an elderly gent who fixes lawnmowers. “I'd
(4

heard that his son was a taxidermist and that both of
them were experienced hunters. So I asked them to come
and shoot me a couple of turkeys.”

The deal was that they'd get one each and she'd get one . . .
“They got five with two shots,” so a foodie friend in Brentwood
with a large family got the other two.

It took Holeman an hour to dry-pluck her turkey. Then she
popped it in the oven for an hour and 15 minutes.

“It was seven and a half pounds, my little turkey;” she recalls
with affection.

Just big enough for her.

“Yes,” she acknowledges, “I spend Thanksgiving alone, so it was
the perfect size.”

She ate her homegrown turkey with fresh cranberries sent to her
by a friend who lives in Oregon. “It was delicious;” she notes in an-
ticipation of, coyote permitting, a repeat performance this year.

BEE SEASON
Holeman’s main avocation is beekeeping. She has 22 wooden bee
boxes on her property, five in a cherry orchard in Brentwood; two
in Oakley backyards; three on other Knightsen properties, and
two on Tairwd Knoll Farms, where renowned Brentwood agri-
culturalists and rural community leaders Christie and Rick Knoll
grow produce that is well known to discerning fresh-and-local
supporters.

She adds a slug of goat’s milk and a generous spoonful of her
Knightsen Honey Company nectar to a mug of coffee she’s just
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