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Out Of  Ashes: 

“GOOD FARMERS, WHO TAKE SERIOUSLY THEIR 

DUTIES AS STEWARDS OF CREATION AND OF 

THEIR LAND’S INHERITORS, CONTRIBUTE TO 

THE WELFARE OF SOCIET Y IN MORE WAYS 

THAN SOCIET Y USUALLY ACKNOWLEDGES, 

O R  E V E N  K N OW S . ”  –  W E N D E L L  B E R RY



Out Of  Ashes: 

As told by Allison Cirillo, permaculture designer and farmer at Out of Ashes 
Farm in Oregon City, Oregon to Megan Krzmarzick, Editor of HEIRLOOM.

A FARMER’S  S TORY 
OF PERSEVERANCE 
A N D  H E A L I N G
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O ur move from 
t h e  c i t y  t o 
o u r  l a n d 

wasn’t an immediate 
d e c i s i o n .  I t  w a s 
very gradual. It sor t 
o f  revea led i t se l f 
t o  u s  o v e r  t i m e .

We were planning to buy a house 
in North Portland and in the 
process of  looking we started to 
feel more and more compelled 
to move to a larger piece of  land 
where we could do more of  the 
things that we were increasingly 
drawn to. I had started gardening 
in a borrowed community 
garden plot and found that I 
had a deep connection to the 
process of  growing and tending 
a garden. That was happening 
in the midst of  a healing 
process for us and really, it was 
that process of  healing that 
pushed us toward farming. Our 
experience of  personal healing 
through reconnecting with land, 
growing food, the seasons and 
everything that comes along 
with that naturally led to a desire 

to bring healing to the people 
and places around us as well. 
My husband and I both grew 
up loving the natural world, 
and starting a farm felt like 
coming home to ourselves in 
many ways. Being rooted in a 
place and committed to a life of  
stewardship has since brought us 
such joy. Permaculture farming 
in particular entered the picture 
well before we ever moved 
mostly as an answer to our 
discomfort with the ethics of  
many conventional and organic 
farming practices.

I believe that permaculture is 
a way for restoring landscapes, 
local food systems and 
community connections. 
American agriculture has been 
so shaped by the values of  
industrial farming that it’s often 
hard to imagine something 
different than what we have. 
That’s why people still tend to 
plant their gardens in neat rows, 
a practice driven by harvest done 
with very large machines. We 
have become disconnected from 
indigenous (meaning native) 
rhythms of  life and connections 
to the land and community. 
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We have buried our 
imagination under the need 
to produce more and more 
of  a smaller and smaller 
number of  crops. We are 
losing soil fertility; the economic 
vitality of  rural communities, 
biodiversity, plants, animals, 
micro-organisms, fungi, the list 
goes on. The natural habitats 
that once formed the basis of  
abundance are being shrunken 
and destroyed for practices that 
only produce short term gains. 
Unfortunately, this is also true 
of  much (though not all) of  
what we call organic farming. 
In many organic farm practices 
water is still overused, soils are 
still degraded; people as well 
as animals are still exploited 
because profit is still the driving 
force. In the midst of  exploring 
these concepts we came across 
permaculture. 

There are many important 
insights to be gained from 
Organic or Biodynamic farming, 
Agroforestry practices and 
from techniques like bio-char, 
composting, seed saving or any 
of  the many wonderful and 
creative things people are trying 

to do to create more abundance 
and diminish negative 
environmental impact. We view 
these things as valuable tools 
that can and should be used. But 
whereas these are tools, we view 
Permaculture as the toolbox.

Permaculture is a system that 
is driven by both ethics and 
principles. The core ethics are 
Earth Care, People Care and the 
Return of  Surplus. This is what 
sets this approach apart to us. It 
is not driven by yields and profits, 
but by making a transformative 
impact on people and landscapes 
that feed and create community 
connections. We are deeply 
committed to the building of  
community through what we’re 
doing. Food is so core to our 
lives and we have probably all 
experienced how food done 
well brings people together. 
Well, we believe that happens 
in an even more substantial way 
when a people move from being 
consumers to producers. When 
people in a geographic location 
and within relational networks 
begin to provide each other’s 
most basic needs we recover 
something primal and life giving. 

What is Permaculture?
There are many different definitions of permaculture, but the 
one we use is that it’s “a design science for the establishment of 
sustainable productive ecosystems that mimic the natural world.”
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We don’t envision every single 
person becoming a farmer, 
but we do believe every 
community should have many 
farmers that are producing 
its needs. Small scale rural 
and urban neighborhood based 
food production is the way to 
feed the world. We also believe 
that permaculture can help 
people develop the mindset and 
skills to make it happen. That’s 
the reason we are committing 
much of  our time to education. 
We’re not overly concerned with 
feeding the world, but we are 
very concerned with helping our 
communities feed themselves. 

With regard to restoring 
landscapes, because the 
permaculture approach is 
focused on creating permanent 
ecosystems, we try and leave 
ample space within our 
properties and land we steward 
for wild areas. We want to 
create habitat for native plants, 
insects and the like, even within 
our food production system. 
A farmer once said that the 
strength of  a system should 
be judged by the health of  its 
predators. We want to have 
systems that are so well designed 
and abundant that they can 
feed us and support the native 
wildlife. We also want to make 
systems that are soil productive 
rather than erosive, that conserve 
water rather than run it off  the 
landscape. We want to rehydrate 
water tables, reforest and 
generally reinvigorate the native 
landscape. We have treated as 

enemies of  the yield those parts 
of  our environment that are 
really the basis for sustainability 
and abundance.

These things are not impossible 
goals, and there are practices 
people have used for thousands 
of  years to do them, we just 
need to rebuild that communal 
knowledge and be willing to do 
things differently.

Spring and summer are 
seasons of  great anticipation 
on the farm. Seeds are sown, 
gardens planned and planted, 
eggs are back at full production, 
babies are raised and all of  
the impossibly lofty plans for 
infrastructure made in the 
winter are attacked with vigor. 
In summer things settle into a 
rhythm of  tending plants and 
animals, continuing to work on 
infrastructure and preparing for 
the late summer and fall harvest. 

We are working on building 
a passive solar greenhouse, 
fencing the property, getting 
fruit trees grafted and ready, 
building soil up in areas that will 
be planted, and getting ready 
to put in another pond and a 
large food forest system (a food 
forest is an orchard designed to 
work like a forest, with many 
layers and a great diversity of  
plants). Our plans don’t often 
go how we intend though since 
here in Oregon you are always 
adapting to the weather systems 
and trying to be prepared for 
everything. Our focus, produce 
wise, is to establish very long 





term perennial food systems. 
We still allocate lots of  space 
to annuals to provide for our 
food needs and to have surplus 
to share with our customers 
and animals. We have a passion 
for raising endangered heritage 
animal breeds and also for 
growing culinary and medicinal 
herbs that have greatly fallen out 
of  use. We have also committed 
a lot of  our space to reclaiming 
“wild areas” and restoring them 
to native habitat for animals to 
live in. 

The animals love this time of  
year. The ducks and chickens 
feast on all of  the new plant 
growth and wealth of  insects. 
The ducks spend a lot of  time in 
their pond and the chickens love 
dust bathing and napping in the 
sun. The bees are beginning to 
gather and build. Our pigs love 
rooting around their pasture 
and getting belly rubs. We have 
an abundance of  wildlife that 
is a real treat to watch also. We 
live in a migratory path for birds 
so the bird population changes 
dramatically depending on the 
time of  year it is. We have two 
coveys of  quail, an abundance 
of  rabbits, wild ducks, geese and 
many other creatures that show 
themselves around this time. 

The greatest obstacle to 
starting our farm has probably 
been my own discomfort 
with restoration being a long 
process. We chose our site 
because we saw potential for 
peace, beauty, and abundance 
where no one else did. Even 
our realtor thought we were 
crazy. We wanted our land to tell 

the story of  being chosen and 
healed so that others could come 
and participate in that story and 
have healing themselves. True 
healing is an uncomfortably 
long process, though. The most 
difficult times have been when 
I wanted restoration without 
the long-suffering. That said, 
we have accomplished so much! 

The farm work itself  feels so 
natural that I think I’m most 
proud of  starting our classes. We 
are educators at heart so it feels 
great to inspire and equip others 
to experience the joys of  our life 
and bring abundance into their 
own. I have been most surprised 
by my love for livestock. I 
entered this work as a plant lover 
open to the idea of  livestock and 
I now find myself  scheming for 
ways to have more animals in my 
life.

Providing healthy, ethical 
food is a costly business 
these days. Our goal is for 
total sustainability, meaning we 
produce more energy than we 
consume, but that will take years 
to achieve. In the Northwest 
we are very lucky in some ways 
but it is still very difficult. I 
think it’s important to spend 
your resources locally mainly to 
establish a healthy community 
that looks out for one another. 
Having the wellbeing of  others 
in mind sets the stage for a 
wonderfully diverse and fulfilling 
expression of  community. 
Integrating our lives also 
means laying down some of  
our expectations and being 
willing to learn from the people 
who are providing for us. 

For more information on Out of Ashes farm and their 
permaculture classes, visit www.outofashesfarm.com.
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Out of Ashes farmers Allison and Luke Cirillo
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Shell and blanch the peas and set aside. 
Finely dice the onion and cook in lard 
over medium heat until translucent. Add 
the dry arborio rice and cook until rice 
begins to lighten in color. Add a splash 
of the vinegar to free up the browning 
onions from the pan and stir until fully 
incorporated. Add stock one cup at a time 
and stir over low to medium heat until fully 
incorporated. Repeat until all of the stock 
is used. If rice is undercooked, more stock 
or water can be added. Before the final 
round of stock is absorbed, add the peas, 
salt and pepper. Continue stirring. When 
the risotto is finished, tear the basil and 
lightly fold it in. Top with shaved Pecorino 
Romano and serve immediately.

• 1.5 cups arborio rice

• champagne vinegar 
(white wine vinegar 
works too)

• medium yellow onion

• lard

• 2 cups shelling peas, 
blanched

• 4 cups pork stock 
(chicken & vegetable 
stock work also)

• handful of lime basil

• salt/pepper

• pecorino romano

Spring Pea Risotto with Lime Basil 
and Pecorino Romano

This is an Out of Ashes farm favorite that makes good use of the 
shelling peas that grow in abundance in spring and summer.


