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did Leiher have 
the know-how 
and the tools,  
she also knew  
just where to find 
the necessary 
trees. So when 
the suggestion 
was floated – at a 
family wedding – 
of getting all the 
women together 
in late September 
for a building 
project, it was 
immediately  
recognized for 
the good idea it 
was. And tradi-
tion was born in  
that first hard-
slogging weekend 
that followed. 

“I had no idea 
how much work  
it is to build  
twig furniture,” 
says Polsoni.  
“It doesn’t look 
like a terribly 
difficult thing  
to do, but we 

worked like dogs. And we 
had so much fun together 
we thought we just had  
to keep learning.” 

After that first year of 
teaming up in pairs to build 
chairs, the next year every-
one built their own rustic 
tables. Year three it was bas-
kets and more chairs, and  
the year after that it rained, 
“so we went inside and 
sewed covers for chairs.” 

Since then there have 
been benches and bird-
houses and wooden rein-
deers. There was even a 
weekend when the chosen 
task was lamps complete 
with wiring, inspired by 
an article in Cottage Life 
and by the confidence 
that “we can do that.” 

From twigs to sockets, 
Mary Lou still supplies  
the needed expertise. Her 
self-described task is to 
“run around from group 
to group giving advice,” 
but after seven years she 
figures that “most of the 
people who go on the 
weekends can now work 
on their own.” 

Over time, as with  
all good traditions, pat-
terns have emerged and  
a couple of rules. The 
weekend is, of course,  
still limited to the women 
in the family, and attend-
ees must be under one  
and a half (a concession 
to any nursing would- 
be woodworkers) or over  
16. There are now as 
many as 12 women  
spanning three genera-
tions wielding tools each 
autumn.

Beyond that, things  
stay easy-going. There  
is no prize for the best 
dovetail joint but, as Pol-
soni says, “there’s lots of 
good food, wine, and 
laughter; lots of nonsense, 
much of it planned.  
Even when you’re work-
ing, at a cottage it feels 
like you’re having fun.” 
Which is why although 
it’s probably not true that 
such a tradition could 
only happen at a cottage, 
it’s certainly no surprise  
that a cottage is where  
it continues to thrive.  
—Tom Carpenter
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flies every fall  
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 S ince 2003, Cottage 
Dreams has been finding 

people willing to donate their 
cottages so cancer survivors 
can have a week of relaxation 
and refuge. This year, the  
charity is on track to best its 
goal of 100 placements. But 
organizing the program 
doesn’t come cheap. That’s 
why founder and president 
Seana O’Neill has launched a 
Sponsor a Visit drive, where 
anyone – a family, a lake  

association, a workplace group 
– can donate $500 to support 
the work needed to facilitate 
one family’s week-long stay in 
cottage country. The money 
pays for cleaners and insur-
ance for the donated cottage, 
plus costs incurred by the orga-
nization’s team meeting the 
survivor families and cottage 
donors and making appropri-
ate matches. Any size of dona-
tion is welcome (and eligible 
for an income tax receipt); 
for more information, go to 
www.cottagedreams.org.

Meanwhile, O’Neill has 
been honoured by Harlequin 
Enterprises, through its More 
Than Words charitable pro-
gram, with a $10,000 U.S. 
award for her work. As well, 
Harlequin is publishing a fic-
tional cancer survivor’s story 
based on the Cottage Dreams 
experience, in More than 
Words, Volume 3, due out in 
October. —Blair Eveleigh

How to fund 
a family’s 
Cottage Dream

Scent and portability 
Here’s a marriage made for the cottage: a lightweight plastic tote 

that smells and repels like Grandma’s heavy-duty cedar chest. The 

reddish-brown, 68-litre storage bin, made by Rubbermaid, has  

real cedar embedded in its resin to drive moths away from your 

overwintering blankets and flannels. If kept stashed in a cool area,  

it will retain its fragrance longer. Available at Zellers and, this 

fall, at Home Hardware. $20. 


