


I’ve been going to Starr Farm almost every summer for as long as I can remember. It’s a quaint New 
England lakeside cottage with no heating or air conditioning—hence why it’s empty during the winter 
months. It’s shared between two great-aunts on my mother’s side, who occasionally lend it out to their 
relatives. One long weekend, usually in July or August, is always set aside for a family reunion. Some 
years the reunions are bigger than others due to an anniversary or a milestone birthday, and other 
years there are more modest gatherings. 

Starr Farm was shot in 2013 during a celebration that falls into the former category. It was a July 4th 
weekend as well as my Great Uncle Art’s 80th birthday celebration. My grandfather, who recently 
passed away at the age of  90 and whose parents purchased the property as a bucolic retreat, had 
traveled up from Florida for the occasion, not yet knowing if  it might be his last chance to do so. 
Hailing from California were hosts Art and his wife Rita, who at that point, prior to their old age 
getting the best of  them, made a cross-country trek to Burlington every year to savor the Vermont 
summer. Among the other attendees were my mother’s four siblings and their spouses and significant 
others, my cousins, her cousins and their relatives, some of  which came from Canada, Ireland and 
France. A few family friends joined the mix as well. 

It’s a larger-than-average clan when all 
are accounted for, and I’m somewhere 
slightly below the middle percentile 
in terms of  age if  I had to guess. And 
because at least half  the attendees to 
this particular event are not people 
I see more than once a year, I’ve 
always maintained somewhat of  a 
casual distance from it—first out of  
shyness when I was young, now as I’ve 
adopted more of  an anthropological 
curiosity in observing how these several 
generations intermingle. In practical 
terms, this mostly just means I’m not 
the one delivering toasts during dinner. 

Over the course of  several years prior to the shoot, however, I channeled my detachment into a desire 
to document the goings-on. It started with pictures; I brought a 35mm still camera for two years and 
amassed a decent photography collection of  stray observations. Then finally when I had some more 
resources at my disposal—I’d been in film school for three years by 2013—I decided to bring along a 
DSLR camera, a tripod and a dolly. I wanted to be flexible and inconspicuous so that I could record 
people without them knowing and thus capture authenticity—the old cinéma vérité pretense, basically. 



As someone who’s always been obsessed with formalism (my high school efforts look like Z-grade 
Bela Tarr films), I don’t know why I ever thought I’d stick to this approach. I quickly abandoned any 
particular framework for gathering footage and started simply recording things that struck my interest. 
And my efforts to be discreet failed too; as soon as I pulled out the dolly, the cat was out of  the bag. But 
I kept shooting, regardless of  the degree to which people interacted with me. In fact, I welcomed their 
participation. 

I went home with hours of  footage, within it an unwieldy meld of  styles, subjects and approaches: 
spontaneous and composed, handheld and stationary, fly-on-the-wall and performative, people and 
animals, landscapes and machines, idleness and celebration, indoor and outdoor. At that point, I 
had no particular vision for how a film would be shaped, or if  one even could be, and even briefly 
considered the apocalyptic idea of  just canning the material, or at best letting it sit on a hard drive in a 
corner somewhere until some family member inquired about what I had shot that year. 

Ultimately, I settled upon letting it sit for only a few months, then returning to it to view it with fresh 
eyes. When I started cutting, I adhered to certain formal patterns that I remembered were bobbing 
around in my head while shooting, but then as I sat with the material longer and longer, other 
syntheses, rhymes, themes and arcs rose to the surface. I let them. I also took generous liberties with the 

soundtrack, abandoning the marriage between original audio and video and experimenting with sound 
effects, knowing full well that the camera audio I recorded was subpar anyway. Soon enough I had 
assembled a free-associative ramble that would surely not gratify a single one of  my relatives looking 
for a jovial reunion recap.

In its final form, Starr Farm is a bit more developed than that initial cut, but I did embrace the spirit of  
my original edit. I wanted to create a fluid film that openly acknowledged my presence as cameraman 
and creator, imperfect and mediated as that presence may have been. I wanted to allow themes 
and motifs to converse with each other organically without making any strong implications of  my 
own through montage or audiovisual manipulations. I wanted to democratically partition the film’s 
emphasis across its various “subjects,” whether they’re tangible presences or phantoms of  things past. 



And more than anything, I wanted to conjure a sense of  what it’s like to be at Starr Farm, to feel the 
sunset wash over the shimmering Lake Champlain, to swat away mosquitoes in the half-light of  dusk, 
or to lounge in the cottage late in the night after the energy of  the day has dissipated. 

The film is dedicated to my grandmother, Mary Gravell, who passed away when I was 18 and who was 
always a sprightly presence at the camp. She was on my mind when I was shooting, and she may even 
make an appearance in the far distance of  one or another of  my landscape shots. But I’d also like to 
think of  my film as a tribute to the many entities, living and non-living, that have passed through Starr 
Farm throughout its existence, as well as the many gatherings that have lit up its walls and trampled its 
grounds over the years, if  only for brief, fleeting moments. 
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