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How a forgotten Langley farm inspired an 
interior designer and her IT executive husband 
to get into the garlic business. 

ACCIDENTAL  
FARMERS

by stacey mclachlan  //   photographs by janis nicolay  //    recipes by julie van rosendaal  //    food styling by jennifer stamper
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WLFOOD / / purity garlic farm

ydney Carlaw certainly did not set out 
to be a garlic farmer.

But when the interior designer and her husband Vance, an IT  
executive, moved onto a five-acre rural property in Langley, B.C. 
three years ago, taking up farming just seemed like the natural thing 
to do—never mind that they were also busy with their careers and 
raising two daughters.

“When we bought this property, people were shocked. Everyone 
kept asking, ‘What are you doing? How can you possibly take care of 
this?’” says Sydney. “Hearing that was a little overwhelming.” But it 
was a place simply too magical to pass up.  

It’s easy to see why. “Bucolic” is the only word to describe what’s 
happening at Purity Farms. A turn onto the shady gravel driveway, 
and the bustle of the Lower Mainland fades into the background, 
replaced by the sound of rustling leaves, birds chirping lazily and the 
spa-like burble of a trickling stream, which runs in a rivulet under-
neath the house and out to the other side. It seems like the kind of 
place that’s always dappled in sunlight, even on an overcast day. It’s 
no wonder that Sydney decided to move her interior design firm onto 
the property, too, into a renovated barn just steps away from the  
garlic patch—who would want to leave? 

Incredibly, the farm is only five minutes from the freeway and a 
stone’s throw from the Carlaws’ former suburban home, where they 
lived for four years. That former residence also happened to be the 

 S
house that gave Sydney her start in the interior design business: her 
contractor was stuck for design help, Sydney offered to take it on,  
and recommendations and new projects snowballed from there.

In fact, it was while Vance and Sydney were on the hunt for 
another design-and-flip project that they stumbled across the farm 
for the first time. “We just fell in love with it,” says Sydney. “We  
saw so much character and it felt so different . . . like walking into  
a different world.” 

It’s hard to believe now, looking at the lovingly manicured path-
ways and neat rows of sprouting garlic, but the expansive property 
had sat vacant for two years, after the elderly homeowner passed 
away and his children sold it. The Carlaws had some serious work cut 
out for them: dealing with an overgrown yard, precariously perched 
peach trees, dusty old barns and even a herd of sheep that came with 
the place. “There were so many times in the two years of fixing this 
place up that we were like, ‘Are we crazy?’” says Sydney, shaking her 
head. But they kept plugging away, fixing it up one piece at a time.  

The buildings were first. Renovating the interiors of the low-
ceilinged ranch house took just two months—Sydney rushed to get it 
done so they could actually live on the property as soon as possible. 

Work It Out The entryway 
(opposite, top) to Sydney  
Carlaw’s design studio—a  
converted barn—feels  
more like a home than a  
workspace, thanks to details 
like a farm-appropriate  
horse print (sourced from 
HomeSense) and rustic-chic 
accents like sconces from  
Restoration Hardware.

Old Meets New Though the 
studio barn’s kitchen (above) 
has been thoroughly updated 
with fresh marble countertops 
and new drywall, Sydney  
(pictured opposite, bottom) 
incorporated some of the  
original structure into the 
design, like the stone founda-
tion and a long wood beam.
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The 1970s building has been reimagined as a modern farmhouse, 
with rustic ceiling beams painted warm grey and the original stone 
fireplace still at the centre of the elegant-but-unfussy design. Next, 
they fixed up the old barn with refinished floors, whitewashed walls 
and cottage-chic furniture, creating a dreamy workspace for Syd-
ney’s interiors firm, Purity Designs. 

Throughout the renovations, they attempted, slowly but surely, 
to tame the wilderness that lay beyond the front porch. The previ-
ous homeowner was a true man of the land: he would make his own 
bamboo brooms and raise new varieties of flowers in his greenhouse 
to sell to VanDusen Garden. “To see a plastic hose here seems for-
eign because everything’s so natural,” says Sydney. The more they 
explored the property and saw all the work and love he’d put into it, 
the more it seemed like a shame to let his legacy be lost. And so, an 
interior designer, her IT executive husband and their two daughters 
found themselves considering the farm life. 

Garlic seemed like a low-maintenance project for first-timers, so 
the Carlaws started the process of learning, well, everything. “The 
first year it was honestly all YouTube,” laughs Sydney. “It went from 
basically zero knowledge to this,” agrees Vance, waving a hand to the 

The Harvest Unsurprisingly, 
garlic is frequently on the 
menu in the Carlaw house-
hold. “I love it cooked with 
just olive oil as a spread on a 
baguette, I love it in pasta, I 
love it on everything. I think 
most meals are better when 
you can squeeze some garlic 
in,” says Sydney. The whole 
family pitches in come harvest 
time (above).

Farmyard Fancy White-
washed walls (opposite, top 
right) give the vintage barn  
a fresh new look. Exposed 
wood beams (opposite, top 
left) keep the cozy-country 
vibe strong.
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fields of garlic bulbs. “It’s definitely been a learning curve.” But there 
was help to be found both online and offline. A garlic farmer in Maple 
Ridge—Al Kozak of Gusto Garlic—showed Vance the ropes and sup-
plied his very first garlic seeds. 

They decided to plant hardneck garlic: Yugoslavian and Russian 
Red, mild varietals that chefs love. (Comparatively, Portuguese and 
Korean garlic are spicier, with a sharper taste.) And, lo and behold, 
things started to actually grow. 

The rich, natural soil fostered by the previous owner has been 
a huge factor in their successful harvests so far. “A big part of it is 
that the previous owner tilled all the land by hand, used no chemi-
cals or pesticides at all,” says Sydney. A diverse ecosystem that calls 
the backyard home—insects, songbirds and owls—helps maintain a 
healthy, natural environment that produces big, flavourful bulbs. 

Now the farm produces more than 6,000 bulbs a year on the 
three-quarter-acre garden patch. It’s a solid amount for a hobby 
farm: enough to reap the therapeutic benefits of working with the 
soil, enough to teach the kids about where food comes from. Plant-
ing takes place in mid- to late October, and the plants are har-
vested between mid-June and mid-July—though this year things 

are delayed slightly thanks to a rough winter and some rogue sheep 
snacking. As a family, they cure and then dry the bulbs, a process that 
takes about two weeks. 

Two years in, they’re making connections with local restaurants 
and other farms. “There’s this new younger generation that’s trying 
to make everyone more interested in knowing where our food comes 
from,” says Sydney. “Those kinds of things are what excite us.” Herbs 
may come next, to complement their organic offerings. There are 
talks of collaborations with a local beef farmer and of hosting  
long-table dinners right here on the farm. Because, really—who 
would want to leave?

As a teenager, Sydney lived in the forests of Austria for a sum-
mer in an Upward Bound program, so she’s no stranger to the magic 
of nature. But then you grow up, you move to Yaletown, and priori-
ties change. “You get caught up in stuff,” says Sydney. But it’s hard 
to imagine her swept up in the rat race as she sits curled up on the 
porch, basking in the morning light. “I’ve realized how important 
it is to have a space you feel is restful, whatever that might mean to 
you,” says Sydney. “I think there’s something to be said about our 
soul needing nature and beauty, and being surrounded by that.”

Counting Sheep “Honestly, just 
watching them graze on the 
property is so beautiful to look 
at,” says Sydney. The herd has 
grown since the Carlaws moved 
in, with two new lambs join-
ing the family each spring. “My 
daughter has named them all . . . 
one’s after a football player.”
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Chicken with 
40 Cloves of Garlic

This is an old-school recipe that origi-
nated in the early ’90s, but there are 
few tastier dishes for garlic lovers. 
Some versions are made with chicken 
pieces or whole birds, but thighs are 
flavourful and cook evenly. Be sure to 
have some crusty bread on hand to 
mop up the sauce and spread the soft 
garlic cloves onto.

Olive or canola oil, for cooking
8 chicken thighs, with skin and bone
Coarse salt and freshly ground black 

pepper
3–4 heads good-quality garlic, sepa-

rated into cloves and peeled
3–4 green onions, roughly chopped
A few sprigs of fresh thyme
1/2 cup (or a big splash) white wine or 

chicken stock
1/3 cup whipping cream 

1. Set a braising pan or shallow Dutch 
oven over medium-high heat. Add a 
drizzle of oil and brown the chicken 
thighs all over, sprinkling them with 
salt and pepper as they cook. Trans-
fer to a plate and add the whole garlic 
cloves to the oil and chicken drippings 
in the pan. Add the green onions, 
thyme (pull the leaves off the stems 
if you like) and wine or chicken stock 
and cook for about 5 minutes, scraping 
the bottom of the pan to loosen any 
browned bits.

2. Return the chicken to the pan, plac-
ing the thighs on top of the garlic. 
Cover, turn the heat down to low and 
cook for 40–45 minutes or until the 
chicken is cooked through. Transfer 
the chicken to a platter and add the 
cream to the garlic and juices in the 
pan; cook, stirring almost constantly 
and squishing some of the soft garlic 
cloves with the back of a spoon, for 
2–3 minutes, or until the mixture bub-
bles and thickens to the point where 
your spoon leaves a trail on the bottom 
of the pan. Serve the chicken topped 
with the garlicky sauce. Serves 4–6.

Slow-Roasted 
Leg of Lamb with 
Garlic and Rosemary

Lamb and garlic get along so well 
together; slow-roasted, a leg of lamb 
can be pulled apart to serve wrapped 
in soft pita—and topped with a garlicky 
yogurt sauce. If you think of it, stir the 
sauce together a day or two before 
you plan to use it—the flavours will 
improve with some time in the fridge.

Lamb

1 bone-in or boneless leg of lamb, 
without the shank

Olive or canola oil, for cooking
1 head garlic, separated into cloves 

and peeled
Salt
A few sprigs of rosemary
A wineglass of red wine

Garlic Sauce

1 cup plain full-fat or Greek yogurt
2 garlic cloves, peeled, finely crushed
1 tbsp lemon juice
Big pinch of salt 

1. Rub the lamb all over with oil. Brown 
it in a large skillet set over high heat, or 
toss it on a hot grill for a few minutes, 
turning it to brown on all sides. Sprin-
kle it with salt as it browns.

2. Meanwhile, toss about half the gar-
lic cloves into the bottom of a large 
braising pan or slow cooker. Put the 
lamb on top, and crush or finely grate 
a few more cloves of garlic and rub 
it over the surface of the meat. Toss 
in a few sprigs of rosemary and pour 
some wine in around the lamb, cover 
(if the bone sticks out, cover the lid 
with foil to seal in the heat) and cook in 
the oven at 300˚F for 3–4 hours, or on 
low in the slow cooker for 6–8 hours. 
Meanwhile, whisk together the yogurt, 
garlic, lemon juice and salt, and refrig-
erate until needed. (The sauce can be 
made up to 3 days in advance.) Slice or 
pull apart the lamb and serve with rice, 
pita or naan, drizzled with the garlic 
sauce. (The juices left over in the pan 
can be simmered down to a gravy or 
used to make soup.) Serves 8 or more.

Garlic-Parmesan Fries

Garlicky fries are tossed with garlicky 
oil later on in the baking process so 
that it doesn’t burn and turn bitter in 
the oven as the fries brown.

2 lb russet potatoes, scrubbed
3–4 tbsp canola, peanut or other  

neutral vegetable oil
Salt and freshly ground black pepper, 

to taste
4 garlic cloves, peeled and crushed
1/4 cup freshly grated Parmesan 

cheese 

1. Preheat the oven to 425°F.

2. Cut your potatoes into thin, even 
sticks. If you like, transfer them to a 
bowl of cold water as you go to pre-
vent them from oxidizing and turn-
ing grey. If you do, drain them well 
and pat dry with paper towel before 
proceeding.

3. In a large bowl, toss the potato 
sticks with 2 tbsp oil to coat, and  
sprinkle with salt and pepper. Arrange 
in a single layer on a heavy baking 
sheet. Roast the potatoes, turning 
occasionally, for 20 minutes or until 
pale golden and soft.

4. In a small ramekin, stir the garlic 
into the remaining tablespoon or two 
of oil. Remove the fries from the oven, 
drizzle with the garlicky oil, sprinkle 
with Parmesan and gently toss on the 
sheet to coat. Return to the oven and 
bake for another 10–15 minutes, until 
golden and crisp. Serve immediately. 
Serves 4–6.
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The best time 
to buy garlic
Buying during midsummer 
through into the early fall 
is best. Garlic is harvested 
mostly in the mid- to late sum-
mer—this is when it’s biggest, 
the most flavourful and will 
last as a bulb in a cool, dark 
place for a few months. 

What to look for 
Give the bulb a good squeeze 
and if it’s firm, it’s ripe and 
ready. It also shouldn’t have 
a strong garlicky odour; if it 
does, it could be mean the 
bulb is already moldy inside.

Storing it properly
Keep the head whole (don’t 
separate into cloves) and store 
at room temperature in a dry 
and dark place—not in the 
fridge. Keeping garlic in colder 
temperatures will make the 
garlic sprout. An open paper 
bag in a pantry is ideal.

How long it lasts
A broken head of garlic (with 
the cloves separated out) will 
keep for about three to 10 
days. Roasting your garlic is  
an easy way to make it last  
longer: if it’s refrigerated, 
roasted garlic lasts for two 
weeks; if it’s frozen, it lasts up 
to three months.

The best garlic gadget
Silicon garlic peeler scrolls: 
wrap garlic cloves in the 
silicon scroll and roll on a 
countertop. You should hear 
the crackling of the 
outside skin as 
it comes away 
from the 
clove. When 
the crackling 
stops, voilà, 
the clove is 
peeled. 
Oxo Good Grips 
Garlic Peeler 
with Case ($10).  
bedbathandbeyond.ca

How to reduce the smell
Many opinions on this, but the 
crowd favourite is drinking 
either green tea or milk and 
eating an apple to help your 
breath before that big date. 
–Aryn Strickland

garlic t ips

For more garlic tips,  
visit westernliving.ca

Garlic Feast (opposite, clockwise) 
Garlic-Parmesan Fries, Slow- 
Roasted Leg of Lamb with Garlic  
and Rosemary, Chicken with  
40 Cloves of Garlic
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Sweet Surprise
Though roasted garlic 
ice cream wouldn’t be 
for every kid, these 
garlic-loving girls, 
Jolene (left) and  
Jessica, jumped at the 
chance to taste-test.

Roasted Garlic Ice Cream

Yes, garlic ice cream is a thing—roasting caramelizes 
the natural sugars in a head of garlic, mellowing it out 
and enhancing its natural sweetness. It’s a surprising 
combo, but pairs well with the sweetness of honey  
and slight tang of sour cream.

1 head garlic
Canola oil
1 cup full-fat sour cream
1 cup half and half
1/2 cup whipping cream
1/3 cup runny honey
Pinch of salt 

1. Slice the top off the head of garlic and drizzle the 
cut end with a bit of oil. Wrap in foil and roast directly 
on the oven rack (you can do this while something 
else is baking) at 350˚F for 45 minutes to an hour,  
or until the cloves are very soft and golden. (This  
can be done ahead and stashed in the fridge for up 
to a week.)

2. Once cooled, squeeze the soft garlic out of their 
skins into a blender. Add the remaining ingredients 
and pulse until the mixture is smooth. If you like, pour 
the mixture through a sieve to get rid of any bits of 
garlic. Freeze in an ice cream machine according  
to the manufacturer’s directions. Transfer to a loaf 
pan or other container and stick it in the freezer for 
an hour or two if you want a firmer texture. Makes 
about 4 cups (1 L).

WLFOOD / / purity garlic farm

Black Gold
If you can get your hands on 
some black garlic, buy it—the 

sticky cloves are heated over low 
temperature for weeks, a process 
that darkens and breaks down 
the garlic in a similar way cara-
melizing them over low heat on 
the stovetop does. With a texture 
similar to sticky dates, black gar-
lic cloves are smooth, sweet, 
earthy and mellow, and crazy 
high in umami. They can be used 
the same way you might use 
roasted garlic—whiz a clove or 
two into vinaigrettes and dress-
ings, purée some into potatoes, 
mash it into pan sauce or serve 
the cloves in their golden papers 
on a cheese and charcuterie 
board to spread on crackers or 
crusty baguette. Black garlic is 
pricey, so you’ll want to display 
it properly.  


