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S T O R Y : julia shipley |  P H O T O G R A P H S : glenn callahan

At 6 o’clock on June 18, 2010, a lone keyboardist strikes the

majestic first chords to “Pomp and Circumstance,” a signal to

members of the public school’s 181st graduating class to make

their way across the grass, through the aisle of folding chairs

filled with relatives, and mount the makeshift stage placed beside

the gazebo on the town common. Yet, before even the first full

round of the melody is complete, the graduates of Craftsbury

Academy arrive on stage—all seven of them.

The young men and women face the crowd composed of their

teachers, parents, siblings, and neighbors. Three of the students

slouch; one sits straight as a pillar. Their valedictorian, neither

tense nor relaxed, perches impassively in his seat, as if he might

be waiting to see a doctor instead of waiting to deliver a speech. 
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hysically, the valedictorian is head and
shoulders above his classmates—at six
feet, he looks rugged, even covered by
his gown. Academically, he stands out as
well—he’s the recipient of the Green and
Gold Scholarship, which provides free

tuition to the University of Vermont for the student with the highest GPA. 
Over the years, anyone driving the town’s dirt roads would have seen

this broad-shouldered teen dressed in jeans and a flannel shirt as he
ambled to and from the town’s hilltop school. From a distance, he always
appeared serious and focused, often wearing headphones over the short,
mahogany brown hair framing his broad, open face. 
Now, his AP government teacher stands and introduces John Dunbar,

and summarizes what he’s like in person. “If I could describe John in a
word? Mellow. He’s kind … easygoing, never angry, always polite.”
“Well, I guess we made it through high school,” John begins his vale-

dictory speech. But his address to fellow classmates quickly becomes a
confession of his personal dilemma—a conflict relevant to anyone sitting
in a black cap and gown, facing the end of high school: Stay close to
home? Go far away? 
John enumerates his reasons to stay, describing his close-knit communi-

ty of 1,100—a rural town with two convenience stores, two libraries, and
two gas stations. John’s family has been an intrinsic part of the community
for over a century. His father is a 10th-generation dairy farmer. And his
mom, born in California and raised in Connecticut, has been teaching art
at the Academy for two decades. 
Back in 1990, after becoming the town’s new art teacher, Tulle Fogg

joined the volunteer fire department as one of its first female members.
She’d served for almost a year when, one spring day, a fellow firefighter
who’d never before spoken to her asked her out to a movie. They married
that October. 
John was born the following year.
Now, John tells the audience, he feels as if he could knock on anyone’s

door, anytime of the day or night, if he needed help. Perhaps that’s because
he was also raised to offer it. John reminisces about his boyhood days—
how he’d be plugged into his iPod, listening to music, when suddenly he’d
be summoned to scoop grain or shovel manure in the barn. 
But John’s decision, to stay or go, is more complicated, as it also

involves the future of his family’s farm.
“I really love doing chores, while I don’t see myself farming,” he says

about his expected legacy. “I don’t see myself in a cubicle either.” 
John feels ambivalence about his fellow graduates as well, telling the

audience, “Sometimes I find myself at odds with my classmates.” 
What John doesn’t say is that, for most of his life, he’s also felt at odds

with his own body. What he knows, but doesn’t say, is that there are cer-
tain things for which he can’t ask anyone for help. 
At least not yet. 

•••
That September, John begins college in Burlington, 60 miles from the

farm. But by November, an overwhelming depression takes hold. John
routinely finds himself having thoughts such as, “I could take that hand-
gun. I could put it to my head.” 
One afternoon before Thanksgiving, John calls home, sobbing uncontrol-

lably. John’s mother tries to console his uncharacteristic behavior on the tele-
phone. She encourages him to seek out the school’s mental health services. 
“You need to find help,” she urges her son.
Then one night, after contemplating using the internet cord as a noose,

John dials a suicide hotline. Meetings with a mental health counselor at the
college follow, as do a prescription for antidepressants. By spring, John
drops out of college and moves back to the farm.

As a child, John always helped his dad. Feeding the cows, finding the
cows. By middle school, John was operating heavy equipment—tractors
and bucket loaders. Around 16, he hayed the fields, making labor-intensive
square bales. There was always work to do, so much, in fact, that it dis-
tracted John—almost—from longing for a different body, kept him from
thinking about how he was just pretending to be male.
After John moves back in with his parents, he tells his father: I don’t

mind helping, but I don’t want to take over the farm. Two years later, in
the spring of 2013, John’s father sells their Jersey herd. 

P
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Soon after, John begins working at a nearby cheese cellar.
Jasper Hill is the first large-scale cheese cave in the U.S. Built into the

hillside of a farm along a dirt road in Greensboro, a town with a winter
population of 400, the business employs 100 people who work in the
fields, milk cows, and make, age, and ship cheese. The cellars, composed
of seven vaults, radiate like fingers off a palm. Each vault is a tunnel, remi-
niscent of a movie theater’s depth, but narrower, and as unadorned as a
war bunker. Pairs of fluorescent lights hang from the curved ceiling. Carts
of cheeses line one side, each at a different stage of its life as they age.
Workers often tend the cheeses in pairs. Standing in the front of the

cave, John and a coworker—both clad in hairnets, pristine rubber boots,
immaculate white lab coats, and a slick rubber apron—work in synchrony,
methodically brushing the cheeses (which look like little cakes dusted in

powdered sugar) so they develop beautiful natural rinds. Each palms a
cheese and briskly brushes it in a circular motion—whisk, whisk one
way—and then, turning it over, whisk, whisk the other way. When the last
cheese has been attended, without so much as a word, together they move
the tray of newly brushed cheeses onto a stacking cart. Until all of the
unbrushed cheeses are done.

•••
Five years after John’s move back to his parents’ house, in early

February 2016, John and a friend hop in the car and make a run to
McDonald’s—the closest fast-food franchise within 20 miles. As they
cruise the winding road paralleling the Wildbranch’s eroded riverbanks,
John’s friend asks, “So, if you had a superpower, what would it be?” John
knows instantly what he’d say. He would have a compact with a little mir-
ror—the kind rouge comes in—and he would open it, look in the mirror,
and instantly become whichever gender he wished.
The men buy fries and bacon cheeseburgers and drive the dark road home. 
The next morning, John gets up, dresses, and heads over to the caves.

He’s working by himself in the narrowest cave—Vault 2—washing and
flipping 18-pound wheels of Alpha Tolman, an Alpine-style cheese made

with raw milk. As he listens to Kanye West on his iPod, he thinks:
“Somehow, someway, something is fundamentally wrong with me.” 
Then, suddenly, in that humid, 56-degree windowless cave, John feels

as if he’s taken a blow to the head. He understands. He’s a woman.

OPAL SAVOY IN THE CHEESE CAVE at Jasper Hill in Greensboro, where she works. In September 2019, Opal will use a rider on the Green and Gold Scholarship
she received to attend Northern Vermont University in Johnson to begin work on her masters in psychology. The annual scholarship provides free tuition to the
University of Vermont for the student with the highest GPA in the state. Previous spread: On her grandfather’s farm in Craftsbury. Her father, a 10th generation dairy
farmer, sold his Jersey herd several years after Opal announced she wasn’t going to take over the farm. 
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•••
After his revelation, and at a friend’s suggestion, John drives three hours

round-trip to attend a meeting at the Pride Center in Burlington. There,
over several meetings, she discovers that transgenderism has its own spec-
trum and that for her, as far as knowing the gender of her soul, she has it
easy. For example, one person at the meeting has a full beard and braided
pigtails and thigh-high boots and seems to signal neither gender exclusive-
ly, and thus both. 
In the days following her realization, John asks her sister, Lily, out to

breakfast and talk. 
Lily has a flashing thought: “Oh my gosh, he wants to be a woman.” But her

brother is a manly guy—silly and goofy, always looking for a laugh, the kind of
guy who fixes things, who works a chainsaw. She dismisses the thought. 
Lily and John drive 30 minutes to the Charlmont in Morrisville for

breakfast, where they eat and talk about easy things and then head back.
As they rattle down Cemetery Road, minutes from the family farm, Lily
says, “Do you want to talk about it?” 

•••
A week later, John sits with his mother and his father at the square table

after dinner, trying to figure out how to tell them. Finally John breaks it to
them: “One of you gave me the wrong chromosome.”
John’s parents remain silent. For Tulle, this is the last thing she expects.

When she was growing up, her father was in the Air Force. As the family
relocated from coast to coast, she didn’t know any gay people, much less
transgender ones. She is shell-shocked. Then sad, hurt, as if somehow she
is losing, or has lost, her son. 
She knew how that felt, because when John was 10 months old, she

thought he was going to die. She’d taken him to Florida to meet her par-
ents. While they were there, John had trouble breathing, so Tulle rushed her
baby to a local clinic where they put him in a helicopter and flew him to a
pediatric emergency room in Orlando. Tulle had to drive two and a half
hours to the hospital where her son was hooked up to a respirator. Thinking
this could be the end, she called her husband, who was milking the cows
back in Vermont. They raided their savings so John’s father could fly down
to say goodbye. After he landed, they discovered that John had croup. 
Now John is telling her parents that she is their daughter. Not only that,

John is changing her name, even her last name … their longstanding fami-
ly name. They sit around the table and let the information sink in. The
cows are gone, the farming way of life is done. And, now, their son isn’t
even—or was never?—their son. 
Tulle racks her mind for signs she missed along the way and she

remembers how John had always relished an opal necklace. John’s father
is quiet. But a few days later he goes to the computer and Googles
“Therapists for trans people in Vermont.”

•••
Back at work in the cheese vault, John prepares to tell Evan, a coworker

and close friend. They are on the Skyjack turning cheeses. They’ve logged
hundreds of hours together, washing and turning wheels of cheese, some
as heavy as kettlebells. They share a brash humor and salty vocabulary. In
the cave, the ammonia fumes are intense. 
As the two work side by side, Evan kills a podcast on his iPhone—a

series about the Roman Empire—telling John, “It’s too dry.” John replies,
“Well, I’ve got something interesting I could share.”
He turns to Evan and says, “I’m going to be a woman.” Evan doesn’t

respond because John says outrageous things all the time.

Did I just lose my friend? John wonders. 
A day later Evan asks, “Wait, are you serious?”
“I’m a lady living in a man’s body.”
For a few weeks, Evan continues to have doubts, wondering if John is

choosing this because he wants some kind of change in his life. Will he
regret this years from now? But for now, Evan honors what his friend has
shared and asks, “Have you chosen a name?”

•••
When I first reach out to Opal to ask if I can write about what it’s like

to be a transgender person in a tiny New England community, she writes
back, “I would be more than happy to sit down with you.”
However, after our initial meeting, when I ask if I may tag along on her

visit to the endocrinologist, where she will receive her first prescription for
estrogen, she writes back: “I am not opposed to having company on my trip.

I just want to ask what you are maybe hoping to get out of it? It’s just a per-
sonal thing and I’m not sure how the appointment or aftermath might go.”
Transgenderism, as Opal knows, is an invasive topic by nature. “Are

you going to cut off your dick?” Evan asks her. Later, “So what do the
hormones do?”
I tell Opal that my intention for this story is to illustrate what it’s like to

be trans in a rural community and, through portraying it honestly, offer
courage to likeminded individuals and offer points of connection for those
friends and family members who aren’t sure what this all means.  
In many ways, you are a pioneer in new territory, I tell her, and because

of the steps you are taking, it may be easier for those who come after you.

ON A VISIT to her mother’s house this winter.
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•••
At the time, a Vermonter who wished to transition had to engage in

counseling with a gender dysphoria specialist and wait a minimum of six
months before receiving the referral needed to meet with an endocrinolo-
gist and begin receiving hormone therapy.
Every month for over a year, John Dunbar, who now identifies as Opal

Toussaint Savoy, travels 126 miles round trip to visit a licensed counselor
who specializes in transgendered patients. And now, having completed the
mandated sessions and meeting with the endocrinologist at a hospital 180
miles in another direction, Opal has one more thing to consider before
beginning hormone therapy: Should she want to save her sperm, known as
fertility storage, she will have to pay $1,500 to do so.
Since that winter day in the cheese cave, there have been a thousand

unique moments for which none of her schooling has prepared her. For
instance, in human sexuality class, she was taught there are two genders

and two potential sexual preferences (gay and straight.) “You put the con-
dom on the banana and that’s it,” recalled Opal, summing up her prepara-
tion for sexual maturity. 
Does she want gender reassignment surgery? Right now, no. Opal has

something less than deep appreciation for her penis, but “it pees when I
need to pee; it does the sex thing when I need to do that; it’s not my
choice instrument.” 
In the meantime, she keeps taking steps toward her transition, such as

updating her Facebook page. When one of her friends, Paige, notices the
change, she sends an email saying, “Hey! I used to be a beauty consultant.
I can teach you a few things.” Paige moved to town from the Midwest
around the same time as John’s graduation from Craftsbury Academy.
When Paige’s AmeriCorps position at a nearby farm fell through, Paige

stayed in the area anyway, getting a job working behind the counter of the
Village Store, where locals buy gas, homemade macaroni salad, potato
chips, and cigarettes. When she first met John, she was standing behind the
counter and in comes this big, brown-eyed guy with a bouquet of freshly
picked flowers. “These are to welcome you to the community,” he said. 
For Paige, those flowers were more than a welcome offering to a new-

comer; they confirmed she belonged here. Upon seeing Opal’s online
update, Paige realized she had something to offer back. Soon the two were
sitting at the kitchen table where Paige helped Opal apply foundation to
cover her 5 o’clock shadow. Opal studied her face in the compact’s mirror:
She saw the gender she had always been, despite her anatomy.
When Opal tries to express what it’s like to be a female whose body is

male, she compares her mind to a computer with too many windows open,
too many simultaneous functions. Now, as she takes progressive steps to
become thoroughly female, she’s been untraining the masculinity she mas-

tered as a means of survival. It starts when she opens her eyes in the morn-
ing—she needs to move like a woman. So, she reminds herself, how does
a female amble to the bathroom, versus a male? 
This translation between her birth gender and soul gender continues

throughout the day. She tells herself to walk with her elbows in close to the
body versus the masculine posture of having them stick out; she coaches
herself to pull her shoulders back, to open her chest. She stays conscious of
her body as she sits down in a chair; she modulates her voice when she
speaks. She wants to sound like a woman. “You are a woman,” she tells
herself despite the face in the mirror, the face that she shaves with a razor. 
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At work, she can’t signal her femininity—makeup is prohibited for san-
itation reasons and everybody wears gender-neutral cheese handling uni-
forms. But on the weekends, she likes to get in “her regalia,” and be what
she calls “in full Opal mode.”

•••
On the day Opal receives her first hormone therapy, she steers the car

into the lot at
Dartmouth-Hitchcock
Medical Center in
Lebanon, N.H. As she
strides toward the
entrance, people head-
ed in the opposite
direction pretend not
to notice her, but some
swivel. Opal’s strap-
ping figure is sheathed
in a snug, short dress
with padding in the
breast area. Even
though it’s a chilly day
in late winter, her legs
are bare and she’s
wearing beige boots
with 2-inch heels.
She’s got on smoky
eye shadow, accentuat-
ing her doe-like eyes.
Her chin-length hair is
glossy black and peeks
out from under a flap-
per-era felt cap.
The waiting room of

the endocrinology
department is packed
with patients in their 60
and 70s wearing turtle-
necks, sweatshirts, and
jackets. Opal is easily
half their age and
knows they’re dealing
with potentially life-
threatening illnesses, a
situation she views as
distinctly different
from her purpose in being here. Nevertheless, her body’s war with itself is
exhausting. And today a doctor will offer her treatment. 
When the receptionist asks for a name, Opal says John because it’s the

name listed on her mother’s health insurance. 
Is there a name you prefer to be called? the receptionist asks. 
In spite of her answer, 10 minutes later a nurse emerges and calls

out, John?
As the nurse scans the full waiting room, perhaps expecting an elderly

man in blue jeans, all eyes follow Opal as she stands, pats her skirt and
follows the nurse.

Opal remerges 40 minutes later and heads to another department in the hos-
pital for additional blood work. Opal’s doctor will analyze her blood and call
in a prescription to the local Rite Aid. “It’s exciting, but it’s not,” Opal says.
The doctor needs to calibrate the right dosage of hormones so it won’t

overtax Opal’s liver, the organ that processes medicine. This isn’t a one-
time prescription. It’s not like getting antibiotics for an infection. This is
the beginning of a daily, lifelong habit of providing her body with the

chemical that will void her ability to father biological children. It will not
only depress her natural muscle strength, soften the features of her face,
and reduce the production of body hair, but it will cause mood swings and
intense feelings.
Opal returns from giving blood and remarks, “I think I was making the

people in the waiting room feel kinda uncomfortable.” 

•••
As the automatic doors open, Opal leaves the hospital and thinks she

understands what those looks in the waiting room meant. “This is
where everybody comes to get bad news. And I just got my life’s wish
granted today.”

SITTING WITH HER MOTHER, Tulle Fogg, Opal holds a photo of the two of them when she was John.
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Opal straps herself into her Honda and steers the vehicle north, 91
miles, to the local pharmacy. As she drives the interstate, Opal tallies the
things she wants to do now that she’s about to begin taking hormones. Top
of the list? Hair removal. So she’s going to make an electrolysis appoint-
ment. She’s going to go to the county courthouse and have her name offi-
cially changed. She’s going to get a new Social Security number, new
bank account, and new driver’s license. She’s also going to cut back on

carbs to drop a few pounds. “I know this might sound
silly or frivolous or shallow, but hips. I just want hips.”

•••
Billy Joel’s emphatic “Tell Her About It” is playing

over the pharmacy sound system as Opal browses the
beverages and magazines in Rite Aid, waiting for her pre-
scription. In the months leading up to this moment, Opal
has asked herself, “Do I need to save my sperm?” While
the urge to be herself is stronger than the need to have
biological children, if she begins taking the hormones that
the pharmacist is counting out and pouring into a plastic
bottle, she knows that 15 years from now that decision
could come back to “bite her in the ass.” But her limited
finances, coupled with her desire to be completely female,
supersede her desire to have children that carry her genes. 
“Sign here, click ‘yes’ and then you’re done,” the phar-

macist says.
Opal immediately opens the white paper bag. Back in

the car, she cradles the bottles in her broad palm, the palm
she’s used to fit the inflation tubes on the teats of milk
cows, to steer tractor, to shovel manure. The same hands
she’s clamped on hefty wheels of cheese.
She examines the bottles, studying them one at a time.

The first bottle contains pills to reduce body hair growth
and water retention. The other is estrogen, a light dosage
that will increase incrementally over the months and years
and decades. 
Opal feels like she’s holding her life in these two little

bottles. It’s a very different feeling from when she filled a
prescription for antidepressants. She stopped taking those
medications because they made her feel ill, even if they
also made her somewhat numb to her powerful sadness. 
As she steers back onto Route 14, she keeps the pills in

her lap, where she can clasp them with a free hand. And
yet, as she accelerates into the final 12 miles back to the
family farm, she knows this event that means so much will
register differently with her parents. “They’re not going to
congratulate me,” Opal predicts. 

•••
One weekend, a few months after beginning hormones, Opal plans to

run some errands. Deciding whether to leave the house in full Opal regalia,
or in something more conservative, is something she thinks about careful-
ly. For instance, she will not go the Village Store—where Paige used to
work as a cashier—unless she can pass as male. If she’s overly cautious,
she knows there won’t be any issues. She feels like in today’s world,
meaning in today’s Northeast Kingdom, it’s socially acceptable to be gay,
but not transgender.
The bucolic town of Craftsbury hasn’t been immune to incidences of

racist and anti-gay sentiment in the last few years. In 2017, someone took a
can of black spray paint and, using a white fabric-sided barn as a canvas,
wrote and drew hateful terms and symbols for different races, religions, and

sexual preferences. Coincidentally, or perhaps deliberately, the barn was on
a property belonging to Jasper Hill (though it was not located at the cellar’s
main campus), whose staff comprises this diverse spectrum of people. 
No one has been charged in this or a few similar occurrences in the

area. Is Opal concerned about the graffiti? She chalks it up to ignorance. A
dumb hillbilly redneck, she says, who enjoys wallowing in his ignorance. 
Women—meaning “cis-gendered,” or a biologically born woman—

scare her more. She feels there’s an underlying prejudice, contempt, or dis-
counting by some women toward transgendered females, along the lines of
“you’re not a real woman.” 
Tulle, Opal’s mother, has worked to understand her son, now her daugh-

ter. She knows that she is smart, methodical, careful. The way Tulle sees it,
there is no way her eldest daughter can know what it’s like to get your
period once a month for 40 years, but here’s what she would tell her par-
ents who have just discovered their son or daughter is transgendered: “Just
be 100 percent supportive. Love your kid.”
As for Evan—his friend is still his friend, despite the change of gender.

“Opal has the same sense of humor and demeanor—morose and melan-
choly, and then again sparkly as hell.” And as for which bathroom to use at
work, Opal receives an official “Welcome” to the ladies room with a card
that reads: “I admire your courage … I can’t imagine how much more dif-
ficult (embodying one’s true self) … must be in a low population density,
where support and kinship might be harder to find.”

•••
Eight years after graduation, and only a few days after turning 26, Opal

wakes up in her bedroom in Barre, a city of 9,000, about a 45-minute com-
mute from the cheese caves. She has recently moved out of her parents’
house and into this bungalow she rents with a friend. She tugs on her skin-
ny black jeans and brushes her shoulder-length ebony hair. She applies
some eye makeup because she’s headed to the Department of Motor
Vehicles to renew her license. She’d like to be pretty in the photo even if
these pictures never fulfill this wish. 
This morning Opal doesn’t need to shave—she’s had laser hair removal

and her cheeks are luminous. In the year and a half since she began taking
hormones, she’s also legally changed her name and Social Security num-
ber. “John doesn’t exist anymore.” 
Her name now matches the name covered by her mother’s health insur-

ance and the title to her vehicle. Other situations defy solutions. For
instance, she did not go hunting with her father last fall, because although
John passed the requisite hunter safety class, the game warden has no
record for a hunter named Opal. She also notices she’s miserable only
once every couple of months now, instead of every single day.
When Opal arrives at the DMV around 9:15 a.m., there’s already a

room full of people. She takes a number, L422, and, glancing at the board,
sees that they are currently serving L12. Finally, an electronic voice
announces her number and directs her to counter six. At the counter, a
woman looks at Opal’s documentation and comments, “Oh, I see your
address has changed.” Then the woman snaps Opal’s picture for the license
and tells her to take a seat. They’ll summon her when the license is ready. 
Lately, to her happiness and relief, Opal has been “passing” as female.

The other day, when she was having lunch with a friend, the waitress came
over and said, “So what can I get for you ladies?”
Finally, one of the DMV staff calls her name across the waiting room:

“Opal? Opal Savoy.”  n

RESOURCES: pridecentervt.org and t-vox.org/about.


