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1 - CALLED HOME

This story about good food begins in a quick-stop convenience market. It
was our family’s last day in Arizona, where I'd lived half my life and raised
two kids for the whole of theirs. Now we were moving away forever, tak-
ing our nostalgic inventory of the things we would never see again: the
bush where the roadrunner built a nest and fed lizards to her weird-
looking babies; the tree Camille crashed into learning to ride a bike; the -
exact spot where Lily touched a dead snake. Our driveway was just the
first tributary on a memory river sweeping us out.

’

One person’s picture postcard is someone else’s normal. This was the
landscape whose every face we knew: giant saguaro cacti, coyotes, moun-
tains, the wicked sun reflecting off bare gravel. We were leaving it now in
one of its uglier moments, which made good-bye easier, but also seemed
like a cheap shot—like ending a romance right when your partner has
really bad bed hair. The desert that day looked like a nasty case of prickly
heat caught in a long, naked wince. : , .
This was the end of May. Our rainfall since Thanksgiving had mea-
sured less than one inch. The cacti, denizens of deprivation, looked ready
to pull up roots and hitch a ride out if they could. The prickly pears waved
good-bye with puckered, grayish pads. The tall, dehydrated saguaros
stood around all teetery and sucked-in like very prickly supermodels.
Even in the best of times desert creatures live on the wmmo of survival, get-

ting by mostly on vapor and their own life savings. Now, as the southern
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H- . . . . ;

__2 oﬂ U.S. states came into a third consecutive year of drought, people
elsewhere debated how seriously they should take global wa g,
were staring it in the face. | e e

A ) I
) ﬁs\mv\r@m:ﬁ our little family, like rats leaping off the v:?;zm ship. It
ur Mo think about everything at once: our friends, our desert, old roﬁm
Bm ) ) o ?
ér ome. _M%m felt giddy and tragic as we pulled up at a little gas-and-go
market on the outside edge of Tucson. B -
. Before we set off to seek
n seek our for-
rcumw we MSQ to gas up, of course, and buy snacks for the road. We did
ave a cooler in the back seat packed wi : .
packed with respectable lunch
had more than two th \d mi et o e
ousand miles to go. ‘Before
' , . . : we crossed a few state
ines we'd need to give our car a salt treatment and indulee in hi
that go crunch. , e ome e
Hr. } . . . .
o .Mmmem.m EM .Hm:v of our lives. We were ending our existence outside
city limits of Tucson, Arizona, to begi i

. , , gin a rural one in southern A

ey i ) ern Appala-
M . M We'd MoE.oE house and stuffed the car with the most crucial nrw:mw
irth certificates, books-on-ta n
, pe, and a dog on drugs. (Just for i

. the trip, I

swear.) All other stuff would come in the moving van. For better o -
- we would soon be living on a farm. e

F
: om.ﬂémzﬁ.\ years Steven had owned a piece of land in the southern Ap-
M: achians Msnr a farmhouse, barn, orchards and fields, and a tax N.o:wwum
own as “farm use.” He was livin .
. g there when I met hi i

_ . . im, teaching col-

ege m..s.m.mﬁsm up his old house one salvaged window at a time. I'd moBm
M\M\ a visiting writer, recently divorced, with something of a fixer upper lif

Ve proceeded to wreck our a i . : .

. gendas in the predictable fashi i
e | . e fashion by fallin
in o<%. My young daughter and I were attached to our community in .H:om
son; Steven was just as attached to his own green pastures and the bird
song HroEm of deciduous eastern woodlands. My father-in-law to b
upon hearing the exciting news abou : .

—.\ €« )
A us, asked Steven, “Couldn’t you
>. . . g .
! M%.mwmzﬂ._v\ not. We held on to the farm by renting the farmhouse to
: onr er ﬂaz_x and maintained marital happiness by migrating like birds
or the school year we lived in Tucson, b “
‘ , but every summer headed back
our rich foraging grounds, the f: , et
. : , arm. For three months a ived i
° . year we lived in a
iy, extremely crooked log cabin in the woods behind the farmhouse. lis--

H . ) . N
ening to foom thrushes, growing our own' food. The girls (for another

"
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child came along shortly) loved playing in the creek, catching turtles, ex-
periencing real mud. T liked working the land, and increasingly came to

think of this place as my home too. When all of us were ready, we de-

cided, we'd go there for keeps.

We had many conventional reasons for relocation, inc
family. My Kingsolver ancestors came from that county in Virginia; I'd
grown up only a few hours away, over the Kentucky line. Returning now
would allow my kids more than just a hit-and-run, holiday acquaintance
with grandparents and cousins. In my adult life 'd hardly shared a phone
Jast name. Now I could spend Memorial

book with anyone else using my
Day decorating my ancestors’ graves with peonies from my backyard. Tuc-

son had opened my eyes to the world and given me a writing career, le-
a taste for the sensory extravagance of red hot chiles

Juding extended

gions of friends, and
and five-alarm sunsets. But after twenty-five years in the desert, I'd been

called home.

There is another reason the move felt right to us, and it’s the purview
of this book. We wanted to live in a place that could feed us: where rain
falls, crops grow, and drinking water bubbles right up out of the ground.
This might seem an abstract reason for leaving beloved friends and one of
the most idyllic destination cities in the United States. But it was real.to

us. As it closes in on the million-souls mark, Tucson’s charms have made

it one of this country’s mmmﬂmmn-mno?w:m cities. It keeps its people serviced
across the wide, wide spectrum of daily human ‘wants, with its banks,
shops, symphonies, colleges, art galleries, city parks, and more golf courses
than you can shake a stick at. By all accounts it's a bountiful source of ev-
he human-need checklist, save for just the one thing—the

erything on t
very few hours to keep us alive. Like many

stuff we put in our mouths e
other modern U.S. cities, it might as well be a space station where human
sustenance is concerned. Virtually every unit of food consumed there
moves into town in a refrigerated module from somewhere far away. Every
ounce of the citys drinking, washing, and goldfish-bowl-filling water is

pumped from a nonrenewable source—a fossil aquifer that is dropping so

fast, sometimes the ground crumbles. In a more recent development,

some city water now arrives via a three-hundred-mile-long open canal

across the desert from the Colorado River, which—owing to our thirsts—
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s a river that no longer reaches the ocean, but peters out in a sand flat
near the Mexican border.
If it crosses your mind that water running through hundreds of miles
~ of open ditch in a desert will evaporate and end up full of concentrated
salts and muck, then let me just tell you, that kind of negative thinking
will never get you elected to public office in the state of Arizona. When
this giant new tap turned on, developers drew up plans to roll pink stucco
subdivisions across the desert in all directions. The rest of us were sup-
posed to rejoice as the new flow rushed into our pipes, even as the city
“ warned us this water was kind of special. They said it was okay to drink,
but don’t put it in an aquarium because it would kill the Sfish.

Drink it we did, then, filled our coffee makers too, and mixed our chil-
dren’s juice concentrate with fluid that would gag a guppy. Oh, America
the Beautiful, where are our standards? How did mcwo@mm:.m“ ancestral
cultures to most of us, whose average crowded country would fit inside
one of our national parks, somehow hoard the market share of Beautiful?
Theyll run over a McDonald’s with a bulldozer because it threatens the
way of life of their fine cheeses. They have international trade hissy fits
when we try to slip modified genes into their bread. They get their favorite
ham from Parma, Italy, along with a favorite cheese, knowing these foods-
are linked in an ancient connection the farmers have crafted between the
milk and the hogs. Oh. We were thinking Parmesan meant, not “coming
from Parma,” but “coming from a green shaker can.” Did they kick us out

for bad taste? .

No, it was mostly for vagrancy, poverty, or being too religious. We came
here for the freedom to make a Leaves of Grass kind of culture and hear -
America singing to a good beat, pierce our navels as needed, and eat what-
ever we want without some drudge scolding: “You don’t know where that’s
been!” And boy howdy, we do not.

The average food item on a U.S. grocery shelf has traveled farther than
most families go on their annual vacations. True fact. Fossil fuels were
consumed for the food’s transport, refrigeration, and wmoomw&:mw with the
obvious environmental consequences. The option of getting our house-
hold’s food from closer to home, in Tucson, seemed no better to us. The
Sonoran desert historically offered to humans baked dirt as a construc-

 falfa, digging wells for irrigation, withdra
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nd-beans diet organized around late
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. : inputs.
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o synthetic fertilizers.

-fifth of the total oil
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i es in
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S. meal has traveled an average o

s include pro-

used for our food. The |

item in ical U.
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o ect transport, other fuel-thirsty step

sorting, baking), vw.oxw@.:@_ warehousing, and
ed by production, packaging, and shipping

1,500 miles. In addition to dir
cessing (drying, milling, cutting,

refrigeration. Energy calories consum . on P
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el economy would be to buy a qua

If every U.S. citizen

far outweigh the energ
A quick way to improve food-related fu .
alatable options are available.

of motor oil and drink it. More p cally and organically raised

d of lo
ek (any meal) compose .
- . ur country's_oil consumption by over

s. Small changes

ate just one meal a }
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. .s\mmx. That's not gallons, but barrel
Becoming a less energy-dependent

meats
1.1 million barrels of il every
in buying habits can make big aimqm:om.w. -
nation may just need to start with a mooa Emm ’
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tion boom of the mid-nineties, 85 percent of the state’s water still went
to thirsty crops like cotton, alfalfa, citrus, and pecan trees. Mild winters
offer the opportunity to create an artificial endless summer, as long as
we can conjure up water and sustain a chemically induced illusion of top-
soil.

Living in Arizona on borrowed water made me nervous. We belonged

to a far-flung little community of erstwhile Tucson homesteaders, raising

chickens in our yards and patches of vegetables for our own use, frequent-

ing farmers’ markets to buy from Arizona farmers, trying to reduce the
miles-per-gallon quotient of our diets in a gasoholic world. But these gar-
dens of ours had a drinking problem. So did Arizona farms. That's a devil
of a choice: Rob Mexico's water or guzzle Saudi Arabia’s gas?

Traditionally, employment and family dictate choices about where to

live. It's also legitimate to consider weather, schools, and other mc.m_:vro%
life indices. We added one more wish to our list: more than one out of
three of the basic elements necessary for human life. (Oxygen Arizona has
got.) If we'd had family ties, maybe we'd have felt more entitled to claim a
seat at Tucson’s lean dining table. But I moved there as a young adult,
then added through birth and marriage three more mouths to feed. As a
guest, I'd probably overstayed my welcome. So, as the U.S. population
made an unprecedented dash for the Sun Belt, one carload of us dog-

paddled against the tide, heading for the Promised Land where water falls

from the sky and green stuff grows all around. We were about to begin the

adventure of realigning our lives with our food chain. -

Naturally, our first stop was to buy junk food and fossil fuel.

In the cinder-block convenience mart we foraged the aisles for blue
corn chips and Craisins. Our family’s natural-foods teenager scooped up
a pile of energy bars big enough to pass as a retirement plan for a hamster.
Our family’s congenitally frugal Mom shelled out two bucks for a fancy
green bottle of about a nickel's worth of iced tea. As long as we were all

going crazy here, we threw in some 99-cent bottles of what comes free

out of drinking fountains in places like Perrier, France. In our present lo-

cation, 99 cents for good water seemed like 4 bargain. The goldfish should
be so lucky.

CALLED HOME

v

As we mwn-@H®m our _.CCﬁ O:HO ﬁwwo QCCHZHGH ﬁ_;@ mﬂﬁ% &.WM.—ﬂO:Qm m—\—ﬁwﬂw@-~<.

NVMH@H two wz\:nmﬁma OO.CWQO—‘:HCO Owo—‘—mﬂwww mm%w. %Of— mOHWQH ccrmﬁ it ﬂooww
€ . .

:—A cC#wm: a Owccﬁw Crosses —_—0 sun <(® m—_ _v——__W@A_ —_.0 Aumw—w_w_ ::E:O._

toward the plate-glass window. o
“Dang,” she said, “it’s going to rain.
“I hope so,” Steven said.

She turned her scowl fro
) of gas pumps and snack foo

m the window to mﬁo«mz. This bleached-blond

|« is
d was not amused. 1t better not,
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A good :
<<m:8m Qmow oM thunder boomed, and the rain let loose just as the
ss came back to clear our “Li
waitre . plates. “List ” j
ptres came ba | en at that,” she clucked.
We do .
e _ws\m agreed. The hayfields aren't half what they should be
m w o (%) ”» . .
e pe it’s a good long one,” she said, pausing with our plates bal-
aneed on | er arm, continuing to watch out the window for a good lon
ute. “And that it’s not so hard that it washes everything out.” :

y MH Mwo“z BM E.Hm:Do: here .8 lionize country wisdom over city ambi-

on 10 ly wm: mit that the children of farmers are likely to know where

0 ocnﬁmmm . _35, and H.rmﬁ the rest of us might do well to pay attention.
o MW:%, something turned over that evening in the diner: a gas-

,wﬁm_vo M“:MM M“M“m MM Mwo:mrﬁ was lifted by a waitress’s simple, agricul-
ura . I thought to myself: There is hope for us.
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nts’ generation had an intuitive sense of agricultural basics:
nd vegetables come into season, which ones keep

through the winter, how to preserve the others. On what day autumn’s
first frost will likely fall on their county, and when to expect the last one in

n be planted before the last frost, and which must

spring. Which crops ca
wait. Which grains are autumn-planted. What an asparagus patch looks
s and vegetables thrive in

like in August. Most importantly: what animal
and how to live well on those, with little else

flour, a pinch of salt,and a rm:mmc_ of
mately none of our chil-

grandpare
when various fruits a

one’s immediate region
‘thrown into the mix beyond a bag of

coffee. Few people of my generation, and approxi
se questions, let alone all. This knowledge

dren, could answer any of tho
has vanished from our culture.

* We also have largely convinced ourselves it wasn't t
sider how Americans might respond to a proposal that agriculture was to
become a mandatory subject in all schools, alongside reading and mathe-
parents would get hot under the collar to see
Jled away from the essentials of grammar, the
to make room for down-on-the-farm stuff.
aces a powerful presumption that education
or, and dirt—two undeniable in-

oo important. Con-

matics. A fair number of
their kids' attention being pu
all-important trigonometry,

The baby boom psyche embr:

is a key to moving away from manual lab
g. It's good enough for us that somebody, somewhere,

gredients of farmin
nough to serve the rest of us with all we

Kknows food production well e
need to eat, each day of our lives.

If that is true, why isn't it good enough for someon

tiplication and the contents of the Bill of Rights? Is the story of bread,
o our lives than the history

from tilled ground to our table, less relevant t
of the thirteen colonie
subject that informs choices we make

Isn't ignorance of our food sources causing proble
n epidemic of diet-related diseases?

for reinstating food-production

¢ else to know mul-

daily—as in, What's for dinner?

ms as diverse as overde-

pendence on petroleum, and a

If this book is not exactly an argument
classes in schools (an
“might learn there. From our fami

eled far enough to discover ways of taking char
1. This is the story of a year in which we made

ly’s gas-station beginnings we have trav-
ge of one’s food, and even

knowing where it has bee

s? Couldn’t one make a case for the relevance of a

d it might be), it does contain a lot of what you.




10 ANIMAL, VEGETABLE, MIRACLE

every attempt to mwnm ourselves animals-and vegetables whose provenance
we really knew. We tried to wring most of the petroleum out of our food
chain, even if that meant giving-up some things. Our highest shopping
goal was to get our food from so closé to home, we'd know the person who
grew it. Often that turned out to be us, as we learned to produce more of
what we dmmmo.m, starting with dirt, seeds, and enough knowledge to mud-
dle through. Or starting with baby animals and enough sense to refrain
from naming them. .
This is not a how:to book aimed at getting you cranking out your
own food. We ourselves live ina region where every other house has a
garden out back, but to many urban people the idea of growing your food
must seem as plausible as writing and conducting your own symphonies
for your personal listening pleasure. If that is your case, think of the ag-
ricultural parts of the story as a music appreciation course forfood—
acquainting yourself with the composers and conductors can improve the
quality of your experience. Knowing the secret natural history of potatoes,
melons, or asparagus gives you a leg up on detecting whether those in
your market are wholesome kids from a nearby farm, or vagrants who
idled away their precious youth in a boxcar. Knowing how foods grow is to
know how and when to look for them: such expertise is useful for certain
kinds of people, namely, the ones who eat, no matter where they live or
‘grocery shop. “

Absence of that knowledge has rendered us a nation of wary label-
readers, oddly uneasy in our ov:mmmm relationship with the things we eat.
We call our food animals by different names after they're dead, presum-
mE% sparing oursélves any vision of the beefs and the porks running
around on actual hooves. Our words for unhealthy contamination—
“soiled” or am:a\:l:m:mmmmﬁ that if we really knew the number-one ingre-
dient of a garden, we'd all head straight into therapy. I used to take 5.%
children’s friends out to the garden to warm them _.% to the idea of eating

a\.wm.og.vﬁmv but this strategy sometimes backfired: they'd back away slowly
saying, “Oh man, those things touched dirt!” Adults do the same by pre-
tending it all comes from the clean, well-lighted grocery store. We're like

petulant teenagers rejecting our mother. We know we came out of her,
but ee-ew.
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We don't know beans about beans. Asparagus, mommﬁom.& E@Su\
e don’t have a clue how the world makes it. I

icks—you name it, w , .
drumsticks—yo £ the problem, an d then I'll en-

sually think I'm exaggerating the scope o andt
e (at a well-known nature magazine) who's nixing the part

of my story that refers to pineapples growing from the ground. She in-

sisted they grew on trees. OF, I'll have a conversation like this one: r
=<S‘§mw new on the farm?” asks my friend, a lifelong city dweller who
hone. She’s a gourmet cook, she cares

counter an editor

likes for me to keep her posted by p \ . -
about the world, and has been around a lot longer than [ have. This par

i up in the
ticular conversation was in early spring, so I told her what was up

: tatoes, spinach. - - |
garden: peas, po , ) .
“Wait a minute,” she said. “When you say, ‘The potatoes are up, W

do you mean?” She paused, formulating her question: “What part of a

potato comes up?” . )
“Umn, the plant part,” I said. “The stems and leaves. ) .
“Wow,” she said. “I never knew a potato.had a m_mjﬁ part. . ;
Many bright people are really in the dark about vegetable life. Biology

. ieve in the meta-
‘teachers face kids in classrooms who may not even believe in t

i inuum
morphosis.of bud to flower to fruit and seed, but rather, some continuu

i ; that' nl
of pansies becoming petunias becoming nerwErmBE:w, that's the only

i nd
reality they witness as landscapers come to campuses and city parks M
A 3 . . DI
surreptitiously yank out one flower before it fades from its prime, repia
. (My biology-professor brother pointed this out to me.)

ing it with another. :
\ atural processes may be at the heart of

The same disconnection from natur . rt of
ntry's shift away from believing in evolution. In the past, princi

our cou . w
on and change over time made sense to kids who'd

les of natural selecti ds whe
M\mnormm it all unfold. Whether or not they knew the terms, farm families

d the processes well enough to imitate them: culling, .ww_moa:my
s and crops. For modern kids who intuitively be-
fruits and vegetables in the pro-
peciation of the

understoo
and improving their herd
lieve in the spontaneous generation of
duce section, trying to get their minds around the slow s

plant kingdom may be a stretch.

. . w
Steven, also a biology professor, grew up  cor
are of agricultural agnostics in the world. As a

neighborhood where his .:Em back-

n the corn belt of lowa but

has encountered his sh
graduate student he lived in an urban
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ard : .
Wrm mMmmva_m mmwmm: was a howling curiosity for the boys who ran wild i
e Hr@. e ww?msmmm these kids, especially Malcolm, known th MH:
e neighborhood as “Malcolm . inh onor
the ! -get-your-backside-in-heré-now-
MMM won't-be-having-no-dinner!” Malcolm liked hanging &MMMM os\roT
ven ing i ; P
e ﬁr.s\mw working in the garden, but predictably enough, had a lo .
. . ’ < ]
ing with the idea of the vegetables touching the dirt: The mwmw c.:w
! e

u._ um v:~ — .” _.. v . > .
manded: oW w\O—\— WQH them in ﬁT@H@. |

St i
even held forth with condensed Intro Botany. Starts with a seed,

grows into a plant. Water, sunli
, ght, lea Sts. ”

cluded, “is actually a root.” - e rosts o

>Gr.rcr - .," said Malcolm doubtfully,

crowd had gathered now. S

) . Steven engaged hi i i
. ! gaged his audience b

an you guys think of o&mw foods that might be root <mmm$v_www~..m&cuc

Malcolm checked with hi
n is pals, using a lifeli
submitting his final answer: “Spaghetti?” g a liteline before confidently

Steven con-

We can't ’
e mm_o: W.bo<.< what we haven'’t been taught. Steven couldn’t recog-
o co w: vivo before moving in his twenties to southwestern <.m
. ’ i y
g ere the tobacco leaf might as well be the state flag. One mmE d a
nin ’ .. w
o g moM: after he’d moved, he was standing on a farmer’s porch mnmv\
a
ww:ﬂmm&m Mmar mﬂ_.m when a field of giant, pale leaves and tall pink flower
e Hr:m t his eye. He asked the farmer the name of this gorg
. I'ne man grinned hugel “You’ e
- | gely and asked, “You're not from here, are
Th i . i
. at farmer is probably still telling this story; Steven is his Malcol
) . : ; alcolm.
nrmw\ o”m:& us is somebody’s Malcolm. Country folks can be as moM,
_ o, . . " O g
cha M allenged as the city mice, in our own ways. Rural southern ow
" , ! . cook-
v_wdﬁ mﬂgo:w for processed-ingredient recipes like Coca-Cola cake X d
. ’ m
/\S‘Hmw 0 aﬂqm_ kids harbor a potent dread of compost and earthwor .
b : 't ms.
e e omo on’t know about farming could keep the farmers laughin,
el the smm MoBm_roam. Except that they are barely making a :&:mm
rest of us play make-beli i ,
ey ot lieve about the important part v&dm the.
Whe i . . . |
n we walked as a nation away from the land, our _.Soimmmm mm

T v S Hw\l mu
moom HOQCDHuoz mmz awa mmo:w u ru—ﬁm ﬁ*:w ma Mmc:m soa 00:::0~.0~N~.
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ority of us dont want to be farmers, see farm-

Now, it’s fair to say, the maj
s. Except as straw-chewing fig-

ers, pay farmers, or hear their complaint
n’s books, we don't quite believe in them anymore. When
ly consider the food industry to be a thing
nts of our every food dollar
s. And we

ures in childre
we give it a thought, we most
rather than a person. We obligingly give 85 ce
o—the processors, marketers, and transporter:

to that thing, to
complain about the high price of organic meats and vegetables that might
he farmers: those actual

send back more than three nickels per buck tot
rcam:mwcﬁsmwo@mwi the ground, harvesting, attending livestock

births, standing in the fields at dawn casting their shadows upon our sus-

tenance. There seems to be some reason we don’t want to compensate or

think about these hardworking people. In the grocery store checkout cor-

ral, we're more likely to learn which TV stars are secretly fornicating than

to inquire as to the whereabouts of the people who grew the cucumbers

and melons in our carts.

This drift away from our agricultural roots is
migration from the land to the factory, which is as old as the Industrial
Revolution. But we got ourselves uprooted entirely by a drastic reconfigu-
ration of U.S. farming, _uom:::.:m just after World War II. Our munitions

plants, challenged to beat their swords into plowshares, retooled to make

ammonium nitrate surpluses into chemical fertilizers instead of explo-
m and soybean

sives. The next explosions were yields on midwestern co
fields. It seemed like a-good thing, but some officials saw these new sur-

es as reason to dismantle New Deal policies that had helped farmers
n. Over the

a natural consequence of

plus
weather the economic uncertainties notorious to their vocatio

next decades, nudged by industry, the government rewrote the rules on
commodity subsidies so these funds did not safeguard farmers, but in-
stead guaranteed a supply of cheap corn and soybeans. 4
These two crops, formerly food for people and animals, became some-
thing entirely new: a standardized raw material for a new extractive indus-
try, not so different from logging or mining. Mills and factories were
designed for a multibranched production line as complex as the one that
tuurns iron and aluminum ores into the likes of automobiles, paper clips,
and antiperspirants. But instead, this new industry made piles of corn
and soybeans into high-fructose corn syrup, hydrogenated oils, and thou-
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_sands of othe il-
e o o ) .w starch- or oil-based chemicals. Cattle and chi
O>WO A ght in off the pasture into intensely cro i
s (concentrated anim i
; al feeding o i
no part of a cow’s i e
s dmm:n& diet, _uv\ the way—could be turned cheap] d
ey intoan mm. esh. All these different products, in turn, ﬂ%&m:
H: . . . - ’ ’ O m
gty ustrial food pipeline to be processed into the soft dri .
. > and other cheap foods on which our nati , o,
sits on its bottom, as the case may be _

wded and mechanized
where corn—which is

on now largely runs—or

This is how 70 percent of all our mj
radually i . midwestern agricultur. i

w,: o MM HHMHM?MH@ corn or soybean farms, Mwor OUmmMNHMMrH&

tcides, genetic BomMm w:rmmws. Owing to synthetic fertilizers and mM\.‘

based to a Emzw e Mmc.o:, and a conversion of farming from a :mEM&

duce 3,900 calories Vmwmmwwmw_.ﬂwmm:o.aom system, U.S. farmers now va.\

and 700 . o n, per day. That is twice wh

canonly MMN“\W% day Msow.m than they grew in 1980. OoE%MMMMHH&,

is the wroo_c.:m EMWMM\.CO.EW their maximum yields, so they do. And rMM

the food industry figur Mﬁ as the farmers produced those extra calories

who didt realy :M Nm out how to get them into the bodies of peo _m.

oiled machine we om_ﬂwhmo eat Noo more calories a day. That is the w_
ate Capitalism. well-

mmmﬂ um :wnmw nanmem enter our :_n::m I *“ ~:m~m : v re ”m_ 1zable

as OOM:; an mOv & \% - w\H
_. ~ .
N:mv or even QWQHDWL@ n O&wm:.u. rmmr WHEOHOwG syru
1 corn @

AI“OWV owns Ev to it Tmmm:ﬁm (S TC ~® Hﬁ: n IlC ac ﬁm hﬁcﬁmmvﬂ rin
S m ) t C 1 y citri 1 ma t
) H

’ .
.
mOHV:HL m:& NN:HTW: m:.:r *OH meswwwv are m.~wc :HN:E*NOHEHO& WHO:W corn

So are beef, eggs, and poultry, in a di
e ultry, a different but no less artificia]
e mwww_.u:owww\momEE& flesh, or else a category of _.:mwm&wwwmwﬂww
o o mSomQ .wwom_.:.x containing corn or soybeans were re-
i :mrﬁvcww\ wno.wm, _.H would look more like a hardware store
g the lghtb s might be naked, since many vmorm%:m :ESE..
- With so many meMHHM mﬂ.nr. d
ories to deliver, the pa > ¢

T ; » the packages have gotten bio-
e The omw_MM Mmm%ﬂw::nm Coke bottle of yesteryear vonmw:m Mwmﬂ_ﬁm
I Hmw-mu:oﬁomwm corn syrup and water; the accom mv.\
g et paoephe wﬁ.: mlv.\. So did the American waistline. U.S .

. e .mmﬁm has increased by one-third since 1975 w_.u.moM“M
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percent. About a third of all our calories now come

consent, as junk food.
supersize it, true

HECS is up by 1000
from what is known, by community

No cashier held a gun to our heads and made us
enough. But humans have a built-in ?mmw:mmw for fats and sugar. We

evolved in lean environments where it was a big plus for survival to gorge

on calorie-dense foods whenever we found them. Whether or not they
d the biology, food marketers know the weakness and have ex-
Obesity is generally viewed as a failure of per-

he genuine conspiracy in this

understan
ploited it without mercy.
1 resolve, with no acknowledgment of t
le actually did sit in strategy meetings discussing

ways to get all those surplus calories into people who neither needed nor
hem. Children have been targeted -especially; food

companies spend over $10 billion a year selling food brands to kids, and it

isn’t broceoli they're pushing. Overweight children are a demographic in

ed to cigarettes, with one notable ex- .

We all subsidize the

sona
historical scheme. Peop

wished to consume t

many ways similar to minors addiet
parents are usually their suppliers.
s, the strategists make fortunes, and the

The perfect crime.

ception: their
cheap calories with our tax dollar
onsumers get blamed for the violation.
All industrialized countries have experienced some commodification
ure and increased consumption of processed foods. But no-
where else on earth has it become normal to layer on the love handles as -
we do. (Nude beaches are still popular in Europe.) Other well-fed popu-
lations have had better luck controlling caloric excess through culture
ustom: Italians eat Italian food, the Japanese eat Japanese, and so
ynergies between what their land can give and what
both aesthetic and functional,
ly consistent

overweight ¢

of -agricult

and ¢
on, honoring ancient s
their bodies need. Strong food cultures are
keeping the quality and quantity of foods consumed relative
from one generation to the next. And so, while the o.ooso::mw of many

Western countries expanded massively in the late twentieth century, their

citizens did not.
Here in the U.S. we seem puzzled by these people
We've even named a thing we call the

me eating cheese

who refrain from

gluttony'in the presence of a glut.

French Paradox: How can people have such a grand ti
ay slim? Having logged some years in

and fattened goose livers and still st
giant sodas; they

France, I have some hunches: they don’t suck down
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o . .
voz.m:Em many courses in a meal but the

e tiny; they smoke like chimneys
out meals sociably,

portions of the fatty ones tend to
S MWo:mr ﬁrmmm. changing); and they draw
ot bt bl i out shoveling it in. The all
s an al wo:omww .8 the French, to-put it mildly.
o s abo ‘ mwmﬁm and civility in their heads, their bodje
R wih vy dgres oot e T
at therea i

age /MWTM\OMM:M\M M\M\ MmQ much, the scary food MM MMMMMM@S wmw_u_m -
i o we Vmgwamﬂ NMMHHH, H:mmmSm.m rules of taste and civility, our
land? Did they perhaps fly oEQHM MHMMMW mdm. o ofour
speeding car? e e
Moo& culture in the United States has lon

a privileged &mmm... It is nothing of the kind
species. Humans don'’t do everything we o.a
a.i_m.; .E&Sw us human. We're geneticall 8,

haviors that we've collectively decided EMM
are possible examples. With reasonable s .
pulses through civil codes, religious rit "
%rowm bag of tricks we call culture. Food "
tion’s collective wisdom about the plants a oM
m.:m the complex ways Om.wmbmm:.:m nrmEsn
vival, good health, and contro] of mwommm hw
would seem dangerous. -

-you-can-
Owing to
s seem to

have con-

were eating in a

g been cast as the property of
Culture is the property of a
ave to do—that is arguably
&mvo.mmm toward certain be-
helpful; adultery and racism
cess, we mitigate those im-
Is, maternal warnings—the
E:mm concentrate a popula-
animals that grow in a place,
sty. These are mores of sur-
S:m without such a culture

And here : )
we are .
sine met the s » sure enough in trouble. North America’s native cui
a . . e cui-
relics ke o me unfortunate fate ‘as its native people, save f .
e the Hrm:wmmwi.bm turkey. Certainly, » save for a few
b

cialties, but the Carolina barbecue will alm
mo:._wﬁom.w in its sauce (maybe also vawmm_SOw
Hro.ho:im:w gumbo is just as likely to contai
If either of these shows upona mmﬁ-woom m
M:uOm, we seem unable either to discern
ave yet to come up with a strong set of gen
ﬁr.wo:mr families; for savoring and wm:m:uw c
climate give us. We have, instead, a mawm

we still have regional spe-
t certainly have California
-fattened feedlot hogs), and -
n Indonesian farmed shrimp.
enu with lots of added fats or
or resist the corruption. We
eralized norms, passed down
onsuming what our land and

of fad &wa convulsing our

bookstores an
seller. Nine out of ten nutritioni

,z:,mrﬁ be this: these sets of m
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d bellies, one after another, at the scale of the national best

sts (unofficial survey) view this-as evi-
¢ we have entirely lost our marbles. A more optimistic view
andates captivate us because we're looking
hard for a food culture of our own. A profit-driven food industry has ex-
ploded and nutritionally bankrupted our caloric supply, and we long fora
Food Leviticus to save us from the sinful roil of cheap fats and carbs.
What the fad diets don'’t offer, though, is any sense of national and bio-
cal integrity. A food culture is not something that gets sold to people. It
a-soil, a climate, a history, a temperament, a collec-
iet rules is essentially framed in
ve helped us

dence tha

logi
arises out of a place,
tive sense of belonging. Every set of fad-d
the negative, dictating what you must give up. Together they’

form powerfully negative associations with the very act of eating. Our

most celebrated models of beauty are starved wmov_o. But we're still an

animal that must eat to live. To paraphrase a famous campaign slogan: it’s
the biology, stupid. A food culture of anti-eating is worse than useless.
People hold to their food customs because of the positives: comfort,
t, heavenly aromas. A sturdy food tradition even calls to out-
ericans will happily eat Italian, French,
he Atkins menu to .

nourishmen
siders; plenty of red-blooded Am
Thai, Chinese, you name it. But try the reverse: hand t
a French person, and run for your life.

Will North Americans ever have a food culture
we find or make up a set of rituals, recipes, ethics, and buying habits that
will let us love our food and eat it too? Some signs point to “yes.” Better
food—more local, more healthy, more sensible—is a powerful new topic
of the American conversation. It reaches from the epicurean quarters of
Slow Food convivia to the matter-of-fact Surgeon General’s Office; from
Farm Aid concerts to school lunch programs. From the rural routes to the
inner cities, we are staring at our plates and wondering where that's been. -

For the first time since our nation’s food was ubiquitously local, the point
of origin now matters again to some CONSUMmers. We're increasingly wary
of an industry that puts stuff in our dinner we can't identify as animal,

al, or what. The halcyon postwar promise of “better living
“No additives” is now often

to call our own? Can

vegetable, miner.
through chemistry” has fallen from grace.
s rather than the minus that, ﬁanr:womzx it is.

considered a plu
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We're a nation with an eating disorder, and we know it. The multiple
- maladies caused by bad eating are taking a dire toll on our health—most
tragically for our kids, who are predicted to be this country’s first genera-
tion to have a shorter life mx@monmsov\. than their ,wmwm:ﬁ,w. That alone is a
stunning enough fact to give us pause. So is a government policy that ad-
vises us to eat more fruits and vegetables, while doling out subsidies not
to fruit and vegetable farmers, but to commodity crops destined to be-
come soda pop and cheap burgers. The Farm Bill, as of this writing, could
aptly be called the Farm Kill, both for its effects on small farmers and for

All these :mio.oa eggplants and artisan cheeses from the farmers’ market
are great for weekend dinner parties, but don

't we still need industrial farming to
feed the hungry? .

In fact, all the world's farms currently produce enough food to make every
person on the globe fat. Even though 800 million people are chronically under-

*ma. (6 will die of hunger-related causes while you read this article), it's because

they lack money and opportunity, not because food is unavailable in their coun-
tries. The UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAQ) reports that current food
production can sustain world food needs even for the 8 billion people who are
projected to _::w_un the planet in 2030, This will hold even with anticipated in-
creases in.meat consumption, and without adding genetically modified crops.

Is all this the reliable bounty of industrial production? Yes and no—with the

*no” being more of a problem in the near future. Industrial farming methods,

wherever they are practiced, promote soil erosion, salinization, ammolsom:o.:_
“and loss of soil fertility: The FAQ estimates that over 25 percent of arable land in

the world is already compromised by one or more of these problems. The worst-

affected areas are those with more arid climates or sloped terrain. Numerous
field trials in both the United States and the United Kingdom have shown that
organic practices can produce commodity crop yields (corn, soybeans, wheat)
ooacwﬂmm_m to those of industrial farms. By using cover crops or animal manures
for fertilizer, these practices §Eo<.m soil fertility and moisture-
over seasons, with cumulative benefits.
tageous

holding capacity
These techniques are particularly advan-" -

in regions that-lack the money and technology for industrial ap-
‘proaches,
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ing i en Revo-
he consumers who are financing it. The Gre

what it does to us, t ure would make food

lution of the 1970s promised that industrial agricult

! _—Ommvmm m:&. WcWLNTw@ to more @@O@_.m. Hw~mﬁOWﬁw 1t wwmw .—~0~@®m more Om us
C )

less healthy. -
wmoMBo .. rity of North Americans do understand, at some level,
majo

ood C olces are mvorﬁwom_.; Owwm: Oﬁw Nmm@ﬂﬁw: arenas mHA:: Hﬁ:m— O—.;ﬁ:mm to
intern tion ﬂ 1 _. &. m ~0 mat m . _. ( m
nternatio al o w cartels an —:_'m. _— ate _urm: e T ent Om consumers

re ﬁm(:— to W@n Omm H.T@ T@HHO.—GCBIﬁwﬁwC@: :HQCwH~HW~ M..OO& <<m.mos. Vm: 1N1T1 —m
a m

.
mm t mOO& MROH: ﬁ#wm: ro:—@w mmwﬁw mo.roo_.W~ chHﬁruwm ﬁw-@ E:ﬂwozoc:nmmvﬂm,
s .

i
OO_ Vel tional _mw OQm are QO 1 ___nm_vx —U_OQCO g _Cmm QCN_W;mm ot corn

. i al d
wheat, ar Q SO UON 1S, TC_” Ow to @0& the 0.0_ ostofi becomes anim fee

for meat ‘production,

tting plenty of calories. |
B v rather than those who have little. World

or the ingredients of processed foods for wealthier con-
Food sellers prefer to market

more food to people who have money,

OOQ t NQ@ «vO_—O es mosS O_ﬂm 1 Tavo Qm<® O—UQQ cour tries at the QXUO:wQ O Q@

_U @ U U (0] he ben-
®_O ) OOC_; es dist UCHO_M_ 0Cessors, a d shi _UQ S _mm—u most ft
A 1

: he world's
Even direct food aid for disasters (a small percentage of all ,ﬁ
y .@_‘m_: companies and shippers. By law, 75 percen

efits.
i t profitable for -
T he United States to other nations must be grown, pack

of-such aid sent from t iod aid” delays ship-

i i i lled
i 'S. companies. This practice, ca
e e increases the costs of the food by over

ments of food by as Scor as six months,

i istributors.
50 percent, and directs over two-thirds of the aid money to the distri
pe )

duce their
If efficiency is the issue, resources go furthest when people wS ! °
| H y 1 w U -
iti hunger-relief organization
where it is consumed. Many
- | gs of food, but in programs that teach and

sustainable farming. These

own food,
vide assistance not in the form of ba .
provide support technology for locally appropriate, o4
rograms do more than alleviate hunger for a day m:, se e
_w:c_zsmzo:w_. They provide a livelihood to the vmﬁwo: in need, w . .
t of hunger, which is not about food production, but about p A
o mmi_ogm&g visit  www.wn.org, 223.0:Smﬁodﬂo@mnoﬁ_ or

For more

www.heifer.org.
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Mﬂm“ﬂ“ﬁ.@ However, banning is negative and therefore fails as a food
. MQHMM”MMoMom#?m .mm also rmwmmism under the surface of our nation’s

paradigm. It could be called a movement. It includes
gardeners who grow some of their own produce—one-quarter of all U.S
households, according to the U.S. Census Bureau. Just as im o:mm tl s
the city dwellers who roll their kids out of bed on Saturday :Mvodm . :M
head down to the farmers’ markets to pinch the tomatoes and ml”mww N”m

spicy-swee — (
picy-sweet melons—New York, alone, has about a quarter million such

shoppers. It involves the farmers’ markets themselves along with a
breed of restaurant owner (and customer) mo&omﬁmm. to buying | :we
?,om:o& food. It has been embraced by farmers who Emsw mmn o_Mm '
family farms by thinking outside the box, learning to grow oMmE.M me
pers o.w gourmet mushrooms. It engages schoolchildren and teachers miw-
are bringing food-growing curricula into classrooms and _::.orwooa f \
wmww&mx, California, .to my own county in southern >Eu&mo.r$ w,:z.:s
cludes the kids who get dirty in those outdoor classrooms plantin . t -
ﬂomw and wmwwmwm at the end of third grade, then harvesting and WOMMP
ﬁrﬂw own ENNW when they start back into fourth. And it owes a debt ”m
parénts who can watch those kids getting dirty, and not make a fuss i
) At its heart, a genuine food culture is an affinity between wmcw_.m and
M@ Mm?:“ that feeds them. Step one, probably, is to live on the _m:m.ﬁrmﬁ
s them, or at least on the same continent, ideally the same regio
Step two is to vo able to countenance the ideas of “food” and “dirt” MM n“ .
same sentence, and n_:m.n is to start poking into one’s supply chain Hm
_mmww where things are coming from. In the spirit of this adventure i
.mm::F set out to find oE,wo.?mw a real American culture of food, or at W st
the piece of it that worked for us, and to describe it for anyone N<<ro .mmmﬁ
be looking for something similar. This book tells the story of s}sw_m ,
Nmmwswmv or didn’t; what we ate, or couldn’t; and how oN. mmS.Hm e
changed by one year of deliberately eating food produced in HT._ same
place where we worked, loved our neighbors, drank the Smno mmEM :
breathed the air. It's not at all necessary to live on a moom-waom:QMM mMM:

to partici L o
participate in this culture. But it is necessary to know such farms exist
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understand something about what they do, and consider oneself basically

in their court. This book is about those things.

The story is pegged, as we were, to a one-year cyc
foods become available in a temperate climate. Becau
ame roof, we undertook this project—both-
bars are, in his words,

le of how and when

se food cultures af-

fect everyone living under the s
the eating and the writing—as a family. Steven’s side
“fifty-cent buckets of a dollar’s worth of goods” on various topics I've men-
Camille’s essays offer a nineteen-year-old’s per-
od project, plus nutritional information, recipes,
ntributions were many, includ-

tioned in the narrative.
spective on the local-fo
and meal plans for every season. Lily’s co
ing more than fifty dozen eggs and a willingness to swear off Pop-Tarts for

the duration, but she was too young to sign a book contract.

-family decision to step off the nonsustainable food grid

give a big black eye to that petroleum-hungry behemoth? Keep reading,

but don’t hold your breath. We only knew, when we started, that similar
choices made by many families at once were already making a difference:

wers, farmers’ markets, and small exurban food producers now
comprise the fastest-growing sector of the U.S. food economy. A lot of
people at once are waking up to @ troublesome truth w_uo,E cheap fossil
fuels: we are going to run out of them. Our jet-age dependence on petro-
o feed our faces is a limited-time-only proposition. Every food calo-
sed dozens or even hundreds of fossil-fuel

for example, which turns corn into

Will our single
organic gro

leum t
rie we presently eat has u
calories in its making: grain milling,
the ingredients of packaged foods, costs ten calories for every one food -
calorie produced. That's before it gets shipped anywhere. By the time my

children are my age, that version of dinnertime will surely be an unthink-

able extravagance.
I enjoy denial as much as the next person, but this isn’t rocket science:

our kids will eventually have to make food differently. They could be as-
seeds, how ani-

sisted by some familiarity with how vegetables grow from
le ingredients can be made into meals,

mals grow on pasture, and how who

t in the kitchen. My husband and I decided our children
g a potato has a plant part. We would
the actual dying

gee whiz, righ
would not grow up without knowin
take a food sabbatical, getting our hands dirty in some of




choice is generall
y the one more lik
- Why resist that? ikely te make you groan with pleasure t there?” It “When d tart?”
: : . : we get there?” 1twas, . en do we starts :
We had come to the farmland to eat deliberately. Wed discussed for
We only knew, somewhat
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