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  To Adam and Kate


  “. . . a small obscure business

  to the outer world, but to

  themselves how wide and deep

  and crowded!”

  —EDITH WHARTON
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  GARLIC QUESTIONS

  FINALLY ANSWERED

  IN MY MOST RECENT novel the demented narrator claimed to have been the author of a number of horticultural pamphlets. He was most proud of one entitled “Garlic Questions Finally Answered.” At the time he might have known more than I did. At the time I was unaware that relatively little had been published about garlic outside of specialized journals on the one hand and in places like the National Enquirer on the other, and I doubt I could have answered most of the “garlic questions” myself. In the fifteen years that have elapsed, the imaginary monograph became a private challenge to discover some of the puzzles of the plant, and particularly that not-so-common variety which circumstances have placed under my care.

  What the author of “Garlic Questions Finally Answered” did not know, because he lived in a loveless world, was that if you grow good garlic people will love you for it. In fact, you can grow even fair garlic or even rather cosmetically inferior garlic, and people will still compliment you for your pains, more so than perhaps for any other vegetable crop.

  There are several reasons for this. The most important lies in the poor quality of most garlic sold commercially in the United States, most of the time, to judge from the complaints I receive from my own customers year after year. The following speech is a compendium of such complaints. It will be typically delivered by a middle-aged woman as I stand at the tailgate of my pickup, at the farmers’ market in Santa Fe or Los Alamos, my wares spread out in lug boxes on plywood planks.

  “I bought some garlic in the supermarket and it was no good,” my customer will say. “It was all dried up. The bulbs were hollow. They were all moldy inside. There was nothing there. I had to throw it all out.”

  I have been on the receiving end of several hundred speeches in this vein about garlic purchased in supermarkets, a compassionate expression fixing itself upon my own middle-aged, weathered face as I lean against the back of my pickup. There are several ways to account for this state of affairs in a country known to be the world’s largest producer of the crop, but I think that the greatest single factor lies in methods of national distribution. The American retail distribution system likes products that can be frozen, baked, freeze-dried, canned, shrink-wrapped, boxed up, strapped to pallets, warehoused, and shipped to the ends of the earth and back without undergoing noticeable deterioration.

  Shelf life is one of the main products of our distribution system. But what’s the shelf life of a garlic bulb? Three to six months, and six months will badly strain the outer limit. Which means that most of the garlic in most supermarkets from January to July has outrun its shelf life. Most of the garlic in the produce bins or in those little plastic packets from January to July is dying garlic, which is to say garlic that is beginning to rot or mold or else, having completed the process, is drying out.

  From the point of view of the garlic bulb, the problem is that it wants to go back into the ground somewhere around October or November or December and to spend the winter there, where it’s damp and cool and dark. The longer a bulb stays out in the air, and especially the dry air of a supermarket, the weaker it becomes. Ordinary plain air does not much nourish the bulb. Sprout inhibitors likely to have been sprayed on large commercial fields before harvest in order to keep the bulb from sending out roots and shoots probably do little to enhance the inner life of the bulb. Plastic packaging makes things not only worse but impossible—because the bulb does in fact need to breathe. Customers desperate to select a still-firm bulb will help squeeze the life out of the few viable cloves remaining. Oddly, what will be left often will be a quite handsome bulb, a bulb as light as a butterfly, a triumph of natural packaging over substance.

  Garlic’s natural winter home is in the damp, in the dark, in the cool, where it can send out roots to feed from the earth and prepare itself to resume growth in the spring. Which is what I have tried to explain, many hundreds of times, as customer and I stand both peering down into my lug boxes of garlic, in the dry summer air of northern New Mexico, under an implacable blue sky, imperceptibly drying out ourselves, our own shelf lives ticking slowly away.

  “It’ll keep forever in the ground,” I finally suggest.

  “Oh.”
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  UPRIGHTNESS IS ALL

  IT SHOULD BE CLEAR by now that garlic grows in the ground. I mention this elementary fact because I have been asked so many times where it grows.

  My particular ground, the specific “where,” is a couple of bottomland fields in the narrow mountain valley of a tributary of the Rio Grande, elevation sixty-five hundred feet above sea level, latitude thirty-six degrees north of the equator.

  In the more general where, the bulb reposes three to four inches beneath the surface, like other members of the lily family and most other bulbs, and stays in the ground from the time it is planted until it is harvested in the early summer. At my altitude garlic will spend most of its life under the ground, a good nine months of the year, and if the bulbs had their way they wouldn’t come up for air at all.

  So that when we put it back into the ground in the fall, back into its natural element, damp earth, its dark and cool home where it can resume the dream life of subterranean creatures, we are also putting a merciful end to its unnatural sojourn in the open air, on our shelves, in our baskets, and in our lethal plastic bags. The garlic bulb has of course learned to prepare for space travel with its layer upon layer of brilliant white outer skin, its wrappers, its quadruple and quintuple wrappings, outer ones which enfold the entire bulb, with the innermost ones individually encasing the ten to twenty separate cloves the whole is partitioned into. And we have further trained it, bred it, cultivated it to prepare for its annual period of captivity in the atmospheric element out of the soil by somehow encouraging it to grow its white and shiny space suit, its heat- and light-reflecting skins, in order to hold in such moisture as it can bring along out of the earth, yet in order also to breathe as it must, as we all must.

  “But,” a newfound garlic friend will ask me one Saturday morning at the market in Santa Fe, as a crowd mills around our stand, while I am weighing and bagging, while Rose Mary is making change, while other voices are tugging at the sleeves of our attention. “But don’t you need to place the cloves upright in the ground when you plant them?”

  Consider a moment. That a plant that spends the greater part of the life cycle in the ground, a plant that has survived millennia of global mismanagement by mankind, that such a plant does not know at this late date which side is up? Uprightness is all. Break open your bulb of garlic, the one I have just sold you with a money-back guarantee, and peel an individual clove of its somewhat stiffer innermost skin, and then examine the yellowish-white flesh in the shape of a tangerine slice. There is a pointy tip, which the logic of growing things tells us is the top, and there is the root node, the germ, at the bottom. If the season is late and if the weather has been damp, or if the clove has been lying outside in a pile of leaves or old stalks, then the tip will have turned greenish and may even be sprouting the beginnings of a leaf, while the root node will be pushing out tiny nubbins or fingers that will soon become the silvery, translucent filaments of roots intending to fan out into the damp earth to gather nutrients and anchor the future plant.

  Uprightness: we are told that it is one of the important tests of biological existence. At some point we learn to exclude mountains and certain rock formations as the necessary exceptions. Humans when they plant are almost always in a hurry. Or at least I am. Impossible to conceive of planting the thousands of cloves of even my modest garlic crop placed right side up, though there are farmers who have confessed, yes, they have planted their acre or so like that, individually, pressing each clove carefully right side up into the earth, herding a succession of wives and children and stepchildren into thoughts of an early grave. Nor can I conceive of a machine that could do so without damaging the cloves, a machine that could somehow pluck them out of a planter bin and place them a certain way in the earth, then cover them up without knocking them over. There’s always something rough and tumble about planting—because with our clumsy implements we must reach from our atmospheric element down into another, down into the darkness of the soil. So despite our best efforts, or through indifference and haste, or because it doesn’t matter, our garlic clove has landed upside down in the dark three or four or five inches below the surface, one fine morning at the end of September. Eventually the clove sprouts, and a leaf begins unsheathing itself in the general direction of Argentina or Japan, and the roots begin radiating out toward—to arrest the planet in a moment of time—Venus, Jupiter, or Mars. But obviously this can’t go on very long.

  It won’t. Winter is coming. It will rain and snow. The soil will shift back and forth in structure from a rock-hard frozen state at one extreme to a granular mushy liquid at another. The roots of the clove will begin to grab hold. The single blade of leaf will turn toward warmth, toward light. The tangerine-slice shape of the clove will fill out and become olive-shaped, then almost perfectly spherical. From September or October until April, say, five months or so, the interactions of the growing bulb with the soil, which is freezing, thawing, moistening, drying, warming, cooling, interactions of an astounding mechanical complexity, will collectively favor uprightness in 90 percent of the cloves. By April, when serious leaf growth begins, the buffeting soil movements against the root-anchored sphere, with guidance from the rudder-like leaf growth blown in the spring winds above the surface, will have nudged our plant into triumphant uprightness, which is about as long as it takes a human baby to learn which way is up and how to get there. Which is to learn how to work both with and against the forces of gravity and local disturbances, like all living creatures.
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  THE EARTH: THAT SEA

  WHEN I FIRST STARTED out as a gardener, as a thirty-two-year-old trying to feed his family, I dug a little trench with a hoe and dropped in the cloves and covered them up and tamped down the earth with the hoe. I planted quite a few rows this way.

  Then I bought a hand rototiller, the brand that apparently spends more money on advertising than it does on improving its product, and used that to prepare the ground to plant my garlic and other crops. I bought the machine from a friend who specialized in wearing out things faster than anybody else around. I got a couple of years of work from it until the transmission went out one summer day, in the middle of the half-acre field I was tilling. My cousin John was visiting from California at the time. The machine must have weighed over two hundred pounds. We pulled it out of the field by roping ourselves to it like draft animals and dragging it up the driveway to the shed.

  Then I decided to get a tractor. Actually I already owned half of an old Farmall A that a friend and I had bought from the village postmaster, old Mr. Atencio. But my experiences with it were never satisfactory. Under my uncertain guidance its plows took forever to dig in at the end of each row, then dug in too far, plowing deeper and deeper until the machine stalled. The ailing pneumatic lift system which operated off the exhaust lacked a certain subtlety in raising and lowering the plow. The machine was also geared to the wide open fields of the plains, east of our mountains, not to the small two- and three-acre alluvial fields of a narrow mountain valley and soils that seemed to change in composition every twenty yards and were scattered with rocks.

  To buy a new tractor I had to borrow money. The only people who might lend me some were the Farmers Home Administration. But I didn’t own enough land for them to think of me as a farmer; I needed a couple of acres more, even to borrow for a small tractor. So I went to the bank and they surprised me by lending me some money to buy a couple of more acres. I borrowed the money and bought the land, then I went back to the FmHA and they said, Now we’ll lend you your tractor money. All this took six months. I remember going to bed in a cold sweat night after night, for months on end, wondering how I could possibly pay off debts that had soared from almost nothing to eight thousand dollars.

  It took me about ten years more to figure out that even an ingeniously designed Japanese tractor simply didn’t automatically do everything just right and that it had its own special relations to gravity, soil, and myself. A young neighbor, also a recent immigrant from California, but one who had spent summers working on real farms and liked to sing on his tractor, probably told me more than I needed to know, and I probably pretended to listen carefully to his remarks and reflections while attempting to convert his multi-dimensional wisdom into some narrow cause-and-effect relation. But what I learned to do soon enough was to plant my garlic by making little furrows, two at a time, with some little cultivator shovel things that look like large and somewhat pointed horse’s hooves, and then walking along and dribbling in the cloves so that they would fall more or less within a few inches of each other. Then I’d reset the same shovels, which are normally used for restoring irrigation furrows after cultivation, and get back on the tractor and run back up and down the rows and more or less cover up the garlic, with two such shovels set to each side of the twin planting furrows. This more or less worked for a couple of years. I spent an awful lot of time trying to figure out why rows gradually or suddenly got close together or far apart in some soil but not in others. But the problem wasn’t the soil or the tractor or the implements, it was the way I was thinking.

  You see a thing with wheels and you naturally think, It rolls. Tractors have wheels. They roll. Farming with a tractor is a matter of helping things roll back and forth. Or so it would seem. We do a lot of this as kids on carpets, or at least as a boy I did. I also did a lot of stuff with boats, in the bathtub, or the beach, or in streams in the mountains when we used to go camping. I used to make boats out of milk cartons by cutting them in half and floating them down the crystalline streams of the High Sierras, when I was a kid, when my parents took me camping. I could hardly wait for the next quart carton of milk with bright orange or red or blue lettering to be empty so I could cut it in half, make my way down to a wide, shallow trout stream, and sail my boat until the waxed carton finally became so waterlogged that the craft would sink and have to be thrown away. There was something about those cardboard boats bobbing among the smooth boulders, on the shallow water of the clear, chattering streams, that helped render the towering, soughing landscapes familiar and unthreatening. Others older and more powerful carved initials in trees, fished, shot deer and elk, but I sailed my little waxed carton boats and knew great happiness: images in memory that twenty years later would lure me back to such a stream where, within earshot, Rose Mary and I would build our house, raise our children, grow our garlic.

  The relation of the tractor’s implement to the earth is perhaps more akin to that of a hull to water than a wheel to earth, because what goes on below the surface is often more important than what takes place above it. A freshly plowed field, as you traverse it on a tractor, even feels like crossing rough water. When you plow, which I no longer do, or subsoil or rototill, which I do, you alter the structure of the soil in the direction of loosening it up, thereby aerating it, while subsequent operations, like furrowing, bedshaping, planting, and generally tramping about on it all serve to alter it back toward a more solid state. How your tractor behaves, how much traction it obtains, how it tracks, how the implements track, dig in, lift out, are functions of this and multiple other conditions, which include soil composition and moisture, rocks and organic matter, and the mood and intelligence and alertness of the creature manipulating the plastic-knobbed controls of the rear lift, throttle, gears. Learning this body of knowledge, which includes detailed mental maps of your gardens and fields and the topography of your own difficult temperament, can be the work of ten or more years for your New Age over-educated farmer with an M.A. in the Landscape of Ideas. Grow up on a farm, and the major problems can be the work of a few minutes; and you get to sing, too.

  After ten years of working things like this out in the wind and in the heat and in my dreams, I reached a new kind of crisis. I had come to northern New Mexico as a novelist, had stumbled into gardening, then into farming. I was much less of a writer, much more of a farmer. I had been pleased by this turn of events. As a writer who had been lucky in the early years of my career and who had had the luxury of about five clear years of writing time as a result, I had discovered that I was not the kind of writer who could turn out a book a year and make a sustained living at it—in fact, I was probably a poet who had miscast himself as a writer of narrative prose. Farming gave a kind of substance to my life. It was something I could talk freely about to other people, unlike my writing. It had other social dimensions as well. And it was gratifyingly physical.

  Yet time passes. You begin to realize that soon your turn will come to grow old. You awake to certain facts. You’re forty-eight years old, for example. What? Why so soon? You work yourself and your wife half to death each year, then have to borrow money to get through the winter, to cover your writing time, and then again in the spring to get the farm going again. And then if you’re lucky you pay it all off, or some of it, in the fall, roll over what you can’t, start all over again and hope for the best. You think you can keep this up the rest of your life? It depends on how you view the rest of your life, as long or as short.

  This was five years ago. What I woke up to was the fact that I had slowly become more intelligent than my now relatively primitive equipment, even my little Japanese tractor, still youthful as a machine. Without being aware of the process I came to know how to do more than I had equipment for, I knew now that I was working harder than I needed to. At an age when it took an extra day to recover from overwork, I began to realize that physical labor was therapeutic only up to a certain point. I needed a bigger tractor, one that would not shake up the sediment in my kidneys every time I hit a bump; I needed about three kinds of planters, and a loader to lift the things that two hernia operations had told me I now had to be extremely careful with. I needed implements I knew existed somewhere, implements whose names and forms I was still in ignorance of but which I knew would serve me the next twenty or thirty years, the rest of my farming life.

  The point of all this is to say simply that the way I now plant garlic is with a strange though mechanically comprehensible machine that I tow behind the tractor, a one-row transplanter on which have sat two at a time, variously, Rose Mary and our children Adam and Kate and assorted friends who have worked for us over the past five years. The machine plants a clove of garlic every five or six inches, more or less, three or four inches deep, moving along at about a mile an hour. Its two riders feed the scoops of a paddle-wheel-like device that carry the cloves down and drop them into the opened planting furrow. My business up front on the tractor is to drive in a straight line, adjust the depth of the transplanter, check for bolts and parts loosening or falling off, pass the time of day, think. Not unpleasant work, more accurate and less laborious though no faster than the old walking way; nor do my two riding planters find it onerous, though sometimes keeping up with the scoops is taxing.

  And planting takes place at the peak of the autumn change, under clear blue skies, with the sun still high enough to warm the days, yet low enough that it seeks out the eye with its glintings. The tractor scarcely labors as it drags the machine through the soil, diesel engine rumbling away, while behind the transplanter scrapes and squeaks along, and cuts a deep crease, a vaginal opening in the moist dark earth, into which the twin riders, testicular in function, drop the white-skinned cloves, one at a time, one after another, hundreds by the row, thousands by the day.
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  GARLIC GHETTOS

  PLACE YOUR GENERIC garlic bulb on a table. I say generic because we won’t get into distinguishing between garlic cultivars—cultivated varieties—for a while yet. Then crack it open the usual way by employing your opposed thumbs, and thumbnails, to pry open a fissure, which can then be enlarged with a slight twisting motion, in opposite directions, of your opposed wrists. The bulb should split in half.

  Whether this is easy or difficult may tell you something of interest about your generic bulb, but again in a moment. With some additional twisting, prying, and abrading, you will soon be able to reduce the partitioned bulb into a heap of cloves surrounded by a debris of fine white skin. There are likely to be about fifteen cloves, though I have seen bulbs made up of as few as three or four.

  You may also be in the presence of another component, which you will be tempted to brush aside or toss over to the garbage bin without further thought. Wait. Pick it up and have a look. The shape of a tiny umbrella or mushroom, though without much of a cap, what you are twirling around in your fingers is a stalk, possibly a seed stalk. At the top, or what is in fact the bottom end, there may even be a scraggly clump of dried roots. You may also have found just the root base, with some roots, and little or no stalk.

  What you find will tell you whether you are in the presence of a bolting or top-setting cultivar or, more likely, a non-bolting type that does not send up a seed stalk or seed head. The vast bulk of garlic grown in this country is of the non-bolting type, and most of that will be sold under the category of California Early, which produces a larger, whiter-skinned bulb than California Late, whose darker-skinned bulb keeps longer. These are the two major commercial cultivars offered by the large suppliers of planting stock in Gilroy, California.

  So let us assume your disassembled bulb is of the non-bolting type, California Early or Late or a close cousin. What you have just done is break up the bulb, which you would do to use it, or to plant it by digging a furrow in a newly prepared garden bed and placing the cloves six inches or so apart in the row.

  In a state of nature, however, garlic bulbs do not possess the power to dig themselves up, break themselves apart into cloves, replant themselves in nice even rows. Garlic needs you and me for that. Garlic, like corn, though not quite as severely as corn, has been rendered evolutionarily vulnerable by the selective actions of millennia of cultivation—that is, the non-bolting types we’re talking about. Garlic reproduces not sexually but by cloning, by dividing itself up like an amoeba. A bulb stuck in the ground forever, which is where I said it really wanted to be, will soon reach a dead end.

  Let us go back to our garlic bulb on the table, before we broke it up, before we helped it complete its annual cloning process, though for this experiment we must make certain it’s a non-bolting type, a type that does not send up a seed stalk, which is mostly what you see in the marketplace. What we’re going to do is not break it up, we’re going to put it back into the ground as is, whole, unbroken up. The month is October, plus or minus sixty days. In the ground what will happen is that each of the cloves will decide that it’s time for it to turn into an individual plant: each one will thus send out roots and send up a green point. Result: in the space that used to be occupied by one plant, now there will be ten or fifteen or twenty plants all vying for moisture, nitrogen, phosphorus, sulfur, and light.

  What we’ve got is a garlic ghetto. We wait through the winter and the spring and the early summer and watch our little cramped and crowded garlic ghetto grow into a tight clump of leaves. Down below, in the ground, what’s happening is that each of those cloves is not doing so well, they’re not growing into nice plump bulbs. They’re growing into cramped narrow bulbs with only a few cloves each, not the usual twelve or fifteen. Then in June or July, leaves and roots die back, as they should do, and the garlic ghetto falls into a state of dormancy that will last until October or so. Now what happens? We started out with fifteen cloves crammed into one small space. Now we have perhaps forty-five cloves crammed into about the same space, sardines into a can. Garlic thus crowded will produce a bulb with only three or four small cloves, not ten to twenty. And they only know how to grow up and down, not north or south, east or west, though they can somewhat swell themselves out in those directions. It’s obvious that some of the cloves, maybe even most, are not going to make it. Unless a large animal takes to relieving itself often on the clump, our garlic ghetto is going to exhaust the surrounding soil. Now it’s clear that it is better at maximizing potentials for disease and death than those of individual development and personal fulfillment—I speak from the point of view of the clove—and that it’s lacking in opportunities for growth, advancement, evolutionary development, and transcendence of the garlic condition. Many of the cloves will not be able to grow large enough to store sufficient nutrients to carry themselves through the dormancy periods of summer and winter.

  In short, it’s clear that our garlic bulb of the non-bolting sort lives and thrives in the expectation of some kind of annual intervention that will lift it out of the ground, break it up into cloves, and replant it with improved spacing. Otherwise cloning, the annual cleaving of one into three to twenty segments, would not be a viable reproductive strategy. In other words, garlic as we know it today needs us as much as we need it. True, it would seem that the only way our garlic ghetto could have come into existence in the first place was as a long-term consequence of our monkeying around: it makes no sense for a plant in its right mind to put all its eggs into that kind of a basket, all by itself.
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  THE FLYING CLONE

  THERE IS ANOTHER kind of garlic.

  Back at the kitchen table, a random minority of you will have found a little umbrella- or mushroom-like seed stalk that marks the bulb as being a bolting or top-setting type. A taxonomy is not firmly established in these matters, but I have seen the terms “rocambole” and “serpent garlic” used as much as any. “Top-setting garlic” is the term I prefer. The outer skin may be streaked with purple, and the inner skin sheathing the individual cloves may be anywhere from nearly purple to something near the color of photographic paper turning in the sun, a kind of mauvish tan. This type of garlic is often braided into those long spinal-looking ropes that come out of Mexico. From my own experience and that of my customers, there is very little difference in taste between the types of garlic, though the top-setting bulb is remarkably easier to open and peel. It seems almost anxious to slake off its skin, its clothing, and to offer itself up for delectation. As a result many people think it tastes better.

  There is a reason for this. The bulbs of your more common non-bolting type generally consist of an outer ring of larger cloves enclosing a cluster of smaller, sliver-like cloves which can be exasperatingly small to grasp and peel, particularly in a small bulb. What the top-setting type does in effect is to transport the plant material of this inner ring way up its hollow stalk, to an elevation of from two to three feet above the ground, and transform it into a pod full of up to a hundred garlic bulblets—or, properly, bulbils—that range in size from a grain of wheat to a grain of corn. In time, the pod unsheathes, drops away, leaving a mauvish berry-like cluster of bulbils exposed to the sun.

  Then what? Some biped or quadruped charges through the field or a storm comes up, and the cluster shatters and scatters tiny garlic bulbils over the landscape, in a radius of from three to ten feet. My neighbor’s horse, in the course of galloping across a field, could easily propel a seed cluster even farther.

  Top-setting garlic, unlike non-bolting commercial cultivars which can only clone themselves from year to year through time and history, can both clone and seed itself—or, more properly, clone itself both below and above ground. Though the top-setting inflorescence bears tiny pink flowers, they’re sterile, so the bulbils are not in fact seeds so much as more cloned plant material, yet they enhance the plant’s reproductive chances by a factor of ten—or even more when you consider the increased range of the above-ground bulbils.

  What follows is an unproven theory. What I would posit is that over the millennia growers have bred out of garlic just this capacity to send up a seed stalk with all those hundreds of bulbils swaying back and forth three feet above the ground. Anybody who farms generally wants garlic to grow only where it is planted, not all over the place. Our collective human wisdom wanted garlic to concentrate on its bulb. We wanted a tight bulb, not a loose, almost fragile one. We wanted one that could store and ship longer, look nicer, even if it was drying up inside its attractive layers of skin while it sat on the hot shelves of Babylon, Nineveh, or Luxor. Like all imperialists, we said: All those seed stalks get in the way, all those tiny bulbils end up infesting our other crops, we have garlic in our wheat and rye fields, and all our bread tastes of garlic, it gets into our orchards and begins flavoring even our fruit. We’re going to select against bolting and in favor of non-bolting. It’s part of a deal. You give up a pretty good place in the evolutionary rat race and we’ll take care of you, we’ll make you a domesticated crop, which means as long as we’re running the planet you’ll be just fine.

  All this was before nuclear weapons, acid rain, the destruction of the rain forests, global warming, and those other things that suggest maybe we won’t be kept on as managers of the planet much longer.

  As a result of our long-range breeding programs to select for non-bolting, not much top-setting garlic is grown commercially in this country. As I said, the stalk gets in the way of cultivation and harvesting and the bulbils will soon infest a field with tiny garlic plants, and the bulbs are not as tight or white as the other kind. Top-setting garlic is, however, easier to peel and the individual cloves are bigger. And as I said, some people think it tastes a lot better. I’ve had customers over the years tell me it’s sweeter, sharper, more pungent, smoother, milder. I’m sure they’re all correct, particularly if they’re comparing my garlic with the dried up stuff they’ve been buying from the stores all winter.

  By now you’ve guessed that the garlic I grow is the top-setting type. I may even have the largest planting of it in the United States of America.

  My vast plantation of the crop measures about an acre and a half.


  [image: image]
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  CROPS, WORDS,

  MOVIES

  CULTIVATED CROPS, like words, like language, are things that glide into view out of the murkiness of the past. I think of my words as mine, but the chances are that even after fifty or sixty or seventy years of chewing on them, writing them down, word-processing them as a speaker and as a writer, I won’t succeed in putting a single new one into circulation. Same with plants, with crops, as a gardener and farmer. I know that there are weeds out there waiting in line to become domesticated, or even redomesticated in the case of crops that have fallen from grace back into being weeds again. You can tell by the way they hang around the garden that they have adapted themselves to our seasonal disturbances, but I doubt I’m the one to figure out what they’re good for in relation to the fashions of human existence. What we’re given in words and cultivated plants has been worked over for hundreds of generations before it comes to us, and the chances of our adding much to it are very slim. What we add is illusion: each time we’re born, the world looks new, is new, which gives us a strange kind of leverage against the weight of accumulated biological and cultural existence, which means for a while, off and on, now and then, under certain circumstances, we believe we are the owners or managers or the franchise operators of this world, not the other way around, and that we have invented almost everything in sight, from the words that drop so easily from our mouths to the plants we grow in our gardens.

  It is possible, however, to flip over most of the terms.

  I will probably never find out why a particular type of garlic chose me as its husbandman. Using the tools of rationality to figure out how crops, not identifiably articulate or rational in human terms, choose this or that farmer or gardener to grow them will not get you very far. I am reduced to saying things like: I have a certain affinity for this or that plant, and the plant responds to my caring gestures, my tendings, to my delight, my passion, my labor, to my intelligence and intuition attempting to illuminate the universe inhabited by it. There is something very obvious in this. Also something essentially mysterious, at least within a society that has a multivalent attitude toward the simpler forms of biological existence.
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