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  Introduction

  The perfect dish requires perfect ingredients. That doesn’t mean blemish-free produce. It means that the variety of fruit, vegetable, nut, or what-have-you is the right one for the dish being prepared, and that it’s as ripe and full of flavor as it will ever get on the very day that the cook is inspired to use it.

  And yes, it should be organically grown.

  Why organic?

  It tastes better. For the cook, organic produce sets the standard of quality. There are three reasons for this.

  
    First, organic growers are primarily concerned with quality, so the varieties they select to grow are known for their flavor impact rather than their ability to ship well or keep well on the shelf.

    Second, organic foods are grown in soil rich in all the nutrients plants need to develop maximum flavor nuances. The effect of organic farming techniques on the overall quality of plants and animals cannot be overestimated. A perfect dish needs the kind of intense expression of flavor that organic ingredients provide.

    Third, organic food tends to be fresher, and food that’s fresh contains the maximum amount of flavor and nutrition. Flavor and fragrance molecules begin to break down and disappear soon after most foods are picked from the field or tree, so one of the goals of organic farmers is to keep the distance between farms and consumers as short as possible. The increasing popularity of organic food sold at local farm stands, at farmers’ markets, at specialty markets, and in supermarkets with organic produce sections means fresher food is becoming ever more available. More flavor to begin with and more of this flavor preserved because of freshness—that’s a winning combination for any cook.

  

  Another crucial factor about organic food is that it has been grown without agricultural chemicals; animals that produce organic meat, dairy, and eggs are not fed growth hormones or antibiotics; and genetic modification of crops is not allowed. The food is just good, clean food with the genes that nature gave it. That’s reassuring, especially for families with small children who are more vulnerable than adults to the ill effects of agricultural chemicals and for anyone concerned about the effects of genetic manipulation of their foodstuffs.

  This ain’t just talk. I had my first organic garden in 1969. I’ve grown an organic garden just about every year since and have probably grown every type of crop imaginable. Having that abundance of good food at hand tempted me into the kitchen, where I began to remember the delicious meals my mom made when I was a kid. Slowly—and with many treks to the pizza parlor when my cooking didn’t turn out very well—I learned to cook. Eventually, the increasing availability of organic food, coupled with a desire to create something delicious for my family, began to result in dishes even I was satisfied with. Cooking also became key to becoming a better gardener, because I learned which varieties of each crop tasted best in a given recipe, and so my garden more and more suited my taste.

  I’ve spent most of my life—both at work and at play—acquiring the hard-won knowledge that this book represents. Sharing it with you feels very much like sending over a basket of fresh-picked produce from my garden. As you would with a gift basket, take what you want now and come back often to sample all the book has to offer.

  — JEFF COX


  How This Book Is Organized

  A large portion of this book consists of entries covering over 150 foods grown, raised, or produced organically. Each entry covers the significance of the food’s organic provenance. It discusses what farmers do to make sure the food is the cleanest, most nutritious, and most environmentally sound it can be.

  Organic farmers select health-giving and tasty varieties of produce. They put a premium on raising healthy animals. They want the distance from farm to consumer to be as short as possible, and they know that food tastes best in season. They sell these products in a range of venues—organic aisles in supermarkets, farmers’ markets, and even straight from the farms. With this in mind, the entries discuss when and where to find the foods, what to look for, and how to use them. Topping this off are recipes that show off the best aspects of top quality organic ingredients.

  In addition, because organic farmers grow the healthiest and best-tasting produce varieties (many of them uniquely and deliciously flavored varieties you won’t find in conventional supermarkets), I’ve created a Top Varieties section on page 479 that lists hundreds of the best varieties of vegetables and fruits. You’ll find many of them at your local farmers’ market or organic market, and more and more varieties are turning up in more places every day. I can’t stress enough the importance of knowing which food varieties are going to give you the best gustatory payoff. Your insistence on the best varieties will improve the food you put on the table and encourage growers to plant the better varieties.

  Organizationally, you’ll find vegetables in one section, fruits in another, the dry seeds of plants (grains, seeds, and nuts—and beans, too) in another, animal foods (meat, dairy, eggs) in yet another, and kitchen staples (oils, sweeteners, flavorings) in still another.

  In some instances, I grouped like ingredients together. For example, while there are many Asian vegetables, they mostly tend to be members of the mustard family in various forms, and so I put them together in a section. Winter squashes share enough similarities that they needed to go together, and ditto for summer squashes. Citrus is a huge subject, so to simplify it, I put the various citrus fruits together in one section.

  Some ingredients may be missing—coconuts for instance—because the state of organic farming has not yet covered these foodstuffs, as far as I can detect. Whenever possible I include either organic foods that I know can be procured or foods that I know are produced without the use of agricultural chemicals. If I can’t find foods that meet those tests, I don’t include them.

  The organization of the food entries in each section of the book should be self-evident from the category names—The Organic Factor, Nutrition, Types, Seasonality, What to Look for, Storage, Preparation, Uses—and then recipes. Each entry should give you a sense of what the ingredient is like when its quality is high, how you can use it in your cooking, and why you can feel good about eating its organic version.

  A note on Types versus Varieties: Most of our vegetable kingdom foods are cultivated varieties of a particular kind of plant. These varieties can be classified by type (categories that are useful for the cook to know), such as size, color, nutritive content, and relative sweetness. Differing types might have different culinary uses, methods of preparation, or flavor; have different growing seasons; or simply appear differently at the market—such as green and purple figs (which actually taste similar). Where an ingredient listing has no Type, it is because the various forms of a food are similar in appearance and culinary use, although there still may be a number of specific varieties, each with its own unique flavor and personality.

  The suggestions in this book for identifying fresh, high quality organic foods are meant to be guidelines, not hard-and-fast rules. We’re talking common sense here, not rigid ideology. I’m sure many readers may want to eat only organic food, no matter what. Others may want to eat as much organic food as possible. Still others may be curious and want to try some organic food—just to see what all the talk is about. Personally, I try to eat as much organic food as possible and as much in season as possible, but if perchance the organic broccoli is sold out, I’ll grab a head of conventional broccoli without worrying that I’m condemning myself to organic hell. But the more you know about conventional farming methods and the conventional food supply system, the more inclined toward organic you tend to become.

  As I’ve worked on this book, I’ve kept you—the reader—in mind. I want you and your whole family—your kids, your grandkids—to thrive and grow healthy from your food. There are so many reasons to eat organic food, and they all point directly to you. À votre santé !
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  Discovering Organic Food

  FARMERS’ MARKETS, ROADSIDE STANDS, ON-FARM SALES, SPECIALTY GROCERS, AND ORGANIC PRODUCE SECTIONS IN BETTER SUPERMARKETS

  THE BEST APPLE I ever tasted was a Stayman Winesap. I bought it at a small mom-and-pop market in Hereford, Pennsylvania, one warm autumn afternoon years ago. It was prime apple time in the Pennsylvania Dutch dairy country.

  The first bite hooked me. The skin was dark red, almost black on the shoulder, with a slight russetting where it had received the most sun. Each bite came off the apple with a satisfying crack, like chips from a flint. The flesh was snowy white, with a slight reddish tint just under the skin. It snapped and crunched as I chewed it, the juice spilling generously into my mouth. The flavor was sweet and sappy, with a tangy tartness that focused my attention.

  That Stayman Winesap was the single best apple I’ve ever eaten in my life, right up to the present day. I don’t suppose I’ll ever find its like again—subsequent Winesaps from that store were disappointingly mealy or lacked the flavor punch. Fresh Braeburns come close but fall short. Cox Orange Pippins are wonderful and perfumey-flowery, but they don’t have the flavor impact that the Winesap had. It’s only in hindsight that such moments of perfection identify themselves, and then they become wrapped in associated memories and enshrined in one’s personal mythology, whereupon it becomes ever more difficult to dislodge them from their pedestal.

  Now compare that Winesap with a store-bought Red Delicious. No comparison. The proliferation of the inferior Red Delicious is due to two primary marketing factors. First, the apples have deep red skins and consumer preference tests show that people associate a deep red apple with quality, even if, as with Red Delicious, there’s precious little quality to the flavor. Second, they are called “delicious” even though they aren’t. What has caused the popularity of Red Delicious has nothing to do with how good they taste. Although today we see more flavorful apples showing up in stores—Gala and Fuji and Braeburn among them—Red Delicious still reigns.

  There are over 8,000 varieties of apples in commerce around the world! Many if not most are far superior to even the best supermarket apples. In addition, scientists have recorded over 15,000 plants that have been used by human beings as food over the millennia, but there are only about 150 commercially important food crops worldwide these days. And in the large corporate food systems that provide foods to our supermarkets and big commercial stores, only a few of these 150 commodities are typically available to the consumer. These are chosen not because of their qualities of flavor or texture but mostly because of their ability to survive long-distance shipping and in-store display and still look good enough to eat.

  Besides good cosmetic appearance and long shelf life, another goal of large food corporations is standardization of product. They want every Kraft Single to taste the same, every loaf of Iron Kids bread to taste the same, every Dole pineapple to taste the same. That way brand identification is assured. That’s the way quality is “controlled.” No matter where you are in the world, a Coke is a Coke is a Coke. Processing homogenizes food and creates a product that tastes the same year after year. It also drains food of distinctive flavor and nutrition.

  While the processing of food by huge corporations has been going on for a long time, it reached some kind of nadir with the advent of TV dinners over half a century ago. Mine was the kind of family where Mom always—always—cooked dinner from scratch, at least until TV dinners came along. Then home-cooked meals dwindled as we were given “pot pies,” which I remember as being tasteless, with chalky crusts and scalding hot interiors. Or we might get frozen turkey dinners, whose only advantage was political: The fact that they were labeled “TV dinners” gave us a card to play as we argued with mom for permission to open folding tables and eat rubbery turkey while watching Tom Corbett, Space Cadet.

  So-called TV dinners have come about as far from those days as Star Wars has from Tom Corbett. They’re not just for TV anymore, and in fact, there are whole dinners—or goodly parts thereof—prepared and frozen for our convenience, easily nuked in a few minutes, or cooked in a regular oven in less than an hour’s time. But who knows what lurks in those trays? Could be pesticides, fungicides, and herbicides. Might be genetically modified foods, or foods that have been sterilized with nuclear radiation. Many contain chemical taste enhancers, extenders, and texturizers. Might be meat grown with antibiotics and growth hormones. There will certainly be preservatives. And, if you read the labels, a lot of these frozen dinners are loaded with fats and salt.

  Big food processing companies have every reason in the world to create food products that are convenient, at least tolerable to the taste buds, and cheap. If they have to use chemical flavorings, colorings, preservatives, texturizers, and such to do it,well, okay. If they load their products with sugar, fat, and salt, well, those substances taste good—in fact, they’re almost irresistible. No wonder a burger and fries with a soda are the mainstays of the fast food industry: fatty meat, salty and fatty fries, and sugary soda pop. But as even a casual look around America will tell you, something’s wrong with either our food or the way we eat, or both.

  It’s no secret that corporate agriculture and the commodification of our food have led to a diminution of flavor and aroma, texture, and overall quality. But for every action, there’s a reaction. The reaction to low-quality, over-processed, flavorless food has been the development of an artisanal food movement in many places around the world.

  Slow Food, for instance, is an organization that developed in reaction to fast food, and has spread its “convivia,” as it calls its chapters, around the world. It was founded in Italy’s Piedmont region in 1986, and the international movement was founded in Paris in 1989. It now has 60,000 members on five continents and employs more than 100 people in its main office in the Italian town of Bra. Its manifesto has a simple message at its heart: Slow Food is a movement “for the protection of the right to taste.” Its Ark of Taste Project identifies food products, dishes, and animals in danger of disappearing and gives economic support and media backup to groups and individuals pledged to save an endangered product, such as a fine local cheese that’s being muscled out of the marketplace by large cheese factories.

  Oldways Preservation and Exchange Trust, an American-based nonprofit educational organization founded in 1990, promotes alternatives to the unhealthy foods that fill the stores in industrialized countries. Its educational programs are based on current scientific evidence for healthy eating, organic and sustainable agriculture, and the traditional cuisines of indigenous cultures. Beginning in 1991, Oldways challenged the conventional wisdom about healthy diet. It questioned whether current science supported the twenty years of “low-fat” messages the government was promulgating and why this coincided with the emergence of the U.S. obesity epidemic. In the years 1993 through 1997, Oldways introduced a series of traditional healthy dietary pyramids: Mediterranean, Latin American, Asian, and Vegetarian. Finally, in June, 2000, new U.S. dietary guidelines reversed the low-fat message and recommended the moderate fat-eating patterns focusing on monounsaturated fats that Oldways had been urging. Now a whole series of Oldways initiatives—such as the Sensible Wine-Drinking Initiative, the Whole Grains Initiative, the Cheese of Choice Coalition, the Antioxidant Initiative, Continuing Medical Education for Physicians and Health Professionals, and the staging of conferences in Europe, North and South America, Asia, and Australia—are getting the word out about traditional eating patterns famous for their exquisite taste, their simplicity, and their ability to sustain lifelong good health.

  FOOD WITH A TASTE OF A PLACE

  B ehind both Oldways and Slow Food is a simple but profound insight. Up until about 150 years ago when the railroads—and more recently, the automobile—arrived to give great mobility to the industrialized world, most people grew up, lived, worked, and died in the same area. Over centuries and sometimes millennia, local people had learned which crops and types of livestock thrived in their climate and on their soils. Those were the crops and breeds they farmed, steadily improving their quality by selecting for factors that improved taste, nutrition, and disease resistance.

  Cooking techniques and recipes were for centuries very region-specific, and over time cooks in those areas learned how to make the most palatable dishes from unique local products. In the northern latitudes and higher elevations of Germany, cool springs and summers were the perfect climate for cabbage crops and pig farming, and long winters meant that the cabbage and meat had to be stored for the cold months. The result? Sauerkraut, pickled red cabbage, dried ham, and smoked bacon.

  The French call these site-specific flavors terroir, or soil, which is a succinct way to describe the phenomenon that each specific place on the earth will express itself in the taste of the food that grows there. Each place on the earth has a unique climate, geology, and ecology, and these factors influence what foods will grow and what they will taste like.

  Wine shows these intimate variations dramatically: A Cabernet Sauvignon from Paulliac in France is very different than one from the Napa Valley in California. We taste differences in onions from Walla Walla (Washington) and Maui (Hawaii) and Vidalia (Georgia), even though they may all be the same species of sweet onion. Cheesemakers know that morning milk from a given herd of cows is different in composition and taste from evening milk from the same herd. When I was a kid, we waited with great anticipation for the corn and tomatoes grown in southern New Jersey to arrive in our stores in Pennsylvania. Jersey corn and tomatoes were justly famous, for southern New Jersey’s combination of hot, humid days and nights and loose, sandy soil creates the perfect conditions to bring out the flavor of the crops and make New Jersey “The Garden State.”

  ORGANIC FARMING ENCOURAGES TERROIR

  O rganic food especially will show terroir (region) because organic farming is designed to strengthen the ecological aspects of the land. The soil of an organic farm is made fertile through the addition of actively decaying organic matter, which can include manure, green cover crops that are plowed under, compost, and all sorts of plant detritus that rots. Although many people think of the process of rotting as something nasty, if plants could talk, they’d give us a far different story. They’d say that when microscopic soil organisms dismantle organic matter through the processes of rot and decay, they release nutrients into the soil that feed plants exactly what they like, in the form they need, and at the rate they want. By returning plant wastes and manures from the farm to the soil, the farmer allows biological recycling to take place, and with every turn of the cycle, the soil acquires more life, becomes richer and healthier, and strengthens the plants and animals that live off it.

  Differences in flavor in foods show up because of differences in cultural—or specific growing—practices. This grower may raise her Charentais melons on a bed of straw while that one may train the melon vines up a trellis and tie strips of cloth as slings to support the melons that develop high above the ground. One tomato grower may remove all the suckers—the side shoots that arise in the leaf axils of the growing plant—from his plants, while another allows them to grow.

  That’s why it’s important to know who grew your food, if that’s possible. Almost every locality in the great expanse of the United States has local food resources. By sampling those resources, you soon learn who provides food to your taste—not to some taste panel or focus group at ConAgra headquarters but to your own personal taste. No matter what the tastemakers say you should eat, wear, or watch, or listen to, or drive, you and you alone must be the arbiter of your own taste. That sounds obvious, but a lot of folks forget that. The multibillion dollar advertising business is there to convince you that they know what you want, whether you really want it or not. I believe that the business of becoming a complete human being involves first acquiring a heart, then acquiring wisdom, and along the way acquiring a firm sense of your own taste and sticking to it. The real trendsetters and tastemakers, after all, are the people who don’t care what anyone else says is good: They know what they like, and they live by it.

  FINDING THE BEST FOOD

  I t’s vitally important to know your growers and suppliers. Here are several correlates if you want truly great-tasting, fresh food. Like all generalizations, there are exceptions, but for the most part, these rules hold true:

  The Smaller the Farm, the Better the Food • Chances are that at small family farms, more care will be taken with the produce, the meat and milk animals, and the farm itself. At very large factory farms, produce and animals are commodities. There’s a machine designed expressly to machine-harvest every crop. Things are done by a schedule, including the application of agrichemicals. Small farmers, on the other hand, are much less regimented. They get “up close and personal” with their crops and animals. Their chickens are more likely to live in a pen by a henhouse, eat vegetable scraps and insects they find by scratching in the soil, and enjoy their lives than to live crammed together into cages under round-the-clock lights like agribusiness chickens. Which eggs do you think make the best omelets?

  The Closer the Farm to Your Table, the Better the Food • The more local the food, the better, for a number of reasons. First of all, it’s going to be fresh and in season; it’s going to exhibit all the flavor it’s capable of. Because it doesn’t have to sit in trucks and railcars and on supermarket shelves for weeks, it can be one of those delicious but fragile varieties that doesn’t ship well. It can be picked ripe, instead of harvested hard and green and then gassed into obtaining color (but not flavor) on the long journey to the super-market.

  Also, the shorter the distance from the farm to your table, or at least to the market, the greater the chance you’ll meet the person who actually grew the food. You’ll be able to ask him or her questions about how the food is grown.

  The Smaller and Closer the Farm, the Better the Effect on the Environment • There are environmental benefits to shortening those supply lines: Less fuel is used in transporting and storing the food. And local small farmers tend to be organic because they’re farming their own land, and they don’t want to expose themselves and their families to noxious chemicals. They also tend to be your neighbors and can be held accountable for their practices by their fellow citizens. If your neighborhood dairy is polluting the local creek by spreading raw manure on frozen soil (which allows it to run off into the local watersheds), you can do something about it. If your milk comes from cows penned on a thousand acres a thousand miles away, you won’t even know about its environmental problems.

  Small farmers who own their own land also have a deep relationship with that land and a regard for it. They know where the pheasants nest and may decide not to plow there during those times of year when the birds are raising their young. They can see the effects of their husbandry on the ecology of the natural world and the farm world as these worlds intertwine and affect one another. Factory farms tend to plow every inch that can be plowed, from fencerow to fencerow, without regard for the niceties of nature. Small farmers can be held accountable if there’s something wrong with their produce. If there’s something wrong with the crops from factory farms, and you try to talk to the person responsible, you’ll be passed up the ladder of command until you reach someone who’s either unavailable or surrounded by platoons of PR people to smooth-talk you or lawyers to sue you if you get too close.

  Good luck.

  The Shorter the Time from Harvest to Eating, the Better the Food • Although you may want to age your beef, cheese, and wine, and hang your game, most foods taste best and have the most nutrients when they’re just picked or freshly killed. They taste better and have the most nutrients when it is allowed to develop fully on the plant it grows on. If you could graph the flavor development of a tree-ripened peach on a bell curve, the very highest point of the curve would be the moment it’s picked dead-ripe from the tree. If that moment closely coincides with the moment you bite into it, well, it doesn’t get any better than that. This doesn’t hold true for every food. But we all know from experience that vine-ripened tomatoes taste better than supermarket tomatoes, and people who plant tomatoes in their gardens know that a tomato picked ripe and eaten on the spot tastes even better than a vine-ripened tomato from the store. Consumers put a premium on freshly picked corn because the moment an ear is snapped off the stalk, it begins to lose sweetness and flavor.

  Enzymes are the catalytic agents in fruits and vegetables responsible for these swift changes in flavor after picking. But enzymes are evanescent molecules without a great deal of persistence, especially after their work is done. One of the reasons fresh food tastes so bright and complex compared to food that’s been trucked around for many days is the presence of enzymes, phenolics, and other plant substances that will wither away with every passing hour.

  One of the best ways to shorten the distance and time from the farm to your table is to visit local pick-your-own operations. In Connecticut, a typical northeastern state, about 30 percent of the state’s fruit and vegetable growers have pick-your-own plots. The crops from these plots are usually sold at reduced prices because the farmer doesn’t have the expense of picking the crop. Over the past twenty-five years, there has been a gradual move by small farmers away from sales to wholesalers, who offer low prices for their crops, to direct-to-consumer marketing, where the growers get a fairer price (although higher for you, the consumer). A recent survey by the Connecticut Department of Agriculture identified about 560 state growers who market their produce through farm showrooms and roadside stands. Visit www.pickyourown.org for a list of such farms in every state.

  VARIETY NAME MAKES A DIFFERENCE

  One crucial aspect of knowing your grower is that your grower will know the variety of vegetable, fruit, or nut that he or she is selling. On a large conventional farm, decisions as to what to grow are often made by business people or by a farmer with his business hat on. His market is the wholesaler, and the wholesaler wants a low priced product that will not spoil during shipping. Just ten large supermarket chains control 50 percent of the fresh produce in this country, and what they say, goes. But the small-scale grower has the opportunity to grow varieties that taste good, because that’s what his market —you and I—looks for.

  There’s no way you can identify your own personal taste profile—that is, the foods that you like the best and want to seek out—unless you know the variety of foodstuff you’re seeking. Once upon a time, when I would go to the market to buy potatoes, baking potatoes filled one bin and red “new” potatoes filled another. And that was about it. Toda, I can go to the market and find Yukon Gold, Yellow Finn, Burbank Russet, German Fingerling, Russian Banana, Kennebec, Red LaSoda, and so on. Because I can identify varieties, I know that Red LaSoda is my favorite for making mashed potatoes, that German Fingerlings excel in potato salad, that Kennebec and Burbank Russet have the best-tasting flesh for baking, that Yukon Gold develops a sweet flavor and crispy texture when peeled and pan-fried or roasted, and that Yellow Finn makes superb french fries. The point is that there is no such thing as “the potato.” Every potato is one or another of the many dozens of cultivated varieties on the market, and every potato has a variety name.

  IF YOU DON ’T KNOW THE VARIETY, ASK

  I t disappoints me to go to a market and find fruits and vegetables sold without variety names. Nectarines are a case in point. The best nectarine I ever tasted was Snow Queen variety, which I discovered at an exposition of farmers’ market purveyors in Oakland, California, in 1987. I was astounded at the quality of this fruit. It looked pretty much like most nectarines, with cream-colored skin and blush-red areas, but its white flesh was smooth and very juicy, with a melt-in-your-mouth quality and a succulent flavor that surpassed any other nectarine of either white or yellow flesh that I’d ever eaten. I look for Snow Queen in vain these days, however, because when nectarine season comes around in late June, the fruit is invariably sold at supermarkets, farmers’ markets, and even roadside stands without any variety name attached. If I were a nectarine farmer and had Snow Queen to sell, I’d want the variety name to accompany the fruit right to market, so that customers in the know could find it among the fifty-two varieties sold commercially in the United States.

  I believe that as consumers, especially organic consumers interested in top quality flavor and freshness, we have the right to know the name of the variety of vegetable, fruit, nut, herb, or what-have-you that is being offered for sale. The variety name should be there every time in every market. As Steve Reiners, associate professor in Horticultural Sciences at Cornell University, told me, “There are many factors that determine the flavor of fruits and vegetables. The most important is probably the choice of variety.”

  One of the useful tools in this book is a list of top varieties of produce that are superior in flavor and texture (page 479). This list will help you identify varieties you would like to eat among those available at your grocer or, if unavailable, varieties you might request your grocer stock.

  I encourage you to ask your food seller to name the varieties he or she is selling. Many supermarkets have a place where you can make suggestions on a slip of paper, and keeping variety names attached to foods from farm to market is one good suggestion for helping you to identify high-quality produce. If your market has no suggestion box, call and ask for the manager’s e-mail address and drop him or her the suggestion. The more of us demanding to know what we’re buying, the more likely purveyors will be telling us.

  
    
    How Plant Varieties Are Named [image: image]
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    If you go to a nursery and ask to buy a daylily, the grower will point out that there are many kinds of daylily. Do you want one that’s yellow, red, orange, or multicolored? If you say “yellow,” she may point out that she carries Stella d’Oro, Hyperion, or several others. It all comes down to the variety name, called the cultivar by horticultural professionals. Cultivar is a contraction of “cultivated variety” and is the name of the particular plant.

    Naturally occurring wild plants are named by their genus and their species: The naturally occurring form of broccoli is Brassica oleracea, with Brassica being the genus and oleracea the species. There are many different kinds of wild brassicas. Each kind is given a species name (in other words, a specific name) to differentiate it from others in its genus.

    Over the years, growers and horticulturists have selected especially delicious or prolific strains of Brassica oleracea that come true to seed—meaning that if their seed is planted, it will produce the same strain as its parent. These are called open-pollinated varieties. Among types of broccoli, De Cicco, Italian Green Sprouting, and Umpqua are such open-pollinated varieties, and you might find them listed in catalogs like this: Brassica oleracea ‘De Cicco’. “Heirloom varieties” are open-pollinated forms of crops that have been passed down through generations of home gardeners because of their high quality.

    Horticulturists and plant breeders will often cross one open-pollinated variety with another to combine desired characteristics, producing hybrids, also known as crosses. These can be patented. If you plant hybrid seeds, you’ll get the hybrid that the breeders intend. But if you let the hybrid plants go to seed and then plant those seeds, the subsequent generation will revert to a fairly random genetic mixture of the parents’ characteristics, rather than more of the hybrids. Among broccoli, popular hybrids include Green Comet, Packman, and Premium Crop. Horticulturists use the symbol × (a cross) to denote a hybrid, so you might see a seed catalog with the following listing: Brassica × ‘Packman’. Usually, however, seed catalogs forego all the botanical details and simply list plants by their cultivar names.

    An easy way to think of these distinctions is to visualize a slot machine where the little windows with lemons and cherries and liberty bells represent a set of genes. Pulling the handle is like planting the seed. Wild plants will almost always produce the same pictures in the windows every time you pull the handle. So will open-pollinated varieties. Hybrids will produce the desired lineup of pictures only on the first pull of the handle. A second pull (equivalent to planting seed produced by a hybrid plant) will scramble the pictures, and you won’t be able to say exactly what you’ll get.

  

  Choice varieties vary from place to place across the United States. Not all garden crop varieties do well in all climates across this broad continent, so asking your local farmers which varieties they sell is a good way to regionalize your selection of foods. Be aware that for a conventional farmer, good yields are of primary importance, while the organic farmer is much more likely to choose varieties that taste great.

  BUYING DIRECT FROM THE FARMER : OPPORTUNITIES AND ADVANTAGES

  Now, knowing your grower and knowing the variety names of his produce is probably not going to happen at large grocers like Giant or Safeway, or even at an upscale market, at least not on a regular basis. But it may very well happen if you buy direct from a small farm, a roadside stand, or at a farmers’ market. And it’s more and more likely to happen at big markets such as Whole Foods. Still, farmers’ markets are my first choice when shopping for organic ingredients for my cooking because they gather growers from an entire region in one convenient place. A farm may have a few items to sell, but a farmers’ market represents dozens of farms with a panoply of items.

  According to the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA), the number of farmers’ markets in the nation has increased by 80 percent since the mid-1990s, totaling well over 3,000, with markets in every state. The number of farmers who sell at them more than tripled to close to 70,000. The USDA estimated that more than three million Americans a week buy their produce fresh at these markets, and much of it is organic.

  Although more than $1 billion worth of food is sold at farmers’ markets annually, most agriculture is still of the conventional sort. Total farm revenue in the United States is approximately $200 billion, and only 3.5 percent of the country’s two million farmers sold any food directly to consumers. By way of contrast, the federal government pays out nearly $20 billion a year to subsidize factory-farmed commodity crops that head out into a glutted global market, but it offers no subsidies to help small farmers selling fresh, organic food at farmers’ markets.

  The growth of farmers’ markets, while still small compared with big agriculture, is encouraging. Many readers of this book will remember the plight of family farmers in the late 1970s and 1980s, when thousands of long-established farm families were driven off their land by bankruptcies and foreclosures, with terrible social consequences. The number of farmers in the United States dropped by about half in the past forty years. The largest 2 percent of farms now produce 50 percent of our food supply. The romantic idea of a small farmer earning a decent living on his own piece of land by virtue of his knowledge and skill and hard work was a dream that dissipated over the past few decades. But the burgeoning farmers’ markets offer at least some hope that small farmers—with all the social, economic, and environmental benefits they bring—may survive yet. Sometimes states help out. In Connecticut, the state agriculture department developed a network of sixty-five farmers’ markets in cities and heavily populated suburbs. Close to 150 farmers sell well over $1 million worth of fruits and vegetables a year within this network.
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    At a typical farmers’ market, there will be some farmers who are organic and some who aren’t. Those who aren’t may explain that, while not certified organic, they do practice sustainable farming. What is the difference? All organic farming is sustainable, but not all sustainable farming is organic. Organic farms follow strict guidelines drawn up by certifying agencies like the California Certified Organic Farmers (CCOF) and, since the fall of 2002, the USDA. A sustainable farm may follow organic practices, but it isn’t certified. It may therefore incorporate some farming practices that are banned under organic rules. But it may also be stricter than an organic farm in the environmental practices it follows. There’s nothing pejorative about the term sustainable. It simply may be the route chosen by a small farmer who doesn’t want the expense and paperwork of organic certification.

  

  California leads the country in the number of farmers’ markets with over 300, but New York State is not far behind with over 250. As for individual farmers, California has over 6,000 farms that market some or all of their crops directly to consumers. Pennsylvania is second with over 5,500, and Texas third with over 5,000. Then come Oregon and Ohio in the 4,000s. California is also first in the value of direct-marketed products, approaching $100 million. In terms of the average value of direct-market sales per farm, Rhode Island is first with almost $20,000; Massachusetts nearly that much; Connecticut nearly $15,000; New Hampshire over $13,000; and California almost $13,000. Some farmers report as much as $100,000 and more of yearly income from direct-to-consumer sales, even though there are months of off time during the winter.

  SOCIAL BENEFITS

  Supporting farmers through greenmarket purchases insures a supply of peak-season, superior quality foodstuffs for cooks. I think of my food dollars as ballots that can be cast either for agribusiness or for small farmers. Every dollar I can spend at a local farmer’s stand helps to keep that farmer going.

  Social benefits include more than the support of small family farmers. A typical example is Sacramento’s Chavez Plaza Certified Farmers’ Market. The “certified” means that the sellers are actual small farmers, not merely vendors who buy produce from wholesalers and resell it at stands in farmers’ markets as though it’s their own produce. (You have to watch out for that; USDA figures show that the larger the farmers’ market, the more it will allow vendors to sell produce from wholesalers.) Sacramento’s Wednesday market began in 1988 and was an instant success, revitalizing a plaza that was a haunt for drug dealers and other shady characters. The success of the market has spawned an educational program run by Renae and Don Best to teach low-income children about fresh fruits and vegetables. Before the program started, some of the children “didn’t even know what a peach was,” Renae says.

  The social benefits of farmers’ markets don’t end with underprivileged children. Down in Margaret River, Australia, food writer Jane Adams told a group of local farmers who planned to open a market there that “people are becoming acutely aware that in this computer-driven society, we are losing touch with each other. At a farmers’ market, people go to a place where they can meet other people and connect. Coffee shops do that, and so do farmers’ markets.”

  The twice-a-week Ferry Plaza Farmers’ Market on San Francisco’s Embarcadero waterfront also has an education component, run by the Center for Urban Education about Sustainable Agriculture (CUESA). Every Tuesday and Saturday, over 100 regional farmers and 25 vendors including cheesemakers, fishermen, flower growers, bakers, chocolate makers, and many others get together to sell and to meet and greet their customers. Shoppers are dedicated to their favorite sellers. Each week there’s a “Meet the Producer and Shop with the Chef” event. About sixty shoppers sit around an outdoor kitchen and listen to a farmer describe what’s involved with growing his or her crop. Then they see a chef prepare that crop in a cooking demonstration. The shoppers get to taste the result and can take home a copy of the recipe. San Francisco is known for its foodies, and the Ferry Plaza Farmers’ Market, started in 1993, and now housed in and around the newly remodeled historic Ferry Building, is a temple to their intense interest in good food and support of the people who make it.

  I asked Greg Ptucha, Executive Director of CUESA from 2000 to 2003, if the market’s farmers keep variety names with their produce. “Many of our farmers do,” he says. “Having the variety name on the fruit or vegetable gives the produce a little more cachet.”

  With the rapid expansion of sustainable and certified organic farms in the Bay Area, CUESA has been recasting eligibility criteria for would be vendors at the market. The organization goes through an annual process as to which farmers are granted selling privileges in its market. How close the farmer must be to the city is a big question. It allows organic but also noncertified sustainable farmers.

  “Our bias,” Ptucha said, “is clearly in favor of the small farmer.” When there weren’t so many organic farmers, CUESA used to let in some big growers, but now it can be more selective. Part of the rationale is to develop sales venues for the small farmers who need them, rather than the big farmers who don’t. CUESA’s goal is to try to insure that within the food-shed—that is, within a day’s drive from a place like San Francisco—the well-grown products needed to sustain a healthy urban population have a venue where they can be sold. This helps the urban population understand the environmental and social consequences and benefits of nearby sustainable and organic farms.

  THE RISE OF FARMERS’ MARKETS

  The same benefits that San Francisco enjoys are available to folks in every major city in the country nowadays, including New Yorkers. I remember living just east of Union Square on 14th Street in Manhattan in my wild oats days in the late 1960s. Union Square was an unsavory place—the park itself was a refuge for vagrants and drug dealers. In 1976, an urban planner named Barry Benepe pitched an idea to the city’s Council on the Environment. Why not invite a bunch of upstate farmers to come to the park and sell their produce directly to New Yorkers? If Gothamites couldn’t get out of town to the roadside stands, maybe the roadside stands could come to them!

  The idea worked brilliantly and New Yorkers took to it with joy. The Union Square Greenmarket sparked a revolution in the way New Yorkers thought about food. Suddenly, instead of the anonymity of the supermarket produce aisle, they could talk to the farmers who grew their food. They could ask questions. They could browse the stalls for the very freshest produce possible, for free-range brown eggs, for country cheeses. With the advent of the Greenmarket, a party atmosphere had come to New York’s outdoor market. Within a few years, twenty more farmers’ markets had sprung up around the city’s five boroughs. Articles in newspapers and magazines devoted pages to the wonderful greening up of the concrete heart of the city. Some of the first folks to buy this sparkling produce were the city’s chefs, many of whom invented ways to highlight the foods’ best flavors and textures.
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    Low-income pregnant women and mothers eat more fresh fruits and vegetables when they are allowed to use WIC coupons (the USDA’s Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children) at farmers’ markets, a recent University of California study showed. These coupons are in addition to food stamps and are aimed at encouraging low-income women and their children to eat a healthy diet.

    Over half of all farmers’ markets in the United States participate in WIC, food stamp, and local or state nutrition programs. In addition, 25 percent of the nation’s farmers’ markets are involved in gleaning programs that distribute food to needy families.

    The Seniors Farmers’ Market Nutrition Pilot Program is a new USDA program to provide coupons to low-income seniors that may be exchanged for eligible foods at farmers’ markets, roadside stands, and community supported agriculture programs. The $10 million program will benefit an estimated 370,000 low-income seniors, providing them with transportation to and from the markets through a partnership with senior centers or arrangements with local growers to take their produce directly to senior housing.

  

  But wait, New Yorkers didn’t invent the farmers’ market. Of course, cultures from Europe to Africa and Asia have been doing this since time out of mind. In the Middle Ages, Paris was a city ringed with small farms. Their produce was carted into the city and sold at stands scattered along certain streets, a tradition that continues.

  The development of open-air farmers’ markets in New York in the 1970s had been predated by Los Angeles farmers’ market, which opened in 1934, and Philadelphia, where the Reading Terminal Market grew up around the railroad terminal that brought fresh produce to the city from the Pennsylvania Dutch farms around Reading, Pennsylvania. The Reading Terminal Market has the air of something old, long-established, but perpetually renewed by the freshness of the meats and produce and the 10,000 other gastronomic wonders you can find there. Farmers’ markets in major cities around the United States are nothing new, but small farmers growing organic produce and featuring it as such in local markets is a trend that started during the 1970s after the first Earth Day and the environmental movement began its rapid ascendancy in the public consciousness.

  RURAL MARKETS AND ROADSIDE STANDS

  Whenever I can, I like to stop at farmers’ markets in parts of the country I’m visiting. Each region of the United States has local specialties that show up at the farmers’ markets and roadside stands but are virtually impossible to find elsewhere. While Philadelphia’s Reading Terminal Market was a fine slice of Pennsylvania Dutch farm produce, it was at smaller markets out in the countryside where you could find the odd and the autochthonous. Zern’s in Boyertown and Renningers in Kutztown had—and still have—local produce vendors and farmers but also stands selling fresh-killed chickens, pigs’ feet, scrapple, smoky summer sausage, real iron-kettle-cooked apple butter, chow-chow (a medley of pickled vegetables), fresh-caught local fish, baked goods, used clothing and antiques, hand-crafted piggy banks, and you-name-it.

  The best commercial strawberries I ever found were being sold in big boxes at roadside stands along Route 13 near Salisbury, Maryland. Down south, Georgia isn’t called the Peach State for nothing, and tree-ripened peaches picked that day for the farmers’ markets could be the best-tasting things on earth. Farther south, I’ve marveled at the flavor of citrus from roadside stands in Florida. I’ve run across antelope steaks in Texas (I’ve never had a tastier, leaner, or more flavorful meat than ranch-raised antelope), pine nuts fresh from the piñon trees in New Mexico, pawpaws (native mango-shaped fruit) in Kentucky, even salmonberries, cloudberries, blueberries, watermelonberries, smoked oysters, and smoked salmon in Alaska.

  Besides farmers’ markets, roadside stands, and direct sales from farms, organic foods are available from many mail order sources, and even perishable foodstuffs can be overnighted anywhere in the country using dry ice and a delivery service like Federal Express. See Sources (page 517) for an extensive list of organic foods available by mail.

  COMMUNITY SUPPORTED AGRICULTURE

  Another way to procure organic produce eliminates the middleman entirely. It’s called Community Supported Agriculture, and the concept is simple: You join a group that supports a local organic or sustainable farm by agreeing to pay for the farmer’s produce in advance; you then receive weekly deliveries of the freshest food possible directly from the farm to your door. The money and farm jobs are kept in the community. There’s no overhead flowing out to maintain bricks-and-mortar supermarkets and all the expenses they incur. Nothing flows out of the community to faraway companies that may be owned by large agribusiness corporations; possible exploitation of foreign farmers is completely eliminated.

  Community Supported Agriculture farms also offer fruit, herbs, flowers, and other products. CSA farms, as they are known, are getting some support from the U.S. Department of Agriculture and major support from the Sustainable Agriculture Network. If you’re interested in Community Supported Agriculture, the Chelsea Green Publishing Company of White River Junction, Vermont, has published Sharing the Harvest: A Guide to Community Supported Agriculture (1999) by Elizabeth Henderson and Robyn Van En, an excellent resource with information about the idea and participating farmers. There are also web sites that can help you connect with local farmers who participate in CSA; see Sources, page 517.

  A variation in the Community Supported Agriculture idea is a service that takes your orders for organic food and fills them for you by gathering your requested items from local farmers, then delivers the order to your door. One such service is Planet Organics of San Francisco, voted the best produce delivery service in the Bay Area by readers of San Francisco magazine. Owned by Larry Bearg, who has a PhD in clinical psychology, and Lorene Reed, a mental health counselor and licensed cosmetologist, Planet Organics touches the community in several positive ways. First, it supports local organic farmers. The service insures that produce is handled as little as possible as it is quickly consolidated into orders for delivery. Instead of 100 families making 100 round trips to the market for their groceries, one or two Planet Organics delivery trucks make long loops around the route, saving gas and oil. Subscribers plan their shopping lists online at the service’s web site (www.planetorganics.com) using the site’s “Build Your Own Box” feature. The service has instituted a scrip program that donates six percent of sales to designated schools and nonprofit organizations. It has also initiated a program that donates thousands of pounds of organic food each year to the San Francisco Food Bank to assist the needy. A number of these proxy-shopping services have sprung up in the United States in the recent past.

  If you visit www.vividpicture.net, you’ll find a web site devoted to nothing less than the transformation of the entire state of California’s food industry toward a sustainable system. It’s a project of the Roots of Change Fund (www.rocfund.org), a collaborative of foundations and leading experts that supports the transition to a healthier food system and healthier environment in California. The organic infrastructure is growing strongly, but without much coordination. The Vivid Picture project aims to give an overall direction and impetus to the changes going on.

  THE RISE OF LARGE-SCALE ORGANICS

  More and more, organic food is distributed locally through large chain stores, such as Whole Foods, and to conventional supermarkets with organic food sections. While supply lines to these large supermarkets often stretch just as far as for conventional foods, at least the food is organic, with the concomitant benefits for the consumer and the land where the food is grown.

  The organic market segment has now grown large enough ($15 billion in 2005) to attract big players. While the nation’s top ten supermarket chains have grown by less than 1 percent, organic product sales sold outside the chains grew 38 percent in the past few years. That led General Mills Corporation to buy outfits like the Northwest’s Cascadian Farms, makers of organic-food products.

  The trend toward acquisition of natural and organic suppliers by global corporations has prompted the remark, “How long before we get an organic Twinkie?” We may already have one. Look at the recent yearly growth in these categories of organic products, according to Natural Foods Merchandiser: prepared food, 37 percent; nutrition bars, 35 percent; snack foods, 29 percent; nondairy beverages, 26 percent; and packaged grocery items, 23 percent. In addition, organic personal care products grew 42 percent, and organic pet products grew 93 percent—ten times faster than conventional pet products. “People are aspiring to an organic lifestyle,” says Jay Jacobowitz, president of Retail Insights, a marketing service in Brattleboro, Vermont. “It’s no longer just highly educated, higher-income people who are interested in buying these products, but more middle-class consumers are aspiring to an organic lifestyle.”

  For years the organic food industry and the large conventional food producers were in very different camps. The organic camp looked at conventional producers as profit-mongers who cared little about the nutritional value of their products and the pesticide residues that might lurk in them—let alone the land where they were grown or the farm workers who labored there. The big food corporations dismissed the organic food producers and consumers as eccentric and marginal. But by the late 1990s, the organic food segment was showing double-digit growth every year, and that caught the attention of companies like General Mills.

  
    
    Organic Ingredients Simplify a Chef’s Job [image: image]

    [image: image]

    “A chef’s job is so much simpler when the ingredients are good,” Allen Routt, executive chef at Brannan’s Grill in Calistoga, California, at the north end of the Napa Valley, told me in an interview I conducted with him one day. “So much organic produce is fresh, seasonal, and raised well. You can always tell the difference between an ingredient that’s raised well and one that’s mass produced.”

    Part of being raised well, Routt says, is the quality of the soil the food plants are grown in. He said that organic ingredients are grown in soil full of the nutrients they need to express their optimum flavor. “A good organic carrot has that golden sweetness,” he says. “By comparison, mass produced carrots are almost bitter. That’s why I say good ingredients simplify my job. I just need to find ways to let their natural goodness come through.” He does that through balance.

    “The world of cooking is all about balance,” he says. “To be a good cook you get your palate attuned and then balance textures, tones, and flavors, using contrasts.”

    He started learning those lessons early. Most Boy Scouts aren’t spit-roasting game hens on campouts, but that was Allen Routt’s passion at age 10. “My parents had no idea where this was coming from,” said Routt, who grew up in Roanoke, Virginia. “They weren’t exactly gourmets.” He enrolled at the Culinary Institute of America (CIA) at 19. While at the CIA, Routt interned with Bradley Ogden at the recently opened One Market in San Francisco. “The quality and sheer variety of product Bradley was bringing into the kitchen every day boggled my mind. I had never seen so many different varieties of incredible organic and heirloom tomatoes,” says Routt. “He really impressed upon me how important freshness and seasonality are to the end result on the plate.”

    After graduating in 1994, Routt landed a spot on the line at Patrick O’Connell’s Inn at Little Washington. From there he took a job with acclaimed chef Jean-Louis Palladin. After a trip abroad in 1998 to eat his way through France, Spain, and Italy, Routt moved to Miami, Florida, to open Mark’s South Beach with chef Mark Militello, a founding member of the “Mango Gang,” along with chefs Allen Susser and Norman Van Aken. This group was at the fore of the South Beach culinary scene, which Routt cites as “one of the strongest markets for technique. Chefs there have been leading the trend away from heavy reductions into different dimensions such as refreshing salsas and purees.”

    On the recommendation of friends, Routt then set his sights on California’s wine country. “It’s very similar to Europe here,” he says, “with the access to small local producers and farmers’ markets, and of course the wine!” He landed a position at Kendall-Jackson winery in Sonoma County, which was something of a boot camp for a chef that was new to the wine country. “I would taste different wines in the morning and create a new dish every day with the three acres of organic gardens I had at my disposal,” he says.

    Routt uses modern techniques to lighten traditional American dishes for today’s palate. In spring, he uses a cucumber and carrot juice reduction with steamed mussels and orange juice to give the bass notes of roast beets a tangy, bright flourish. “I like the minimalist approach of Asian cooking—the short cooking times using very high heat. I don’t do fusion—I try for authenticity.” Despite his obviously careful ruminations on the subject of cooking, he keeps a light perspective. “With cooking,” he says, “it’s easy to take it too seriously. It’s just about nourishment—and pleasure.”
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    The Chefs Collaborative is a nationwide group of more than 1,000 chefs, food professionals, and any persons interested in organic and sustainable cuisine that’s local, seasonal, and artisanal.

    Founded in 1993, the Collaborative helps its members run a foodservice business in a way that is environmentally sound. It encourages sustainable and organic farming. A key insight of the organization is that chefs’ ingredient choices significantly affect the marketplace and consumer behavior. Chefs have educated people to, and created a demand for, foods like heirloom tomatoes, mesclun, and artisanal olive oil. People encounter these foods and then want to buy them for their homes; eventually they became mainstream products. The Collaborative is also dedicated to using the products of and promoting artisanal producers, such as cheesemakers, who preserve or establish valuable local traditions, and as well local growers, who provide restaurants and farmers’ markets with fresh, seasonal produce. The Collaborative supports folks who are working toward sustainable, organic, or biodynamic agriculture and aquaculture and who practice humane animal husbandry and well-managed fisheries. And it backs conservation practices that lessen humans’ impact on the environment.

    The Collaborative’s primary mission is the ongoing education of chefs and the public through newsletters, conferences, and seminars. Recent topics have included the proliferation of genetically modified organisms, the recrudescence of mad cow disease, and the development of sustainable fishing practices. The Collaborative also sponsors children’s courses on basic cooking skills and how their food choices have an impact on themselves and their environment. The Collaborative, Stonyfield Farm (the world’s largest organic yogurt maker), and the Odwalla company publish a Restaurant Guide that lists 160 restaurants around the country that belong to the Collaborative and are devoted to sustainable and organic cuisine.

  

  With conventional food conglomerates moving into the organic food business, green shoppers—those concerned about the environmental impact of the products they buy, including organic foods—should make a practice of reading labels closely. Eco-friendly sounding terms abound on products these days. I see the term “free range” applied to chicken, and this conjures up in my mind the picture of chickens happily scratching around the yard, giving themselves a dust bath, and in other ways doing what comes naturally to chickens, including laying eggs in a cage-free henhouse. To check my impression against reality, I visited the Consumers Union Guide to Environmental Labels at www.ecolabels.org, an excellent web site for the skeptical buyer. According to Consumers Union, to use the term free range “the government only requires that outdoor access be made available for ‘an undetermined period’ each day. That means that the door to the coop could be opened for five minutes a day, and if the birds didn’t see the open door or chose not to leave—even every day—they could still qualify as free range.” So this explains why, when I visited the production facility of a local chicken ranch that boasts its chicken are free range, I found them crammed beak to beak in pens the size of small rooms.

  NEW DEVELOPMENTS IN FOOD CULTIVATION

  The fruits and vegetables we will have tomorrow may be more nutritious than the ones we have today, because the development of more highly nutritious cultivars is ongoing at universities and research centers around the country. One of the leading centers of this research is the Vegetable and Fruit Improvement Center of the Department of Horticultural Sciences at Texas A&M University. The goal of the center is to develop new varieties of fruits and vegetables that taste better, look better, and contain higher levels of natural disease-preventing compounds, especially cancer preventives. In one of the most promising projects, scientists are searching for those fruit and vegetable varieties that have extra-high levels of flavor components, nutritive compounds, antioxidants, and substances that research has shown to have a preventive effect on chronic diseases. The scientists hope to move varieties to market that will taste so good, people will eat more of them; and as people increase their consumption of fruits and vegetables, their diet will become more healthful. Even if people don’t eat more sheer weight of the new fruits and vegetables, they’ll get greater health benefits because of elevated levels of nutrients and disease-preventing compounds. Education about the new and more nutritious varieties will be needed.

  It may be possible to breed more nutrition into kale, for instance, but how much kale can you eat? I once asked Joan Gussow, a nutritionist at Columbia University, a rather simplistic question: Which vegetable is best for you? “Kale is probably the most nutrition-packed vegetable, but hardly anyone eats enough kale to get real benefits,” she said. “So, I’d say, broccoli is best for you, because it’s almost as nutritious as kale, and people eat enough of it to make a difference.”

  GROWING WHAT PEOPLE WANT

  Research at state Agricultural Experiment Stations is revealing some important trends for people looking for fresh, organic food. In Connecticut, for example, the Connecticut AES for more than twenty years has been operating a New Crops Program. Connecticut sits astride one of the largest consumer markets for globe artichokes in the country. Forty percent of California’s artichokes are sold in markets between New York and Boston. According to David Hill of the New Crops Program, writing in the Spring 2002, Frontiers of Plant Science, “We learned how to grow artichokes in Connecticut by modifying their growth habit to shorten their normal biennial life cycle of two years down to just four months so we could produce an annual crop. Growers in Easton and Branford can attest to the popularity of locally grown artichokes whose flavor is superior to that of 10-day-old artichokes shipped from California.”
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    Sales of organic food in the United States reached $15 billion in 2005, up 38 percent from 2003, according to the Organic Trade Association.
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    What good is kale with heightened levels of antioxidants if we don’t eat enough to get those benefits? We can drink our kale by juicing it along with a variety of nutritious, organic vegetables and get most—though not all—of the benefits of a bowl full of raw veggies. Champion makes a fine juicer, as does Acme Juicerator. Right now I’m using one made by L’Equip of Lemoyne, Pennsylvania.

    Whenever possible, the vegetables are from my own garden. When they’re not, I get them at Whole Foods or at Oliver’s, a local chain of excellent, organically oriented markets in Sonoma County, California. I will not juice conventional vegetables because they may contain harmful agricultural chemicals.

    My daily juice regimen is about two-thirds of a quart to a full quart of the juice of these raw vegetables: carrots, red beets (with the tops if they’re in good, fresh shape), parsley, kale, spinach, celery, and Swiss chard. These vegetables are full of enzymes that start to disintegrate right after juicing and exposure to air, so I drink my juice immediately after making it. Maybe it’s my imagination—or maybe not—but I feel enormously energized after slugging it down. It’s surprisingly sweet and delicious and chock full of phytonutrients, including carotenoids.

  

  The New Crops Program surveyed consumers and growers who attend farmers’ markets to determine the kind of unusual fruits, vegetables, and herbs they would buy if they were locally grown. Leading the list of forty-five items were crops you wouldn’t ordinarily associate with Connecticut: okra, leeks, sweet potatoes, jilo (a South American eggplant), and calabaza winter squash. The reason for these choices is the growth of new ethnic communities, such as the 15,000 emigrés from Brazil to the Danbury-Waterbury region who prize jilo, or the 350,000 Hispanics across the state who use calabaza in vegetable dishes, soups, and baked goods. So the New Crops Program began to study these crops and found that okra, leeks, sweet potatoes, and jilo actually grew well in Connecticut if cultivars developed for northerly climates and cultural (growing) techniques to shorten the growing season were used. Now organic farmers in the state can grow these specialty crops and sell them at the open-air farmers’ markets that are so culturally familiar to the Hispanic and Brazilian communities, and, increasingly, to the savvy mainstream markets.

  GROWING MORE GENETICALLY-DIVERSE CROPS

  Another benefit of small-scale agriculture compared to corporate agribusiness is the greater genetic diversity of open-pollinated crops typically grown by organic family farmers. You may remember the outbreak of disease that ravaged the American field corn crop throughout the Midwest in 1977. The problem was that almost all of the corn being grown was the same genetic hybrid. It grew well and produced good crops, but the hybrid was susceptible to a certain fungal disease, and the crop that year failed because of it. Farmers then saw the importance of planting a diverse set of cultivars with lots of genetic variation. If one hybrid gets a disease, another may not.

  Genetic diversity is recognized as crucial now among field crops but perhaps less so among fruit and nut trees. Some U.S. fruit and nut industries are based primarily on one or two major cultivars: Bing and Royal Ann sweet cherries, Tilton and Blenheim apricots, Bartlett pears, Barcelona hazelnuts, Kerman pistachios, and Hayward kiwifruit, for some good examples. And a 400-year-old French cherry called Montmorency comprises 99 percent of the American sour cherry crop. Genetic diversity is important not just because it insures a certain level of disease resistance but it also creates many and varied flavors among fruits and nuts. When it comes to what people like in terms of flavor, vive la difference! Greater genetic diversity results in a wider palette of flavors, on which something for everyone will surely be found.

  American fruit and nut breeding has been at a disadvantage because of the limitations of breeding stock. Yes, there are native American fruits and nuts, plus many imports from Europe, but the real repository of genetic diversity among fruits and nuts is the Caucasus Mountains eastward across the steppes of central Asia through Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and Kazakhstan and into China. For many years in the 20th century, this region was off-limits to American scientists because it was behind the Iron or Bamboo Curtain. With more moderate policies in recent years, western scientists have been able to travel to these regions. What they discovered was a dazzling diversity of new wild varieties of produce. And when these new cultivars hit the greenmarkets of America, you can bet it will be the organic and sustainable growers who will be selling them.
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  Artichokes in Bloom
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  Why Go Organic?

  WHEN I WORKED at Organic Gardening during the 1970s, the company had a lunchroom in a house on Main Street in Emmaus, Pennsylvania, called Fitness House. Clients and special guests were taken there to sample real organic food and healthy cooking. I remember it served the most unpleasant food imaginable: unsalted buckwheat groats, sweet potatoes without butter, potatoes boiled in milk, musty-tasting sprouts. At that time, organic food was thought of as good for you, good for the environment, clean and pure, and nutritious, but not much on the scrumptious side. (I usually passed Fitness House by and went to Richard’s Market for a really delicious Italian hoagie or one of Richard’s hot ham sandwiches on a sesame bun with horseradish sauce and melted cheese.) Granola and groats became synonymous with organic food in many places in the 1970s. I ate many an unpleasurable meal at back-to-the-land communes from Maine to California. Thank goodness that era is long gone. Nowadays organic food has also come to be appreciated for its richness of flavor, its freshness, and its purity. But as the years passed, I wondered if a special “organic cuisine” would develop, something that could truly be called organic cooking. And I wondered what it might be.

  Would it be the gourmet-style of organic cooking found at some trendy restaurants? Writing in The New Yorker in 2003, Dana Goodyear describes the fare at Counter, an organic restaurant in the East Village in New York City:

  
    
    This is a meat-and-potatoes kind of joint, if by meat you mean “meat loaf” made of portobello mushrooms ground up with almonds, macadamia nuts, and cashews in a porcini mushroom and cabernet gravy—and by potatoes you mean cauliflower and pine nuts whipped into a fluffy cumulus and seasoned with parsley and a few shards of uncooked garlic. . . . The menu attracts a loyal crowd of long-haired sirens so eerily happy looking and outgoing they might be mistaken for members of a West Coast religion.

  

  While these creative dishes can certainly be tasty, connecting such fabrications with organic food is limiting—this isn’t how most people cook everyday at home, and it hardly reflects the range of organic cooking.

  Organic cooking is real food for real people—good, solid, everyday food made with organic ingredients. It’s no longer about faux potatoes made from whipped cauliflower and pine nuts or faux meat-loaf made from portobello mushrooms, and you won’t find recipes like these in this book. Good organic cooking can mean cooking in any style, if only because we live in an age where ingredients once found only in ethnic enclaves in America, or in the homelands of ethnic groups, are available to us fresh, seasonally, and often in organic form. In fact, organic cooking is most interesting when it is inclusive.

  To understand how organic food can enhance any sort or style of cuisine, the organic cook needs to take a good look into the heart of the organic method of growing food, because it’s there that the secret of its quality lies. So, please, bear with me as I condense the knowledge I’ve gained over thirty years of writing and gardening into a few paragraphs that I hope will be enlightening.

  COMPOST

  
    Healthy soil makes healthy plants makes healthy people.

    OLD ORGANIC MAXIM

  

  Put most simply, organic is a method of growing food using only naturally occurring substances. Properly done, it recycles all wastes and improves the soil as it increases crop yields. Its goal is to work with nature’s laws and tendencies, rather than to counteract or defeat them. Practitioners of the method conceive of all life in the system as an interrelated whole to be strengthened, rather than as a group of creatures to be selectively supported, suppressed, or eliminated chemically.

  Compost is the heart and engine of the organic method. It is—the rotted remains of what was once living tissue—is both the source and destiny of life. What was alive dies and decays to form a nourishing seedbed for new life. The concept is as old as life itself. Go into the woods and look closely at the forest floor. You’ll see the leaves and twigs of past years decaying to form a rich, spongy duff that nourishes the trees and plants currently growing there, which will in turn eventually die, decay, and nourish yet another generation of plants. William Shakespeare articulated it well when the Friar in Romeo and Juliet proclaimed: “The Earth that’s Nature’s mother is her tomb/ What is her burying grave, that is her womb.”

  Compost is the perfect fertilizer, containing plant and animal remains, which naturally have the elements needed for the construction of new plants and animals. But compost is much more than just those elements. It is teeming with microscopic life of many kinds and functions. A teaspoon of fresh compost may contain billions and billions of living microorganisms. They tear apart and digest the remains of old plant, and multiply in a tumultuous explosion of life. A well-made compost pile can reach temperatures of 140 to 160 degrees Fahrenheit generated by the furious crescendo of microbial growth as these tiny bits of life colonize the feast of organic matter laid out for them.

  Within each microorganism is a fluid that’s slightly acidic. When these tiny single-celled organisms die, the acid fluid spills into the water in the soil. This acid dissolves elements in the soil, forming soluble mineral salts, which further enrich the compost. Some of these soluble mineral salts, such as potassium nitrate, are plant nutrients and get absorbed by root hairs; without the acid from the compost, much of the soil’s mineral salt content would remain trapped in its insoluble state—of no benefit to plants.

  Meanwhile, as the old plant matter (dead roots, leaves, and stems) is chewed up by the life in the soil, it eventually becomes a substance called humus. If you could be small enough for a particle of humus to seem as big as an automobile, you would see a dark, almost black lump with deep crevices, nooks, crannies, and channels creating an enormous surface area in a compact space. If you could stretch the particle out flat, the surface area would cover several acres. This humus particle is negatively charged, and it draws the positively charged ions to itself and holds them there.

  Now nature, being the wonderful mother it is, has given the “soil solution” (as water in the soil is called) a remarkable property called the cation exchange capacity. As plant roots absorb and deplete positive ions from the soil solution, the cation exchange capacity replaces the ions to keep the cations at a fixed, balanced level. The replacement cations come from the humus particles, where they are stored on those negatively charged surfaces.

  There’s something else about the soil cations that’s remarkable. Because they are the product of biological activity, their molecules are configured in a special way that soil scientists call “left-handed.” This is exactly what growing plants require to build healthy tissues, because plants, being biological entities themselves, must have left-handed molecules to work with. Fertilizers made in a chemical factory, on the other hand, have a random mix of left- and right-handed molecules, which throws a sort of chemical monkey wrench into the process.

  
    The Benefits of Good Soil [image: image]
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    In the not so distant past, people used to ingest beneficial soil- and plant-based microbes through the food they ate, food once grown in rich, unpolluted soil. During the past 50 years, however, our soil has been sterilized with pesticides and herbicides, destroying most bacteria both good and bad. Our modern lifestyle, which includes antibiotics, chlorinated water, agricultural chemicals, pollution, and a poor diet is responsible for eradicating many of the important beneficial microorganisms in our bodies.

    Researchers have recently discovered that microorganisms found in soil influence maturation of the immune system. The lack of connection with these organisms through soil may be the reason why many of the allergies, bowel diseases, chronic fatigue, and other immune disorders are now reaching epidemic proportions.

    Source: Better Nutrition,

    October 2003

  

  As soil temperatures rise in the spring and plants start putting on rapid growth, they call for more nutrients from the soil solution and the cation exchange capacity doles them out as needed. Warmer temperatures also stimulate the growth of a whole range of soil microbes, such as nitrogen-fixing bacteria. These little guys live on the roots of legumes—a class of plants that includes beans and peas. Now get this: You may remember from high school chemistry that nitrogen comprises four-fifths of the atmosphere and that a nitrogen molecule is N2, or two nitrogen atoms strongly linked together. Nitrogen-fixing bacteria have found a way to move an electron or two around and unhook the bond that holds the two nitrogen atoms together, like taking apart one of those metal Chinese puzzles. The free nitrogen atoms then combine with oxygen to form nitrates, and the nitrates feed the beans and peas. It’s a neat, symbiotic arrangement that costs the farmer or gardener nothing. If, however, you fertilize your soil with chemical nitrogen fertilizer manufactured in a factory, using costly fossil fuel (and lots of it), the soil becomes flooded with nitrogen, which turns off the nitrogen-fixing bacteria permanently. You end up destroying a free, natural system and replacing it with a costly, pollution-causing system for which you pay dearly. And yet, this kind of wasteful substitution of industrial chemicals for natural processes happens all the time on factory farms.

  To put it simply, compost feeds plants what they need, in forms they like, at just the rate they require. And nature is just full of simple cycles and processes like these.

  FARMING WITHOUT AGRICULTURAL CHEMICALS

  There are thousands of agricultural chemicals that fall into these categories: chemical fertilizers, herbicides, insecticides, fungicides, nematocides, and a few others.

  According to the Environmental Protection Agency, 60 percent of all herbicides, 90 percent of all fungicides, and 30 percent of all insecticides are carcinogenic. The organic grower avoids using any chemicals that can harm people, the environment, or the ecology of diverse creatures that are part of it. Organic food is also free from genetically modified organisms, hormones, and antibiotics. Farming can be done—and is being done all over the world—quite well without these substances.

  Importantly for the cook, organic food is “thrifty.” That’s not a reference to the cost of production. Thrifty is a grower’s term that means the plant or animal is well-built, sturdy, and compact, without a lot of weak, watery, and excessive growth or spindliness. Thrifty plants and animals are healthy, because they get the care and nutrition that their natures require. Plants have proper color and well-developed roots from being grown in healthy soil fertilized with composted plant and animal residues. Animals are lively and lean, without being scrawny; their health derives from eating a nutritious diet of plants raised within this natural system. For people a healthy diet consists of organic grains, vegetables, fruits, nuts, fish, cheeses, milk, and meat that also are raised within the system.

  The organic grower works within the natural system to strengthen and intensify it for the betterment of the crops. This leads to ecological diversity, among other benefits. The more participants in the growing system, the healthier the system becomes. One reason that organic growers can do without chemical pesticides is that a naturally occurring mix of insects will include beneficial insects and other animals that feed on the pests. Surviving pests target weak and sick plants first, just as a pack of wolves will target a weak or sick animal. This has the effect of culling the crop so that the strong and healthy plants survive and reproduce. The surviving healthy, organically grown plants tend to resist pests and diseases, just as healthy human beings resist diseases. One definition of health, after all, is freedom from disease.

  Without pests, what would the beneficial insects eat? Without beneficials, who would pollinate the crops? Without compost plowed into the soil, what would the earthworms eat? Without earthworms, what would nourish the plants? Without the plants, what would the pests eat? And so the interwoven web of life forms circles within circles, great and small, that add up to health and—in the case of organic food—good eating.

  Similarly, the reason that organic growers can do without fungicides (which, in the process of killing fungus, sterilize the soil) is that organically amended soil is so thoroughly colonized by beneficial microorganisms that disease-causing organisms like fungi can’t gain much of a foothold. If a disease-causing organism of any kind lands in a healthy soil, it finds the competition can be too tough for it to gain a toehold. A myriad of other life forms destroy it or hold it in check, multiply and cause a problem.

  Most herbicides target broad-leaved weeds, leaving grasses like corn and wheat a free field to grow in. This creates a monoculture of a single type of plant over broad acreage. So along comes a pest of that plant. “Oh boy,” it says, “gonna be a feast for me tonight.” Under organic culture, weeds are dealt with by tillage and by interplanting crops with many other crops. This confuses the pests. Instead of a field filled with its favorite dinner, the pest needs to search in order to destroy, and the level of destruction is much lower. Much genetic engineering of crops has been done to make them able to grow in the presence of toxic herbicides.

  CONVENTIONAL AGRICULTURE

  Choosing organic food creates benefits in two directions. In one direction, the choice supports sustainable and beneficial farming practices that protect the environment and make for healthier, more varied, and tastier food. In the opposite direction, the dollars spent on organic produce will not support some pretty terrifying developments in conventional agriculture. Although nonorganic (conventional) farming practices are said to help provide more food to people at lower prices, the practices potentially pose various hazards, as described below.

  GENETIC ENGINEERING

  We’re constantly being reassured by the biotech industry that genetically modified crops are safe and represent a boon to mankind. But experience gives us pause.

  One genetic engineering technique causes new plant varieties to develop at evolutionary hyperspeed, which allows farmers to select for more “efficient” crop varieties faster than ever before. However, this technique is accomplished by splicing genes that cause colon cancer in humans into a plant’s DNA, where they cause a chain of mutations that can produce thousands of mutated offspring at a fast rate. The offspring are then screened for useful characteristics.

  Once these genetically modified varieties of plants (called genetically modified organisms, or GMOs or just GMs) are introduced into a crop, their spread may be hard to control as their pollen can spread and pollinate non-GMO plants, turning their offspring into GMO plants. Genetically modified corn was inadvertently harvested along with soybeans for human consumption in Nebraska in 2001. That corn contained a gene to produce Aprotinin, which belongs to a class of substances called trypsin inhibitors that are known to cause pancreatic disease when fed to animals. It also acts as an insecticide, making the corn poisonous to insects.

  In a separate incident, a strain of genetically altered corn was found to produce a glycoprotein found on the surface of two strains of HIV and the closely-related simian immunodeficiency virus. Injection of the glycoprotein into the brain of rats has been shown to kill brain cells, while injection into the human blood stream results in the death of white blood cells.

  The U.S. government ordered this corn crop destroyed, but a day after that order was given, it was discovered that the biotech company that had developed the corn had additionally contaminated 155 acres of corn in Iowa. That, too, was ordered destroyed. “This is just the tip of the iceberg,” read a release from the Institute of Science in Society. “The true extent of the contamination remains unknown owing to the secrecy surrounding more than 300 field trials of such crops since 1991. The chemicals these GM plants produce include vaccines, growth hormones, clotting agents, industrial enzymes, human antibodies, contraceptives, and abortion-inducing drugs.”

  One of the leading developers in GMO crops and other agricultural chemicals is a company called Monsanto. Monsanto sells dairy farmers a hormone that greatly increases cows’ capacity to produce milk. An international committee has found that this genetically engineered bovine growth hormone (rBGH) may produce chemicals in the cows’ milk that could cause breast or prostate cancer in humans who drink the milk (see Potential Dangers in Conventional Milk, page 438).

  It’s becoming harder and harder to get away from genetically modified crops. Corn, soybeans, and canola seeds available for sale to American farmers may have genetically modified (GM) seeds mixed in with them, according to a study released February 23, 2004, by the Union of Concerned Scientists, an independent nonprofit alliance of more than 100,000 concerned citizens and scientists that augments rigorous scientific analysis with citizen advocacy to build a healthier environment. The seeds studied were found to be contaminated with transgenic DNA at levels of roughly 0.05 to 1 percent. At these proportions, as much as 6,250 total tons of GM seeds entered the U.S. food supply without proper labeling. One GM variety, Star Link corn, which has been banned from human consumption, was found in more than 1 percent of samples submitted by growers and grain handlers in 2003–2004.

  One result of the use of GM crops is that pesticide use has risen—probably the result of genetically engineering the crops to better withstand herbicides. A report by Charles M. Ben-brook in the Organic Trade Association’s Winter, 2004 newsletter, states that “the planting of genetically engineered crops in the United States since 1996 has increased pesticide use by about 50 million pounds.”

  China, Zambia, India, and the European Union refuse to import GM foods from the United States. The EU has passed a labeling law stating that all GM foods must be so labeled. So far in the United States, the government has refused to allow labeling of GM foods as such. However, when foods carry the USDA Organic seal, or are certified organic by a legitimate certifying agency, you can be assured that they do not contain GM foodstuffs.

  HERBICIDES

  Herbicide manufacturers assure us that their products are safe “when used as directed.” But news reports and scientific studies raise doubts.

  For example, an herbicide called Roundup is 41 percent glyphosate weed killer; 15 percent “inert ingredient,” which is identified as polyoxyethylene amine (POEA) that acts like a detergent, allowing the glyphosate to penetrate the waxy surfaces of leaves more easily; and other undisclosed ingredients. Japanese physicians investigating fifty-six cases of Roundup poisoning found that POEA is three times more lethal than glyphosate, according to the British medical journal The Lancet.

  To increase sales of Roundup, the Monsanto corporation has developed “Roundup-Ready Lettuce,” lettuce genetically modified to withstand applications of the company’s glyphosate weed killer. Yet those herbicides aren’t doing the environment—or us—any good. Herbicides may emasculate wild male frogs, according to Science News. And men living in rural areas have significantly lower quality sperm than men living in urban areas, most likely due to exposure to herbicides and fertilizers, according to the National Institute of Environmental Health Sciences. And it’s not just males that can have their reproductive functions compromised.

  Herbicides are ubiquitous, as they evaporate and contaminate moisture in the air. Herbicides occur in rainfall all around the world. In Canada, the herbicide 2,4-D was found in rainfall at levels potentially harmful to plants. The bottom line may be good for Monsanto’s Roundup product, but it doesn’t look so good for the rest of us.

  ANTIBIOTIC-RESISTANT PATHOGENS

  The widespread routine use of antibiotics in animal husbandry causes antibiotic-resistant strains of pathogens to develop. The result is that disease-causing bacteria may be developing more quickly than the drugs we use to fight them. For example, certain disease-causing bacteria found in meat, such as salmonella and campylobacter, are beginning to show up as antibiotic-resistant strains.

  A Minneapolis study by the Institute for Agriculture and Trade Policy found that 95 percent of supermarket chickens tested were contaminated with campylobacter bacteria, and 45 percent of ground turkey was contaminated with salmonella. About 60 percent of each of these bacteria, which can cause infections in humans, were found to be resistant to one or more antibiotics, including Cipro and tetracycline. According to WebMD Medical News, an investigation by Consumer Reports that tested 500 whole broiler chickens from twenty-five cities around the country found nearly half the chickens to be contaminated by salmonella and campylobacter. “Investigators also found that 90 percent of campylobacter and 34 percent of the salmonella showed resistance to at least one antibiotic used to treat people. ‘There is a growing consensus among the medical community that we have a problem with antibiotic resistance,’ a spokesperson for the Institute for Agricultural Trade Policy told WebMD Medical News,” the online medical site reported. If an agricultural trade group is admitting that, then you can bet it’s an understatement.

  The routine use of antibiotics is not allowed in organic animal husbandry—in fact, if an animal is treated with antibiotics to cure an illness or save its life, the animal may not be labeled organic until it has recovered and the antibiotics are out of its system.

  PESTICIDES

  Pesticides are ubiquitous around the world. Swiss researchers, for instance, found that much of Europe’s rainwater is so contaminated with pesticides it would be illegal to sell it as drinking water, according to the Summer 1999 issue of Analytical Chemistry. But Europe is relatively clean compared to the United States. America is awash in pesticides. In the year 2000 alone, nearly a billion pounds of pesticides were sprayed, dusted, or dumped on America’s farmlands and orchards. And this assault continues. About 20 percent of the U.S. food supply is contaminated with toxins from pesticide residues, according to the November 2002 issue of the Journal of Epidemiology and Community Health.

  Many pesticides accumulate in fatty tissues, such as that found in female breasts. Breast cancer patients were found to be more than five times as likely as cancer-free women to have detectable levels of the pesticide DDT in their blood and more than nine times as likely to have detectable levels of another estrogen-modulating pesticide, hexachlorobenzene, according to a study of 409 women at Belgium’s Sart Tilman University Hospital. Although DDT has been banned in the United States since 1972, its residues are stored in body fat and can remain in the body for decades. It is one of the organochlorine pesticides known as hormonal disrupters. Exposure to these chemicals has been implicated in birth defects, immune disorders, and certain cancers, according to WebMD.

  There probably isn’t a person in the United States who doesn’t carry some pesticides in his or her body. That includes children who, because of their less-developed immune systems, developing bodies, and lower weights, are more susceptible than adults to the effects of toxic pesticides.

  A 2005 study by the Environmental Working Group showed an average of 287 contaminants in samples of umbilical cord blood—meaning that human fetuses are beginning life in a stew of toxic chemicals. The report was based on tests of umbilical cord blood taken by the American Red Cross. Among the 287 contaminants were mercury, fire retardants, pesticides, and the Teflon chemical PFOA (per fluorooctahoic acid).

  In a full-page ad in the New York Times (June 5, 2002), physicians at the Center for Children’s Health and the Environment at Mount Sinai School of Medicine in New York said in part:

  
    We are deeply troubled that an estimated 12 million American kids suffer from developmental, learning, or behavioral disabilities. Attention deficit disorder affects three to six percent of our schoolchildren . . . certain pesticides cross the placenta and enter the brain of the developing fetus where they can cause learning and behavioral disabilities. . . . Exposures to organophosphate pesticides during pregnancy can result in abnormally low brain weight and developmental impairment. . . . A University of Arizona study found that children exposed to a combination of pesticides before birth and through breast milk exhibited less stamina, and poorer memory and coordination, than other kids. . . . There is much that parents can do to protect their children, beginning with the elimination of many pesticides both outside and in the home, and in the choice of a wise diet.

  

  For more information, see:

  www.childrenvironment.org.

  How bad is the problem of pesticide accumulation in our bodies? Well, in May, 2004, the Pesticide Action Network released a national study called “Chemical Trespass: Pesticides in Our Bodies and Corporate Accountability.” The study found that children between the ages of six and eleven years old were exposed to the nervedamaging pesticide chlorpyrifos at four times the level deemed acceptable by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). The report also said that women carry significantly higher levels than those the EPA considers acceptable of pesticides called organochlorines, known to reduce birth weight and disrupt brain development in infants.

  Scientists have compared pesticide residues in the tissues of kids eating a conventional diet and those eating mostly organic food. One such study by a team of scientists at the University of Washington’s School of Public Health and Community Medicine found that children on a conventional diet had 8.5 times higher average levels of organophosphate pesticide metabolites in their urine than children eating a mostly organic diet. The researchers concluded that “consumption of organic produce represents a relatively simple means for parents to reduce their children’s exposure to pesticides.”

  CONVENTIONAL ANIMAL FARMING

  The fact that organic meat animals are raised humanely would be reason enough for most compassionate people to eat organically—but there are still plenty of other reasons to eat organic meat.

  Ninety percent of all nonorganic beef raised in the United States contains up to six growth hormones that are banned in Europe because of health concerns. One of those hormones, 17 betaoestradiol, is considered “a complete carcinogen,” the European Union’s Scientific Committee on Veterinary Measures reported. And all of the hormones “may cause a variety of health problems, including cancer, developmental problems, harm to immune systems, and brain disease. Even exposure to small levels of residues in meat and meat products carries risks,” said the 139-page report. The U.S. Secretary of Agriculture called the report “unsubstantiated.” Samuel Epstein, MD, a professor of environmental medicine at the University of Illinois, interviewed by the Los Angeles Times, said, “The question we ought to be asking is not why Europe won’t buy our hormone-treated meat, but why we allow beef from hormone-treated cattle to be sold to American and Canadian consumers.”

  IRRADIATED FOOD

  It seemed like such a good idea: bombard food with nuclear radiation and all microorganisms within the foodstuff will die. No microrganisms, no possibility of spoilage if the container remains unopened. Proponents of food irradiation claim that irradiation leaves no residue in the food. But the reason why nuclear waste (the substance used to irradiate food) kills pathogens—or mice, horses, humans, or any other living creature exposed to sufficiently high doses of it—is that the streams of radioactive particles from the waste literally tear molecules and atoms apart, leaving all sorts of residues, including free radicals that can cause cardiovascular disease, cancer, and other problems. Radioactive bombardment of foodstuffs also alters DNA and RNA in the foods’ cells and creates a whole range of toxic substances —formaldehyde and formic acid among them—from what started out as perfectly wholesome and edible substances. No irradiated food can legally be sold as organic.

  Had enough? These items are just a handful among literally thousands of news stories, scientific reports, magazine articles, and books all describing the dangers and decrying the abuses of chemical and biotech agriculture. Many more studies and news reports are posted daily at the Organic Consumers Association web site, www.organicconsumers.org. This advocacy group is well worth investigating if you are interested in the on going struggle over the safety and cleanliness of our food supply.

  
    
    Mad Cow Disease Not Found in Organic Beef [image: image]
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    The discovery of cows infected with mad cow disease in the Pacific Northwest in recent years focused a huge amount of attention on the problem. People who eat organic beef need not worry.

    Organic rules prohibit the feeding of bovine body parts to bovines for the purpose of increasing protein in their diet, which is the reason beef parts infected with bovine spongiform encephalopathy (BSE), or mad cow disease, have been recycled into the food supply of cattle. Infected beef can spread the disease to humans. But organically raised beef has no potential for spreading BSE to humans.

    Not only that, organic beef is fully traceable from the market meat case all the way back to the animal’s mother and the plot of land it was raised on. Traceability in conventional beef production is sketchy at best.

    “The green and white ‘USDA Organic’ seal may be little, but it carries a big message: The organic product being purchased is fully traceable, has passed rigorous inspections, and, in the case of organic beef, has never been fed any animal by products in any form,” says Katherine DiMatteo, Executive Director of the Organic Trade Association, the business association representing the $11 billion organics industry in North America.

    While the retail price of organic meat is generally greater than conventional, to many consumers the greater peace of mind is priceless. Tighter regulatory practices that will be implemented over the long-term in the conventional meat industry will inevitably raise beef prices across the board. The price of organic beef already reflects the true cost of a production system that protects the health of animals and people.

    The USDA’s National Organic Standards, implemented on October 21, 2002, include rigorous standards for organic beef production. They state:

    
      For an animal’s entire life, organic practices prohibit feeding animal parts of any kind to any animals that, by nature, eat plants. While the practice of feeding mammalian protein in feed intended for cows and other cud-chewing animals was banned by the USDA in 1997, enforcement of the ban has lagged. Furthermore, by-products of chickens and pigs that are fed mammalian protein are allowed in feed for conventionally raised cows. Beef sold as organic must come from animals raised organically from three months prior to birth. In other words, organic beef is born from animals that have received organic feed from at least the last third of gestation.

      The organic production system provides traceability of each animal from birth to sale of the resulting meat. Each cut of organic meat and meat by-product can be traced back to its origin. If there were ever a question about the safety of an organic meat product, removal from the food supply would be swift and efficient.

      The guiding philosophy of organic production is to provide conditions that meet the needs and natural behavior of the animal. Thus, organic livestock are given access to the outdoors, fresh air, water, sunshine, grass and pasture, and are fed 100 percent organic feed.

      Other practices allowed in conventional beef production are forbidden in the organic system. Forbidden conventional practices include: feeding plastic pellets for roughage, feeding formulas containing manure or urea, and the use of antibiotics and growth hormones.

    

  

  AND NOW FOR SOME GOOD NEWS . . .

  American agriculture is a huge business and, like most businesses, does what it must to protect itself from critics, especially lawmakers who would institute rules that would cost it money. But change—though slower than many would like—is happening.

  The U. S. Congress now has an Organic Caucus, chaired at this writing by Representative Sam Farr of California. It was Farr who authored the nation’s first organic standards, the California Organic Food Production Act of 1990, that became a model for the USDA standards. In North Dakota, State Senator Bill Bowman introduced legislation to allow farmers to sue biotechnology companies if their genetically modified wheat contaminates farmers’ conventional or organic crops.

  Americans are not just knuckling under to the GMO lobbyists. In Vedic City, Iowa, the city council unanimously passed a resolution making it illegal to sell genetically modified or any nonorganic food within the city limits. Mayor Bob Wynne said people can still buy conventional food outside the city and bring it in, but the town’s two grocery stores henceforth must be all organic.

  In Europe, the European Union Agriculture Council has agreed that no GM product will be allowed unlabeled into the EU market. All GM food, food ingredients, and animal feeds—including sugars, refined oils, and starches produced from GMOs—have to be clearly labeled. Another regulation sets up a traceability system to track food and food ingredients consisting of, containing, or produced from GMOs across all stages of food delivery from farm to processor to market. “No GMOs can enter the European market unlabeled,” said Lorenzo Consoli, Greenpeace Advisor on GMOs. “This sends a strong message to commodity exporting nations such as the United States of America, Canada, Argentina, and Brazil. The times when you could sneak millions of tons of GM soybeans and corn unlabeled into the food chain are definitely over.” As of this writing, GM foods are still not allowed to be labeled as such in the United States.

  
    Organics Has Its Own Congressional Caucus [image: image]
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    The Congressional Organic Agriculture Caucus, which held its initial meeting in Washington, D.C., on April 10, 2003, was formed as a bipartisan association of United States representatives to “enhance availability and understanding of information related to the production and processing of organic agricultural products.”

    At its formation, it included sixteen Democrats, five Republicans, and one Independent. “Organics is one of the fastest growing sectors in agriculture,” said Representative Sam Farr (D-CA), who authored the nation’s first comprehensive organic standards while he was a member of the California state legislature in 1990. “With new organic standards now in effect, consumers are demanding greater availability and farmers are seeking solutions to their organic production problems. This caucus will give us the chance to discuss ways of enhancing the standards to make them workable for producers and consumers.”

    “The formation of this caucus is a major step towards getting organic farmers their fair share of federal agricultural resources,” says Bob Scowcroft, Executive Director of the Organic Farming Research Foundation (OFRF) based in Santa Cruz, California. “Organic farmers and their supporters should call their representatives and ask them to join the caucus. When it comes to Capitol Hill, there is strength in numbers,” he added. For the current makeup of the caucus, visit the OFRF web site at www.ofrf.org and visit the policy page.

  

  
    
    California County Bans GMO Crops [image: image]

    [image: image]

    On Tuesday, March 2, 2004, Mendocino County, California, became the first county in the nation to ban genetically engineered crops and animals by passing a ballot measure backed by the county’s organic farmers. Agriculture officials began to enforce the ban the day after voters approved it.

    Some of the country’s largest agribusiness interests spent more than a half million dollars locally to defeat the initiative, fearing that it could set a precedent. Their fears were well founded, as environmental groups in neighboring Sonoma and Humboldt counties immediately began preparing drives to qualify similar initiatives on the November 2004 ballot.

    A consortium of agribusiness interests calling itself CropLife America spent $500,000 on a two-month campaign to defeat the measure. CropLife was supported by local and state farm bureau leaders and members of the county’s conventional agricultural establishment. But a coalition of organic grape growers, businesses, and local political figures, which spent only about $70,000 on an educational campaign, convinced voters that they should take a stand against GMO crops.

    CropLife refused to speculate about possible legal or legislative challenges to the ban. Mendocino County voters in the 1970s adopted an initiative to ban aerial spraying of pesticides, but within two weeks, the state legislature stripped counties of the right to institute such a ban. Supporters of the GMO ban said they are prepared for an assault on the ban by agribusiness. “We’ve had this ordinance reviewed by top lawyers, who say they’re confident it will stand up to any challenge,” said initiative spokesperson Laura Hamburg.

  

  United Natural Foods, one of the largest wholesale distributors of organic foods in the United States, sponsors “The Campaign to Label Genetically Engineered Foods” for the purpose of getting Congress and the president to pass and sign legislation that will require the labeling of GM foods here. If you’re interested in aiding this cause, visit the web site at www.thecampaign.org.

  There’s no doubt that the production of organic foods is exploding. In 2001, worldwide sales of organic food reached $26 billion. It’s estimated to reach $80 billion by 2008. Europe is leading the global push. Germany’s goal is to make 20 percent of its farmland organic by 2010. Belgium, Holland, and Wales are shooting for 10 percent by then, and countries such as Italy aren’t far behind. Organic farmland in the United States doubled in just five years between 1997 and 2002. In 2002, the USDA’s National Organic Program issued strict rules for foods that can be given the Department’s Organic seal. From a one-page flyer called “Organic Gardening in a Nutshell,” distributed by the thousands in the 1970s, the rules for organic agriculture have ballooned to sixty-three pages of government regulations, covering every aspect of organic food production. What started in 1990 as the Federal Organic Foods Production Act, sponsored by Senator Patrick Leahy of Vermont, has turned into a federally mandated program of nationwide rules defining organics and issuing seals of certification. Many small farmers are being left out, though, as big corporations, hand in hand with the USDA’s huge bureaucracy, move forward to fill supermarket shelves with organic versions of everything from fresh vegetables to junk food.

  ORGANIC STANDARDS AND CERTIFICATION, AND LARGE VERSUS SMALL PRODUCERS

  The original goal of organic farming was to create sustainable local agriculture, where consumers know and trust the farmers, where farms protect the environment, where the supply lines from farm to table are short (the average distance food travels from farm to plate in America is 1,300 miles). Certification agencies like Oregon Tilth, California Certified Organic Farmers, and Northeast Organic Farmers Association (NOFA) began as regional groups dedicated to assuring the authenticity of local, seasonal organic foods. Today, certification agencies like Quality Assurance International in America and Eco-Cert in Germany are global in scope. Linda Baker, writing in the online journal Salon (July 29, 2002), described an American certification agent for Eco-Cert who found himself in Japan inspecting a food processor who was importing soybeans from China to process into goods for export to Europe. He said to Eco-Cert, “Isn’t this a little unsustainable?” The expenditure of fossil fuels to move foods over long distances and fly certification agents around the world is expensive—and the cost of certification reflects this. It is not sustainable as environmentalists think of that term.

  “Sustainability” had its genesis in a 1910 book, Farmers of Forty Centuries, which described how Chinese truck farms near large cities recycled every scrap of organic matter—including night soil—through composting processes, back to the land. By doing so, their farms remained fertile and productive year after year, for forty centuries. Sustainability became a goal of the organic movement as it developed through the 1950s and 1960s. If food production were kept local and organic wastes were captured and recycled, the terrible destruction of America’s topsoil that was going on then (and continues on conventional farms) could possibly be halted and reversed. For my part, I started something called the National Soil Fertility Program in the mid-1970s that aimed to have the USDA identify all the sources of compostables in America and steer them to composting centers for eventual return to the land. I remember importuning the Texas Commissioner of Agriculture as he left a meeting in Washington, D.C. I wanted to hand him information about the program. He refused the copy and brushed me aside, saying, “I’m not interested in that [expletive][expletive].”

  A deep conflict has arisen between the big organic producers who ship food globally and small, local farmers who find the cost of complying with the USDA and paying for certification prohibitive. (The organic certifier New Jersey NOFA, for instance, charges $285 the first year and $235 in subsequent years to certify farms grossing less than $5,000; farms grossing between $750,000 and $1 million pay $2,000 plus 2.5 percent of sales.) Many see that now that the government is involved in defining what’s organic, the race to lower standards is on. Unless organic standards are kept strict, the term organic will become meaningless as more and more compromises are made. And lower standards will not apply only to the USDA’s National Organic Standards, they will apply to every certification agency in the country. The enabling legislation is written so that no local group—such as the Maine Organic Farmers and Gardeners Association or California Certified Organic Farmers may impose stricter standards than those imposed by USDA. By contrast, most federal safety regulations set minimum standards. The Consumer Product Safety Commission, for instance, encourages manufacturers of products covered by its regulations to exceed federal standards and promote themselves to consumers that way.

  Many small organic farmers, therefore, smell a rat. A big “problem in the long run is that the USDA program may so debase the meaning of organic that growers won’t want to be involved unless they grow for markets that specifically require [the USDA seal], like big stores or processors,” says Bill Duesing, president of the Northeast Organic Farmers Association Interstate Council (including NOFA chapters in Connecticut, Massachusetts, New York, New Jersey, Rhode Island, Vermont, and New Hampshire). “I think the federal takeover of ‘organic’ presents a very large challenge to define and communicate the values that are important to NOFA members and aren’t addressed in the federal standards—local eating, family farms, low and solar energy use, labor issues, polyculture, sustainability, connection to community, knowledge, and control. Although it would be good if all food were grown organically, that won’t address the above important issues if we just end up with industrial organic, which continues to put great distance between growers and eaters while increasing ignorance in the general population about our relationship with the earth.” In England, by way of contrast, the Soil Association’s organic standards are stricter than those in the United States—farmers can’t use peat moss for fear of destroying the environment; they can’t use dried blood because it’s too high in nitrogen. For years the English have worried that long transportation of food, “excessive food-miles,” will damage the environment.

  
    USDA Backs Down on Organic Rule Changes [image: image]
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    Big agriculture never stops trying to water down or chip away at the national standards for what constitutes organically grown food. The latest attempts came in April 2004, when officials in the National Organic Program (NOP) and Agricultural Marketing Service (AMS)—both agencies within the USDA—released changes to the organic standards. They included expansion of the use of antibiotics and hormones in dairy cows, allowing the use of more pesticides, and for the first time letting organic livestock eat potentially contaminated fishmeal. Administrators of the NOP also said seafood, pet food, and body care products could use “organic” on their labels without meeting any standards at all. These “Statements of Clarification” were issued without any public input.

    The outcry against these “clarifications” from the public, from Congress, from the National Organic Standards Board (NOSB), Consumers Union, media outlets, and many other organizations and individuals around the country was so great that within a month, Secretary of Agriculture Anne Veneman rescinded the changes. She said the USDA was “awestruck at the size and the fury of the protest” against watering down organic standards in favor of nonorganic agribusiness practices.

    The moral of this incident is that agribusiness will continue to try to deconstruct the organic standards and that the USDA can’t be counted on to prevent that. Only the organic community—large and strong and growing stronger—can. Be watchful.

  

  
    
    Beware of the Misleading Label [image: image]
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    Be wary of the label that says, “Earth Friendly, Farm Friendly.” According to the Chefs Collaborative, “The label, which professes to be an alternative to the USDA’s National Organic Program label, is put out by the Hudson Institute’s Center for Global Food Issues. Under the terms of the certification requirements, most conventional dairy practices are acceptable. The label does not have the same standards as the USDA’s organic label.” The Hudson Institute is a right-wing think tank that grants large sums of money to support conservative causes.

  

  Patrick Martins, the former head of Slow Food U.S.A. has long been an active communicator about this situation. He writes the following in The Snail, Slow Food’s American news-letter:

  
    One word that has been totally lost by the people who created it is the word ‘organic.’ Slow Food U.S.A. hopes we can soon return to a purer definition of the word—not a federal definition, but one that embodies the ideas of sustainability, preserving the land, and preserving the small independent family farm. With many Americans now demanding organic foods, huge factory farms have been quick to churn out products to accommodate. But are these foods what Americans are really clamoring for? While organic factory foods do fall under the umbrella of the new federal standards, we choose to support foods and companies that fit a more holistic definition of the word organic: one that embodies an ethic that doesn’t exist on factory farms. This ethic is not motivated by profit, but by taste—a love of food. . . . [We are] asking Americans to think about what ‘organic’ means to them—is it a formula or a philosophy? The future of our planet depends on the answer.

  

  One effect of the movement of large corporations into organic agriculture is that many small farmers are looking to avoid the paperwork that comes along with federal regulated organic certification. “Certification is only necessary when you’re not dealing directly with the consumer,” according to Rose Koenig, a member of the National Organic Standards Board, the group that drew up the definition of what’s organic and what’s not for the USDA. Some organic farmers who do deal directly with consumers through farmers markets and Community Supported Agriculture are resorting to terms like “pesticide free,” “natural,” or “authentic” to describe their produce, rather than “organic,” simply because by using “organic” without certification, they risk a $10,000 fine.

  For most purchasers of organic food, the most visible aspect of this wrangling is the emergence of the USDA’s green and white Organic seal. The USDA seal can be used on products that are 100 percent organic but also on foods that are only 95 percent organic. John Fromer, an organic farmer who operates Appleton Ridge Flower & Vegetable Farm in Appleton, Maine, asks, “What’s the other five percent? Heavy metals? It’s either 100 percent organic or it’s not organic, if you ask me.” And although large organic farms can use the seal, that doesn’t say anything about freshness, says Eliot Coleman, a Maine grower and author of organic gardening books. “I don’t care if elves and fairies grew it in California, it ain’t fresh by the time it gets to Maine,” he says. Coleman avoids certification and the use of the USDA seal altogether in favor of labeling his produce “authentic.” But a spokesperson for the Organic Trade Association thinks creating another word is the wrong way to go. “There is no ‘beyond organic,’” says Barbara Haumann of the Organic Trade Association. “That would totally confuse consumers.”

  Two others levels of “organic” have been set up under the USDA’s National Organic Program. A package can state, “made with organic ingredients,” if between 70 and 95 percent of the ingredients are organic, although the “USDA Organic” seal can’t be used. And for products containing less than 70 percent organic ingredients, the organic ingredients can be labeled as such only on the ingredients panel. Again, the seal can’t be used.

  The standards set by the USDA’s National Organic Program “aid larger farmers and retailers over smaller ones,” agrees Bob Scowcroft of the Organic Farming Research Foundation. “Wal-Mart is one of the largest purveyors of organic foods in the country. Having a national standard allows large chain stores to buy year-round from many states and sources according to the same standard.”

  On the other hand, having national standards—and collecting fees for certification—also allows the USDA to fund organic research. In a press advisory dated April 16, 2004, Scowcroft wrote that in a historic development, the USDA announced the availability of $4.7 million in 2004 and $15 million through 2008 to fund projects designed to enhance the ability of producers and processors to grow and market certified organic food, feed, and fiber products. That USDA has funded organic agriculture at all shows what a sea change is underway. It’s a far cry from the days when I had to conceal my Organic Gardening identity in the hallways of USDA just to get an interview with a plant scientist.

  Scowcroft sees two tiers of organic produce developing side by side: the big guys and the family farmers. “In this new organic world, concerns over social justice and the distance the food has traveled lost out; taste and freshness came up as most important with the general organic food-buying public. This is going to spread to the entire general public. The taste and freshness possible with artisanal production is the next great wave in food marketing, and it’s coming soon to a much larger audience,” he says.

  
    Two Ways for Big Organic to Market Locally [image: image]
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    One way to market organic milk is to do what the Horizon company has done: Create large dairies in several places in the country and move the milk to stores from there. It uses ultra-pasteurization to prolong shelf life, but that destroys enzymes and “cooks” the milk. But another way is to do what Organic Valley has done: Form a co-op of 420 family farms in seventeen states that produce certified organic milk, cheese, butter, spreads, creams, eggs, produce, juice, and meats. The products are sold locally. The farmers in the co-op benefit from the overall marketing effort and publicity that the Organic Valley brand generates. George Siemon gets the credit for developing this idea, which supports family farming and rural communities as it protects the environment. Learn more at www.organicvalley.com.

  

  Mark Dierkhising, executive chef at Sonoma State University in Rohnert Park, California, agrees. I asked him whether the kids at the university were asking for organic food. “The student demographic has changed enormously in recent years,” he told me. “We’re getting more kids from Southern California. They’re well traveled, food savvy and are making demands for more sophisticated dishes than just burgers and pizza. We have pizza, of course, but it’s made with fresh dough starter, not just powdered yeast. We make organic chicken, fresh ocean fish, prepared the way our better restaurants here in Sonoma County prepare them. But it’s not just the kids. Everyone is demanding better organic food—the kids, the faculty, the staff, the workers.”

  The good qualities of organic food are being brought to the attention of larger audiences through marketing orders, which are essentially a tax on growers and producers of specific commodities used to advertise those commodities to the general public. The “Got Milk?” campaign is the result of the dairy industry commission’s marketing order that has spent hundreds of millions of dollars to keep milk front and center in the American eye through print and TV commercials. Now that large companies and big agriculture are going organic, much more money can be garnered from them than from small family farmers. Scowcroft says that in the 1980s, the Table Grape Commission used marketing-order money to savage the notion of organic table grapes. A large California organic grower, Steve Pavich, was forced to pay into a fund used to denounce his growing method. But all in all, Scowcroft is sanguine. “USDA’s $15 million for organic agriculture research,” he says, “is just a drop in the bucket (0.1 percent of its research budget, according to some estimates) compared to conventional chemical agriculture, but it’s a start. Still, it’s obscene that land grant colleges (the big agricultural schools) don’t do more organic research.”

  CURRENT RESEARCH

  When I went to Organic Gardening magazine from the Allentown, Pennsylvania, newspaper, I was still in investigative mode. The magazine was great at telling people how to compost and grow tomatoes, but not much had been done to see whether there was a firm scientific base under the organic method. Over the next 10 years, I read books and research papers on soil science, entomology, molecular biology, mycology, ecology, plant pathogens, and other agricultural and horticultural sciences and discovered, to my surprise, that there was a ton of information that supported the basic tenets of the organic method—and even that expanded them to unforeseen areas. I was never at a loss for subjects for the articles I wrote.

  Such scientific research continues today and bears on organic agriculture. The more mainstream organic becomes, the more research is underway. Here are just three from among dozens and dozens of studies I unearthed in a recent survey of ongoing organic research at large universities.

  [image: image]   At Michigan State, a Department of Entomology study carries the title, “Safe-guarding the Supply of Specialty Crops for Consumers.” The goal of the project is to reduce the need for synthetic chemicals in the production of fruit, dry beans, and sugar beets. Specifically, “we will concentrate on reduced chemical input, good farming practices, and alternative pest control methods.”

  [image: image]   At Cornell University, a study entitled, “Organic Farm and Food Systems Research” is underway to develop certifiable organic strategies for controlling weeds and pests in farm crops.

  [image: image]   At North Carolina State, horticultural researchers are studying “Farming System Sustainability and Research Support for Organic Agriculture Production.” The goal is to determine the optimal strategy economically and biologically for making the transition from conventional to organic production.

  RETAIL RULES

  The advent of organic foods in supermarkets has created the need for some special rules. Retailers now have rules, defined by the USDA’s National Organic Program (NOP), about displaying organic and conventional items together. Large chains like Whole Foods, Wild Oats, and Albert’s Organics that carry both organic and conventional produce must present commingling of the groups of produce. Bulk products—such as bins of nuts or oatmeal, baskets of produce, or packaged goods—need to be separated by some sort of barrier. There should be an “organics only” area of the storage room for organic items, separate from the conventional storage area. When boxes have to be stacked on top of one another, the organic boxes should be placed on top so that no falling product or melting ice with pesticide residues will leak into the organic containers. Retailers are urged to hold on to their empty organic boxes to move organic produce, because as soon as organic produce goes into a conventional box, the produce is considered contaminated and can no longer be sold as organic.

  NOP has laid down rules for cleaning and prepping organic greens and other produce. Before cleaning or prepping, the sink basin has to be washed with a cleanser to insure that any pesticide residues from conventional food items have been washed away. Tubs or trays used for storing the produce after prepping must be thoroughly cleansed as the retailer moves from conventional to organic items. The NOP requires that prep knives be cleansed after use on conventional produce before using them on organic produce. It recommends that the easiest method of complying will be to have separate tubs and knives for organic and conventional produce. It would be wonderful if these rules were followed and enforced, but one wonders how closely they’ll be monitored.

  
    Sticker Shock [image: image]
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    You know those annoying little stickers you sometimes find on fruit at the supermarket? They are “price lookup” stickers. They’re not mandatory and not used in all stores, but they contain some useful information. Conventional produce has a four-digit code. Organic produce has a five-digit code starting with 9. Genetically modified produce has a five-digit code starting with 8.

  

  
    
    Ten Good Reasons to Buy Organic [image: image]
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    1Organic products meet stringent standards. Organic certification is the public’s assurance that products have been grown and handled according to strict procedures without toxic chemical inputs.

    2Organic food tastes great! It’s common sense—well-balanced soils produce strong, healthy plants that become nourishing food for people and animals.

    3Organic production reduces health risks. Many EPA-approved pesticides were registered long before extensive research linked these chemicals to cancer and other diseases. Organic agriculture is one way to prevent any more of these chemicals from getting into the air, earth, and water that sustain us.

    4Organic farms respect our water resources. The elimination of polluting chemicals and nitrogen leaching, done in combination with soil building, protects and conserves water resources.

    5Organic farmers build healthy soil. Soil is the foundation of the food chain. The primary focus of organic farming is to use practices that build healthy soils.

    6Organic farmers work in harmony with nature. Organic agriculture respects the balance demanded of a healthy ecosystem: Wildlife is encouraged by including forage crops in rotation and by retaining fence rows, wetlands, and other natural areas.

    7Organic producers are leaders in innovative research. Organic farmers have led the way, largely at their own expense, to innovative on-farm research aimed at reducing pesticide use and minimizing agriculture’s impact on the environment.

    8Organic producers strive to preserve crop diversity. The loss of genetically diverse, open-pollinated crop species on our farms is one of the most pressing environmental concerns. The good news is that many organic farmers and gardeners have been collecting and preserving heirloom seeds and growing unusual varieties for decades.

    9Organic farming helps keep rural communities healthy. USDA reported that in 1997, half of U.S. farm production came from only 2 percent of farms. Organic agriculture can be a lifeline for small farms, because it offers an alternative market where sellers can command fair prices for crops.

    10Organic abundance—Foods and nonfoods alike. Now every food category has an organic alternative. And nonfood agricultural products like wool and linen are being grown organically—even cotton, which most experts felt could not be grown this way.

    Source: Organic Trade Association

  

  BUT IS ORGANIC SAFE AND HEALTHY? AND HOW!

  For more than three decades, I’ve tried my best to get the word out about the benefits of organic food production. Over all these years, the agribusiness line has not changed much: “Claims of organic superiority can’t be substantiated.” “If we farm organically, half the world will starve.” “Organically-grown food is more dangerous than conventionally grown food.” “Organic food is contaminated with E. coli bacteria.” I even saw a chemical company flack drink what he said was a glass of water mixed with pesticide to prove its safety to the House Agriculture Committee. But over this time, the evidence for the actual superiority of organic food has steadily grown, and now the claims of industry seem pitiful and ludicrous. And I wonder how that guy who drank the pesticide is doing?

  A telling report by the United Nation’s Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) has a reliable summation of the safety benefits of organic food production. Here are a few excerpts.

  Cattle are ruminants naturally meant to eat grass, not grain. But most American cattle are “finished” on grain diets to add fat quickly. Virulent, disease-causing forms of E. coli develop in the stomachs of these cattle, but not in the rumens of grass-fed cattle. It’s one of the most important goals of organic beef production to keep the nutrient cycles closed, and so the animals are fed on diets of hay, grass, and silage. “It can be concluded,” the FAO said, “that organic farming potentially reduces the risk of E. coli infection.”

  Aflatoxin is a carcinogen produced by a grain fungus. According to the FAO:

  
    Two studies found that aflatoxin levels in organic milk were lower than in conventional milk. As organically raised livestock are fed greater proportions of hay, grass, and silage, there is reduced opportunity for mycotoxin contaminated feed (grain contaminated with the fungus) to lead to mycotoxin contaminated milk. . . . Organic agriculture’s contributions to cleaner drinking water, for example in Lithuania’s Karst area, UK’s environmentally sensitive areas, and Germany’s water protection areas, and to higher weed, insect, and bird diversity and general environmental quality, are positive values appreciated by consumers. . . . Organic farming enhances genetic biodiversity, including organisms living in the soil, wildlife, wild flora, and cultivated crops. Organic agriculture practices recover indigenous crop varieties and regenerate landscapes with distinct quality characteristics. The FAO Committee on Agriculture agreed in 1999 that properly managed organic farming contributes to sustainable agriculture and therefore has a legitimate place within the U.N.’s sustainable agriculture programs.

  

  
    A Shopper’s Guide to Pesticides in Produce [image: image]
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    Stonyfield Farm, the country’s largest maker of organic yogurt, in partnership with the Environmental Working Group (EWG), has published a wallet-size card that lists the twelve popular fresh fruits and vegetables that are consistently the most contaminated with pesticides and those twelve fruits and vegetables that consistently have low levels of pesticides.

    The results take into account washing and peeling the items; that is, if people typically wash and peel a fruit or vegetable, that was done before the testing for pesticides was carried out. For those most contaminated crops, Stonyfield and the EWG recommend buying organic whenever possible. Here are the results:

    
      
        
        
      
      
        	HIGHEST IN PESTICIDES
        	LOWEST IN PESTICIDES
      

      
        	Apples
        	Asparagus
      

      
        	Bell Peppers
        	Avocados
      

      
        	Celery
        	Bananas
      

      
        	Cherries
        	Broccoli
      

      
        	Grapes (imported)
        	Cauliflower
      

      
        	Nectarines
        	Corn (sweet)
      

      
        	Peaches
        	Kiwifruit
      

      
        	Pears
        	Mangoes
      

      
        	Potatoes
        	Onions
      

      
        	Red Raspberries
        	Papayas
      

      
        	Spinach
        	Peas (fresh garden)
      

      
        	Strawberries
        	Pineapples
      

    

  

  In Europe, where folks seem to be far ahead of the United States in implementing organic agriculture, more than 16,000 people were asked by the Eurobarometer polling organization whether they favored organic farming as a goal for the European Union’s agricultural policy. Seventy-two percent said yes.

  Organic foods are far safer than conventional, according to a study published in the peer-reviewed journal, Food Additives and Contaminants. The study team included analysts from Consumers Union, the publisher of Consumer Reports, and the Organic Materials Research Institute. The data covered more than 94,000 food samples taken through the 1990s and showed that about 80 percent of conventional foods showed pesticide residues, but only 27 percent of organic samples did, and that multiple residues were ten times more common in conventional foods. Where residues were found in organic produce, they were at much lower levels than in the conventional foods. Why any residues at all in organic food? The research showed that some were long-banned but persistent pesticides such as DDT, some contamination occurred from pesticides that were wind-blown onto organic acres, and some conventional items were possibly mislabeled as organic. Levels of minerals in organic produce were about twice those in conventional produce, according to a 1993 study by Bob Smith printed in the Journal of Applied Nutrition. And a recent review of all the available valid research comparing organic and conventional produce conducted by nutritionist Shane Heaton on behalf of the UK’s Soil Association concluded, “Collectively, the scientific evidence supports the view that organically produced foods are significantly different in terms of food safety, nutrient content, and nutritional value. Consumers who wish to improve their intake of minerals, vitamin C, and antioxidant phytonutrients while reducing their exposure to potentially harmful pesticide residues, nitrates, GMOs, and artificial additives used in food processing should, whenever possible, choose organically produced food.”

  For years people scoffed at the idea that organic food could have more nutrients than conventional. “A plant doesn’t care where it gets its nutrients,” they’d say. “There’s no difference in the foods produced by these growing methods.” But Theo Clark, a chemistry professor at Truman State University in Missouri, discovered otherwise. Clark and his team of undergraduate students polled households in Miller, Missouri, to assess people’s expectations of organic oranges. Eighty-five percent believed that organic oranges would have a higher nutritional content than conventional oranges.

  Clark then decided to analyze organic and conventional oranges’ vitamin C content because, as he told a Great Lakes Regional meeting of the American Chemical Society, the world’s largest scientific society, “no one to our knowledge has thought to compare organic and conventionally grown oranges.” Conventional oranges looked great—twice the size of organic oranges. When Clark and his team used chemical isolation and nuclear magnetic resonance to determine the vitamin C content, though, the organic oranges had 30 percent more of the vitamin than the conventional oranges, even though they were half the size. How could that be? “We speculate that with conventional oranges, farmers use nitrogen fertilizers that cause an uptake of more water, so it sort of diluted the orange. You get a great big orange, but it’s full of water and doesn’t have as much nutritional value.”

  
    A Bogus Organic Food Scare [image: image]
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    “According to recent data compiled by the U.S. Centers for Disease Control, people who eat organic and natural foods are eight times as likely as the rest of the population to be attacked by a deadly new strain of E. coli bacteria,” said the article by Dennis Avery in the Fall 1998 issue of American Outlook, a publication of Hudson Institute. The Wall Street Journal, along with many newspapers around the country, picked it up and published the following sentences:

    “Consumers of organic foods are also more likely to be attacked by a relatively new, more virulent strain of the infamous salmonella bacteria. Organic food is more dangerous than conventionally grown produce because organic farmers use manure as the major source of fertilizer for their food crops. Animal manure is the biggest reservoir of these nasty bacteria that are afflicting and killing so many people.”

    Scary stuff, huh? But it’s completely bogus. Dr. Mitchell Cohen of the CDC subsequently made a public statement that “the CDC has not conducted any study that compares or quantifies the specific risk for infection with E. coli through eating either conventionally grown or organic and natural foods.” Sharon Hoskins of CDC added that the CDC did not have any such research currently in the works, nor was it planning to conduct any in the future because such research was “not warranted.” She said that “We have tried to contact the magazine and have never been able to speak with anyone at American Outlook, including the editor. There has been no response.”

    Robert Tauxe, MD, chief of the Foodborne and Diarrheal Diseases Branch of the CDC, said that there is no such data on organic food production at their centers. He issued a statement saying he had called Avery and asked him to stop attributing such data to CDC and that Avery responded by telling him, “That’s your interpretation, and I have mine.” Avery then attributed the information to Dr. Paul Mead who works in Dr. Tauxe’s branch. Absolute bunk, says Mead.

    When investigators looked into funding for Hudson Institute, who showed up as the big backers? Monsanto, DuPont, DowElanco, Sandoz, Ciba-Geigy, ConAgra, Cargill, Proctor & Gamble, and on and on. What’s scary is not foodborne illness from organic food—organic rules mandate composting and fallowing that destroy harmful bacteria—but that Avery’s misinformation is picked up by newspaper editors and run under headlines like these: “Organic Just Means Dirtier, More Expensive,” “Organic Food—Eight Times More Likely to Kill You,” and “Organic Food Link to E. coli Deaths.”

  

  
    
    An Overview on Worldwide Organic Agriculture [image: image]
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    IFOAM (International Federation of Organic Agriculture Movements), headquartered in Germany, issued a report on the state of organic agriculture around the world in February 2004. Among the report’s most salient facts are these:

    [image: image]   Prof. Ulrich Hamm, a respected organic market analyst, has forecasted annual growth rates of 20 to 40 percent and, in some countries, even up to 50 percent a year.

    [image: image]   Denmark has stated a target of 20 percent organic food production in that country.

    [image: image]   The largest organic trader in the UK expects today’s $11 billion U.S. organic market to go to a volume of $100 billion in the next ten years.

    [image: image]   In Switzerland, the organic market share is already 10 percent and growing, with the largest canton, Graubünden, having around 50 percent. Austria, Sweden, and Finland have reached the level of Switzerland.

    [image: image]   The latest statistic from Italy shows 18,000 farms either fully organic or in conversion in 1996, growing to 30,000 by 1998, and having now reached about 60,000 farms.

    [image: image]   Uganda, Egypt, Mexico, Argentina, Japan, Poland, and Australia are all involved in organic agriculture and report growing consumer demand.

  

  I don’t think Clark’s theoretical explanation is complete. Remember the concept of “thrifty” discussed on page 24? And how organic crops get the nutrients they need in the amounts they need at the time they need and in the form they need? Those plants are growing optimally, and whatever the biological limit on the amount of vitamin C— or other nutrients—they can produce, they are closing in on that limit.

  A lot of this kind of information is finally breaking through now. Agribusiness can no longer stem the organic tide, or churn out disinformation about organics, and in many ways is starting to follow the old bromide, “If you can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em.” And so we have the spectacle of organic strawberries from California and Florida being sold in winter in the Northeast, grown by who-knows-who, but certified organic by Quality Assurance International.

  It’s heartening, though, to an old organic hand like me to see the whole national food system beginning to move toward organic. After all, organic acres are absolutely better in terms of clean grow-power and diverse ecology than conventional acres. But the best acres are the ones close enough for me to see with my own eyes (“Eat Your View” is a popular bumper sticker in Europe), farmed by a human being I can talk to. I most fondly remember the local farmers where I bought my eggs, bacon, and milk in Pennsylvania. And now here in California I meet the farmers at one of the many farmers’ markets in Sonoma County. We can talk about how the hens are laying, whether the early lettuce got nipped by the late frost, or how the wild turkeys scratch up the broccoli seedlings. Many of the wine grape growers I respect the most are either organic or biodynamic. Robert Sinskey makes his own compost fertilizer by the tens of tons, and so does Mike Benziger, John Williams at Frogs Leap, and the folks at Fetzer, Frey, Lolonis, and on and on.
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  Tomatillos
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  Talking with Farmers

  IT’S IMPORTANT at farmers’ markets to know whether you’re dealing with an actual organic farmer, who will have grown the crop, or with a purveyor, who buys the crop wholesale and sells it retail. Not only does this guarantee that the food is organic, and that the profit will go directly to the farmers; it also means you can talk with the farmer about the food, how it’s grown, and how to best prepare it. A farmer can tell you much about the food you’re buying. A purveyor may be selling organic food but will probably not be able to tell you exactly why the food is organic and what makes it special.

  The farmer will have produce that looks homegrown: Sizes and shapes will vary. You’ll find some runty beets and some oversized ones because they aren’t standardized for sale to supermarkets. Some tomatoes will have protuberances. You may spy the odd bug on the rib of a chard stalk. There may be several varieties of the same food. The name of the farm may be displayed. Farmers who sell their own products will often feature their oddball varieties—like the long, cylindrical Formanova beets, their grandma’s heirloom tomato, or a box of Hansen’s Bush Cherries. These aren’t items that supermarkets are much interested in, but the farmer may like to grow them for better flavor, as well as other practical and sentimental reasons.

  WHAT FARMERS CAN TELL YOU

  When I grow my own food, I know everything about its growing conditions. These are the key factors:

  [image: image]   I know what varieties I have planted.

  [image: image]   I know how I fertilized and cultivated them.

  [image: image]   I know what problems I encountered growing them.

  [image: image]   I know how this year’s crop reacted to the weather and climate.

  [image: image]   I know whether this year’s crop is superior, ordinary, or inferior.

  [image: image]   I know when I harvested them.

  [image: image]   I know what the yield was this year.

  Any farmer will know this information about his or her crops, and this knowledge forms the basis for questions you can ask the seller to determine the following:

  [image: image]   Did the seller actually grow the crop?

  [image: image]   Has the crop been grown organically?

  [image: image]   What cultural (growing) techniques have been used?

  [image: image]   Has anything been done to counteract climatic difficulties?

  [image: image]   Was this a good, ordinary, or poor year for the crop—and why?

  [image: image]   How was the crop handled after harvest?

  [image: image]   Is this a crop to be dried, frozen, or canned, or eaten fresh?

  [image: image]   What’s a fair price for this crop?

  The real farmer will be glad to talk with you about the different varieties he or she cultivates and how the crop was grown. As you read through the entry chapters in this book, you’ll discover some interesting organic agricultural techniques that farmers use to make sure the crop is of the highest quality. You can use this information to start up a discussion with the seller.

  IDENTIFYING AN ORGANIC FARMER

  The farmer will tell you where the farm is located—and the nearer, the better. If they’re organic, they’ll be able to give you details on how they fertilize the land. Ask them whether they use green manures. All organic farmers know that green manures are crops grown expressly to be plowed under when they reach maturity in order to decompose in the soil and fertilize it. Clover, alfalfa, buckwheat, soybeans, annual ryegrass, and vetch are common green manures. Along with green manures, organic farmers will use compost to improve the soil. Ask the seller how hot his compost piles get. If they are true organic compost makers, they’ll know that compost piles reach from between 140 and 160 degrees Fahrenheit. Both conventional and organic farmers will sometimes use farm animal manure on the land, but organic farmers will have composted the manure before spreading it. Manure left on the soil surface rapidly loses much of its fertilizing power as the nitrogen becomes ammonia that evaporates into the air.

  Another way to tell an organic farmer is to ask if they’ve had any insect problems and how they’ve handled them. If the seller says he doesn’t have insect problems, that’s just not realistic. All farmers have insect problems, but organic farmers have a set of nontoxic ways of dealing with them. They may use Bt—Bacillus thuringiensis—a naturally occurring microbe that causes caterpillars to stop feeding and die. It has no adverse effects on other plants or animals, including human beings. It’s been exceptionally useful in dealing with the caterpillar stages of common cabbage moths, tomato hornworms, tent caterpillars, and many others. In most cases, it’s the moths and butterflies in the caterpillar or worm-like stage of their development that damages crops. Mature moths and butterflies tend to sip nectar. Genetic engineers have taken the gene that produces the Bt toxin from the microbe and inserted it into corn and cotton, so that the corn and cotton itself will kill any caterpillars or bollworms that come to feed on it. However, because it’s built into the DNA of every cell in the plant, the Bt toxin is present in all the plant’s tissues, including its pollen. In 2001, scientists found that the pollen from Bt corn was drifting into meadows near the cornfields and landing on weeds where monarch butterfly larvae (the butterflies’ caterpillars) were feeding on milkweed, causing a massive die-off of the monarch butterfly population. By inserting the gene for Bt toxin into crops, the genetic engineers unwittingly hasten the day when insects will develop a resistance to the toxin and a perfectly useful organic control will be rendered useless.

  Another fact of nature that farmers will be intimately familiar with is how variations in growing seasons produce fluctuations in the quality of crops. One year may be a banner year for apples, but the pears may not be so good. The next year, the pears may be wonderful—big, juicy, and relatively blemish free—but the apples will be runty or scabby. The same holds true for vegetable crops. A given year might produce a good growing season for tomatoes but a bad season for beans.

  This effect generally varies from place to place and farm to farm, because it depends not only on the weather but also on how the climate interacts with the farmer’s own cultural (growing) practices: If he plowed too early, that could harm the soil structure; if he plowed too late, that might affect which weeds become bothersome in July. Did he fertilize properly? Have the crops been given sufficient water? Organic farming involves taking many factors into account and managing them together to bring in consistently good crops. Even when everything is running most smoothly, there’s usually some crop that’s having an especially good year and another having an especially bad one.

  Any organic farmer will know all these things and be happy to talk with you about them. That’s what farmers do when they get together. I’ve been in more than one gathering of farmers where one will look at the ground, scuffle his shoe on a clod of soil, look up at the sky, and say something like, “Got a lot of stem borers in the squash.” This is an invitation for another farmer to say something like, “I had ’em last year. Had to plow down the whole durn crop.”

  If an honest-to-goodness farmer at the farmers’ market tells you he’s organic but not certified, it’s possible he’s telling you the truth. Certification can be expensive, especially for small farmers. If you have doubts, ask him what he does about weeds. If he’s truly organic, he’ll be able to tell you when and how often he cultivates the soil to destroy weeds. Some organic farmers use tanks of propane mounted on the back of their tractors to generate flames that fry weeds in the rows between crops, but that’s rare. What they won’t use is herbicides.

  PURVEYORS AREN’T FARMERS

  Purveyors, on the other hand, tend to have fruits and vegetables that have been sorted by the wholesaler and look neatly identical. You won’t find oddball varieties but rather the standard varieties that wholesalers sell to supermarkets. The purveyor may sometimes know the variety of foodstuff they are selling but most likely won’t know the cultural details—where and how the crop was grown. The farmers’ market may be a one-day event for a purveyor who’s ready to move on to greener pastures tomorrow. The purveyor will act like a grocer, not a farmer. They usually won’t have any business name displayed or a business card to offer. If they do have a card, it will say something like “John Smith, Farm Fresh Produce.” (A farmer’s card will usually feature the name of the farm: “Justa Farm, Organic Produce in Season, Paul Harps, Proprietor.”) It’s likely that a purveyor selling truly organic food will have documentation from a certifying agency. He’ll be able to name the certifier and show you the agency’s symbol. He may have the USDA’s green and white Organic seal. I’m not saying you have to be paranoid about food fraud, but it pays to be suspicious if food sold as organic by a purveyor has no documentation.

  The benefits of buying straight from farmers are manifold. First, farmers can pick their fruits and vegetables when they are at their peak. Vine-ripened berries don’t last long. They soften when ripe, and tend to disintegrate before they reach the store’s shelves. But a farmer can pick his berries in the evening and have them at the farmers’ market the next morning. So many fruits develop amazingly delicious qualities only when they are picked ripe, and that goes for everything from avocados to watermelons. (There are exceptions to every rule, of course. Bartlett pears should be purchased when they are still hard and preferably green, for they turn to brown mush if left to ripen on the tree.)

  Purveyors, even purveyors of organic produce, must buy the same wholesale fruits and vegetables that go to the organic sections of supermarkets. So their produce is bedeviled by the same problem as the big markets: It has to be picked early to ship well and to get the premium price that the first guy in with the crop can demand. And that means watery avocados, sour kiwifruit, and insipid melons. This problem doesn’t much affect vegetables—they tend to be more delicate when picked on the young side. But it certainly does apply to fruit.

  Some of the finest fruits, such as black raspberries, huckleberries, and wild strawberries, are actually found only at farmers’ markets or roadside stands. Picked wild at peak ripeness, these astoundingly delicious fruits are incomparable; most won’t keep for more than a day. I’ve grown any number of commercial black raspberries offered in the catalogs, and none of them comes close to the evanescent aroma and flavor of real black raspberries from wild bushes with their dusty violet, prickly stems. Growing up in Pennsylvania’s countryside, I could tell the time of year by which wild fruits were available. The farmers’ market lets us reestablish a link with the seasons.

  FAIR PLAY FOR FARMERS

  Besides the benefits to us as consumers of fine organic foods, buying from organic farmers is definitely a boon to the farmers. Conventional farmers often see only a few pennies of the dollars spent to buy their foodstuffs. The retailer takes a cut, the wholesaler takes a cut, the shipper takes a cut, and the government takes a cut at several stages along the way. Some commodities are sold below cost, and government price supports are needed to keep farmers from going under. In fact, with some crops, farmers do go under because of lack of price supports. Organic growers get a lot more of your dollar when they sell direct to you at farmers’ markets, roadside stands, through Community Supported Agriculture, and straight from the farm. This helps create fair play for these farmers, because they don’t get the backing of government programs that help out big agribusiness, such as USDA’s daily pricing information for conventionally grown commodities.

  But things are changing in favor of the organic farmer. In 2003, the Rodale Institute, a nonprofit organic research organization, launched the first wholesale price index of certified organic foods, called the New Farm Organic Price Index, which has been given the acronym OPX. OPX allows organic farmers to sell their products competitively, using prices for organically grown food being sold across their marketing region as a guide. The price data, updated weekly, draws from the best-available public and private sources. OPX is available free of charge on www.newfarm.org. The web site will be of interest to organic cooks and professional chefs as it details interesting angles on organic production, wholesale prices, techniques, markets, and agricultural news.

  If you visit, you’ll see that prices of organically grown and conventionally grown foods are listed side by side. OPX tracks organic foods in the same quality and packaging categories used by conventional foods, allowing for “apples to apples” comparisons. Also, buyers and sellers of certified organic food have regular pricing information from identified regions. These statistics take into account the quality, packaging, distance to market, value-added status, and relationships to buyers. The site managers hope that listing prices will help close the gap in price spreads between most organic and conventional foods and often among organic foods themselves.

  OPX covers wholesale organic pricing in the New York–Boston corridor and the Pacific Northwest, two of the country’s largest market regions for organic fruit and vegetables. Prices listed on OPX are average prices gathered at wholesale distributors and retail markets. The index includes fruits, vegetables, grains, dairy, and meat. Seasonal items will appear on the index as they become available in the markets.

  Knowing how organic food is produced not only gives you fodder for intelligent discussions with farmers at the farmers’ markets, but it helps to justify your choice of organic ingredients in your cooking.

  It’s hard to remember now, but it wasn’t very long ago that our food choices were limited to standard varieties of the mainstays and staples of American cooking: potatoes, squash, corn, broccoli, chard, peppers, peas, and beans. Today small organic growers can deliver many kinds of interesting potatoes to their customers; baby squashes with the flowers still on; corn that stays sweet for days after you pick it; romanesco broccoli and broccoli raab as well as the standard big heads; chard with stalks in bright shades of white, pink, red, yellow, and tan; red, yellow, orange, and green sweet peppers along with five or six kinds of chilies; peas you can eat, pods and all; and slender haricots verts and other green beans with flavors far beyond mom’s string beans. And that doesn’t even begin to scratch the surface of all we have for organic ingredients these days. It has only been in the last thirty years that this transformation has taken place in America. One reason is that we have, as a people, traveled widely in the world and brought ideas home. Another is that progressive chefs like Alice Waters of Chez Panisse in Berkeley, California, and progressive foodies like Sibella Kraus, who worked with Alice, have pointed us in the proper direction.

  But mainly it is the enormously hard work put in by a generation of farmers who took the organic idea and made it into a reality, for the betterment of themselves, their land, their products, their customers, the environment, and society. They did it without the help of government programs and often in the face of governmental discouragement. And that’s not overstating the case.

  
    
    What to Ask Sellers of Organic Meats [image: image]
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    Organic farmers may sell their beef, veal, lamb, pork, or poultry at farmers’ markets. But are they really organic? If they display a USDA Organic certification seal, ask them who certifies their products. They should be able to give you a straight answer and identify where the certifier is located. If they don’t have a certification seal, you may want to ask them the following questions:

    How Much Grain, Silage, or Concentrate Were the Animals Fed and When? Ruminants (including cows, sheep, goats, deer, and bison) that graze exclusively on grass, clover, and other green plants have the highest levels of Omega-3, conjugated linoleic acid (CLA, which has anticancer and anti-obesity properties) or CLA, beta-carotene, and vitamin E in their meat and milk. However, few farms have green pasture twelve months of the year. When grass isn’t available, some alternative feed is required. The best way to preserve these desirable nutrients in the meat is to feed the animals stored forage, either in the form of hay or grass (not corn) silage. Feeding of hay or grass silage causes a reduction in the nutritional value of the meat or dairy products, but not as much as grain or corn silage. When the animals are pastured again, the nutritional value of their meat rebounds in eight to twelve weeks. The most nutritious meat comes from an animal that has been on fresh or stored pasture all of its life and on grazed grass for at least three months before slaughter. Be aware that poultry and pigs aren’t ruminants. They’ll always be given grain or other feed supplements, which are important for their health.

    Did the Ruminants Get any Grains or Other Feedstuffs While They Were on Pasture or Being Fed Hay? Some ranchers advertise their animals as “grass-fed” or even “grass-finished,” but supplement them with grain or other products while on pasture. The meat will have lower levels of Omega-3 and CLA because of the grain. Kelp or vitamin and mineral supplements are okay—they don’t detract from the nutritional quality of the meat. However, meat from an animal that has been grass fed in its last few months of life—even if the animal has also been given some grain—is still nutritionally superior to feedlot beef. You might also want to ask how the farmer knows that supplemental grain isn’t from GMO corn.

    Were Pesticides, Herbicides, Antibiotics, or Hormones Used in the Production of These Animals? An unscrupulous producer or purveyor of conventional meat trying to pass it off as organic will probably deny using any of these. An honest conventional farmer will own up to using them. Your best safeguard against the unscrupulous is to ask to see her certification. If a farmer says something like, “We’re all organic except we do use herbicides to keep down the broad-leaf weeds in our grass pastures,” then she is honest but doesn’t understand that you can’t be a little bit organic. Either you follow the rules or you are not organic. And the rules don’t allow for any of these substances.

  

  COOKING LIKE FARMERS DO

  The final link in the chain from farm to consumer belongs to us: the cooks. The farmer can produce the finest ingredients in the world, but it is the cook who has the last chance to either glorify or spoil those ingredients. The organic cook has a few other considerations to think about besides turning out a fine meal. Because respect for the land and environment is such an important part of the organic approach, whether on the farm or in the kitchen, it’s up to the organic cook to use his or her ingredients wisely and in full, if possible.

  A simple example: When I make winter squash soup, I save the seeds, rinse them off, and dry them in the oven. The soup is made from the squash flesh and stock I’ve made from leftover vegetables and chicken, and maybe a small piece of serrano chile. Generally I make the soup the day before I serve it, for the time in the fridge gives the flavors of the soup time to marry. Before serving, I husk the squash seeds and give them a light toasting in the oven if they haven’t developed that rich, toasty flavor from the drying. Then I crush them. After I heat the soup and place it in individual bowls, I plop a spoonful of crème fraîche in the center and sprinkle on a small handful of the crushed, hulled, toasted seeds. The leftover squash skins and seed husks go into today’s stockpot, and when I drain off the liquid later, the leavings go to the compost pile or—if I’m currently keeping chickens—over the fence to the chickens. In fact, when most people lived on small family farms, the farm animals were an integral part of the on-farm recycling process for the kitchen leftovers. Today that function might be reduced to the backyard compost pile, and having well made compost ready at hand is a very good thing.

  One of the problems with cooking with conventional foods is the fear that husks, skins, shells, and outer parts of vegetables, fruits, and nuts are likely to be contaminated with agricultural chemicals and therefore must be thrown away. Who wants to make lemon zest with a pesticide-laden lemon? Who even wants to take the chance that a conventional lemon might contain pesticides, once you know the dangers of these chemicals? But when an ingredient is organic, new culinary uses open up.

  In such ways, and in ways described throughout this book, your organic cooking will come alive.
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  Roma Tomatoes
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  Vegetables

  VEGETABLES ARE THE HEART AND SOUL of organic cooking for several reasons. First, and most important, a good diet includes lots of vegetables as the main source of nutrients and energy for a healthy body. Second, organic vegetables have the potential to taste better than conventionally grown vegetables, because with organic gardening the plants’ nutritional needs are fully met and the growing medium is optimal. Third, organic vegetables are safe and, unless contaminated from outside, contain no factory-produced insecticides, herbicides, fungicides, or chemical fertilizers; organic restrictions also outlaw genetically modified crops. Fourth, the organic production of vegetables improves the soil and builds topsoil as the vegetables grow. Farm waste is composted and returned to the soil. With every acre that goes under organic cultivation, the environment is made that much purer, and the ecology of wild and domestic plants and animals that share the environment is diversified and strengthened.

  Working as a restaurant reviewer here in California’s organic-minded wine country, covering Mendocino, Sonoma, and Napa counties for the Santa Rosa Press Democrat, I have reviewed over 500 restaurants in the past eleven years and acquired quite a few ideas for preparing organic vegetables. Plus, I asked the nationwide organization of organically-minded chefs—the Chefs Collaborative—to share recipes for this book, which many members graciously have done.

  SHOPPER’S NOTE: See Top Varieties (page 479) for best vegetable choices.

  Most important, as a cook and gardener myself for over thirty years, I know how great fresh organic vegetables can taste and have presented you with my best ideas for preparing them.

  “All flesh is grass,” the saying goes, and by that is meant that plants are at the bottom of the food chain, and all animal life depends on them for sustenance. Without the plants, there could be no herbivores, and without herbivores there could be no carnivores. We human beings are at the top of the food chain. That means that whatever toxins are used on farm crops works its way relentlessly toward us, either directly when we eat the crops or accumulated in the tissues of our meat animals. If all flesh is grass, we better make sure that the grass isn’t contaminated with herbicides, pesticides, and fungicides.

  Nature has fashioned a perfectly sound and pure way to grow vegetables. It requires no toxins. All it takes from us is to turn the great wheel of life a little faster than nature might. When your vegetables are grown organically, you are assured that your food is wholesome, that you are supporting an environmentally conscious farmer, that you are helping protect all the creatures that make up the farm’s ecosystem, and that you are protecting the land itself through wise and sustainable practices. The sunlight remains as pure as ever. It’s up to us to make all the rest of the steps in growing our vegetables pure, too.

  Artichoke

  CYNARA SCOLYMUS

  
    ARTICHOKES are most likely a selected form of cardoon, which is a large thistle found wild in Italy and North Africa that has been eaten since the first person hungry enough to try one found out they tasted pretty good. The name comes from the Arabic al-kharshuf, thence to Spain where they became Al Kharshofa, and eventually to England where in 1531 it was written that a vendor “was bringing archecokks to the king.”

    A variety called Gros Vert de Laon was grown in the market gardens outside of Paris from the 1500s almost to the present, although the Parisians probably had to use mulching techniques similar to mine to get them to survive through the northern French winter. The French court of that early era especially desired artichokes because they were considered an aphrodisiac. Nowadays artichokes for northern European markets come up from the Mediterranean climates of southern Europe.
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