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  Foreword

  In January 2010, news came out that one in four American families experienced at least one day in 2009 when they were too short of money to buy the food they needed. That same week, different researchers released data revealing that a third of Americans were not just overweight but obese. It’s easy to get discouraged.

  But it’s also easy, and important, to get encouraged.

  This beautiful volume takes one small city, Missoula, Montana, and shows how it is learning to feed itself. Missoula residents are growing food so that even the neediest can eat and, in the process, are teaching their kids to grow the food so they’ll have a way of providing for their families in the future.

  This kind of urban/suburban farming builds community at least as effectively as soil, and that community is at least as important as the produce. If you’ve got a troubled teenager on your hands, he or she may well need to talk—but it will be easier to talk if you’re stacking pumpkins at the same time, or pulling potatoes, or weeding carrots. If you want to connect one neighbor with another, it turns out that few things work better than starting a garden in the middle of the block. Everyone can do something: compost, water, kibitz.

  The stories and pictures here speak for themselves. But it’s important to know that the larger positive trends are not confined to Missoula.

  After 150 years of decline, the number of farms in the country has started to grow rapidly in recent years. Most are small, producing local food for local people, not corn syrup for enormous processing factories. Young people are beginning to take up farming again in much greater numbers. There are still more prisoners than farmers in America—but the gap has begun to close. Farmers’ markets are the fastest-growing part of the national food economy, with sales steadily increasing.

  As you read this book, you’ll start to see that change has come not just because it’s needed, but because we’ve finally begun to understand that there’s something in us that needs to nurture and provide. Sociologists not long ago found that shoppers at farmers’ markets had ten times more conversations per visit than shoppers at supermarkets—it’s a different world we’ve begun to build. Or maybe rebuild—because each picture in this book would be familiar to an American of a century ago, even if it seems unlikely to many of us at first glance.

  Hooray for the good green thumbs of the Garden City. May their example continue to spread far and wide. We’ve never needed it more badly, or wanted it as much!

  —Bill McKibben
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  The food bank really needed fresh food, and wouldn’t it be a better experience for the university students if they knew that the food they were growing and working so hard for actually went to good hands? From there, we just kept casting the net wider and wider.

  Josh Slotnick

  After the military I went to college and studied philosophy. My partner at the time, Laurie, and I, we dug and planted a huge garden in our backyard in Pennsylvania. We were on an island of about four houses. Beyond that were two highways and a main road and an auto dealer. When we looked out all we saw was industrial craziness: smoke stacks, pavement, and bridges. I started making connections as to where it led.

  Greg Price

  We moved in about four years ago—Jason and I and my pregnant belly. We needed a bigger place because we were having this child, but we couldn’t really afford a house and a yard. So we found this house without a yard, but we had this adjacent weed-infested dirt lot just staring at us in the face. It was forgotten city land.

  Gita Saedi Kiely

  My dad and I proceeded to have a screaming match in the eating area. Tim saw that we were obviously not getting anywhere because I was just enraged. Then we went for a walk, Tim and I, and he asked me if I wanted to be a part of Youth Harvest program, which would basically be me working up at a farm for a summer. And that’s what I wanted. I was ready for my life to change.

  Hannah Ellison


  Introduction

  Josh Slotnick started as an aspiring teacher offered the chance to feed the hungry. Greg Price was a military veteran determined to escape the “industrial craziness” of civilization as he knew it. Gita Saedi Kiely was a new homeowner and future mother staring out her window at a vacant lot. Hannah Ellison was a sixteen-year-old drug addict dragged 500 miles from home by a father desperate to save her life.

  The way one local food organization in an unlikely location brought them and others together, what—united—they have been able to accomplish, and how other people all across the United States and around the world can transform themselves and their neighborhoods through the intersection of local agriculture and community are the subjects of this book. Each individual’s story, accompanied by striking color photographs, informs, instructs, and, we hope, inspires. Taken as a whole, they prove it’s possible to eat well locally even if you don’t live on a rural homestead or in an elite urban area, and that volunteer-powered farms and gardens, even in a harsh climate, can provide satisfying food to feed a diverse population.

  Even more important, they demonstrate that growing food, the most ancient of occupations, can address very modern social problems, from poverty and addiction to the sense of disconnection that is such a destructive part of contemporary life.

  Garden City Harvest is a non-profit collaboration joining several small farms and community gardens in Missoula, Montana, a Rocky Mountain city of 68,000 where one in five residents lives in poverty. The needs are great, as are the challenges. To begin with, Missoula’s frost-free growing season averages fewer than 100 days.

  Nevertheless, Garden City Harvest’s seven neighborhood-based farms and community gardens attract a far-ranging mix of area residents who purchase high-quality local organic food, rent a plot and grow their own vegetables, or “volunteer for veggies” by receiving free food in exchange for work. At these sites college students from the nearby University of Montana pursue graduate and undergraduate coursework in environmental studies; 2,000 area children visit annually on field trips; and, in cooperation with the local youth drug court, troubled teenagers find a positive environment and professional therapy.

  But perhaps the most impressive feat is how the organization changes and is changed by its participants.

  Elementary school students arriving on field trips delight in meeting the sow and three growing piglets fed by their daily lunch scraps. Teen addicts joining in “farm therapy” not only support one another and fellow farm workers, but also organize and run a special mobile farmers’ market for seniors who could not otherwise enjoy fresh local food. College students learning how to farm discover that they are role models and mentors to those same teens and essential suppliers to the individuals and families served by the area food bank, homeless shelter, and youth homes. Strangers participating in community gardens to grow their own food form unexpected new friendships and enlarge one another’s sense of neighborhood. Moreover, the farms and gardens become a gathering place for cultural and artistic events, from potluck suppers and celebrations to concerts, lectures, and readings.

  All these efforts produce tangible results: Each year more than 100,000 pounds of healthy, high-quality food is grown to feed those in need, all while educating the larger public about local, sustainable food systems.

  Fifteen years ago, Garden City Harvest, its farms, and all but two of its garden sites did not even exist. Today it represents one of the country’s most far-reaching experiments in community-based agriculture.

  Like “hope” or “freedom,” “community” can be a vague word, meaning different things to different people. In its most basics sense, however, community means interdependence. Each member relies, at least in part, on the others. Everyone is necessary. Everyone belongs. Based on this simple but powerful principle, the successful practices of Garden City Harvest can take root anywhere.

  What’s special wherever you live, as here, is how you grow.

  —Jeremy N. Smith
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  Com•mu•ni•ty Sup•port•ed Ag•ri•cul•ture (abbr. CSA) n. 1. A farm subscription. Members pay up-front for a weekly share of an area farm’s seasonal harvest, supporting local agriculture in exchange for choice food. 2. “Food with the farmer’s face on it.”

  Ag•ri•cul•ture Sup•port•ed Com•mu•ni•ty n. 1. A community bound to one another by local food and farming. Such a group often encompasses diverse members and multiple locations and projects, each undertaken to improve lives and create individual connections. 2. “The new faces of local food.”
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  BREAKING GROUND
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  IF ONE IMAGE OF THE UNIVERSITY IS AN IVORY tower isolated from its surrounding community, its antithesis must be the student farm. At sites like the PEAS Farm, co-managed by Garden City Harvest and the University of Montana Environmental Studies Program, course work is valued not just as a formal learning exercise or a letter grade on a transcript, but also for the vital nourishment—tens of thousands of pounds of fresh local organic produce—it provides to people in need.
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    The Founder:

    Josh Slotnick

    PEAS Farm Director

    “Working on a small farm like this you realize over a little bit of time that you are necessary. . . . You realize that you can actually make a change in the world.”

    Father, farmer, teacher, community leader. Co-founder.

    Following college and a stint in the Peace Corps, Josh Slotnick entered a six-month program at the University of California, Santa Cruz called the Apprenticeship in Ecological Horticulture. “There was a student farm where you worked and lived, and I loved it,” he says. “You knew what it was like to belong and be personally effective.”

    He married Kim Murchison, a fellow Santa Cruz student, and the couple moved to Missoula and started their own small-scale organic vegetable farm, Clark Fork Organics. After they had the first of three children, Slotnick panicked: “I dragged my family off to Cornell in Ithaca, New York, for the graduate program in international agriculture.” When an initial plan to study international development soured, he was pushed by his wife to think more broadly: What was he interested in? What spoke to him? What mattered? “That learning experience in Santa Cruz, that was it,” he says. “What would it take for me to work for a place like that?”

  

  

  Everything is serendipity. In 1996, a new Farm Bill passed, which ended “welfare as we know it.” This meant cutoff dates on food stamps and aid to families with dependent children. Suddenly the Missoula Food Bank and WIC [Women, Infants, and Children nutrition] program were overwhelmed. Meanwhile, I had just returned to Missoula after finishing graduate school and resumed work at my family farm. Deborah Slicer, who teaches philosophy at the university, came by to learn more about organic gardening and we became friends. She read my thesis about student farms where sustainable agriculture was taught through a blend of hands-on work and traditional academics and said, “Why don’t we do this here?” I said, “Well, you’re the professor on the inside. Why don’t we?”

  Mary Pittaway, who ran WIC, and Caitlin DeSilvey, the director of the Missoula Urban Demonstration Project, began a series of conversations with us. The food bank really needed fresh food, they said, and wouldn’t it be a better experience for the university students if they knew that the food they were growing and working so hard for actually went to good hands? From there, we all kept casting the net wider and wider. We had people join us from the school district, from the university, from any agency or nonprofit that wanted to move into discussions and fill up white boards with ideas. We did this for about six months and winnowed our work down to one issue. The issue was food security.

  Food security, as we decided, meant two things. One, people would have access to food. They would know they could eat tomorrow and the next day and the next. Two, the production of food would be similarly available. The way we produced food now would also enable us to produce food in the future. Part of this would be a student farm where we would teach participants how to farm, promise the food bank a set number of pounds of food, and sell shares in a CSA [community supported agriculture program—see page 108 for a fuller explanation] as an income generator. Another part would be community gardens in neighborhoods where people didn’t have money or access to land. Because if you don’t have money and you don’t have access to land, you’re going to be hungry.

  With these two programs—a student farm and neighborhood community gardens—Garden City Harvest was born. My role was to be the farm director.

  We started the farm out at Fort Missoula, which is an obscure location. People know where it is, but nobody walks by there, which in a sense was good for us because our mistakes were not seen. Our first season, there were thirty students. We had just two acres and a CSA of twenty-five to thirty people, most of them WIC clients. It took about three years before we could sell all our CSA shares, but we met our obligations, and we gave food to the food bank, and the fields looked beautiful in a spot nestled against the Bitterroot River. I felt passion, and it was real.

  In 2001, we moved. The university decided they had a new use for the land we were on. The president’s executive assistant called me one day and said, “You better find a new place. We’re not kicking you out today, but the writing is on the wall. Don’t say you weren’t warned. Don’t give me that bleeding-heart crap.” [Laughs] He was a great no-nonsense guy.

  I was upset, but I couldn’t be mad, because at the time, though we had been successful and created a following, most people at the university didn’t know what we did. Now there is an emphasis on sustainable food and farming here in the UM Environmental Studies Program and at thousands of other colleges. Then it was nothing. I was this weird skinny guy on the other side of town beating the earth with a stick. No one really knew we were there, and I didn’t know that we should have been doing anything other than the thing we were doing.

  I put the word out among all the people that I knew: “We’re going to need a place.” Dave Harmon, the neighbor to the north of what is now the PEAS Farm, called me and said, “Come check out this piece of land.” So we went up there and dug around, expecting rocks because there are rocks in that area, but it was really nice, beautiful soil in a very open, public place, where people walk by on a trail or drive by in cars. Dave has great skills at brokering deals, and he got the school district, which owns the land, to lease it to the city. The city then subleased half the property—a six-plus-acre field—to Garden City Harvest.
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  Over a year and a half, we moved the farm, which was when we jumped from a marginal to a public operation. It wasn’t just that we had a new site. Moving was an opportunity to raise money and raise awareness about our whole effort. We raised $50,000 and just hit the ground running. We put up a fence and greenhouse; we built sheds; we took a six-plus-acre field of knapweed and made it beautiful. There was a great groundswell of enthusiasm. As a big community project, we built a straw-bale, post-and-beam structure with recycled, salvaged lumber to store and distribute food. I realized that community supported agriculture is where a community of people band together to support a farm, but the PEAS Farm also worked the opposite way. We agriculturally supported the community.
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  We start work at the end of February by making potting soil, filling up trays, and sowing seeds. To prepare the field, we spread compost and till it in and make beds. The seeds that we sow grow into starts, which are little baby plants we then transplant out into the field. We also do some direct seeding—things like beans, corn, peas, radishes, carrots, and beets—where we put the seeds right into the ground with a seeder. Once everything’s in, we move irrigation pipe. Water hits the ground and the race is on between the weeds and the plants we want. The starting gun is the irrigation. Nothing grows until you hit it with water. Then it all takes off.

  I work all the time. It’s been hard on my back and my shoulders and my marriage and my psyche, but I love it, too. Mix physical engagement with a feeling of community, humble work with tangible results, and the barriers between people erode. Weed carrots on your hands and knees with someone for four hours, at the end you know where they went to high school, and you’ve probably heard a story about a girlfriend or a boyfriend or parent or what they did last summer. Now do that day after day and our students become a tribe. They belong to each other, to the place, and to the activity. Working on a small farm like this, you realize over a little bit of time that you are necessary. Without you, the carrots won’t be weeded as well—or maybe at all. And then when you weed the carrots, they grow beautifully and you bring them to the food bank, and you see that you’ve been personally effective. You realize that you can actually make a change in the world.

  We grow. It evolves. The first program born out of this, over time, was Youth Harvest, where a small group of teenagers in the Missoula County Youth Drug Court have the option to work at the PEAS Farm. They get paid and we have a licensed professional counselor on staff who oversees them. The kids are integrated with the PEAS students and they spend the summer working here. It’s a transformative experience. All their lives they’ve been unnecessary and in the way and causing trouble. The opportunity for them to walk tall and think about ownership is huge. It doesn’t always work on all kids but it works often enough. As with the PEAS students, it serves as a reference point for what they do with the rest of their lives. They come back and say, “This was the coolest thing I ever did.”

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
oF

:

~
&
-
3

=Y, £
i k/) HOW. ONE COMMUNITY--TURNED:
" IDLE LAND INTO A GARDEN CITY'
\ AND HOW YOU CAN, TOO = &






OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-BoldIt.otf


OEBPS/Images/3-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/8-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/12-1.jpg





OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-It.otf


OEBPS/Images/4-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/i-1.jpg
The Urban Garden





OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/Images/iii-1.jpg
The Urban Garden

How One Community Turned Idle Land into a Garden City
and How You Can, Too

JEREMY N. SMITH

BILL McKIBBEN

PHOTOGRAPHS BY
CHAD HARDER axo SEPP JANNOTTA

Skyhorse Publishing





OEBPS/Images/ii-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/10-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/1-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/ix-1.jpg





OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/Images/xiii-1.jpg





