

[image: image]






“This is a wonderful introduction to the triumph and tragedy of the American food industry. Mixing compassionate participant observation with in-depth, up-to-the-minute background research, Tracie McMillan takes us for an eye-opening, heart-rending tour of the corporate food chain. Along the way we meet unforgettable people who, at great personal cost, labor hard so that we can eat cheaply and easily. Having seen what it takes to move our meals from farm to table, the reader will emerge shaken, enlightened, and forever thankful.”


—WARREN BELASCO, AUTHOR OF
APPETITE FOR CHANGE AND MEALS TO COME







Praise for THE AMERICAN WAY OF EATING





“Tracie McMillan is gutsy, scrappy, and hard-working—you’d have to be to write this book. The American Way of Eating takes us local in a new way, exploring who works to get food from the field to the plates in front of us, what they are paid, and how it feels. It’s sometimes grim but McMillan doesn’t flinch; I especially appreciated her openness in telling us what she spent in order to get by (or not). A welcome addition to the urgent, growing body of journalism on food.”


—TED CONOVER, AUTHOR OF NEWJACK AND COYOTES


“To uncover the truth behind how our modern food system works, Tracie McMillan took jobs in a supermarket produce section, a chain restaurant kitchen, and the fields alongside migrant laborers. If you eat, you owe it to yourself to read this masterful book.”


—BARRY ESTABROOK, AUTHOR OF TOMATOLAND


“These tales lay bare the sinews, the minds, and the relationships that our food system exploits and discards. In a work of deep compassion and integrity, Tracie McMillan offers us an eye-opening report on the human cost of America’s cheap food.”


—RAJ PATEL, AUTHOR OF STUFFED AND STARVED AND THE VALUE OF NOTHING


“Three cheers for Tracie McMillan; this book is a revelation! It is the sort of engaging first-person adventure story that reads like a good novel, all the while supplying the facts and figures that make the larger picture clear. I’m grateful to her in equal parts for the stamina and courage to undertake this undercover journey, the narrative skill that makes the account so digestible, and the commitment to social justice for both workers and consumers that infuses the whole project.”


—JANET POPPENDIECK, AUTHOR OF FREE FOR ALL AND SWEET CHARITY?


“Tracie McMillan has written a remarkable book for right now—a book that smartly tells us what is wrong with what we eat and how we might improve it. But what is even more remarkable about the book is how deeply engaging it is. With her intimate and confident portraits of American food workers, she crafts a touching, emotional narrative that will stay with you long after you have finished the last page.”


—JAMES OSELAND, AUTHOR OF CRADLE OF FLAVOR







What if you can’t afford nine-dollar tomatoes? That was the question award-winning journalist Tracie McMillan couldn’t escape as she watched the debate about America’s meals unfold, one that urges us to pay food’s true cost—which is to say, pay more. So in 2009 McMillan embarked on a groundbreaking undercover journey to see what it takes to eat well in America. For nearly a year, she worked, ate, and lived alongside the working poor to examine how Americans eat when price matters.


From the fields of California, a Walmart produce aisle outside of Detroit, and the kitchen of a New York City Applebee’s, McMillan takes us into the heart of America’s meals. With startling intimacy she portrays the lives and food of Mexican garlic crews, Midwestern produce managers, and Caribbean line cooks, while also chronicling her own attempts to live and eat on meager wages. Along the way, she asked the questions still facing America a decade after the declaration of an obesity epidemic: Why do we eat the way we do? And how can we change it? To find out, McMillan goes beyond the food on her plate to examine the national prio-rities that put it there. With her absorbing blend of riveting narrative and formidable investigative reporting, McMillan takes us from dusty fields to clanging restaurant kitchens, linking her work to the quality of our meals—and always placing her observations in the context of America’s approach not just to farms and kitchens but to wages and work.


The surprising answers that McMillan found on her journey have profound implications for our food and agriculture, and also for how we see ourselves as a nation. Through stunning reportage, Tracie McMillan makes the simple case that—city or country, rich or poor—everyone wants good food. Fearlessly reported and beautifully written, The American Way of Eating goes beyond statistics and culture wars to deliver a book that is fiercely intelligent and compulsively readable. Talking about dinner will never be the same again.
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TRACIE MCMILLAN has written about food and class for a variety of publications, including, The New York Times; O, The Oprah Magazine; Harper’s Magazine; Saveur; and Slate. From 2001 to 2005 she was the managing editor of the award-winning magazine City Limits, where she won recognition from organizations ranging from the James Beard Foundation to World Hunger Year. She is based in Brooklyn.
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BEFORE YOU READ THIS BOOK


This is a work of journalism, and an undercover one at that. Nobody I worked with ever knew that I was a journalist when I met them, and to protect their privacy I’ve changed all of my co-workers’ names and, in rare instances, identifying details; most people who knew I was a journalist when they met me are identified by their real names. I tried a mix of strategies with regard to this, my rule of thumb being to never endanger my ability to maintain a job or to encourage preferential treatment. I succeeded on the first count, but even without revealing my “true” identity I seemed to fail abysmally at the latter. Much of that has to do with fixed variables (my inexperience, my youthful appearance, my gender, my language, my citizenship, my race) and not a little of it can be traced to something more fluid: the kindness of the people with whom I worked.


The basic story I used to get work was true insofar as it went. I said I had family problems, I needed to find work, I didn’t want to deal with customers, I didn’t mind working hard. The people I worked with met me as a single, childless thirtysomething white woman trying to keep her life afloat by, at various times, picking grapes, sorting peaches, cutting garlic, stocking grocery shelves on the night shift, stocking produce on the day shift, or expediting and doing prep in a restaurant kitchen. I didn’t invent some other life, with other friends or work or family. On my applications I used real jobs and I talked about my real-life friends and family problems, and my actual likes and dislikes, as I would have with anyone else.


As a worker, I had a lot of advantages: good health, health insurance, education, a car, citizenship, the knowledge that this particular struggle would end in two months. As such, I can make no claim to having had an “authentic” experience. But I can tell you what I saw, and I can tell you what I learned from my co-workers, most of whom will never have the privilege to write a book about their work, let alone have people read it.


I began with a strict schedule in mind: two months in each job, with a startup fund equivalent to one month’s wages, post-tax, of full-time work at minimum wage for the state in which I was living. Typically this meant somewhere between $900 and $1,100, which translates into a salary range between $10,800 and $13,200 a year. In each job, I found I had to fudge the rules a bit to keep afloat, figuring that if it had been my “real” life I would have done the same. I leave it to readers to judge what that says about me, or my work, or the story I tell.




THE AMERICAN WAY OF EATING
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INTRODUCTION


Eating in America


The first Brooklyn supermarket I ever walked into had a cockroach in the deli. Not one of those stealthy critters stealing along the crevices in the floor, or hanging out backstage in dry storage. No, this was a proud-to-be-here New York City roach, crawling openly up the wall’s white tile before dropping, unceremoniously, onto the meat slicer below. I decided to skip the lunchmeat and headed for the produce aisle.


I sought out hard, pink tomatoes and pale spheres of iceberg lettuce, bags of Red Delicious apples and dusty sacks of potatoes. The contents of my grocery basket telegraphed my Midwestern upbringing. I’d been so busy putting myself through college by running errands for a fashion designer, tutoring rich kids, tutoring public high school kids, waiting tables at a barbecue joint, and a slew of other odd jobs that I hadn’t yet made the city my home. I paid for the food and, to save $1.50 on bus fare, walked ten blocks, about half a mile, home. As I piled the groceries on the counter, I told my roommate about the roach.


That’s pretty gross, he said. Maybe we can shop somewhere else?


But we never did. We were students, keeping rent low by living an hour from campus in a neighborhood thick with families headed by dishwashers and seamstresses, housekeepers and day laborers. Neighborhood signs were dotted with script in Polish, Chinese, and Spanish. If there were good ethnic shops I was too blind to see them; raised in rural Michigan, the only food stores I knew to look for were supermarkets. And the roach-in-the-deli was the only one we could walk to. We didn’t cook much, anyway. We were too busy.


All of this—the chore of finding food, the lack of time to do anything with it when we did, the indifference to our meals—was familiar. I grew up in a small town outside Flint. My dad sold lawn equipment for a living. My mom was gravely ill for nearly a decade. Most of my family’s time and money went to medical bills, and I grew up eating the kind of meals you’d expect from an effectively single working dad. Sometimes I helped make them, especially if it meant we’d end up with my favorites, like Tuna Helper, on the table. On nights when I couldn’t sleep, I’d page through my mom’s Good Housekeeping cookbook and bake cakes and breads to entertain myself while, ostensibly, helping out around the house.


We ate a lot of Helper meals and Ortega Taco Dinners when I was growing up, and I liked them. We had salads of chopped iceberg lettuce tossed with diced carrots, celery, wedges of tomato, and some Wish-Bone Ranch dressing. On weeknights, mashed potatoes came from a box, toast was brushed with melted Country Crock and sprinkled with garlic salt, and Miracle Whip held together the pasta salad. Sure, home-cooked and farm-fresh stuff was great. And sometimes we did eat like that. In the summers, my dad’s garden, a grove of vegetable plants spiking up through black plastic sheeting and an inch of weed killer, would let us feast on tomatoes and peppers cheaply. And most Sundays, when my dad had relaxed from his week, he’d throw a roast in the oven, boil some potatoes, and steam some vegetables. But regularly eating food that took that much time or money—or, most outrageously of all, both—wasn’t for people like us. It was for the people my grandmother described, with equal parts envy and derision, as fancy; my father’s word was snob. And I wasn’t about to be like that.


No, here in Brooklyn I’d do the same thing my family had done in Michigan. I’d make do with my culinary lot in life. If I didn’t have extra money to buy healthy food, or the time to prepare it, that meant the cheap and the processed. For a very long time, I couldn’t see it any other way.


Like all myths, the idea that only the affluent and educated care about their meals has spread not because it is true, but because parts of it are. Healthier food is more expensive; that much is true. So is the fact that it can be hard to find in poor neighborhoods. And yet it requires an impossible leap of logic to conclude from these facts that only the rich care about their meals. “Food culture in the United States has long been cast as the property of a privileged class. It is nothing of the kind,” wrote Barbara Kingsolver in Animal, Vegetable, Miracle. She may be right, but for most people—myself included—seeing good food as a luxury lifestyle product has been so deeply embedded in our thinking about our meals that we barely notice it. I didn’t until I met Vanessa.


I had been living in New York for nearly a decade, and was covering the poverty beat for a small magazine. I met people in welfare offices, child care centers, housing project courtyards, and after-school programs, and wrote stories about them; in doing so, I often ended up in their homes. I ate Jimmy Dean hamburgers in the kitchen of a fortysomething lady gang leader. I watched a Dominican home health aide run her four kids through math homework while spiraling the peel off an orange with a paring knife. I shared crackers and spreadable cheese during snack time at a child care center in a brownstone apartment. But I was there to write about welfare rules and crappy jobs, not food, so I hardly noticed it. What did food have to do with my work, anyway? The people I was writing about weren’t fancy. Neither was I.


For years, I insisted food wasn’t important to me. And yet, I had always made birthday cakes from scratch for my friends. In college, I shoplifted spices from an A&P to experiment with Indian curries. And while I kept my own grocery budget modest, my college years saw me working for an affluent family and occasionally cooking their dinner—leading me to stumble through a world of cookbooks and ingredients beyond Betty Crocker. In spite of myself, I started cooking fancy food: Moroccan stews, chicken breast and portobello mushrooms with balsamic vinegar, lentils green and red and yellow.


An internal debate began:


That’s fancy food, for fancy people. Just who do you think you are? said my Midwestern upbringing.


But did you taste that tomato, that cheese, those spices? replied the burgeoning New Yorker. It’s so worth it.


The Midwesterner always won, though, throwing down this gauntlet: Even if it’s worth it, I can’t afford to eat like that. I’d grown resigned to this annoyingly intractable debate over my meals. Fancy food was for the rich; box meals were for the rest of us, and there was no point in making a fuss about it. This idea was so ingrained in me that I never even bothered to see how much it would cost to cook better meals from scratch.


Vanessa was pure New York. She was short, still sporting a trace of baby fat, her tawny curls pulled into the same slicked-back ponytail as so many of the other girls filtering through the city’s high schools. Mouthy and freckled. Brown eyes glinting with mischief. Vanessa was also ambitious enough that she’d gotten into a paid after-school internship program in Manhattan. The only requirement to get the stipend was that she attend one of several classes offered by a youth services agency. She had chosen a cooking class built around themes of health and environmentally friendly farming, and that’s where I met her.


I didn’t want to write about the class. I wanted to be writing about important things like the city’s plan to close down child care centers. Or domestic violence programs that weren’t getting enough funding. I didn’t see the point in following a cooking class, much less one run by a young man who kept going on about yoga and greens and who—save for the fact that he was black—struck me as a well-intentioned hippie. I sat in the class, took notes, and paid extra attention whenever a kid declared a love of junk food or scowled at the mention of a vegetable.


Vanessa laughed in the first class, her brows raised matter-of-factly under a pink headband. “I love Popeye’s. I love McDonald’s,” she said, naming two spots near her home in Brooklyn. “I think Manhattan’s the best place for healthy food, but it’s expensive.”


Ronny, a rangy fourteen-year-old from Washington Heights, proclaimed his loyalty to McDonald’s, too. “I’m not going to change the way I eat. I’ve got to live my life,” he said, adding that he went there almost every day.


Good luck, hippie.1


I observed the class off and on for six months, and toward the end of it Vanessa agreed to let me come over to her house. She lived with her grandparents in a rickety two-family next to a vacant lot. Vanessa’s grandmother cooked for a nearby Head Start program, and at home she refused to cave in to her granddaughter’s taste for junk food. Instead, she fed Vanessa traditional Latin-Caribbean fare: pots of rice and beans, platters of plátanos, sticky and sweet.


“It’s kind of hard to eat healthy around here,” said Vanessa, and we went for a walk to Burger King, where she got a Whopper and washed it down with seven half-and-half creamers, grabbed for free out of the bin and squirted, one by one, directly into her mouth. This was not promising insofar as health went. But the more we talked, the clearer it became that Vanessa understood quite well that she should eat better. We were at Burger King for the same reasons her friends ate there almost daily: “They know it’s not healthy, but it’s what’s there and what’s easy to make.” Vanessa told me that, inspired by the health component of her cooking class, she had stopped eating fast food every day and tried not to have it more than three times a week.


Vanessa took me to the nearest supermarket, a member of the same chain that had managed my roach-in-the-deli store seven years prior. She surveyed the offerings. “It’s a lot of junk food,” Vanessa said, gesturing at the cereal, cookies, soda, Rice-A-Roni and everything else lining the interior aisles. “They really just have, like, normal stuff. The grapefruit is bad. The apples are medium all right. The tangerines are gross, the lemons, the limes.” Then she surprised me by professing, “I love tomatoes. I love broccoli and lettuce and peppers and onions.”


Vanessa spent the afternoon telling me about the importance of seasonality in produce and then eyeing a cuchifrito stand hungrily; lamenting the lack of a farmers’ market in her neighborhood, then reflecting that most people don’t have time for it, since they go shopping before and after work. And then she posed a question—half rhetorical, half the genuine inquiry of a child expecting an answer from an adult—“If you want people to eat healthy, why make it so expensive?”


Vanessa hadn’t said anything groundbreaking, she’d just made a series of observations that added up to the same truth we’d both grown up with: Eating poorly is easier than eating well. That’s why she was eating badly. Vanessa didn’t eat junk because she didn’t know better, or because her family didn’t cook, or because she didn’t care about food and health. It was just easier to find junk in her neighborhood, her city, her life. And for the first time in my life, I began to ask why.


Once I posed that question, I found answers everywhere. There were obvious ones, like the fact that good, fresh food tends to cost more, especially in cities, making it difficult, if not impossible, for folks of limited means to afford it. Or the fact that New York’s ubiquitous corner stores specialized in ice cream pints, Iced Honey Buns, and cola, not produce. These facts had been in the background of my entire life, but when I finally stopped to look at them, I saw this foodscape for what it was: an abandonment of America’s great promise, implicit in every tale of rising fortunes and opportunity from Thomas Jefferson to Barack Obama, that it would always feed its citizens well.


If I lived in a land of plenty, how could the activists be right when they told me supermarkets, even scrappy ones, simply didn’t open up shop in the city’s poorer sections? That hadn’t been my experience. I’d long since moved from my first Brooklyn neighborhood to a second, making my home at the edge of Bedford-Stuyvesant. This is the ghetto that birthed a lineage of black American culture from Richard Wright to Biggie Smalls, and a framed portrait of Biggie hung in our supermarket; neighborhood lore held that he had bagged groceries there as a kid. Leaning on a knob-topped cane and wearing a sleek black suit, this icon of New York rap looked out over shelves crammed with vegetarian options for rastas, halal ones for the Muslims, bottles of bitters for West Indian stews, and a wide swath of the Goya product line for Latinos. The produce didn’t look great, but it was passable; I could still eat. This, I asked myself, was a lack of options?


I lifted my head up, looked past my neighborhood, and asked harder questions: Where were the city’s supermarkets? How big were they? How many people did they feed? In the end, I compiled the first zip-code-by-zip-code guide to food access in the city, and it was true: Supermarkets were few and far between, and the city’s poor had the fewest. In the arty-turned-affluent neighborhood of SoHo, each resident had more than seventeen square feet of supermarket space to shop in. Ten miles north in Washington Heights, where Ronny lived, family incomes were one-third of their counterparts’ in SoHo—and they made do with one-half of one square foot of supermarket space per person, just 3 percent of what the SoHo-ites had. I had discovered what is now called a food desert: a community with insufficient grocery stores for its population.


How did this happen? Some grocery chains had joined the exodus known as white flight, heading for the suburbs after World War II and fleeing in earnest after the urban riots of the 1960s—taking with them all the systems for delivering fruits and vegetables into neighborhoods. Others had simply never planted their flag in urban soil, judging proposals for new stores by their likelihood of success in the suburbs—a method that made suburban neighborhoods, with high incomes, look like better bets than urban ones, where incomes were lower but there were far more customers to spend money. Either way, without big stores that would make big purchases, nobody had made a business of bringing fresh produce to the city’s low-income neighborhoods: not distributors, not wholesalers, not grocers. Even if corner stores wanted to sell vegetables, there wasn’t anyone to deliver the produce to them. If people wanted to spend their food stamps at farmers’ markets, they found themselves caught in a technological black hole: Paper stamps had been replaced by magnetic cards, and the clusters of tables in parks jammed with freshly picked collards and carrots didn’t have the technology to accept them.2


The more I looked out on this vast landscape, the less I recognized any of it. And yet I couldn’t stop looking, trying to figure out what had changed. Something had gotten under my skin and changed how I saw the world. And the first thing that I could recognize as truth in this strange new place was what I learned at Vanessa’s side: Everyone wants good food.


I’m not the only one who’s found a new world through food. In the last decade, a burgeoning fascination with our meals has swept popular culture, finding its way into nearly every facet of public life. This is a new era in American food culture, pairing the rise of the cult of the chef with a celebration of the home cook, the stylized instruction of the Food Network with DIY dinner parties. There are countless books and blogs and websites that chronicle food obsessions. Whole identities have emerged around the contents of one’s plate: locavores, flexitarians, Slow Foodies, freegans, and Chowhounds. Public figures of all stripes are drawing attention to eating well and living healthy. First Lady Michelle Obama has made childhood obesity her cause, encouraging us all to plant gardens, cook more, eat whole grains and fresh vegetables, get outdoors, and get some exercise. The cooking celebrity Rachael Ray has dedicated her nonprofit work to teaching kids and parents to cook and getting them to make better health decisions. Even Ted Nugent, an ardent pro-gun rocker best known for his 1970s anthem “Cat Scratch Fever,” urges his fans to grow and hunt their own food, get plenty of exercise, avoid alcohol, and make “optimum health job number one.”3 Meanwhile, a growing pantheon of food philosophers from Alice Waters to Michael Pollan is coaching us from the sidelines, reshaping the way America thinks about its food and establishing new ideals for what people should be eating and how it should be grown.


All of this begets an obvious question: How do we put those ideals within everyone’s reach? How do we transform them from luxury products into typical ones? How do we make a foodscape crowded with junk into an anomaly, and one flush with fresh, healthy food the norm?


We already know the stakes are high. Americans pay incredible costs—in terms of both our money and our health—for the way we eat. Obesity may soon outpace tobacco as the deadliest health threat in America. Today, nearly two-thirds of Americans are overweight or obese—a figure showing no signs of dropping. The resulting health problems, which cost the country $75 billion per year, are found most commonly among the poor, who account for 28 percent of the tab despite constituting only 16 percent of Americans. Yet, so far, the dominant interpretation of this information has been to lament Americans’ lack of understanding and commitment to our meals and health. “The main barrier between ourselves and a local-food culture is not price, but attitude,” writes Barbara Kingsolver, neatly introducing a dominant theme in America’s current food debates. “Career women in many countries still routinely . . . [head] straight from work to the market to search out the freshest ingredients.”


There’s another advantage other developed countries have when it comes to food cultures: money and time. Americans get derided for spending too little of both on their meals, usually with the observation that Americans spend about 13 percent of their take-home income on food, while the French spend about 20 percent. By spending more of their money on food, goes the thinking, the French have made food a priority—and they are also less fat. But it is also true that their government provides quality health and child care, higher education, and transportation at little or no out-of-pocket cost to its citizens4—not to mention mandating five weeks of paid vacation each year. The average American family may spend about 7 percent less of their paycheck on their meals than the French, but they also spend 7 percent more of it on education and health care. It’s not just a gastronomic culture that leads the French to prioritize their meals, but a political and social landscape that makes it much easier for them to do so.


Today, America talks about its food as a choice made from equal footing—a vote, if you will, with our fork. Under this logic, it’s as easy for me to choose to eat healthy food as for Vanessa, or for a rural migrant farmworker, or for a lawyer on the Upper East Side. If the decade that has passed since the declaration of an obesity epidemic is any indication, the primary strategy in use—repeatedly telling people, regardless of their income, to change their habits—has failed. Instead, we need to examine how to make it easier to eat well.


Easy comes up again and again—and it’s linked with good health choices as well as poor ones. For example, rates of obesity typically rise the farther people live from grocery stores—and for every additional supermarket in a census tract, fruit and vegetable consumption goes up by as much as 32 percent. Higher obesity rates correlate with spending less time preparing and eating our food. And when we make it cheaper (one form of easier) to buy produce, people do it. In 2010, farmers’ markets across the country began adopting a program to match food-stamp clients’ spending on local fruits and vegetables by up to $20 a week. In just the first year, food stamp spending at the markets increased by as much as five and six times—more than the matching funds would account for, indicating that people then supplemented the coupons with their own money, too. And 87 percent of clients say the coupons have enabled them to eat produce they would have otherwise done without.


So maybe we’ve been asking the wrong question. Instead of asking how to change our priorities, maybe we should be asking the question behind all of Vanessa’s ruminations: Why is it so difficult to eat well? A decade ago, asking this would have seemed tantamount to asking why the sky is blue. Today, it is simply the next logical step in the growing conversation about food and health.


Food has always been one of America’s great paradoxes. Even before the vast abundance of industrial agriculture came to bear on our meals, our nation’s affluent feasted on fresh vegetables and fine sweets while our poor made do with far less. In 1782, writing about the abundance of American agriculture, Thomas Jefferson noted that “the climate requires indispensably a free use of vegetable food. For health as well as comfort.” Yet Jefferson, who dedicated much of his 5,000-acre Virginia plantation to agriculture, noted that even as the wealthy landowners tended to thriving vegetable plots in excess of what they could consume, “the poorer people . . . [live] principally on milk and animal diet.” This state of affairs, he added, was “inexcusable.”


To be fair, food is only one of our nation’s paradoxes—our founding fathers proclaimed a free republic even as some of them owned slaves; we extended the right to vote to men but neglected to include the women—but it is perhaps the most stubborn. More than two centuries after Jefferson wrote of the inexcusable divide between the meals of the poor and the rich, we’ve yet to solve what food historian Harvey Levenstein has aptly dubbed the “paradox of plenty.” Put simply, our agriculture is abundant but healthy diets are not. The American way of eating is defined not by plenty, but by the simultaneous, contradictory, relentless presence of scarce nutrition in its midst. And though this conundrum may be seen most clearly in America’s extravagant harvests alongside our declining health, it is slowly taking root across the globe.


This intransigent paradox has spread by many means, first and foremost by our industrial agriculture. Focused on grain that can be morphed into an endless array of food products, and using chemicals developed by U.S. companies, the American way of growing food has found its way to the humblest of African villages and the most sophisticated of South American farms, deposited there by our aid programs, our philanthropists, and international institutions. The paradox continued to grow as other nations followed the trail of our supermarket system, once considered an American idiosyncrasy and now so common abroad that Walmart isn’t only the largest grocer in the United States, but in the world. And it has spread even further via processed foods—pioneered in American factories, kitchens, and board rooms—that rely on the cheap grain produced by our agriculture and are tailor-made for supermarkets and restaurants that demand shelf-stable foodstuffs. There are mounting pressures that may change all of this, intensifying climate change and declining soil health not least among them, but the pattern is unmistakably set: The American way of eating is on track to become that of the world, too.


In the pages that follow, you’ll find the story of my investigation into just how America came to eat this way, why we keep doing it, and what it would take to change it. I spent a year working undercover in America’s contemporary food system, from California to Michigan to New York, drawn to each place because I wanted to live and work inside three segments of our food system—farm, store, and restaurant—and learn how the whole machine works. I was looking, on one hand, to understand the internal logic that governs the movement of every apple and zucchini from the earth to a produce aisle and onto our dinner plate. Yet, to truly understand a system, you can’t just examine its structures; you have to look at its effects, too. I wanted to know how dinner gets on the table for American families, how the pressures of work and economy get translated into their meals. This was not, I had to admit, something I could learn from my cozy single-girl-in-Brooklyn apartment. And the best way—really, the only way—to do this was to leave my regular life behind for a little while and live and work among the rest of America. In each job, I lived and ate off the wages I earned, paying rent and buying groceries as if it were, in fact, my real life.


I started at the lowest end of the economic spectrum, as a laborer in the fields where a healthy diet begins: harvesting fruits and vegetables (the one dietary priority that everyone seems to agree on). Fruits and vegetables receive less than 5 percent of the $18.3 billion we allocated in 2009 for federal agricultural subsidies, but they are crucial for a healthy diet; California’s innumerable valleys are the cradle of their production, so that’s where I looked for work. I harvested grapes, I sorted peaches, and I cut garlic, moving around—like a lot of farmworkers—in the hope of finding better work and better housing. Almost a year later, I visited the place where most food ends up, in a kitchen—though the job I took, as an expediter at a Brooklyn Applebee’s, helps to produce a very specific kind of meal. I chose Applebee’s because it’s the biggest casual dining restaurant in America and the world, and because these kinds of restaurants are rarely equated with the fast food their meals so closely resemble.


Between the farm and the plate, I went to work in a part of the food system that’s been curiously absent from most of today’s food debates: the supermarket. I worked as a stock clerk in two Michigan Walmart stores, most notably one outside Detroit. When we talk about the problems with our food today, we tend to focus on how we grow it or what we eat. But there is another problem, just as big, that we tend to skip over: how we arrange for the food to get from the farm to the plate. And today, that role is played almost exclusively by supermarkets and supercenters, the latter being Walmart’s term for its stores that include a supermarket.


Today, supermarkets supply more than two-thirds of the food we eat at home while the rest comes to us via “nontraditional food retail” like convenience stores and supercenters on the industrial end of things, and farmers’ markets and community-supported agriculture buying clubs on the artisanal end. In 2009, farmers’ markets had grown to supply just over 1 percent of America’s groceries; Walmart controlled nearly one-quarter of America’s food supply, significantly more than the next three biggest competitors combined. This makes Walmart a massive produce locomotive, the single greatest conveyance delivering farm produce and myriad other products to millions of Americans.


It also highlights the fact that food is one of the only base human needs where the American government lets the private market dictate its delivery to our communities. When we build a new city, the public sector works to make sure that certain needs are met safely and affordably: roads, water, electricity, telephones. But, for reasons that are just beginning to be publicly questioned, America has traditionally done nothing to make sure there is also food in that new city. Food deserts are one result of this agnostic approach to food distribution, and as a city of 700,000 without a single national grocer, Detroit has become that problem’s reluctant (and in some ways undeserving) poster child. I lived there, commuting to a suburban Walmart—just as, I presumed, anyone living there might do for grocery shopping. The longer I stayed, the more I came to see that Detroit has as many lessons to teach us as problems to solve.


More than an investigation, though, this is also a book about how food works in our lives, how priorities around health and convenience and cost shift when resources are tight—and what we won’t compromise on even when they are. Truthfully, it’s mostly about how food worked, for a period of time, in my life, but it also traces the contours of the lives and meals of the people with whom I lived and worked. When I began this project, I was aware that much of the difference between myself and America’s working poor had less to do with economics than education and geography. My life as a writer is flexible, giving me the ability to take extra time with my shopping. I belong, by virtue of geography and free time, to a cooperative grocery store, which keeps my food both affordable and of unusually high quality. I work from home, so I can cook throughout the day—and doing so is easy for me, since I started learning to cook around age seven. I am also a childless adult, free to eat whatever I want, whenever I feel like it. Even before considering income, my daily food reality is very different from what’s available to most Americans whose incomes match, or fall beneath, mine.


That’s a polite way of saying I believed that the way I thought about food was so deeply removed from the “rest” of America that it would be foreign—inapplicable, even—once I descended the class ladder a few rungs. Implicit in that is the idea that the food culture I had chosen for myself was not only different from, but a little bit superior to, the others on offer throughout America’s kitchens. Like most armors, this hubris protected me from feeling as if I didn’t know what I was doing—something most of us need from time to time, and almost always when we leave home behind. But it also obscured my view and limited my movement. Eventually, I had to strip myself of it, and try to look at the world in a new way, asking the question, What would it take for us all to eat well?


I didn’t know; there’s no way I could have. But, luckily, I’m a reporter. What I don’t know, I can go find out.




PART I
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FARMING


[image: image]


WAGES


Hourly, weeding and gleaning: $8.00
Per 20-pound flat of grapes: $2.00
Per 5 gallons of garlic: $1.60


POST-TAX INCOME


Weekly: $204


Annually: $10,588


FOOD BILL


Daily: $7.44


Weekly: $52.06


Annually: $2,707


PERCENTAGE OF INCOME SPENT ON FOOD


All food: 25.6%


Food at home: 11.8%


Eating out: 13.8%







CHAPTER 1


Grapes


By the time I meet Pilar, I’ve already spent a week looking for work, venturing out in increasing radii from the cheap hotel where I’ve holed up in Bakersfield. I’ve met with an organizer from the United Farmworkers, outside a rural gas station, to get the phone numbers of foremen. I’ve met with a community advocate, Felix, whose job entails helping farmworkers in one of the farm towns outside the city: recouping back wages, finding health care, and otherwise negotiating rural poverty. I’ve driven up and down the highway looking for onion crews to no avail, hindered by my ignorance of, in descending order, what an onion field looks like, how many people might be on a crew, and basic local geography. In every instance, I have been unable to find work in the fields of California’s Central Valley. Accordingly, I’ve begun to feel the first strains of desperation that precede failure.


Pilar lives in the dusty trailer next door to the one I move into after a week in a hotel. I meet her in exactly the manner that had been suggested to me by Felix: I walk out my front door, go to the nearest trailer, and say hello.


When I come up to the yard, it’s not Pilar but Alejandro, with whom she shares two children, who greets me. He and a boy are talking in the driveway, a narrow spit of gravel that leads to a black pickup, a grove of clotheslines, and, finally, a chain-link fence thick with vines. Beyond it lies another street of trailers holding the line against endless fields of grapes and almonds, and thirty miles beyond that a hot sun lowers itself toward the mountains at the valley’s edge. Near the pickup, a diminutive woman paces under scraggly trees, a cordless phone clutched to her head. Her hair, knotted on her head in a series of loops, looks impossibly long.


Hi! I say, in Spanish, over the fence at the edge of their yard. I wave. I smile. The woman doesn’t notice me, but Alejandro and the boy look up. I smile harder.


I’m Tracie. Alejandro looks startled by my Spanish, but recovers quickly and introduces himself and his son, Sergio. We begin conversing in Spanish. I explain that I am staying in the trailer next door, and when they nod as if this is reasonable, I add that I am looking for work in the fields and need to find a job quickly.


Alejandro raises his eyebrows and tells me his wife is a mayordoma, a forewoman, in grapes.


I try to maintain a measured voice. Does she need workers?


He nods, and dispatches Sergio to bring Pilar over. Sergio tugs at her arm, and she lowers the phone to listen to him. Then she looks at me and promptly bursts into laughter. She comes over.


You want to work in the fields?


Pilar looks at me over the fence, her eyes friendly but baffled. I try to smile naturally, as if there must be many white girls speaking stilted Spanish looking for work in California fields alongside indigenous Mexican immigrants. Then I try to project an air of economic desperation. Yes, I am looking for work in the fields. Do you need workers?


She pauses and looks me up and down again. Why don’t you apply for a job?


I shake my head, taking this to mean applying for a job in a store or an office. I don’t want to have to talk to people. I have a lot of problems right now, and I just want to work hard and not think.


Today is a Sunday, the only day most farmworkers here have off, so the park and its forty-odd trailers buzz with small-town activity. Mexican banda and ranchera music float down the street, mixed with hip-hop in Spanish; families are cooking meat and warming tortillas over heavy metal grills in their yards; little kids are playing soccer in the street, using speed bumps for goals.


I smile sheepishly and repeat my story over the low din behind me: No, I want to work in the fields. I need to work hard so I don’t have to think.


OK, says Pilar. I will have work the day after tomorrow or the day after that. Do you have scissors?


I shake my head.


I can loan you some. Do you have gloves?


Yes!


What kind? Cotton or leather?


Leather.


Pilar shakes her head as if scolding a silly child. I’ll give you some cotton ones. Talk to me tomorrow, when I’ll know if there is work.


Thank you very much! I say, smiling, punch drunk on my luck. Thank you! This is great. I will talk to you tomorrow.


You’re going to have to bring lunch, she adds firmly. Then her tone softens: And we’re neighbors—let us know if you need anything.


Of course, you too, I say as I begin walking back home. Then Sergio calls out.


Wait! he says, in English. She wants to ask you something.


I turn back, and Pilar smiles shyly. Maybe you can help me with my English?


Of course! I’m not a teacher, but I can try to help. She smiles broadly, and we make plans to study the next night.


I say my goodbyes and float home, buoyed by the fact that I have not only just found farmwork but maybe friends, too.


My world, and thus my sources of food, now consists of three municipalities and the trailer park. My trailer is in a tiny rural town whose commercial tenants are limited to an intersection with a concrete block of a corner grocery, a taquería, and a gas station. Ten minutes away sits a slightly larger town, this one with a single main street, two strip malls, and a larger grocery store. Forty minutes past the town is Bakersfield, a city with a university, courthouses, a swath of corporate farm offices and a range of supermarkets. Before I moved to the trailer, Maria Vasquez, the paralegal whose parents have loaned me their trailer while visiting family in Mexico, offered me advice: Go grocery shopping in Bakersfield, at Foods Maxx.


So on my way out of town, I stopped at the discount grocer, which resembled a Mexican-themed Costco. My flour, bread, eggs, cilantro, tomatillos, tomatoes, peaches, lemons, and limes came to $10.34. The Vasquez family also left me some squash and watermelon, a basket of onions, and a half-full five-gallon jug of drinking water.5


From the outside, the trailer nearly resembles a house, with the carport and back porch on the north side and an addition and porch on the south. Its exterior is two-tone orange and white, the facilities basic. There’s a narrow galley kitchen, a combination living/dining room that holds the refrigerator. There are three bedrooms and a large, clean bathroom that would be unremarkable except that the toilet tank is covered by a scrap of plywood and the floor buckles slightly under my weight. Some of the windows don’t quite fit their frames, the back door sits high enough over the threshold that beetles scurry inside at will, and all the locks are flimsy, but I remind myself that a farmworkers’ trailer park would be a poorly chosen target for robbery.


I turn on the swamp cooler to fight the heat that’s baking the roof and soak some beans while I make a green salsa. I’ve only recently started cooking Latin American food, and this salsa is a simple one that I cribbed from a woman I lived with in Guatemala while studying Spanish; I had been thrilled by her tangy version and begged for the recipe, though “recipe” is overstating it—there was no card or cookbook, just the mixture she’d been throwing together forever.


While the beans soak, I sort through my handmade vocabulary cards for learning Spanish; any words I am confident about, I set aside to give Pilar. At around six, our appointed time, I knock on Pilar’s trailer door. Nobody answers, and I am surprised at how disappointed I am. I leave her a note saying I stopped by.


A while later there is a knock at the door, a mom and her kids looking for Maria’s mother, Andrea. She’s surprised to hear they’re gone, but walks off unfazed; she’ll come back later.


The same story repeats itself later as dusk falls, and just as darkness overtakes the twilight, there’s a knock at the door again. I open it to find a hunched, older woman with a plastic grocery bag. She’s looking for Andrea, too.


No, I’m sorry, she went to Oaxaca to see her mother. Can I help you?


She’s gone? Julio, too?


Yes, I’m sorry. I’m a friend of Maria.


She doesn’t let me finish. I brought these green beans for them. Do you want them?


I look at the bag, bulging with several pounds of string beans.


You don’t want them?


She shakes her head. I picked them today in the fields, we took some. I can’t eat all of it.


Me neither, I say. She looks appalled, so I backtrack: But I can take a little.


Do you have a bag? she asks. She’s very organized, this woman.


I do—inside—so I pull out a few handfuls of beans and drop them into a bag. Thank you so much!


No, take more! she says, forcibly adding beans to my bag. I manage to stop her around the halfway mark. I have no idea what I’ll do with all these beans. I don’t even like green beans.


That’s enough for me, I say cheerfully, rapidly twisting the bag to prevent any unwanted additions. Thank you so much. How do you know Andrea and Julio?


Andrea is my cousin. When are Andrea and Julio back?


Maria told me two weeks.


She nods, makes a little huffing noise that sounds like approval, and turns to leave.


Thank you for the beans, I say, holding my bag aloft. She doesn’t say anything, just waves her hand in the air as she closes the gate and walks into the dark.


Pilar doesn’t show up, and I go to bed worrying that I’ve somehow missed my chance, but in the morning Sergio knocks on my door. Across the yard I can see Pilar watching from her doorstep as her son explains, in fluent English, that there is work tomorrow. Since we couldn’t study last night, maybe I can come over tonight for an English lesson, and Pilar can talk to me about work?


I barely notice the quid pro quo at work, charmed by Pilar’s mix of chutzpah and bashfulness. Of course, I say, relieved that my day of anxious unemployment has been transformed into a day off. By the time I go to bed that night, I’ll have handed over a stack of vocabulary cards to Pilar, borrowed cotton gloves, and gotten my marching orders. I’m to report to the corner of Panama and Tejon at 5:30 a.m. sharp. I should bring my own lunch. Pilar will bring me the tools I’ll need.


Cars are already creeping through the trailer park when I rise at 4:45 the next morning, just in time to hear Pilar’s truck pull out of the driveway next door. Even at this early hour, the sky is fading from black to deep blue in the east, the Sierra Nevadas a dark silhouette against it. I throw the burritos I made last night into my cooler, along with two water bottles I’d frozen and a big water jug.


I am out the door at 5:15 and head east toward the dawn, careening over shoulderless two-lane roads crowded with farmworkers.6 Nobody is at the appointed intersection, so I drive past it to a line of trucks and realize they’re for the workers already in the field to my right: Bulging burlap sacks line up like soldiers, and white orbs litter the ground, nearly glowing in the early light. Onions. I turn around and go back to Panama and Tejon, and this time Pilar is waiting for me. She signals for me to follow her and we drive farther east, pull off the road, and wait. For twenty minutes I sit there, listening to the rapid-fire Spanish of Radio Campesina, a station run by the United Farmworkers, and watching Pilar and the woman she’s carpooling with fix their work clothes. The woman riding with Pilar takes off her ball cap, folds a bandana in half diagonally and ties it over her nose and mouth. Then she folds a second bandana in half, into a rectangle, ties two corners together, and settles the narrow circle over the crown of her head. Then she puts her hat over all of it.


The sun is starting to rim the top of the mountains in gold, the sky above them turning to a silvery blue. More cars pull up behind me. A short, ponytailed man with a Yankees cap and a Detroit Lions sweatshirt walks past my car to Pilar’s. They talk for a while, and he looks at me questioningly—irrationally, I slink lower in my seat—then returns to his own car. Finally, around six, a big pickup pulling a trailer filled with hand trucks pulls up. This is the signal. Brake lights burn red, headlights switch on, and our caravan heads east, past oranges and grapes and almonds, down Panama Road, heading toward the mountains. Just as the sun crests the hills, turning the tops of the vines from deep green to chartreuse, we hang a right onto a road of washboard ridges. We turn down a lane, driving into the grape field, and when the truck finally stops, we all get out.


There is a flurry of activity. Men help the truck driver pull the hand trucks off the trailer, along with stacks of shallow plastic bins. Pilar helps me tie my bandanas properly; the extra layer of fabric makes my hat tight against my skull. Then she affixes her own: a pink gingham affair in which the hair cover and face mask neatly Velcro together, giving the appearance of a cheerful burka from the neck up. She wears a broad-brimmed straw hat, and I worry that my ball cap will be insufficient. Then she sets up a folding shade tent and a single Igloo cooler. And then: Nothing. We loiter. We are waiting for the containers to pack the grapes into, and until they arrive there’s no sense in picking.


We wait nearly two hours, until eight o’clock, which gives everyone ample time to observe my presence. I had hoped that my bandanas would help me blend in; save for the sliver of face around my eyes, every inch of skin is covered, and my hair and eyes are both dark brown. But I still spend most of these idle hours explaining to them what I’d told Pilar: I need work, I have problems, I don’t like working with customers, I’d prefer to be outside.


The tall, broad-shouldered man driving the truck and trailer, Pilar explains as we wait, is José, our contratista—farm labor contractor. Pilar works for him, recruiting workers to her crew and organizing basic support for them—water, shade—in exchange for a small premium. José has most likely been hired by Giumarra, one of the country’s largest grape growers, to harvest the grapes. These are Giumarra fields, but while Giumarra is colloquially referred to as the grower, in industry-speak, the company is a grower-packer-shipper, a corporate entity that grows some kinds of food and handles the shipment and transport of others. This arrangement differs with every kind of produce, owing to the vast differences between crops. Grapes are usually grown and harvested by the company that sells them, an arrangement that makes sense with a long-term investment like a vineyard. Tended well, a vineyard will bear fruit for twenty-five years or more, giving growers a strong incentive to oversee production as closely as possible. Because grapes require a long-term investment, growers are more vulnerable to labor unrest. When Cesar Chavez and Dolores Huerta organized strikes in the 1970s, growers couldn’t afford to rip out vineyards, or go a season without harvest. Timed well, a strike could threaten a grower with losing an entire season’s crop and watching it rot on the vine. By contrast, annual vegetables, such as spinach, represent only a year’s investment; a grower’s success is therefore less dependent on skilled tending, and also represents a smaller long-term investment.


Pilar explains to me that we’re here today because the grapes are nearly ripe enough for a full-on harvest, but Giumarra wants to make sure that they’re ready. I don’t know how frequently Giumarra brings in outside workers instead of the ones they’ve hired directly, but today they’ve brought in a farm labor contracting company to handle the harvest—represented, in this case, by José.7


I’m just beginning to contemplate forming the sentences in Spanish to ask Pilar what she gets for being a forewoman—the premiums vary, usually an incrementally higher wage along with the promise of more hours—when José gets a phone call. The packing boxes will be here shortly. We can start.


José leads us down a row, rolling up the sleeves of his button-down shirt, and walks maybe twenty yards before kneeling. We follow suit, falling to our knees at the base of gnarled vines as thick as my thigh, a leafy canopy blooming three or four feet over our heads. Taut bunches of grapes dangle down the center of the arch in a neat line. José reaches up and snips off a bunch with his tijeras, or pruning shears. These are going to be table grapes, he tells us efficiently, so they have to look good. We have to hold them gently, so that we do not bruise them or put fingerprints on them. We are to cut out the green ones, verdes—snip—the small ones, chiquitas—snip—and the rotten ones, podridas—snip. Does everyone understand? Everyone does. And then there is another burst of activity as everyone disperses. I spend a moment looking around before Pilar comes over and tells me that I will work with her and Juán, the ponytailed guy in the Lions sweatshirt.


Here are some cotton gloves, she says, handing them to me. And your scissors. Are you ready to start?


I think so, I say tentatively.


Oh, Tracie, she laughs. Let’s go.


Pilar hands me a plastic tray. She and I will pick the grapes, and Juán will collect our bins using the hand trucks and pack them at a table at the end of the row, under a sun umbrella. She motions for me to get under the vines, then positions herself about fifteen feet farther down the row. Are you ready? she asks.


Maybe, I say dubiously, fear of failure suddenly streaking through me, and she laughs again as she clips a bunch of grapes off the vine. I turn away, reach up, cradle a bunch of grapes in my palm, and with a satisfying snip sever the tendril attaching it to the vine. I eye the bunch, tightly knotted in on itself, in my hand. I see a green grape peering out from behind a red one. I pilot the tijeras in, snip, and promptly pierce the skin of the red grape next to it. Juice soaks into my glove. Now I have to get rid of the red one and the green one as well. I try again, aiming for the now-damaged red grape, and hit a third grape instead. Frustration wells up in my chest, and I try to remember that I am learning. Slowly, so very, very slowly, I trim the bunch, lay it gently into the bin, and snip another from the vine.


I have been doing this for about a half-hour when José walks by, fingers the fruit in my bin and stops me.


Mira, look, he says, taking out a pair of tijeras. Like this. No little ones, no rotten ones. Throw them out. He picks up a bunch from my bin and snips into it efficiently. Grapes fly. Stems snap. He finishes, and holds up a finely draped, flawless bunch of grapes. It belongs on the cover of Bon Appétit, or maybe a wine label. See? These are for the table, so they have to be nice.


I nod and smile and try to figure out how to say “I understand how to do it, it’s just that I suck at it,” in Spanish, but before I can say anything José has moved on, and I see him give Pilar an approving nod as he fingers her grapes. I look at my bin: José’s bunch sits atop a layer of grape bunches composed primarily of scraggly stems haphazardly ornamented with fruit.


It doesn’t take long before I am cursing the entitled American grocery shopper: Oh, sure, you just have to have a perfect bunch of grapes. God forbid you should have to pick out a few Raisinettes. You think those nice pretty bunches grow on trees? The labels on the plastic cartons for the grapes are green and fancy, emblazoned with the name Nature’s Partner—a brand, I later find out, of Giumarra Vineyards. By midday, I get more comfortable, and I admire the tight, trim bunches as I snip them off the main vine, surprised to find that their stems knot in on themselves so firmly that each bunch feels like a solid mass, so different from the loose, languorous piles of grapes in the supermarket. I find my rhythm and pick up speed. I get cocky and compare my speed with Pilar’s. But she works twice as fast. Where her bins overflow with fruit, mine contain a prim, solitary layer. I try to speed up.


Through it all, Pilar and I chat a little, or I listen to her talk to other workers in Spanish. Some of them ask her about me, and more than once I interrupt their speculations on me—Am I a student? Just poor?—with I can understand you. I cannot speak well, but I understand a lot, which yields laughter. Later, I ask Pilar if we’ll have work tomorrow, and she says she doesn’t think so; the grapes aren’t really sweet enough, they need to grow for another week. She must see my face fall because she asks if I want to do some other work tomorrow.


What kind of work?


Selling food in the fields, she says.


Maybe, I say. Let’s talk about it later.


Toward the end of the day, Pilar shifts me onto packing duty, and I stand at a makeshift tabletop at the end of the row. I’m supposed to take the grapes from the bins and pack them into the plastic containers they will be sold in. I grab a handsome, taut bauble of grapes and place it in the container. Its firm, conical shape doesn’t fit. I move it around, to no avail. I look around guiltily and cram the top down, squashing a few grapes, and place it quickly in a caja. Juán looks at me and, almost imperceptibly, rolls his eyes.


Look, says Pilar, grasping a bunch of grapes from one of her towering bins and laying it gently in a plastic container. The stems, cut loose and separate, accommodatingly curl into place, filling the box as if they had been poured in a liquid stream. Those tight clusters I’d admired as I laid them into the bins? Disastrous for packing. Pilar, I now realize, has been doing more than removing chiquitas with rapid-fire precision; she’s also been untangling the stems of each bunch. It’s as if she had been handed a knotted ball of rope and with a few quick nips and tucks, opened it to reveal a patch of intricate lace.


I want to apologize and walk off the field, stop wasting their time. I wait for Pilar to take me aside and politely explain that she won’t be needing my help again. I decide that when the moment comes, I’ll shake my head in embarrassment and accept my fate quietly.


But no.


Around 3:30, we finish packing up the last of the grapes we have picked in our row, and Pilar tells me to stop. You worked very hard. Good job, she says. I’ll pay you next week. Juán barely conceals a glare. We have spent the last nine and a half hours in the field, all but the first two hunched under the green-roofed tunnels of grapevines. Pilar finally explains the specifics of our payment.


Ten of the plastic clamshell boxes fit in a cardboard caja, a flat, and for every caja the three of us fill, we earn $2. We count our haul for the day: thirty-nine cajas. That’s $78 divided by three: $26 apiece. We’ve been at work since 6:00 a.m. There was a half-hour lunch. Nine hours for $26.


I swallow nervously and ask how many cajas each worker usually fills in a day and Pilar tells me thirty. By working with me, then, my crew just lost a collective $42, more than half of what we earned. I try to fix it.


No, it’s not fair to you and José. I am learning, so I should get less. I don’t have kids. It’s not fair to you.


Juán pipes up. She’s right.


Pilar is undeterred. No, Tracie, it’s fine. You worked very hard.


Pilar.


We’ll see. Good work.


Juán sighs and lopes off to help another crew pack their boxes, but Pilar keeps smiling at me. Go on, I’ll see you later, she says. As the mayordoma, she has to stay until everyone finishes.


Thank you very much, Pilar, I say, and climb into my car. There’s only one word to define what just happened: charity. And I know I am in no position to refuse it.


As a farmworker, I do not have the same rights that I have when I work in an office. Under federal labor laws, I have no right to days off; I have no right to overtime pay; I have no right to collective bargaining.8 I am lucky to be in California, though. The same way that each state can raise the local minimum wage above the federal standard, states can extend greater labor protections to farmworkers—and California has some of the country’s strongest laws to protect them. Here, I have the right to a union; I must be given time for lunch each day and a day off every week; I am entitled to workers’ compensation if I am injured on the job. All of this is by virtue of the fact that I am in California instead of, say, Texas.


Back when California decided to extend these protections to farmworkers, one of the biggest concerns was whether they would increase the price of food. Higher wages do change the price of food, but rarely as much as people fear they will. That’s because, even for produce, most of the price tag at the store pays for the system that moves it from place to place—not the wages in the field. From a farm field, produce might go to a plant where food is stored or processed, or even directly to a store; the grapes I picked were packed directly into the cartons they were sold in, for example, so they’d either be kept cool in storage or shipped out immediately.


Usually, boxes of grapes that are packed in the field go directly to a cooling facility while the company figures out where to send them. They might go to produce brokers who buy from the farmer and sell to wholesalers, who in turn sell to other wholesalers or directly to supermarkets. Or, if the grower has a direct contract with a supermarket, they’ll deliver it to one of the chain’s distribution centers, where the produce is transferred to stores. All of that—the brokers’ haggling over prices, the calmer negotiations between wholesalers, the advance contracts with supermarkets—adds cost at every step. By the time an apple ends up in the supermarket, the entire cost of growing it accounts for just about 16 percent of the price, while the other 84 percent goes to the complex infrastructure that got it there, what industry experts call marketing.


So if the farmer is only getting 16 percent of what we pay for food, what share is being paid to me, the worker in the field? Different crops have different needs; delicate fruit like peaches and raspberries, for instance, take more hand labor than something like onions or potatoes. (And most fruits and vegetables, when grown organically, take even more hand labor, since human hands take the place of weed killers.9) Generally, though, farm wages for much of our food are a very small fraction of what we pay at the store. Today, if you pay a dollar for a pound of apples or a head of lettuce in the supermarket, only about six cents covers the farmwork used to get it there; increasing farm wages by 40 percent would increase the average American family’s produce bill by about sixteen dollars a year. The wages my co-workers and I are earning could easily be higher without imposing ridiculous prices on shoppers. So why aren’t they?


Mostly, wages are so low because growers don’t have any reason to raise them. For one thing, any grower who hires a farm labor contractor like the company José and Eugenia work for doesn’t have any legal obligation to me or any of the other workers; that’s the contractor’s business, not theirs. What’s more, labor law enforcement typically relies on complaints—people coming in and making a fuss over not having been paid. There are not, contrary to my initial belief, inspectors patrolling the fields to verify that the proper wages are being paid.10 So far as I can tell, most of the workers I’m with are undocumented, giving them a compelling reason to keep quiet. Workers with the legal status to work here might be more prone to make a fuss, but if they did, growers might do what they’ve always done when the threat of higher wages looms: use machines instead.


Take the example of lettuce in the early 1960s. A notorious federal guest worker initiative that guaranteed growers a cheap labor supply called the bracero program was set to expire. The end of bracero threatened growers with the prospect of hiring local workers who would require higher wages—if they could even convince local workers to work in the fields at all. So growers and researchers at the University of California’s agricultural extension office began developing robotic lettuce harvesters that would have done away with human labor in lettuce almost entirely. But in 1964, growers and their allies won changes to immigration policy that codified the presence of immigrant workers in the United States outside of a guest worker program. With a supply of cheap labor guaranteed, research on the harvester stopped, and the lettuce companies went back to paying pickers what they’d always been paying them.


Today, labor’s become a primary concern all over again. “Every time the unions raised their flags, the growers and shippers looked at better ways to harvest the crop,” Frank Maconachy explains to me later. A board member of the Western Growers’ Association—an industry group for agribusinesses and farms in California—Maconachy is also president of Ramsay Highlander, an agricultural manufacturer that introduced a mechanized lettuce harvesting machine in 2008. Growers and shippers, he says, “are tired of dealing with the labor . . . You have to put umbrellas out there and to have enough water out there, and it’s impossible for someone to consume that much water—they would drown.” And that’s driving big growers to look at machines. The jet-stream lettuce harvester retails for about $650,000, but would make up for its cost, says Maconachy, in about thirteen months.


Once growers do make the switch to mechanization, it changes the whole equation. Fields have to be planted differently, to accommodate the machines—easy in most vegetables, which get replanted each year, but tricky for fruit trees or vineyards. Jobs dealing with the simple (though not easy) task of harvesting disappear, while more are created for machine operators and sorters. Machines do not get tired, and they can work through the night, so harvesting can be done more quickly. Both speed and productivity rise. When the bracero program ended, tomato growers and agricultural researchers set out to develop a machine to harvest the fruit for processing in the 1960s. With hand labor, it took more than five and a half hours to pick one ton of tomatoes, eating up nearly half the production costs; thirty-five years later, it took just twenty-four minutes to pick one ton of tomatoes—and labor was only 12 percent of production costs. Every acre produced more, too. Growers got twenty tons from every acre in 1965, but by 2000 were getting thirty-three tons from the same amount of land. There are certain trade-offs made in the process. Agricultural researchers had to develop a breed of tomato that could withstand machine harvesting, selecting for traits like durability and an ability to ripen well after being picked, rather than flavor. Fewer workers were getting paid for harvesting—though some jobs, usually better-paid, did open up for machine operators and sorters. But the work for those crews of sweating men, bent over and picking tomatoes from vines and putting them into buckets, running to the crates to dump them out? That all disappeared.


The new jobs in sorting and machine operating come with better pay, so labor costs don’t disappear; they just shift toward fewer, higher-paid jobs. And the increased productivity means that there is more work to be done when it comes to packing, sorting, and transporting food. Prices at the store did go down—but by a lot less than you might expect. In 1960 it took 5.3 hours of hand labor to harvest a ton of tomatoes; by 1968, 95 percent of all farms used the new machine. Yet prices actually inched up 2 percent between 1960 and 1970—not what you’d expect to see if labor costs are driving prices. After the introduction of mechanical sorters and other technological advancements, labor requirements dropped even further, and prices did begin to drop. By 1997, it took just twenty-four minutes to harvest a ton of tomatoes, a drop of more than three-quarters since 1960. Yet prices didn’t drop nearly as much. From 1960 to 1998, the cost of a can of tomatoes dropped from $1.21 to $0.72, about 35 percent. Yet the majority of those savings didn’t come from the farm. Of the 43 cents consumers saved, farmers were responsible for just 9 cents; the marketing system was responsible for saving us the other 34 cents. Lower field costs saved us a little money, but it was efficiencies in transportation and retailing and processing that really made tomatoes cheaper for us.


I know that mechanizing the fields comes with great, perhaps even untenable, risks: greater reliance on fossil fuels, the compacting of soil, the loss of jobs. But at $26 a day, I can’t help but think, Go ahead, mechanize my damn job, because it’s not just hard, but I suspect it will become boring, too, as the physical challenge loses its novelty. But that’s the thoughtless luxury of a woman with an education talking: Even if I’m in the fields for now, I know I can go elsewhere. No, if I were really stuck here working in the fields, I wouldn’t want machines. I’d want to know why, if the cost of food is such a great concern, we don’t focus on figuring out how to make marketing cheaper. And I’d want to know why, if my wages don’t change retail price much, I couldn’t just get paid a better wage.


When Pilar invited me to sell food to farmworkers with her, my assumption was that we would sell lunches. This sounded like a luxurious option: Cook at night, sleep in until 7:00, roll out around 8:00, hit the lunch hour at 9:00. Then Pilar explains to me that sales start around 5:30 in the morning, because that is when onion pickers finish their shifts.


Why onions? I ask her, standing on her steps. Surely there were crops with a later mealtime. What about people in grapes? Or carrots?


Pilar reminds me that there isn’t any work in grapes, which is why we are selling food in the first place. And besides, she adds, it’s only worthwhile to sell food to onion pickers because the crews are huge, maybe eighty or ninety people, and there are crews that work overnight. By morning everyone is hungry and willing to spend a little of the cash they are paid at the end of the shift. If you show up with a real Mexican breakfast—quarts of avena, milky oatmeal so thin you can drink it, sprinkled with cinnamon; soft flour tortillas rolled around spongy pork chicharrones spiked with red chilies and jalapeños; hot coffee steaming in the morning damp—you can turn a profit.


I ask what I should make. I hope she wants to show me how to cook something. I also hope she doesn’t expect me to do it at three in the morning.


You can sell soda! she says triumphantly, offering to loan me a small, handled cooler on wheels. She promptly dispatches Sergio to accompany me to the grocery store in town to make sure I buy the right sodas. It’s a quick trip, and as we drive I thank Sergio for translating between me and his mom when my Spanish fails. He shrugs. He tells me he tries to help as much as he can and then proudly tells me he has been working in the fields with his mom for about three years now, since he was eight, usually during the raisin harvest later in the summer, when contratistas will let kids come in and help their folks.11 The big companies won’t let him work, he scowls, but the contratistas will. He helps his mom sell food in the fields, too, which is more interesting than sitting at home.


At the grocery store we begin eyeing soda specials. Sugar and caffeine are what people want in the fields. With Sergio’s help, I decide on a mix of Pepsi, Mountain Dew, and Gatorade. I spend $25 on three cases and thank Sergio, planning to charge $1 for sodas and $1.50 for Gatorades. If I sell everything, I’ll make about $23 in profit, nearly what I made picking grapes.


This is how I find myself scrunched into the fold-down chair behind the passenger seat of Pilar’s pickup at 5:30 a.m. She and Sergio, who’ve been cooking since 3:00 a.m., are in the front, and I’m pressed into the corner, staring out the window at the fields racing by: almonds, cherries, onions, grapes, carrots, watermelons. Radio Campesina plays as we look for San Clemente Road. Half the roads splitting off the highway are signless, and we do a series of U-turns trying to pinpoint our turnoff, tension mounting because we’re racing against sunrise. Once the sun’s heat starts to penetrate the valley, the crews will start to pack up and leave. In desperation, Pilar calls her cousin who’s working in onions, and learns that we need to turn onto Meyer Road, which we’ve passed several times.


Ten minutes later we’re rolling along a broad path between massive tracts of land that stretch for the length of many, many football fields. The ground is striped with endless rows of thigh-high burlap sacks, bulging with onions, emblazoned with the words Cal-Organic; we’re in an organic field.


Pilar slows to a crawl, rolls down her window, and starts calling out to the workers: Tacos! Avena! Soditas!


No one looks up from their perches atop overturned construction buckets. Men and women wield scissors with blades that approach a foot in length. I see one woman—a girl, really—in a Mickey Mouse T-shirt grasp an onion by the greens and bear down on the scissors, hard, to cut off the stringy roots. Then she suspends the bulb over a bucket, her long maroon nails bright against the green of the stalk, and—snip—it drops in. Other workers are dumping mounded buckets into burlap sacks. It takes three buckets to fill one.


Tacos, soditas, avena! Véngase! We roll along for several minutes like this before anyone signals for us to stop. Two men, middle-aged, paunchy, with bushy mustaches and cowboy hats, approach the truck. Pilar turns off the engine, and we climb out. The men speak with Pilar in a blend of Spanish and some indigenous dialect, probably Mixtec. They are asking about me.


Is she your daughter? they ask Pilar, and I redden; we’re only a couple years apart in age.


No, she says. But she speaks Spanish, and she’s helping me with English. She smiles like a game show assistant displaying a prize. She’s very smart: she gave me cards to memorize words with. I smile at the men, and now I want to prove to them that I’m as smart as Pilar says. So I start in with Spanish.


Hi, I say.


Hi, they say back, munching on their tacos. There’s silence.


So, I say, nodding at the sacks, trying to affect a “come here often” casualness, These are organic fields?


They look at me oddly. Yes.


Is that better than regular fields?


Why would it be better?


Because there aren’t any chemicals. Is the work better?


The shorter of the two snorts. No chemicals, but it’s the same. Ninety-nine cents for a bag of onions, he says, nodding at the sacks.


It’s not better to work in an organic field?


It’s the same.


We pack up and move on to the other side of the field, where Porta-Pottys bearing the name Maui Harvesting sit in the sun; the workers have stopped and are gathered in a huddle to collect their pay. We park in the shade of an almond orchard across the road and Pilar takes up her cry: Soditas, tacos, avena!


I try to strike up conversations with our customers and learn that most of them sleep in their cars and often in the field to save on rent. Around here, they tell me, it’s not bad for this kind of living; in a town an hour south, there are snakes and scorpions in the field. It’s better in Bakersfield, they say.


Pilar sells out quickly, pocketing $38 for her work; she tells me she spent $25 on ingredients. But earning $13 for the day is better than nothing—it adds up. She’ll have put in six or eight hours by the end of this, which puts her hourly wage—at best—at $2.17. When Pilar continues hypothesizing about whether she can replicate this morning’s success with an evening run to the fields, I realize that she’s not thinking about income in terms of whether an hour of work is worth the trouble; what matters only is that she’s amassing additional income.


The sodas are not selling well, owing to the early hour and the shade in which we’re currently sheltered; it’s still cool out.12 Pilar asks me how much I’ve sold, and I shrug: Not much, but it’s OK. You’re finished, I say.


Pilar shakes her head. Let’s go!


We get back in the truck and Pilar, without explanation, drives to another onion field. The sun has begun to burn its way across the valley, and the sodas sell well. This is due less to my skills and more to the generosity of Sergio and Pilar, who watch my pathetic attempts to convincingly yell out Soditas for roughly one minute before they take over. The earth is soft, tilled into mounded rows, and walking through it is like crossing a dusty beach; Sergio takes the cooler from me and trundles through the dirt, calling out to the workers. When he finds a customer, he signals to me, and I dash over with change.


Pilar, you don’t have to do this, I say during a lull, eyeing Sergio’s pudgy little figure trolling across the field. He’s only eleven.


She waves me away. He’s a good worker! And now I remember Sergio telling me about his work in raisins; he probably works most summers. No problem, we’re friends, she says. He needs to know how to work.


By the time we give up, I’ve pulled in $39 in the four or five hours we’ve been out. Of my $14 profit, I give Sergio $4; I ask him, in English, if his mom would take any money from me and he shakes his head no. In my head I calculate: With my remaining profit, I can buy another five gallons of water in town and some rice and beans.
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