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  Introduction

  “We must rapidly begin the shift from a thing-oriented society to a person-oriented society. When machines and computers, profit motives and property rights are considered more important than people, the giant triplets of racism, militarism and economic exploitation are incapable of being conquered. A nation can flounder as readily in the face of moral and spiritual bankruptcy as it can through financial bankruptcy.”

  —Dr. Martin Luther King, April 1967

  Years ago I watched an episode of Wife Swap that featured a particularly memorable character. The premise of the reality show is that two mothers swapped families for two weeks—and these families were far from the traditional American family. This particular woman believed that she could draw energy from the sun. Every morning she would go outside and greet the desert sunrise by staring straight into it for hours at a time, basking in its golden glow. She had forbidden her family any cooked food and had removed the stove from the house so she could become disciplined enough to subsist only on the sun’s rays, her ultimate goal.

  This woman became infamous because everyone knows you have to eat to live. There’s no getting around it. You’re not a plant—you can’t stick your feet into the soil and raise your arms to the sky and expect anything other than a slow and uncomfortable death.

  But no matter how crazy we might think this unfortunate sun woman may be, she is no crazier than the majority of people living in most industrialized nations. We are just as guilty in our beliefs and it would be hypocritical to laugh at her. We believe that we can eat processed foods and still receive the nutrients that we need. We have allowed our entire food system to be hijacked by corporations. Is that any better than trying to absorb our nourishment from the sun?

  Trying to absorb nutrients from foods processed and packed in factories is killing us, gradually but undeniably. In North America, we have become increasingly aware of the problem because of popular documentaries like Forks Over Knives and Food, Inc. But now that we know, we find that it’s very difficult to take control of our food because we’ve already given up our right to do so. Government legislation both federally and locally has taken away our freedom to produce it and eat it; the suburbs have taken over the farms and the farmers are gone; and the food we do get might as well just be labeled with a big stamp that says Cancer.

  But you know all of this. You already know about the health effects of processed food, and you are already aware that your food supply is in trouble, otherwise you would be reading some other book. Be warned that this book recommends subversion. Rebellion. This book advocates growing your own food no matter what. If you choose to do something that your government considers illegal, I take no responsibility for that.

  I just don’t think you have much of a choice.


  CHAPTER ONE

  The Foundation of Food

  “I saw all the people hustling early in the morning to go into the factories and stores and the office buildings, to do their job, to get their check. But ultimately it’s not office buildings or jobs that give us our checks. It’s the soil. The soil is what gives us the real income that supports us all.”

  —Ed Begley, Jr.

  The Abridgment of Freedom

  “I believe there are more instances of the abridgement of freedom of the people by gradual and silent encroachments by those in power than by violent and sudden usurpations.”

  —James Madison

  You may not realize it yet, but you do not have the legal right to grow and eat anything that you want, and food has become a very complex issue. However, this right was not lost overnight, because originally food was not political. Article 1, Section 8 of the US Constitution would have included agriculture if any of the founding members or later leaders believed that the government had any say in the matter. Our relatively young food “industry” was still safe in the 1920s, when President Coolidge vetoed a complex price-fixing bill for various crops. He said, “I do not believe that upon serious consideration the farmers of America would tolerate the precedent of a body of men chosen solely by one industry who, acting in the name of the Government, shall arrange for contracts which determine prices. . . . Such action would establish bureaucracy on such a scale as to dominate not only the economic life but the moral, social, and political future of our people.”

  This bureaucracy he meant to avoid, however, is now a staple of most of the food industry legislation in America today. Only ten years after Coolidge, Hoover introduced the Farm Board, which fixed the price of wheat and cotton. The Farm Board had good intentions, but its policies had far-reaching consequences. If the price of wheat or cotton dropped too low, the government would step in and buy it at the fixed price. This relative financial security convinced many farmers to start producing wheat and cotton, and pretty soon they had too much of it. Supply far outstripped demand. That’s when President Roosevelt created the Agricultural Adjustment Act. Rather than paying farmers too much for a worthless crop, the government now paid them not to grow wheat or cotton. By that logic, any business that got into trouble by poorly estimating the market should be “bailed out” and paid to prevent stupidity. But this only applied to farmers.

  These subsidies had a completely unexpected result many years later. When corn became subsidized, farmers began overproducing it in the same way they had wheat and cotton. So, to find a market for all that extra corn, the United States began producing massive amounts of inexpensive high fructose corn syrup, which became a major ingredient in many, many manufactured foods. We’re now very aware how bad high fructose corn syrup is for us, and yet the USDA, which is responsible for publishing healthy food guides for millions of children, has no problem handing out money for it.

  However, to truly find a solution for our nation’s food problems, it is necessary to go all the way back to the foundation of food: the soil. When we talk about the loss of our right to healthy food, what we are really talking about is losing our freedom to access soil to grow it. When we talk about the toxic state of the factory farms supplying the majority of our food supply, what we are really discussing is the gross mismanagement of our land. We are so quickly destroying our ability to feed ourselves that in a short while we will be completely dependent on others. This all comes down to dirt.

  It is no longer possible to allow others to retain responsibility for our food supply without severely endangering a healthy future for the next generation. This means that the current rhetoric of Know Your Farmer will need to become much more personal. It should be Everyone Is a Farmer. I am hopeful that someday we will live in a culture where growing food is a matter of course, something almost everyone will do on balconies and backyards, and farms will dot urban landscapes on every corner, employing vast numbers of willing unemployed workers. This is the path to the restoration of our full freedoms, but it will not come without a cost. The deeply entrenched corporate agenda of the USDA, the millions of dollars corporations pour into legislation, and our own voracious appetites stand in the way.

  The Loss of Farmland

  “Quit thinking about decent land use as solely an economic problem. Examine each question in terms of what is ethically and esthetically right, as well as what is economically expedient. A thing is right when it tends to preserve the integrity, stability and beauty of the biotic community. It is wrong when it tends otherwise.”

  —Aldo Leopold

  According to the American Farmland Trust, America lost farmland at a rate of one acre per minute between 2002 and 2007, totaling 4 million acres, and that rate has only increased. Urban development, suburban sprawl, and commercial building all find farmland appealing for the same reasons it is good for farming: It has been cleared and leveled and has good drainage. Unfortunately, not all soil can grow plants. Decent farmland is actually relatively rare in comparison to the rest of the terrain. Rocky places, forests, floodplains, mountains, rivers, lakes, and canyons don’t make good farmland and are more than likely not worth transforming.

  Why don’t farmers just stop selling their land? The number one reason is that farmers are getting old. USDA farm census numbers show that in 1997 the average farmer was fifty-four years old, and by 2007 the average had become fifty-seven. This would not be a terrible problem if more than 1 percent (as opposed to 38 percent in 1900) of the population actually farmed the land and those farmers were not aging. Most of the next generation doesn’t seem interested in taking over these farms, and so the farmers sell land to finance their retirement or even medical bills. As the demand for land increases, the next generation of farmers finds itself priced out of the market by wealthy developers.

  There are some who downplay the loss of farms by rationalizing that 4 million acres isn’t really that much in relation to America’s total landmass, which is about 2.4 billion acres. But this farmland is the most valuable acreage in America because of its soil quality. Good farmland usually has a couple of feet of precious topsoil, but the quality is not simply measured by the quantity of nutrients it has. The structure of the soil is just as important because it can take decades or even hundreds of years to build up a mixture that is perfect. Besides humus (decayed organic matter), there are minerals, clay, and sand that come together to retain water, but still let it drain at the right rate and insulate roots at just the right temperature. This kind of rare and valuable soil is called loam.

  Many farms in the United States have been cultivated since they were first cleared during the Colonial period. When the settlers arrived, they found much of North America fully forested, and so they had to clear the land by hand, removing trees and rocks. The forest floor made a rich base for plant life. Some of the land lay in fertile valleys that had been flooded by rising lakes and rivers and fertilized by fish. The early farmers worked the land carefully and sustainably and never pushed the soil beyond its limits. This practice continued until the 1920s, when war and mechanization changed how farming was done. Young men came home from the front only to leave again for city jobs. They were soon replaced by tractors. Farms began to focus on monoculture, or growing one type of food only, rather than producing meat, vegetables, and grain together in the aesthetic form we still picture in our minds today. The size of these farms increased as investors bought up generational farmland and conglomerated it.

  Underutilized chemical factories left idle after the war were put to work creating chemical fertilizer, herbicides, and fungicides. On a large scale, the historical and fertile farmland of the past became contaminated by toxic materials and depleted of any nutrients, as farmers became completely dependent on chemicals. Farmers were stunned when they began experiencing mass crop failure and tremendous soil problems on farmland that had faithfully provided for generations, but it wasn’t until the catastrophic drought of the 1930s that people realized how bad the situation was. America’s heartland dried up, and the overgrazed and overplowed soil simply blew away for the next eight years. According to Cary Nelson, by 1934, the drought affected 75 percent of the United States, and the billowing soil carried by the wind created horrific dust storms that killed thousands of people. Sunday, April 14, 1935, became known to history as Black Sunday, as a mountain of dust rolling across the Plains turned day into night. People were stranded for hours as the tsunami of topsoil made its way across the Midwest and travelled all the way to Washington, DC. It was because of this storm that the region became known as the Dust Bowl.

  Just a few weeks before Black Sunday, President Roosevelt’s advisor Hugh Hammond Bennett had testified before Congress that the nation desperately needed better soil conservation methods. When the dust obscured the sun, he pointed out the window to his colleagues and said, “This, gentlemen, is what I’ve been talking about.” Obviously there was very little argument, and Congress created the Soil Conservation Service under the USDA before the end of that year. Farmers were taught to use crop rotation, cover crops, better plowing techniques, and basic soil care, all skills their forefathers had been using only forty years before. Nelson found that planting windbreaks and alternative plowing strategies reduced erosion by 65 percent, but by that time there had already been a massive exodus away from the Midwest as crops failed. Skeletons of farms were strewn across the Plains as farmers abandoned farming for good, leaving the land to be repossessed by banks.

  In 1942, J. I. Rodale promoted the word organic to describe a method of farming that did not use chemicals and took care of the soil, but it was forty years before that method was embraced and any real change began. The chemical industry was (and still is) a very powerful force, and it wasn’t until the 1990s that more than a few outspoken activists, scientists, and die-hard gardeners took any real notice of it. One hundred years after our departure from sustainable growing methods, farmers and consumers are finally beginning to recognize that some of the soil-conserving methods of the past are better for the soil—and for us. However, despite our awareness of the problem, and the massive drought of the 1930s, there has not been enough change. According to the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), 2012 has seen the worst drought since the Dust Bowl, affecting 56 percent of the United States with moderate to extreme drought in June. At the time of this writing, much of the soybean, wheat, and corn crop has been lost, and better soil management practices could have prevented it.

  The damage has already been done. Even though the number of sustainable farms has been increasing every year, available farmland has also been shrinking at a steady rate. Considering that the vast majority of farms are not using sustainable soil practices despite the efforts of the Soil Conservation Service (now known as the NRCS), our available fertile soil is decreasing through each mismanaged crop cycle. Add to this our increasing population and dependence on cheap imported food and the rate could be even higher. The USDA census estimates the United States lost 1.7 percent of its farmland within a five-year span, which means that with all factors considered, all of America’s farmland will probably be completely gone within three hundred years. That may seem like a long time, but consider the effect of losing just 20 percent of the farmland. A country so dependent on imports for food is a country that will fall victim to rising prices, substandard quality, and even possible political turmoil. Food is so vital for survival that it becomes a mechanism of control. If you don’t see it, your children will within the next sixty years.

  Soil 101

  “If the soil is destroyed, then our liberty of action and choice are gone.”

  —Walter Clay Lowdermilk, 1953

  What is the difference between soil and dirt? Generally, most people think dirt is a dead substance that is not capable of growing a living thing. The dust of the desert or land cleared for building a house is just dirt. They may also think that soil is the stuff you buy in bags decorated with smiling cartoon flowers or that it comes in trucks from the local supply store.

  In other words, there is an idea floating around that humans make soil, and the earth makes dirt.

  Nothing could be farther from the truth. Except in the case of some very big deserts, most places in the world had very fertile soil at some point. Infinite communities of bacteria and microbes create a complex layer cake of matter, gases, and liquids that is perfectly suited to the root systems of plants, and this happens all on its own when left undisturbed. It is a complex cycle that does quite well without our interference. When humans arrive on the scene and set up farming and civilization, we create dirt. Dirt is soil that has been displaced, with orphan particles missing key pieces that make it alive. We do this because we are ignorant of the microscopic life living below the surface of the ground. We destroy the soil’s innate ability to regulate the flow of water, which then stops it from adequately filtering and cleaning the water, and in the process we rob it of the power to store and provide nutrients.

  This, of course, creates all kinds of monumental problems. Erosion, crop loss, flooding, dust storms, dropping water tables, radon, salt buildup, and even allergies and asthma are directly related to human destruction of the soil. Dr. Walter Clay Lowdermilk was a noted soil conservationist who worked as the assistant chief of the USDA in the 1930s. He travelled extensively all over the world studying the soil, and at the end of his tour he gave a series of lectures that became a pamphlet in 1948 titled Conquest of the Land through Seven Thousand Years. In it he documented the causes of war, the decline of civilizations, and the destruction of society. In his opinion, it all came down to one thing: “For even you and I will sell our liberty and more for food, when driven to this tragic choice. There is no substitute for food.”

  And food will not grow without soil.

  Soil is Alive

  What we call soil is really just a container for a microcosm of living creatures, most of which we can’t see. A single shovelful of soil contains more species than are found in the entire Amazon rain forest, such as these organisms:

  • Bacteria – These convert organic matter into something plants can use and sometimes have powerful relationships with the plants themselves.

  • Fungi – You know fungi as mushrooms, but the important part of fungus is its system of rootlike threads running through the soil. These threads decompose matter just as bacteria does, but they also build soil nutrients in partnership with plants. Some might kill plants, but many others actually prevent diseases.

  • Protozoa – These organisms eat bacteria, keeping the helpful bacteria in balance and releasing the nitrogen that plants need.

  • Nematodes – Nematodes do some of the same things that protozoa do, and they also travel around spreading live bacteria and fungi through the soil. Some of them prevent diseases and provide food for helpful predators.

  • Arthropods – These are insects that you can sometimes see, but often can’t. Ants, beetles, sow bugs, spiders, mites, centipedes, and more all live together in the soil, chopping up materials and eating other bugs and fungus. They simultaneously mix the soil and make organic material more accessible to plants.

  • Worms – Worms are the powerhouses. They eat the organic matter in the soil and their castings (droppings) are perfect plant food. Worms create thousands and thousands of pounds of casts per acre.

  Organic Matter

  All those living creatures feed off each other, but they need one thing to get started. Organic matter is at the bottom of their food chain, the fuel that keeps everything going. Organic in this sense means organisms: living and dead creatures and plants. When any kind of organic matter is added to the soil, all those living creatures get to work breaking it down, which adds nutrients to the soil that plants need. Once the matter breaks down completely, it becomes humus. Humus is organic matter that has decomposed so fully that whatever is left will not break down any further. Besides being the catalyst for all the biological processes that occur in the soil, organic matter is the stuff that holds water and prevents runoff. Runoff is exactly what it sounds like—rain or snow falls on the earth, but can’t be absorbed and so it just runs off the surface. Without humus, the soil erodes and loses nutrients, leaving plants to die of thirst and starvation. Soil organisms are able to decompose organic matter at such a fast rate that continuing perpetually requires massive amounts of organic matter to maintain the same nutrient content and life cycle. In nature, the plants provide the input by dying and falling right back into the soil, but in farming this material is taken away and consumed by people. For example, according to the Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS), an acre of wheat must have at least two to three tons of organic matter or more added to it every year to maintain the same quality. That same wheat field has 30,000 miles (24,140 km) of roots just sucking up all those nutrients.

  The Nitrogen Cycle

  Life on Earth hangs in a careful balance. All organisms require nitrogen to live, and it is even part of our DNA. Most of the nitrogen available to us is found in the atmosphere, but it first has to be converted to a different chemical form for any organism to be able to use it. One of the single most important bacteria we know of today is Rhizobium, which lives in a symbiotic relationship with only some plants. It exists in nodules in the roots of legumes like beans and peas and fixes the nitrogen found in the soil so the plants in the vicinity can use it. Fixing it really means converting it into ammonium. Some other things can do this, too, such as blue-green algae, lightning, forest fires, and molten lava. Once the plants absorb the ammonium, they eventually die and decomposers move in. Most of the now-unusable nitrogen contained in the plant is converted back into ammonium again and released into the soil where other plants can use it, which is the optimum scenario. However, some of this ammonium doesn’t make it to plants because other soil bacteria convert it into nitrates. Unlike ammonium, which binds to the soil, nitrates are loose and just wash out with water. This leads to a loss of soil fertility and creates a nitrate buildup in streams and groundwater. Some of this nitrate also turns into gas, which goes into the atmosphere to become smog and greenhouse gas. Once it does that, it will never be part of the nitrogen cycle again and is essentially lost.

  Humans have more than doubled what would have been a relatively steady global nitrogen-fixing rate without our interference. By burning fossil fuels, growing mass quantities of legumes like soybeans, and through the use of synthetic fertilizer, we have pushed the nitrogen cycle beyond a sustainable level. Synthetic fertilizer was invented in the early 1900s and involves high temperatures and pressure to fix nitrogen, in much the same way that a cataclysmic natural event would. Chemical fertilizer makes up the vast majority of the fixed nitrogen we create, and while it can be used to grow more crops, it has disastrous consequences. While organic ammonium does leech nitrates into our drinking water, it is at a very low level that we barely notice. When chemical fertilizer leeches out, however, it creates extremely high and dangerous levels of nitrates in our drinking water. Nitrates lead to cancer and breathing problems for babies; they kill fish and change the biological balance of fragile coastal ecosystems. When emitted into the atmosphere, they become acid rain. The careful balance of the nitrogen cycle, which we depend on so completely for our survival, is in extreme danger. This may be the biggest argument against chemical-based farming.

  Measuring Soil Health

  Besides merely looking at the structure of the soil to see how much humus is there, we can measure the relative health of the soil by testing to see how acidic or alkaline it is. If you remember high school chemistry, soil testing uses the pH scale of 0 to 14, with low numbers being more acidic and high numbers being more alkaline. A pH of 7 is neutral, and most plants like 6 or 6.5. You can buy a soil testing kit from any garden supply store, and you will find that your soil will usually range from 5 (very acidic) to 8 (medium alkalinity).

  Soils that are very acidic (with a lower pH) can’t hold on to nitrogen well. The lower the pH, the more chemical nitrogen fertilizer will leech away. This affects natural nitrogen processes, as well—rhizobium just doesn’t survive in highly acidic soil.

  Plants need other minerals, as well, and a good soil testing kit will include tests for them. The solutions to these soil problems are not complex and don’t require any kind of chemicals. If the soil is too acidic, you can add agricultural lime (a mineral) or wood ash, which is sprinkled on the soil at a rate of 20 pounds per 1,000 square feet, a little more if the soil has a more claylike consistency. Doing this also increases the potassium (K) levels, which we will talk about later. Other minerals (like sulfur) and trace elements (like manganese) tend to decrease as the soil becomes more acidic, and the most effective way to increase them is with compost, which coincidentally also decreases soil acidity. Compost and peat moss will raise the alkalinity and help with a host of other soil issues. As soil today becomes overused and overfertilized, it loses its ability to hold on to the nutrients that plants need. Compost is the solution to most of these issues.

  The Right to Land

  “This we know. The earth does not belong to man; man belongs to the earth. This we know. All things are connected like the blood which unites one family. All things are connected.”

  —Chief Seattle

  Right-to-farm laws exist in most states and provinces in North America to protect farmers from nuisance lawsuits (not that they have been helpful lately, as we shall see), but the problem goes much deeper. Today the issue is not the right to farm, but the right to land access. In his “Land for People” speech in 1889, American economist Henry George said, “If you would realize what land is, think of what men would be without land. If there were no land, where would be the people? Land is not merely a place to graze cows or sheep upon, to raise corn or raise cabbage. It is the indispensable element necessary to the life of every human being. We are all land animals; our very bodies come from the land, and to the land they return again.” Land is more than just an economic value. Humans need to have land to survive at a deep biological level.

  According to a United Nations special report in 2010, Olivier De Schutter wrote, “Access to land and security of tenure are essential for the enjoyment of the right to food.” In North America today, there are very few fighting for the legal right to land access, because culturally we see land ownership as a privilege. Is land a privilege or a right?

  Not everyone is wasting time debating philosophical quandaries such as this. Groups like Reclaim the Fields, an organization of mostly young people in the UK who are determined to reclaim food production, have come together to take back land access. Sometimes this happens subversively, by planting seeds where they generally would not be noticed. Most of the time they are operating completely legal cooperative farms on community land to build successful gardens. Another UK organization, The Land Is Ours, is a campaign that has successfully seized many acres of land owned by government or corporations and converted it to agriculture. Their subsequent evictions and effective marketing have brought about land reform laws in many municipalities. In Africa the loss of land access has had much more dire consequences. Although more than 90 percent of land on that continent is free of any legal encumbrances, many women do not have land rights. This means that they lose their land if their husbands die, and yet according to Mary Kimani of the UN’s Africa Renewal, they are responsible for 70 percent of Africa’s farming. Women have banded together and negotiated for land access; without it they would live in extreme poverty, or worse.

  In the United States, the federal government owns one-third of the land. In Canada, Queen Elizabeth II owns 90 percent of the land, and there is more unused land there than anywhere else in the world. North Americans are quick to fight for their access to recreational land for snowmobiling and hiking, but the movement to champion the right to agricultural land is almost nonexistent. The urban homesteading and urban farming movements are the closest thing America and Canada has to a real fight for land access.

  Is land a right? If food and water are a human right, then so is land, because that’s where those two absolutely necessary things come from. Landowners in the past have had a reputation as being oppressors, unfortunately, because land ownership brings status, and in some countries, royal titles. If everyone has access to land, then their status means nothing, and so these lords of the land are most often responsible for laws that take away everyone else’s right to land. This could be readily seen in Britain from the Middle Ages onward with the adoption of feudalism. Conquering kings divided the land up between nobles and knights who rented it out to farmer peasants, but of course things there have been changing slowly for the better. Britain adopted a parliamentary democracy and the lords of the land began to lose some of their hold, although a third of the country is still in the hands of aristocrats. In the United States, however, land ownership has been getting more inequitable. In the 1860s, the Homestead Act made it possible for people to travel west, claim ownership of 160 acres of government land, and colonize the Pacific coast. This is exactly what the government wanted, for without citizens in place, America’s hold on the western edge of the continent was not secure. Europeans were still colonizing the Americas, too, and many countries were trying to establish their piece of the pie. For the government, it was an economic decision; for Americans, it was about food and survival.

  Eventually, 10 percent of all the territory in which American settlers staked claims was successfully transferred to private ownership through the Homestead Act. Approximately 400,000 people travelled the Oregon Trail battling unimaginable hardship until the completion of the transcontinental railroad in 1869. After that point, there was no disputing America’s claim to the West, but the Act took land from hundreds of thousands of Native peoples who originally lived on it. Their struggle for land access is ongoing.

  The Homestead Act was repealed in 1976, except in Alaska where it lasted until 1986. Westward expansion was no longer a priority, since Oregon and California had become states by that time. The back-to-the-land movement of the 1960s and 1970s saw people making claims once again through the Homestead Act. This sudden interest in free land made the US government decide to shut down the program, and land access has been a continuing battle ever since.

  What to Do

  Of course, the question is, what do we do about this situation? In the old days, people laid claim to property by squatting on it, that is, by occupying it for a period of time until it became theirs. But squatting now seems to have a negative connotation in North America, where squatter’s rights are quite a bit different than they are in Europe, which sometimes favors the squatter over the property owner. Fortunately, access to land does not require land ownership, but simply the right to use land for sustainable agriculture without too much restriction. The single most inhibitive force to this is municipal bylaws, which in theory are designed to help the economy and protect citizens, but often hurt them because of their inability to change rapidly with current events. These city regulations may ensure safe building codes and proper use of public spaces, but they probably also prevent any kind of agricultural activity, even on a small scale.

  The greatest microcosm of change in America today can be found amidst the desolation of Detroit, which was once a booming city at the center of car manufacturing with a population of 1.9 million. The population is now down to less than half that. The Detroit Works Project, created by the city government, but initiated by the citizens, is focused on sustainability and creating opportunity for green space. Citizens of Detroit who need access to land to grow food are slowly trying to tear down an invisible wall of bureaucracy keeping them from it. This means changing bylaws to allow urban farming, including the creation of an agricultural district just for commercial farming projects. Considering that the research and planning process took approximately two years and will take many more years to implement, it is imperative that other North American cities begin their own works projects now. It is much easier to implement change when your city is not in a state of desperation.

  
    Peaches

    By 2008, I had been writing about food for about six years. I was also twenty-seven, a married mother of two, and an immigrant to Canada. Motherhood was the major reason I had haplessly fallen into the task of writing about food (because I was suddenly paranoid about what I was feeding them), but it also hindered my chances of taking any action as an activist. It’s quite a big step to go from wielding a pen to wielding a hoe. I struggled to find a matching pair of socks in the morning, let alone grow my own food or protest legislation.

    My little family experienced a trifecta of crises that year involving marriage, finances, and goals that almost destroyed us. We were like any young couple that fights about money, except that we had married young and already had seven years under our belt. I was pregnant with our third child and we were renting an old house in a beautiful harbor city on Vancouver Island. You could see the ocean from the top floor bedroom window if you stood at just the right angle. My husband John had a reliable job, and the kids were happy at their little school. There was really no reason that we should have been in trouble except that we could never seem to get ahead, and our debt was becoming an unbearable burden.

    [image: image]

    The house was built in the 1920s, and we loved the hand-plastered curved ceilings even though the windows were drafty. In the spring, we built a hundred-square-foot raised garden. We discovered a walnut tree, blackberries, and salmon berries growing all around the yard. One day I was weeding the sunny backside of the house when I noticed a skinny sapling growing up against the stucco, much shorter than my five-foot height. As I looked closer, I realized this sad little tree was shockingly covered in hundreds of enormous fuzzy peaches. It almost frightened me that this three-foot-high stick had suspiciously exploded in glorious abundance. I picked one and hesitatingly took a bite, and my mouth exploded with the pure sweet nectar of the sun. I harvested fifty pounds of falling-off-the-tree peaches that day, and many fell to the ground to rot because we couldn’t eat them fast enough. Store-bought fruit has absolutely nothing in common with the peach I ate that day, and I haven’t bought one since. I believe that these peaches were a heritage variety grafted onto a much bigger tree decades ago, and when the tree was cut down the little grafted sapling somehow managed to survive. I imagined that they were a forgotten remnant of someone’s World War II Victory Garden, a sixty-year-old treasure left for me to discover.

    The garden became the inspiration and catalyst for the next step in solving our financial problems, and the resulting stress on our marriage. We built the garden and ate the food together and saved money. The crises began to look less bleak as we ate the most delicious tomatoes and peaches of our lives. And then with the money we saved, we began our adventure—in the Albatross.

  

  Composting

  “My whole life has been spent waiting for an epiphany, a manifestation of God’s presence, the kind of transcendent, magical experience that lets you see your place in the big picture. And that is what I had with my first compost heap.”

  —Bette Midler

  Compost is the greatest tool of any food activist. We may mourn the loss of farmland, feel disgust at the destruction of the soil, and shed tears over our diminished rights to land access, but one thing we can always do is make compost. It takes very little space, and even apartment dwellers can do it. Every person who is concerned about food should be composting.

  The reason is simple. Compost is soil—and not just any soil. Compost is the ideal and optimum material for plants. It has all the microbes and bacteria and nutrients that are needed to produce life. It is absolutely necessary for success in growing vegetables. The apartment dweller might say, “But why make compost if I don’t have space to grow food?” Soil is your contribution to food production wherever it might be. It can be used in the community garden, traded to your urban farmer who will be so grateful for it, or used for container gardens. Compost is the future currency of the local food movement.

  The Composting Process

  Composting can really be an art form, with the most skilled composter able to produce soil in just a few months. However, it doesn’t have to be complicated. If you put plant material in your compost pile, it will begin to decay and in about six to eight months you will have usable compost no matter what you do. You just can’t go wrong because bacteria, mold, and organisms are doing all the work.

  There are three major compost methods:

  Large Bin: Usually chosen by people who produce a lot of plant and vegetable waste from their big backyard garden. Three bins are built in a row and the new material is added only to the first bin. This pile is turned into the second bin after thirty days if the pile is at least three feet tall and three feet wide. After another thirty days, the material in the second bin is transferred to the third bin. By the time the pile has spent thirty days in the third bin, it should be done. This method takes two to three months to make usable compost.

  Black Bin: Also known as the backyard composter, this is a black plastic bin that has two features: a lid on the top and a removable door on the bottom for removing compost. There are many different styles of composters, but as long as they are made of black plastic and have some ventilation holes and doors, they all work the same way. These bins are appropriate for kitchen scraps and smaller quantities of garden waste. The bin should sit on bare soil so that organisms from the ground can move into it; it should be near enough to the back door that you can easily add scraps from the kitchen; and it should be in direct sunlight, as the heat from the sun helps to break down the plant material. It should not be up against the house or fence, because spillage from frequent dumping of waste can damage nearby structures. Once full, the bin should be turned every couple of weeks for aeration. This method takes six to twelve months to make usable compost.

  Worm Bin: Vermicomposting (or composting with worms) is useful to everyone, but particularly for apartment dwellers, because worm bins can be kept under the kitchen sink. It doesn’t matter what the dimensions are, but 2’ × 1.5’ × 1’ is usually a good size. You can buy a premade bin or make one out of a plastic bin by drilling drainage holes in the bottom and ventilation holes in the sides. The bin needs a lid and it’s a good idea for it to sit on a deep tray or a larger bin to catch any drips, which are valuable as compost tea. You will have to purchase red wigglers or bait worms that don’t mind living in tight spaces and eating a variety of foods. They prefer 70°F and need some moisture to get started, but with the lid on, they will stay fairly wet.
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