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shopping cart with eggs “from cage-free vegetarian hens,” milk from cows
that live “free from unnecessary fear and distress,” wild salmon caught by
Native Americans in Yakutat, Alaska {(population 833}, and heirloom
tomatoes from Capay Farm ($4.99 a pound), “one of the early pioneers of
the organic movement.” The organic broiler I picked up even had a name:
Rosie, who turned out to be a “sustainably farmed” “free-range chicken”
from Petaluma Poultry, a company whose “farming methods strive to cre-
ate harmoniocus relationships in hature, sustaining the health of all crea-
tures and the natural world” Okay, not the most mellifluous or even
meaningful sentence, but at least their heart’s in the right place.

In several corners of the store | was actually forced to choose between
subtly competing stories. For example, some of the organic milk in the
milk case was “ultrapasteurized,” an extra processing step that was pre-
sented as a boon to the consumer, since it extends shelf life. But then
another, more local dairy boasted about the fact they had said no to ultra-
pasteurization, implying that their product was fresher, less processed,
and therefore more organic. This was the dairy that talked about cows liv-
ing free from distress, something | was beginning to feel a bit of myself by
this point.

This particular dairy’s label had a lot to say about the bovine lifestyle:
Its Holsteins are provided with “an appropriate environment, including
shelter and a comfortable resting area, . .. sufficient space, proper
facilities and the company of their own kind.” All this sounded pretty
great, until I read the story of another dairy selling raw milk — completely
unprocessed — whose “cows graze green pastures all year long” which
made me wonder whether the first dairy’s idea of an appropriate environ-
ment for a cow included, as I had simply presumed, a pasture. All
of a sudden the absence from their story of that word seemed weirdly
conspicuous. As the Literary critics would say, the writer seemed to be
eliding the whole notion of cows and grass. Indeed, the longer I shopped
in Whole Foods, the more 1 thought that this is a place where the skills

of a literary critic might come in handy — those, and perhaps also a
journalist’s.

Wordy labels, point-of:purchase brochures, ang certification
schemes are supposed to make an obscure and complicated food chain

market. The sole quality on display here is actually a quantity: tomatoes
$0.63 a pound; ground chuck $1.09 a pound; eggs $0.99 a dozen — special
this week. Is there any other category of product sold on such a reductive
basis? The barebones information travels in both directions, of course,
and farmers who get the message that consumers care only about price
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A certified organic label
tells a little story about
how a particular food
was produced.

will themselves care only about yield. This is how a cheap food economy
reinforces itself.
One of the key innovations of organic food was to allow some more

information to pass along the food chain between the producer and the
consumer — an implicit snatch of narra-

tive along with the number. A certified
organic label tells a little story about how
a particular food was produced, giving
the consumer a way to send a message
back to the farmer that she values toma-
toes produced without harmful pesti-
cides, or prefers to feed her children milk from cows that haven’t been
injected with growth hormones.The word organic has proved to be one of
the most powerful words in the supermarket: Without any help from gov-
ernment, farmers and consumers working together in this way have built
an $11 billion industry that is now the fastest growing sector of the food
economy.
Yet the organic label itself — like every other such label in the super-
market — is really just an imperfect substitute for direct observation of
how a food is produced, a concession to the reality that most people in an
industrial society haven’t the time or the inclination to follow their food
back to the farm, a farm which today is apt to be, on average, fifteen hun-
dred miles away. So to bridge that space we rely on certifiers and label
writers and, to a considerable extent, our imagination of what the farms
that are producing our food really look like. The organic label may conjure
an image of a simpler agriculture, but its very existence is an industrial
artifact. The question is, what about the farms themselves? How well do
they match the stories told about them?

Taken as a whole, the story on offer in Whole Foods is a pastoral nar-
rative in which farm animals live much as they did in the books we read
as children, and our fruits and vegetables grow in well-composted soils
on small farms much like joel Salatin’s. “Organic” on the label conjures up
a rich narrative, even if it is the consumer who fills in most of the details,
supplying the hero (American Family Farmer), the villain (Agribusiness-
man), and the literary genre, which I've come to think of as Supermarket
Pastoral. By now we may know better than to believe this too simple story,
but not much better, and the grocery store poets do everything they can to
encourage us in our willing suspension of disbelief.

Supermarket Pastoral is a most seductive literary form, beguiling
enough to survive in the face of a great many discomfiting facts. I suspect
that's because it gratifies some of our deepest, oldest longings, not merely
for safe food, but for a connection to the earth and to the handful of
domesticated creatures we've long depended on. Whole Foods understands

‘ belly of the industrial beast Joel Salatin had called *
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reform a half-trillion-dollar food system based on chain supermarkets
and the consumer’s expectations that feod be convenient and cheap.

And yet to the extent that the organic movement was conceived as a
critique of industrial values, surely there comes a point when the process
of industrialization will cost organic its soul (to use a word still uttered by
organic types without irony), when Supermarket Pastoral becomes more
fiction than fact: another lie told by marketers.

The question is, has that point been reached, as joel Salatin suggests?
Just how well does Supermarket pPastoral hold up under close reading and
journalistic scrutiny?

About as well as you would expect anything genuinely pastoral to
hold up in the belly of an $11 billion industry, which is to say not very well
at all. At least that's what I discovered when I traced a few of the items in
my Whole Foods cart back to the farms where they were grown. | learned,
for example, that some (certainly not all) organic milk comes from factory
farms, where thousands of Holsteins that never encounter a blade of
grass spend their days confined to a fenced “dry lot,” eating (certified
organic) grain and tethered to milking machines three times a day. The
reason much of this milk is ultrapasteurized (a high-heat process that

damages its nutritional quality) is so that big companies like Horizon and
Aurora can sell it over long distances. I discovered organic beef being
raised in “organic feedlots” and organic high-fructose corn syrup — more
words I never expected to see combined. And | learned about the making
of the aforementioned organic TV dinner, a microwaveable bowl of “Tice,
vegetables, and grilled chicken breast with a savory herb sauce.” Country
Herb, as the entrée is called, turns out tobe a highly industrialized organic
product, involving a choreography of thirty-one ingredients assembled
from far-flung farms, laboratories, and processing plants scattered over a
half-dozen states and two countries, and containing such mysteries of
modern food technology as high-oleic safflower oil, guar and xanthan
gum, soy lecithin, carrageenan, and “natural grill flavor.” Several of these
ingredients are synthetic additives permitted under federal organic rules.
So much for “whole” foods. The manufacturer of Country Herb is Casca-
dian Farm, a pioneering organic farm turned processor in Washington
State that is now a wholly owned subsidiary of General Mills. (The Coun-
try Herb chicken entrée has since been discontinued.)

I also visited Rosie the organic chicken at her farm in Petaluma,
which turns out to be more animal factory than farm. She lives in a shed
with twenty thousand other Rosies, who, aside from their certified
organic feed, live lives little different from that of any other industrial
chicken. Ah, but what about the “free-range” lifestyle promised on the
label? True, there's a little door in the shed leading out to a narrow grassy
yard. But the free-range story seems a bit of a stretch when you discover
that the door remains firmly shut until the birds are at least five or six
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weeks old — for fear they’ll catch somethi .
ng outside — and th i
are slaughtered only two weeks later, @ chickens

FROM PEOPLE’S PARK TO PETALUMA POULTRY

If you walk five blocks north from the Whole Foods in Berkeley alon
Telegraph Avenue and then turn night at Dwight Street, you'll scon comg
to a trash-strewn patch of grass and trees dotted with tile tattered camps
ofa few dozen homeless people. Mostly in their fifties and sixties sorrfe
still affecting hippie styles of hair and dress, these men and wome.n ass
much of their days sleeping and drinking, like so many of the destiI:t)ute
everywhere. Here, though, they also spend time tending scruffy little
patches of flowers and vegetables — a few stalks of corn, some broccoli
plants gone to seed. People’s Park today is the saddest of p‘laces a blasted
monument Fo sixties’ hopes that curdled a long time ago. And 'yet while
Lhe‘ economic and social distances separating the well-heeled shz) ers
cruising the aisles at Whole Poods from the unheeled homeless in Peg ple‘s
Park could not be much greater, the two neighborhood institutionspa
branches of the same unlikely tree. “

Indeed, were there any poetic justice in the world, the executives at
Whole Foods would have long ago erected a commemorative plaque at
Peoplg’s Park and a booth to give away organic fruits and vegetables, The
argan§c movement, much like environmentalism and feminism. has aee
roots in the sixties’ radicalism that briefly flourished on this sit’e organii
is one of several tributaries of the counterculture that ended u’p disap-
pearing into the American mainstream, but not before significantly alte€~
ing its course. And if you trace that particular tributary all the way back to
1ts spring, your journey will eventually pass through this park.

People’s Park was born on April 20, 1969, when a group calling itself
the qum Hood Commission seized a vacant lot owned by the University
of Callfomig and set to work rolling out sod, planting trees, and perhaps
fnost gusplciously, putting in a vegetable garden. Calling th:amselves
ggranan reformers,” the radicals announced that they wanted to estab-
lish on the site the model of a new cooperative society built from the
grounq up; that included growing their own “uncontaminated” food. One
of the inspirations for the commission's act of civil disobedience waAs the
ex§mple of the Diggers in seventeenth-century England, who had also
seized public land with the aim of growing food to give away to the poor
In‘People’s .Park that food would be organic, a word that at the timé
k;r&rg;é with meanings that went far beyond any particular agricultural

In Appetite for Change, his definitive account of how the sixties’ coun-
terculture ghanged the way we eat, historian Warren J. Belasco writes that
the events in People’s Park marked the “greening” of the counterculture
the pastoral turn that would lead to the commune movement in the‘
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Organic stood for
everything industrial

countryside, to food co-ops and “guerilla capitalism,” and, eventually, to
the rise of organic agriculture and businesses like Whole Foods. The
moment for such a turn to nature was ripe in 1969: DDT was in the news,
an oil spill off Santa Barbara had blackened California’s coastline, and
Cleveland’s Cuyahoga River had caught fire. Overnight, it seemed, “ecol-
ogy” was on everybody's lips, and “organic” close behind.

As Belasco points out, the word organic had enjoyed a currency
among nineteenth-century English social critics, who contrasted Fhe
social fragmentation and atomism wrought by the Industrial Revolution
with the ideal of a lost organic society, one where the bonds of affection
and cooperation still held. Organic stood
for everything industrial was not. But
applying the word organic to food and
farming occurred much more recently:
was not. in the 1940s in the pages of Organic Gar-
dening and Farming. Founded in 1940 by J. L Rodale, a health-food fanatic
from New York City’s Lower East Side, the magazine devoted its pages to
the agricultural methods and health benefits of growing food without
synthetic chemicals — “organically.” Joel Salatin’s grandfather was a
charter subscriber. . .

Organic Gardening and Farming struggled along in obscunty until
1969, when an ecstatic review in the Whole Earth Catalog brought it to the
attention of hippies trying to figure out how to grow vegetables without
patronizing the military-industrial complex. “If I were a dictator deter-
mined to control the national press,” the Whole Earth correspondent

wrote,

Organic Gardening would be the first publication I'd squash, because it's the
most subversive. 1 believe that organic gardeners are in the forefront of a
serious effort to save the world by changing man's orientation to it, to move
away from the collective, centrist, superindustrial state, toward a simpler,
realer one-to-one relationship with the earth itself.

Within two years Organic Gardening and Farming’s circulation climbed
from 400,000 to 700,000.

As the Whole Earth encomium suggests, the counterculture had mar-
ried the broader and narrower definitions of the word organic. The organic
garden planted in People’s Park (soon imitated in urban lots across the
country) was itself conceived of as a kind of scale model of a more coopera-
tive society, a landscape of reconciliation that proposed to replace industri-
alism’s attitude of conquest toward nature with a softer, more harmonious
approach. A pastoral utopia in miniature, such a garden embraced not
only the humans who tended and ate from it but “as many life kingdoms
as possible,” in the words of an early account of Berkeley’s People’s Gardens
in an underground paper called Good Times. The vegetables harvested
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from these plots, which were sometimes called “conspiracies of soil”
wouid supply, in addition to wholesome calories, an “edible dynamic” — a
“new medium through which people can relate to one another and their
nourishment.” For example, organic’s rejection of agricultural chemicals
was also a rejection of the war machine, since the same corporations —
Dow, Monsanto — that manufactured pesticides also made napalm and
Agent Orange, the herbicide with which the U.S. military was waging war
against nature in Southeast Asia. Eating organic thus married the per-
sonal to the political.

Which was why much more was at stake than a method of farming.
Acting on the ecological premise that everything's connected to every-
thing else, the early organic movement sought to establish not just an
alternative mode of production {the chemical-free farms), but an alterna-
tive system of distribution {the anticapitalist food co-ops}), and even an
alternative mode of consumption (the “countercuisine”}. These were the
three struts on which organic’s revolutionary program stcod; since ecol-
ogy taught “you can never do only one thing,” what you ate was insepa-
rable from how it was grown and how it reached your table.

A countercuisine based on whole grains and unprocessed organic
ingredients rose up to challenge conventional industrial “white bread
food.” (“Plastic food” was an epithet thrown around a lot.) For a host of
reasons that seem ridiculous in retrospect, brown foods of all kinds —
rice, bread, wheat, eggs, sugar, soy sauce, tamari — were deemed morally
superior to white foods. Brown foods were less adulterated by industry, of
course, but just as important, eating them allowed you to express your
solidanty with the world's brown peoples. (Only later would the health
benefits of these whole foods be recognized, not the first or last time an
organic conceit would find scientific backing.) But perhaps best of all,
brown foods was also precisely what your parents didn't eat.

How to grow this stuff without chemicals was a challenge, especially
to city kids coming to the farm or garden with a head full of pastoral
ideals and precisely no horticultural experience. The rural communes
served as organic agriculture’s ramshackle research stations, places
where neophyte farmers could experiment with making compost and
devising alternative methods of pest control. The steepness of their learn-
ing curve was on display in the food co-ops, where sorry-looking organic
produce was the rule for many years. But the freak farmers stuck with it,
following Rodale’s step-by-step advice, and some of them went on to
become excellent farmers.

One such notable success was Gene Kahn, the founder of Cascadian
Farm, the company responsible for the organic TV dinner in my Whole
Foods cart. Today Cascadian Farm is foremost a General Mills brand, but it
began as a quasi-communal hippie farm, located on a narrow, gorgeous
shelf of land wedged between the Skagit River and the North Cascades
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about seventy-five miles northeast of Seattle. (The idyllic little farmstead
depicted on the package turns out to be a real place.) Originally called the
New Cascadian Survival and Reclamation Project, the farm was started
in 1971 by Gene Kahn with the idea of growing food for the collective
of environmentally minded hippies he had hooked up with in nearby
Bellingham. At the time Kahn was a twenty-four-year-old grad school
dropout from the South Side of Chicago, who had been inspired by Silent
Spring and Diet for a Small Planet to go back to the land — and from there to
change the American food system. This particular dream was not so out-
rageous in 1971, but Kahn's success in actually realizing it surely is: He
went on to become a pioneer of the organic movement and probably has
done as much as anyone to move organic food into the mainstream, get-
ting it out of the food co-op and into the supermarket. Today, the epony-
mous Cascadian Farm is a General Mills showcase — “a PR farm,” as its
founder freely acknowledges — and Kahn, erstwhile hippie farmer, is a
General Mills vice president. Cascadian Farm is precisely what Joel
Salatin has in mind when he talks about an organic empire.

Like most of the early organic farmers, Kahn had no idea what he was
doing at first, and he suffered his share of crop failures. In 1971 organic
agriculture was in its infancy — a few hundred scattered amateurs learn-
ing by trial and error how to grow food without chermnicals, an ad hoc
grassroots R & D effort for which there was no institutional suppeort. (In
fact, the USDA was actively hostile to organic agriculture until recently,
viewing it — quite rightly — as a critique of the industrialized agriculture
the USDA was promoting.) What the pioneer organic farmers had instead
of the USDA’s agricultural extension service was Organic Gardening and
Farming (to which Kahn subscribed) and the model of various premodern
agricultural systems, as described in books like Farmers of Forty Centuries
by F. H. King and Sir Albert Howard’s The Soil and Health and An Agricultural
Testament. This last bock may fairly be called the movement's bible.

Perhaps more than any other single writer, Sir Albert Howard
(1873-1947), an English agronomist knighted after his thirty years of
research in India, provided the philosophical foundations for organic
agriculture. Even those who never read his 1940 Testament nevertheless
absorbed his thinking through the pages of Rodale’s Organic Gardening and
Farming, where he was lionized, and in the essays of Wendell Berry,
who wrote an influential piece about Howard in the The Last Whole Earth
Catalog in 1971. Berry seized particularly on Howard’s arresting — and
prescient — idea that we needed to treat “the whole problem of health in
soil, plant, animal, and man as one great subject.”

For a book that devotes so many of its pages to the proper making
of compost, An Agricultural Testarment turns out to be an important work of
philosophy as well as of agricultural science. Indeed, Howard's drawing of
lines of connection between so many seemingly discrete realms — from
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soil fertility to “the national health”; from the supreme importance of
animal urine to the limitations of the scientific method — is his signal
contribution, his method as well as his message. Even though Howard
never uses the term organic, it is possible to tease cut all the many
meanings of the word — as a program for not just agricultural but social
renovation — from his writings. To measure the current definition of
organic against his genuinely holistic conception is to appreciate just
how much it has shrunk.

Like many works of social and environmental criticism, An Agricul-
tural Testament is in broad outline the story of a Fall. In Howard's case, the
serpentin question is a nineteenth-century German chermnist by the name
of Baron Justus von Liebig, his tempting fruit a set of initials: NPK. It was
Liebig, in his 1840 monograph Chemistry in its Application to Agriculture,
who set agriculture on its industrial path when he broke down the quasi-
mystical concept of fertility in soil into a straightforward inventory of the
chemical elements plants require for growth. At a stroke, soil biology gave
way to soil chemistry, and specifically, to the three chemical nutrients
Liebig highlighted as crucial to plant growth: nitrogen, phosphorus, and
potassium, or to use these elements’ initials from the periodic table, N-P-K.
(The three letters correspond to the three-digit designation printed on
every bag of fertilizer.) Much of Howard’s work is an attempt to demolish
what he called the “NPK mentality.”

The NPK mentality embraces a good deal more than fertilizer, how-
ever. Indeed, to read Howard is to begin to wonder if it might not be one of
the keys to everything wrong with medern civilization. In Howard's
thinking, the NPK mentality serves as a shorthand for both the powers
and limitations of reductionist science. For as followers of Liebig discov-
ered, NPK “works”: If you give plants these three elements, they will grow.
From this success it was a short step to drawing the conclusion that the
entire mystery of soil fertility had been solved. It fostered the wholesale
reimagining of soil (and with it agriculture) from a living systerm to a kind
of machine: Apply inputs of NPK at this end and you will get yields of
wheat or corn on the other end. Since treating the soil as a machine
seemed to work well enough, at least in the short term, there no longer
seemed any need to worry about such quaint things as earthworms and
humus.

Humus is the stuff in a handful of soil that gives it its blackish cast
and characteristic smell. It's hard to say exactly what humus is because it
15 0 many things. Humus is what's left of organic matter after it has been
broken down by the billicns of big and small organisms that inhabit a
spoonful of earth — the bacteria, phages, fungi, and earthworms respon-
sible for decomposition. (The psalmist wha described life as a transit
from “dust to dust” would have been more accurate to say “humus to
humus.”) But humus is not a final product of decomposition so much as a
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stage, since a whole other group of organisms slowly breaks humus down
into the chemical elements plants need to grow, elements including, but
not limited to, nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium. This pracess is as
much biological as chemical, involving the symbiosis of plants and the
mycorrhizal fungi that live in and among their roots; the fungi offer sol-
uble nutrients to the roots, receiving a drop of sucrose in return. Another
critical symbiotic relationship links plants to the bacteria in a humus-rich
soil that fix atmospheric nitrogen, putting it into a form the plants can
use. But providing a buffet of nutrients to plants is not the only thing
humus does: It also serves as the glue that binds the minute mineral
particles in soil together into airy crumbs and holds water in suspension so
that rainfall remains available to plant roots instead of instantly seeping
away.
To reduce such a vast biological complexity to NPK represented the
scientific method at its reductionist worst. Complex qualities are reduced
to simple quantities; biology gives way to chemistry. As Howard was not
the first to point out, that method can only deal with one or two variables
at a time. The problem is that once science has reduced a complex phe-
nomenon to a couple of variables, however important they may be, the
natural tendency is to overlook everything else, to assume that what you
can measure is all there is, or at least all that really matters. When we
mistake what we can know for all there is to know, a healthy appreciation
of one’s ignorance in the face of a mystery like soil fertility gives way to
the hubris that we can treat nature as a machine. Once that leap has been
made, one input follows another, so that when the synthetic nitrogen fed
to plants makes them more attractive to insects and vulnerable to dis-
ease, as we have discovered, the farmer turns to chemical pesticides to fix
his broken machine.

In the case of artificial manures — the original term for synthetic
fertilizers — Howard contended that our hubris threatened to damage
the health not only of the soil (since the harsh chemicals kill off biological
activity in humus) but of “the national health” as well. He linked the
health of the soil to the health of all the creatures that depended on it, an
idea that, once upon a time before the advent of industrial agriculture,
was in fact commonplace, discussed by Plato and Thomas Jefferson,
among many others. Howard put it this way: “Artificial manures lead
inevitably to artificial nutrition, artificial food, artificial animals, and finally
to artificial men and women.”

Howard’s flight of rhetoric might strike our ears as a bit over the top
(we are talking about fertilizer, after all}, but it was written in the heat of
the pitched battle that accompanied the introduction of chemical agricul-
ture to England in the 1930s and 1940s. “The great humus controversy,” as
it was called, actually reached the floor of the House of Lords in 1543, 2
year when one might have thought there were more pressing matters on

;hfﬁ?genda. But England’s agriculture ministry was promoting the new
beecorxizrlse, and kinany farmers complained their pastures and animals had
ss robust as a result. Howard and his allie 1
“history will condemn [chemical fertili  the reatest misfr

ertilizer] as one of the greatest mi
: isfor-
‘ta\{x}x;xels to have bgfallen agnculture and mankind.” He claimed that tc})mre
SDﬂo 1esale aldoptlon of artificial manures would destroy the fertility of the
, leave plants vulnerable to pests and disease, and

; , damage the heal

of the animals and peopl 1 h S e prante
ples eating those plants, for how id
be any more nutritious than th il 1 ich 0 Moseorer i
e soil in which they grew? Moreov

- tiou 0 ? er, th
zgir; E}e]rm goos‘ts xln yield that fertilizers delivered could not be sustainede'
: e chemicals would eventually destroy the soil’ il s
high yields were robbing the future. a 7 the soils ferulty, today'

Needless to say, the 940
A . the great humus controversy of th
in favor of the NPK mentality. ’ 10 was setdled
. H?\gard pointed down another path. “We now have to retrace our
e . T
mjse;gn'i v;/trote, w“}inc: meant jettisoning the legacy of Liebig and indus-
ulture. “We have to go back to natur
: e and to copy th h
to be seen in the forest and prairie” D e farmm o
‘ praine.” Howard's call to redesi
Seen the farm a
an imitation of nature wasn't mer i i .
ely rhetorical; he had speci i
A ‘ ‘ ' N pecific practices
and processes in mind, which he outlined in a paragraph at the beginning

Ot An Ag”cuhu’al IeSIQHIEHI that Sta“ds as ta Iy
a I summa Ot the W}lole

:c.zth;zr earth never attempts to farm without live stock: she always raises
thxex;bz;ps, great pains arg taken to preserve the soil and to prevent erosion;
vegetable and animal wastes are converted into humus; there is no
waste; the processes of growth and the processes of decay b;ilance
anf)ther; the greatest care is taken to store the rainfall both pl -
animals are left to protect themselves against disease. ‘ piane and

o s B o £ 7
in the \yil.d; in turn their v&ast il; hey do
s e
ﬁm‘men th. e | and insects would perform the sa'lutary
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Howard was thus biddin
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machines than living organisms. fore their farms ese ke
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A charge often leqeled
against organic
agriculture is that it
is more philosophy
than science.
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The notion of imitating whole natural systems Sti?ds ;r:l i;arslzstpei;

sition to reductionist science, which works by brea I;gh ok

i heir component parts in order to understgn ow I

downtimo rtnani ulating them — one variable at a time. In this sense,
iir;(\i;v;r(j’rsl ConceI;)t of organic agriculture is premodern, Zriu?liuzir;
antiscientific; He’s telling us we d(()jn’ttr;e;i;z \g]:;i;rj;:nof it.oour e,
S O e Co'r;]pc\ijitlc(ij:rfelsz :I:ateirs the soil {even the act of regarding
T O e igs no impediment to nurturing it. To the contrary, a
know — even a sense of mystery — keeps us
fications and technological silver b}ill.ets,

A charge often leveled against orga;il(;h a;g::;lll:i:; ixit:::; t1ti;st }r]r:zri(:
philosophy than science. The{e’s some e niee a,bom e
what it is, though why organic farmers shgu : ee T e only
itself a mystery, a relic, perhaps,croefd(i);re fet(t)l;{ufvrihof;gmh e paroncy
nature, In Howard's conception, the phi-
losophy of mimicking natural processes
precedes the science of understapdmg
them. The peasant rice fanner who intro-
duces ducks and fish to his paddy may
not understand all the symbiotic rela-
tionships he’s put in play — that ‘the
ducks and fishes are feeding nitrogen to the rice andlat‘ thensiz;rlrll: tlorif;e:
eating the pests. But the high yields of food from this inge p

re are his to harvest even so. ‘ ‘ .
CultL”ll“he philosophy underlying Hc;ward's c?}?ecii?]zzlo:fci;gjfé; tatg;iuils
ture is a variety of pragmatism, of course, | of thought 1o
willing to call “true” whatever \yorks, Charles Darwm " tghe it
kind of pragmatism — he called it natural Sglecuon —is ety

ure, guiding evolution: What works is what s.urvwes .
?{fo::rd spge‘;t sogmuch time studying pea(jsaar;tl :fg:;ltmu:: dsifistbzr:asui

! re: The best ones survive :
Itz(ej:;as;i;lie:;};g forth from the same ground year after year without
depl;zrtu}l{i\t:/l;rz(')sﬂégronomy, science is mgstly a tool f.or describing Z::;
works and explaining why it dozs.dAs it hai)iz?s; xgxleta}terz:i;s Sinee
Howard wrote, science has provide suppor T . e

ienti Jaims: Plants grown in synthetically fertilized soils are les
Lrizii;z}?itrlgct;an ones grovfrll in Compqsted soils;? such plants aorgur?tci)z
vulnerable to diseases and insect pests;® polycultures are m;)retp;l auce

and less prone to disease than monocultures;* and tbat in fac the hear?
of the soil, plant, animal, human, and even‘ nation are,v ; Howard
claimed, connected along lines we can now begin to draw with emp

it as a wilderness)
healthy sense of all we don t'
from reaching for oversimpli
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confidence. We may not be prepared to act on this knowldge, but we know
that civilizations that abuse their soil eventually collapse 5

If farms modeled on natural systems work as well as Howard sug-
gests, then why don’t we see more of them? The sad fact is that the
organic ideal as set forth by Howard and others has been honored mainly
in the breach. Especially as organic agriculture has grown more sucessful,
finding its way into the supermarket and the embrace of agribusiness,
organic farming has increasingly come to resemble the industrial system
it originally set out to replace. The logic of that system has so far proven
more ineluctable than the logic of natural systems.

The journey of Cascadian Farm from the New Cascadian Survival and
Reclamation Project to General Mills subsidiary stands as a parable of this
process. On an overcast morning a few winters ago, Kahn drove me out to
see the ariginal farm, following the twists of the Skagit River east in a new
forest-green Lexus with vanity plates that say orcanic. Kahn is a strik-
ingly boyish-looking man in his midfifties, and after you factor in a shave
and twenty pounds, it’s not hard to pick his face out from the beards-
beads-and-tractors photos on display in his office. Walking me through
the history of his company as we drove out to the farm, Gene Kahn spoke
candidly and without defensiveness about the compromises made along
his path from organic farmer to agribusinessman, and about “how every-
thing eventually morphs into the way the world is.”

By the late seventies, Kahn had become a pretty good organic farmer
and an even better businessman. He had discovered the economic virtues
of adding value to his produce by processing it (freezing blueberries and
strawberries, making jam), and once Cascadian Farm started processing
food, Kahn discovered he could make more money buying produce from
other farmers than by growing it himself — the same discovery conven-
tional agribusiness companies had made a long time before.

“The whole notion of a ‘cooperative
community’ we started with gradually
began to mimic the system,” Kahn told
me. “We were shipping foad around the
country, using diesel fuel— we were
industrial organic farmers. I was bit by
bit becoming more of this world, and
there was a lot of pressure on the busi-
ness to become more privatized.”

That pressure became irresistible in 1990, when in the aftermath of
the “Alar scare” Kahn nearly lost everything — and control of Cascadian
Farm wound up in corporate hands. In the history of the organic move-
ment the Alar episode is a watershed, marking the birth pangs of the
modern organic industry. Throughout its history, the sharpest growth of
organic has closely followed spikes in public concern aver the industrial

“The whole notion
of a ‘cooperative
community’ we started
with gradually began
to mimic the system.”
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To serve such a scrupulously organic meal begs?ahr; u\‘r:;\:glz:;zled 2:;(;31
tion: Is organic food better? Is it V{ort}} the extra C,O?t‘ 3; e co
ner certainly wasn't cheap, considering I made it romks = th.at osie oo
$15 ($2.99 a pound), the vegetables another $12 (than

h
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bunch of asparagus), and the dessert $7 (including $3 for a six-cunce box
of blackberries). Thirty-four dollars to feed a family of three at home.
(Though we did make a second meal from the leftovers.) Whether crganic
is better and worth it are certainly fair, straightforward questions, but the
answers, I've discovered, are anything but simple.

Better for what? is the all-important corollary to that question. If the
answer is “taste,” then the answer is, as I've suggested, very likely, at least
in the case of produce — but not necessarily. Freshly picked conventional
produce is bound to taste better than organic produce that's been riding
the interstates in a truck for three days. Meat is a harder call. Rosie was a
tasty bird, yet, truth be told, not quite as tasty as Rocky, her bigger non-
organic brother. That's probably because Rocky is an older chicken, and
older chickens generally have more flavor. The fact that the corn and SOY-
beans in Rosie’s diet were grown without chemicals probably doesn’t
change the taste of her meat. Though it should be said that Rocky and
Rosie both taste more like chicken than mass-market birds fed on a diet
of antibiotics and animal by-products; which makes for mushier and
blander meat. What's in an animal’s feed naturally affects how it will
taste, though whether that feed is organic or not probably makes no
difference.

Better for what? If the answer is “for my health” the answer, agailn, is
probably — but not automatically. | happen to believe the organic dinner
I'served my family is healthier than a meal of the same foods convention-
ally produced, but I'd be hard-pressed to prove it scientifically. What
I could prove, with the help of a mass spectrometer, is that it contained
little or no pesticide residue — the traces of the carcinogens, neurotoxins,
and endocrine disruptors now routinely found in conventional produce
and meat. What I probably can’t prove is that the low levels of these tox-
s present in these foods will make us sick — give us cancer, say, or
interfere with my son's neurological or sexual development. But that does
not mean those poisons are not making us sick: Remarkably little
research has been done to assess the effects of regular exposure to the

levels of organophosphate pesticide or growth hormone that the govern-
ment deems “tolerable” in our feods. (One problem with these official
tolerances is that they don't adequately account for children’s exposure
to pesticides, which, because of childrens’ size and eating habits, is much
greater than adults’.) Givens what we do know about exposure to endocrine
disruptors, the biological impact of which depends less on dose than tim-
ing, minimizing a child’s exposure to these chemicals seems like a pru-
dent idea. I very much like the fact that the milk in the ice cream I served
came from cows that did not receive injections of growth hormone to
boost their productivity, or that the corn those cows are fed, like the corn
that feeds Rosie, contains no residues of atrazine, the herbicide com-
monly sprayed on American cornfields. Exposure to vanishingly small
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illion) of this herbicide has been shown to turn

amounts (0.1 part per b
Frogs are not boys, of course. So

normal male frogs into hermaphrodites.
[ can wait for that science 10 be done, or for our government to ban
atrazine (as European governments have done}, or I can act now on the
presumption that food from which this chemical is absent is better for

my son’s health than food that contains it.

Of course, the healthfulness of a food is not
o consider its nutritional quality. Is there any rea-
s than the same

simply a question of its

toxicity; we have also t
son ta think my Whole Foods meal is any more nutritiou
meal prepared with conventionally grown ingredients?
Over the years there have been sporadic efforts to demonstrate the
nutritional superiority of organic produce, but most have foundered on
the difficulty of isolating the great many variables that can affect the
nutritional quality of a carrot or a potato — climate, soils, geography,
freshness, farming practices, genetics, and so on. Back in the fifties, when
the USDA routinely compared the nutritional quality of produce from
region to region, it found striking differences: Carrots grown in the deep
soils of Michigan, for example, commonly had more vitamins than
carrots grown in the thin, sandy soils of Florida. Naturally this informa-
tion discomfited the carrot growers of Florida, which probably explains
why the USDA no longer conducts this sort of research. Nowadays U.5.
agricultural policy, like the Declaration of Independence, is founded
on the principle that all carrots are created equal, even though there’s
good reason to believe this isn't really true. But in an agricultural system
dedicated to quantity rather than quality, the fiction that all foods are
created equal is essential. This is why, in inaugurating the federal organic
program in 2000, the secretary of agriculture went out of his way to
no better than conventional food. “The 0Tganic
» Secretary Glickman said. “Itis not a statement
grment about nutrition or

say that organic food is
label is a marketing toal,
about food safety. Nor is ‘organic’ a value jud
quality.”

Some intriguing recent research suggests otherwise. A study by Uni-

versity of California-Davis researchers published in the journal of Agriculture

and Food Chemistry in 2003 described an experiment in which identical

varieties of corn, strawberries, and blackberries grown in neighboring
ically and conventionally)

plots using different methods {including organi
were compared for levels of vitamins and polyphenols. Polyphenols are
a group of secondary metabolites manufactured by plants that we've
recently learned play an important role in human health and nutrition.
Many are potent antioxidants; some play a role in preventing or fighting
cancer; others exhibit antimicrobial properties. The Davis researchers
found that organic and otherwise sustainably grown fruits and vegetables
contained significantly higher levels of both ascorbic acid (vitamin C} and

a wide range of polyphenols.
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Better for the farmers who grew it? Better for the public health? For the
taxpayer? The answer to all three questions is an (almost) unqualified
yes. To grow the plants and animals that made up my meal, no pesticides
found their way into any farmworker’s bloodstream, no nitrogen runoff or
growth hormones seeped into the watershed, no soils were poisoned, no
antibiotics were squandered, no subsidy checks were written. If the high
price of my all-organic meal is weighed against the comparatively low
price it exacted from the larger world, as it should be, it begins to lock, at
least in karmic terms, like a real bargain.

And yet, and yet. . . an industrial-organic meal such as mine does
leave deep footprints on our world. The lot of the workers who harvested
the vegetables and gathered up Rosie for slaughter is not appreciably dif-
ferent from that of those on nonorganic factory farms. The chickens lived
only marginally better lives than their
conventional counterparts; in the end a
CAFO is a CAFO {Confined Animal Feed-
ing Operation}, whether the food served
in it is organic or not. As for the cows
that produced the milk in our ice cream,
they may well have spent time outdoors
in an actual pasture {Stonyfield Farm buys most — though not all — of its
milk from small dairy farmersj, but the organic label guarantees no such
thing. And while the organic farms | visited don't receive direct govern-
ment payments, they do receive other subsidies from taxpayers, notably
subsidized water and electricity in California. The two-hundred-thousand-
square-foot refrigerated processing plant where my salad was washed
pays half as much for its electricity as it would were Earthbound not clas-
sified as a “farm enterprise.”

But perhaps most discouraging of all, my industrial organic meal is
nearly as drenched in fossil fuel as its conventional counterpart. Asparagus
traveling in a 747 from Argentina; blackberries trucked up from Mexico;
a salad chilled to thirty-six degrees from the moment it was picked in
Anzona (where Earthbound moves its entire operation every winter} to
the moment [ walk it out the doors of my Whole Foods. The food industry
sumns nearly a fifth of all the petroleum consumed in the United States
tabout as much as automobiles do). Today it takes between seven and ten
<alories of fossil fuel energy to deliver cne calorie of food energy to an
American plate. And while it is true that organic farmers don’t spread fer-
dlizers made from natural gas or spray pesticides made from petroleum,
wdustrial organic farmers often wind up burning more diesel fue} than
their conventional counterparts: in trucking bulky loads of cempost
across the countryside and weeding their fields, a particularly energy-
Fuensive process involving extra irrigation {to germinate the weeds before
panting) and extra cultivation. All told, growing food organically uses

An industrial organic
meal such as mine does
leave deep footprints
on our world.
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about a third less fossil fuel than growing it conventionally, . . . though
that savings disappears if the compost is not produced on site or nearby.

Yet growing the food is the least of it: only a fifth of the total energy
used to feed us is consumed on the farm; the rest is spent processing the
food and moving it around. At least in terms of the fuel burned to get it
from the farm to my table, there’s little reason to think my Cascadian
Farm TV dinner or Earthbound Farm spring mix salad is any more sus-
tainable than a conventional TV dinner or salad would have been.

Wwell, at least we didn't eat it in the car.

So is an industrial organic food chain finally a contradiction in
terms? It’s hard to escape the conclusion that it is. Of course it is possible
to live with contradictions, at least for a timne, and sometimes it is neces-
sary or worthwhile. But we ought at least face up to the cost of our com-
promises. The inspiration for organic was to find a way to feed ourselves
more in keeping with the logic of nature, to build a food system that
looked more like an ecosystem that would draw its fertility and energy
from the sun. To feed ourselves otherwise was “unsustainable,” a word
that's been so abused we're apt to forget what it very specifically means:
Sooner or later it must collapse. To a remarkable extent, farmers succeeded
in creating the new food chain on their farms; the trouble began when
they encountered the expectations of the supermarket. As in so many
other realms, nature’s logic has proven no match for the logic of capital-
ism, one in which cheap energy has always been a given. And so, today, the
organic food industry finds itself in a most unexpected, uncomfortable,
and, yes, unsustainable position: floating on a sinking sea of petroleum.
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NOTES

1Grimmway Farms owns Cal-Organic, one of the most ubiquitous organic brands in
the supermarket.

2asami, et al. (2003); Benbrook (2005); Carbonaro and Mattera (2001); Davis, et al.
(2004).

saltieri (1995); Tilman (1998).

sAltieri {1995, 1999); Tilman (1998); Wolfe (2000).

sDiamond {2005).
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