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			Introduction

			NOWHERE TO GO BUT UP


			As 2008 rolled in, New York City was riding high: the economy was up, the crime rate was down, and something in the air made it feel like the greatest city in the world, at the greatest time in its history. The seedy Times Square of yesteryear had turned into Disneyland. Once-blighted areas of Brooklyn were reinventing themselves as meccas of creativity. Sidewalk cafés were teeming with urban sophisticates drinking three-dollar lattes. Tourists streamed in and out of attractions, buying tchotchkes from street vendors. Some complained that this town wasn’t gritty enough, but nobody seemed to mind that they could take the subway home late at night without fearing for their safety, iPhone earbuds tucked blithely into their ears.

			Then in September of that year, everything fell apart: the subprime mortgage crisis, banking bust, and auto industry implosion triggered an economic downturn that had newspaper headlines warning of the next great depression. As the largest regional economy in the United States, New York City took the hit, hard. Sure, it could have been worse. New York wasn’t Detroit, and the city remained relatively prosperous. But the shift was palpable. Suddenly the spirit of consumption that had defined the prior decade seemed embarrassingly ostentatious.

			On TV screens across the country, a woman named Sarah Palin warned Main Street about the corporate cronyism of Wall Street. Meanwhile, a Black man was running for president on a platform of change and making young voters believe it was something they had the power to effect. The nation was at a crossroads: On the one hand, our sense of security had been dashed and everything we thought we knew about being the most powerful country in the world was revealed to be the long con of a powerful few. On the other hand, as this reality dawned, it brought with it the prospect of a new day. As voters streamed into polling precincts at the highest rates in forty years, one thing became clear: the country believed in hope.

			—

			This was the climate in which we—myself and a handful of other scrappy young Brooklynites—first came together to start Brooklyn Grange, the world’s first commercial rooftop farm. Each of us left behind promising careers during the worst recession in decades to do something about which we were totally uncertain. It wasn’t that we had doubts about urban farming—urban farms had existed long before we decided to start one. And while no one had ever practiced rooftop farming at the scale we set out to, humans had succeeded in growing plants on roofs since the fabled hanging gardens of Babylon. But we set out to do it differently. We didn’t simply want to farm; we intended to create a small farm business—a self-sustaining enterprise that, like any other business, would have to turn a profit to survive. In an industry as fickle, susceptible, and lean as farming—and in an economic climate as competitive as the one in which we found ourselves—success was not a given.

			If you’re thinking that we started this endeavor because we saw an easy path to success, think again. Even though we’re now thriving, we will never be millionaires doing what we do, nor will we ever spend our summers on a shady porch sipping lemonade. Running our farm the way we do was important for other reasons. Led by our entrepreneurial head farmer and president, Ben Flanner, myself, and my partner Gwen Schantz, along with the owners of Roberta’s, a Brooklyn pizzeria, and later joined by our partner Chase Emmons, we were determined to operate a for-profit enterprise growing vegetables on a roof because we wanted to prove it was a worthwhile endeavor. By operating it as a for-profit enterprise, we set out to show the wider world that urban farming can be both an agriculturally and fiscally sustainable operation—an industry that, if invested in, could help change the landscape of cities.

			We also knew there was a long list of very good reasons that no one had ever done this before. Agriculture requires a certain scale to be profitable, and land in cities is scarce and expensive. And while rooftop space is less valuable than ground-level real estate, the cost of building it out is higher. What’s more, we were determined to be a truly sustainable business, focused not just on numbers but on what is known as the triple bottom line. Business authority John Eklington developed the triple-bottom-line framework to describe a business that accounts for its performance across three categories known as the Three Ps: people, planet, and profit. If a corporation generates revenues by pillaging an ecosystem of its resources, it is deriving profits at the expense of the planet. If another business manages to make a profit without wreaking ecological damage but must lay off an entire community of workers in order to do so, its benefits to the planet are coming at the cost of the people who inhabit it. The idea is to derive revenues while also generating natural and human capital: everybody wins.

			We had set out to create not only a financial return from our rooftop farm but a social and ecological return as well. There were times early on when it seemed like we’d bitten off more than we could chew, and even now, we still have a long road and many uphill climbs ahead of us before our business achieves the myriad goals we’ve set out to tackle. But five years after rolling out the first layer of green roof atop our flagship farm, we’re operating two and a half acres on two buildings in Brooklyn and Queens, we manage more than thirty beehives across the city, and we’ve built acres of urban green space for partner organizations and private clients. We’ve raised more than a million dollars between two rounds of fund-raising, and have built a team of eleven full-time staff as well as a network of partner organizations who help make our rooftops a learning laboratory and refuge for students, immigrants, and other New Yorkers.

			Still, when we were approached to write this book, we were thrown for a bit of a loop. We’d talked about a book for a while, but we weren’t quite sure what it would look like. There’s a whole canon of credible literature on sustainable farming out there, and our forefarmers, such as Eliot Coleman, who pioneered many of the techniques we use on our farm, describe our growing methods better than we ever could. Richard Wiswall’s The Organic Farmer’s Business Handbook delves into the importance of accounting in order to farm profitably. Lauren Mandel’s Eat Up: The Inside Scoop on Rooftop Agriculture does a nice job of discussing different green roof configurations and installation methods, and Annie Novak, our friend and colleague right here in New York City, recently penned the ultimate compendium, The Rooftop Growing Guide: How to Transform Your Roof into a Vegetable Garden or Farm. So what the heck did we have to contribute to the genre?

			Then our editor suggested we write a business book. At first, we were skeptical. We’d only been around for a few years, after all, and had just eleven full-time staff. We didn’t start paying dividends until the end of 2014, four years into operating. Surely others were more qualified to write about launching a commercial enterprise. Ultimately, though, we realized the story we wanted to tell really was about business. It was about striving to achieve the triple-bottom-line model we aspired to, and we figured our story about planning, building, and launching our farm over the course of several months—literally getting our hands dirty along the way—would be more likely to resonate with the owners of a brick-and-mortar business than any tale of a digital app company reaching a million dollars in revenue during launch week.

			Slowly, we came around to the idea that the fact that we’re still here—still alive after all these years—is a story in and of itself. And if we can convince a single reader that starting a small business that serves its community is an endeavor worth pursuing, then this book was worth writing.

			—

			Before we started writing a book—before we were Brooklyn Grange—we were just a few individuals trying to find our place and our purpose. But Brooklyn Grange wasn’t the product of our existential dilemma, or some guilt over leaving careers many folks would jump at the chance to enter. We were hungry for a sense of agency, sure, but we were not naive. When we met one another and developed the plan to start Brooklyn Grange, we wore no rose-colored glasses. We knew we were taking a huge risk. We knew it would take work to make it work, and that we faced a steep uphill battle. All the while, we watched our friends in the tech world make millions developing virtual farming apps for mobile devices. Yet we chose to pour ourselves into a brick-and-mortar farm that we knew would never see that kind of light-speed return on investment. Hell, we had no idea in those early days whether it was even possible to successfully operate a farm on a rooftop. But we intended to find out.

		

	
		
			1

			THE CROSSROADS OF COMPLICITY AND CONVICTION


			Why We Left Steady Jobs to Take a Chance on a Dream

			As New York City braced itself for an uncertain future, a young Wisconsin transplant by the name of Ben Flanner was wondering what his own future held. For the past couple of years, since earning his bachelor’s degree in engineering and moving to the East Coast, Ben had been working as a business consultant, a vocation that afforded him the kind of lifestyle that drives most folks to this city in the first place: an apartment in the hip Lower East Side, annual jaunts to far-off locales, and enough income left over to hit the cocktail bar downstairs often enough to achieve status as a regular.

			The job was also challenging enough to keep him engaged week to week. As part of a team of analysts, Ben studied companies to identify which areas of their business gave them the greatest bang for their buck. Mostly, he looked for the inefficiencies of a given operation and figured out how to strike those loss leaders—sometimes shaving millions of dollars from a budget in the process—without sacrificing too much of the brand’s identity or integrity. Ben was constantly introduced to new companies and products and would launch himself into learning everything possible about the surrounding business issues, consumer trends, and prevailing strategies of a given field.

			One day, a little over a year into his time at the firm, Ben was assigned to a team working on a major wine brand. He and a few colleagues flew to Australia, toured over thousands of acres of vineyards by plane, and then hunkered down in a makeshift office stationed in one of the field-side nursery buildings to crack open the books and figure out how to improve margins. Hour after hour, sixteen-hour day after day, Ben sat there plugging data into Excel spreadsheets. Each afternoon, as the sun reached its highest point in the sky, the viticulturists would head in from the vines to take their lunch. The nursery, silent save for the quiet clicking of keys, would suddenly crackle with life as the farmers tracked in clumps of muddy clay, smelling of sweat and grape must, laughing and shouting over stolen bites of one another’s food. As Ben looked on, wistfully, he found himself yearning for the kind of camaraderie he witnessed among them. He couldn’t quite put his finger on what drew him to envy those Aussie field hands, but envy them he did, and a sense of restlessness began to nag at him.

			Ben knew his job wasn’t making him happy: the sixteen-hour days were exhausting, and the pressure was immense. Yet he also knew how fortunate he was to have the opportunities he did. Living in New York City, it’s hard to ignore privilege. There are millions of people struggling to get by, and when you’re all packed into the same subway car, the haves can’t ignore the have-nots. Ben was grateful to have a job where he was learning a valuable and marketable skill, and being the humble guy he is, he felt he had a lot more learning to do. He was also loath to walk away from the progress he’d made toward a successful career. He wasn’t happy, but neither was he ready to make a huge career change. So a few weeks after the trip to Australia, when Ben was offered a job in the marketing department at a digital financial-management firm, he took it. The new office was great, and at first seemed to address what he suspected had made him unhappy at his last position: the hours weren’t quite as punishing, there was more of a team atmosphere, and the work was less solitary. But as the economy faltered, a sense of agitation permeated the office. No one seemed to be enjoying their jobs any longer, but everyone was acutely aware that they were lucky to have one.

			Ben, whom we lovingly refer to as a pathological optimist, tried to make the best of a bad situation. One Friday a month, he would load up a mail cart with all the ingredients he needed to make his colleagues desk-side guacamole and roll it around the office. Other Fridays, he’d don a bow tie and roll through offering custom root-beer-float service. He invited his coworkers to his cubicle for daily coffee breaks, brewing cups in his French press and secretly composting the grinds in his desk drawer after his request to launch an office-wide composting project was rejected. (Incidentally, he forgot to clean out his illicit compost drawer when he left that job, and it wasn’t discovered until months later, when his replacement was hired.)

			One day Ben’s boss called him into her office.

			“You might consider wearing headphones to work tomorrow,” she cautioned. “You’re going to be fine, but a lot of people are about to be laid off, and you might not want to hear some of the things that are going to be said.”

			Going to work became a lot less fun after that.

			Fifteen percent of his colleagues disappeared from their desks in the weeks that followed. Those who remained began trying to outshine one another. Changing jobs hadn’t made a difference. Ben’s days were still structured around data rather than people, and he still only used one part of his body—his brain—to do his work. His hands would often grow cold on the keyboard as he typed away in the air-conditioned office, and the sensation made him mildly queasy, as though his body was a lifeless instrument. Ben found himself counting the minutes till the end of the day, when he would crowd into a rush-hour train back home to work on his hobbies: making hot sauce and bitters, and curing meats in his kitchen.

			But the hobbies were just that, and Ben was tired of working for the life he wanted to live; he wanted to feel like he was doing his life’s work. He had seen people who were happy at their jobs at that Australian vineyard, and he realized he wouldn’t be until he was doing something that integrated his body and his mind, something that truly engaged him with the world around him, not just the three walls of a cubicle. More and more often, his thoughts turned to those vineyard workers. He began making weekly trips to the farmer’s market in Union Square, and each week the trips grew longer. The more he hung around the farmer’s market, asking vendors for tips on pickling this or that vegetable, the more he found himself drawn to their world. He loved the physicality of farming, but more so, he recognized its potential to engage all aspects of his intellect, from selecting the best crops based on flavor and hardiness to engineering more efficient systems to grow them. Perhaps more than any other aspect, he was drawn to the idea of a vocation that was performed as part of a community: by people, for people.

			In the summer of 2008, Ben made his decision: the following spring, he would quit, and one way or another, he would become a farmer. So when his job flew him out to a marketing conference in Santa Barbara, he played hooky from the endless string of PowerPoint presentations and ducked out to visit nearby farms. When he got back home, he called in sick to spend the day touring farms in the area. He applied to the agroecology program at University of California at Santa Cruz, and when he wasn’t accepted, he didn’t miss a beat. He began ordering farming books online and reading them from cover to cover on the subway commute to and from his midtown office, scribbling notes in the margins and dog-earing sections he wanted to reread later on.

			One day he was leafing through a copy of New York Magazine, and a photo jumped out at him. At first, he mistook it for a field of wildflowers, but on second glance, he saw that this pastoral scene was surrounded by a skyline of brick chimneys and wooden water towers. That’s when he realized he was looking not at a rural backyard or city park but at a rooftop. The photo was part of a feature on Chris and Lisa Goode, a couple who had launched a green roofing company after building and falling in love with their own roof garden, on which they raised chickens and bees. Ben was alive with excitement. The simplicity of combining an existing model—green roofs—with the intensive farming methods he had been studying in his spare time struck him as an opportunity to create farmland right here in New York City and, along with it, an opportunity for him to farm!

			Beyond being ambitious and having a passion for food and farming, Ben is a systems guy. His background in engineering trained him to look at how things work, the ways in which they don’t, and to figure out how to get them to operate more efficiently. With rooftop farming, he saw two systems that served each other well. Farming, for example, faces the constant challenge of distribution: no matter how little fossil fuel is used on the farm, the vegetables it produces have to get to the consumer somehow, and that somehow is, for the foreseeable future, going to involve some amount of fossil fuels. On the other hand, urbanites face a lack of green space, yet cash-strapped municipal governments are hard-pressed to build, let alone maintain, them for public use. Urban agriculture addresses these problems—and several others—in a neatly symbiotic way, reducing the amount of energy needed to transport food to consumers and providing usable green spaces for city dwellers to enjoy. Ben didn’t waste a moment; he called the Goodes that day.

			The amazing thing about New York is that in a city of eight million, sometimes you get lucky and meet the exact person you need to meet in the exact moment you need to meet them. Chris Goode was that person, for that moment. When Ben explained his vision to Chris—that he wanted to transform a rooftop into a productive vegetable farm—Chris could have laughed it off as a pipe dream. Instead, he heard him out and, to Ben’s surprise, said, “Yes, I’ve been thinking the same thing. You start putting together the farming plan, and we’ll be in touch. I think I have a location.”

			The other thing about New York City is that people here seem to be busier than anywhere else in the world, and for a few weeks Ben didn’t hear back despite his persistent emails to the Goodes. But instead of abandoning the plan, he only grew more resolved. As winter set in, and Ben’s spring quit date approached, he started slipping on work. He was obsessed with the farm. All the bartenders at the watering hole downstairs from his apartment knew about it, and it was all he would talk about with his friends. He hung around the greenmarket chatting up the vendors and asking about whatever aspect of their craft he was most interested in that week. One vendor introduced him to her friend, another grower by the name of Annie Novak. Ben asked her all his usual questions: What farms should he visit? What books should he read? When she asked why he was so interested, and he explained his ambitious plan, she said without hesitation, “I’m in.”

			All the pieces were in place, except, of course, for the site. Then one day in March, with Ben’s quit date rapidly approaching, Chris Goode’s name popped up in his inbox. He was writing to say that the location looked like a go, and that it potentially came with installation funds. Ben could hardly believe it. This farm was going to be a reality.

			Chris introduced Ben to Tony Argento, a larger-than-life personality in the outer-borough real estate scene, who owned Broadway Stages, a business that hosted film and television shoots. He had made a name for himself building out spaces in areas that were far enough outside the hot neighborhoods to be affordable; in other words, he was savvy. Savvy enough, as it turned out, to identify an opportunity to do something groundbreaking with the roof of his six-thousand-square-foot warehouse in Greenpoint, at the northern edge of Brooklyn. This was a man who wasn’t afraid to take a risk and invest the installation costs in the project. This was a man with a long view. (Later, that long view would pay off for Argento when he began hosting fashion and film shoots on the farm. Little did Ben realize it at the time, but this was our first lesson in the “value-added pitch”: not everyone will buy into your idea for the same reasons you do. In fact, it hardly mattered whether Argento and the Goodes believed in Ben’s vision of creating a road map for urban agriculture entrepreneurs. Argento loved the idea of occasionally using the farm as a set, and the Goodes were happy to score an install job and earn the clout of having built the largest green roof farm in the world.)

			The other great thing about New Yorkers is that they’re not easily intimidated. Chris and Lisa Goode had previously worked in the film business, so between them and Tony, Ben had found key partners who were used to working with the cranes and construction equipment necessary to build sets and capture sweeping panoramic shots from above. They took the lead on the install, leaving Ben to focus on what he knew and loved best: buying tools, planning the design, and selecting seeds. “I’m going to get the farm up there,” Chris said to Ben, “and then it’s all you.”

			So with spring approaching quickly and the last snows thawing on the streets below, Ben watched the dream he’d had for so long come to fruition. The team named the farm Eagle Street, after the address on which it sat, and in that first season, Ben and Annie labored over shoveling the piles of soil into neat rows later bloomed with kale and cabbages and were dotted with pepper and tomato plants. Before long, the neighborhood caught on and streamed into the raw warehouse space at the top floor to buy their Swiss chard and salad greens. On days the farm stand wasn’t open, Ben would load up his cargo tricycle and ride from restaurant to restaurant, hawking fresh herbs and crisp radishes to chefs who were, in equal measure, bemused by the provenance yet impressed by the quality of the just-picked produce. The farm was productive, and Ben was selling out of the crops they grew.

			Word of the farm spread rapidly. Press inquiries poured in, from local blogs and newspapers to international TV stations. Everyone seemed to want to know more about the farm tucked away on the roof. One sunny summer afternoon, Lisa Goode called Ben to tell him that the New York Magazine reporter who’d authored the piece on her and her family’s rooftop garden wanted to write about Eagle Street. The piece was short but accompanied by a full-color photo of the farm, with Ben and Annie squatting in the walkways. It hit stands on the summer solstice, June 21, 2009.

			—

			Meanwhile, directly across the river from Eagle Street, in a tenth-floor office in the Flatiron District, I sat in front of my computer, watching the light fade over the Manhattan skyline on the longest day of the year. I was still at my desk in my well-appointed, cheerfully yellow corner office, where I worked as an executive assistant. My boss, restaurateur and winemaker Joe Bastianich, was at the Aspen Food and Wine festival in Colorado, where it was a few hours earlier, which meant I was on call. And the call came: Bastianich had recently discovered a passion for playing rock and roll, and had convinced a few of his celebrity chef cronies to perform some songs at the event. It was one of his first and most public performances, and he was excited. New York Magazine was going to blog about it, and he wanted to know the second it ran online. I tried to explain Google Alerts to him; he countered by explaining the refresh button on my browser. I was going to be stuck there all night.

			As I sat there trolling the Web site, I was distracted by a photo accompanying a link to another article at the bottom of the page. I clicked, and a field of tidy plants with two figures perched among them appeared on my screen. I read the short paragraph next to the photo describing Eagle Street Rooftop Farm. Then I read it again. I was dumbstruck.

			It wasn’t my first glimpse of urban agriculture. On the contrary, I’d been thrown into it headlong for the last few months, and like Ben, I had become obsessed. It all started when my friends, a couple of guys who tended bar at my local dive, had told me they were starting a pizzeria on a desolate stretch of Bushwick, Brooklyn. To be honest, I hadn’t taken them seriously at first. It seemed like another entry in an oversaturated pizza market, and not a very well-located one at that. But when my friend Patrick Martins, a heavy hitter in the culinary world (who had founded the U.S. chapter of Slow Food and sold meat to my boss’s restaurants through a company he’d started called Heritage Foods), mentioned that he was starting a food talk radio station in some shipping containers in the backyard, I figured I’d better see the place for myself.

			Suffice it to say, the first time I went to Roberta’s in the winter of 2008, I had no idea what I was walking into. The place was all poured concrete and scrap wood. There was no gas line installed, so they heated the freezing cold, mostly empty, cavernous room with space heaters, and boiled pasta water in the pizza oven. The restaurant was decorated with a mix of vintage posters that looked like they’d been stripped off someone’s grandparents’ ski-lodge walls and hand-drawn cartoons of animals issuing speech bubbles with expletives. Diners would occasionally go without service for twenty minutes at a stretch while the entire waitstaff stepped out in the backyard to shotgun a beer together. It was madness. It was totally punk rock. It was unlike any other restaurant in the world. And if there was one thing I knew, it was the world of restaurants.

			Before landing in Bastianich’s office, I had worked at one of his eateries, which happened to be among the most successful high-end pizzerias in town. He owned a dozen such restaurants, and a couple of wineries to boot. He was famous, his restaurants were Michelin-starred, and I scarfed down free twenty-course tasting menus like most people gobbled a sandwich from their local deli. On my days off, I blogged about my trips to the market, my meals out, the food I cooked at home . . . but I was hungry for something more.

			I had been toying with the idea of leaving my cushy job to get back into magazine writing, which is how I had supported myself through college. I wanted to pen articles for Gourmet and The New Yorker about our broken food system. Growing up in New York City, I’d always eaten well. My mom would take my sister and me grocery shopping, but instead of filling up a cart at a massive one-stop supermarket, we’d buy our meat at the butcher shop, our bread at the bakery, and our produce at the greenmarket in Union Square. When I went away to college at Vassar, it hit me just how naive my love of food had been and how privileged a perspective I’d had.

			I had walked into the dining hall as a freshman expecting to see a bounty of late-summer produce from all the greenmarket vendors who farmed up and down the fertile Hudson Valley. Instead, I found tasteless iceberg lettuce and mealy tomatoes shipped in from hundreds, even thousands, of miles away as part of big corporate contracts. Beyond being downright disgusting, the food left me feeling bloated and sick. From that moment forward, I knew where my passion lay.

			I started shadowing two of the owners of Roberta’s, Chris Parachini and Brandon Hoy, and Patrick Martins from Heritage Foods all winter with a digital recorder, attempting to craft a story I could pitch to a few editors about the new Brooklyn food scene. It wasn’t long before I was distracted by talk of a farming project. They were plotting to plop down gardens atop the shipping containers in the backyard where Patrick’s nascent radio station would be housed, as well as in a nearby backyard site some regular diners had offered up. I had a million questions: Where are you going to get the soil? How are you going to get it up there? What are you going to grow? They had none of the answers, but they weren’t intimidated. They were just going to do it.

			In my twenty-five years on this planet, I had always been taught to plan. I had contingency plans for contingency plans! Observe, analyze, and comment—the skill set of the liberal arts–educated college grad. The extent of my capacity to create something was hitting Print on the itinerary for my boss’s latest trip. But these guys were, as they used to say, just going to “monster it.” It was a term we threw around a lot in the months that followed. “We only have three people showing up today and the soil delivery is late and we have to get two tons of dirt off this sidewalk and through this tenement building into the backyard in five-gallon buckets before it gets dark!”

			“Well, I guess we’re just going to have to monster it.”

			You don’t come across people like Chris Parachini too often. A former field employee for a private military contractor, he’d spent time in Sierra Leone as a medic, and he isn’t afraid of a goddamn thing. Sometimes you wonder if he did half the things he did in life just because someone told him he couldn’t. When I was still writing the article—before I abandoned the digital recorder and took up a shovel and bucket myself—Chris wasn’t interested in giving me an interview. Maybe it came from his time in a battle zone, but he believed that too much talking and planning deterred from taking action. Actions were the only things in this world that had meaning, and if you didn’t like the world you were in, you built yourself a new one.

			And he had. In the years that followed, the Roberta’s compound was transformed from that cold cement room to a haven buzzing with the low rumble of conversations between neighborhood artists and adventure seekers alighting from the L train. The junkyard next door became a thriving green space, a neighboring building grew to house a commissary kitchen and tasting room, and the ramshackle raised beds we went on to erect in the summer of 2009 grew into two towering hoop houses above the ON AIR sign that glowed red from the broadcasting hub of Heritage Radio. Not much of it was planned; most of it happened organically, as the opportunities arose. But it was a chaos that made sense. In those days, Roberta’s seemed in equal measures like the first place to which you’d want to run in the event of an apocalyptic war and the site from which the first rocket would be launched in revolt.

			They had opened it on a shoestring budget. According to Chris, they would make weekly trips to the hardware store for screws because they could never afford to buy more than one box at a time. It was a savvy businessperson’s nightmare. The neighborhood was full of artists and the working class, not exactly the demographics who spend a lot of their income going out to eat. The location was so off the beaten path that the boys couldn’t even get the gas company to schedule an appointment to install a gas line till they’d been open for over a year. But they hadn’t let any of this scare them. They believed the neighborhood wanted a place of its own to hang out, to feel at home, a restaurant on its own terms. And so, against the advice of some experts—my boss among them—they monstered that restaurant into being.

			Some might call the end result DIY. Others would say it had an “authenticity” that the million-dollar restaurants opening across the river all lacked. At any rate, it was inspiring. Until I began spending all my free time there, I had always imagined myself on a traditional career trajectory: getting a job as an assistant editor at a magazine, helping to research some articles, finally penning one myself, ultimately making editor in chief . . . maybe even writing a book! It had never occurred to me that I could step off the queue and just start something. But that was exactly what the founders of Roberta’s had done, and seeing it come to fruition made me giddy. So giddy that I decided to chuck my prestigious CV-building job—a job I’d worked hard to get, a job my parents could brag about—and do something stupid, like give my boss notice in the middle of the worst recession the world had seen in half a century to fight with giant rats over some kale plants.

			—

			Back across the river in Manhattan, another Vassar graduate named Gwen Schantz had also made a dumb career move. As a writer and researcher for a nonprofit that lobbied on behalf of water, food, and energy issues, Gwen’s job wasn’t just one that her parents could brag about, but one she could be proud of while pulling a decent salary and great health insurance. But after a few years of researching, writing, and generally learning too much about the dwindling resources and broken food system failing the global population, Gwen grew frustrated. Her boyfriend of five years and now husband, Christopher St. John, was working at ABC News and felt the same way. Not a night went by when they wouldn’t sit at their dinner table and talk about getting out from behind their desks. They needed a change, and it dawned on them that, while they’d traveled most of the globe, they’d really never seen their own country. Maybe Brooklyn wasn’t their ultimate destination, they thought. Maybe they could achieve the change they sought more effectively elsewhere. It was time to strike out and see what the rest of the country was doing.

			Gwen gave notice in February 2008, after two years at her job, and she and Christopher cleared out their savings accounts. They bought a standard black Volvo sedan and hit the road. Zigzagging the country, they first cruised south down the East Coast, then cut west, doubling back and wending their way to Washington, D.C., finally heading across the northern United States and into Canada. In June, the two landed in Homer, Alaska, where Gwen found work as a short-order cook in a hippie café making avocado sandwiches to a sound track of the Grateful Dead, while Christopher spent his days working on halibut charter boats and framing houses.

			Eventually, the endless daylight waned, and darkness returned to their northern latitude. They had been gone nine months and had made more memories than most people do in a lifetime. But faced with the reality of having to move somewhere and get jobs again, they realized that of all the places they’d seen, they loved Brooklyn the most. So with only the cash in their wallets remaining, and close to ten thousand new miles on their Volvo, they headed back east.

			It was now the fall of 2008, and as they drove across the nation’s freeways, one thing became clear: getting a job wasn’t going to be easy once they got back home. Their long absence had made them realize just how keenly they missed Brooklyn, yet the life they’d left behind was hardly the one to which they found themselves returning. They no longer left their apartment every morning and commuted to cushy Manhattan offices; now they were unemployed and scraping together an income from odd jobs. Gwen parlayed her avocado sandwich–making skills into a gig working for a friend’s catering company. One day her friend mentioned needing help at the pizzeria he managed and offered to teach her the delicate art of flipping pies. And so it was that Gwen went, in the space of one short year, from making a fifty-thousand-dollar annual salary with full benefits to a minimum-wage gig sweating it out in front of a hot oven.

			Rather than regretting her choice, Gwen found herself feeling happier and more satisfied. Turns out, being on her feet and working with her hands was a much better fit for her than sitting at a desk all day. But humbler occupations made for a smaller budget, so when Gwen and Christopher returned to Bushwick in 2009, they searched for a place with a backyard where they could grow some of their own food. A backyard in New York City, especially in the types of apartments they could afford, rarely means anything more than a small patch of dirt surrounded by a chain-link fence. The one that came with the apartment they leased had the unique feature of being covered in AstroTurf, which was a blessing because, as they discovered when they pulled it up, it had choked out any weeds! But as they dug into it, they found it embedded with bathroom tiles, animal bones, and the eerie vestige of some previous resident—a dog’s choke collar still attached to a thick chain. They spent days clearing the yard of debris and sent a soil sample off to a lab to be tested; it was full of lead. They would need to bring in some fresh dirt.

			One day, as I was leaving a garden-planning meeting at Roberta’s, I ran into Christopher, who was grabbing a pizza. I had known him and Gwen at Vassar—not well, but enough that I stopped to say hello. We got to chatting and I told him of our plans to build a garden. When I mentioned I was on the hunt for soil, Christopher’s eyes lit up. He had tracked down some great dirt from a facility on Long Island, but only needed a fraction of the minimum order they’d deliver. We agreed to follow up via email. When he did, he looped Gwen in as well. And when she came by Roberta’s to
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