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 Praise for The Coming Food Crisis


“The Coming Food Crisis shines a light on the vulnerabilities of our current food system and the farmers caught in the middle. Klar traces the forces reshaping our food supply in a way that’s both gripping and deeply human. His analysis invites readers to question assumptions and look beyond the supermarket aisles to the soil itself. It’s a timely, compelling read for anyone seeking a deeper understanding of where food, health, and freedom intersect.”

—Dr. Sina McCullough, author of Hands Off My Food! and Beyond Labels

“This book is a vital, courageous defense of small farmers and local food systems at a moment when corporate consolidation and toxic inputs are pushing our food supply toward a breaking point. It exposes how policy, industry, and captured institutions have systematically undermined soil health, rural communities, and true food security, while pretending to ‘feed the world.’ Most importantly, it offers readers a path back to sanity: rebuilding living soil, supporting independent farmers, and reclaiming food sovereignty before crisis forces the issue.”

—Kelly Ryerson, cofounder of American Regeneration

“The war on farmers is a war on us all. This is the message of John Klar’s passionate book. The author not only exposes the threats to agriculture posed by globalism, ecomania, powerful bureaucracies, interest groups, and ideological fads, but also, like his great predecessor, Cato the Elder—a Roman senator, soldier, and farmer—presents farming as a dignified pursuit that builds bonds between people, connects us with nature, and allows for a better understanding of our existence in the world. A fascinating narrative about brave, hard-working people in confrontation with the soulless machinery of the powers-that-be.”

—Ryszard Legutko, author of The Demon in Democracy and The Cunning of Freedom

“Are we facing famine in the age of plenty? Could supermarket shelves loaded with thousands of products mask an inherent fragility in the world’s food supplies? The Coming Food Crisis paints exactly this scenario, chronicling elitist efforts to consolidate food production and eliminate farmers, especially livestock producers. ‘Climate change’ is just the latest propaganda salvo to criminalize the independent peasant farmer. John Klar paints a sobering picture while pointing to a solution: know your farmer, buy direct, and eat real food.”

—Sally Fallon, founder and president of the Weston A. Price Foundation, and author of Nourishing Traditions
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“The human arrogance to think that we can outsmart nature through technology has been eroding our health and destroying the ecosystem. To think that killing the cows and producing lab-grown meat is a solution to our problems is insanity. Toxic chemicals on our food are destroying our health and increasing the wealth of the pharmaceutical empire. This book will help you understand why the path we are now on is unsustainable and may ultimately lead to human extinction. Returning to the model of the small family farm is the only way forward.”

—Dr. Stephanie Seneff, author of Toxic Legacy

“John Klar, a lawyer turned farmer, has seen the food supply fiasco we face up close and personal, and this lucid, concise book beautifully maps out the struggles ahead. You’d better listen up and learn!”

—James Howard Kunstler, author of The Long Emergency

“I talk to hundreds of farmers every year who tell me that they feel that the cards are stacked against them. Well, as John Klar explains so vividly in his exceptional book, the war on farmers profoundly affects every one of us because everyone eats! I highly recommend this book.”

—Gabe Brown, regenerative farmer and author of Dirt to Soil

“John Klar chronicles the challenges our country faces to have true food independence and access to clean, untainted meat and produce raised by farmers who embrace regenerative practices, without cumbersome government red tape and interference from big food and big ag companies that are focused on profit over health. More Americans are learning about the corporate corruption of government agencies and how big food and big ag companies contribute to the chemicals in our food supply that are partly responsible for the nation’s chronic disease epidemic. In The Coming Food Crisis, Klar uses firsthand experience cultivated as a lawyer and a small independent farmer that brings attention to how America’s food supply is at risk, and what can be done to improve the figurative and literal health of our nation.”

—Jeff Louderback, reporter for Epoch Times
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This effort is dedicated to my beloved bride, Jacqui, whose patient support and encouragement have made my writing possible, to our delightful grandsons, Jonah and Julian, and to all the children and grandchildren of the world. May the food system they inherit be healthier and more secure than the present travesty, and may small rural family farms reclaim the American countryside.
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Foreword


The hardest thing in life is making decisions.

My Dad, who flew in the Navy in World War II, was concerned enough about the direction and opportunities for US farming that he headed to Venezuela in 1948, eventually buying 1,000 acres of upland bordered by a wide river. With two industrious boys coming along, our family began raising chickens and quickly cornered the local market due to their health. You can tell a lot more about a chicken’s health when you buy it live.

In 1960, however, a junta struck and amid the lawlessness and score-settling, we fled through the back door as machine guns entered the front door. Dad’s decision to emigrate to Venezuela was foundational to our family’s future because we saw firsthand how anarchy, corruption, and government ineptitude could plunge a seemingly peaceful and fruitful opportunity into life-threatening chaos.

In hindsight, of course, our family is grateful that we left in the embryonic stages of our farming endeavors and not after building a larger business. Returning stateside, Dad’s love for Venezuela made him decide to not go to the Midwest, where both my parents’ roots were, but to start over within a few hours’ drive of Washington, DC, to enable fast visa stamps to return to our farm in Venezuela. Settling on a worn out gullied rockpile of property in Virginia’s historic Shenandoah Valley was a decision that has yielded countless benefits since 1961, when I was a wide-eyed four-year-old. When we fled Venezuela, Dad was 39 and lost the farm, and all equity—everything.

The most common human response to anything is indecisiveness. We don’t want to be impulsive. But dilly-dallying can be just as bad. Making the right decision at the right time for the right reason is perhaps the single most important attribute signifying leadership and wisdom.

Confronted with unseemly information or a problem, our tendency is to hope it will all go away. Confronted with our own hypocrisies and intellectual schizophrenia, we’d rather turn on the TV and watch football. History is full xof tragedies created due to indecisiveness. Most of us can look back on our own personal stories and name instances where failure to act decisively cost us an opportunity, a relationship, or a positive outcome.

One of the defining maladies of our day is the notion that we can either lollygag along with life as usual without having to make a decision, or its cousin: we won’t have to suffer the consequences of our decisions. We’ve been promised safety nets from government agencies, health care providers, and insurance companies to insulate us from the consequences of our decisions. Eat junk? Don’t worry, a drug will fix you at 50. Don’t show up to work? Don’t worry, welfare is there to pick up the slack. Fail to save for old age? Don’t worry, Social Security and Medicaid will carry you to the end. Assuming that society’s safety nets will pick us up from every calamity is foolish. What has this century-old safety net produced? The sickest culture on earth. Nutrient-deficient food. Nearly twice as many prisoners as farmers. Young people looking at 50-year mortgages in order to buy a house. Rampant autism, child leukemia, and teen suicide.

The safety net track record is not good. After arriving on our new farm property in the spring of 1961, my Dad consulted with many agriculture experts, both public and private, asking “how do I make a living on this small farm?” The unanimous advice was “plant corn, buy chemical fertilizer, plow the fields, build silos, borrow money, graze the forest.”

Dad made a decision to not follow their advice. This was the conventional mindset, the key to success in agriculture. But he decided it was the complete opposite of what we should do. Instead, he began reading the lunatic fringe of agriculture: Sir Albert Howard, Ed Faulkner, Louis Bromfield, Robert Rodale, Andre Voisin. These giants, who each had to make a decision about their own life’s path, became virtual mentors as we took “the road less traveled.”

Truly, that has, in the words of Robert Frost, “made all the difference.” Every day each of us must wake up and decide whether we will just go with the flow or examine the flow to figure out if it’s going the right way. Do we follow the herd, or in the words of Kit Pharo, become a “herd quitter?” Among people with whom I spend most of my time, the most common vocalized yearning is this phrase: “I just want to disentangle.”

Anyone with their ear to the ground today and a head on their shoulders understands we seem to be living at an inflection point as an American nation and probably the whole world. In my lifetime, I’ve seen autism go from 1 in 10,000 to 1 in 25. I’ve learned a brand new pathogen lexicon of Latin words: camphylobacter, lysteria, E. coli, salmonella. None of these was xiin common usage when I was a kid. I never knew anyone with diabetes. The term “food allergy” did not exist and neither did “auto-immune disease.” I knew a total of two fat people. Period. Cancer was so rare it was associated only with smokers.

Children routinely delivered newspapers and stocked store shelves. Nearly everyone had a backyard garden and canned homegrown produce. Church potlucks all contained dishes cooked from scratch; KFC and McDonald’s didn’t exist. A farmer could buy his property from the production of the farm. You couldn’t buy “boneless, skinless breast” in the grocery store—it was the whole chicken or nothing. You could carve it at home in your own kitchen. Teens carried their rifles to high school so they could stop at a friend’s and go deer hunting on the way home from school.

When I look at the changes in my lifetime, I—and many others—sense an unraveling. We can’t afford to care for the number of unhealthy people entering the system. We can’t head off the school shooters and fentanyl users. And especially since COVID, a majority no longer trusts the venerable institutions that historically offered a safety net for the few folks who needed it. Now, nearly everyone needs it, wants it, demands it, and feels entitled. The safety net has turned into a prison.

Added up and articulated in one place, it makes us fearful for where we’re headed. Fear makes us run, which is a good thing. If a lion is chasing you in the jungle, you probably should run. But you can’t run forever. What makes you stop? Faith. Faith in something worth doing or building. At some point, you need to make a decision: “I’m going to run away from that, but I’m going to embrace this.”

In this fantastic book, prophet (that’s what I call him) John Klar dares to articulate the lion chasing us, in all its fury, but in the end brings us to a gentle landing. In hard-hitting, punchy writing that’s like reading a tornado, this post-Lyme suffering Vermont attorney lays out why all of us have something big to fear. In his own words, this book is about “toxic food dependence and a loss of self-reliance.” Some may call him sensational, but in the words of Del Bigtree, I would argue that “when it’s pouring rain and I’ve built an ark, I don’t have time to argue with you about whether or not it’s raining.”

In that moment, my decision is to head to the ark. Klar is refreshingly candid about the various intellectual schizophrenias plaguing both liberals and conservatives. Like me, he jabs across the political spectrum, enjoying the mantra “I can irritate everyone.” He couldn’t be more prescient and more right. The conservatives who think Monsanto’s concoctions are God’s gift to dominion xiiare as much of the problem as the liberals who think “phony baloney” and exterminating cows will save the planet.

Where it all comes together is in the solution. For all the vituperative diatribe against the devouring lion, Klar brings us to safety with chemical-free intentional food buying and production. We can outrun this lion. But we’re going to have to make a decision about whether the lion might eat us. Klar makes it clear that the world food system, the oligarchy, the chemical cabal—whatever phraseology you want to us—will devour us. The stage is set. Whether by accident, negligence, or impropriety, the stage is set for some life-altering calamities.

This is a rallying cry to awaken people to action; it’s a clarion call to each of us to make a decision about the trajectory of our food and farming systems. The challenge is clear: “get informed.” Anyone who reads this book will be informed. And then you have to make a decision. If you’re too namby-pamby to make a decision, buy this book and give it to someone who has enough courage to make a decision.

Anyone who reads this book will see with new open eyes. I’m deeply grateful The Coming Food Crisis articulates aggressively and precisely the breadth and depth of America’s crises. This is a wake-up call. Will you decide to be part of the problem, or part of the solution? We can bring security, stability, and safety back to our food, our farms, and our families. Make a decision today about whose side you’re on. Thank you.

—Joel Salatin, farmer, author, food freedom advocate




xiii

 Preface


In 1978, as a high school sophomore in a semi-urban Connecticut community, I was encouraged to join the school’s hiking club by my microbiology teacher. I had always been an avid hiker and spent much of my childhood exploring the forests of Connecticut and Vermont (where my mother’s family lived and we often visited). But those were day hikes. The school’s hiking club was for backpacking: saddling up with packs to trek for several days or longer, like mules.

Our backpacking trips were invariably along the Appalachian Trail in northwestern Connecticut, occasionally crossing into southwestern Massachusetts. I bought a clunky backpack and a sleeping bag patterned inside with mallard ducks in flight that didn’t work too well at temperatures below 40 degrees F. The cheap leather hiking boots in those days were as clunky as the rest of 1970s gear: red-laced “Herman’s Survivors” were popular, but clumsy.

These hiking forays matured into a passion for me. In 1983, I took a job in Maine as a summer camp counselor at Camp Samoset II along Lake Casco. At the end of the camping season, I arranged to be dropped off solo on the east side of New Hampshire’s White Mountains with my hiking gear so I could take my first hiking journey there.

I spent the next nine days traversing the White Mountains by myself. Back then, there was little foot traffic in the Whites, and I avoided the Presidential Range, seeking the remote wilderness trails. I ran out of water on a hot day and had to summit a mountain with a dry canteen, permanently ingraining in me a deep passion for water over soft drinks—or any other beverage.

When I finally left the woods on the western verge of the White Mountains, I was picked up by my cousin Melanie to retrieve my nonessential belongings before heading back to Connecticut to resume college. As I left the trail and stepped onto the first paved road I had seen in days, a subcompact red car came speeding by. It looked like a spaceship crashing through the idyllic scenery I had been immersed in for more than a week. I had never seen a car this way: it was almost shocking in its contrast with my sojourn in the rugged terrain of xivthe Whites. The car was loud, obnoxiously so. But it was also bizarre, alien to the habitat its driver was obliviously zooming through.

I had carried all my food for nine days, made my own fires and shelter, and collected water from springs or streams. The car was unusual because it was so utterly foreign to the self-reliance I had been learning through backpacking for years. Later, I hiked extensively in Yellowstone National Park, where I took a summer job cooking at the Old Faithful Inn (for $3.65/hour). My three-day weekends became tramps through the Rocky Mountains, usually alone. I still slept in that duck-patterned sleeping bag.

I quit my job in Yellowstone early and spent several weeks backpacking in truly wild grizzly country. I stopped applying for the required hiking permits and spent weeks bushwacking in the northwest corner of the park, using the Madison River as my boundary, seeking trout small enough to fit in my frying pan. I saw moose and bears in their pristine habitat and climbed seventy feet into a fir tree to visit the nest of a bald eagle. I bathed in the Madison and washed my clothes by grinding them into the gravel, then drying them over an open fire. I was “into the wild.”

It was 1982, before most of Yellowstone Park burned to the ground in 1988. I took a job cooking pizzas in West Yellowstone, Montana (at $3.50/ hour) for a couple of months before hitchhiking back to Connecticut, curling up in my tent and duck-adorned sleeping bag in wooded copses near the highway or on the edges of truck stops along the way.

We humans learn by contrasts. Most Americans have never really been thirsty, let alone truly hungry. The contrast of that White Mountains experience of intense, desperate thirst created a permanent craving for fresh, clean water, the most precious of earthly elixirs. The contrast of the noisy little red car imprinted a keen, heightened awareness of the heedless, utter dependency of most modern humans on technology and infrastructure for their most basic necessities. We don’t fully realize our dependence until we have been truly independent, and most people today have never been.

An additional inspiration for this book stems from my urban journey in high-rise skyscrapers in big cities. After college, I attended the University of Connecticut School of Law, where I focused on tax law and policy, aligning with my plans to return to the United Kingdom to work and live. My first wife was British. We met when I was studying for my junior year abroad at the University of Essex. The only way to work as a lawyer in the UK was to be a tax attorney; otherwise, I would have to recertify as a British barrister or solicitor.
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This excursion into tax and finance led me into the wilderness of money supply, inflation, interest rates, debt ratios, and the alienation that came with working eighty-five-hour weeks on the sixteenth floor of a Hartford, Connecticut, office building for two years before the move to England. I served for a year in the city of Birmingham, England, at a Big Six accounting firm. I felt trapped in a confined space and a narrowed intellectual pursuit, out of place. I loved England and its culture, but I missed Vermont and the American wilderness. The contrast again—having tasted the woods, I yearned for them like fresh water and air.

Yet my training in money supply and inflation, like that physical thirst and that rattling little car, didn’t leave me. I watched the reckless debt of the mortgage derivative markets spiraling into chaos in the early 2000s. I vocally complained to anyone who would listen that a collapse of financial markets was inevitable, only to be roundly dismissed and ignored, powerless to warn.

By this time, I was on the third leg of my life’s journey relevant to this book—I had become a Vermont farmer. After returning to America in 1992, I hung out my shingle as a country attorney and litigator. My first marriage failed, and then so did my health. At thirty-four, with a booming law practice, I became devastatingly ill with what turned out to be Lyme disease. My second wife, Jacqui, and our three children moved to Vermont’s remote Northeast Kingdom, buying a 160-acre former dairy farm in January 1999 for $115,000. I believed I had to stay moving to combat the muscle-cramping fibromyalgia that had been accompanied by a bout with Lyme, and at that time, there were no ticks in northern Vermont—we didn’t want our young children to be infected with Lyme.

Jacqui has had sheep and horses since she was a child and already had a foundation of farming knowledge that I lacked. She knew what quality hay looked like and how to make it. I had never made a bale of hay or milked a cow. Our Barton, Vermont, farm was where I learned how to make hay and raise livestock, which was the topic of my first book, Small Farm Republic.

In 2007, the stock market imploded as I had predicted. We had sold the farm just prior—I was convinced the real estate market would collapse because of reckless lending in the subprime mortgage derivatives market, which it did. We rented another former dairy farm in Irasburg for the next thirteen years, still raising grass-fed cows and sheep, and learning to an ever-greater degree how vulnerable the US food supply has become. It was the little red car again, at scale.

I was born and raised in Connecticut, but most of my family is from Vermont, and many of them still reside there. I grew up with tales of the Great xviDepression and the hardships of farming. I knew how impoverished Vermont farmers had been for decades as agriculture declined, but I also knew that those farmers fared better than most city people during that arduous economic slump. The government didn’t bail out Vermonters in the 1930s or 1940s the way it bailed out Wall Street in the early 2000s. People fended for themselves: they were more like backpackers than little red car drivers.

These three triangulations of my life—woodsman, financier, and livestock farmer—have unintentionally conditioned me to become acutely aware of the unprecedented threats to the modern American techno-dependent food supply. The little red cars don’t run when there is no gas at the pump. The grocery store shelves don’t get magically refilled when the industrial food supply system is disrupted. The COVID-19 pandemic was a mere shadow of a glimpse of the threat that still looms over this nation: the supply “crisis” by and large only affected toilet paper. Imagine the chaos and human suffering in a greater crisis that emptied grocery store shelves of essential food supplies.

This book is about those risks. On a deeper level, it is about reconnecting humans to the soil and earth from which they have so recently stepped away, into dependency on an intangible (and inedible) “currency” called money. Paper bills, debt, and gold bars are an illusion of value that can never replace the actual value of healthy soils, well-cared-for farm animals, and agricultural communities that have vanished from most American landscapes in a relative instant. This is where nutritious food ultimately comes from, including Cup-a-Soup and Mountain Meals, popular with backpackers. No hourly wage can replace that connection.

Over two centuries ago, my great-great-great-great-grandfather, Solomon Stoddard, moved to the Vermont hillside where I now reside. He may have had an ox. Family legend claims he lived in a roofed stone foundation for the first five years, which still exists near where I sit—I have taken my children there to pass on that history. A piece of the farm he bought circa 1805 is in the name of my children. Our grandchildren are the ninth generation to know this Green Mountain.

C. S. Lewis observed:


Tolkien once remarked to me that the feeling about home must have been quite different in the days when the family had fed on the produce of the same few miles of country for six generations, and that perhaps this was why they saw nymphs in the fountains and dryads in the wood—they were not mistaken for there was in a sense a real (not xviimetaphorical) connection between them and the countryside. What had been earth and air & later corn, and later still bread, really was in them. We of course who live on a standardized international diet . . . are really artificial beings and have no connection (save in sentiment) with any place on earth. We are synthetic men, uprooted. The strength of the hills is not ours.1



How much more synthetic and artificial are we moderns a century after Lewis? Globalism has expanded exponentially, and our foods are more processed and unrecognizable as traditional. And though I have returned to my familial grounds in Vermont, it is more like a haunting, and my own attachment is more sentimental than experiential.

However, I have been raising animals of various kinds for over two decades, and my experiences have taught me that we are connected to the soil more than we realize. I’ve also learned the hard way that there are powerful government and industry forces that seek to pry us inexorably away from that connection for the sake of power and profit. “Control the food, control the people.”

As I emphasize throughout this book, the disconnect of most consumers and policymakers from humanity’s fundamental dependency on soil, livestock, and local food system infrastructures has created an unprecedented vulnerability, particularly in America. The US led the technological innovations that increased agricultural productivity and efficiency through the so-called “Green Revolution.” The USA thus occupies the front seat on the techno-dependent Magic Bus that is headed directly for a catastrophic cliff of food supply interruption or hyperinflation (likely both). Yet, this book is not a mere jeremiad—it is a call to action and increased awareness for a society that has abandoned rural agriculture in a false belief that small farms are expendable.

In his 1969 techno-thriller The Andromeda Strain, author Michael Crichton quoted fictitious scientific geniuses for the proposition that “every crisis has its beginnings long before the actual onset” and that “ characteristic of all crises is their predictability, in retrospect.” Crichton quotes a fictionalized theoretician as observing: “crisis is a situation in which a previously tolerable set of circumstances is suddenly, by the addition of another factor, rendered wholly intolerable. Whether the additional factor is political, economic, or scientific hardly matters. . . .”2

Americans (and most of the industrialized world) today are bookended between Tolkien’s idyllic agrarian connection and a technological nightmare in xviiiwhich the current “tolerable set of circumstances” in the industrial food supply and its seemingly magical distribution system is “rendered wholly intolerable” by any number of unanticipated but very real threats. If a noisy little red car breaks down, a tow truck can be called. However, if the American food and distribution system collapses, there is no quick fix, and this is not a society that knows how to backpack, let alone survive off the land.

My grandparents knew how to raise and preserve food. Today’s survivalists, or “preppers,” delude themselves that they can withstand a sustained shock to the economy with canisters of beef jerky or buckets of dried macaroni and cheese. The widespread chaos that would quickly spread under such a techno-horrific reality would overrun every corner of the country. This book educates readers about these risks, not to persuade humanity to become doomsday preppers or buy backpacks to head into the woods, but to increase awareness so that stopgaps are embraced as public policy. Those stopgaps entail something that should be desirable and uncontroversial in any event: preserve and rebuild local farms and rural communities that have been decimated by technological “efficiencies” and industries geared toward profit above human and environmental health. The modern situation has become “rendered wholly intolerable” and carries risks of an unprecedented crisis that could prove more destructive than a space pathogen or a gain-of-function virus.

The push to consolidate food production has been accomplished by an industry eager to eliminate farmers and livestock from the rural landscape, aided by government agencies, university researchers, and a complacent consuming population migrating to perceived urban and suburban comforts. Wendell Berry, Wes Jackson, Aldo Leopold, and other writers referenced herein have raised alarms for decades to no avail—does it require a crisis worse than a pandemic to teach humanity a lesson that will make the Great Depression look comparatively mild?

The current reliance on this illusion of cheap plenty, evident in chock-full grocery store shelves, has obscured hidden costs that are now becoming visible. Any grocery store clerk can explain how quickly the whole illusion can dissolve like vapor. Any money supply scholar can explain how rapidly a fiat currency can become worthless—even the beloved greenback. Any farmer can relate how little most consumers comprehend about the complexities and risks to agriculture posed by modern industrial consolidation and long-distance distribution. Any long-trail hiker can understand the dangers of complete dependency on automobiles and telephones. Any half-competent attorney can make the case for this modern peril of famine within this hubris of progress xixand the trust of non-farmer “experts.” Elon Musk can dream of Mars, but he can’t milk a cow.

I have attempted in these pages to examine how the increasingly globalized food supply system threatens to crack, collapse, or be deliberately subverted by globalist or government entities, political or ideological movements, or just plain human folly. I advocate for sensible policies to support the local agriculture that Americans say they want to nurture, while they blindly allow regulatory and market forces to continue choking it into a whimsical memory. It is not just farmers I advocate for, but the deracinated denizens of cities who are unaware of their own connections to soil and countryside, much like mighty Rome just before its fall.

It is not country bumpkins, but all of society, that must become aware of the foundational importance of agriculture and support America’s farmers before they become extinct. The Make America Healthy Again (MAHA) movement offers hope. The MAHA movement is both bipartisan and cultural. It represents a deep, almost subconscious, anxiety that there are profound threats to Americans’ food supplies, distribution systems, and production methods. These concerns are not confined to one political, racial, or class identity, though there are powers that would seek to divide people along those lines to maintain the toxic status quo.
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Introduction


The most joyful times of my childhood were spent in Brookfield, Vermont, where my mother’s family have lived for generations. There were no stores to visit or video games to play—the forests, fields, and farms were our playground. I loved being around the farm animals. My great-uncle George Bradshaw milked Jersey cows in neighboring Chelsea, Vermont, and allowed me to help herd the cows with a little stick when I was five years old. My great-uncle Harold Taylor also milked Jerseys, in nearby Williamstown, Vermont, where I would visit the calves in the barn and let them suck on my thumb or lick my hair.

Perhaps the most influential person in my life was my maternal grandmother, Cesarine Stoddard. Grammie was born and raised on the dairy farm operated by the Taylors. Her mother died during the Spanish flu, when Gram was just eight years old. Grammie was very popular in the region, having been a schoolteacher in a one-room schoolhouse for decades. She was extremely frugal, having endured the Great Depression. She indulged us grandchildren in ice cream and big meals, but she didn’t take sass and could be a sharp disciplinarian.

Because my parents divorced when I was young, I would often stay in Vermont for weeks at a time to spare my mother babysitting fees. I loved staying on the old Vermont family farm and never wanted to go back to Connecticut when the brief time was up. I played with my many cousins in the woods, poked around in the barn or woodshed, picked apples or blackberries, or searched through the family dump in the steep ravine across the road.

Grammie was a teacher not merely of books but of origins. She described the Vermont landscape by family histories, and could recount who lived where and when, what they did for work, who they married or cheated on, family tragedies, or where they moved off to. Directions always began with something like, “You go past Sadie and Harold’s and then turn left where the Browns’ place is” or “past Cosset’s and the old schoolhouse.” Grammie was an encyclopedia of mountainside history. Her identity was bound tightly with her community on that Brookfield hill where she had lived her entire life.
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My first regular job was in Chelsea, Vermont, stocking shelves at my Uncle Don’s Chelsea Country Store. I worked from 8 a.m. to 5 p.m. each day for one dollar an hour. Don was a butcher and processed pigs and cows from the store cooler for the locals. I operated a pricing gun that printed the cost of groceries on little stickers that I attached to each product before restocking the shelves. Hank Williams and various classic country music singers echoed through the ancient maple-floored building from Don’s stack of 8-track cassettes behind the meat counter. Grammie drove me to the store each morning and picked me up at five. At age twelve, I thus began learning about food distribution.

At age sixteen (in 1979), I worked at a Stop & Shop grocery store for $2.90 per hour, stocking shelves and bagging groceries. The store manager, a thick-mustached, thin-framed fellow named Mr. Fortin, was a crusty, cranky overseer who would spy on us to ensure we were working swiftly. I came to appreciate the effort he made to teach me a work ethic: he wasn’t just cracking the whip but had a real passion for the business and for imparting a work ethic to us young part-timers.

Similarly, one of the stock clerks took a liking to me and invested in my learning curve in a way that has always resonated with me. Like store clerks today, we rolled carts out stacked high with an assortment of brown boxes slotted for unloading in their appropriate aisles, and we were alternately ignored or disdained by shoppers as they busily bypassed us to make their purchases.

As we sliced open boxes with utility knives and transferred cartons of breakfast cereal or cans of soup onto the designated shelves, the elderly stock clerk often lectured me about the obliviousness of the people who milled past us, not just to our labors but to the magic of the modern grocery store. Sweeping a hand past the ever-full shelves, Dave would say, “All it takes is a snowstorm or an electricity outage, and all the milk and bread are gone in a day! If it weren’t for us, this entire store would be empty in
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