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Praise for Small Farm Republic

“I have read at least 20 books a year for the past 25 years and Small Farm Republic is absolutely one of the very best that I have ever read. John Klar describes in great detail the fallacies of the current agricultural production model and the changes that need to be made for the sake of our natural resources and humanity. A must-read not only for those involved in all facets of agriculture but policymakers and consumers as well.”

—GABE BROWN, regenerative rancher, author of Dirt to Soil

“John Klar does an excellent job in Small Farm Republic of trying to snap MAGA Republicans out of their political and economic delusions by encouraging them to focus on supporting the needs of small farms in promoting regenerative agriculture. He makes a strong case that Republicans could use support of small farms as a way to shift the party’s identity toward improving the environment and reducing the dangers of climate change. In the process, he makes a refreshing case for conservative Republicans reclaiming their traditional role in the political mainstream.”

—DAVID E. GUMPERT, author of Life, Liberty and the Pursuit of Food Rights

“John Klar makes a compelling case for thoughtful Republicans to put aside their differences with Democrats on divisive political issues and to focus on solving the environmental, social, and economic problems caused by today’s corporately controlled, industrial agri-food system. The same case could be made for thoughtful Democrats to join forces with Republications to demand government programs and policies that incentivize and support small-scale, regenerative family farms and locally controlled, community-based food systems. Current US farm and food policies are the work of both Democrats and Republicans, and it will take a bipartisan consumer-taxpayer revolution to change them. Klar’s Small Farm Republic is a clarion call for the revolution to begin.”

—JOHN IKERD, agricultural economist; professor emeritus, University of Missouri; author of Small Farms Are Real Farms
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FOREWORD


Conservative radio talk show host and former presidential candidate Pat Buchanan called me shortly after President Bill Clinton arrived in the White House. The media was abuzz about the French chef that Bill and Hillary hired; he made the audacious claim that he would seek “free-range” chicken for the first family’s kitchen.

Conservatives hee-hawed over the idea, and Buchanan quickly sought out a free-range chicken farmer to savage. That would be me. Live on his national radio show, he asked, “What is the difference between your chickens and regular industry chickens?”

My immediate good-natured answer: “Ours don’t do drugs.”

Without flinching, he pursued: “Why does the industry give them drugs?”

Answer: “First, to make them grow faster . . .

He cut me off: “What could possibly be wrong with making them grow faster?” Laughing at me, he hung up. End of interview; he got his laughs, made appropriate fun of an environmentalist wacko, and I’m sure his audience ate it up.

Apparently, he didn’t realize cancer is a fast growth. But this interchange shows the classic conservative bias toward industrial hubris and the philosophical vulnerability John Klar desperately wants to both expose and defeat. I quit counting the number of media interviews I’ve done in which at some point the journalist asks: “Wait, you’re a conservative Christian? How can you possibly be in favor of ecological stewardship?”

In another exchange, a prominent Libertarian visited our farm with his entourage and within a few minutes quipped, “Of course I’m an Earth Firster! Let’s exploit the Earth and then move onto Mars.” Though we agreed on many political issues like limited government and freedom of choice, I was speechless at this flippant and cavalier attitude toward our mutual ecological womb. Unfortunately, this kind of hubris is all too common among political conservatives in America, and it’s time to root it out once and for all. Remember how Rush Limbaugh routinely played a sound effect of shooting monkeys in the jungle? What caring person laughs at something like that? It’s hideous, obscene, condescending—pull out your thesaurus and add more descriptions that strike your fancy. But conservatives laughed and ate it up. For shame.

I shudder when conservatives defend Monsanto’s genetically modified organisms (GMOs) as the answer to food insecurity. I cringe when Christians say, “It’s all gonna burn anyway. Haven’t you read Revelation? Use it up, man, what are you waiting for?” In the same breath, they say it all belongs to God. Pardon me, but if I were God and I made something beautiful like the Earth, I don’t think I’d appreciate infertile frogs, three-legged salamanders, eagle eggs that won’t hatch, and a dead zone the size of Rhode Island in the Gulf of Mexico. I’d call that a poor return on investment. And I’d blame humanity for the abuse.

Unfortunately, because liberal Democrats own the environmental movement, Republicans feel compelled to make fun and crack jokes about caring for trees and earthworms. The liberal–conservative feud in this arena is tragic for our nation, for the soil, for healing.

Klar is an avowed conservative and finds himself politically aligned with Republicans. But he’s embarrassed by both parties’ failure to understand the practical environmental, economic, and social contributions of small family farms and local food systems.

I share this frustration, which is why many years ago I created my own introductory moniker: Christian Libertarian environmentalist capitalist lunatic farmer. If liberal Democrats have a blind spot toward Big Government tyranny, epitomized in the Green New Deal, conservative Republicans have an equally blind spot toward entrepreneurial small farming and land stewardship. In fact, they have enshrined support for Big Ag into their political platform.

Quoting from the 2016 Republican Presidential Platform: “Modern practices and technologies supported by the Department of Agriculture have led to reduced erosion, improved water and air quality, increased wildlife habitat, all the while maintaining improved agricultural yield. This stewardship of the land benefits everyone.” To quote Klar: “What balderdash!” He’s right, of course. USDA policies and the Farm Bill subsidize everything that’s environmentally degrading and stifle everything that’s environmentally healthy.

In his inimical attorney style, Klar takes on climate change, GMOs, aging farmers, carbon credits, solar panels, food safety regulations, school lunches—you get the picture. For each problem that plagues our culture generally and agriculture specifically, he offers a simple solution: small farmers serving local food systems. If this book has a refrain, that’s it. And it’s like a breath of fresh air coming from a politically savvy (he ran for governor of Vermont in 2019) conservative.

Poking fun at organics, poking fun at free-range chickens, poking fun at ex-urban small farmers—none of these will curry any favor with an increasingly food-conscious voting public. Especially since Covid, millions of conservatives woke up to the fraud and lies of government experts. A GOP platform extolling the USDA as angelic virtue no longer works with voters aroused to the reality of corporate–government cronyism and corruption. The lies and tyranny perpetrated on the American public during Covid are bearing fruit in a conservative community that prides itself on loyalty to institutions. What if those big institutions are wrong? Many conservatives are asking this question for the first time. So are many Democrats.

Klar eviscerates both liberal and conservative agendas, but his clarion call is to conservatives to rediscover and then own the moral high ground. Noting that the Green New Deal advocates moving everyone to urban living, he calls such a plan “CAFO4US,” an obvious play on Concentrated Animal Feeding Operations—which Republicans love and supposedly “green” Democrats despise. The hypocrisies, from both liberals and conservatives, that he highlights are both eye-opening in their precision and mind-boggling in their scope.

While I may disagree on some of Klar’s policy recommendations regarding government involvement in solutions (I lean toward eliminating government intrusion and letting Adam Smith’s “invisible hand” of the market take over), I deeply appreciate another conservative voice calling out Republicans for supporting policies that destroy not only land but also culture and human health. He dares Republicans to get off their chemical-industrial, anti-health, soil-degrading train and embrace a bottom-up, entrepreneurial solution: small farms serving local food needs.

In quantity, carbon footprint, security, soil building, energy use, nutrient density, cultural development, and economy—you name it—aggressive encouragement of small farm wins the policy debate over current USDA orthodoxy. I’m thrilled that John Klar put in the time and effort to wrestle with these issues in such a creative way. While Democrats add regulation upon regulation and agency upon agency, assuming that bigger government will create better farms and better food, the Republicans by and large go along with most of it. But they also make no secret of their love affair with ever-bigger centralized corporate industrialism. What all sides need to understand is that Big Government and small farms can’t grow at the same time.

Like most prophetic writings, this book might not be purchased by its intended audience of conservatives. Democrats may buy it for their Republican friends. That’s fine. The truth is that both sides have a lot to learn from this little tome. The truth is that small farms feed more of the world than large farms—we just don’t see it in America. The truth is that animals on pasture build soil faster than forests. The truth is that local food systems produce better food, more securely and with less transportation costs, than large farms. The truth is that alternative energy schemes have massive externalized costs that their advocates refuse to acknowledge. The truth is that fake meat destroys more soil than grass-based livestock.

This book is prescient and timely. “Food liberty is necessary for any liberty at all.” Amen, John Klar. Conservatives who embrace liberty and freedom can get on the right side of national health and food/farm integrity by embracing this prophetic treatise. You don’t have to agree with every point of the sermon to appreciate the message. Wrestling toward truth is always worthwhile, and I challenge everyone to do that with Small Farm Republic.

JOEL SALATIN

Polyface Farm

Editor, The Stockman Grass Farmer





Introduction


Arriving in Port Royal, Kentucky, on a dry September morning, my wife, Jackie, and I passed through a sparsely populated landscape of rural decay. The crops and land were different from back home, but the dilapidated houses, beat-up old trucks, and poorly maintained roads reflected the same legacy of squalor and struggle experienced by dairy farms in Vermont. We were driving to see our daughter, Emily, graduate from boot camp at Fort Leonard Wood in Missouri, but first we decided to take a detour—a pilgrimage really.

Finally meeting our hero, Wendell Berry, in the flesh was surreal. I had exchanged letters with him over the years, but to actually walk the ground where he wrote so many inspiring and prophetic works was dreamlike.

In his poems, essays, and novels, Berry has spoken to the foundational importance of local agriculture and family farms for five decades. He centers his writing in community and the vital connection of human beings to land and nature. The duty to nurture land and community is dependent on soil and small-scale agriculture. As Berry has asserted in his life’s work of writing and activism, severing these relationships results in alienation, dehumanization, and destruction. Technology and profiteering hasten that decline.

Tanya Berry greeted us on the porch of their modest home and ushered us into the kitchen where Wendell was wrapping up a chat with another visitor. The Berry kitchen included a wall shelf crammed with books, mostly agricultural titles. While I gawked at his library, Wendell addressed Jackie with attentive southern hospitality, asking her polite questions about our travels. He generously offered us a bag of organic popcorn—his previous guest had delivered a case, and Wendell was emphatic that he and Tanya surely couldn’t eat it all. We accepted his gift and countered with some Vermont Liberty maple syrup that we had custom-bottled.

Seated at the couple’s kitchen table in the historic Kentucky landholding from which Wendell has taught readers so much about food and agriculture, Jackie and I quickly gathered that the Berrys, both lifelong Democrats, were rather baffled that conservative Republicans like us would hold such passionate views on the subject of regenerative agriculture. And yet, the conversation plowed ahead. I wanted to know what specific agricultural policies Wendell believed would most help reverse the decline of family farms and sustainable agricultural traditions. He was emphatic in crediting the foundational teachings of Albert Howard, an English botanist and early pioneer of sustainable agriculture, and also referred me to his own book The Art of Loading Brush.

Yet that sense of awkward puzzlement seemed to persist as we talked. As I explained that I sought to present regenerative, sustainable agriculture as a conservative environmental agenda, both he and Tanya were mystified. At one point during our chat, after a brief silence, Wendell blurted, “But conservatives are the enemies of the environment! Mitch McConnell is the enemy of the environment!”

“Then Mitch McConnell is my enemy,” I said. “There are many conservatives who care very much about the environment and who understand the vital importance of agriculture in its care. I speak for those people. The Republican Party desperately needs a credible, effective environmental policy to offer voters, and that’s what I want to write a book about.”

I mentioned that I felt uniquely positioned to address agriculture policy issues as I am both an attorney and a farmer. Wendell’s attention seemed to prick up at my professional credentials and my earnest determination to oppose Mitch McConnell and stake ground for family farms. “I have been trying for fifty years to get Congress to pass a proper farming bill to support small farms,” he said. My hero then gently but emphatically bumped his fist on the little round table. “You’re a lawyer and a farmer! You must write this book! You must write this book!”

This is that book.


The Primacy of Small Farms

So how did I end up at Wendell’s table? A decade earlier, in 2006, I had first happened upon his book The Unsettling of America, which details how Americans rapidly emigrated from rural to urban areas and the resultant destruction of community, ecosystem, and human health. The Unsettling of America was hugely influential for me. I had become independently aware of the dire threats to health, culture, and self-reliance created by industrial food dependency, and this book affirmed my own observations. Over the ensuing years, I struck up an occasional correspondence with Berry while studying his writings. He encouraged me when I engaged in open civil disobedience against Vermont’s agriculture authorities to preserve on-farm slaughter traditions, a story recounted in greater detail in chapter 1.

The Berrys’ apparent confusion that there might be Republicans who fervently support local agriculture or organic farming is understandable. The conception that all Republicans are enemies of the environment is widespread, just as the general idea that Democrats are its savior is also commonplace. Both are oversimplifications. Though Mitch McConnell has consistently advanced the interests of coal-mining corporations, Barack Obama similarly supported the interests of Monsanto. Wendell himself has clearly become disillusioned with Democrats. He pointedly criticizes the Green New Deal in The Art of Loading Brush and complained to us that neither party has stood up for the small farmer. A key point of this book is to forge a middle path that unites Americans from all political backgrounds in support of local agriculture. This includes shattering not just Republican faith in industrial agriculture, but Democrat delusions that renewable energy manufacturing initiatives are any better. Both destroy more than they nurture.

Republicans are increasingly disconnected from large swaths of the electorate who might embrace some conservative positions (for example, fiscal integrity) if not repulsed by the environmental deregulation platforms that currently comprise the bulk of GOP prescriptions for the planet. The sentiment that Republicans don’t adequately care about the environment has been compounded by occasional political chants of “Burn, baby, burn!” by some groups in response to claims of climate change, a mantra implying that Americans should pump and use oil and other fossil fuels freely and without concern for environmental consequence. This book crafts a way forward that rejects the reckless call for unlimited consumption without embracing climate change theory. American conservatism must present a plan to truly benefit our ecosystem and communities and not alienate voters.



The American landscape today is cluttered with existential disasters. In addition to the Covid nightmare, Americans are told that humans will be destroyed imminently by climate change; that there is a right-wing extremist threat (or a left-wing extremist threat) that will destroy democracy; that China is out to destroy us; that the economy is destined to collapse. Movies and headlines prey on these fears, which citizens were once told was the only thing to fear.

The fragility of the food supply has now intruded into the public’s catastrophe radar. Most Americans do not understand where the bulk of their food comes from and have for decades been falsely convinced that small-scale farming is a losing proposition. This disconnect between consumer and farmer has allowed industrial agricultural and food-processing behemoths to widen their influence at the expense of environmental and human health. “Consumers” do not perceive that they can do anything about this condition of industrial food dependency. This book seeks to narrow that gap and renew the bonds between not just diners and farmers, but humans and soil.

Henry Kissinger reportedly said (more than once), “Control oil and you control nations; control food and you control the people.” Monsanto Corporation (now part of Bayer Global) and other massive corporate actors have increased their domination of Americans’ food supply. They are fully aware of the profitability and power inherent in controlling food production and have very actively sought to wrest that power—and increasingly the land itself—from individual farmers.

The materialistic reductionism of the Industrial Era has steadily decimated small, local farms. Meanwhile satellite businesses and communities have been destroyed in the bargain. This deterioration in the name of “progress” has been aided and abetted by the lies that there is no money in farming and that farming is drudgery. These false beliefs are a primary hurdle to reversing agricultural destruction.

Another dangerous delusion is that cheap food is here to stay. American consumers must be disabused of the expectation that they are ever entitled to cheap food and asked to consider what happens to their quality of life when, not if, food inflation sets in. Access to clean water and nutritious, unadulterated food will play an increasingly important role in geopolitical disputes, and the inflation unfolding now will not abate even if hostilities in Ukraine do.

The plight of thousands of Dutch farmers being compelled to shut down their farms in the face of climate regulation hints at the potential impact of global policies to “save the planet” by consolidating food production while pushing renewable energy platforms. The Rockefellers, who launched Standard Oil, have switched to renewables; Bill Gates is buying up large swaths of farmland and patenting fake meats; the World Economic Forum and chemical companies claim that genetically modified organisms (GMOs) are necessary to save the planet from CO2.1 This Orwellian pretense of saving us through increased control and domination should be concerning for all humanity. Wendell Berry has warned us about all of this with a gripping image:


The food industrialists have by now persuaded millions of consumers to prefer food that is already prepared. They will grow, deliver, and cook your food for you and (just like your mother) beg you to eat it. That they do not yet offer to insert it, pre-chewed, into our mouth is only because they have found no profitable way to do so. We may rest assured that they would be glad to find such a way. The ideal industrial food consumer would be strapped to a table with a tube running from the food factory directly into his or her stomach.2



Americans of all political persuasions are waking up to the dangers of industrial food, which erodes human health, the environment, local economies, communities, and culture. International conflicts expose a dire threat to national food security as well. China is purchasing farmland for a reason and already owns huge interests in US industrial food production. (Most Americans are unaware that Smithfield Foods is majority-owned by Chinese interests, controlling some 25 percent of the US pork industry.)

To make an analogy, cigarette manufacturers distributed massive shipments of free cigarettes to US soldiers in World War I, ensuring a captive (addicted) consumer base when they returned home. Doctors extolled the health benefits of tobacco, and famous athletes spoke of how much better they performed after a butt. It took decades and millions of preventable deaths before limits were put in place on the tobacco industry. Do Americans actually trust food companies to be any more scrupulous? Are the regulatory agencies that failed to take action against tobacco companies now cracking down on Monsanto or properly studying chemical food additives, glyphosate, or antibiotics in food?

We need a hero to break us out of our industrial addictions, but the saviors of humanity are not technological miracle workers or billionaires: they are farmers. Small farmers are the antidote to the tyranny of the corporate hierarchies that dominate America’s abhorrent food practices. Young, old, left wing, right wing, fat, skinny—who has the knowledge to save humanity from its plight when aging farmers are retiring without replacements, disappearing much like the 93 percent of heirloom vegetable strains that are lost forever?

Imagine if what has been spent at NASA had instead been invested to nurture local farm production. As awareness grows of the dangers of dependency on imported food and as food prices steadily increase, more Americans will come to understand that local food is vitally important, not just a quaint luxury only economic elites can afford. This book outlines how to make local food production viable as well as desirable—how to pare back the unfair regulatory and tax pressures that have artificially undermined the profitability of small farms in favor of destructive and unsustainable agricultural practices by monolithic corporations.

High energy prices are here to stay; cheap energy is no longer cheap. Low-cost transportation and production methods contributed to the destruction of the family farm, and the rise in energy and fertilizer prices will reward local producers who move back to the land. Local food can be profitable food. It can also be a vehicle for reversing the inhumane industrial treatment of animals, the decimation of soils by chemical applications and excessive tillage, and the accelerating drawdowns of precious underground water aquifers.

Republican Party platforms are deficient regarding environmental stewardship. However, there is a growing voice of common sense and reason within conservatism that must be heard and welcomed by an audience hungry for an informed strategy for Republicans to reclaim (or at least copilot) leadership in environmental policy. And that leadership must be premised on supporting local and regenerative agriculture in all its forms.

Republicans have shirked a leadership role when it comes to land stewardship. Democrats have formed a doomsday cult centered around climate and technocracy. However, there is common ground if we begin to support local and regenerative food economies that reverse the damage created by an industrial food system. To do this, the false dichotomy between organic and conventional farming must be bridged. It is necessary to articulate a definition of regenerative farming practices that is neither purist (organic) nor co-opted by industrialists as a veil for continued destruction. A nuanced approach values the least destructive options in both large- and small-scale production and generally favors local over distant food sources.

Republican intransigence on ecological issues has been hardened by the global warming debate, leaving conservatives to be viewed as enemies of environmental health. But conservatives are not enemies of their own children’s health. Many simply need to better understand the importance of local farming. CO2 emissions are hardly the sole measure of environmental degradation, though shifting to more regenerative and local agriculture will sequester carbon while reducing numerous chemical and fossil-fuel inputs in the bargain. One need not embrace the primacy of global warming to understand the importance of local food. The industrial food supply is polluting our ecosystem regardless of whether the planet is being warmed.

This book is “carbon neutral” in that, for conservatives’ purposes, CO2 is irrelevant to the small-farm, regenerative equation. Regenerative practices do restore soils and thus improve the sequestration of carbon, but that is ancillary to other benefits that we embrace: reduced water pollution, soil erosion, and chemicals in food; nurturing of rural culture and economies; decreased reliance on imported food; less risk of supply chain bottlenecking; and improved human health outcomes. Importantly, supporting local and regenerative agriculture serves as a legitimate political prescription for conservatives. Republicans can demonstrate credible environmental leadership by reforming agriculture policies while also combating the Democratic folly of renewable energy manufacturing that is a net destroyer of climate and human health.

Those of a liberal persuasion who support regenerative agriculture will support these same arguments and may also cite this work as authority before legislators. There are many conservatives who greatly value environmental stewardship and thirst for such a message, and many will be persuaded of the political, economic, and food-security benefits of improving that stewardship using local farming—without requiring commitment to global warming arguments. Conservatives often scoff at small-scale and organic agriculture as economically nonviable, but a fresh look is warranted.3 Local farms are supportive of local economies, but also of community, culture, environmental stewardship, individual liberties, and national security. All of these benefits align with conservative values.

There is another asset in the local farm basket that should particularly appeal to conservative thinkers: “environmental politics.” When intelligent observers like Rachel Carson, Wendell Berry, and Aldo Leopold cautioned Americans against profligate destruction via mindless consumption, they offered a very different prescription than the current techno-industrial provision of solar panels and electric vehicles (EVs). In contrast to those “renewable energy solutions,” this book will prove how unhelpful, even counterproductive, such industrial panaceas are to reducing pollution by comparing them to the impacts of an increase in local agriculture. America’s small farms produce food with less CO2 emissions and fewer chemical inputs, and they transport food shorter distances. Solar panels and EVs generate huge amounts of CO2 as well as air, water, and soil pollution, and these products are then transported over tremendous distances.

This book makes the case for these positions, as well as the benefits of these same farms to reboot rural economies, improve the nutritional quality and freshness of food while combatting food inflation, and serve as a national security against famine and dependency on foreign agriculture. The goal is to equip conservatives to talk common sense on tax and policy changes that will nurture small-scale farming across the nation, especially for young people. Many young people are already returning to the land, seeking an alternative to urban life.4 Their success is imperative for America’s future.5 The federal government acknowledges this need and is increasingly considering policies to encourage and enable more young farmers to take the leap.6 However, it is not the premise of this book that all humans must flee to remote rural subsistence farms—it is that the more people do so, the more all of society will benefit. The better informed about their food origins that urban residents become, the better equipped they will be to make decisions that preserve rather than destroy the air, water, and soil on which they still depend.7 And the more small farms reappear on rural hillsides, the more healthy food will be available to sell for fair prices to urban eaters.



From Lawyer to Farmer John

When I was young, my mother, a single parent, raised our family on “affordable” junk food—Count Chocula or Frosted Flakes for breakfast; canned spinach and unchewable steak; frozen TV dinners. Despite that, I was lucky enough to experience rural life, both its virtues and struggles, firsthand. I’m told I was conceived in Vermont but I was born in Connecticut, making me a “flatlander” by birth, according to Vermont nativist traditions. I grew up in Connecticut but regularly stayed in Brookfield, Vermont, where my mother’s family had farmed for six generations until bulk tank and other unaffordable regulatory requirements forced them out. I regularly visited Vermont dairy farms as a child because I had numerous great aunts and uncles who still dairied. All are gone now, but my connection to the land remained with me.

I was an outdoors type from an early age, and I loved to fish. I learned to backpack in an afterschool group in high school, taking excursions into the Connecticut and Massachusetts Appalachians. After a summer as a camp counselor in Casco, Maine, I ventured into New Hampshire’s White Mountains and was hooked. I spent eight days alone crossing the range and became a White Mountain junkie.

This passion never left me. In fact, hiking in the wilderness was my “therapy” through college and law school. In 1982 I took a year off from college, disillusioned with my initial intention of studying chemical engineering at Rutgers University, to work at Yellowstone National Park’s Old Faithful Inn as a line cook. Working for ten-hour days allowed me to hike into grizzly country on three-day weekends. I quit in late summer and bushwhacked my way through Yellowstone National Park, as well as Gallatin National Forest in nearby Montana. Even back then it was illegal to just live in the woods without permits, but it didn’t matter much to me—I couldn’t get enough.

I worked for a while in West Yellowstone, Montana, as a pizza cook, then hitchhiked home to Connecticut, working along the way. I returned to college and pursued a liberal arts degree at the University of Connecticut (UConn). I did well and was able to persuade my father to allow me to attend a study abroad program at the University of Essex in England. There I met and married my first wife and returned to the United States with my bride in 1985. I graduated from UConn in 1986 and then from UConn School of Law in 1989, with honors.

We were determined to return to England, and so my focus in law school was tax law and policy, qualifying me to work for an international public accountancy firm in Birmingham, U.K., following two years of tax practice in Hartford, Connecticut. My love of the outdoors persisted in England. I backpacked in Wales, Scotland, the Lake District, the Peak District, and elsewhere.

I returned to America in 1992 and hung out a shingle to practice as a litigator in Storrs, Connecticut. I developed an acumen for criminal law as that’s what came in the door (along with divorce cases). I would go to the gym daily and took regular stress-relief ventures into the White Mountains, including winter forays up Mount Washington.

Hiking and nature had always been my church, but this became especially the case as a litigation attorney, a profession saturated with adversarial conflict and heightened stress levels. As a criminal defense attorney, I lived in a constant swirl of violent crimes, drug deals, drunk drivers, and aggressive prosecutors.

Worse was the family law practice—middle-class people getting divorced are far less rational than most criminal defendants. My cases included private investigators and adultery; allegations of adultery and child (or family pet) molestation; stolen bank accounts and unpaid child support. After a few years, I was in court almost every weekday, sometimes in several different jurisdictions. I might be in criminal court in the morning, then appear in a family matter before rushing to a probate hearing. My criminal caseload was substantial. I might have as many as eight clients in a single court visit before driving to yet another.

Hiking outdoors became a necessary respite now—without forays into the Whites, periodic visits to my family’s backwoods farm, and winter jaunts up Mount Chocorua or Mount Washington, I could not have sustained my sanity. I always found something healing and transcendent in the forest that I never experienced elsewhere. This was my rebooting, my mindfulness, my foundation for mental health.

But sometimes nature can also bite back. In 1998, I was unknowingly infected with Lyme disease, and it crippled me. It manifested as fibromyalgia. When the muscle flares came, I could not even get off the floor, let alone go to the gym or hike mountains. I was thirty-four, bench-pressing 400 pounds, and then almost overnight I couldn’t carry a bag of groceries. I worked eighty to ninety hours a week in a stressful occupation, as I had for years, and believed I had done this to myself from overwork and self-neglect.

Physical activity was crucial for my health. After my diagnosis, I attended a fibromyalgia support group, and every one of the people there was nearly crippled. Most were in a wheelchair or on crutches. I was horrified. I had to keep moving. The less I moved, the more I atrophied. But with too much stress or exercise, I was back on the floor in writhing pain such as I never knew could exist.

I was compelled to close my successful law practice, as the stress and long hours triggered my condition, and I could only work a few uncertain hours at a stretch. My first wife and I had divorced in 1993, and my second wife, Jackie, and I had a child on the way, plus a child each from previous marriages. Realizing just how deathly ill I was and not knowing how to endure economically or physically, I said to Jackie: “My entire life I have lived where the money was. I want to live where my heart is.” After scouring the real estate options, we bought a 160-acre former dairy farm in a small town called Barton in Vermont’s desolate but pristine Northeast Kingdom for $115,000. I’d never made a bale of hay, but Jackie is a horse woman as well as a registered nurse and had a lot of confidence.

Simply trying to learn how to husband animals and bale hay was challenging enough for a white-collar lawyer who was also a crappy mechanic and still suffering chronic muscle pain. I was compelled to improve those nonexistent mechanic skills, along with a host of hitherto unfamiliar abilities. I learned the hard way how to raise cows, buying newborn calves at a local commission sale, dairy castaways that often suffered disease or disability. We raised pigs, chickens, sheep, horses, and goats—each category its own education. We also constructed a raw-milk artisanal cheese house, together with a milking parlor where we milked both goats and cows. This required compliance with Vermont’s detailed pasteurized milk ordinance (PMO) regulations. Jackie and I became quite a team at castrating piglets, docking lamb tails, delivering calves, and making our own butter and cheese. But our real education was in the growing awareness of where our food came from, along with all the economic and labor realities that entails.

This was all unplanned and unexpected, but we couldn’t go back. I had embarked on a farming path almost solely because I needed to keep moving physically, and my heart was rooted in Vermont. Jackie, being a (crazy) horse person, was certainly enthusiastic. But I was in constant, agonizing pain. Shoveling manure and moving bales actually gave me relief. The transition to awareness of food quality, the challenges of profitability, and even how to care for a calf were ancillary to my need to find a physical rather than an intellectual occupation so that I could keep working in some capacity. There was never a business plan, just a desperate leap.

After a couple of years of farming in an effort to simply learn and make ends meet, Jackie prepared dinner one night and we came to a realization: We had grown everything on our children’s table from the ground! Not just the vegetables, but the chicken, butter, and milk, too. We learned about the health benefits of raw (unprocessed, unpasteurized) milk; lacto-fermented and fresh-canned vegetables; grass-fed meats, whether fresh, brined, or smoked; and nutrient-rich fresh vegetables.

It wasn’t merely the self-reliance that was infectious, it was the food quality. We had been conditioned to believe that homegrown foods were inferior to grocery-store wares. The opposite is the case. Home-raised chickens taste better; the animals are treated humanely; one knows what they were fed and how they were cared for. This is true across the board, from eggs to butter to cheese to ham steaks. We finally realized what real food was!

Another unexpected reward of our agricultural reorientation was the impact on our three children. All of them thrived in the harsh realities of farming, in a place where temperatures can plummet to -40°F and winters are about seven months long. Our children worked for what they had, without pay; valued things others took for granted; learned responsibility, frugality, initiative, and the creativity that is unique to farming; saw death and suffering firsthand; and worked harder as kids than most adults ever do. There is no better way to prepare children for life. We didn’t always know this but are glad to share it widely now that we do.

Woven into this education was a stark contrast: a growing knowledge of the dangers of dependency on a food system that is fragile despite an illusion of plenty—untrustworthy, unhealthy, and harmful to land, water, human health, and community. Jackie and I likely would not have learned this had we remained in suburbia, but sometimes the truth is shocking. There is much in modern food that should not be ingested by humans, much horrific treatment of animals of which consumers are conveniently oblivious. The mega-companies that have consolidated the world’s food production are about as trustworthy as the pharmaceutical industry—perhaps less so.

Another lesson I learned the hard way was about the government’s control of farming through regulations. Suburbanites don’t typically worry the government will pop in unexpectedly to inspect their homes for cleanliness. However, farmers are likely to experience routine inspections. This might seem like a good thing on its face, but it is often taken too far. In constructing our own milking parlor and cheese house, we experienced how counterproductive such bureaucratic red tape can be. One requirement was that we install a complete bathroom facility (including a septic system) in our barn, even though our home bathroom was merely seventy-five feet away from the cheese house and we had no employees. The costs of construction and compliance are one of the biggest reasons young people don’t go into farming, along with the cost of much-needed animal processing facilities.

This education, too, was unforeseen but important. It is tragic that more young people do not migrate from the urban to the rural world to dig into the soil, and these regulations and economic factors are the biggest barriers. Many want to move “back to the land,” but regulatory and financial hurdles are intimidating if not fatal to vulnerable newbies, especially because of the learning curve involved. Jackie and I were blessed to have learned these truths while we were still young. We have as a result become ardent small-farm advocates, not just as a way of life vital to restoring community and rural economies, but as a way of achieving human health. Healthier, local food production that also treats animals humanely and benefits rather than destroys the environment is the vital and only viable path forward for humanity. As related through these pages, backed up by current studies and scientific analysis, this regenerative agricultural path will also sequester more carbon than all renewable technology projects combined and unite Americans around that primary necessity we all share: nutritious and sustainable local food.



We sold the Barton farm in 2005. We had by this time constructed a raw-milk artisanal cheese house and milked goats and cows to make cheeses. We were fully certified to sell cheese, farrowed sows and sold piglets and pork, and had about 100 sheep. However, my health was still poor, and we could find little help to work on the farm. Our three kids helped us put up about 8,000 to 9,000 square hay bales yearly, but the long hours were not helping me, and the children were deprived of sports and other activities that we wanted to share with them. Years of taking strong antibiotics had failed to cure me of my Lyme disease. Also, I was convinced the real estate market would collapse with the mortgage industry. I still monitored money supply and saw that trillions of dollars were being poured into overpriced “derivatives” of mortgages issued to people with no assets or ability to repay them—a classic investment bubble. We rented a run-down house in Irasburg, Vermont, on another former dairy where we raised grass-fed beef and lamb for the next fourteen years.

In 2019, I was approached to run for Vermont governor against popular incumbent Phil Scott. I initially announced my run alongside a dozen Republican candidates for other offices, and we labeled ourselves the “Agripublicans.” This was largely symbolic, but I gained a significant portion of the primary vote and recruited nearly forty other conservative candidates to run with me on a three-issue platform that included promoting local agriculture. Several of them became legislators. Chief among my policy proposals was the “2020 Vermont Farming Manifesto,” which would help reverse the agricultural “unsettling” of Vermont and support both new and existing small farms using real estate and income tax incentives, streamlined regulatory structures, improved processing and distribution systems, and expanded marketing of Vermont foods. After the election, I decided to translate this farming platform into a book to advocate for such ideas nationally.

With the encouragement of many Vermonters, and also of Joel Salatin and Wendell Berry, that effort achieves fruition in these pages. This is not a wish list for an idyllic return-to-the-land fantasy, but a pragmatic analysis of the truly dire situation created by dependency on toxic agricultural and food-processing industries and concrete policy prescriptions—and a political strategy—to undertake the vital return of our nation to a sensible local agriculture. As an indictment against both the burn-baby-burn excesses of the Far Right and the only-Big-Brother-can-fix-it false utopianism of the Far Left, these proposals for an agrarian conservatism fashion an effective, workable alternative that draws farmers and consumers together in the problem-solving middle.







CHAPTER ONE
A Conservative Environmental Strategy



American conservatism desperately requires a viable environmental message for today’s electorate, and no policy area will more serve to reduce environmental damage than regenerative farming and the local sourcing of food. By supporting small family farms and rural communities, Republicans can credibly offer a solution to numerous environmental problems without committing in any way to the “climate change” narrative or CO2 limits. This reinforces traditional conservative values by nurturing community, rural culture, human health, economic growth, and national security. No compromise of values is required to endorse these agricultural practices, which are extremely popular with large swaths of voters.

Those on the political Left are already touting regenerative agriculture, organics, better food labeling, and other vitally important reversals of destructive industrial agriculture. Indeed, large livestock producers are shifting into genuinely grass-fed animal management operations. They increasingly understand the problems of water and soil depletion and are implementing no-till and low-till cropping techniques on a grand scale. But many Left-leaning voices prioritize “saving the planet from climate change” or “reducing carbon emissions” as their call to arms for agriculture. Regardless of the truth of these slogans, they alienate conservatives and fail to highlight concerns about human health, food security, and other associated problems that are equally, if not more, pressing.

Modern agriculture consumes massive amounts of fossil fuels, water, soil, and synthetic fertilizers derived from finite natural resources, all of which adversely impact the ecosystem and human health. Left-wing climate change activists have seized on the huge amounts of CO2 generated by industrial farming methods, and they are moving to champion local and regenerative agriculture in order to curtail carbon emissions. Conservatives can claim this same back-to-the-local movement without regard to carbon footprints. Small-scale, local agriculture appeals to those on the left while also fitting well within the core conservative values of decentralized government, family, community, culture, and liberty through self-reliance.

The truths about our nation’s agricultural system and its vulnerabilities demand effective responses from both parties, not fatuous pipe dreams of creating a new global social order that seeks to control humanity. The study of soil, food production and distribution, and the perils of industrial farming methods reveals the utter failure of the Green New Deal and its advocates to even begin to comprehend the problem.

The proposals of the Green New Deal will take America in the wrong direction environmentally and hasten our demise. The plan is merely a wish list of social justice platitudes envisioning technological and economic impossibilities: achieve net-zero greenhouse gas emissions and 100 percent clean, renewable energy; ensure prosperity, universal “family-sustaining wages,” employment and paid vacations; guarantee universal access to healthy food; ensure everlasting clean air and water for all; eliminate cows while “supporting family farming.”1 This fantastic nirvana is to be achieved in one decade, employing the massive and corrupt federal government as the salvific vehicle. Humanity does not “Feed the World” with such schemes: the world is fed by supporting the local.

Attempting to expose the failed policies of “renewable energy” proposals
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