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DEDICATION

For the salmon of Devil’s Gulch,
so they may run again for my daughter’s children ...
and those who come after.
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OUR AGREEMENT

I need to ask you a favor. After reading this book, please give it away. You’ll know who it’s for: Your mother. Your neighbor. Perhaps the person sitting across from you at work. This book desperately needs you. It needs you because these other people—the real audience for this book—may never buy it. They can’t fathom the danger of living within an industrialized food system. For this reason alone, they need your help.

The intent of this book is simple. Seduce people with quirky collages and folksy handwritten notes that quietly introduce the tools to fix our crappy food system. The more people read, the more they’ll remember. Ideas can be powerful like that.

So, the challenge remains. How do we get this book into other people’s hands?

That’s where you come in. Now that you’ve read these words, finish the rest of the book then tear out this page. You’ll know what to do next. Let future readers remain oblivious to our silent pact. That’s how movements work. Our identities remain a mystery, but our convictions are strong enough to topple empires.







A ROAD TO DAMASCUS MOMENT

One of my clearest recurring childhood memories is that of spawning salmon. They ran up Devil’s Gulch, in Marin County, California, throwing themselves against the current, willing themselves over stones and flotsam-packed barriers of leaves and debris, onward past the limits of exhaustion, only to pause in deep pools, hidden beneath the oaks and towering redwoods lining the creek’s steep banks, recharging in anticipation of yet another upstream surge. These salmon were here to spawn, lay eggs, then die. This struggle of animal against nature was a yearly childhood event, one that connected me, even as a young boy, to the mysterious natural world around me.

Decades later, I was justifiably excited to share this experience with my own daughter. When February came, my wife and I bundled her in a coat, scarf, and mud boots, and hiked the trail leading up from Lagunitas Creek to Devil’s Gulch.

The salmon weren’t there.

As I would later learn, this spawning ground had collapsed years before. Theories abounded. Overfishing. A golf course built beside a nearby stream. Runoff from a hillside housing project. No one knew for sure.

I never properly cataloged that disheartening winter afternoon until two years later, when I stood in a Georgia hay field talking about grass-fed cattle and the vagaries of summer rain with Bill Hodge, an earnest, calmly focused cattleman who ultimately turned our conversation—as often happens in these parts—to the Bible. In the years after Jesus was crucified in Jerusalem, Saul of Tarsus swore to wipe out the newly formed Christian church. He set off for Damascus armed with a letter from a high priest authorizing the arrest of any new followers. After a blinding light struck down Saul and his companions in mid-journey, a voice spoke, one only Saul could hear. Its message triggered a series of events that ultimately led to his religious conversion. It was the first “Road to Damascus” moment. Hodge’s own came ten years ago.
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Back in the 1980s, Hodge was victimized by the government’s “dairy buyout” program, which paid dairy producers to get out of the business by reducing their herds. He accepted their offer and began stockering his herd—putting weight on the cattle as quickly and economically as possible—when the bottom suddenly fell out of the market. He lost nearly seven hundred head. An industry he’d never questioned had failed him.

He thought about doing something else, but his love for meat animal agriculture was simply too great, so he ended up working in producer education for the local land grant institution. Ironically, part of his responsibilities included teaching cattlemen how to work within the “big corporate meat processor” model.

“I was traveling home late one night, after making a presentation to beef producers on the merits of the mainstream beef system,” Hodge recounted, “and that’s when the futility of what I was doing suddenly struck me. Cattle were not put on this earth to be transported long distances, confined in feed yards, and stuffed with concentrate feeds. They were put here to graze. That was my ‘Road to Damascus’ moment.”

What happened to the Devil’s Gulch salmon of my childhood? How many other people, folks just like me, have their own childhood stories of close encounters with a natural world that has since vanished?

We are living within the Great Change—it’s happening at this moment—but the shift isn’t sudden. It won’t startle us into action. This is a gradual change. A creeping change, imperceptible from one day to the next. It’s industrial, technological, and dehumanizing. We can’t see the Great Change because it lacks immediacy; we tend to forget it’s happening. The witnesses to these “before and afters” in the natural world, the people who still remember the “Way Things Used to Be,” are disappearing, dying off. The amazing salmon runs of my childhood are gone from Devil’s Gulch. That winter morning, as I attempted, without success, to show my five-year-old daughter precisely what she wasn’t seeing in that creek, I had my own “Road to Damascus” moment.

I want to bring those salmon back. I want my daughter to share these memories, to understand the complexity of things, to one day restore the natural order to Devil’s Gulch. To do that she’ll need to understand the meaning and function of all those moving parts, the nameless pieces powering this modern industrial apparatus we’ve created.

We’ve all had Devil’s Gulch moments. We’ve all felt powerless when confronted by systems composed of parts we depend on yet don’t understand.

This is a book about first understanding, then dismantling, our industrial food system.

Can “the way it is” be reexamined, its offending parts held up to the light, observed, and discarded?

Our food system is opaque, composed of nameless objects. Deciphering their meanings will require mastering a new language, which can be learned one word at a time.

We live in a world of dwindling natural resources, but the principle of SUSTAINABILITY offers us a road map for managing what we have left. Yet as we attempt to put our world back in balance, we’ve seen the term sustainability grossly misused, its meaning devalued, hijacked, turned into hollow-sounding marketing jingles.

The stakes are high. If people don’t understand the meaning (and implication) of terms like FOOD MILES, CARBON FOOTPRINT, CSA, ORGANIC, FOOD SECURITY, FOOD DESERT, GMO, GRASS-FED, DIRECT TRADE, or even PASTURE-RAISED, how can they live more sustainably?

To help “take back” the meanings of these important ideas, I set out to document the work of two hundred thought leaders, architects of a new vocabulary reflecting the most promising solutions for creating a vital and sustainable food system in this country. I asked each of them for a single term that defined the essence of their work, because words are truly the building blocks for new ideas. I feel like I’ve only captured a fragment of this veritable reimagining not only of American agriculture, but of our country’s consumer culture, one defined by excess and disposability—but now one showing signs of responsibility, of resilience, and even of hope.

While my photographic subjects are varied—some folks are famous, others less so—they show that this reinvention of our food system has no central figurehead or single source for inspiration. It’s happening everywhere, and it’s happening now.
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THE POWER OF WORDS

Go ahead. Tell me words aren’t powerful. Or that words, by themselves, won’t change anything. Tell me no one reads anymore. Tell me we’re impatient, visually literate but crippled by short attention spans. Tell me you can’t actually transform the world because the power elite have jury-rigged the system, that they control the levers and direct the machinery. Tell me you’re powerless. That it’s all too complicated. That nothing matters. Tell me that you have neither time nor money. That you’re tired. All the time. That you don’t have enough energy to do the things you want. Tell me our leaders don’t listen anymore, our government is accountable to no one, and our Congress is gridlocked. Tell me you’ve stopped watching the evening news because it bears no resemblance to your daily life. Tell me you no longer remember the “Good Ol’ Days,” the last time you smelled a flower, walked barefoot on dew-kissed grass, picked apples from a tree, or felt the warming glow of sunlight on your face.

Tell me you simply don’t care, because why should you?

And I’ll tell you the story of an egg.

Eggs come from the supermarket. You buy an egg and you eat it. One day an egg carton offers the words CAGE-FREE. You’re puzzled, maybe because you have only the vaguest of notions about where eggs come from. Chickens in cages? Really? Cage-free must obviously mean a better life for that poor fluffy cartoon-faced chicken on the carton. And the egg? It might taste better, too. Other people learn about this new term and start buying cage-free eggs. The result? An entire industry—the retail marketplace being both ruthless and pragmatic—is forced to change its practices. It’s astonishing. The Food and Drug Administration (FDA) can take no credit. It’s all due to the work of time-starved, money-conscious, “powerless” consumers who didn’t have time to watch the evening news. They learned two simple words, “cage-free,” paid an extra dollar at the supermarket, and forced an entire industry to reexamine the way it did business.

By learning what a few words mean you can help reinvent our crappy food system. It’s a battle won slowly, product by product, supermarket aisle by supermarket aisle. It starts with cage-free, and progresses to FREE-RANGE and PASTURE-RAISED. Each term represents the movement of a philosophical line in the dirt, a deeper commitment to principles, and a greater attempt to achieve transparency both in the farmyard and in the marketplace. Consumers want to know what’s in their food and they want it printed right on the label.

If someone is willing to pay a few extra dollars for a dozen more ethically produced eggs, there is hope. That egg is the gateway to a larger conversation. Consumers’ willingness to align their values with those of the product they’re buying—even when it’s something as cheap as a dozen eggs—means the industrial food system is a house of cards. It proves that when presented with clear, compelling explanations about what they’re eating, consumers will make purchases that reflect their ever-expanding FOOD LITERACY. When consumers shop and eat according to their values, the food industry is forced to adapt.

 





CAGE-FREE: Chickens that are not kept in cages but still confined to a barn with limited or no access to outside.

FREE-RANGE: In the United States, USDA regulations apply only to poultry and indicate solely that the animal has been allowed access to the outside. These regulations do not specify the quality or size of the outside range nor the duration of time the animal must be allowed access to this space.

PASTURE-RAISED: Animals that have been raised on pasture with access to shelter. This term is being used by farmers who wish to distinguish themselves from the industrialized “free-range” term.
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The industry may file lawsuits. They can paralyze the FDA and slow the inevitable by obscuring facts and even confusing consumers. Or in the case of milk they may remind you—repeatedly by legal decree—that the “FDA maintains that no significant difference has been shown between milk derived from rBST-treated and non-rBST-treated cows.” Despite all that, the story already has its ending. The public has already learned about rBST too, a synthetic growth hormone that increases a cow’s milk production but can cause health problems in the animal. They read about it on the Internet, notice it on a milk carton, or overhear a conversation about it at a farmers’ market. In short, they become educated, up their food literacy, and reach their own conclusions about which milk to buy.

Retailers across the United States have taken notice. Want proof? Scan the refrigerated case at Costco, Safeway, Walmart, Kroger, Publix, and a hundred other supermarkets: You won’t find any milk here made using rBST. Consumers learned a simple term, paid a little extra at the cash register, and changed an entire industry. Again. All because of the power of words.

And it may happen yet again. GMOs are genetically modified organisms. They’re in most of what we eat here in the United States, and that makes us unique. We are one of the few industrial nations in the world that still allows companies to sell food loaded with GMOs without saying so on the label. It may take generations to fully grasp their environmental and health impacts. Until that time, many consumers simply ask for transparency. They want to know what’s in their food, and they want it in writing. Again, when consumers increase their food literacy and eat according to their values, the food industry changes.

IBM once ruled the computer universe, and people believed its hegemony would last forever. Then Microsoft appeared. Every empire—be it a company or a nation—may seem preordained to last a thousand years, but change comes to everything. Companies that adapt survive. Those that don’t lie buried and forgotten, destined to be dug up a thousand years from now and studied for clues hinting at the haphazard series of events that led to their demise.
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PART I
THE LOCAL FOOD MOVEMENT

In early November, long after its last leaves have fallen, the persimmon tree down the road from our farm begins to fruit. Its orange globes hang from naked branches, looking like overly enthusiastic Christmas ornaments come a month early.

We pay our neighbor a dollar for each one we pick, and she always tells us it’s a good deal. Maybe so. I just like stopping every few days, surveying the fruit, and choosing which ones to pick on the way home. The firm ones get grilled and added to salad. The ones that get really ripe, with their insides turned to jelly, are eaten with a spoon. For our family, persimmons mean a tree on Middle Two Rock Road.

We can’t have that same intimate relationship with everything we eat, because our food mostly comes from somewhere else, and it’s grown and prepared by people we’ll never meet. Most of us will never pull a carrot from the ground, milk a cow, slaughter a pig, or gather eggs from our own hens. Those days of rugged self-sufficiency are gone and aren’t likely to return. Yet people are increasingly aware that their hyper-accelerated, super-improved lives are missing something. They’re rethinking not only what they eat, but where it comes from. This crusade has a name: the LOCAL FOOD MOVEMENT.







FOOD MILES

One evening I find myself dining in Harrisonburg, a well-heeled Virginia town an hour west of Washington, D.C. The dinner guests include a few local winemakers and a food policy wonk who patrols Capitol Hill. He talks about food-related legislative challenges—GMO labeling issues, oversight of factory farms, school lunch vouchers—then veers into a colorfully detailed anecdote about the lengths discerning Washington shoppers must go to find good food inside the Beltway. He uses the term food miles to describe the great distances he drives each week just to buy groceries. The man is intriguing and well-spoken, but his definition of food miles is backward. FOOD MILES are not determined by how far you drive to get your food; instead, they are the energy and effort required to bring everything you eat to your door. The milk. The bread. The mustard. The oatmeal. The sugar. The potatoes. All of it comes from somewhere; that distance is called food miles.

If a Washington, D.C.–based food policy advocate doesn’t understand the definition of food miles, what hope do we have for fixing our food system? After all, we can’t expect people to live more sustainably if they don’t know the most basic principles that define the conversation.

We’re the first generation forced to confront a fundamental truth: We live in a world of finite resources. Changing how we consume these precious resources—safeguarding them for future generations—will require not only changing our behavior, but even learning a new language. We need new words to explain the predicament we’re in and what we’re going to do about it. Scientists talk about PEAK OIL and PEAK WATER, conditions that signal a point where our consumption will outstrip the availability of remaining resources. Economic collapse is their dire prediction. They could be right, but scare tactics won’t bring about a shift in consciousness. People run from bad news, not toward it. The answer is to build consensus on a foundation of innovative ideas and solutions. Find out what works, then let solutions spread.

It all begins with words. By learning the words of this new language—the lexicon—you can start the conversation, even embrace ideas that had previously seemed foreign or irrelevant to your daily life. If you start by learning what the term food miles means, for example, the transformation begins. These words are building blocks, which is ironic considering that once you understand the principle of food miles, you inevitably see flaws in the concept it represents. It’s attention-grabbing and visual, but ultimately imprecise. You may begin to prioritize local purchases over those from far away, which is good ... for starters, but the principle of food miles is merely a point of departure. It forces you to think about your connection to the soil and to local economies. It’s a lesson more useful in theory—as a teaching tool—than in practice.

Take the tale of two satsuma oranges. Those at your local farmers’ market come from twenty miles down the road, whereas your local supermarket has them delivered by a tractor-trailer from five hundred miles away. That delivery brings enough satsumas for a hundred stores. Simple mathematics tells you that less fuel is used to deliver supermarket satsumas. At least you’ve met the farmer at your local farmers’ market. Plus, he’s organic. Except the satsumas at the supermarket are certified organic, too. Right, but those satsumas aren’t local. You don’t know anything about them. So is it a question of relationships and trust, or a question of scale or the optimum allocation of resources? The satsuma you buy often explains the personal values that drive your purchasing decisions. Do you want food that’s local, organic, or just cheap?

 





“PEAK OIL is the moment in time when the world rate of crude oil production reaches a maximum and begins to decline. The peak will probably be driven by a combination of geological, economic, and political factors. Since oil powers nearly all transportation and transport is key to trade, if the peak happens soon (before substitutes are found and deployed) the result will almost certainly be sharp economic decline.”

—Richard Heinberg, Post Carbon Institute

“PEAK WATER is the idea that there are ultimate limits to our ability to take and use water from natural systems. For rivers, streams, and many aquifers, humanity is reaching (or passing) those limits now.”

—Peter Gleick, Pacific Institute
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One important consideration when buying locally grown produce is this: Fresh produce is high in phytonutrients, naturally occurring chemicals that provide a variety of health benefits. The longer produce sits in a truck, the more phytonutrients it loses. For example, spinach loses more than 50 percent of its vitamin C one day after harvest. So if we want healthful food, doesn’t freshness trump everything?

These are complex questions, but there’s beauty inherent in this complexity. The more questions this new knowledge forces us to ask, the more we start understanding that every purchase we make is a vote to support one system over another. Do you believe in a global food supply chain or do you want a more local, fresh alternative that supports our neighbors and their sustainable farming practices, keeps our waterways clean, and our soil healthy?

It’s not simply about choosing one satsuma over another. It’s about knowing the tale each satsuma represents.

Until a few years ago I wouldn’t say I was a particularly enlightened consumer. I bought things because they tasted good, because they were on sale, or because I knew what to do with them in the kitchen. I understood a little bit about nutrition. I knew fruits and vegetables were boring but good for me. Soda was full of high-fructose corn syrup, which sounded ominous though its supposed dangers eluded me. I knew potato chips contained an artery-clogging dose of partially hydrogenated oil and that eating steak every day would give me a heart attack. I knew white bread was packed with empty calories and carbohydrates designed to make me fat. Even with that meager food knowledge, I still didn’t change what I ate, and I certainly never stopped to think about who made my food. How could I? I spent most of my life living in urban areas. My daily life featured an endless panorama of glass and steel high-rises, billboards, parking structures, stoplights, crosswalks, cars and more cars. I never thought about where my food came from or who made it. And I certainly didn’t know any farmers—I couldn’t even find a farm on the map. I was utterly disconnected from who made my food and how it ended up in my grocery store. The fact was, I simply didn’t care.

When I’d meet one of those Know-It-All Do-Good Lifestyle Fascists, with their clever slogans designed to shame me into turning off lights when I left the room or recycling plastic bags or turning the water off when brushing my teeth or only eating organic or not wearing leather belts or not buying slave-trade coffee, I’d sigh, smile knowingly, then calmly dismiss them as elitist. They were simply out of touch. Only wealthy people have the luxury of recasting the world to fit their own values, I’d say to myself. Food is just something you eat.

What changed for me? I learned to cook and, as a result, I became aware that a dish is composed of many individual ingredients, each with its own story, like that of a cage-free egg or the tale of two satsuma oranges.

The term food miles, even with its contradictions, opens a gateway. It establishes that food isn’t merely a commodity. A person grew it. Feats of dedication and logistical handiwork allowed it to travel great distances. And you factor into this equation too. After all, you are the beneficiary of all this labor and largesse. Those carefully stacked pyramids of fruit in the produce aisle have been placed there just for you. If your allegiance is elsewhere, if the miles your food travels matter and you’d prefer instead to buy your food from a local farmer, the entire distribution apparatus will change.


TERROIR

I pull into Staunton, Virginia, late one evening. The town is a small collection of low brick buildings dating back to the 1800s. You might call it charming or quaint or bucolic, but I fail to make these assessments. I’m tired and irritable; all I can think about is food. I’ve driven seven hours without a stop—having resisted the sirenlike lure of fast-food beacons marking my journey down highways 66 and 81—and now I’m starving. At this hour, everything is closed. I end up at the Stonewall Jackson Hotel, where the bellman tells me about Zynodoa. The restaurant might still be open.

I find it just around the corner; it’s small, a single room with maybe a dozen tables, and it’s closed. But the front door is ajar, so I push it open; entering I hear music from the kitchen. Then a waitress carrying a stack of napkins emerges from a hallway. She tells me they’re closed for the night, but I’m persistent. I tell her I’ve driven for hours and will eat anything left in the kitchen. She sighs, directs me to a stool at the bar, and fetches me a plate. It’s then that I notice the far wall. It’s dominated by a chalkboard listing all the local produce and meat on offer that night; it’s impressive. This idea of locally grown food is real and it’s a movement; there’s no one single spokesperson or geographic center. It’s happening everywhere, and it’s happening now, even in towns you never knew were on the map.

A man pokes his head out the kitchen door—the chef, perhaps?—then disappears. A few minutes later he comes over with two plates. The chef—his name is James Harris—sits down beside me and we dig into grilled chicken breasts. After noticing that the chicken comes from Polyface Farm, I tell him I’m spending the next day with its proprietor, Joel Salatin. Harris talks about Salatin’s farm, the inspiration he brings to this rural community, then about the other local food producers who supply Zynodoa.

“It must make you proud to see all their names up on the wall,” I surmise aloud. “To have so many local food producers you know by name and who grow so many things.”

Harris just stares at me. “Actually, it’s kind of sad,” he counters. “What does it mean about how we live that I actually have to tell you that the food came from here? That I need to write it on the wall, tell you everyone’s name, and make it out to be something special. If you go to a place, you should expect to eat what grows there. Am I happy to list everyone on that wall? Honestly, I’d be happier if I didn’t. If you just came here and knew the food you ate was from the Shenandoah Valley—that it told you something about where you are, and in what season, and how we do things here—we wouldn’t need that wall. The food would just speak for itself.”

This notion that food has specific qualities defined by a sense of place is called TERROIR. It’s a French word, one often used to describe not how wine tastes but from where it tastes, and not from a winemaking region but from a single vineyard, even a single lot planted on a single hill. It’s that precise.

Scientists might say terroir is determined by unique mineral combinations in the soil or an area’s microclimate, which is akin to a climatic signature. A farmer’s growing practices may also play a role, which I discovered when visiting Judith Redmond at Full Belly Farm in California’s Capay Valley.

This concept is not limited to the soil. In trying to describe what made his West Marin oysters so special, Kevin Lunny grasped at a number of adjectives before settling on the term AGUOIR. He coined the word by combining the principle of terroir with agua. Never mind that his term to describe a distinctly Californian estero steeped in aquaculture traditions was comprised of two incongruous words—one French and the other Spanish—bolted together; for Lunny, the estero’s aguoir is unique to America’s West Coast, being the only inlet totally protected from pollution by urban storm sewers and farmland runoff.

I remember that oyster farm from my own childhood. Years ago it was run by the Johnson family, who often served oysters the local way, set atop a barbecue grill, steaming until they popped open on their own, a tradition updated in recent years to include a dab of Tapatío sauce. Oysters have long been a fixture of West Marin life. Most weekdays, when the tourists aren’t around, locals still gather a few miles up the road from Point Reyes Station at the Marshall Store for a dozen Kumamotos and a beer.
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Europe has long-held traditions that bind food to geographic regions. Champagne comes from Champagne; Armagnac from Armagnac. In addition to wine, cheeses and some types of meat are specifically defined by the regions—or appellations—where they are produced. Italy’s Reggio Emilia region provides us with both prosciutto di Parma (a Parma ham) and Parmigiano Reggiano (a Parma cheese). Both are geographically protected foodstuffs, and their product names are protected from misuse and imitation by international courts of law.

In the United States these ideas are less formal. A stamp may certify that Vidalia onions come from an area in Georgia, but such geographic identifiers are largely reserved for marketing-speak. We have Idaho potatoes, Washington apples, California cheese, Florida oranges, and corn from, well, everywhere.

Still, where food comes from matters. Indigenous food traditions lead to seasonal events that further deepen a culture’s connection to food. On any given weekend, sagras, or food festivals, take place across Europe. The continent is both defined by and celebrated because of the diversity of its food. It’s the same in most other parts of the world. Today, food still marks the seasons and reaffirms a culture’s identity, but as farming communities adapt to monoculture crop production and as the population exodus from rural to urban communities accelerates, these cultural traditions slowly erode and diminish in relevance until only faint recollections of them remain. One day they too will vanish, leaving us with endless shelves filled with the same gaudily packaged vacuum-packed treats stacked in cavernous fluorescent-lit food warehouses that line the closest freeway off-ramp. These big-box supermarkets don’t sell terroir. How could they when these companies themselves have no place to call home? They’re open twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, and are ready to sell you any food product you could possibly imagine. And there’s nothing special about any of them.


KEVIN AND NANCY LUNNY’S BARBECUED DRAKES BAY OYSTERS

Serves 4

INGREDIENTS:

¼ pound (1 stick) salted butter

4 cloves garlic, minced

½ teaspoon freshly squeezed lemon juice

¼ teaspoon minced parsley

16 medium oysters, preferably Drakes Bay

Cocktail sauce

DIRECTIONS:

1.  Preheat an outdoor grill to high.

2.  Under running water, clean the oyster shells using a brush.

3.  Shuck the oysters, removing the top (flat) shells while leaving the oysters and their liquor in the bottom shells; discard the top shells.

4.  In a small saucepan set over medium-low heat on the stovetop, melt the butter, and add the garlic, lemon juice, and parsley.

5.  Place the oysters, shell side down, on the preheated grill.

6.  Spoon the melted butter mixture over the oysters and cook until the butter just begins to brown around the edges of the shells.

7.  Place a small dollop of your favorite cocktail sauce on top of the oysters.Serve immediately and enjoy with your beverage of choice (a good Sauvignon Blanc for Nancy and a Lagunitas IPA for Kevin).
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A NEW MARSHALL PLAN, or ECONOMIES OF COMMUNITY

By the end of World War II, cities, bridges, power stations, railways—the entire infrastructure of Nazi Germany—had been destroyed by Allied bombers. Then the United States helped rebuild everything. This was called the Marshall Plan.

Back in America, the postwar era created an economic boom. A new Interstate Highway System was constructed, allowing businesses to expand across the nation. It was an awesome undertaking, the greatest public works project since the building of the Egyptian pyramids. This latticework of roadways opened new markets. Small businesses got bigger, and big businesses became multinational.

David Bauer, a baker in Asheville, North Carolina, once showed me a one-hundred-year-old map of the East Coast. Each dot on the map—and there were hundreds of them—represented a grain mill. At one time there were two or three grain mills in every county, sometimes more. Wheat was primarily grown and milled locally.

By centralizing production, companies in Middle American towns could bake bread and truck it across an entire nation, enabling them to sell their product at prices cheaper than a local baker. Cheaper bread, even by just a few cents a loaf, eventually meant no local bakers. That meant no local wheat, which meant no local mill, which in turn meant that the knowledge to grow and mill that wheat was lost as well.

Since the end of World War II we’ve witnessed the consolidation of nearly every aspect of our food system. Across the country, the vital local infrastructures that once supported and fed communities, that took decades to build, have been dismantled. Towns have watched their slaughterhouses, supermarkets, butchers, dairies, and bakeries simply disappear.

The U.S. government has enacted laws to protect consumers from monopolistic practices, but industries still consolidate. Once they do, they rarely come unraveled. Phone companies and rail trusts may have been broken up, but the food industry is more complex. The interlocking relationships that define this industry are harder to discern. Can an industry that consolidates be pulled apart?

I put that question to Rich Pirog, senior associate director of the Center for Regional Food Systems at Michigan State University. He thinks industries can definitely shift from decentralized to centralized, then back again.

“Even though it’s not food, one of the best examples would be the music industry,” Pirog says. “There was a period of time that it was very decentralized. You had orchestras and traveling bands. Music was local. Then we got to the point where five companies controlled the music industry in this country. The advent of Napster and other technologies moved the music industry to a much more decentralized approach.”

Napster recast the Internet as a disrupter capable of toppling monolithic markets, but with mixed results. Although it unleashed piracy of intellectual property on an unprecedented scale, it also proved that technology placed directly in consumers’ hands could effectively eliminate the middleman, open up distribution channels, and level the playing field for new entrants. So is Pirog banking on the wisdom of crowds? Is he saying that consumers, when given access to the right tools, can collectively balance free markets?

Eric Holt-Giménez, executive director of Food First/Institute for Food and Development Policy, frames the conversation within a historical context. “Ours is a capitalist food system,” he says, “which means it goes through the same stages of liberalization and reform that capitalism goes through. So, yes, an industry can definitely deconsolidate. We saw it back during the Roaring Twenties. We had liberalized markets, and, particularly in agriculture, a tremendous concentration of wealth. Then we had a big stock market crash and the worldwide recession.
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“When Roosevelt instituted the New Deal he started with agriculture and we saw a rolling back of that consolidation. We’ve done it before and we can do it again. It is part of the cycles of capitalism. The question is how do we usher in a period of reform? To usher in a period of reform you need a countermovement, a social movement powerful enough to force us to institute reforms.”

Maybe the shift is already happening. Philip Ackerman-Leist directs the Farm & Food Project at Green Mountain College in Poultney, Vermont. “I think we’re seeing this ‘decentralization’ happen right now,” he observes. “We’re watching citizens all across the United States take on their food systems and challenge the dominant paradigm, this industrialized food system we’ve inherited. People are suddenly becoming more cognizant and in some cases really angry. This awakening is
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