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INTRODUCTION
LOCAL FOOD FOR CANADA

It all started with a cookie. A bakery cookie decorated with sugary pink icing to look like a pig. It reminded me of the treats my grandmother used to buy for me and my sister. My elder daughter brought the pink cookie home in a loot bag along with some bath paints and dollar-store toys. I was going to let her eat it, until I flipped it over and read the sticker on the back of the shrink-wrapped package. There, at the end of a long list of ingredients, was something I was more surprised to see than soy lecithin and artificial colouring. This cookie was no ordinary bakery confectionery. No, this cookie was madeI gaspedin China. I knew my shoelaces were made in China, the light switches in my house were made in China, and the shovel in my backyard and most of my clothing too. But this was a cookie, not a pair of pants; an item of food imbued with all sorts of cultural associations with home, happiness and family.

Rather than having been baked where Id expected, in a bakery, this cookie was created in a Chinese factory, run by an American company that makes six million of them every year. When I later called their headquarters, I learned that this cookies journey to my house began on a 175-foot-long conveyor belt from where it was loaded into a transport truck to be taken to a distant port and loaded again into the cargo hold of a ship that would take three weeks to travel to Vancouver from where it would be driven by yet another truck across the Rockies, the Prairies, around Lake Superior, south of Sault Ste. Marie, to Sudbury, and finally to Toronto. This cookie had a carbon load of a coal-fired power station.

This innocuous-looking pink-iced thing spurred me on a quest to understand more about the foods we eat and where they come from, and in the process changed the way I eat and the way I feed my family of four.

For some reason, that cookie brought it all together for me: everything that was wrong with our long-distance food system was embodied in that sugary pink pig. Until then, I could accept a supermarket where, all year round, you could find the same products, like Californian salad-in-a-bag, South African fruit juice medley, and New Zealand lamb. I hadnt questioned the bananas that sat in our fruit bowl or thought much about our daily dose of orange juice. I shopped and ate just like most other people in North America. I think the reason the cookie was the tipping point for me was because it was something that could easily have been made in Canadaan iced cookie isnt exactly a mango or a starfruit, something exotic from the tropics. And not only could this cookie have been made here, but had it been, it would have been an intrinsically better cookie. Had it been baked that morning in a local bakery to be sold to someone to eat that same day, it would have been fresh. It would not have required a mile-long ingredients list and, likely, it would have been an altogether tastier and, Ill hazard to say, healthier cookie.

Wait a minute, I thought. If this benign-looking cookie was made in Chinaand I only happened to catch sight of its origins written in minuscule print on the back of the wrapperwhat other surprises could I find in my grocery cart? Being a journalist with a food column simplified the task of uncovering what other products were being made in China for North American consumption. After a few phone calls, I learned that virtually all our apple juice and fruit juice medleys, such as cranberry cocktail and grape juice, contain concentrate made from apples grown in one of Chinas thousand-acre apple orchards; that China is the number one grower of pears, asparagus and black beans, and that the country produces more and more tomatoes for processing into paste and sauces every year. According to one business report out of China, more than half of the fruits and vegetables grown on planet Earth are cultivated there, not just to feed the populous nation but to supply its rapidly expanding agricultural export industry. China is producing more and more of our food.

The ecological ramifications of buying food grown as far away as China are enormousnot to mention the implications of relying on a country with a shoddy record of protecting consumers from tainted foods. I immediately started asking myself, what was the environmental cost of this long-distance food chain? China, of course, isnt the only country participating in industrial export agriculture, so what other distant countries were supplying major components of my diet here in Canada? And if China was now growing most of the apples for our juices, vast quantities of sunflower seeds and tomatoes and fill-in-the-blanks that Canadian farmers grow here too, what was happening to the men and women in our country whose livelihoods depended on farming? What was the fate of the farmland they cultivated? It was somewhere between my kitchen and the grocery store that the connection between the food we eat in Canada and serious environmental problems such as climate change, the ecological toll of industrial agriculture and the future of our food supply became startlingly obvious. The geographical distance our food travels, I realized, was a metaphor for the true environmental cost of our food.

I might live in the countrys biggest city and far away from farmers fields, but its the same story across Canada. No matter how close you live to farmland, chances are the food you are eating travelled long distances. In Newfoundland, less than 10 percent of the food people eat is grown on the island. In Quebec, imports crowd the shelves. A 2005 study conducted by FoodShare in Toronto found that food in a sample shopping basket from a downtown grocery store travelled an average distance of 5,364 kilometres. In Manitoba, despite its strong agricultural sector, most of what youll find in peoples kitchens comes from elsewhere. And on Vancouver Island, where only a few decades ago a residents diet was made up of 85 percent locally grown and processed foods, this number has plummeted to less than 10 percent. Despite the emergence on the mainstream stage of the lively local-food movement, which has given us a wonderful network of farmers markets, Community Supported Agriculture schemes and other ways to buy local food, we continue to import the very same foods we actually grow hereand then export what we produce. Carrots from Ontarios richest soils, in the Holland Marsh, are loaded onto trucks and driven south to the United States and shipped to places as far away as Puerto Rico and Venezuela, passing other trucks heading north loaded with American carrots destined for Ontario stores.

And its not just carrots. We import all sorts of fruits and vegetables into Canada that we cultivate right here. According to data collected by Statistics Canada, much of the broccoli we eat comes from the United States, followed by Mexico and China. We import lettuce primarily from the United States and Mexico, but we also fly it in from China despite the fact that air travel is the most carbon-heavy form of shipping. We truck in potatoes from the United States even though, according to the United Potato Growers of Canada, farmers in Prince Edward Island in 2008 and 2009 grew 907 million kilograms of the tubers. The way we Canadians eat is simply not sustainable.

What all these facts and figures meant for me as a consumer was that every choice I made at the grocery store was suffused with larger issues and had implications not only for our familys pocketbook and our health but for the future of the planeta pretty dire pronouncement for a regular old grocery run. I would find myself stumped in the produce aisle: organic or local? In the cooler section Id ponder which was better, the really expensive organic milk or the regular stuff for less than half the price, all the while shivering in front of open refrigerated shelves of milk. What was the environmental cost of that? Should I switch to a grocer who kept the milk behind glass doors, thus using less energy to keep it chilled? Then there were my kids favourite crackers. The label reads that they are made in the United States but doesnt indicate where each of the ingredients originates. Were the milk solids made in New Zealand? Were the soybeans pressed for the oil grown in Brazil on Amazon rainforest recently cleared to sow this highly profitable legume?

The processed foods in our modern supermarket are an amalgam of ingredients sourced on the global marketplace, which means that I, as a consumer, cant know where each of the components was grown, how they were processed and what kind of journey theyve taken from the field all the long way to my plate. So I muddled around, trying to figure out what purchasing decisions I was comfortable with as a mother and as a citizen. Before I knew there was a word for it, I had become a locavore.

Im now a twenty-first-century urban hunter-gatherer. There is an abundance of food in my neighbourhoodI live on the east side of Torontos downtown, three blocks from one of the citys several Chinatowns and within a kilometre of three big chain supermarkets. I can drive a short distance to Indian stores and Afghan grocers, and walk to cheese shops, high-end butchers and small bakeries. And yet, as a locavore, I must search out the local food. Every few months, I travel several kilometres to a small store that sells meat from animals raised by Mennonites in Southern Ontario. I love the bread at the bakery that uses flour grown and milled in the province, so I pick up my loaves there. A mom-and-pop fruit and vegetable stand on the main street in my neighbourhood stocks a variety of local produce that they purchase at the Ontario Food Terminal. My dad supplies me with potatoes from his country garden and, depending on the success of the harvest, with beets, carrots and onions, and I go to the farmers markets and the independent grocery store that specializes in organic foods to buy other veggies but also for the really special stuff like Jerusalem artichokes and tomatillos. I do shop at the big-box store and buy some processed foods (the kids love those cheesy crackers) and a moderate amount of tropical produce like oranges and bananas in the winter for my children and husband. Besides, I am a global eater; I have no nostalgia for the pioneer diet and enjoy my chicken tikka and pad Thai. So I keep my kitchen stocked with cardamom, rice and olive oil. In the colder months, I even buy the odd organic Californian broccoli, particularly in March when the local food provisions Id squirrelled away run out and there isnt much else green that is grown nearby. But to every trip to the store, I bring a locavores mindset: if you can grow it here, I wont buy it from there. That one pink cookie profoundly changed my relationship to food.



The cookie epiphany aside, my interest in local foods, farming and sustainable living is a predictable path in my life. My parents raised me to be just like this, to think about the big issues, to care about the natural world and to take pleasure in watching the seeds sprout. My dad is an avid grower of his own food and an environmentalist who feels an almost transcendental connection to the earth. He and my mother did their best to expose my sister and me to nature, even though we grew up in downtown Toronto. In my childhood home, there was an orange tree in the dining room that produced a biannual harvest of tiny fruit the size of golf balls. They were sour enough to make your mouth pucker but with a flavour so light and delicate that Id suck their pulp anyway. At a young age, I was well versed in the process of pollination and, lacking insects indoors to do the job, Id use a paintbrush to transfer the pollen from stamen to pistil. Scattered about the place were copies of back-to-the-earth magazines like Mother Earth News and Harrow smith, to which my dad subscribed. The stories of homesteading hippies raising chickens and goats in Northern British Columbia had me imagining what it would be like to live off the land, milking my own goats each morning, going to the root cellar for potatoes in the cold winter, just like Laura Ingalls in Little House on the Prairie. At my grandparents farm, wed cut fresh stalks of asparagus, pull carrots, play tag with the cousins in the corn rows and come home from an autumn visit with bags of apples we had picked from the old gnarled trees on the property.

When I was twelve, my parents bought their own farm that we would visit on the weekends. Soon after they took it over, they acquired some cows. I watched the animals range freely on the acreage, eating grass all summer, hay in the winter, until a big truck drove up the driveway and loaded them into the back to be taken to auction. Id heard about vegetarians decrying the treatment of cows and other farm animals, but based on my experience, cows seemed to have a pretty good life. The cattle on our farm were lucky beasts, I thought. They were free to roam the two hundred acres and eat the grass all day. Some of them didnt venture from the back fields to the barn for weeks at a time, preferring to stay in the shaded areas on the edge of the rear woodlot. If cows lived like that, what was cruel about their treatment? (Of course, I hadnt yet learned of the factory farms from which the vast majority of our meat in North America comes and likely the kind of place the calves from our farm would be sent after we sold them, to be grain-finishedfattened upbefore slaughter.)

My dad planted his own vegetable garden, and I remember wondering each spring how the weather and climate that summer would affect the fall crop. One year, the beans did so well we had baskets and baskets of them to eat. Another year, it was the onions that thrived, and they were sweeter than they had ever been. Then one hot summer, it was the tomato plants that produced bushels of fruit. At the farm, we also discovered heritage apple trees, which produced translucents, a white-fleshed apple with a delicate soft yellow skin that made a pink applesauce. All this food discovery was matter-of-fact for me back then. It was a part of life I took for granted, just as any child or young person would, not realizing that their experience is shaped by personal circumstance.

Then I grew up and forgot all about this way of interacting with the world. As a young adult, I preferred to travel to places like India, Guatemala and Italy rather than heading to the backwoods. Besides, I loved living in the city, as downtown as possible; most of the time, the thicket of high-rises near my apartment was the closest Id get to a forest. Periodically, Id embark on some project that would reconnect me with the natural world and the places where our food originates. I spent the summer after first-year university volunteering on organic farms in British Columbia, where I learned how to milk a cow by hand, fork hay into the barn for winter forage and move irrigation pipes from field to field. On my parents farm, which I visited regularly, I would collect fruit from the wild apple trees and pick the mint that grew on the banks of the stream to dry for wintertime tea, keeping me, at least partially, connected to the food loop. And during university, I joined a food co-op and started to learn about the benefits of organic agriculture. But in hindsight, I see that every year I grew a little more distant from the origins of my food, from the land that produces it and the environment that sustains the whole system.

Fast-forward a decade or so. I gave birth to a baby girl during a February snowstorm that just about shut down the city. Holding this tiny being for the first time awakened me to a connection with the past and to the future, woke me up to the generational arc of life. After the blur of the first six months of motherhood, I started to yearn for the natural world. I wanted my daughter to experience the same connection to nature that my father had cultivated in me. As a parent, I understood the richness of experience my parents had offered me in providing me with the chance to know that asparagus looks, to a child, like a green Martian rocket ship when it shoots out of the ground. A chance to be familiar with the sound of a cow munching on grass. To know that the grass the cows giant tongue, extending from its mouth in an almost circular motion, pulls into its jaws will one day, indirectly, become my own dinner. That applesauce is made at home, not in a factory, and that fresh vegetables taste really good in a homemade soup.

When thinking about how to foster this connection for my elder daughter first, and then for my second baby when she was born two and a half years later, I realized that mine had been ruptured by the simple fact that I lived in a major Canadian city where opportunities to commune with ones food are few. The industrial food system that brings most of us our food, distances the consumer from the farm. Its factory efficiency has ensured that everything in the supermarket looks as if humans, not nature, made it. The sanitized, giant chicken breasts, without feathers, blood or any other trace of their avian origins; lemons so shiny and yellow they look as if they are made of plastic; broccoli heads without the worms of my youth (my mom called them protein). I needed to reinstate this connection, not just for my daughters but for my own sake. Everybody benefits from a deeper understanding of our place in the food chain.

So I planted tomatoes in large plastic pots in the backyard and a selection of brassica greens in a barrel. The first summer I tried to grow tomatoes, I lost my fight with the raccoons, who ate every single fruit just as it ripened. I perfected my tactics the following year by planting only cherry tomatoes, which, for some reason, didnt appeal to the animals. Now my four-year-old loves to go out and hunt for the small red fruit amid the sprawling vines. She dislikes the taste of tomato but permits herself to touch their flesh, to pick and feed them to her younger sister, who eats them like popcorn. The girls also know how to dig potatoes and carrots, which theyve learned from my mom and dad. When we pass nasturtium flowers in someones garden, the older one points them out as edible and good for a salad. I think that even though we live downtown, they will grow up with an understanding of where their food comes from, an appreciation of the incredible cycle of the natural world that we are part of every time we eat.



When I think of how different my interactions with food are today from what my grandmothers were when she was raising her two children in the years after the Great Depression and the Second World War, its hard to believe that such a fundamental cultural change took place in the space of only two generations. Back then, when the North American food system was in the early stages of industrialization, milk was still delivered to the house by a milkman in a horse-drawn cart. He would deposit the glass bottles of unhomogenized milk in a special compartment built into the bricks by the side doora milk box. My mom remembers what would happen if an Ottawa cold snap got to the milk before she did: the frozen milk would push the cream out of the bottle in the shape of a popsicle. Much of the food her family ate would have been grown locally, likely without chemical pesticidesfor the pesticide industry grew out of the war machine when weapons researchers were redirected to agriculture, and DDT, invented for war in the early 1940s, needed a civilian use. The grocery store chain back then was an evolved version of the general store, a small-scale greengrocer that was nothing like the vast modern supermarkets that opened later with the rise of the suburb and the automobile. When my grandmother first became a mother, just after the war, she bought food for the family at the greengrocer as well as at the butcher and the baker, because all the small shops of an old-fashioned main street were still prevalent. In Canada it was possible then to buy bananas and oranges as well as other fruits that had been shipped north; in the early twentieth century, iceberg lettuce was already transported over long distances in refrigerated railcars. The selection at the store was nothing like the season-less produce section of todays supermarket, and when you did buy an orange, it was special. In our house, we still put an orange in our Christmas stockings, a holdover from a time when tropical fruit was an exciting treat.

Food preparation didnt resemble what I do in my kitchen either. When my grandmother bought her first electric stove, the salesman taught her to turn off the dial and wait for the residual heat to do the final cooking so as not to waste electricity. My grandmother had a fridge in Canada, but her family back in England didntthe majority of the population there didnt refrigerate their foods till the 1970s, around the time I was born. And even though my grandmothers fridge had a freezer, every summer she rushed with a squirrels instinct to preserve the harvest with her jams and fruit leathers.

Just as my experiences today are different from hers, my childrens will likely be equally as different from my own, because by the time they are adults, whether we like it or not our food system will probably not resemble what it is today. In fact, if we want to maintain a good quality of life while living within our ecological means, then our food system must change. Many things are wrong with the current system. Abundant, cheap calories in processed foods have created an enormous health burden by feeding an obesity epidemic and pushing up diabetes rates worldwide. The food security of states has been compromised because many countries are no longer able to feed themselves without relying on importswhat would happen if some political or security crisis were to shut down national borders or a natural disaster interrupted trade routes? Then theres the general absence of deliciousness in the food produced by the industrial system; qualities like durability in transit have priority over taste, and simultaneous ripening times are considered more valuable than genetic diversity. But the industrial food complex deal breaker for me is the environmental cost of our food system.

The way we eat today is not sustainable. In the years since the Second World War, we have industrialized the practice of farming around the world and created a polluting food system that is dependent on fossil fuels. On the farm, we use machines powered by oil and gas, instead of human muscle and horses, to work the land and to irrigate it too. The good news is that technology has allowed farmers to reap high returns per hour of labour they spend in the fields, which has meant a huge improvement in standard of living for all of us. Weve been freed as a society from the drudgery and poverty of subsistence farming that was the reality of life for many Canadians over the centuries. A farmer today is able to produce, per hour of labour, 350 times more than a First Nations farmer would have on the same North American soils.1 To live free from subsistence farming is undeniably a good thing. However, to support this way of farming, we use natural gas to make fertilizer to treat the soil so we can plant the vast monoculturesonly one crop planted over acres and acresthat epitomize large-scale agriculture. These monocrops are more susceptible to pests, so we then make pesticides from oil to kill the insects. Then we continue to use our precious resources to irrigate, transport and process the crops.

North American agriculture requires more groundwater than can be replenished naturallyso were operating at a 25 percent overdraft.2 The way we farm is also depleting the soil. We are losing topsoil eighteen times faster than it is being replaced. Because we are not taking care of the soils health, farmers have had to abandon formerly fertile land that has been exhausted by agriculture; in some of the most productive farming areas, soil fertility has been reduced by 50 percent. The only reason weve been able to maintain the high yields is because we employ fossil fuels to make pesticides and fertilizers.

The way we raise livestock also has a devastating effect on the environment. Cattle, pigs, sheep and chickens, when raised in the intensive operations of the industrial food system, eat significant resources in the form of their feed. They require large quantities of water to survive, and then, because we keep them in such huge numbers, their waste becomes a toxic sludge that we dont know what to do with. In addition, according to the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, the livestock industry around the world accounts for at least 18 percent of humanitys greenhouse gas emissions.

And now that food is no longer sold and eaten near to where it was grown or processed, we needlessly use energy to transport what could have been produced nearby. When we grow food in one place and ship it, fly it, truck it and send it by rail from one country to another, one continent to the next, one hemisphere to the other, we burn fossil fuels, depleting this earths non-renewable energy stores and also releasing carbon dioxide, a harmful greenhouse gas, into the atmosphere, thus contributing to climate change. Today we are using more kilocalories to grow and move the food than there are kilocalories in the food itself. Each kilocalorie we consume has taken ten kilocalories to produce, process and ship. David Pimentel, a professor of ecology and agricultural sciences at Cornell University who has published more than six hundred scientific articles and sat on the National Academy of Sciences, calculated that it takes 1,514 litres of oil to feed the average North American.3 Thats 1,514 litres of ancient solar energy that has been stored for thousands of years and that is now gone forever. To eat in a sustainable way, we must gain more calories from the food than the calories consumed to make it.

The scientists who study climate change are now predicting that we have only twenty years left to act. We must dramatically reduce our emissions and lessen our impact on this planet, otherwise we will have passed the point of no return. Already, much of the Arctic ice cap has melted and the rate of melting of the Greenland ice sheet has soared. World-renowned scientist Tim Flannery, who chairs the Copenhagen Climate Council and whose rallying cries around climate change have brought the issue to the political fore in his native Australia and drawn attention to it here in Canada, warns that soon we as a species will have so altered our climate that it will never be the same. Once we pass that point of no return, humanity will live in an uncertain world.

These dramatic declarations make it hard to imagine what difference an individual could possibly make. However, once you understand the connection between the food choices you make and the environment, you can help start to change the system. Food is a personal issue and is something we engage with every day. By making consumer choices that support the creation of a sustainable local food economy, we are helping to create solutions that may lead us out of this environmental morass. Perhaps this is why the local-food movement has had such widespread appeal in Canada and around the world.



But is it possible to develop a local food system in Canada? Many people argue that we have no choice but to import food to sustain our large population in a country where the temperature drops below zero for a good portion of the year. We may grow wheat and raise good beef, but we need to supplement our diet with food we bring in from elsewhere, they suggest. Canada is not Italy or even the United States with its swaths of southern land. Local food is impossible for us, hold the naysayers.

On the contrary. A local and sustainable food system is possible in Canada. We can feed ourselvesand with good food at thatin this great expanse of northerly land. This doesnt mean returning to lives of subsistence agriculture or eating only turnips, potatoes and onions for months on end. Advances in technology and agriculture mean we can create a whole new way of growing and distributing food that is sustainable. Nor does shifting to local food in Canada mean embracing the 100-mile diet. Despite the prevalent belief that food grown closer to where it is eaten is better for the environment, food miles are not the best way to measure sustainability. In fact, it can often take fewer kilocalories to grow food and ship it great distances to where it is eaten than it takes for a local farmer to truck food to a nearby market. Because local doesnt trump sustainable, the way we grow our food in Canada therefore must change too.

When the term locavore was coined in 2005 in San Francisco to describe someone who subsists on foods grown and produced nearby, it captured the feelings of a generation that was awakening to the fact that the price they were paying at the supermarket didnt reflect the true cost of their food. The term had such resonance that it spread beyond the burgeoning local-food movement and was quickly adopted into the popular lexicon. In 2007, the Oxford American Dictionary declared it word of the year. Five years after locavore came to be, the debate around food has become more nuanced, and the idea of local food encapsulates more than simply geography. The local-food movement today advocates for food that is produced in a way that has the least impact on the environment. Its about recalibrating the number of kilocalories we use to make the food against the number of kilocalories we can extract from it. The term foodshed is often used to describe an ecological region in which food is grown and consumed. The concept is not unlike that of a watershed and describes a natural balance that the local-food movement advocates for.

We dont have to abandon coffee, chocolate and spices to support a new food system. Rather, the ideal of a strong local food economy is to eat good, healthy food that is produced with the least environmental impact. This usually means food that is produced nearby, but includes imports that are produced and transported sustainably. For this reason, people like Will Allen, an urban-agriculture guru in Milwaukee, are starting to call the efforts to transform todays food system the good food revolution.

There is so much to gain from building a local food system in Canada, and there is so much more to lose by not acting immediately. We must learn to feed ourselves without destroying the planet. If we dont start creating an alternative to Californian strawberries in January and Mexican tomatoes in March, then we could be in for an unpleasant surprise. Already we know that new and extreme weather patterns caused by climate change will affect our ability to grow our food; in fact, its already happening. Drought in some parts of the world is devastating crops, while storms cause extreme flooding in other regions. If turbulent weather or a severe drought caused grain or rice crops to fail around the world, millions of us would starve. We need to create sustainable local food systems to ensure that we can all feed ourselves delicious and healthy foods into the future.

The good news is that there are people out there right now piecing together this new system in every province. Locavore tells the stories of how chefs, gardeners, farmers, young people, old people, urbanites, rural foodies, gourmets and regular folk are creating a new way of growing food and putting it on the table. These people are your local cheese maker, the artisan baker down the way, the farmer who sells you eggs, the woman who works part-time at the bookstore so she can volunteer to run the neighbourhood farmers market, your friend from university who left a job in the city to make a go of it on her own organic farm, the chef at the nearby restaurant who features local farm fare on her menuthe thousands and thousands of Canadians who inspire us with their new and exciting approaches to food. So many people I have spoken with while researching this book know a local hero they wanted me to meet. While you may not find your particular hero in the pages of this book, you will meet many people who are not unlike those you know and who are working towards the same goal.

Each of the books parts looks at the two halves of the food equation. We start on the farm, where food originates, and then in Part Two travel to the city that needs to be fed and increasingly must find ways to feed itself. This book documents my journey along the food chain to witness how the pieces of this new local food system are coming together and to catch a glimpse of a future that is good both for us and for the planet too.

Its a hopeful story that doesnt dwell on our mistakes but rather demonstrates that change is possible and that our problems are surmountable. When you finish this book, hopefully you too will feel as optimistic about the future as I do, armed with the knowledge to make the food choices that will help to create a new food order. And with each meal you eat, you too will feel that you are making a difference.



PART ONE
ON THE FARM





CHAPTER ONE
FARMING FOR THE FUTURE
The Fall and Rise of the Family Farm in New Brunswick

The road to Acadieville runs ruler straight, north west from Moncton. The drive to this small town in southeastern New Brunswick follows the old CN Rail line and is a one-hour trip up a now desolate Highway 126. Not that long ago, the road shot through beautiful farm country; these days theres not much to be seen from the car window other than a few houses, a post office and a whole lot of brush. The turnoff for Acadieville is marked by a small sign. Once youve made the turn, you wind your way through the village that stretches eastward, modest houses strung along the side of the road like rosary beads, leading to the old Acadian church. Across the way from its towering white wooden steeple is the home of Donald and Viola Daigle. Their farmhouse has been the headquarters of the Really Local Harvest Co-opor, as they call it here in Acadian country where most people speak French first, English second, La Rcolte de Chez-Nousan organization founded by a group of local farmers that has transformed the rural reality here.

These days, the sound of hammers dominates at Donald and Violas house. Donald recently stepped down as executive director and chair of the co-op, a position hes held since shortly after its inception in 2000. After so many years of putting their own projects on hold, Donald and Viola are taking the time to improve their house. Its an old farmhouse with white clapboard siding, slanting floors and a wood-fired furnace in the basement to keep the place warm in the cold winters that strike these parts. Theyre replacing the old, drafty windows and all the doors too, installing a new washroom, building an attached garage and covering the house with siding. Their upgrades are overdue, but it has been decades since there has been the extra money for work like this. None of the renovations would likely have been possible had the Daigles not joined the Really Local Harvest Co-op.

Donald is a slender man, spry, with the energy of a border collie. He wears his greying brown hair short, has a moustache, and his eyebrows have grown a little wild with age. At fifty-two, hes a father of five, a keen business man and a successful vegetable farmer who grows what he calls simple foods like Brussels sprouts, broccoli, cauliflower, turnips, carrots, cabbages and potatoes. His French is Acadian, sprinkled with English-French hybrids like Tu me callera and old expressions such as, translated loosely, If your bare foot feels good walking in the dirt, then the soil is good for planting. He often finishes sentences in English with a French la. As in, To me, a day without potatoes is a sad day, la. He drives a big grey pickup truck with wheels so high that heaving myself into the cab takes as much effort as saddling a horse.

Viola works alongside Donald, supporting all the farm activities, making deliveries, keeping the books. She is a small woman with her hair worn in a pixie cut that makes her look too young to be the mother of five almost-grown children. When Donald chose to dedicate his time to building the co-op, it meant he committed his familys resources too, and Viola was right there beside him. She understood that they were creating something special. She could see that, unless they as a family, as a farm and as a farming community changed along with the new reality of the globalized marketplace, they would become dinosaurs, frozen in time.

Donald was raised in Acadieville and has seen drastic change come to this small town. As a child, life here wasnt much different for Donald than it would have been for his father and his fathers father before that. Things had remained pretty much the same since his ancestors arrived in the area in 1685 after having been expelled from Nova Scotia by the British. His large Acadian familyhe has fourteen brothers and sisterswas more or less self-sufficient. They kept a cow for milk, chickens for eggs, pigs and lambs for meat, and they grew some vegetables too. Donalds mother, in addition to taking care of the many children, prepared all the food, including the butter and bread, and knitted socks and mittens and blankets for everyone from the wool of their sheep. Every Saturday, she baked the most wonderful desserts like tarte au sucre and tarte aux raisins.

Back then, the countryside was blanketed with farmers fields, as many people lived by farming. Donalds dad also had a job on the side, working in a garage to earn some money to buy the things they couldnt make at home. But it was mostly subsistence farming. They were self-sufficient, following the seasons, planting in the spring, harvesting in the summer, slaughtering in the fall and salting the meat to make it through the long winter.

The day I arrived in Acadieville, the harvest was drawing to a close. A warm spell had moved into the area, with the forecast calling for a few more days of balmy weather. It was early November, and most of the vegetables had been picked; however, there were still some cabbages to be collected, carrots to be dug and other chores to take care of before the snow. We took the truck to the back acreage to see how Yvon, a neighbour who works for Donald, was doing with the ploughing. The field he was tilling was set deep in the forestwe had to drive off the main road, down a bumpy dirt lane, first past some fields and then through the woods to get there. When the first Acadian settlers moved into the area, the Crown was giving away land in 100-acre plots on the condition that the newcomers clear fifteen acres of each parcel for farming, Donald explained. The fields they opened were the flattest, easiest patches of land to clear of trees and underbrush and not necessarily near the road. This means

























































OPS/images/cover.jpg
SARAH ELTON

“Pefsunal, passionate, yet deeply.in 2 =<THofas Homer-Dixdn





OPS/images/cover.png
\

LOCAVORE

LR

LB

el A
|’ =R

=

© _ SARAH ELTON

“Persunal, passionate, yet de8ply informed% <<Tioras Homer-Dixan





OPS/images/logo.jpg
= HarperCollins e-books





