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			I dedicate this book to the generations of my family that came before me, who took the risks and made the sacrifices that allowed me to do the same for the generations who will come after me.

		

	
		
			
			There is nothing more difficult to take in hand, more perilous to conduct, or more uncertain in its success, than to take the lead in the introduction of a new order of things.

			—Niccolo Machiavelli, political theorist
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			We pray for plenty of good hard work to do and the strength to do it.

			—Harris family prayer
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			Introduction

			I have a story to tell. It’s about the way that farming and food production oughta be—a different kind of farming from what most people today think is normal. A better way of raising food. What I’ve got to share is not a scientific white paper stacked full of technical knowledge. It reads closer to a fable—except that it’s verifiably rooted in real events. It’s one that my family, the Harrises of Bluffton, Georgia—sometimes referred to as the Damn Harrises—has lived over the last hundred-and-sixty-odd years.

			It’s a story about farming done the old ways, in harmony with nature, and the rapid takeover of those ways by profit-driven industrial methods, and the terrible effects of those new methods on the land, the animals, and rural America. There was too much money involved to get these damaging methods outlawed by legislators—too much greed, stupidity, excess, and corporate malfeasance—but a few farmers figured out how to farm in ways that could mitigate the damage that the misapplied technology had wrought. So they did them, returning to a kinder, gentler type of agriculture that emulated nature. They circled back to those older methods practiced in their family lines.

			Since the farmers weren’t using products purchased from corporations, no agricultural researchers wrote papers about them, and no advertising campaigns told the public what kind of good food they were raising. No deep pockets funded slews of eager salespeople in new pickups to spread the knowledge to other farmers. Which meant it was up to the farmers to tell what they had learned.

			I am one of those farmers. And I want to share with you what I did on my family’s farm, White Oak Pastures, to take farming and food production back from the extremes it’s gotten horribly stuck in—extremes of excess, and resource use, and animal cruelty, and of profit for everyone in the food chain but the farmer him- or herself—and bring it back to what some call pioneering or renegade but we call the sensible middle. A way that treats every part of the whole—the land, the animals, and the humans doing the work—the way they should be treated.

			You and I might not see eye to eye on everything we do here. Maybe you don’t especially enjoy eating meat, and I do. I’m committed to my rural lifestyle and perhaps you’d be lost without the city. But reasonable people can probably agree that the way our food system has evolved—into one based on mass-produced industrial inputs, monocultures of foods that nobody, not even animals, should gorge on, unspeakable conditions for animals and undignified conditions for humans, and corporate monopolies controlling almost every link in the chain—ain’t working too good. After three generations of us having put this system in play, the results are clear. It has been brutal on the land and the environment at large. It has created misery for billions of animals and turned once bustling rural economies into ghost towns. It has made several generations of people hopelessly addicted to obscenely cheap food, much of it unhealthy. Now it’s starting to show its weak spots, the rents in the fabric, in a plethora of ways I never thought we’d have to face. You might not know it from the way some media spins it, though. Technology makes some sexy-ass promises about solving the very problems it brought us, with meat-like products mulched out of waste-like commodity grains and beans, and salad that’s unnaturally grown, without soil, in giant artificially lit warehouses that are funded by global investment firms and delivered to your door by drones.

			If you like the sound of where we are going with all that, there’s nothing to do. Consider it a great direction. But if you don’t like the sound of it, or if you’ve even felt a hint of skepticism that the solution to our looming food problems is gonna come from the offices of Silicon Valley and the corridors of Wall Street, then we better do something else.

			This is the something else.

			The basis of what we do at my farm is broadly called “regenerative agriculture.” I tend to put it simpler than that. I call it “regenerative grazing.” Whichever words you use, the definition of this approach, as I see it, is restarting the cycles of nature that the industrial, monocultural, input-heavy methods of modern land management broke, so that land naturally produces the abundance that a farmer can turn into products they can sell, that helps to finance the good farming practices they follow, that ensure the cycles keep spinning. Though there seem to be more experts on regenerative agriculture by the day (according to their online bios, at least), White Oak Pastures is one of the very few farms that has spent almost three decades hammering regenerative food production into a working, operating, scalable, and replicable model. Which makes this a tale of not what could happen but what has happened. And it’s been done by a guy who’s limited in both intellect and finance.

			I don’t have to just tell you about what we have done, I can show it to you. But if you think what I’m about to share is a guidebook to starting your own regenerative farm, it’s not. (Though if you want to do that, I welcome you to the fight, and I have some words of wisdom for you.) Nor is this another exposé of factory farms, though I’m going to tell you the truth about how they work. My message is broader than that. It’s about how to think about the food you eat in a new light; and about the people who grow and raise it and the places they live; and about what happens when food raised badly, cruelly, and unfairly is so pervasive and cheap and easy to get, while food raised right is more of a stretch to find and to purchase—the opposite of how it used to be, by the way. There are veils between you and the sources of your food today, layers of them, artfully placed by Big Food in order to obscure the actual conditions in the field or factory so that your attention gets fixed on the surface, never going past it. I want to inspire you to start pulling back the veils and looking deeper.

			At our farm, where we raise and process meat along with other food products, thousands of people come to visit us every year. And we show them everything, start to finish, inside and out. They are getting to know their farmer—or at least a farmer—working in an alternative system, and discovering there is a better way. They’re restoring that connection between the person with the fork and the person with the farm. And it’s making them take a more critical look at what they always accepted as the status quo. That’s what this book aims to help you do as well.

			I don’t want to just help you get excited to source beef, pork, poultry, and lamb that you can actually stomach—food raised with kinder methods. Nor simply encourage you to look outside the discount grocery chain for your food, or even to buy directly from a holistic and regenerative farm like ours (though if you do that, thank you). I want you to start understanding why it matters to build resilience into the production of our food and fiber, which is the very foundation of who we are as humans. Survival. Shelter. Our food supply. Most of us eat food three times every day. It provides the energy that fuels our activities, and determines much of the health of this vessel that we live in. After air and water, it is the most essential component of our life and the lives of our loved ones. Is there anything more important to get right? What I want to show you is that even while the current industrial methods of producing our food are getting wobbly—stressed to the max and prone to systems failure—I think that at my farm, and others like mine, we’ve got a good solution. Not the whole answer to this big and unfathomable problem of how we procure our food—but one solid piece of it at least.

			As I write this, the perils of fucking up this earth are coming into laser-sharp focus. Experts opine how there are only sixty harvests left on planet earth—probably a good few less than that by the time you read this—because soil has been eroded and stripped of life. Bird flus threaten to take down our poultry supply, grain crops may fail due to drought, and nut crops may tank due to pollinator collapse. Let me say this: all of it may be true, when you’re looking from the perspective of modern industrial farming and the food system as we know it. It’s been built on extracting resources and separating land from livestock and siloing nature’s complex system into neat little technological boxes. It’s not surprising that the chickens are metaphorically coming home to roost. But here’s the rub: that system only got started about eighty years ago. It crashed quickly. The system I advocate, which is about putting back into the natural cycles we pull food from, and healing the split between land and livestock, and working with the complexity of nature in all its mystery, is millions of years old. It still works beautifully. And it offers a pathway to reversing the downhill plummet.

			A caution for the faint of heart. The theme song for the real-life fable you’re about to read is not “Old MacDonald.” The theme song for this story is “Born to Be Wild.” There will be some socially unacceptable expletives used. Some feathers may get ruffled, some eyebrows raised. This is not your average American farm story, and it might not read like you expect. I’m not a Republican or a Democrat. I’m a Second Amendment guy who’s a fiscal conservative; I’m also a screaming environmentalist with a gay daughter. And one of my highest values is gumption—a word that, I’ve come to learn, not many people know how to use today. If you are of delicate inclinations or somehow committed to commodity food production, please do not take offense. No urgent change ever came wrapped in tissue paper. At White Oak Pastures, what fuels us is an attitude we call “a bold return to giving a damn.” Everyone who works with us has to have that mindset. We scout for people who’ve got it and quickly filter out those who don’t. I hope this book helps you make the bold return to giving a damn, too. I really do.

			Children of my generation were taught to obey the Ten Commandments. I’m not sure how much emphasis there is on this today. (It was a big deal in that earlier era.) I was a very average student academically, and I was probably a below-average student spiritually—I never fully got the commandments, because it troubled me that they were mostly focused on telling me what I should not do. I don’t believe that a person’s goodness is wholly based on what they don’t do, so while I don’t contest these biblical instructions, I made myself a set of commandments about what I will do.
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				I will treat the animals that I husband with respect and dignity, providing them with an environment that allows them to express their instinctive behavior.

				I will study the cycles of nature and learn how to not obstruct them.

				I will implement practices that leave the soil, water, and air better than I found it.

				I will heal the damage that my family’s previous farming practices have inflicted on the land that I tend.

				I will provide a comfortable and wholesome life for my family. (This includes my biological family and the many at White Oak Pastures that I have come to accept as family.)

				I will provide the abundance that our land and herds produce to nourish those who need and appreciate it.

				I will nurture the village that we live in.

				I will get off my ass, seven days a week, and work as hard as I can, and invest all that I have to make all of this happen.

				I will openly teach what I have learned about these things to those who want to know.
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			I can only come up with nine commandments, but I can achieve 100 percent of those nine. That might be better than achieving 70 percent of the original ten. And while I know they sound like plain common sense—and they are, rooted in the traditions of American agriculture—they are also a departure from what has become the norm of modern farming and food production. Which makes it a radical act to return to them. We call the model of food production we’ve pioneered at White Oak Pastures “radically traditional.” Radical in that it is an alternative to a very-well-established reality. Traditional in that it returns to something our ancestors did: farming in a way that’s good for the whole, not just for a corporate bottom line.

			Regenerative agriculture and resilient food production are finally getting the attention they’re due. I’m watching these things pick up momentum, to where people forty years my junior think that what I started doing before they were born is relevant and interesting and they want to know how it works. For a constellation of reasons, halfway through my life I thought it was my job to figure out what was wrong with the way I was farming, and fix it. So I did that. Now, down here in far rural Georgia, my family and I are way out in front of this farming movement that needs doing badly. For close to three decades, I’ve literally bet the farm on this way of raising food working out. It’s been a white-knuckle ride for most of that time. Now that the bet is paying off, I know this is a story whose time has come. And I’m the only sumbitch who can tell it.

		

	
		
			Part One
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			The Damn Harrises of Bluffton, Georgia

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			A Different Kind of Eden

			Come on out with me to my pastures in Southwest Georgia one evening and let me show you what I see. Dusk is the best time to look at animals; it’s when they are out in the open after a day of sheltering from the sun, moving around and showing you what they got. My summer calving herd grazes before us, a massive congregation of mama cows and heifers and their babies, with a few bulls still peacefully mingled in, causing no kind of trouble. The cattle’s coats, lustrous from good grass eaten all year, have gotten extra shiny from a good rain the night before. In the glint of the sunset, these cows look like new money, freshly minted.

			There’s a particular kind of cacophony that happens out here as the sun sets on the horizon: the lowing of over a thousand cows, reverberating into twilight air. From their point of view, they’re saying they’ve picked off all the good stuff from their current paddock—tall, fresh grass so high in chlorophyll it’s almost its own Pantone shade; black green grass, my daddy used to call it. They’re ready for the next stash and itching to get after it. From my point of view, they can wait. They’ll get that good stuff when we move them tomorrow morning, as we do every day.

			Just past the cattle, a drove of heritage hogs grunt merrily as they nudge their noses into oak roots, digging for acorns after hours of wallowing in ochre-colored mud. And in the distance, hundreds-strong flocks of clucking chickens and churring guinea hens and gobbling turkeys peck the earth for grubs, the shaggy white guardian dogs that live with them barking as they warm up for their nightly patrol. I take it all in with my ears as much as with my eyes.

			This ritual is how I end every single day of the year at White Oak Pastures, my jeep crawling along the fence lines at five miles per hour so I can scan the herd from end to end; my seat belt unbuckled under me so I can open and close the gates; and a sizable serving of Yellow Tail Shiraz in a no-spill mug reliably set in the cupholder. I make no apologies for the wine; there are thousands of acres, tens of thousands of animals, and scores of employees under my watch. Without a little imbibing before bedtime, my brain wouldn’t ever stop fussing over how to keep all of them, including the humans, well fed and watered.

			If you come out here with a certain expectation of American ranching in mind—arid Marlboro Man rangelands sparsely dotted by cattle—you might be surprised by a few things. First, how primeval my place looks. Down here on the coastal plains of Southwest Georgia, only eighty miles from the Gulf of Mexico as the crow flies, it’s hot, wet, and outrageously green. No sagebrush and dust devils on this landscape. Lush and riotously productive, thanks to the fifty-two inches of rain a year we get down here, we are a coastal savannah of expansive grasslands peppered with massive hardwood trees. Squint your eyes and you might mistake this for the Serengeti. There’s no monotony of cattle grazing this terrain. At my farm, large ruminants like cattle, small ruminants like sheep and goats, and a variety of hogs and birds graze, root, and peck the land within spitting distance of each other. My flocks, herds, and droves regularly hopscotch around the farm’s many paddocks, forests, and shrubland areas in a kind of agricultural chess game of strategic moves, working symbiotically to keep the terrain properly grazed.

			You might also be momentarily stunned by how healthy these animals look. My livestock are athletes, robust and impressively conditioned, constantly walking across pastures from their first day until their last. They benefit from the choices we make around here daily to ensure they have as low stress an existence as animals can have. This is what it’s like to raise food in cooperation with nature, not against it. If you’re gonna be a cow—or a sheep, hog, chicken, or goat for that matter—this is a good place to be one.

			And what I hope will impress itself upon you, if you are open to looking just a little deeper still, is the abundance that emanates no matter which way you look. This place is the definition of fertile. Some have joked that with its super-size flora and packs of impressive fauna, it’s a Jurassic kind of farm. Others, more reverently, have dubbed it a Garden of Eden. I call it a biome that is teeming with life. And I don’t mean teeming with just the species we raise for food. Teeming with life includes a plethora of other ones, too: the pleasant kind of creatures you wouldn’t mind getting close to—deer, bunnies, and butterflies—and the less Disney ones like alligators, bobcats, snakes, and eagles that you’d be wise not to mess with. Everything flourishes on my farm now that we haven’t used pesticides for twenty-five years and we manage the landscape so that it expresses its natural potential.

			This abundance has not appeared as a result of me being brilliant or much smarter than anybody else. I’m not sure I’ve ever had an original thought in my life. But what I am good at is making decisions and not shying away from risk. And twenty-five years ago, I made the decision to stop following agricultural conventions and to raise food a different way.

			This change of heart changed a lot of things around here. My bottom line included. But I wouldn’t change it for anything. Because by persisting for over two decades with what I started, I’ve seen everything get better and better around me: the land, the animals, and the rural economy that this farm contributes to. It’s become a place of bounty that ripples from plant to beast to woman and man, driven by the cycles and rhythms of nature.

			Back in my prior chapter of life, when I was the quintessential industrial cattleman, things would have looked a helluva lot different out here. The farm’s monoculture of cattle would have been scattered a little more widely across the landscape, moving only once a month or so, because most of us doing this job figured that was less damaging to the land. There’d have been a big feedlot on my property, too, where I’d finish a good percentage of them on cheap grain, fattening them up as fast as possible before they disappeared into the commodity beef system, never to be heard about again.

			We’d have had a couple of guys out here doing the labor with me, just four employees on a thousand-acre farm instead of the close to two hundred employees on the four-times-bigger acreage we have now. It was certainly quieter as a result—less of the sparring and the ribbing that happens when dozens of passionate people work together. And, frankly, things might have looked a little neater, more pleasing to the eye from a conventional point of view: the fence lines stripped free of unwanted brush and weeds thanks to the hundreds of gallons of Roundup and other chemicals we sprayed regularly; the air populated with fewer biting, stinging—or pollinating—insects, because we killed those, too, as the manuals for the chemicals I purchased instructed. And there were fewer sloppy mud pits to get your truck stuck in, because we didn’t raise hogs, or poultry, or anything but commodity cattle back then. Everything was a little more contained and boxed in. I’d wager a bet that I looked a little less harrowed, too, not just because of my age at the time but due to fewer furrows on my brow. Raising food industrially gives you a safety net of sorts, a reliable consistency with fewer risks.

			But this surface-level niceness did not reflect the truth of what was occurring, that several decades of raising food this way had been hell on the land, hell on the animals, and though it took me longer to realize, hell on the local community, too. Sure, there was a reliable yield of product for my operation to sell; there was a satisfying income and a comfortable life for me. But it came at a terrible cost. My farm had lost the abundance that gets generated when nature is working as it should—in a vigorous cycling of many, many different life-forms all growing, dying, and decaying symbiotically and then feeding back in to start over again. I’d lost the abundance that ripples out from the ecosystem itself to a farmer’s business and his family and to the local workforce. I even lost any hope that my kids would ever want to join me on the farm, or raise their kids anywhere near it. What I was doing, and what my daddy had been doing before me, was kind of a one-way street: take, take, take from nature, without much giving back. And you can only extract from nature for so long before you reach the end of the string.

			I ran a good operation that was consistently profitable. I’d learned livestock ranching from my dad, and he’d learned it from his. I could have kept going that way, except that I started to find a lot of what it unintentionally created along the way to be displeasing. And at the very root of that displeasure was this: When you farm industrially, you don’t create a Garden of Eden. You destroy one.

			As the sun drops lower over the horizon and I continue the evening surveillance of my herds, here are a few of the things that my senses are taking in.

			I notice how turbocharged the pasture’s thick carpet of grasses, forbs, and foliage appears. It’s a treasure trove of plant life constantly photosynthesizing sunlight then converting that energy into sugars and proteins that are the first step on the food chain leading all the way to your plate.

			I take in the unmistakable freshness that only a big rain delivers, which tells me that the previous day’s rainwater has infiltrated the healthy, microbe-rich soil, which is holding it tight like a giant-size sponge instead of letting it rush off into the watershed like poorer soil would do.

			I observe the calves staying close to their mamas, a sign that my herd has good maternal instincts bred into it, and the humidity lightly clouding around the savannah’s towering hardwoods—my farm’s longest-living organisms help to create our farm’s very moist microclimate—tells me that the water cycle on this land is working properly.

			And I appreciate all the shit. The manure that my cattle and other livestock have deposited all over the pastures is what I call the currency of life; it started as plant matter, got fermented in their bellies, and is now food for microbes that will help it cycle back into the soil and promote more plant growth.

			These are all the signs that things are going right out here. I’ve learned to look for them, after years of looking for what was wrong as a conventional cattleman, and when I see them, they soothe the human in me—the man who’s seeking to know that the world is in order. They soothe the businessman in me, too. They tell me there’s enough abundance to monetize so that I can keep the whole thing going, which after all is what every business must have. And because we are working with nature, not fighting it, I also feel the reassurance of a quality that at the end of the day may be most critical of all: resilience. There’s a lot that feels fragile in the world at large. But I, and my land, my animals, and the little economy we’ve revived here, are going to be okay.

			If you’ve never had the chance to visit the places your food comes from, you might think this scene I’m depicting is the status quo. After all, an unfathomable amount of the products we eat today spin an origin story much like this. A farmy sounding name, a bucolic-looking picture with florid prose on the container suggesting nothing less than natural environments or small family farms. But for the very most part, it’s just a mirage. One that has been painstakingly crafted by Big Food—by which I mean the colossal industry of multinational corporations that control over 90 percent of the food we eat—to make you feel you’re getting the beautifully sourced food that you want. I got a tip for you: you’re not. Ever since the food production system started becoming industrialized, commoditized, and centralized in the mid-twentieth century, the bucolic and pastoral farming culture that used to be the norm has gotten harder to find and harder to sustain. The confinement animal feeding operation that is the source of 97 percent of the beef consumed in this country today, or the industrial chicken houses that are the source of 99 percent of the eggs and chicken we buy, are a complete universe away from the small operations that used to define American farming. Yet Big Food continues to describe this as the origin story of its products even while it has moved cruelly, destructively away from it.

			This farm, White Oak Pastures, is an effort to circle back. The methods we use here to raise, process, and sell ten species of livestock—cattle, hogs, sheep, goats, rabbits, chickens, turkeys, guineas, geese, and ducks—are closer in many ways to those my great-granddaddy and granddaddy used on this land before me than to anything me and my father—both of us indoctrinated into industrial methods—knew to do. Today we feed our cattle and other livestock what they evolved to consume—mother’s milk, grass, and hay—and feed it to them for their entire lives; we allow each species to express their instinctive behaviors instead of cutting that off through confinement. Letting the animals do this allows them to contribute to the vitality of the land and its proliferation of good, sweet grass and succulent forage. We process the animals that are born on this farm ourselves so that nobody ever owns them but us; and what leaves our farm is food that has been made from sunshine and rainwater and trillions of microorganisms creating profoundly healthy soil. Then we compost and return any part of the animal that can’t be eaten, worn, or used in some other purposeful way into the land it came from, where it feeds into the fertility cycle to start things over again.

			In essence, what we do here is a very simple business. In day-to-day reality, of course, it’s way more complex than that. My friends and neighbors thought I was crazy when I set out on this path; most of them believe that’s still the case. What we’re doing here, pasture-raising livestock, processing it, and selling it ourselves, is more risky financially than the type of farming they do; it’s far less convenient labor-wise, and if you’re into the latest agricultural technology and cutting-edge machinery, it probably seems a lot less cool.

			But in evolving away from the ruthless methods of the conventional agricultural system, we have created something different: a farm that refuses to be a cog in Big Food and Big Ag’s machine, and instead is its own tiny food-producing machine. (“Big Ag” refers to the multinational corporations that make billions of dollars providing inputs for farmers to grow crops, and further billions of dollars buying the raw commodities back from farmers.) Our six-generation family farm, a good hundred and sixty years old and counting, paid its dues in the industrial system for fifty of these years, under my father and partly under me. But I rethought things and now have a farm that’s a living system that follows nature’s principles. This system, based on holistic land management and owning every step of the supply chain from field to fork, retains the value of everything it creates and regenerates rather than degenerates the land it occupies, and it has helped my farm become one of the largest pasture-raised livestock operations in the country. We’ve evolved backward in a way, going all-in on the des: de-industrializing, de-commoditizing, and de-centralizing agriculture.

			To find us, you’ve got to be prepared to drive a little. About three and a half hours south of Atlanta, skewing west enough to wave at the Alabama border, you’ll have left behind fine dining restaurants, movie theaters, and even the Walmarts and Costcos. This place is rural—really rural. And just to make sure you have no rose-tinted visions of it, I’ll add that it’s poor. Of the two counties we straddle—Early County and Clay County—one is the poorest county in the country from a household income perspective, and the other is not far behind. The economy here has always been purely agrarian, and you can tell where that’s got it when you pass through our nearest town of note, Blakely, about fifteen minutes away. Its formerly impressive town square, where farmers once loaded livestock onto trains and brought crops to market, is now fringed with empty storefronts, and a liquor store sits on the corner.

			As you drive up Highway 27 toward our farm, you’ll pass several indicators of modern industrial farming. Enormous monocultural fields of corn, cotton, and peanuts—the southern trifecta of commodity crops—may be in various stages of growth or, depending on the season, naked and exposed after harvesting. Great swaths of longleaf and loblolly pine trees, planted by farmers in exchange for government subsidies, fringe the fields, awaiting the year that they’ll be cut and fed into the timber industry’s supply chain. Speeding semitrucks might overtake your vehicle; the poultry inside have just been yanked out of their crowded, climate-controlled houses, and after seeing the sun for the very first time are hurtling toward slaughter. Many people outside this region are unaware that Georgia is a heavily agricultural state; in a few moments on the road, you can get a real glimpse into the activities that make it so.

			Cattle and livestock ranching is only a niche player here, compared to the crops, including the peaches and pecans that get shipped around the country. So you might speed right on through our farm if you weren’t looking for it, four miles long and about a mile across at its widest point. Until the colors shake you present: There’s the green, of course, and then there’s the red of our dirt roads—the terra-cotta colored clay that is the foundation of the American South and that will weigh down your boots after a big rain. Here and there you might glimpse the chocolate brown of soil rich in carbon, from all the biomass that’s naturally fertilized it. And then there’s the blue, a sky that on a good day is so saturated with color, it seems to pierce the most polarized sunglasses.

			Before you even notice the animals, you probably take stock of the trees: The savannah uplands give way to hardwood bottoms where the canopies of oaks, sugarberries, poplar, and pecans create shady, cool refuge from the sun. Of all these, the most impressive is the tenac oak, though nobody from beyond a fifty-mile radius would know this name. More commonly known as the white oak, it’s the king of the oak genus: slowest growing, oldest, and largest, with acorns sweet enough for people to eat. Now drop your speed, and you’ll start to see our livestock: The sheep nibbling purple verbena along the fence lines, keeping them clear of weeds. The goats clustered in the shrubbery, browsing on the foliage. The mama cows and their calves from our breeding herds, nursing and feeding together in one paddock, with the not-yet mama heifers alongside them. The weaned bulls from our male herds, fattening up on the richest pasture we have, in another herd nearby. And if your eyes are really sharp, farrowing hogs under the wooden shelters we build them out in pasture, preparing to give birth to a litter.

			Soon after you pass the oldest part of the farm, which boasts the richest soil we’ve got (it has been regeneratively managed the longest), you’ll pass the 1920 house my granddaddy built, which I grew up in and is now the home of my daughter Jenni, her wife, Amber, and their two children. Farther ahead is the house my great-granddaddy James Edward Harris built in 1878, which is now occupied by my daughter Jodi, her husband, John, and their three kids. These two homes have housed six generations of Harris farmers between them so far, if you count my grandkids’ early contributions in backyard chicken care. A ramshackle structure just off the highway may catch your eye; that’s the old commissary and farm store where, in the early 1900s, my predecessors famously circulated their own home-minted coins to and from the community’s workforce, until the Feds got wind of the activity and sent a man to shut it down.

			You’ll pass the entrance to one of the only recently built structures around: the USDA-inspected processing plant where we slaughter and butcher our livestock, and if you feel so inclined, you are welcome to come inside and see what happens at every step of the process. There are no secrets on this farm. Next to it, the fulfillment center, where we ship about a thousand orders a week around the country, and the grinding machines and dump trucks readying meatpacking waste for compost piles that eventually produce free, natural fertilizer for my pastures. One stop over, the commissary where bones get turned into broth, and fat into tallow, and the bounty from our organic garden becomes pickles and relishes and jellies we can sell. Then the capacious dehydrator where the scraps that used to get tossed—ears and tails and tracheas and penises and esophaguses from all kinds of livestock—are transformed into thirty different kinds of pet chews. These three facilities have made White Oak Pastures close to a zero-waste farm.

			A quick drive from there past our farm-stay cabins and RV park takes you to the heart of the village of Bluffton. It wasn’t long ago that almost nobody would make that turn, and you could walk down the two parallel main streets of this town without seeing a soul. This town had been rendered economically irrelevant by a postwar agricultural exodus that literally hollowed out its center. After generations of young people left, and opportunity caved, it had fallen to a greater level of decay than any little farm or community I know of. The only thing you could buy here until recently was a postage stamp. These days, however, our reclaimed General Store, a 175-year-old building, complete with groaning wooden floorboards and shelving stocked with provisions, supplies, and gifts, is a thriving hub of activity. Employees and customers congregate inside, visiting with each other; the sound of horses tied up in the barn next door mingles with the buzz of conversations. And the whole space is infused with the mouthwatering smell of lunch. Adjoining the store, our restaurant serves pulled pork and pickled beef tongue tacos and collards and grits, all raised on our farm, to a steady stream of visitors as well as locals from the area looking for a good meal. Outside, families gather on the lawn to eat and play; kids meet the softest and fuzziest of our animals, temporarily stationed in corrals in a kind of redneck petting zoo. We have a working theory about why folks from all kinds of unexpected places seek us out, arriving in greater numbers by the year. Fluorescent-lit, Formica-floored, climate-controlled lifestyles have gotten people so far removed from nature that they can’t even tell how screwed up most of the food on offer actually is, because they don’t know the way things are supposed to be. Some kind of homing instinct has brought them here to look and smell and listen and taste, to remember, maybe, what they’ve forgotten.

			By the time you’ve seen the pieces of this place, something may start to click. All the things we do contribute to the synergistic phenomenon we’ve built here. If you don’t have firsthand experience of how siloed and separated the modern agricultural and food system is, with each link of the food chain existing in its own separate world and huge gaps between consumers and the farms that feed them, this may not seem as revolutionary as it is. We’ve tied back together the pieces that have been split apart and, in so doing, created a unique kind of organism, populated by a hundred thousand beating hearts, that is more than the sum of its parts.

			As the sun falls lower on the horizon, most rational people might be at their dinner table having supper with their spouse. I’m almost always still out in my pastures, making my rounds until it’s too dark to see without headlights. It’s my blessing and, as some of those closest to me might say in private, it’s sometimes my curse. I’m a one-trick pony. And this is my trick. It’s my livelihood, my vocation, my passion, and my legacy and my heritage. Raising food right, stewarding the land.

			But there’s something magical about being inside the cycles of nature like this, so I don’t take a minute of it for granted. The closest my non-verbose cowboy self can get to describing what it’s like is the feeling when all is right with the world. It’s the same thing that draws you to sit by a fire, or by a body of water, or in the dappled light of a forest. You just want to sit there forever, hooked in to the very source of life. I think a lot of people long for this deeper connection to the rhythms of the days getting longer and shorter, and the springtime trees budding in succession, or to the knowledge that after you put the bulls out for breeding, the calves will come 283 days later.

			That’s the beauty that this place has—it’s certainly not economic beauty, nor is it a scenic wonders-of-the-world type of beauty. The Ritz-Carlton isn’t rushing to build a resort in Bluffton, Georgia, nor would you want your vacation villa here. It’s not always comfortable; it gets too hot, then too wet and messy, and the bugs will eat your ass at one time of year, then in another it will be so cold it hurts to pee. But the beauty comes from being in a place where you are inside nature functioning at its zenith. It’s not unlike how some people feel when they’re in the remote wilderness. And there aren’t a lot of opportunities for that these days.

			My daddy, Will Harris II, used to say when somebody was doing something they shouldn’t be doing, “Some sumbitches ought not to be allowed to own land.” Just like some people shouldn’t be allowed to own pets, or have children. I think he meant that there were only a few kinds of people who’d give land, and livestock on it, the caring it requires. I am one of those kinds. I am pretty much only about this. And I do it because I love being part of the perpetual endlessness of the land and the herd; everything else that I know of comes and goes, but the land and the herd last forever. I love that while plants grow and die, and individual animals are born and perish, the land and the herd never end. I do it because owning land that you know what to do with, and producing food that people will always need, is good business, the kind that you can leave to your children and grandchildren for them to take over and evolve further. And I do it because even though it’s hard as hell to find the way back to the pastoral food system that got co-opted, and even though most will likely go broke trying, if you do figure out how to get back to it, it’s absolutely worth the pain it took to get there.

			As true night sets in, the white noise of the cattle gets punctuated by the calls of owls—barn, horned, and screech. The nocturnal activity begins to pick up. I reflect upon all the ways that things have gotten better. Remaking the farm the way I wanted it brought my daughters and their families to work it with me. Emulating natural principles and reducing dependencies on externalities let us build a resilient little food system for an increasingly uncertain world. What we’re doing here is cooking on fires and building boats—shoring up one corner of food production to minimize the chances of severe adversity taking us down. And while this area is still economically challenged, we have made a significant contribution to it becoming a little less so. I’m far from religious, but it strikes me that it is not a common occurrence for man’s will and God’s will to coincide; here, in this Eden that I oversee day in and day out, it damn sure has.

			Whether this is enough is above my pay grade to determine. I’m too old and too hardened to be free of skepticism completely. Though supply chain disruptions and plant shutdowns, cyberattacks on Big Meat, and destructive weather events are happening more frequently by the year, pointing to something very wrong in the system we’ve got, many still “don’t believe lard is greasy” as my momma liked to say. But I take some comfort in knowing that even if I can’t fix everything in the world, I can fix this. I can fix the dire state of the farmed-to-death land that I acquire piece by piece; I can fix the way animals we rely on for food are treated, and make it easier for more people to support—or participate in—fully independent farming, by sharing how we do it here. That’s a good fit for me, because I fear irrelevance more than I fear death.

			Wendell Berry says something to the effect that there is no way to place a value on how much a farmer knows about his place. He’s learned that this corner of the field can’t do well after a big rain; and that corner of the field is gonna get droughty early when it stops raining; and an underground crop like peanuts doesn’t do well on the other side of the farm. I’ve spent so long out here on evenings like this that I think I know exactly what he means. I’ve absorbed its rhythms so they are indistinguishable from my own. I know that a particular paddock of grass won’t last this herd all day, or we have to move that herd before the afternoon. I call this deep connection to my land my Sense of Place. The older I get, the stronger my Sense of Place becomes. I don’t really want to go far from this different kind of Eden, or travel much afield. I don’t want to be anywhere but here.

			The sky turns inky, and the shift change is complete. Predators like foxes and possums, and skunks and coyotes, get their time on the land, and mosquitoes take over from butterflies. It’s a different place here entirely when darkness falls—not like a city where streetlights go on but the rest of it stays the same. Eyesight becomes less important, and smells and sounds fill my senses. It’s time for humans to leave things to the creatures of the night. I get in my jeep and slowly drive home.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			An American Family Farm Story

			I never used to tell the story of White Oaks much. Not for lack of pride—I am inordinately proud of our heritage here. But I was raised cowboy, and cowboys don’t gush about themselves to other people. I figure that since I don’t give a damn about most of their stories, why would they give a damn about mine? Yet that has been changing as more people realize that the food system is not as fine as they thought and that almost all their food comes from factories—the processing plants that produce the final products and the animal factories and the “crop factories” of massive monoculture farms that raise the raw materials. It’s human nature to be attracted to authenticity, and it gives people an urge to learn more about the opposite: the truly independent American family farm.

			Maybe the interest has been stoked by the fact that farms like this, and farmers like me, are, quite literally, a rare breed. At the start of the twentieth century, farmers comprised 41 percent of the American workforce. Today, farmers make up about 1 percent, and I’d estimate less than 1 percent of this 1 percent are working outside the factory system entirely. An even smaller percentage have been farming the same land for over a century and a half, and probably an even smaller percentage of them are as outspoken as I am about how it got to be this way. Rarity breeds curiosity.

			Maybe the story about how one family has stayed the course in agricultural America helps people feel like things aren’t as completely upside down as they seem. Trying to make sense of how our food and agricultural system got so far from what is natural and normal, and became the many-headed, rapaciously money-hungry beast it is, will make your head spin. The pendulum has swung so far toward massive scale and multinational power that the roots of food feel very hard to find. Hearing about one bastion of normalcy still standing is, it seems, reassuring.

			Or perhaps it’s that listening to one of the last Good Ol’ Boys who doesn’t care what others think and isn’t intimidated by a damn thing is refreshing. Country people—real country people, the kind raised in very sparsely populated areas—are different to begin with, and being an unapologetic meat producer at a time when meat is being villianized erroneously, in some circles, gives me extra bite. I’m sure that it is not my political correctness that draws people close. But I wonder if getting proximity to something they have in their own ancestral history, but can’t quite locate or name, is what does. Today, the majority of Americans are generations away from the farms or homesteads and the agricultural way of life that their predecessors knew. It’s there in their bloodline, but it’s been lost somewhere in the mists of time. I have never been any generation away from farming; it’s right up close to me, and you can’t shake DNA. I guess it feels good to know that one corner of food production is in the right hands.

			For all these reasons, and despite my initial discomfort, I started telling the story of my people and of this place more often. I noticed that people liked hearing it. And I started to enjoy telling it.

			Our family farm, like many others tucked off country roads across the nation, contains within it a pretty good accounting of the history of American farming. My great-grandfather built a solid little operation on this land in the second half of the nineteenth century, feeding his immediate village with a variety of meats and other goods. My grandfather took it bigger, creating prosperity as a larger herdsman and landowner and building a store. My daddy started the industrialization of the farm on his watch, and I started the second generation of it on my watch, becoming pretty damn good at it, before abandoning that model for something better that I could pass on to my kids and theirs. And that led to the younger generation of Harrises returning to live alongside me on the farm and raise their own families here—something that, of all the successes I’ve achieved out here, gives me the most satisfaction.

			The six generations of Harrises who have made this land our home and our livelihood are, I am quite proud to report, a little atypical
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