
[image: The Town that Food Saved]


[image: The town that food saved]


[image: The Town that Food Saved]


For Penny, Fin, and Rye.

And anyone who likes to eat.


CHAPTER ONE

If you come into the town of Hardwick, Vermont, from the east, you come in on Route 15, weaving through a series of curves that begin as gentle sweeps and become progressively sharper until you find yourself leaning in your seat, the view through your windshield tilted just a few degrees off its axis. Thats the Lamoille River on your right, gurgling and churning over water-worn stone and gravel; it cuts a course through the center of town, and theres a nice little walking bridge that crosses the water. Its on Main Street. Its not hard to find.

On your left, the land rises steeply from the highways shoulder. Its mostly wooded, but just outside town, you can see where the hillside washed away a few years back; its since been reinforced with a massive pile of rocks, but the homes visible at its crest still look disturbingly vulnerable, as if the slightest shift will send them bouncing down the hill to splinter across the roadway.

Hardwick sits in a shallow hollow; the town and its 3,200 residents live in the shadow cast by Buffalo Mountain, which rises to nearly 3,000 feet at the southwest corner of town. Buffalo Mountain is at once craggy and lush, populated by a mix of eastern hard-woods: birch, beech, ash, and the states vaunted sugar maple. There is no road to the top, although all-terrain vehicle trails crisscross its flanks.

If you claw your way to the top of Buffalo Mountain and look out over the town, youll see how Route 15 becomes Main Street, and Main Street lasts for about a quarter-mile before it hits the towns only traffic light, which consists of a single flashing orb at the junctions of Routes 14 and 15. If you turn right, continuing on 15, youll immediately pass the former home of the Amateur Boxing Club, a garage, a gun shop, a pizza house, and a lumberyard, in that order. A bit farther out, theres a bank and a tractor-repair business. A Ford dealership. A gas station. If you go straight through the light onto 14 South, youll pass two auto-parts stores, a school, a cemetery, and a series of modest residences. In either direction, youll see how you could drive through Hardwick in two minutes or less, pushing on the accelerator as the speed limit rises again to 50 and the road unfurls across the lush Vermont countryside, drawing you in and on, helping you forget about the small town you just left behind.

Heres what you wont see: Over the past three years, this little hard-luck burg with a median income 25 percent below the state average and an unemployment rate nearly 40 percent higher has embarked on a quest to create the most comprehensive, functional, and downright vibrant local food system in North America. In the process, Hardwick, Vermont, just might prove what advocates of a decentralized food system have been saying for years: that a healthy agriculture system can be the basis of communal strength, economic vitality, food security, and general resilience in uncertain times.

Indeed, the sudden growth in Hardwicks ag infrastructure has been nothing short of explosive, with numerous food-based businesses and organizations settling in the region, seeking to become a part of the towns answer to the vexing question of what a healthy food system should look like. Vermont Soy Company. High Mowing Organic Seeds. Jasper Hill Cheese. True Yogurt. Claires Restaurant and Bar. Petes Greens. Vermont Food Venture Center. The Center for an Agricultural Economy. The Highfields Center for Composting. Honey Garden Apiaries. While a few of these enterprises have been quietly operating and growing for the past 5 to 10 years, most of them have arrived in the past 3 years, bringing nearly 100 jobs to a region that very much needed 100 jobs.

No, you wont see this from the summit of Buffalo Mountain, but you can see it along Hardwicks block-long Main Street business district, where local food-based enterprises (Claires Restaurant and Bar, the Buffalo Mountain Food Co-op, the Village Diner, the Center for an Agricultural Economy) dominate, in some cases inhabiting buildings that had long sat idle. This is not the end of it. Soon, the Vermont Food Venture Center, a shared-use commercial kitchen and product development, processing, packaging, and shipping facility, will open in Hardwick, providing a place for small-scale producers to create and distribute value-added goods made with local ingredients, saving them the massive expense and hassle of installing such a facility on their own properties. And the nonprofit Center for an Agricultural Economy recently purchased 15 acres of prime agricultural land only two blocks from downtown; plans call for establishing what the center has dubbed an Eco-Industrial Park, which will potentially include shared office space for the towns ag-based businesses, a year-round, indoor farmers market, farm and garden demonstration sites, a communal composting operation, and rental plots for budding farmers.

The recent growth in Hardwicks ag-based commerce is notable for something else: These outfits are, by and large, operated by youthful entrepreneurs possessing a surprising degree of business acumen. These are not the back-to-the-land dropouts of the regions 1970s homestead agricultural revolution, smoking joints, hand-milking goats, and bartering Grateful Dead bootlegs for bunches of warty carrots (well, okay, perhaps some of this is happening); these are, by and large, graduates of our nations elite liberal arts colleges who have sought ways to apply their six-figure educations to occupations rooted in the soil. They spend their days tending livestock, fields of lettuce, and racks of cloth-bound cheddar and their evenings convening to quaff beers and brainstorm the next step forward for this little settlement that just might be the most important food town in the United States.

If that seems like an outsize claim for a small town with a hard-bitten reputation, one need only consider the most recent outbreak of bad food news. The rise in energy and fertilizer prices has led to double- or in some cases triple-digit food inflation. In early 2008, the price of rice nearly doubled . . . in a single month. Milk prices are up nearly 100 percent in two years; ditto for wheat and corn prices. And with the average piece of American food traveling nearly 1,500 miles from farm to table, its likely to only get worse as finite fossil-fuel reserves continue to shrink. On average, every calorie that lands on your plate soaked up 11 calories of fossil-fuel energy as it was sown, grown, harvested, processed, and shipped. When the price of those 11 fossil-fuel calories doubles, then triples, and finally rises exponentially, the cost of that single calorie of nourishment will rise, too.

Its no great secret that over the past century, Americas food system has become increasingly industrialized and centralized. Its an economy of scale that has served us well, at least in strictly economic terms. In 1930, the average American family spent 24.2 percent of its income on food. That number has declined in every single decade since; by 2007, it had fallen to 9.8 percent. Of course, there are hidden costs in the form of health problems wrought by processed foods and an agriculture industry that has become heavily reliant on subsidies paid out of your taxes. But the fact remains: Until very recently, our food has never been cheaper. It has also never been more corrosive to our health and environment.

There are other problems with our centralized food system. Most critically, its vulnerable to energy-supply disruptions, terrorist attacks, widespread outbreaks of food-borne illness, and any unforeseen emergency that disrupts the constant flow of trains and trailers. And recent events suggest that it simply might not be able to keep up with a population thats growing at the rate of three million mouths annually. Consider this: In 2001, the United States had a $14.3 billion agricultural surplus. By 2005, that surplus had shrunk to $3.8 billion.

It might seem crazily, disturbingly pessimistic to think that the United States, a nation renowned for abundance, could run short of food. But in 2007, driven by drought, biofuels, and the simple limits of soil, global grain stocks declined to a level not seen in 34 years. Given that 2008 saw continued drought in major grain-producing nations such as Australia and biblical flooding in the midwestern United States, its unlikely the situation will resolve itself soon. In fact, much of the steep run-up in rice prices last spring was due to many rice-exporting nations exporting less. The result wasnt merely an expensive pot of rice; many Costco super-stores limited sales of the grain to their customers. Thats right: Food rationing, in the United States, in 2008.

What conclusion might we draw from this? Unfortunately, it isnt pretty, because the fact is that our nations food supply has never been more vulnerable. And we, as consumers of food, share that vulnerability, having slowly, inexorably relinquished control over the very thing thats most critical to our survival. We have become utterly dependent on a supply chain that is entirely beyond our control, in no small part because it typically starts a half-continent away. There is no single action, corporation, or agency that can secure this fragile infrastructure and deliver us a steady supply of nourishment. We could debate endlessly and vigorously over the root cause of this tragic disconnect, and perhaps theres some value in that. But the truth is, weve arrived at this crisis from many and varied directions. Is it the modern archetype of agriculture as a corporate entity, with its deep pockets and unquenchable appetite for profit? Yes. Is it the intricate web of governmental regulations and subsidies that have supported the food-as-a-commodity model? Yes. Is it the inexorable chipping away of our land and skills base, to the point where the vast majority of us no longer possess the means or the knowledge to produce even a head of lettuce? Yes. Is it our willingness to allow these things to slip through our fingers in favor of the ease of supermarket shopping? Yes.

The cheap-food boom has been seductively comfortable for us all. Lets face it: Farming is damn hard work, typically done for damnable pay. By relinquishing this burden, by handing the reins to the corporations, we relieved ourselves of a lot of backaches, sunburns, and financial strains. We struck a deal: The agribusinesses got a guaranteed chunk of our income and our full faith in their ability to keep us sustained. In return, we got to pursue lifestyles that dont revolve around soil and toil and that allow us a measure of leisure time unprecedented in human history. In early 2009, American television viewing reached an all-time record of a stunning 151 hours per month. Thats more than five hours per day, and lets be clear about something: You and I dont get to sprawl across the sofa masticating pork rinds and watching American Idol unless someone else is growing the food.

As long as the corporations keep their end of the bargain, its a pretty sweet deal, presuming one overlooks the pallid, depleted nature of the foodstuffs theyre providing. But its becoming increasingly obvious that they wont be able to hold up their end of the bargain forever or, if recent events are any indication, even for much longer. This leaves us facing a rather daunting truth: The fact is that we need to rethink our entire food-supply chain for reasons of economic security, health security, and even social security. We need to reinvent how we grow and distribute food; we need to re-scale and decentralize.

It is hard to grasp the enormity of this task on a national scale. It is no less challenging or important than wrenching our economy and way of life from the clutches of petroleum. And yet there has been no consensus on the issue; indeed, there has been little in the way of serious debate among anyone beyond the growing but still very much in the minority community of locavores who bounce around farmers markets with their reusable organic-cotton satchels. To be sure, they are an important part of our agricultural renewal. But between them and a healthy national food system lie thousands and thousands of acres of corn and soy and wheat sown in depleted soils and coaxed to life with chemical fertilizers, waiting to be harvested, amalgamated into shelf-stable concoctions, packaged, and trucked to a nation of people who have already forgotten it wasnt always like this. And who cant imagine that it wont always remain so.



To understand how Hardwick has gotten to this place and to know where it might go from here, it is necessary to understand where it has been. In many ways, it is not unlike scores of other rural communities scattered throughout the American landscape, built on industries that long ago packed up their bags and left. In Hardwick, that industry was granite, and its hard to overstate how much vibrancy, excitement, and money the stone provided the town. Over a period of three decades, spanning the late 1800s to the early 1920s, nearly 300 granite companies operated in the Hardwick area, mining the rock veins that run like spiderwebs throughout the surrounding hills. By 1918, the largest of these outfits, the Woodbury Granite Company, was the biggest granite operation in the world. It supplied the stone for the state capitols of Pennsylvania and Wisconsin, as well as Chicagos City Hall and Cook County Courthouse. Even a cursory exploration of the regions densely wooded hills will reveal the century-old detritus of the trade: lengths of frayed and rusted cable, pieces of corroded metal shorn from some mysterious tool or another, impossibly heavy slabs of discarded stone jumbled together like a gods game of pickup sticks.

These were raucous times, marked by the swagger and pent-up energy of men who spent the week engaged in hazardous duty and needed to blow off a little steam on weekends before returning to the constant dangers of tumbling stone and the pervasive granite dust that caused silicosis-induced lung disease, known throughout the region as stonecutters tuberculosis. The accident reports of the day read like gruesome parodies of themselves, bearing phrases such as crushed between stone blocks, wound around machinery gearing, crushed between two railroad cars, struck by flying metal from an exploding steam boiler, and premature quarry explosion. If youd just maneuvered through your week without having had your name attached to one of these scenarios, youd want to kick up your heels a little, too.

And, if you were a granite worker in Hardwick, Vermont, during these halcyon days, youd have had the money to do it. A granite-cutters union founded in the late 1800s ensured that wages were generous by the standard of the day, and by 1920, at the height of the boom, union members pulled down $8 per day, more than double the typical laboring wage of the era. Howd they spend their loot? Why, in the timeworn manner of working men the world over. On Saturday nights, pockets thick with cash, the granite crews descended upon downtown from the numerous boardinghouses on Hardwicks fringes to give the bars and restaurants a rousing business. To satisfy the enormous thirst and appetite of its laboring population at the peak of granite fever, the town boasted 18 drinking and eating establishments, and the boisterous work hard, play hard ethic that pervaded the town earned it the moniker Little Chicago. It is rumored that for a brief period, Hardwick, Vermont, boasted more bars per capita than any town in America.

The high times did not last. In the early 1920s, the granite bubble deflated with alarming speed, the victim of shifting architectural tastes toward reinforced concrete and facing stones that significantly reduced building costs and eliminated the challenge of shipping 80,000-pound blocks of stone. The demise of Hardwicks granite industry dealt the region a tremendous blow, and it marked the beginning of an extended economic downturn from which the town has yet to fully recover. Its reputation as a hardscrabble town was further cemented when the preeminent drinking establishment, Bennys, became known throughout central Vermont for its cheap beer, frequent skirmishes, and the No Weapons sign prominently displayed in its front window. After a period of offering family films, the single-screen movie theater returned to profitability by displaying X-rated reels. (True to the sort of delicious irony and self-deprecating humor that infuses Hardwick, the spot where the theater was located is now a peace park.)

But even as Hardwicks economy entered a period of decline due to the flows of stone and cash subsiding, something else began to take root: Scores of French Canadians began arriving in Hardwick and settling on the fertile farmland surrounding the town. This started in about 1915, not long after the Industrial Revolution lured dozens of Hardwickarea farmers to the plentiful and lucrative manufacturing jobs in the cities, leaving thousands of acres fallow. Sheep had been the primary crop, but now many of the farms were abandoned, the houses slowly melting into the ground, the pastures slowly reverting to forest, everything returning to the rich soil. Meanwhile, a couple hundred miles to the north, Quebecois farmers struggled to overcome the stony soils that define the eastern expanse of Canada. It didnt take long for the obvious to happen.

Agriculture came to Hardwick in a big way. Bellevance, LeCours, Demers, Fontaine, Broucheaux: Many of the towns farms were bought by French Canadian dairy farmers for $10 or $20 an acre. They had large families8, 10, even 15 childrenand worked relentlessly hard: milking, haying, sugaring, logging. Spring, summer, fall, winter, 7 days per week, 4 weeks per month, 12 months per year. Always working. Many of them settled along Center Road, a six-mile, ridge-top stretch that connects Hardwick and Greensboro. At one point, there were nearly a dozen farms along Center Road, and the majority were owned and operated by immigrants from the north.

The influx of French Canadians and the agricultural industry they helped create surely softened the economic blow dealt by the demise of the granite trade, and for a time, Hardwick became a base of commerce, largely supported by the farmers and their many offspring. There were clothing retailers for men and women, a jeweler, a cutler, even a photography outfit where farm families might gather for an annual portrait. There was a soda pop factory and a wood-furnace manufacturer. The Great Depression did not spare the town, but relative to many US communities during the 30s, Hardwick did pretty darn well. As a rural town with its inhabitants values built on soil and toil, it wasnt the sort of place that had fostered speculative investing, and by todays standards (indeed, even by the standards of its day), its economy was localized. Some stores still took produce in trade for hard goods, and almost everybody had big gardens full of cucumbers, tomatoes, and sweet corn. You could buy a pair of pants, a gun, a watch, or a woodstove in town, and in the rural America of the early 1900s, there wasnt much else you needed. There were tough times in Hardwick, to be sure, but there didnt seem to be the sort of desperation that persisted in many communities of the day.

Eventually, Hardwicks dairy farms went the way of dairy farms throughout the state, dropping out of business one after another, selling the animals and equipment at auction. This started in the 50s, but didnt really hit its stride until a decade later, as milk prices stagnated, feed prices rose, and the children of those big families sought fortunes that didnt involve twice-a-day milking and 12-hour stretches of haying under a scorching July sun. Compounding the problem was that many of Hardwicks dairy farmers had reached the age when 14-hour workdays, 7 days per week, 52 weeks per year had become untenable. And they had little money; rather than contributing to retirement funds, theyd put everything into their land, buildings, and livestock. In this sense, they were wealthy, but it was another generations definition of wealth, and as their bodies rebelled against the day-in, day-out labor of running a dairy farm and their children turned their backs on the farming life, they had little choice but to sell.

If there was a silver lining in the demise of Hardwicks family-run dairy industry, it was this: The spate of farm dissolution coincided with the antiestablishment, back-to-the-land movement of the late 60s and 70s. Hardwick, with its remoteness, pastoral beauty, and suddenly agreeably priced farmland, became something of a hippie beacon. To many, the town had become a place to get away from it all, to find a few acres and build a little house out of salvaged lumber and windows and create a life that was quieter and more connected to the natural world than the one theyd left behind. Theyd grow some carrots. Potatoes. Kale. Maybe keep a few goats or a flock of chickens. Confirmation of the movement came in 1975, when the Buffalo Mountain Food Cooperative opened in town; like all good food cooperatives, it was small and funky, but it served the critical purpose of providing Hardwicks new generation of farmers with a market for their produce and goat cheese. Things continued more or less in this vein for nearly three decades. The town wasnt flourishing, exactly: For many residents, times were still hard. Incomes remained depressed; unemployment was still elevated. But in a quiet, unassuming way, Hardwick seemed to have found some footing, and its image softened a bit. The notorious bar, Bennys, closed in the mid-90s, and although the self-deprecating jokes remained in play (How do you know the toothbrush was invented in Hardwick? Because otherwise, itd be called the teethbrush), the town seemed to have attained a cozy level of self-assurance and pride.



The town of Hardwick, Vermont, is not immune to the effects of an industrial food system run amuck. There is a Grand Union supermarket in town; somewhat ironically, it is located almost directly across the street from the weekly farmers market. And while both do a brisk business, theres no contest when it comes to scale. Despite the very real and tremendously important inroads made by the producers in the region, the majority of the population still depends on supermarket shelves stacked high with anonymous foods picked and processed by anonymous hands somewhere far away. With their below-the-state-average incomes, Hardwicks residents feel the pinch of food-price inflation more than most, and they suffer the physical woes associated with diets stoked by cheap and excessive calories. Diabetes, heart disease, and the multitude of woes that are directly linked to diet do not check themselves at the town line. The towns rapidly evolving food system, as ambitious and comprehensive as it is, still has many mouths and wallets to reach.

It is probably too simplistic and melodramatic to say that our nations food system is on the verge of outright collapse. But for reasons Ive already articulated, it is by no means a stretch of the imagination to suggest that things are changing, and that if we dont change with them, collapse will happen. That is why the stakes for Hardwicks food endeavor could not be higher, and not merely for the towns 3,200 citizens. While its tempting to point at the towns ragged economy and make grand proclamations about the positive impact a regionalized food economy is beginning to have, Id argue that even before the surge in ag-based jobs, Hardwick was better prepared to handle the challenges that are coming to confront us all. This is a town of modest means and similarly modest expectations. If circumstances force its residents to reconsider the path theyre on, I believe theyll do what theyve always done: Put their shoulders to the wheel and carry on.

Thats not to say that the transition from globalized to localized food production and distribution will be easy. It wont. It will be deeply difficult, particularly if global events continue to unfold in such rapid, unpredictable fashion. Because were not talking about televisions or automobiles or even electricity; were not talking about iPods or hip-hop. These are things we can do without, however much we prefer to have them around. But food? This isnt about entertainment. This isnt about transportation or convenience. This is about survival.

One more thing: As you read this book, you might notice a distinct absence of the word sustainable. Theres a reason for this. Sustainable, like green and organic, is an easily corruptible concept that, not surprisingly, has been willfully corrupted by people who would very much like to sell you a hybrid SUV or an Energy Star rated flat-screen TV with no money down and zero percent interest for 60 months. There is very little about agriculture that is truly sustainable. At its core, agriculture is a human manipulation of a natural process. Is there a version of agriculture that is truly sustainable? Probably so. Is there a version of agriculture that is truly sustainable and able to feed 7 billion people? Almost certainly not.

This is not to suggest that we must all become hunter-gatherers or, conversely, that we should simply throw down our shovels and hoes in defeat. Indeed, unless were willing to accept a world where an even larger segment of the population is allowed to starve than is now, we must have agriculture. And because we must have agriculture, it behooves us to ensure the continued productivity of those practices, which means we must move urgently in the direction of lower-impact, low-input food production and distribution. But lets not pervert a definition by calling it sustainable. Lets just call it what it is: a desperately needed step in the right direction.

I named this book The Town That Food Saved because I was smitten with the notion of a browbeaten town being raised from the metaphorical ashes on the back of food. But there is a bigger story at play, and it is a story that has implications for us all. Because, as industrial agriculture continues to fracture, it isnt merely one little town thats at risk, it is an entire model of nourishment. And so I cannot help but wonder: Could this be the town that saves food? Which, if you think about it, really means this: Could this be the town that saves us?



On a sun-washed Vermont hillside on a late-July afternoon with my face tilted into the days fading heat, I stood and listened to Tom Stearns as he expounded on the woes of modern agriculture. Whos the biggest user of energy? Agriculture! Whos the biggest user of land? Agriculture! Whos the biggest user of water? Agriculture! Whos the biggest polluter? Agriculture! He stabbed a finger in the air for emphasis. All we have are models of broken plans to look at. Totally, completely broken. He sipped his beer and turned to face me squarely. In 5 years, we will have people from all over the planet visiting Hardwick to see what a healthy food system looks like.

Tom and I were standing on the sprawling hillside lawn of Heartbeet Lifesharing, a residential farming community for special-needs adults who participate in all aspects of farm operations on the sloping 160 acres of field and forest. There were drumming and a bonfire and small children running across the sunlit lawn clutching rabbits to their chests. A small herd of cows grazed on a pasture below the house, casting long shadows in the late-afternoon light. Earlier in the day, thered been a collective effort to construct a wood-fired stone-and-clay oven, and now it sat drying, at once lumpen and graceful. If one were looking for an inspiring setting in which to discuss localized agriculture, with all its ancillary benefits of social good and pastoral beauty, one couldnt have imagined a better stage.

Over the past months and years, theres been a lot of this sort of discussion in Hardwick. And lately, Tom Stearns, the owner of a seed company called High Mowing Organic Seeds, had found himself thrust (or was he thrusting himself?) into the spotlight with increasing frequency before audiences that seemed only to grow in size. He talked about Americas industrial food system and how it had become frayed and vulnerable, how it sucked the sweet life out of our nations towns and cities and out of the bodies and minds of the people who lived in these communities. He talked about the dangers of our dependence on this system, on the urgent need to wean ourselves from its power, to develop an antidote to its multitudinous ills. He spoke of the social good that would arise from making this seismic shift in how we feed ourselves. But mostly, he talked about this little town that was embarking on an ambitious quest to define itself as the community that would show the rest of America what a healthy, functioningand okay, maybe even sustainablefood system might look like, and how other communities, towns, and even cities will learn from Hardwick.

And on that halcyon summer afternoon at Heartbeet Lifesharing, as I stood in what felt like the soft center of a lush, fertile greenness that permeated everything, I listened to him unfold his vision and believed it because I could see it all laid out before me: The cows nuzzling for tufts of ripe grass, the wholesome-looking neighbors gathered to share wholesome-looking dishes (I regretted my decision to eat earlier with my family, whod stayed home) that were surely comprised of local ingredients, the emotionally and behaviorally challenged men and women who were finding meaning and purpose in this agrarian landscape and the day-in, day-out demands of running a farm. There was nothing to argue here. There was only health and bounty and promise. This was what a food system should look like. Of course the world would take notice; of course people would come from all its corners to see this wonderful thing being created in this wonderful little town. Who could resist?

I snapped myself out of my reverie. Stearns had dropped into a rare moment of silence, fiddling with the frilly elastic hair band around his neck (he has two young daughters, who were frolicking on the lawn below us). How? I asked him. How do you create this thing? How do you break it down into little pieces; how do you address the hard questions of money and regulation and simple habits? How do you take thisI swept my arm across our view and export it, scale it? How do you make it something thats not just for foodies, for the affluent and aware?

Stearns, in what I would come to recognize as his preferred, oratorical style, spoke in the florid language of a politician running for office. We can export a lot of things, but I think our main gift will be inspiration. He flared his nostrils and adjusted the hair band. Were going to be exporting a lot of inspiration. It sounded nice, though it wasnt a terribly satisfying answer. But by then, Id finished my second beer and someone had dropped a pie onto the picnic table. The drums were beating a nice groove and I felt my hips moving. I wasnt in the mood to press the issue. Tom Stearns and I strolled across the grass toward the pie.



Perched atop that high ridge at Heartbeet Lifesharing, I was at the nexus of a small web of communities linked to Hardwick village by a few miles of weather-cracked pavement and gravel lane. To the east, there are Woodbury, Walden, and Cabot, the latter being where I make my home. All are smaller than Hardwick by a good bit, which means theyre really, really damn small. To the west is Wolcott and just beyond that, Hyde Park; to the south, South Woodbury; and a couple dozen more miles down the road is the relative metropolis of Montpelier, with its 10,000 souls. To the north lie Craftsbury and Greensboro, the latter of which is situated on the shores of Lake Caspian and largely populated by well-off summer folk who arrive in June and retreat back to Connecticut or New York or New Jersey on Labor Day. Greensboro is only six or seven miles from Hardwick and yet, as is the case with my childhood home of Maple Corner, Vermont, it resides in another universe, socioeconomically speaking. In more than one way, this has proved a blessing to Hardwick, because Greensboro itself lacks much infrastructure (there is a wonderful general store along with a couple of inns, but thats about it), leaving the relatively affluent summer residents little choice but to make the short pilgrimage here for groceries and drug-store necessities.

In any case, while its true that Hardwick serves as the heart of the regions agriculture movement and that Hardwick is the only town in the immediate vicinity with the infrastructure (modest as it is) to support such a movement, many of the businesses and people mentioned throughout this book are actually based in one of the surrounding towns. Theres Jasper Hill Farm and Cheese Cellars in Greensboro, High Mowing Organic Seeds in Wolcott, Applecheek Farm in Hyde Park, and Petes Greens in Craftsbury. Between them and the two dozen or so others I havent yet mentioned, they labor over what could very well be, per capita, the most fertile region for artisanal food production in North America.

This is clearly intriguing, but if its to truly become a model for other communities, there are many questions to be asked: How did this come about? Why here? Who are the protagonists, and where did they come from? What is the difference between a bunch of small-scale, artisan-quality food producers who happen to be clustered in a particular region and an honest-to-goodness reproducible model? And what of the blue-collar locals, reared on diets of cheap industrial calories? Because $20-per-pound cheese and $5-per-loaf bread are unlikely to find an easy path to their tables.

Finally, most broadly and intriguingly, we must ask the question: What should a decentralized food system look like? Clearly, there are necessary componentsphysical, structural, societal but less clear is how they should interact to promote both a high degree of food security and, beyond that, communal vigor and pride. The champions of local food claim it has a laundry list of ancillary benefits: Economic stability, social and even political engagement, a working landscape preserved for generations to come. Can it really be true that something as simple as food will deliver all this? Or is it really not that simple at all?

To know if the emerging Hardwick agricultural model will truly work, we need to poke and prod and challenge it from every angle. Indeed, we need toat least for a timeignore the very premise that begat this book: that its a good thing, an honorable and worthy undertaking. It may seem absurd that it might not be (and clearly, Im predisposed to believing in it), but for now, let us cast aside our presumptions and allow the story to unfold as it will.


 CHAPTER TWO

I began reporting on Hardwicks agricultural uprising in May 2008 while on assignment for Gourmet magazine. I certainly wasnt the first to stumble upon the story; thered been significant local media coverage by the time I completed my article in July. But during the latter half of 08, the national media floodgates opened, most notably with a New York Times feature. The story ran on the front page of the papers dining section, with color photos of many of the towns food producers proudly displaying their wares: Tomatoes. Carrots. Cabbage. Peppers. Tofu. Apple pie. Everyone and everything seemed to glow with vitality and purpose. There was also a picture of Hardwicks block-long Main Street, rain-wet and dreary looking. An old Ford pickup was rolling down the road. The title was Uniting Around Food to Save an Ailing Town.

Indeed, the media seemed to fall in line behind the Timess headline: Hardwick had been on the brink of collapse, but now, thanks to this small group of forward-thinking noblemen and noblewomen, the town would be rescued from a bleak present and an even dimmer future. There was little to no mention of the regions long-established farmers, the vibrancy of the local populace, or the historical role of agriculture in Hardwick. There was no discussion of the potential pitfalls and shortcomings of this recent food-based push, or whether it was really the best articulation of a local food system.

Im pretty sure I know why: The story of Hardwicks agricultural revolution was just so damn . . . perfect. To the enterprising freelance journalist (cest moi), it presented itself as a gift, neatly wrapped in recycled paper and adorned with a big, fat biodegradable bow. A gritty town with a maligned reputation; a national, if not global, awakening that all is not right with our industrial ag system; an effusive, articulate, and absurdly colorful movement leader (Stearns) who was making bold promises. It was a great American story of redemption and pride, of a town and its people pulling themselves up by their collective bootstraps by utilizing what unites us all: food.

So I, like many others, tucked in. I met with Tom Stearns, and I joined a tour hed organized for bank loan officers, community fund managers, and basically anyone with access to large piles of cash who might be convinced that small-scale agriculture was a good place to park it. We crammed into rented vans and were whisked from one regional producer to another. Applecheek Farm, the Cellars at Jasper Hill Farm, Vermont Soy, Claires Restaurant and Bar, Petes Greens, High Mowing Organic Seeds. The money people oohed and ahhed and tried not to dip their wingtips into anything that looked like mud but wasnt. I stayed mostly quiet, trying to play the role of objective journalist, but like that afternoon at Heartbeet Lifesharing, I could feel myself being drawn to the story, charmed by Stearnss unrelenting optimism and the apparent righteousness of it all. The tour was a piece of genius, really, ripe with authenticity, wholesomeness, and promise. These were real people, working real soil, and that stuff that looked like mud but wasnt? Yes indeedy, real cow shit.

Everything was so tangible: The smells of the dirt and poop; the cool damp of the cheese cave; the smooth, creamy texture of its contents; the incongruous orange of a carrot against the brown earth itd been pulled from; the sonorous lowing of cattle. And, when viewed through a certain lens, the one colored by Hardwicks storied reputation, the town did appear somewhat bereft. Houses flaked paint, cars flaked rust, and two of the largest buildings in the downtown area were abandoned and needed extensive repairs. The connection between the hope and potential of the regions evolving food network and the apparent faded glory of the town felt obvious and right, and I got the sense that I had been invited to peek behind a curtain at something new and promising that was unfolding from the field-calloused hands of these hardworking young men and women. It wasoh, hell, Ill just say itinspirational. I knew the story would resonate, and I couldnt wait to tell it.

It didnt take me long to determine the key players in Hard-wicks agrepreneurial (a word I coined to describe the agrarian entrepreneurialism that infuses many of the regions food-based enterprises) movement or the internal dynamics that had developed. Tom Stearns had been the easiest to peg; his vast and seemingly inexhaustible enthusiasm, his enviable skill at articulating the issues, and his passion, combined with a certain degree of unself-conscious goofiness, made him the lovable Lab puppy of the bunch. When his name comes up in conversation, Stearns is one of those people about whom others exchange knowing looks and perhaps a shared remembrance of something silly.

The other Tom, Tom Gilbert, executive director of the Highfields Center for Composting, is the foil to Stearnss overwhelming exuberance. Its not that Gilbert doesnt express excitement or optimism, its just that he does so in such a low-key, thoughtful manner that, to someone unfamiliar with his persona and not listening carefully to his words, it can masquerade as world-weary pessimism. And while Stearns is articulate in a sound-bite, layperson kind of way (Inspiration! Well be exporting lots of inspiration!), Gilberts artful use of his enormous vocabulary can at times feel impenetrable. Of all the agrepreneurs, he seemed the most willing to apply the brakes to ensure that things unfolded in a thoughtful way. This, he hoped, would ultimately lead to a level of self-reliance far beyond what most people could imagine, and he seemed to believe that the process had implications beyond the physical. A lot of this work gets to be spiritual. We cant advance the cause without being willing to grow, and expansionism, whether its personal or economic or social, can be a very moving and even dangerous thing. I thought maybe I knew what he meant.

Pete Johnson, founder and farmer-in-chief at Petes Greens, with his tousled, farmer-hunk looks and constant experimentation and expansion, had assumed the role of model grower, the 21st- century answer to the question an awful lot of people seemed to be asking: What might small-scale organic farming, food production, and distribution look like? He had opinions and hed voice them if asked, but mostly he stuck to himself and worked his ass off. Too, there was something compelling about the elemental nature of his work of coaxing food from the soil. There was no mystique or magic about it; the infrastructure was basic, logical, and by and large built according to a generations-old ethos that hard physical work isnt something to be shunned, but rather to be embraced and honored. And although some had articulated to me a belief that Johnsons operation exceeded the scale appropriate for the region, there could be little doubt that hed probably done more to put actual food on the tables of his fellow Vermonters than almost anyone in the region. I consider my occupation to be the highest occupation a person can have, he told me early in my reporting. It occurred to me that many more Americans might agree with this sentiment now than would have only a year or two ago, and this felt like a very hopeful thing.

Then there was Andrew Meyer. Quiet and unassuming, with a boyish, aw, shucks demeanor, Meyer deserved as much credit for Hardwicks recent rise to agricultural fame as anyone. The Center for an Agricultural Economy was his brainchild
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