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December 1, 2006
Fiddle!  I’ve really lapsed on “I’ll write a bit in the winter … probably about good food and what it takes to make food good.”    
But again, it IS winter.  I’m inhaling info as fast as I can.  Between forays into the basement and under the furniture chasing dust balls, I’m reading.  

Real Food by Nana Planck

Omnivore’s Dilemma by Michael Pollan

Cut flower magazines.  Gardening books.  Farming mags. 

Sustainable.   Organic.  Where did all the nutrition go?  

I don’t need chemical info.  Nada on pesticides, herbicides or any of that junk.  

And this morning, after the last person left for work and I finished the last bit of coffee, dragging my heals before heading back down the basement to finish sweeping down cobwebs, I read this interesting interview with Pamela Boyar, named Farmers Market Manager of the Year by the North American Farmers’ Direct Marketing Association.  Pamela runs one of the top farmers markets in America, Sunset Valley Farmers Market in Austin, Texas.  Pamela says it so well; I’ll clip and chop excerpts.  

___________

Boyer:  The customer wants to have a relationship with the person who is growing their food.  That’s why they’re coming to the farmers market.

Interviewer:  So, the customer wants to hear a sense of genuineness and sincerity?

Boyar:  Yes.  They want to have a sense of trust and know that what they’re buying is going to be safe for them to eat, that it is going to be the highest quality.  

Interviewer:  So in the big picture, people are looking to connect to their food, they’re looking for quality, they’re looking for variety and freshness, but there’s really a bigger reason for farmers markets – to provide a livelihood for people who are going to get lost on the commodity treadmill.

Boyer:  Yes, and that is exactly what is happening to food right now.  Our food safety is in danger, and that is one reason why.  The big corporations are buying up all the seed, taking control of our food – genetically engineered food is a big part of it.  When the United States went into Iraq and helped create a constitution for them, one of the actions was to make it unconstitutional to own heirlooms seeds.  To me, that is very scary proposition because if we do not have heirloom seeds then we cannot grow our own food.  If these big companies take control of all of our seeds and we have to keep buying seeds from them every season instead of replanting our own, then we are totally at their mercy. 

Interviewer.  We’ve occasionally heard that people who are interested in clean, fresh food don’t want to hear about politics, but the truth is that politics are a part of the equation.

Boyar.  It’s more than people can understand at this point, and the general public is very naïve as to what’s going on.  I just heard that they’re trying to pass a bill now to irradiate everything that comes into this country, meaning that any life force left in that food will basically be killed through irradiation.  A lot of our food is now imported.  It’s starting to come in from China.  It comes in from all over the world.  This is why it is so important to support the small family farmer.  What is happening with the NAIS?  This is another example of big government trying to take away small family farmers’ rights to grow and raise animals on a small scale.  The farmers markets are our biggest hope for food safety at this point, and people need to be aware of and support them, and support small, local family farms – or even start growing their own food.

Interviewer.  In a lot of the country there seems to be a great divide – people with means can pay Whole Foods’ prices, but others are buying factory-farmed chicken legs in dozen packs from Wal-Mart.  Do you find a real cross section of the population coming to the market, or is it striated as well?

Boyar.  I feel that more educated people tend to understand more about eating healthy food.  The average person in this country who has to work, both husband and wife, do not have time to cook – all they see on the television is fast food, and all they can afford for a large family is cheaper food.  What they don’t understand is that they’re poisoning themselves with this cheaper food – they are putting all sorts of hormones, antibiotics, hydrogenated oils and refined sugars into their bodies.  That’s why we see so much obesity, so much craziness in the world – people are flipping out.

Interviewer.  So you think the big divide is probably education versus income, and as people learn about food and how important it is, they’ll seek out quality?

Boyar.  Right.  That is so important – to know what was going on with good food and how fast food literally closes you down so that you can’t think for yourself.  If you don’t have money to shop at a farmers market, then go buy seeds and grow a little garden in your own backyard.

Interviewer:  Have you had any food safety issues at the market?  

Boyar.  So far we have had no issues with food safety.  In the ten years that we’ve been open, we have never had one problem with food – no one getting sick, nothing.  I always say that God made our bodies a certain way and didn’t have to improve on it.  He also made food a certain way.  Why is man trying to improve on that in unnatural ways?  What is wrong with being simple?  We have come so far from simplicity in our lives, but you know what? Simplicity works.  You can be so happy in simplicity.  In this complicated world, if we could live more simply, everybody would be a lot better off.

Interviewer.  So really, the common sense of the farmers has eliminated any potential market problems with food safety?

Boyar.  Yes.  The vendors take so much pride in their products.  They’re striving for excellence and don’t want to bring anything that’s not right to market.

Interviewer.  Have other markets affected your business?  Have you lost vendors, have you suffered from competition?

Boyar.  Not really.  Other markets have different personalities, different flairs, different takes.  Everybody does things in their own way, and that’s what makes each market so individual in this country.  

Boyar.  It is an outing because people look forward to that farmers market.  It’s a place where they meet people.  The atmosphere in a farmers market is so different that a supermarket because you don’t talk to people in the supermarket.  In a farmers market people are more available and open to conversation.  Man is community – the human being is wired to live in community, and we have lost community.  The only community left is really when people go to church on Sunday morning or if you’re in a spiritual community or a farmers market.

Interviewer.  Otherwise there’s the workplace, which is often pretty solitary, or people go home and watch TV and live in their air conditioning.  

Boyar.  I encourage anyone and everyone to start growing, to start shopping, to eat healthier, to really look at their lives and see what the meaning of life is – are they really fulfilling why they’re here?  Putting good food in you body is so important to be able to be clear on those issues.

Interviewer.  So the small farmer is trying to compete in the world marketplace, but there is an option: to grow products that could be sold directly to people and marketed this way.

Boyar. Yes, and with Wal-Mart and Whole Foods taking over organics, we are going to see a big change in the sector in the next ten years.  Between the government creating new standards and Wal-Mart and Whole Foods coming in, organic product is going into mass productions, and we’re going to lose a lot of the nutrients that the smaller farmer can still put in his soil.  With this massive-scale farming, it is very difficult to really create very nutritious food.  People probably do not want to hear this, but our soils are also becoming so mineral deficient that even if it’s organic produce, it might no be that high quality.  The soil is all-important, and when people are growing in massive amounts it is really hard to replenish that soil.  A farmer who has 40 or 100 acres, however, can still viably do this.  I encourage every farmer to look into these “new old ways.”  There are a lot of people who are looking into different ways to replenish our soil naturally and give back the minerals that are so deficient.
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