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PART ONE

WHY I GROW FOOD
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CHAPTER 1 The Seeds Are Sown


To get to our own personal Garden of Eden took three days. Our mother would pack us into a cab—my sister Eloise, my sister Anne, and me, city kids all—and head for New York’s Grand Central Station, where we boarded a train. On it we four travelled due north up the Hudson River to Troy, along the famous “Water Level Route,” but at some point during the night, asleep in cozy bunks lit by tiny blue lights, we switched direction and headed west. The next day we changed trains in St. Louis and made our way toward the Deep South, sleeping through the Ozark Mountains, and finally, on day three, pulling into Texarkana, a town named for the spot where Texas and Arkansas railroads met, a bit north of Louisiana. Then down into Louisiana we went by car, to the small town of Haynesville, where our mother, Eleanor, was born.

Our grandparents Lucille and Asa (“Cile” and “Pop”) both grew up on farms and never gave up the habit of growing their own food. The land on which their house sat was a green paradise. Flower gardens exploded with color. Tall pecan trees yielded a huge harvest of the nuts that are still essential to my cooking. Other trees, such as persimmons, grew fruits I’d neither seen nor tasted up north. And, of course, there was a large vegetable garden. There Pop taught me how to thump melons and listen for the resonant sound that signaled ripeness. Sometimes he took us to a nearby lake where we caught fish for supper. In his younger days he had raised and cured his own hogs, and the family ate storage crops from the root cellar in wintertime. Cile made home-canned mayhaw jelly (from the fruit of native hawthorn trees), tomato relish, watermelon pickles, and other condiments for the winter table.
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Cile ran a busy household. The oldest of twelve children, she had numerous relatives and friends who lived nearby and often came and visited. I will always think of visiting—which meant just sitting and talking—as a major feature of southern life. Sometimes, as we sat together, we shelled homegrown peas, the creamy little “lady peas” that Cile preferred.

Back in New York we received shipments of Cile’s preserves and other treats: winter-blooming camellias that barely survived the trip, and a box full of sugarcane that Mother taught us to chew on, to extract the sweet juice. Another shipment caused a brief panic. “Mrs. Damrosch, Mrs. Damrosch!” cried the elevator man, pounding on our door, next to a pile of heavy, lumpy muslin bags labeled “Dallas National Bank.” “Don’t worry,” Mother said, “It’s only pecans.” We all set about with our little picks and nutcrackers to extract the meats. To us they were more valuable than gold doubloons.

We talked about our grandparents’ home as if it were heaven. At the hospital where our father practiced pediatrics, his colleagues would ask him: “What is this place your children go to, where the streets are paved with gold?” We begged to be taken to Louisiana. Once, at summer’s end, we were seated on the train that was to take us home, three little girls in a row in our sandals and summer dresses, crying our hearts out. The porter pleaded with Mother, “Why are you taking these children up north? Can’t you see they don’t want to go?”

Was it just the food? Not entirely. One thing that made Cile and Pop’s home so special for us was the way we were treated. Grown-ups acted as if the only thing that mattered in life was to keep children happy, and, short of anything that might harm us, we were given the run of the property and the freedom to do whatever we liked. If I wanted to pick armloads of flowers from Cile’s gardens, pile them onto the dining room table, and try to recreate arrangements she made for the Baptist church, well, that was fine with her, no matter how much of a mess I made. We were welcome in the kitchen too, and we were never forced to eat anything that we didn’t like.
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Sisters on a mule, with me up front, then Eloise, then Anne.


But it was all delicious! There was homemade bread at every meal, not just loaf bread but also biscuits, corn pone, and muffins. Growing, cooking, and eating the best possible food was a matter of such importance that it remains a part of my core values to this day and is one of my foremost pursuits. It was among the most precious things that Mother brought to her marriage. In addition to her natural kindness, her skill and generosity in the kitchen seemed like a miracle to our father, raised by a pious, rigid mother who seemed to frown on pleasure of any kind. Much to our delight, the southern passion for good food rubbed off on him, and he started cooking too. We became a cooking family.
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That’s me with the mattock, planting pine trees with my dad.


When I was ten, we acquired a small cottage in the Connecticut woods. Our father needed a place to escape on weekends, after making house calls day and night all over New York. And that’s where we became gardeners as well. Mother filled the yard with flowers. Daddy planted a kitchen garden on a sunny slope and felled trees to get a big asparagus patch going. Each daughter had her own tiny plot, mostly succulents such as hen-and-chicks, nestled among rock outcroppings. But, as the oldest, I wanted something more ambitious, and nagged Daddy to till me up some sod so that I could oversee a real garden. Time passed. One day while he was socializing indoors with some friends, one of them looked out the window and said, “Doug, do you know that Barbara is out there hacking up the lawn?”

I’ve been hacking up lawns and planting gardens ever since. For a considerable stretch—graduate school at Columbia University, teaching jobs at four colleges, and several years as a freelance writer in New York—gardening was impossible, although I did grow a few tomatoes in Vermont while teaching at Middlebury College. But during my thirties, I read Helen and Scott Nearing’s classic bible of self-sufficiency, Living the Good Life, and, like so many others, I became obsessed with the way the Nearings lived. Whenever I needed to think of something pleasant (such as when I was in a dentist’s chair), I imagined myself walking between rows of tall, trellised tomatoes, smelling that tomatoey smell and gathering the red, sun-warmed globes.
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Helen Nearing in her greenhouse
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Eliot Coleman transplanting seedlings


I was right in step with many in my generation, questioning the value of modern, commercialized life. But I was luckier than most of my city friends. Because of Louisiana, I had grown up with a direct personal link to food of the pre-industrial past.

In 1976, a house suddenly became available to me next to the Connecticut place, where my parents had retired. Single again, after a short marriage, I moved there with my nine-year-old son, Christopher, with the goal of growing food. Without the money to buy farmland, I planted a 40-by-60-foot vegetable garden. Thanks to its success, I landed a job at a nearby organic farm and nursery. Subsequently, I made a living as a landscaper and then as a landscape designer. I still wrote, but now my main subject was gardening.

In May 1991, my father passed away, and in the months to come I made trips to Maine to see my mother, who was living alone in the town of Blue Hill. Amazingly, it turned out that she was friendly with Helen Nearing, who lived half an hour away in the stone house she had built with Scott, who had died in 1983. I paid Helen a visit, as so many of her followers had done before me. She was tying up tomato plants inside the small lean-to greenhouse that was part of her bounteous stone-walled food garden. Assisting her was Eliot Coleman, a fellow author, who owned a vegetable farm next door on land he had bought from Helen and Scott in 1968. That encounter changed everything.

Eliot showed me around Helen’s garden, then his own extensive plot, where he was resurrecting his farm after a nine-year absence. He asked me out for pizza. He followed me to Connecticut. I followed him back to Maine, and we began growing vegetables together, both at the farm and at a large home plot. On December 15, 1991, we were married. We are still here.

So this is a love story. But it’s also about the ways our lives have been enhanced by working with the natural world. I’d like to share some of the knowledge that has made growing food such a pleasure for me—not just the techniques I’ve learned but also the mindset that it takes to learn them. It’s about giving up some control, and letting natural forces do much of the labor.
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Summer fields at Four Season Farm


Because I live in a particular region of the United States, midcoast Maine, my climate may not be very much like yours. In some cases the plant varieties I’ve had the best luck with may not be the ones for you, and may not even be in the catalogs where I originally found them. So I may be on the prowl for the best new ones. Good gardening always requires a measure of flexibility. It is not a struggle, either mental or physical. It is an art of adaptation, contemplation, and an expansion of the mind. Many find it addicting.

For me and for Eliot, growing our own food is a given, an act that is essential to our well-being. Many of our friends and neighbors think about it the same way. But it’s interesting to look back on our nation’s history and see how such attitudes, over the years, have changed.
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