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Earth to Tables

Earth to Tables grew out of personal relationships,
chance encounters - organically, you might say. Is it best
described as a collective, a network, or a family? Even its
members are unsure what to call themselves. But a
common purpose has allowed people to accommodate
one another, like an extended family. Realistically, though,
how can the ideals of a small group feed 8 billion people
on Earth? In more ways than | thought ...

TWO guards in military outfits, automatic rifles in hand, eyed us
warily when we reached the barrier across the road that led to the
Michoacén village. We explained we had come to see Fulvio Gioanetto and
his wife Maria Blas Cacari. Their names got us past the gate.

A winding road led us down to Nurio, backdropped by mountains and
parched by the sun. It is a place where some farmers still plough their fields
with horses. The village belongs to the Indigenous P'urépecha people, and
it is Blas’s birthplace. She wears a floral print dress, common to women in
this part of Michoacan. Nurio is run by women, a custom that predates the
arrival of the Spanish in the sixteenth century, and Blas is a leader in the
community. Her husband Gioanetto, a stocky outsider from Calabria,
Italy, is a man of science, also respected.

Gioanetto and Blas drew John Murtaugh and me to Nurio in spring
2022. Murtaugh is an important member of an unusual network that has
drawn together people in various parts of Canada and Mexico who have
a common interest: food - how we grow it, how we consume it, and why
humanity must change its ways on both sides of that equation.

Murtaugh and I were rattling around Mexico in a van that had seen
better days, keeping in touch with people and places that are part of a
community that calls itself Earth to Tables Legacies. I was a tagalong
because, among John’s other friends, interest in a continent-spanning,
weeks long road trip was low. For me it was a see-and-learn opportunity,
lubricated with a little tequila during our downtime.




Maria Blas Cacari gathers lavender near her village. A longtime leader in
her home of Nurio, Michoacan, she married Fulvio Gioanetto (opposite),
and the two now work together in a peaceful farming community
surrounded by lawlessness (image: Earth to Tables Legacies).

As for the soldiers, they were part of a local militia, raised to protect the
“autonomous” farming village. That is to say, Nurio is on its own, caught
in a war going on around it between narco gangs and the Mexican army.
Both sides are awash in blood and violence produced by the trade in drugs
that feeds a largely northern appetite. So pervasive are the gangs that they
have in recent months begun extorting money from legitimate farmers of
limes and avocados.

“There are no police in Michoacdn, only gangs,” Gioanetto told us.

With the help of the guards, he is helping to keep the young men of
Nurio away from the temptation the drug trade provides, its lure of escape
from the poverty that comes from “working like a slave in big agribusiness,”
as he describes it, or from migrating and leaving behind land and culture.

“In the territories of the P'urépecha Indigenous nation, our subsistence
is based on a holistic vision ... of beings and spirits that live and interact
[there],” Blas said. This was worth protecting.

Gioanetto is a botanist. He met Maria Blas Cacari in 1997, in Morelia,
the state capital where he had come to evaluate medicinal plants used
in Michoacén. Still in her teens, she was already an expert in traditional
healing, which she had learned from her grandmother. She became

Gioanetto’s P'urépecha translator and then his wife. Now they live in
Nurio, where, working in a laboratory that doubles as an office, he is
devoting himself to finding ways to use native plants as organic fertilizers.
The goal is to help the land produce corn and other crops sustainably and
profitably, without depleting the soil, and in doing so provide a reason for
the P'urépecha to stay in Nurio and out of the hands of those who would
destroy them.

“I have a doctorate in botany and pharmacology,” Gioanetto said.
“I chose not to work for big companies because they are often taking
ancestral knowledge and exploiting it for profit. I'd rather work with people
and look for viable options for them to live more decently, more humanely,
and more sustainably”
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Fulvio, a botanist, was raised in Calabria, Italy. Here he explains
the various plants that grow around Nurio (image by the author).




F OUR THOUSAND kilometres to the north, a tendril of the Earth to
Tables philosophy reaches into Ontario’s Muskoka district. Since
1982, Dianne Kretschmar has owned a farm there, 187 acres of stony ground
(40 under cultivation) that she calls Grenville Farms. Rocks she knew,
because she was a prospector before she turned to organic farming. At 78,
she is slowing down a bit, but still sturdy, capable of a day’s work in the
field. Her passion for sustainable agriculture is undiminished. “For the
past thirty years I've been trying to produce good organic food in the rocky
Muskoka region,” she said. “I don’t own this land; it owns me.’

An early fall was descending upon Grenville Farms when Kretschmar
and I spoke in mid-September. There hadn’t yet been a frost, but
already she and her son Dan and his partner had covered the crops of
vegetables three times, a laborious job. But it was a bigger picture that
most concerned her.

“Industrial farming is in trouble,” she said. “Because of all those
chemical inputs, yields are decreasing. Soil health is doing a nosedive. We
have to change the way we farm, [and] soil health is tops.”’

Looking after the soil is what you can do if you are small scale, she said.
“It's cultivation that is destroying the health of soil. [But] things are
changing, even in conventional agriculture. People are starting to do
much less tillage - even no till - using a ‘cocktail’ of cover crops. I think
we're on the cusp of a big change in the way we farm.”

Kretschmar’s message has been transmitted to many who've come
to work and learn at her farm. In 2016, when Earth to Tables Legacies
was coalescing into what it has become, Gioanetto was among them. Since
then, he and Marfa have seen their daughter and son-in-law make the
journey to work with Kretschmar.

As has Ryan DeCaire, a Mohawk from Wahta Territory near Georgian
Bay. He came to learn traditional methods of horticulture to reconnect
with his Indigenous roots. Now he is a language professor reviving
Mohawk at the University of Toronto: “My work in language ... is guided
by the thought that people revitalize a language, but more importantly,
a language revitalizes a people. The same is true with our relationship
with food.”

Fernando Garcia is also a graduate. He studied agronomy in his
hometown of Guadalajara, Mexico, but with degree in hand he learned
about organic farming from Kretschmar. When Murtaugh and I visited
Garcia on our Mexico jaunt, he and his team were harvesting crops in fields
near Guadalajara, and in an adjacentlaboratory they were experimenting
with various kinds of insects and their larvae that might serve as animal
feed or human food. Today, he works for a Mexican sesame seed company,
which moved him to Texas to promote planting the crop in the US.

Deborah Barndt (left) and Dianne Kretschmar take a break from work
at Grenville Farms in Muskoka, Ontario (image by John Murtaugh).

And there are Anna Murtaugh and Adam Royal, who worked on
Kretschmar’s farm for many seasons. They met there, and in 2012 married.
Today they live near New Carlisle in the Gaspé, teaching school and
managing a farm that has made them nearly self-sufficient in producing
the food they need - from both plants and animals - to feed themselves
and their three children.

Anna is John Murtaugh'’s daughter. His name keeps popping up because
of his role in keeping everyone in touch. Murtaugh was an American draft
dodger who came to Toronto in 1970, began an insurance company, and
married a teacher named Elizabeth Harris. She was instrumental in
starting the Riverdale Farmers’ Market, Toronto’s first organic market,
in 2001. The Harris family had a cottage in the Muskokas, and that led
Elizabeth to Kretschmar, who was invited to sell her produce at the market.

Harris died in 2011. It was a monumental loss for her family and
community. And for Murtaugh. He is a fitness fanatic, and it took a




meditative bicycle ride from Cairo to Cape Town to help him move on.
He never entirely did, but in time he did meet another woman - Deborah
Barndt. She is a professor emerita in environmental studies at York
University, and is attuned to the healthy food movement. In 2002 she
published a book about how agribusiness tomatoes made their way from
a field in Mexico to McDonald’s restaurants in Toronto.

While we were driving the back roads of Mexico, Murtaugh spoke
almost daily of Elizabeth and their adventures, and sometimes her name
became interchangeable with Deborah’s. People we met along the way
who knew both women understood how close they were in spirit and in
Murtaugh’s mind.

Barndt, like Murtaugh, American-born and an immigrant to Canada,
describes herself as a “cross-pollinator, noting that her name in Hebrew
means “bee”” She was instrumental in helping pull together the threads of
the far-flung collective John and Elizabeth started, which became Earth to
Tables Legacies. Barndt has added connections of her own with people
she met in Oaxaca and Yucatan in Mexico. Ghana-born Leticia Deawuo,
who is the director of the SeedChange, an international NGO based in
Ottawa, also came to the group. And there is Lauren Baker, a friend and
colleague who teaches at the University of Toronto and Toronto Metropolitan
University, a specialist in the global food movement.

I< RETSCHMAR and others I spoke to are on what might be called the
food-producing side of Earth to Tables. Chandra Maracle represents
the table and what is placed on it. She lives on the Six Nations of the Grand
River Territory, near Brantford, Ontario. It is home to a branch of the
Haudenosaunee, as Iroquois people call themselves, including Mohawks
such as Ryan DeCaire. Of Haudenosaunee descent, Maracle is much aware
of what has been taken from Indigenous people and how hard it is to recover.

With colonization by Europeans came dispossession of land, of
culture and spiritual beliefs. Among the losses was knowledge about
the sustenance that the land provided. And that is what Maracle has
sought to revive.

The pre-European Indigenous people of the Americas had what
Maracle calls “a complete food system,” in which people gathered or
hunted, fished, and trapped, from forest and meadow, water and air.
Upon their arrival, Europeans ruptured the system, eventually forcing
Indigenous people onto reserves and into residential schools, dividing
families and separating communities from the land that had fed them.

Haudenosaunee gardens begin with the “Three Sisters”: corn, squash,
and beans. Colonization brought the five whites, as Maracle calls them:

Chandra Maracle, of the Six Nations of the Grand River Territory, works
with various local organizations to re-establish a healthy diet of
pre-contact Haudenosaunee foods (image: Earth to Tables Legacies).

wheat (flour), sugar, salt, lard, and dairy. While she is not against these
foods per se - they feed us all - they must be recognized for what they are:
products raised and processed industrially that have contributed to
obesity, diabetes, heart disease, and other life-reducing problems.

Maracle has collaborated with local organizations to bring back
pre-contact Haudenosaunee foods. Her organization, Kahwa'on:we (Real
People Eat Real Food), promotes a return to traditional food, especially
native corn. She feeds people at banquets at her own table, inviting
both Indigenous and non-Indigenous, including people from Earth
to Tables.

Her association with the group began after she and Barndt met in a
greenhouse in the Six Nations community. They hit it off immediately,
Maracle said. “She liked what I brought to the table.” For Barndt, a
descendant of the invaders of North America, it was important that there
be a First Nations component to Earth to Tables. Maracle appreciates the
sensitivity to her people’s concerns. “For me [the alliance] has been lovely
because the group was so open to learning Haudenosaunee history and
everything we had to offer.... They took what I had to say to heart. We don't
all have to grow food, but we all have to be at the same table.”




A celebration in Nurio is led by the women who run the village, following
traditions that have endured for centuries (image by the author).

Barndt, Lauren Baker, and Alexandra Gelis have co-edited a book,
Earth to Tables Legacies: Multimedia Food Conversations Across Generations
and Cultures (Rowman & Littlefield, 2023). It is abundantly illustrated
with colour photographs and drawings and has links to videos directed
by multimedia artist Gelis. Some of these are “facilitator guides.” In
other words, the package is a teaching tool, useful in schools, but also
for all. '

For those who have participated in the Earth to Tables project, there is
a common thread: a desire to take control of personal destiny through the
way we feed ourselves. In the book, various voices call it food sovereignty,
and for each it takes on a slightly different meaning.

For Dianne Kretschmar, food sovereignty “means we have the ability to
produce locally most of what we need to eat, to provide the population
with good, nutritious, culturally appropriate foods.”

For Chandra Maracle, it “is being in control of what is on the end of
your fork. That includes knowledge about and access to what it is that
should be on the end of your fork”

For those involved in the various facets of the Earth to Tables project,
taking control of personal destiny through food is a common theme.

For Ryan DeCaire, it “is strictly political.... It's about control of the
land. As Indigenous people with distinct governments, we need to
break free from the control of colonial governments, to feed ourselves
and control our food system.”

For Fernando Garcfa, it “is the right of people not only to eat a diverse
diet but to have access to nutritious food and [have] access to land to grow
our own food, and to produce food in a way that respects nature.”

Earth to Tables grew out of personal relationships, chance encounters
- organically, you might say. Is it best described as a collective, a network,
or a family? Even its members are unsure what to call themselves. With
such diversity, there are differences - some during the COVID-19
pandemic, for example, have been anti-vax. But a common purpose has
allowed people to accommodate one another, like an extended family.

Realistically, though, how can the ideals of a small group feed 8 billion
people on Earth? In more ways than I thought.

Dianne Kretschmar spoke of a new paradigm in farming. Because
young farmers can’t afford to buy land - they lease it - they resort to the
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kind of farming she does - small-scale and intensive. With proper
management you can produce a lot on an acre, she said.

“In fact, there’s a farmer in Quebec [in the Eastern Townships] who
makes $150,000 a year on an acre.... That’s the guy you aim to be. He's
farming organically. It'’s human scale. It's better for soil health, and people
who are good at it are rewarded with good returns.”

Organic farmers also provide a solution to the threat that climate
change presents. “Pay more attention to soil health. It will actually
sequester carbon. So, changing the way we farm is part of the solution,”
Kretschmar said.

Lauren Baker, co-editor with Barndt of the Legacies book, echoed
Kretschmar, providing a bigger picture view by way of her involvement
with the NGO Global Alliance for the Future of Food. “Small-scale farmers
continue to produce the majority of the world’s food yet are largely
overlooked by agriculture investments,” she said. Small holdings are “more
resilient, have lower costs and better returns for farmers.” They also reduce
dependency on chemical fertilizer and pesticides. In sum, they are better
for the environment. The past may well hold the key to the future.

HE publication of the Earth to Tables book marks a watershed in the

history of the collective. Where might it go now? Kretschmar says
she is retiring from the day-to-day operation of the farm, ceding it to her
son Dan. He says he would like to turn it into an agroecology centre, but
that has yet to happen. Others like Chandra Maracle have expanded their
interests. She has taken up visual artwork and is working on a PhD that
often takes her away from her Six Nations home.

Much uncertainty, many unknowns. Still, you might call Earth to
Tables Legacies a confederacy of hope: people investing their beliefs and
know-how into doing something to put the brakes on in a world that
seems to have been brought to the edge of an abyss.
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