Organic Farmer Works for Profitable, Traditional Life
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ATLANTIC - Farming is many things to many people.

When our hunter-gatherer ancestors decided to stop doing all that labor-intensive walking and running to look for food growing naturally, it was the first great step towards creating an agricultural society in which

man was not ruled by the season - feasting in the summer, starving in the winter.

It was a cultural leap as significant as the discovery of how to make fire. Man no longer followed his food sources like an animal, he tamed it, created surplus and began to diversify.

As late as World War II, nearly 90 percent of Americans lived on the farm or worked in industries directly related to farming.

Much has changed since then.

Agriculture is now moving into the corporate realm - a realm where biotechnology, chemical pesticides and herbicides help to create uniform products across the country.

The family farm is quickly becoming a thing of the past.

Denise O'Brien is one of a not-so-new breed of farmers. To O'Brien, farming is about her apples and strawberries, chickens and turkeys. All grown and raised organically. Soon she will be growing raspberries in the dead of winter in her greenhouse to meet the needs of restaurants and consumers

across Iowa.

O'Brien also leads the pack in Iowa's attempt to find some way to maintain a traditional way of life, make it profitable and viable.

She is founder and coordinator of the Women, Food and Agriculture Network and has worked on Gov. Vilsack's Local Foods Agriculture Task Force.

In August, O'Brien was named a W.K. Kellogg Fellow as part of a program to improve communication about food and agricultural issues in the United States.

O'Brien is dedicated to making sure Iowa is not one day just another name for corporate-owned farmland where rows of bio-engineered corn and soybeans stretch on for miles next to hog lots as big as skyscrapers.

O'Brien has also "taken over" an old Kopper Kettle on Interstate-80 near exit 86 to open a limited liability corporation called Iowa Harvest to promote Iowa products. The former Kettle will cook again when the shop that now sells bison, emu, as well as other food products, opens its own

restaurant.

O'Brien started out, like so many children, eager to break out of Iowa. As a high school exchange student, she did just that. When she came back home, Iowa felt a bit cramped.

In 1968, love, war, peace and death were on people's minds. As a recent graduate of Atlantic High School, O'Brien could not wait to make her move to California, put a flower in her hair, get political and change the world.

Her path wound around the country for a few years. She was as wrapped up in the counter-culture as any young woman in those days.

She never planned on settling in Iowa, but on a trip home for a quick visit in 1975, she met Larry Harris and decided to stick around for a while. At least for the wedding.

Twenty-six years later, O'Brien and Harris are still married, and one of the things that brought them together and has kept them together for so long is organic farming.

Sure, it sounds like the same old story: Girl moves to California. Girl comes home eight years later. Girl meets farm boy. Girl and farm boy fall in love and grow organic vegetables. The end.

O'Brien did not step out into the world and decide the world was not what she wanted only to come home with her tail between her legs. She brought a piece of the world back with her, meshed it with her Iowa roots and managed to carve out a life she could love.

As a member of Practical Farmers of Iowa, O'Brien has been instrumental in working to change attitudes about organic farming and other "non-traditional" farming methods.

Her primary goal has been to change the idea that organic farming is "New Age-y," "old-fashioned" or standing in opposition to technology. O'Brien is no Luddite.

"With modern technology, there are things becoming more available to us all

the time," she said. "People think organic farming is old-fashioned, but people are using very new technologies for pest control - just not biotech, that's not allowed, but hybridization and other ideas that try to work WITH nature."

One example is a clay product O'Brien sprays on her apple trees. Rather than using pesticides harmful to humans to kill insects, a clay powder is sprayed on her apple trees, creating a kind of seal easily washed off and non-harmful if consumed.

In O'Brien's estimation, agribusiness and science have always aimed their sights at coming up with new methods, chemicals and processes that accomplish their tasks by controlling nature. Little thought is given to working with nature because that would be too "New Age-y."

Which is unfortunate, said O'Brien, because some organic methods, like the clay spray, are cost effective, harmless and quietly brilliant.

"Research in organic farming has been minimal," O'Brien said. "But they come up with things we just never thought about, like laying down plastic to stop weeds, new crop rotation techniques to fertilize and discourage weeds."

O'Brien said big business operates to control all elements to maximize profitability. Preserving the environment and an ancient way of life are not primary considerations.

"What industrial agriculture does is try to take out all the uncertainties of nature," she said. "They will probably try to control the weather next.

"We are the only species that s---s in their own nest. We go like it doesn't matter. It all comes down to profit. The agricultural paradigm we have now is putting people out of business. It's a factory assembly line, and consumers are starting to notice the difference. There is either no taste or the same taste everywhere you go."

O'Brien works with Practical Farmers of Iowa to put people back on the land. The organization is not solely about organic farming but also about finding ways to keep Iowans farming.

As agriculture moves more and more toward mass production, families are not able to keep up. She believes that changing the focus to specialty crops is one way of keeping Iowans connected to the land.

"What's happening all over the world is farmers are leaving the land," O'Brien said. "What local foods are all about is putting farmers back on the land in segments of 10 to 20 acres as opposed to 2,000 to 3,000 acres.

"Big business talks about family values, but they do everything they can to ruin rural America. We want community and family, and we're just labeled as hippies or lefties because we want to include nature into the formula for life. We don't want to just suck out all the resources and leave nothing when we die."

O'Brien herself knows farmers who have been able to make tidy profits selling salad greens and fresh fruits to restaurants during the winter.

"There are some really good restaurants in Des Moines that use locally-grown products - Bistro 43, Cosi Cucina, and Cooking with Bonnie," she said. "There are people able to make a good living on smaller specialty crops. We also try to promote the idea that locally grown is food with a

farmer's face."

The face of farming may be changing, but if O'Brien has her way, there will always be options for the family farmer to stay on the land, make a living and keep an Iowa tradition alive and kicking.

