POLLANATING

BY MARTY FUJITA

s we walked through the Churchill-Brenneis orchard, a

hundred questions buzzed in my head like frenetic bees

hovering over the sweetly aromatic flowers of the citrus
trees. Would eating lower on the food chain help us out of our
current health and environmental crises> How do we change
the monstrous Farm Bill to effect much-needed changes in our
food system? And what about agriculture’s role in climate
change?

It was an incredible opportunity to ask writer Michael
Pollan what he thought about all these things, but I hated to
break the reverie of our strolling little group. I felt like an
overly eager yet earnest student repressing the urge to shoot my
hand up in the air to try to impress a popular professor.

The night before, Pollan had delivered a riveting lecture to
a packed auditorium on the California State University
Channel Islands campus. As he walked to the podium, Pollan
looked every bit the professor of journalism that he is—a
towering, lanky, handsomely balding man with a broad smile,
clad casually in sweater and corduroy jacket. He was introduced
as “Dr. Pollan,” whereupon he immediately corrected his host,
telling him that he did not have a Ph.D., nor any higher degree
in nutritional science, agriculture or any field remotely tied to
his subject matter. He had, in fact, a Master’s degree in English.
He added humbly as an afterthought that perhaps examining
the world of food and agriculture as an outsider journalist
might actually have conferred more credibility on his writings
than an insider expert.

He opened his speech with the rhetorical question that got
him started on his current quest: “What should we have for
dinner?” He proceeded to describe, with great eloquence and
humor, his journey through the writing of 7he Omnivores
Dilemma, his latest book.

“Everything is corn. We live in a ‘corn-u-copia.” Americans
are corn chips on two legs!” Pollan quipped, launching into an
exploration of the dominant crop that is grown in the United
States and the convoluted way this food grain has morphed into
a ubiquitous ingredient found in almost every processed food
or drink and now even fuels our cars.

He recited a litany of familiar products containing corn
including Cheez Whiz, Twinkies, Coke (90 percent corn), Big

Macs (40 percent), and a myriad of nonfood items like
disposable diapers, trash bags, matches and batteries. With
great alacrity, he described the vast monocultures of corn
owned by giant agribusinesses that have swallowed up small
farmers across the Midwest. Corn now occupies almost 100
million acres of land in the United States.

Good for corn, but bad for small farmers, our health and
our environment. To meet economies of scale necessary to
produce such huge quantities of corn, farms have become
highly mechanized and dependent on chemical inputs. The
enormous investments required have led to the demise of the
independent small farmer as more and more consolidation
occurs, and farmer family names and faces are erased and
replaced with corporate logos. Surpluses of corn are made into
derivatives (that no longer resemble food), and dumped into
everything. As a result of high fructose corn syrup and other
corn-derived products, we have produced a nation of obese
people, the first generation whose children will, on average, die
at a younger age than their parents.

Because of the massive inputs of pesticides and fertilizers
needed to maintain monocultures of corn, we have poisoned
our rivers and streams, and created immense “dead zones”
hundreds of miles wide in our coastal waters, where no marine
creatures can survive. Pollan noted that corn requires more
fertilizer than just about any other crop. So much nitrogen
from these fertilizers is spewed into Iowa’s water systems,
“blue-baby alerts” are regularly issued in Des Moines warning
parents not to allow their infants to drink tap water, or the high
nitrate content that impedes the ability of blood hemoglobin to
carry oxygen to the body tissues will cause the infant to
turn blue.

No one knows how much of a contribution this kind of
agribusiness makes to global warming, but with all the fossil
fuels used to produce and transport corn it must be hugely
significant. “Corn,” Pollan said, “is conquering us.” Frightening
stuff from such a benign-looking grass.

Pollan’s search for a real meal led to his exploration of other
types of conventional agriculture—the dominant form of
agriculture in our country that can require 63 calories of
energy to make and deliver one calorie of lettuce. As an
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omnivore, his explorations included
animals as food. He describes cattle
feedlots (Concentrated Animal
Feeding Operations or CAFOs),
gruesome affairs in which cattle are
crammed into huge pens, cheek to
tail, and fattened for months on
(that ubiquitous) corn, and forced
to live on mountains of their own
excrement before being slaughtered.

Chickens dont fare much
better, even the “free range” organic
kind. Pollan found that “free range”
consisted of little more than a tiny
fenced-in yard that these chickens,
habituated to the indoor life,
seemed too terrified to utilize. They
are raised on organic feed (most
likely including corn, albeit of the
organic variety), and are thus
labeled organic, but their short lives are spent in industrialized
settings, going from living, clucking bird to a plucked and
shrink-wrapped version of themselves in a few short minutes.

A few rays of sunshine broke through the ominous stories
when Pollan recounted his stay on Joel Salatin’s Polyface Farm
in Virginia. Here he learned about “grass farming,” and the
happy cattle and chickens that are part of an intricate food
chain created and managed by Salatin but modeled after
nature, using a diversity of lush grasses as the foundation.
“There #s a free lunch,” says Pollan, and it is based on
solar energy.

Pollan ended his talk with a plea for the audience to
understand and advocate for change in the Farm Bill, a
behemoth $90 billion piece of legislation that will soon be
reauthorized by Congress. The Farm Bill, originally authorized
in the 1930s, has become greatly perverted from its original
intent to protect farmers from the exigencies of trade and
natural calamity. In its current form, it pays out more than $25
billion a year to subsidize agribusiness to produce cheap, corn-
based food.

The result, Pollan tells us, is bad for our health, environ-
ment and economy. He pointed out that in the last 40 years,
the amount of disposable income that households spend on
food has gone from 18 percent to 9 percent, while the cost of
health care has increased from 5 percent to 16 percent. To
counteract this ruinous inverse relationship between cheap
food and mounting health care costs, Pollan advocated change
based on hedonism and environmentalism—the basic premise
behind the food movement called Slow Food in which good,
whole, sustainably produced food is enjoyed and honored as an
organizing principle for human society.

Much to his surprise and to the delight of his readership,
The Omnivores Dilemma has received much acclaim and has
been named one of the 10 best books of 2006 by the New York

Times. Pollan (whose name gets 630,000 Google search hits),
along with Alice Waters, has achieved rock star fame in the
sustainable food movement, and has become its eloquent voice.

Pollan’s genius lies not in uncovering and disclosing new
truths about our food and agricultural system (a lot of this
research work has been done by others and by a new crop of
nonprofit organizations advocating for change in the way we
eat and the way we grow our food), but in his ability to
synthesize and distill vast amounts of information, present it to
his readers in engaging, good-storytelling format, and through
novel perspectives when describing and writing about the
subject at hand. It’s not easy to think like a plant. But Pollan
does so brilliantly in his book 7he Botany of Desire. In this
little book, a precursor to Omnivores Dilemma, he uses a
naturalist’s curiosity to look into the lives of four common

For more information on the Farm Bill and what
you can do to help change it, visit these sites:

Sustainable Agriculture Coalition
WWW.MSawg.org

Food and Water Watch

www.foodandwaterwatch.org/food/us-farmbill/farm-bill-faq

Union of Concerned Scientists
www.ucsusa.org/food_and_environment

Environmental Defense
www.environmentaldefense.org/page.cfm?tagID=101
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