
12/12/15, 5:15 PMHardwick book raises thorny issues - Stowe Today: This Week

Page 1 of 3http://www.stowetoday.com/this_week/features/article_3618c5ae-2d58-5d0b-b333-9d6232932b17.html?mode=print

Hardwick book raises thorny issues
By Peter Merrill | Posted: Thursday, April 8, 2010 12:00 am

A few weeks ago, a standing-room-only crowd gathered at
Hardwick’s Galaxy Bookshop to hear local author Ben
Hewitt read from his new book, “The Town That Food
Saved,” in an enjoyable evening made all the more
entertaining by the fact that almost all of the book’s main
characters were in attendance.

I went home, read the book in two sittings, and found it
highly amusing and thought-provoking — a much better
read than many of the “foodie” books I’ve read in the past.
I couldn’t wait for my wife to read it so we could talk
about it.

Reviews of the book have been universally positive, and
Hewitt has received high and deserved praise for his
thoughtful look at a town struggling with the complexities
and challenges of a local food movement that has attracted
national media attention, while, as Hewitt posits, creating
something of a cultural divide among its citizenry.

Still, something about this book bothered me. Perhaps it’s
that I’m a little too close to it, in that I know many of the
characters, but I’d like to think it’s more than that.

Much of the book focuses on the resentment some feel
towards the town’s “agrepreneurs,” a term Hewitt coined
to describe the young, mostly well-educated agricultural entrepreneurs who are driving the local food
movement and bringing what some view as unwanted outside attention to this small town — people such
as Andrew Meyer of Vermont Soy, Pete Johnson of Pete’s Greens, and Andy and Mateo Kehler of Jasper
Hill Farm and Cheese Cellars.

The resentment Hewitt describes seems to have nothing to do with the work these people are doing or the
message they are sending, and everything to do with the way they have gone about it, with the author
painting the group as a bunch of “holier-than-thou” attention grabbers laying claim to a movement that
has been playing out quietly in Hardwick since long before any of them arrived on the scene.
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At the center of it all is Tom Stearns, the owner of High Mowing Seeds organic seed company, a person
portrayed by Hewitt as the cell-phone-wielding “mouthpiece” for the group and as someone more
concerned about where his next interview is coming from than about improving the local food system he
purports to champion.

That Hewitt uses Tom as the “whipping boy” for the town’s angst and the source of much of the book’s
local color and humor certainly makes for an entertaining read and surely will help to sell more books,
but it seems gratuitous and unfair, in my opinion.

That Tom and the other agrepreneurs may have failed to give proper credit and deference to others in the
community may be regrettable, but it is certainly forgivable. That the agrepreneurs may be mainly to
blame for any unwanted attention the town has attracted is equally forgivable, especially when viewed
against the backdrop of the many positive things that are happening in Hardwick as a result of their
efforts — like the 125 new jobs that have been created and the increased tax revenues these businesses
will bring.

The resentment Hewitt describes in some ways rings of sour grapes and, more importantly, serves only to
obscure the book’s larger, more important message — that our food system is broken and that any fix has
to begin at the local level with everyone playing his or her part.

According to the author, the local food movement is alive and well in Hardwick, not because of the
highbrow work of the agrepreneurs, but rather as a result of the quiet work being done day in and day out
by the region’s small farmers and artisans — people like Ralph and Cindy Persons, the colorful couple
who operate a mobile slaughtering operation that provides a vital service to local farmers by giving them
a convenient and economical way to slaughter and process their livestock. While pillorying people like
Tom Stearns, the author holds out the Personses and others like them as the key to the future — people
who contribute to the health and vibrancy of their local food systems without ever even knowing, much
less caring, that they are part of a greater movement or mission.

For me, however, this all misses a key point. While the work being done by people like the Personses is
admirable and vital to those they serve, their impact is likely to remain local in scope, and for the most
part, the people they are in a position to influence already get it.

It’s the people living in places no longer so closely connected to the land that need to hear and embrace
the message, and this is where the value of the work being done by the agrepreneurs is really given short
shrift.

If Dan Rather, Emeril Lagasse and The New York Times can help spread the good news about what’s
happening in Hardwick to the greater world, isn’t this worth the temporary dislocation it may create here
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at home? From a big-picture standpoint, I think it is, and shouldn’t we all be concerned about the big
picture? And, if we agree on this, is the work being done by Tom Stearns and Ben Hewitt really that
different?

You can now purchase “The Town That Food Saved” on Amazon.com and eBay and at national
booksellers like Borders and Barnes & Noble.

Is this good news for the Galaxy Bookshop or for a small town already concerned about the publicity it is
receiving? Perhaps not. Is it good news that people like Tom Stearns and Ben Hewitt are helping to
further seed the local food movement by spreading the word to a larger audience? I think so.

Peter Merrill operates Elmore Mountain Farm LLC.
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