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Grace Gershuny wrote the book on organic
by Jef Barker

NEWPORT — About a dozen people gathered
at Newport Natural Market and Cafe last week to
listen to one-time West Charleston resident Grace
Gershuny read from her new book, Organic
Revolutionary, a memoir of her experiences in the
organic movement.
Ms. Gershuny served on the staff of the U.S.
Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) National
Organic Program (NOP) in the 1990s and was the
principal author of the first national organic
regulations.
She spoke for about an hour, then took
questions.
Ms. Gershuny, who now lives in Barnet, has
lived in Vermont since the early seventies and
has been involved with agriculture, soil health,
composting, and the organic movement since
shortly after arriving.
She is the author of several other books,
including The Soul of Soil and Compost,
Vermicompost, and Compost Tea.
“Well, the title itself tells you a little bit,” she
said about her memoir. “Organic Revolutionary:
A Memoir of the Movement for Real Food,
Planetary Healing, & Human Liberation.
“It sounds kind of grandiose, I know,” she
said. “But it is grandiose. That’s one of the
reasons it was important to write it, to get it out
there.”
Ms. Gershuny lays much of the blame for any
perceived failure of the organic movement on
what she refers to as “organic watchdog
organizations” and concerned, but misinformed,
organic activists.
While she thinks those organizations may
have public health interests at heart, their efforts
are misguided and ultimately hurt small farmers
and slow the movement towards a more healthy
food system.
She believes that persistent focus on purity,
which she described as the elimination of all
synthetic or non-natural substances in food
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Grace Gershuny, right, reads from her new book, Organic Revolutionary, at Newport Natural Market and Café. Ms.
Gershuny was the principal author of the 1997 USDA national organic rule draft. Sandra Snyder, left, takes notes
as Ms. Gershuny reads from the prologue.
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production, serves only to panic the public and
hurt small farms by resulting in more rules and
more complex federal regulations.
“The organic movement is much different now
than when it began,” Ms. Gershuny said. “It
started out in a much different way. When it
started out, organic certification was a very
grower centric process. The standards were set
out by growers, and growers argued about it.
“They may have consulted with consumers,
but it was much more what we think makes food
organic rather than, oh my god, there’s a
synthetic chemical.
“There’s a whole lot of that sort of stuff
throughout the book,” she said. “What organic is
really about, where it came from, and what
organic certification is really all about.
“And how a movement really turned into an
industry, into a very consumer-focused model.
One that’s really not so much what’s best for the
consumer, or best for the planet, but what
consumers believe, and that we have to try to sell
them.”
Ms. Gershuny said the regulations that she

“initially worked on, and was largely responsible
for creating, got mangled in the bureaucracy,
particularly in the Office of Management and
Budget.”
She said her work, which she described as
groundbreaking, “was put out there; it wasn’t
perfect, but the community hated it.”
Asked which community, she replied, “The
organic community. Everybody.”
The office received a record-setting 280,000,
mostly negative, public comments in response.
That outrage and mistrust was misplaced,
Ms. Gershuny said.
“The story of what [the 1997 organic draft]
really said, how it was misrepresented, and how
it got that way is a fair amount of this book,” she
said.
She went on to talk about what the term
organic means to farmers, friends, and the
general population, and how the definition has
changed over time.
She talked about how natural, organic
compounds can sometimes be as detrimental as
(Continued on page thirteen.)
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Gershuny says watchdog groups create distrust
(Continued from page twelve.)

synthetic compounds to soil and planet health
and crop production.
She spoke at length about synthetic nitrate
fertilizers and their profound negative effects on
the environment, from the excessive amount of
fossil fuels required to produce them, to nitrous
oxide emission as a greenhouse force.
She said that one of her “great insights of
graduate school is this: We already know what
we need to know. There are some old books in
the library that exactly tell you what people are
finally doing the research to prove.”
Authors like William Albrecht, Sir Albert
Howard, and books put out by the USDA in the
thirties, like Soils and Men, were cited as
examples of that knowledge.
“We need a different political and economic
system,” she said. “That’s what’s really standing
in our way of doing the right thing.
“One of the things the watchdogs are doing is
trying to convince people that the USDA is never
to be trusted — that anything synthetic that may
be used in an organic product, or that might be
used to produce an organic product, is going to
benefit corporate players who want to water down
the standards and destroy the quality and
integrity of the organic product,” she said.”
She said they reinforce the idea that organic
doesn’t mean anything anymore.
“There’s a lot of people that believe: I’m not
going to use anything bad, and the organic
standards allow some bad things to be used, so I
don’t want to sully myself with calling myself
organic. It’s very backwards.”
One example discussed was the use of
antibiotics on organic apples and pears.
Watchdog organizations like the Organic
Consumers Association and Cornucopia engaged
their followers in 2013 to protest the use of
antibiotics on organic apple and pear trees.
When the national labeling standards went
into effect in 2002, two antibiotics were listed as
synthetic materials approved for use to protect
against fire blight.

AARP offers grant

AARP Vermont is collaborating with Team
Better Block to implement a community
demonstration project in one Vermont community
in 2016. The $15,000 initiative is an approach to
revitalization that begins with temporarily
transforming a single block into a vibrant
destination that illustrates the potential for new
business, safer streets and improved livability.
Typically, cities have used their “better blocks” to
set up farmers’ markets, beer gardens, bookstores
and fruit stands. They’ve built swings and
climbing areas, set up trampolines and presented
school plays, local dance troupes and open mic
musicians. They often lead to more permanent
neighborhood improvements.
“We are hoping to illustrate how simple
modifications can powerfully alter the economic,
social, and ecological value of a community or
neighborhood by gathering designers and
community volunteers together to create a
weekend intervention,” said Kelly Stoddard-Poor
of AARP Vermont.
Built with community talent and resources
over a weekend, the result is a vision for an
authentic place and the momentum needed to
make it happen permanently.
Applications are now being accepted from
municipalities, town and city planners, chambers
of commerce, Rotary clubs, or any nonprofit or
grassroots community group with ideas for a
project in their town or neighborhood. The
application deadline is Friday, April 22.
Community matching funds are not required but a
strong commitment from local officials, partners
and stakeholders to participate in the
demonstration project is. The description and
application are available at www.aarp.org/vt, or by
contacting Kelly Stoddard-Poor at
kstoddardpoor@aarp.org. — from AARP Vermont.

The watchdog organizations generated public
outcry that may have had some impact on the
review process.
The antibiotic exemption expired in October
of 2014.
Ms. Gershuny outlined the history of the use
of those antibiotics and how “when it came up for
sunset review, a lot of people suddenly went, oh,
my God! They’re spraying antibiotics on apple
trees. This shouldn’t be allowed.
“It’s sprayed on the blossoms before they set
fruit, essentially to prevent this disease that will
wipe out an entire tree if it’s not caught,” she
said.
“And it spreads. In some places, it’s been the
only thing that allows large commercial scale
organic apple and pear production. It’s not like
broad scale putting antibiotics in the food supply,
at all. Antibiotics are actually natural substances
that are secreted by soil bacteria, usually, and

they break down quite quickly. They don’t persist
in the environment.
“They’re not used in any kind of a
concentration that would even have an....” she
began.
“They’re just sprayed on during fruit set,”
Madeleine Winfield of St. Johnsbury finished.
Ms. Winfield and Ms. Gershuny met in West
Charleston and have been friends for over 40
years.
“This is not erythromycin or penicillin; this is
a whole different kind of thing,” said Glenn
Harter of Westmore.
Several agreed that the USDA should take a
more proactive approach to informing consumers,
to ensure that they can make their decisions
based on the available science.
“These watchdog kind of groups really play up
those fears and that response,” said Ms.
Gershuny.
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A provocative personal and political story
Book review

Organic Revolutionary, a
Memoir of the Movement for Real
Food, Planetary Healing, and
Human Liberation, by Grace
Gershuny. Paperback. 239 pages.
Published by Joes Brook Press.
Reviewed by Tena Starr

Grace Gershuny planted her
first garden when she was 23 years
old. She and her new husband had
put enough money together to buy
an old farmhouse in West
Charleston where they plowed up a
half-acre of witch grass and planted
vegetables. (I shudder to think
what weeding that was like.)
Thus started Ms. Gershuny’s
winding journey as an “organic
revolutionary.” She not only has
been an organic gardener herself for
more than 40 years, but also was
instrumental in writing the federal
rules for organic in the 1990s.
That first garden was planted in
1973 when the back-to-the-land
movement had started and young,
educated people had begun
migrating to Vermont and other
rural states to live a new — or
maybe old — way. Those were the
days of communes, of hippies, of
radical feminism, politics,
peaceniks, and organics.
For many, back-to-the-land
ultimately turned out to be just
backbreaking. Idealism, or at least
some manifestations, has a tendency
to fizzle out in the face of relentless
labor for little money. But early on
Ms. Gershuny hooked up with the
National Organic Farmers
Organization (NOFA), not just as a
gardener, but as an employee.
Organic Revolutionary is a
personal story, but also an
intellectual exploration of the
connections between agriculture and
politics, between climate change and
how we eat and grow food, between
planetary, political, and personal
health. And it’s a sometimes dense
look at the arduous process that
legitimized and regulated organic
agriculture.

Although the word “organic,”
and the philosophy behind it, is
firmly ensconced in the minds of
many as the territory of the
politically left-leaning, Ms.
Gershuny says that’s far from true.
Progressives certainly have no hold
on the organic farming movement,
she says.
“Among the more persistent
myths of the current organic scene
is the notion that the modern
organic movement sprang from a
strictly left-progressive political
philosophy,” she writes. “While
partially true, it is a mistake to
believe that the political left has any
claim to ownership of the organic
project, or that organic agriculture
(or any green technology, for that
matter) is inherently politically
correct.”
In fact, much to this reader’s
surprise, Ms. Gershuny says that
the well-known Nazi slogan “blood
and soil” came from the Nazis’ belief
that environmental purity was
inseparable from racial purity.
It was, of course, Rachel Carson
and her book Silent Spring,
published in 1962, that launched
the modern environmental
movement, and Ms. Gershuny
writes about Ms. Carson’s influence,
as well as a host of others, on her
own thinking. This is a serious
book written by a serious thinker.
But it’s also an interesting read
for anyone who’s been in the
Northeast Kingdom as long as this
writer has and watched both the
devolution and evolution of food and
farming.
For instance, Ms. Gershuny
talks about her time with the
Northeast Kingdom Cooperative
Cannery in Barton, which set out in
the 1970s to produce organic pickled
beets, apple rosehip butter, and
dilly beans for high-end markets.
The apples and rosehips were
collected from the wild; the garden
was at a South Albany farm owned
by Michael and Lisa Weiss. It was
an endeavor well ahead of its time,
a predecessor to the Center for an
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Agricultural Economy in Hardwick.
That experience got her
thinking about what the word
“organic” really meant when it was
applied to a jar of dilly beans. And
it launched her into a lifelong
passion for dirt — soil.
The cannery project didn’t last
long, and Ms. Gershuny soon found
herself unemployed. She

(Continued on page fifteen.)

Small farm discussion group April 27
Anyone wondering how the state’s new
Required Agricultural Practices (RAPs) and Small
Farm Certification are going to affect them may
like to join in on an upcoming talk.
Join Ryan Patch, ag development coordinator
from the Vermont Agency of Agriculture, for this
informal discussion group to learn more about the
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the rulemaking process.
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learn more.
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volunteered for a job at NOFA, and
in 1979 was named Vermont’s first
full-time NOFA coordinator.
She went on to get a master’s
degree in extension education from
the University of Vermont — a
woman in love with words like
mucigel, the slimy substance that
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Did the cafuffle spawn the food revolution?
Book review

(Continued from page fourteen.)

covers the root cap of plant roots. And she was in
on the beginnings of Stonyfield yogurt, a national
brand now, but which started as a small, homebased business at a farm in New Hampshire that
was simply trying to make a living through
sustainable agriculture.
Ms. Gershuny’s marriage broke up, as did a
second relationship, and she ended up in Barnet
with a third partner. From there, she did a stint
as a journalist for the Caledonian Record. She
worked for an early organic certification program,
and as a professor at Goddard College.
Eventually, she was offered a job as an
agricultural marketing specialist in Washington,
D.C. Her task? Defining organic and writing the
regulation for what it meant to be legitimate,
certified organic.
That’s where her story gets both dense and
fascinating.
Ms. Gershuny turns much of conventional
thinking on its head when it comes to organics.
After working for years on a rule for what is
organic, it was released, only to receive 280,000
negative comments. It had taken seven years to
come up with that regulatory proposal, and now
she and her colleagues had to start over.
What’s surprising, or was to her at least, is
that much of the hostility towards the rule came
from those she viewed as like-minded. Old
friends accused her of destroying the organic
movement through her work for the federal
government. Many believed she’d sold out; one
critic simply claimed she was a fascist.
The comments included: “The recently
proposed rules for organic agriculture are
perverse and diabolical.” “Organic should be
defined by how the people view organic, i.e., pure
and natural, not by how multinational
corporations want to rewrite the dictionary.”
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The story begins to bog down here in the
regulatory process, but what keeps it readable is
Ms. Gershuny’s insider’s view, as well as her
assertion that the purists, with their distrust of
the USDA, hurt their own cause.
“Whether deliberate or not, it seems that the
activists who demanded the highest possible
organic standards, seeking to defend organic
purity against anything deemed synthetic and
who condemned our proposal for being so weak as
to be meaningless, played right into Monsanto’s
hands,” she writes. “Monsanto was keenly aware
of the opportunity this public outrage over the
perceived watering down of organic standards
presented. They had lost their battle within
USDA to allow the use of GMOs (genetically
modified organisms) in organic food when the
June draft was cleared by the Secretary of
Agriculture, but then they had seemingly
triumphed by getting OMB (the office of
Management and Budget) to remove our
prohibition on GMOs.”
Monsanto wasn’t prepared for the public
firestorm, though, Ms. Gershuny says, and
reassessed the situation. In the end, Monsanto
said that consumers deserved choice and came
down on the side of strict organic standards.
“This strategy paid off handsomely,” Ms.
Gershuny says. “The growing movement
demanding that GMO foods be labeled as such
was squashed, at least in the U.S., at least for the
time being. The strictest possible organic
standards would make it less appealing for
conventional farmers to convert to organic
production and, if organic could be held to less
than 5% of the food system, Monsanto would have
free reign with the other 95%. This is what has
actually come to pass.”
But there was, perhaps, a silver lining. It’s
conceivable that the uproar over the organic

regulations spawned the good food revolution of
the early twenty-first century, Ms. Gershuny
writes. Certainly it increased awareness about
food and farming practices.
“In the end it really doesn’t matter if the ‘O’
word has been corrupted by the marketplace and
the consumer driven fantasy of purity,” Ms.
Gershuny writes in her epilogue. “What matters
is the increasing knowledge of better — healthier,
saner, more equitable — ways of feeding
ourselves and our communities. What matters is
that more and more planetary citizens are waking
up to the peril faced by human civilization,
perhaps even the human species itself, should we
fail to change course quickly enough.”
The above is by no means a thorough account of
the story told in this book, and it’s not intended to
be. It’s a glimpse at a provocative book written
about an interesting time, an important movement,
and a Northeast Kingdom woman’s role.

Read with me series
Derby Head Start and Early Head Start
began a “Read With Me” series on March 31,
sponsored by the Vermont Humanities
Council.
Read With Me is a free program with
interactive workshops for parents of children
from birth to age six. A Vermont Humanities
Council facilitator joins parents to discuss the
importance of sharing books with children.
Parents discover ways to make books come
alive. Each participating household takes
home a set of gift books to encourage daily
reading as a family. — from the Vermont
Humanities Council.
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