
118

G
A

S
T
R

O
N

O
M

IC
A

S
U

M
M

E
R

 2
0
1
0

to follow the advice of Earl Butz, Richard M. Nixon’s 
Secretary of Agriculture: “Get big or get out.”

That small-scale farming is a tough way to make a liv-
ing in a post-agricultural, post-industrial economy is no 
stunning disclosure. Hamilton, though, provides a crisp 
and measured assessment of the large-scale forces at work—
including the basic problem that food is devalued relative to 
the labor required to grow and harvest it. She also discusses 
particularities of the dairy, beef, and grain industries in 
three regions of the United States.

Deeply Rooted is not focused on exposing the evils of 
industrial farming, a subject others have tackled elsewhere; 
its revelations are more conceptual than factual. Hamilton 
has set out to tell a familiar story—the withering and pos-
sible regeneration of the family farm—in a novel way. The 
book consists of three separate sections, each devoted to 
a different “unconventional” farming family: a small-time 
New Mexico cattle raiser experimenting with progressive 
grazing strategies and dreaming of regaining the land the 
federal government seized generations ago from his family; 
a father-son pair of East Texas dairy farmers, descendants 
of slaves, facing fierce competition from huge farms in the 
Texas Panhandle and New Mexico; and the North Dakota 
organic grain growers who ignore the Big Ag philosophy of 
their neighbors and model their commercial farming on 
their home vegetable gardening.

Hamilton, who has spent a decade covering farm-
ing for publications including Harper’s and The Nation, 
avoids the starry-eyed farmer worship that has sprouted 
recently in certain progressive urban enclaves. She neither 
valorizes the farmers as Davids struggling against an evil 
Goliath nor demonizes them for deviating from organic or 
environmental orthodoxy because of financial or practical 
considerations. “When agriculture is at its best, the people 
performing the necessary extraction double as conserva-
tionists as a matter of course,” she argues, quite reasonably. 

“But the system we have built is not agriculture at its best, it 
is agriculture at its most productive” (p.190). She presents 
the efforts of her “unconventional farmers”—cooperatives, 
sustainable grazing agreements, saving previous years’ seeds 
rather than buying from agricultural conglomerates—as 
steps in the right direction, made in the face of consider-
able pressure to follow conventional practices, but they are 
small steps nonetheless. 

It’s hard to tell the story of small-time American farmers 
without slipping into nostalgia, and Hamilton, despite her 
generally clear-eyed and critical stance toward her subjects, 
occasionally veers in this direction. Like her dairyman subject
Harry Lewis, who lets philosophizing about the importance 

a concentrated theoretical argument and instead largely loll 
in the book’s background.

Second, the authors make little attempt to actually
measure the significance of biological innovation. In part 
this is surely because they doubt that the biological aspects 
of productivity growth can be separated out from those 
caused by mechanical innovation. The effect, however, is
to leave the reader little sense of the relative contribution
of biological innovation. In the final chapter Olmstead
and Rhode attempt a rough counter-factual measure of the 
output of American agriculture without biological innova-
tion, coming up with losses ranging from 10 to 20 percent
in corn to 50 to 80 percent in wheat, cotton, and oranges,
to commercial destruction in the case of grape vines. As
this exercise is very brief and is but one theme in a much 
larger conclusion, one suspects that economists will be
little moved by the effort.

For those interested in the intimate details of American 
agriculture prior to 1940, a cover-to-cover read of this truly 
panoramic book will yield tremendous information and 
insights. For the rest, skimming individual chapters on 
specific crops or animals that strike our fancy is likely to 
bear the most efficient fruit.

—Darel E. Paul, Williams College

Deeply Rooted: Unconventional Farmers in the Age
of Agribusiness
Lisa M. Hamilton
Berkeley: Counterpoint, 2009

313 pp.  $25.00 (cloth)

Driving across the American prairie on the Interstate, it is 
difficult to see anything except field upon field of crops 
stretching across the flat land to the horizon. As agribusi-
ness swallowed up family farms, crops crowded out people; 
in many places, what remains are empty hamlets that exist 
only in name, crumbling farmhouses, and abandoned silos. 
And, on a road in rural LaMoure County, North Dakota, a 
reminder that not everyone has given up and left. “SLOW 
DOWN!” the sign reads. “WE’RE STILL HERE.”

Writer Lisa M. Hamilton profiles a family of LaMoure 
County organic farmers in her new book, Deeply Rooted: 
Unconventional Farmers in the Age of Agribusiness, and 
although her subjects didn’t make the road sign, its message 
courses through her book. Slow down, the book urges us, 
and consider some of the holdouts who, in small, diverse, 
and innovative ways, are trying to resist the intense pressure
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the world’s poor and has captured as much attention for its 
contributions to epicurean culture as it has for its role as a 
locus of American art, theater, music, and literature. 

According to the authors featured in Gastropolis—
serious foodies, serious scholars, or both—New York food
is freshly grown food and street-cart food; it is the strange 
jellies and foams of the avant-garde cafés and the reliable 
meat and potatoes of Delmonico’s. It is generation upon 
generation of Chinese restaurants that opened the door to 
other Asian cultures. It is the heat and spice of the island 
food of Harlem, and much more. Thus Gastropolis is a 
piled-high-to-bursting buffet, where emotionally charged 
memoirs of childhood meals are served up alongside 
highly detailed academic articles. The book tells the stories 
of the food and drink of the Natives and early settlers, the 
American revolutionaries, then wave after wave of immi-
grants—Irish, Italian, Korean. Here, an economic study 
on the city’s early pushcart trade in Suzanne Wasserman’s 

“Hawkers and Gawkers: Peddling and Markets in New York 
City”; there, a layman’s guide to the “Jewish-ification” of 
bagels (originally hailing from Vienna), knishes, eggs 
creams (the ice cream soda’s poor cousin), and hot dogs in 
Jennifer Berg’s “From the Big Bagel to the Big Roti: The 
Evolution of New York City’s Jewish Food Icons.” 

 “In Eating Out, Eating American: New York Restaurant 
Dining and Identity,” Mitchell Davis asks: “Is it any won-
der in a city where apartments are built without kitchens 
and restaurant reservationists receive extravagant gifts from 
strangers that dining out is inextricably linked to identity…
[that] eating in New York is a triple whammy: you are what 
you eat, you are where you eat and you are because you 
eat out?” (p.293) Social identity gives way to basic need 
in Janet Poppendieck and J.C. Dwyer’s “Hungry City,” a 
study of the food supply for New York’s 1.6 million official 
poor. And in “The Chefs, the Entrepreneurs and Their 
Patrons: The Avant-garde Food Scene in New York,” Fabio 
Parasecoli explores high-end eateries like Papillon, with its 
onion sorbet cubes that require ingestion instructions and 
its rosewater-infused milk suckled through a baby bottle, 
noting the influence New York City’s master chef commu-
nity exerts on global gastronomy. 

While the more academic contributions are enriching 
and illuminating, it is the memoirs written in intimate, 
often poetic food voices that are the most satisfying, like 
the first-person narrative on three centuries of Chinese 
cuisine in “Chow Fun City” by self-confessed one-time 
meat-and-potato man Harley Spiller. There is Mark Russ 
Federman’s “The Soul of a Store,” scribbled in the scent 
of smoke and fish from the other side of the counter by 

of land and community get in the way of the milking, she 
sometimes sounds wistful about what’s been lost. Of the girls
competing in a cow-milking contest in the annual dairy fes-
tival in Lewis’s hometown, Hamilton writes that “most will 
be unsure how to work the udder, reluctant to wrap their 
hands around the soft, pink teats and squeeze” (p.68).

Most of Hamilton’s musings in Deeply Rooted, though, 
feel firmly rooted in the farmers’ everyday concerns, and 
she does a fine job of extracting drama from the seem-
ingly mundane—a 4-H auction or meeting of a dairymen’s 
cooperative. What keeps the book from dragging is not any 
blazing rhetoric or inherent narrative tension—the book 
ends with each of the farmers pretty much as they were 
in the beginning—but rather Hamilton’s lovely, sparse 
prose and keen eye for detail. One imagines she must have 
pruned down her descriptions meticulously, so that only
the most telling facts remain: a rancher’s face is “red with 
sun and beer,” and his “thin gray ponytail held together 
with a blue rubber band like you’d find on a head of let-
tuce.” This is someone who has indeed taken the time to 
slow down, pull off the highway and into the fields, and see
who is “still here” amid the cornfields and the ranches.

—Kaitlin Bell, New York, ny
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Reminiscing over the taste of the sun captured in the
roma tomatoes grown in his parents’ Brooklyn backyard, 
Michael Lomonaco, executive chef and partner at New 
York’s Porter House, writes in the foreword to Gastropolis 
that our memories of eating define us through our “food 
voice,” a language of memory, spoken in sights, sounds, 
smells, textures, and tastes. In this collection of essays 
celebrating New York City’s ongoing relationship with 
sustenance, multiple, multiculturally accented food voices 
become a roaring chorus, a perfectly orchestrated blend
of harmonious yet distinct notes. 

But why New York City? Food voices are everywhere; 
what’s so special about the food customs, traditions, and 
histories of the five boroughs? The editors stress that the 
city that never sleeps (and apparently also never misses a 
meal!) is unique in having been a point of entry for mil-
lions of new Americans. It is home to the world’s elite and 


