ISSUE 04 | 2013

MAGAZINE

Interview with:

t
r
A
d
e
r
i
p
s
n
I
d
Foo
d
o
o
F
d
e
r
i
p
s
n
I
Art

Lukaduke

an inspirational sandwich from catalan farms

an inspirational
sandwich from

Catalan Farms
By Leela Vera Valentine

“There is toil, hope, persistence, and victory all
woven into the tapestry of our edible world.”
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E

yellows and greens, and myself juggling various
electronic recording devices, feeling like a batteryoperated city slicker. Our talk wavered around
farming techniques and organics, interspersed
with family history. Farming is in the Catalán’s
blood. Maria grew up in Guerrero, Mexico where
her grandfather grew cotton, melons, and other
foods to feed the family. These small, family farms
in Mexico don’t use pesticides, as the farmers lack
both the funds and the knowledge for chemical
use. So organics are part of Maria’s heritage too.
But back home it’s not called organic; it’s just
called farming.

ver wonder what tales your broccoli
has to tell? Who planted the seed,
watered the field, picked the
produce? Did it travel thousands of
miles to land on your table? Does that
green-bosomed vegetable have more stamps in
its passport than you? Today there’s a growing
preference for food to be less worldly than those
who consume it. That being said, the stories
found at your local vegetable stand are likely to
be richer than most.
One of my greatest sources of agricultural
inspiration is Maria Catalán. It’s impressive
enough that she’s the first Latina to own and
operate an organic farm in California, but it’s the
story of her journey that’s truly inspiring.

In 1986 Maria made the move to California, her
four kids in tow. They began as many immigrants
do: picking for existing farms. It was by chance
that she made her way into (California-style)
organics, taking an organics course through
ALBA (Agriculture and Land-Based Training
Association) in Salinas. From there she went on
to lease, and finally own, her own land.

I pulled onto the Catalán homestead one sunny
afternoon, right around mid-squash season.
Maria greeted me briefly and had her son, Juan,
show me around the farm. We wandered our
way through the rows of peppers and tomatillos
- Juan carrying a box he filled with reds, oranges,

I have to wonder where Maria mustered the will
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to pack up her family, move to a foreign country
with a foreign language, and work her way up
the agricultural ladder – from picking to owning
and operating. Where does a single woman find
the energy to raise four kids, work the fields, and
run the dubious business of a small-scale farm?
That would be more than enough for most, but
it still doesn’t quite cut it for Maria. So while overseeing the daily logistics of the family farm – what
to plant, when to pick, what markets to hit, etc
– she’s running a non-profit to assist immigrant
farmers.

and invite these farmers to fill out a census.
From there she began helping them with all
the other details, from applying for grants and
loans, to gathering the necessary paperwork for
CCOF (California Certified Organic Farmers) and
owning their own land.
Being an immigrant farmer is no easy thing. For
a start they’re very often viewed as a lower than
white American farmers, despite the fact that
they work the hardest for the least amount of
money. On top of that, entire families tend to live
in one tiny room for generation after generation.
“It’s because of us that food is cheap. When you
buy cheap food, you are helping big companies
exploit workers,” Maria says.

Pequeños Agricultures en California (PAC)
assists immigrant farmers in acquiring organic
certification. Having been through the process
herself, Maria knows the difficulties Latino
immigrants face in getting established. She
realized just how many small farms aren’t
registered due to language difficulties in the legal
processes. Not registered with the agricultural
commission = not counted in the census = not
represented in the farming community. So the
first step Maria took was to hold a conference

In addition to running her organization and
the farm, Maria is involved in various education
programs. She’s spoken at events across the
country about small-scale farming, and received
recognition from the Department of Agriculture
for her transformative outreach efforts. On a
local level, Catalán Farms invites high school and
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college students to visit and learn about
organic farming. They even have eighth
graders camp out for a week at a time and
work the land. For Maria, one of the most
important things for community health is
that its members have the opportunity to
produce their own food.
Coming from the land of chain
restaurants, pre-packaged foods, and
corporate everything (ie, the Midwest), I
find there is a particular delight in digging
up the intimate stories lying beneath the
soil of family farms. There is toil, hope,
persistence, and victory all woven into
the tapestry of our edible world. And in
people like Maria Catalán, who use so
simple and ancient an action as farming
to create and sustain, there is a source of
great inspiration. Indeed, it’s not just the
freshness and purity that gives local food
its quality, but this connection of humanto-soil-to-human.
You can visit Catalan family and their
produce stand at the San Francisco
Embarcadero, Oakland, and Berkeley
farmer’s markets year round, and browse
over their seasonal selection of tomatillos,
artichokes, beets, butternut squash,
carrots, cauliflower, fava beans, kale, cilantro, and
more. Tell her I said thanks for the inspiration.

About the Author
Leela Vera Valentine is the author of the upcoming bookAdventures of a Spiritual Sexologist. Her writing and tales
of world adventure can also be seen at- http://leelavera.
com
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