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a meticulously researched and 
highly readable history.  He does 
not judge the outcome.  But he 
does assert, contrary to many rural 
romantics, that the metropolis and 
its hinterland – the people of the 
city and the countryside – have 
been interdependent partners in 
the dramatic transformation of 
the North American landscape 
that has taken place during the 
past 200 years. 

First the Seed: The Political 
Economy of Plant Biotechnology 
by Jack Kloppenburg, 2005.  The 
second edition of Kloppenburg’s 
1988 work includes an update on 
the biotech controversies of the 

1990s and early 21st century.  This 
is the only book available that 
puts the future of plant breeding 
and seeds into long-term perspec-
tive.  It will bring you up to speed 
on what promises to be the most 
important issue in the future of 
food: The control of seeds and 
the kinds of experimental genetic 
modifications scientists might 
put into our environment and our 
bellies.

Animal, Vegetable, Miracle: 
A Year of Food Life by Barbara 
Kingsolver, 2007: Yes, I pick it, 
too.  With humour and insight, 
Kingsolver shares the trials, 
tribulations and celebrations she 

and her family encountered as 
they endeavoured to eat close to 
home for a year.  Tales of turkey 
birthing and veggie frittatas are 
mixed with exposés on issues 
such as peak oil, world hunger, 
biotechnology, mad cow disease 
and the rise of local food move-
ments around the world.  Enjoy 
the entertaining, educational 
and inspiring storytelling of one 
of North America’s best loved 
authors who has decided that it is 
time to change the way we eat.

Andrew McCann is a co-
ordinator of Food Down The Road.

The Local Solution
Two (of many) farm-food innovators
By Stacey Corcoran-McLaren

As you drive into the busi-
ness section of Verona these days, 
an unusual sign – and splendid 
business – greets you: Local Family 
Farms. In a day when many busi-
nesses are named after people or, 
in the case of large corporations, 
given a vague moniker designed to 
be infused with meaning later, this 
one is clearly named after an idea – 
an important idea. 

Most of us are familiar with 
the “farm income crisis,” the dire 
financial situation on many Cana-
dian farms where the income left 
after farm-related expenses is often 
miniscule or even a loss.  The situ-
ation looks bleak, with domestic 
governments biased towards large 
corporate farming entities, and 
foreign governments heavily subsi-
dizing the crops they export which 
holds world market prices down. 
Many farmers are giving up, and 
leaving the land. But as has always 
been the case, in dark times come 
some of the best ideas.

All across the country grass-
roots movements have sprung up 
to change the way food is grown, 
marketed and purchased.  Some 
are co-operative and community-
based, supported by both funding 
and volunteers like Food Down 
the Road, or Local Food Plus.  
Others are best described as crea-
tive marketing and retail strategies 
developed and implemented by 
individual farm families.  There 
are literally hundreds of examples 
of such initiatives and dozens 
available in the Kingston and 
Countryside area.  However, with 
space limited, I had to limit myself 
to examining only two – each with 
different strategies.

The new kid on the block in 
alternative retail methods in our 
area is that store jammed with 
a tempting array of local food, 
owned and operated by Dave and 
Kim Perry.  Their family also oper-
ates Perry Maine-Anjou Farms, 
specializing in the sale of pastured 
pork, beef, maple syrup, vegetables 
and preserves.  Kim was instru-
mental in the founding of the 
Frontenac Farmers Market in 2006 
and had fielded many queries from 
weekend regulars wondering where 
they could go during the week to 
find local products in the Verona 
area.  Recognizing that since no 
such retail outlet existed there 
may be an opportunity, Kim and 
Dave decided to open the store in 
June, 2007, in the small village of 
approximately 2,500 people about 

35 minutes north of Kingston on 
Highway 38.   

My first question was why 
anyone would choose such a small 
market to try to break into.  Kim 
counters that there is a strong 
sense of community in Verona; 
people all support one another, giv-
ing her store a firmer foundation 
than might appear at first glance. 
So far, that has proved true. 

Kim says she is so busy that 
she can’t keep stock on the shelves 
or in the coolers.  She employs a 
full-time chef turning out fresh 
baked breads and prepared foods 
such as meat pies made with local 
ingredients that customers can take 
home for a quick alternative to fast 
food.  

The atmosphere feels very 
much like an old-time country 
store. Kim takes antiques and 
collectibles on consignment from 
residents and they are displayed in 
and around the food items.  Aside 
from some items for pickling/
preserving, you can truly only buy 
locally sourced goods. 

Kim certainly knows her cli-
entele:  There is a bright, sparkling 
energy about the place as custom-
ers are greeted by name and eve-
ryone bustles about their business. 
There remain bugs to be worked 
out; policies around payment, 
pricing, and other issues such as 
farm practices, organics or even 
what constitutes “local,” represent 
ongoing challenges.  Once Kim has 
a chance to catch her breath and 
take stock of this year’s lessons and 
successes, those are some issues 
that will be on the docket to tackle.

In contrast to the newness 
of Kim Perry’s operation stands 
Desert Lake Gardens run by Pat 
and Rick Dawson, who live north 
of Sydenham.  One of the stalwarts 
in the local food movement in 
the Kingston area, this operation 
evolved very organically beginning 
in the early 1990s as the couple 
began to grow more of their own 
food when their children were 
small and then explored ways to 
expand this production to feed 
their community.  Pat has always 
felt there had to be a more efficient 
way to deliver food than to have 
many farmers drive their wares to 
market and then have customers 
drive or travel to the same market 
(although she stresses some like 
that method).  The Dawsons devel-
oped a unique system of ordering 
and home delivery that departed 
from the traditional community 
supported agriculture model in 

that customers have absolute 
choice in the composition of their 
order.  The bulk of the ordering is 
done on their very user-friendly 
and efficient web site that was first 
launched 10 years ago – very early 
in the Internet age. 

Over time the Dawsons 
have concentrated their efforts in 
their own gardens on the crops 
they grow best: lettuces and salad 
greens, herbs, and greenhouse 
crops like tomatoes, cucumbers, 
eggplant and Jerusalem arti-

chokes.  As they focused their own 
production and endeavored to give 
their customers more choice, they 
became involved to fill in the gaps 
with the Ontario Natural Foods 
Co-op, Wiseacres Farm, Reinink 
Farm, Beretta Meats, and, more 
recently, Quinn’s Meats in Yarker 
and Pfennings family farm near 
Kitchener. That allows customers 
access to dried goods, meats, eggs, 
storage crops, imported organic 
and other items, as well as extra 
produce to meet customer demand. 

 It has been very important 
all along to the Dawsons that they 
deal with independent suppliers 
and wholesalers rather than corpo-
rate entities and that the products 
incorporate as many as possible of 
the following values: local, sustain-
able, organic and fair-trade.  While 
the products Desert Lake Gardens 
grows are organic and many of 
their suppliers are organic, they sell 
non-organic local products as well.  
With considerable debate these 
days about the preference of local 
versus organic as the most sustain-
able food system, Desert Lake 
Gardens feels it is nimble enough 
to please customers on both sides 
of the debate.

In November, 2005, Desert 
Lake Gardens opened the Mill 
Street Café and storefront grocery 
shop in the village of Sydenham 
and have since expanded their 
line of ready-made foods available 
through the home-delivery system.  
One of the most interesting ideas 
is the meal kit where all of the 
ingredients for a meal are included 
and difficult parts are made ahead 
so that the family can cook a nutri-
tious, homemade meal without 
having to find a recipe and worry 
about having specific ingredients.  

The defining motif of Desert 
Lake Gardens is what Pat terms 
“high information = high return.” 
They provide as much information 
as they can on where an item is 
sourced, how it is grown, and even 
definitions of sometimes ambigu-
ous terms such as sustainable agri-
culture or organic so customers are 
clear what Desert Lake Gardens 
means when it uses those terms.  
Pat is excited for the future: Busi-
ness is steady, the café is gaining 
steam and their own passion for 
food remains steadfast.  

I hope this snapshot of two 
Kingston-area farm families who 
have come up with alternative 
retail strategies empowers you to 
venture outside your usual grocery-
store haunts. Take a trip to Verona 
or Sydenham, or explore the other 
ventures that have been started in 
our area. Under independent and 
alternative structures such as these, 
farmers retain market power and 
are able to price their goods sus-
tainably and your grocery dollars 
stay in the community.  

Stacey Corcoran-McLaren 
lives in downtown Kingston and is 
halfway through her second year 
of eating locally.

  Top: Kim Perry at at her Local Family Farms store. Bottom: Pat Daw-
son in front of the Mill St. Café / Desert Lake Gardens storefront.
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