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   The Good Food Revolution, Will Allen (2012) 
 

 The epidemic of diet-related illnesses now sweeping 
the country—obesity, diabetes, high blood pressure, heart dis-
ease, strokes—are harming blacks the most. Their neighbor-
hoods are crammed with fast food restaurants, liquor stores, 
and convenience stores selling junk food. They often live in 
toxic environments when it comes to finding healthy food.  
Nearly half of African Americans born in the year 2000 are 
expected to develop type II diabetes. Four of every 10 African 
Americans over the age of 20 have high blood pressure. They 
are 30% more likely to die young from heart disease than 
whites--entirely dependent on a food system that is harming 
them.  
 In 1974, farmers took home 36 cents of every dollar 
spent on food in the US. Today, they get only 14 cents. Tech-
nologies that were originally designed to provide food for sol-
diers at war—canning, dehydration, condensing milk—now 
produced food for American families. A growing urban popu-
lation created an increased demand for processed foods.  
 My grandma, Rosa Bell, bore 10 children in South 
Carolina. My mother, Willie Mae, grew up as a share cropper 
and married one. After the Great Depression and the Japanese 
bombed Pearl Harbor in 1941, her brothers left to fight the 
war. But after it ended and they had become used to earning a 
good income, it was hard to even consider picking cotton 
again. They looked north to New York and New Jersey. Willie 
Mae moved to Maryland and there met a former sharecropper 
named O.W. I was their second son.   
 My father taught me how much work it took to raise 
food. My mother showed me how food could bring people 
together. My father taught me that the fate of a seed can be 
predicted by the health of the soil where it takes root. That can 
also be true of people. We all need a healthy environment and 
a community that lets us fulfill our potential. When I was 
young, I liked to think I determined my own fate. Looking 
back, I recognize that I could not have found the right direc-
tion for my energies without people around me willing to help 
me succeed. My personal history would later encourage me to 
focus on helping young people and to try to provide a context 
in which they, too, could thrive. When Jackie Robinson broke 
the color barrier in baseball in 1946, he set a standard both on 
and off the field that made it easier for those who followed 
him.  
 I grew tall (eventually 6’ 7”) and muscular from my 
mother’s food, farm work, and basketball. In high school, I 
joined a club because I grew fond of one of its officers and she 
had grown to like me. She was white, and my first girlfriend. 
It was still illegal at that time in Maryland for backs and 

whites to marry. The state’s miscegenation law would not be 
repealed until 1967. 
 I benefited, though, from other sorts of kindness that 
extended across racial lines. Bob Guy, a reporter for The 
Washington Post, helped me join a summer-league team he 
put together. His role as a mentor meant that on the court, I 
faced the best competition in the entire D.C. area. He also 
learned lessons from his visits to my parents’ house. “It was 
therapeutic,” he said of my mother and father, “to see people 
with so little be so happy. Yours was a happy family, and you 
had nothing.”   
 I signed a letter of intent in May of 1967 to attend the 
University of Miami as their first African American basketball 
player. I would be provided with a full, 4-year scholarship. 
Agriculture provided lessons to me as a young man that made 
me better at basketball. One important lesson was patience. 
Farming does not provide instant gratification. On the day you 
harvest a fresh vegetable that you planted weeks before, you 
understand that patience matters—and that anything worth-
while cannot be done all at once. I improved not over a matter 
of days, or even months, but over the course of years. The 
benefits of the hard work that you do now may not be felt for a 
very long time. But if you plant seeds and continue to tend to 
them—and keep faith in the harvest—good things can come.  
 Ray Bellamy (a black football wide receiver who was 
the son of a migrant picker) and I roomed together at U of 
Miami. We both began to receive threatening letters soon after 
we moved in. The same month as the film Guess Who’s Com-
ing to Dinner” was released, I met a beautiful young woman 
name Cyndy Bussler. She was a senior and 3 years older than 
me—and white. Her dad had a short professional football ca-
reer playing for the Chicago Cardinals. Her mother, Ann, had 
been recruited to be a fashion model before she married Ray. 
We were marred at a Catholic church on the edge of campus. 
None of our parents attended the wedding—mine for financial 
reasons, Cyndy’s because they disapproved. The night of the 
wedding I played a basketball game against Florida A&M and 
witnessed deeper racial prejudices that I had ever seen before. 
 U of Miami suspended their basketball program after 
my senior year for 13 years. I was drafted by the Baltimore 
Bullets, contingent on me making the team. I played exhibi-
tion games for them, but was let go. After playing semiprofes-
sional for a year with a team from Hartford, Connecticut, I 
played for and was cut from the Miami Floridians after 6 
games. Then my dad died. He had taught me that all you could 
do was control your preparation, learn from your mistakes, 
and accept the losses. Soon after that, my agent called me with 
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an offer to play for BC Sun Charm in the Belgian city of 
Aalst.  
 When we moved to Belgium, I had a lot of free time. 
Cyndy dragged me to art museums and there was a weekly, 
open-air bazaar with fresh vegetables, cheeses, and baked 
good. On free days I saw the Belgian countryside where I saw 
sharp differences from the agricultural landscape of the US. 
There were large farms, but many families also kept farms of 
an acre or less, where they grew dozens of different fruits and 
vegetable. The soil was a rich brown color and in almost every 
Belgian garden, I saw wooden compost bins.  
  My father taught me as a boy how to compost, to 
transform decaying organic material into a natural fertilizer. 
He took chicken poop and vegetable scraps (materials high in 
nitrogen) and mixed it with dry hay and dead leaves (materials 
high in carbon). He let these piles sit for many months. The 
small farms in Belgium used compost instead of chemical 
fertilizers. Every spring, O.W. made a garden, planting 20 
rows 100’ long and 40” wide. Once my parents left South 
Carolina, they no longer saw farming as slave’s work. A 
“truck farmer” is one who filled the back of his pickup truck 
and drove it to busy intersections or farmers’ markets.  
 Black farmers have faced discrimination for genera-
tions, even to the present day. They have also often been 
hurt—rather than helped—by the US Department of Agricul-
ture and its policies. In 1982 a commission attempted to un-
derstand why black farmers were leaving the profession at a 
rate 2 ½ times greater than that of whites. The average com-
mercial farm owned by a black man in the South was 128 
acres, compared to 428 for whites. Income-support programs 
pushed small farmers off their land. Roosevelt’s New Deal 
program encouraged farmers to allow some fields to lie fallow 
or to kill excess livestock, which benefitted those who needed 
it least: the largest farms. These policies allowed larger farms 
to borrow and invest capital in more land and improved tech-
nology, resulting in increased production on their part. The 
lender of last resort for black farmers became the federal gov-
ernment, which were administered by committees, where I 
learned that the system was largely a good ol’ boy network 
where farmers supported their friends and punished their ene-
mies. It encouraged corruption because the committee had 
great power and little accountability.  
 Along with my athletic disappointments, cancer rid 
me of my youthful arrogance and belief that I was invincible. 
We moved to Milwaukee to be near Cyndy’s family. I worked 
for 6 years in sales for Procter and Gamble and then for a dec-
ade managed Kentucky Fried Chicken stores.  
 In 1993, 2 years after I started Will’s Roadside, my 
stand was still open. My desire to do hard things was the 
source both of my joy and of my trouble. My greenhouses 

could be not just a selling space but also a teaching space—
where young people could come to learn the lessons of horti-
culture. To support these ambitions, I started a nonprofit called 
Farm-City Link. Today my urban farm produces 40 tons of 
vegetables a year on 3 city acres. It was kept alive since 1990 
by my own passion. 
 In 2008, 90% of total income for all farm households 
in the US came from work outside of the farm. The money 
that small farmers earn from second or third jobs is often spent 
servicing the large debt they have incurred from farming 
equipment, land, and livestock barns. From 1970 to 1980, the 
total farm population in the US declined by almost 30%. The 
average size of a single farm grew to nearly 430 acres. In 
2000, nearly half of the income for corn farmers in the US was 
paid for by subsidies. By 2011, 75% of government commodi-
ty payments were given to the top 10% of recipients.  
 I wanted to prove that a small farm stand working 
with small farmers and selling a diverse array of produce to 
the inner city could be commercially viable for everyone in-
volved. I asked the members of my Rainbow Farmers Co-op, 
which I founded, if they would be willing to give me, at a 
sharp discount, the excess produce they grew. My plan was to 
combine them into what I called a “Market Basket” that would 
be food-stamp eligible.  
 The USDA classifies worms as livestock--called 
vermiculture. Worms demand the same kind of attention and 
care you would pay to sheep or pigs. And, like worms, if you 
could create an environment in which people felt secure and 
healthy, you could provide the possibility of a better life. I 
realized that I had some pieces of my puzzle already in place. I 
was refining a system with worms to create organic fertilizer; 
working with young people in an effort to transform their view 
of agriculture and to introduce them to fresh and healthy 
foods; and growing fish in barrels indoors. I had begun a mar-
ket basket system to bring inexpensive food to low-income 
communities. I tell people that they need to be a do tank and 
not a think tank.  
 In Cuba, the US embargo spurred people to grow 
food in city centers. By 1999 there were more than 1700 urban 
gardens in Havana, providing a large share of the city’s food. I 
met Hope who had started a nonprofit in Madison, along with 
Ricardo, a Cuban refugee. “You had a physical space that 
needed an organization,” she told me later. “I had an organiza-
tion that needed a physical space.” She came up with a slogan: 
“It takes a little bit of Hope, and a whole lot of Will” 
 I had often encouraged young people and their par-
ents to plant their own gardens. But when I tried myself to 
plant in city land, I realized that this advice was not practical. 
The soil was almost always dry and infertile. One quarter of 
all food created in the US ends up in the waste stream—more 
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than 60 billion pounds a year. I could intercept organic waste 
before it reached the landfill and grow it into healthy soil. We 
offered hands-on weekend workshops to teach composting, 
worm breeding, indoor fish farming, and cooking basics.  
 Kings and Queens Counties, which neighbor Manhat-
tan, ranked as the number 1 and 2 largest producers of vegeta-
ble in the US in 1880. By 1949, however, the Brooklyn Eagle 
ran a story on the area’s “last farmer,” who grew squash and 
broccoli on 3 acres soon to be overtaken by an apartment 
complex. City planners never attempted to incorporate agricul-
ture into the fabric of urban life. The average item of food 
consumed in the US today travels 1500 miles from producer to 
consumer, and is buoyed on a sea of oil and gasoline. To feed 
each American, the industrial agricultural system requires the 
equivalent of 530 gallons of oil a year. This long journey also 
has nutritional effects. Fresh green beans, for example, lose 
nearly 80% of their Vitamin C within a week of being picked.  
  A 2000-calorie diet can coast as little as $3.50 a day 
if it consists entirely of junk food, while healthy foods that are 
not as energy dense can cost more than 10 times as much. 
Vegetable and fruits are rapidly becoming luxury goods. The 
prices for unhealthy food rarely reflect the costs imposed on 
the rest of society. The health costs associated with obesity are 
$170 billion annually and disproportionately affect communi-
ties of color, often paid by federal programs like Medicare and 
Medicaid. Corner stores are often the only alternative to fast 
food in inner-city communities. Fresh fruits and vegetable are 
rarely offered because they are highly perishable, require a 
large amount of refrigerator space, and sell poorly relative to 
processed food. Many also do not know how to prepare fresh 
food, and often feel they have no time. I wanted Growing 
Power to control the production, marketing, and distribution of 
food on a community level—and to strengthen the neighbor-
hood in the process.  
 The first urban planners were landscape architects 
like Frederick Law Olmsted, who designed Central Park. They 
believed that if you made cities more beautiful, it could have 
an effect on people’s behavior. Much of the burden on Madi-
son’s transportation network owed to food: transporting it, 
disposing of it, and purchasing it. A third of the waste that 
ended in the county dump was from food waste and packag-
ing. We wanted a food system that centered on a regional and 
local level rather than a national and international level. One 
of my mother’s greatest legacies to me is that that food was a 
celebration that brought people together.  
 The survival of small and medium-sized farms is 
often dependent on the transfer of farmland from one genera-
tion to the next—and on the younger generation wanting to 
farm. Young people can rarely begin a farm or ranch on their 
own because of high startup costs. 

 At the end of each day, Erika and Laurell gathered 
the young people and asked them to describe their “rose” and 
their “thorn.” Something changes in children when they walk 
up to my worm systems and put their hands in the soil for the 
first time. They mellow. It can be a spiritual thing simply to 
touch the earth if you have been disconnected from it for so 
long.  
 I was creating more compost than ever and began 
selling it to gardeners by the truckload. A finished worm com-
post bin held 8000 pounds of worm castings. I sold these casts 
as organic fertilizer for $2/pound. We made up “Milwaukee 
Black Gold Tea bags,” which used only a half-pound of worm 
castings in liquid form, and sold for $10. A single worm bin 
could yield several thousand dollars in products before ex-
penses.  
 There are now 40% fewer honey-producing hives in 
the US than in 1980. Scientists are concerned that widespread 
use of certain pesticides throughout the US and Europe is im-
pacting the central nervous system of bees. In creating an agri-
cultural system that depends too much on corn and soybeans, 
we have also displaced the crop diversity that provided the 
necessary habitat for bees to survive. Bees are responsible for 
producing as much as one of every three bites of food that we 
eat. Corn and soybeans, the staples of American processed 
food, are self-pollinators, reproducing without depending on 
insects. Yet many of the fresh fruits, vegetable, and nuts that 
we eat—including apples, almonds, squash, and avocados—
are largely dependent on bees.  
 Growing Power hosted 4 weekend workshops called 
“Grow Your Community Food System from the Ground Up!” 
Our breakout sessions included beekeeping, community-
project design, vermiculture, aquaculture, composting, market-
ing, animal health, youth leadership, and the essentials of gar-
dening. By the time Hope left after 4 years, we had grown to a 
staff of 7 people, with more than 100 volunteers.  
 In 2001, I met Sharon and Larry Adams. Sharon’s 
father had fled Tennessee decades earlier after he was arrested 
for possession of a knife. He had been caught peeling an apple 
on a street. Sharon’s grandmother had taught her to take a 
peach pit, put it in the freezer for a while, take it out, and to 
dig a small hole in the ground. She learned how to place the 
pit in the ground, and to put a small mason jar upside-down 
over top of it, to creat a small hothouse. Then you left the pit 
alone. When the tree had taken firm root, you could remove 
the mason jar to grow a peach tree in Wisconsin! If a neigh-
borhood was a “fast-food alley,” as Sharon called it, it scared 
away other kinds of businesses. People found it harder to 
make good food choices even if they wanted to. Sharon 
wished to create a food environment where the healthy choice 
was the easy choice. She is convinced that African Americans 
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who have been divorced from their history can feel a little 
more whole when they put their hands in the soil and grow 
food.  
 I can predict a group’s future success by how much 
attention has been paid to creating fertile soil. There is a vast 
amount of food and paper waste nearby that can be repurposed 
into growing soil and healthy food. At my urban farm we 
grow so intensively becase we plant directly in compost. A lot 
of our compost is created in “static” piles: We set up the com-
post bins and let nature do the work rather than turning it over 
from time to time. Static piles take longer to break down—as 
much as 2 years instead of 3 months—but they’re also less 
labor-intensive and smelly. In an urban neighborhood, a static 
pile can reduce the release of smells that are unpleasant for 
your neighbors.   
 Out bins are 4 ‘high, 4’wide, and 4’ long. 20 wheel-
barrows of organic material high in nitrogen. Examples in-
clude coffee grounds, fresh manure, food scraps, spoiled pro-
duce, young weeks, and beer mash. 20 wheelbarrows of or-
ganic material high in carbon. Examples include cardboard, 
hay, leaves, paper, napkins, sawdust, stray and wood chips. 
Think of your carbon/nitrogen materials ratio as 1:1. Make it 
easier for businesses to collect this waste by offering 25-gallon 
storage bins devoted to your project. The bottom level of your 
pile should be about a foot thick and full of carbon material, 
ideally with a lot of straw. Then a layer of nitrogen-heavy ma-
terial about a foot deep. The last layer is carbon to help con-
tain the smells. After you’re done stacking, grab a hose and 
add water to the pile. Ideally the middle of your pile will warm 
up to 1500 F. The pile is done when it cools down to about 80-
900. I put handfuls of red wiggler worms in the pile to increase 
the soil’s fertility. In our greenhouses, we put our finished 
compost in pots that are 12” deep. We top off this compost 
with a ¾” layer of vermicompost—worm castings—for extra 
fertility. Then we seed our pots with things like lettuces, mus-
tard greens, arugula, and daikon radishes.  
 I once spoke to an 80-year-old former who told me: 
“I’m just learning how to grow food.” If we are going to foster 
a revolution in the methods of American agriculture, we must 
pioneer ways to make small-scale farming economically via-
ble. We need to create farms that can grow multiple crops in 
an intensive way, even on small plots of land. We need to cre-
ate farmers who can produce $200,000 intensively on a single 
urban acre as well as those who can grow $500 on an acre in 
the countryside. My composting operation demonstrated that 
an urban agriculture facility like ours could transform a city’s 
waste stream—diverting discarded vegetables, paper, and car-
board from landfills and turning it into healthy soil.  My level 
of productivity was possible only through the use of compost 

and my seeding technique. I could seed my vegetables closely 
together because of the quality of my compost.  
 Worms don’t have teeth to digest their food, so they 
have to swallow soil or sand to have the right amount of grit in 
their gizzards. This grit grinds the sweet fruits and vegetables 
that they eat and helps worms break their food down. A worn 
cannot thrive only on sweet things. Human beings, too, need 
the right amount of grit. Growing food reinforces those les-
sons. Farming is difficult work, and there are often setbacks: 
crop losses, spoilage, insect infestations.  
 It can take as many as 1000 years to develop an inch 
of nutrient-rich topsoil naturally. More than ¼ of US wells 
now contain levels of nitrates higher than the acceptable 
standard. Excess human consumption of nitrates has been 
linked to gastric and bladder cancers. The gradual depletion of 
the land’s natural health has meant that most of our crops are 
now less nutritious than even 50 years ago.  
 We began to grow sprouts and within a year they 
were in 2 dozen schools in the city of Milwaukee. I have been 
told the children eat them because they taste like real food. 
Most of their prior experience with vegetables in school had 
been of the canned and soggy variety. After we refined our 
system for growing sprouts, we looked for ways to use the 
vertical space in our greenhouses. We were soon producing 
rainbow chard, beet greens, spinach, tat soi, kale, dandelion 
green, arugula, and several varieties of lettuces.    
 To heat our hoophouses in the cold winters, we put 
some of our compost piles indoors and insulated the floor and 
side walls with woodchips, allowing us to keep the tempera-
ture above 500, even when temperatures dipped well below 
freezing.  
 All of the innovations at Growing Power came from 
relationships. The work of creating renewable energy required 
me to develop lasting partnerships with utilities and machine 
companies. The whole work of my life has been trying to lev-
erage people’s strengths.  
 The honest truth is that urban agriculture is not yet 
reliably profitable. Every industry needs investment in basic 
research. 30 years ago, the recycling industry was the domain 
of hippies and freaks. Composting is basically where recycling 
was then--a fringe movement about to become mainstream 
because there is money in it.  
 I have worked with community gardening projects 
that don’t do well at involving the garden’s neighbors. “We’ve 
got to put up a fence to protect our garden,” people will say. I 
tell them no, you don’t. You have to do the harder work of 
engaging the community. You’ve got to make sure the neigh-
bors know that the garden is their own, not yours. Kids in the 
neighborhood threw rocks at my greenhouses when I first 
opened in 1993. But they stopped several months after my 
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arrival. I had not retaliated or chased them away. Instead, I 
invited them to come see what we were doing. I gave them 
summer jobs. When you work in agriculture and with young 
people, it makes you think quite a bit about the future. If we 
can take control of the food environment in our inner-city 
communities—and if we can knit together the broken fabric 
between local farmers and our cities, and repair the damaged 
urban land and grow fresh soil and food there—it can provide 
a chance for people to have lives with greater dignity.  
 
[Nearly half of African Americans born in the year 2000 are 
expected to develop type II diabetes. Four of every 10 African 
Americans over the age of 20 have high blood pressure. 
Healthy foods that are not as energy dense can cost more than 
10 times as much. Vegetable and fruits are rapidly becoming 
luxury goods. Fresh fruits and vegetable are rarely offered 
because they are highly perishable, require a large amount of 
refrigerator space, and sell poorly relative to processed food. 
Many also do not know how to prepare fresh food. A single 
worm bin could yield several thousand dollars in products 
before expenses.  Our breakout sessions included beekeeping, 
community-project design, vermiculture, aquaculture, com-
posting, marketing, animal health, youth leadership, and the 
essentials of gardening. All of the innovations at Growing 
Power came from relationships. Urban agriculture is not yet 
reliably profitable.] 


