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For the past eighteen years, Jack Gray has cultivated rare medicinal herbs and blueberries on his 
forty-acre farm outside Eugene, Oregon. Maybe you've plucked fresh herbs from the produce 
section of your supermarket or savored plump blueberries from Winter Green Farms. If so, 
you've enjoyed the fruits of Gray's labor. 

In spite of his nationwide success, about six years ago Gray felt a strong urge to grow food for 
his neighbors. "I carved out three acres and began growing vegetables for the community," he 
says, adding that those three acres of community-supported agriculture (CSA) are the "soul of 
the farm." 

Community-supported agriculture is more than a basket of vegetables. It's an interdependent, 
fast-spreading commitment to the survival of small farms and preservation of agricultural land. 
It's a way in which people can directly support small organic farms, and in return receive healthy, 
savory produce. CSA's innovative roots weren't planted here, but in Japan where a group of 
women concerned about the increase in food imports and the decrease in the farming population 
initiated a direct link between the farmer and the consumer. The arrangement - called teiki, which 
translates "putting the farmer's face on the food" - made its way to Europe in the early Eighties. 
By 1985, Indian Line Farms in Barrington, Massachusetts, had become the first CSA in this 
country. 

"People are craving a connection to community," says farmer Kerry Sullivan, who started 
Kimberton Farm outside Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, eleven years ago. "There's a real hunger to 
know where our food comes from and how it's grown."

According to Biodynamic Farm and Garden Association in Kimberton, Pennsylvania, an 
educational clearinghouse for both consumers and farmers, CSA has proliferated into nearly 
every state, including Oregon, Washington, New Mexico, Indiana, and Ohio, among others. The 
association lists 650 CSAs in its database. 

Typically, CSA involves three dedicated groups: the farmer, the members, and the consumers. 
The farmer raises produce for a limited number of consumers (also called sharers) at a 
predetermined price rather than for a general market; the members are responsible for budget, 
community events, and distribution; the consumers financially support the farm and reap the 
benefits. Practices, prices, and produce vary within CSAs. Most deliver to several drop-off points  
in cities or nearby communities. Some require payment at the beginning of the season, others 
quarterly. Sometimes families split the cost of a share, others trade work for produce. Although 
not mandated, farms usually are either organic - a method that tries not to devastate soil or use 



pesticides - or biodynamic, a more holistic science that follows stricter self-sustainable farming 
practices. 

The relationship offers members high-quality produce, often at below retail prices, and the 
growers are guaranteed a reliable market for a diverse selection of crops. 

The variety of produce available through a CSA varies from farm to farm and season to season. 
"Sometimes we have too many rutabagas and not enough plums, or we experience an unexpected 
weather tantrum, but that's a risk both consumer and farmer share," concedes Nigel Walker of 
Eatwell Farms outside Sacramento, California. 

Walker, who grew organic produce for Safeway stores in England, and his wife, Frances, the 
granddaughter of a Georgia peach farmer, prepare l20 baskets a week for delivery. "Like all CSA 
farms, we strive for a truly sustainable operation by expanding to provide additional food items 
such as honey, fruit, eggs, and poultry," says Walker, who admits that about onethird of his 
sharers may opt out of their weekly baskets. 

"Attrition usually has nothing to do with the occasional okra or green garlic in the basket," notes 
Walker. "Sometimes expectations are not met, or schedules and drop-off points are 
inconvenient." 

Betsy Cordes discovered Eatwell Farms at her son's preschool in San Francisco, one of Eatwell's 
seven city drop-off points. 

"At first I wasn't sure about a bushel of vegetables for three people. Then came the exotic 
surprises - arugula, vine-ripe tomatoes, and aromatic peaches artistically arranged around a 
weekly newsletter and recipes to spawn spontaneity," says Cordes. 

While Walker contentedly cultivates his crops in California's winter sunshine, Pete Seely ambles 
through the snow in Plymouth, Wisconsin, to check on his hothouse cucumbers. Unlike some 
farmers who lease land, Seely owns his fifteen-acre farm, Springdale, the oldest CSA in the 
Midwest. Seely is an unpretentious man who holds a degree in philosophy, not farming. 

"It was the garden in the Quaker School where I taught that triggered my interest in farming," 
Seely recalls. "I quit teaching, worked on a few farms, and together with my wife, Bernadette, 
decided to get back to basics. That was ten years ago."

Today Seely delivers to 300 members between Plymouth and neighboring Milwaukee. "It's hard 
work. Nature has her own voice. A drought can be disastrous, pests problematic. Crops, like 
individuals, have their own personality. Some like water, others don't. Pumpkins prefer space, 
lettuce likes compact quarters. Still, the advantages outweigh the drawbacks. There's an 
incredible sense of community and commitment in my life .... I grow food for people I care 
about." 



Jackie Rice is one of those people. A longtime Springdale member, Rice says Springdale is worth 
the $410 a year her family of three pays to have Seely's farm produce delivered to Milwaukee. 

"It's organic, it's healthy, and it has taught me to eat seasonally. I can't wait to dive into the red-
tinged lettuce, dusty root vegetables, fresh eggs, and Bernadette Seely's recipes," says Rice, who 
works on the farm in her spare moments. 

Roots run deep in Seely's CSA. When the farmer needed to invest in new equipment, the families 
pulled together and obtained a low-interest loan, something Seely says he wouldn't have been 
able to do without community members. 

Sometimes it's the community that organizes a CSA, not the farmer, says Kerry Sullivan, who, 
with his wife 

Barbara, was invited by a community school to spearhead Kimberton Farms in Pennsylvania. 
The thriving farm does not deliver produce; families come to the farm to retrieve their beautiful 
bounty. 

"We prepare the baskets, but sharers have access to pick their own flowers and odd crops such as 
peas and berries that are too time-consuming for us to pick," says Sullivan. 

Kimberton's philosophy is to make sure those who want to participate can, regardless of income. 
"All members gather together and hammer out a budget for the upcoming year," says Sullivan. 
"Budgets vary depending on such particulars as adding fruit trees or building a chicken coop. We 
pass around a hat and let everyone decide what they can afford based on their income. If the 
tallied-up papers agree with the proposed budget, fine, if not, the hat goes around until the 
budget balances. Sometimes, people trade work for their share, but everyone gets a share." 

CSAs may not be for everyone. You get what the farmer grows, not what's in the supermarket. 
"Farmers develop their own flavor and specialties," points out Dave Blume, founding farmer of 
Our Farm in Woodside, California, a four-acre spread wedged between San Francisco and San 
Jose. Our Farm has sixty-five sharers, and like most CSA farmers Blume invites members of the 
community to visit the farm and get their hands dirty.

"CSA is not about competition or globalization of food," says Blume. "It's about community and 
generosity. Even though CSA is a flyspeck on the belly of big agriculture, it does what traditional 
farming cannot always do - it supports the farmer communally."


