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The Food Connection

—Maura McDermott

l Iow can food producers make better, more profitable connections with both
consumers and other food producers?

Many answers to that question were presented at Future Farms 2002: A
Supermarket of Ideas on November 15 and 16 at the NCED Marriott in Norman. The
Kerr Center sponsored the gathering of 500 people, in cooperation with the
Oklahoma Department of Agriculture, Food, and Forestry (ODAFF), and the USDA Risk
Management Agency, with help from the National Center for Appropriate Technology's
ATTRA program. Participants came from around Oklahoma and the nation.

With 47 sessions, six intensive workshops and a trade show, the conference
lived up to its billing as a “supermarket of ideas” for farmers, ranchers and food
entrepreneurs. Presenters were producers and educators who shared success stories,
resources, and research with attendees eager to learn how to make more profitable
connections.

The underlying message was that agriculture in Oklahoma, after years of contraction,
is beginning to open up again for small farmers who often have been marginalized as
prices and profits have fallen.

One reason for this expansion: increasing consumer demand for quality, locally-
produced food.

Another reason: growers joining together to market their products, whether on a
large scale, such as through a value-added cooperative, or small scale, such as at a
local farmers market. Add to that a new willingness by agricultural producers to think
“out of the box” and try new enterprises, and a renaissance in Oklahoma agriculture
may be beginning.

Contributing to the success of these connections is the willingness of government
agencies such as ODAFF and the USDA, as well as non-profit organizations such as the
Kerr Center, to provide meaningful assistance to producers wanting to take advantage
of these new opportunities.

continued on page four
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Kerr Center’'s Educationdl
Efforts Honored

The Oklahoma
Chapter of the
Sierra Club held its
annual environmental
awards banquet recently
at the Commons
Restaurant in Norman.
The Kerr Center was

honored with the club's

Environmental

Education Award.

Jim Horne

This award is given to
an individual, special group, or institution providing the greatest effort to inform
citizens (general public, students, or special target groups) with information that
would be valuable to the process of critical thinking and decision-making in the
area of environmental education.

Susie Shields, Chapter Environmental Education Chair, presented the award to
the Kerr Center for Sustainable Agriculture. “The Kerr Center has provided many
opportunities for education in the sustainable agriculture field, through conferences
such as Future Farms and enlightening publications such as the book The Next
Green Revolution: Essential Steps to A Sustainable Agriculture,” says Shields.

“Their informative exhibits are set-up at a variety of conferences, with such
materials as a guide to green investing made available. Everywhere you go, you will
see the efforts of the Kerr Center to provide environmental education to all.

“The Kerr Center is also a mover and a shaker in Oklahoma's efforts to promote
the purchase of food grown by local family farms. Jim and Maura are both active in
the Oklahoma Food Policy Council, with Jim serving as co-chair. The Kerr Center is
also involved in the movement to preserve farmland, working alongside the
Oklahoma Land Legacy to promote conservation easements and land legacies.”

Accepting the award was Dr. Jim Horne, President and CEO of the Center.
Additional honoree, Maura McDermott, Kerr Center Communications Director, was
unable to attend.

“We are deeply honored that we have been chosen to receive the
“Environmental Educational” award for our work. Each day the Sierra Club and
Oklahoma's farmers and ranchers are finding more common ground. The Kerr
Center is committed to continue dealing simultaneously with the tough issue of
protecting natural resources and the environment while keeping Oklahoma farmers
on the land earning respectable profits,” says Dr. Horne.

“The Kerr Center has always advocated that in the long run the interest of agriculture
and the environment is not in conflict. It is in the short run that we must all sit
down together and plan strategies that will keep our long term objectives in focus.”
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or thirty years, James E. Horne has worked with
Fthe Kerr Center, serving as director since 1979.
Two years ago three trustees of the Kerr Center
envisioned creating a quilt to commemorate Dr.

Horne's service to agriculture and the farmers and

ranchers of Oklahoma.

Trustees Kay Adair and Christy Price
worked on plans for a design that could
incorporate photo transfer images of Dr.
Horne’s life and work and brief quotations
reflecting his ideas, his goals, and his per-
sonal qualities. Mrs. Horne and Barbara
Chester, Kerr Center administrative secre-
tary, collected pictures from home and
work and the book cover of The Next
Green Revolution, co-authored by Dr.
Horne and Kerr Center Communications
Director Maura McDermott. Trustee Janie
Hipp, teacher of agricultural law at the
University of Arkansas and co-owner of
Spinning Star Quilt Shop in Fayetteville,
Arkansas, donated ample yardage of
organically grown cotton, including soft
greens and beige from color-grown cot-
ton plants. The cotton came from the
Texas Organic Cotton Marketing
Cooperative (TOCMC) run by long-time
friend of the Kerr Center, LaRhea Pepper.

The vision of the commemorative
quilt was shared with Elia Woods, a fiber
artist, quilter and organic gardener in
Oklahoma City. Elia’s unique vegetable
theme quilts — with names like Ode to
Okra, Meditations on Eggplant, Tomato
Tales, Onion Rings, and Squashed — have
been exhibited locally.

“An idea reflecting the work of the
Kerr Center drew me to the work,” Elia

he Making of a

said in a recent interview. “Considering
the goals of the Kerr Center for
Sustainable Agriculture it seemed right
to use organic cotton and natural sources
for dyes. One of the many gifts of the
project was pushing me to learn more
about the techniques of using natural
substances for dyeing, so that the physical
content of the quilt would be consistent
with the message of the quilt.”

The New World — Peru, Ecuador,
Central America and Mexico— is one of the
places where cotton was first domesticated
and where color-grown cotton originated.
Cotton is also an important crop in
Oklahoma and in the life of Dr. Horne.

Indigenous people around the
world have used natural dyes from
plants for thousands of years. For the
quilt, Elia experimented with dyes made
from Osage Orange sawdust, indigo,
the cutch tree, and madder root- source
of traditional “turkey-red”- to obtain
colors reflecting the yellows and orange
of sunlight, greens of summer vegetation,
beiges of winter grasses, blues of sky
and water, and the red-browns of
Oklahoma rocks and soils. She also
used soil itself for some colors.

Elia imprinted selected quotes from
Old Testament Psalms, Robert Frost,
Wendell Berry, Masonobu Fukuoka, Walt

Whitman and William Blake upon the

fabrics, using a thermafax method akin
to screen-printing. Photos were also
transferred onto blocks of cotton. Other
blocks were printed with potato dextrin
resist techniques to create patterns like
one would see in an aerial view of a
ploughed field.

Piecing the varied blocks into a
whole quilt top, integrating the compo-
sition and taking into account color
contrast and the visual movement from
one image to another proved the artist’s
skill. Underlying the work was Elia’s
awareness of the sacred quality of the
earth and the tasks of agriculture. Her
work and all necessary supplies that the
project required (other than the organic
cotton) were a gift from the artist.

When staff and trustees met on
December 11, 2002, the quilt was pre-
sented to Dr. Horne. Kay Adair acknowl-
edged the privilege she felt in quilting
the extraordinary piece honoring Horne's
life and work, and expressed a deep
gratitude for the contributions of each
person who helped in making the quilt.

Woods’ Ode to Okra will be on dis-
play from April 5-May 4 at the Sedgwick
Cultural Center in Philadelphia. Visitors
to her studio may also view her work.
Call 405-524-3977.
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