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INTRODUCTION BACK TO THE KITCHEN GARDEN

I was raised in a family of twelve children in African-American neighborhoods around Eastern Long Island, and for us, growing food was a necessity. We had to work in the garden if we wanted to eat. But for me, gardening quickly moved beyond work to something much more intriguing and absorbing. Watching my grandmother Eloise—my first gardening teacher—tend her plants made them interesting. It opened up a world to me—a small universe of complex, interconnected lives that I could be a part of.





MIRACLES IN DRESSER DRAWERS





My grandmother—a South Carolina native who grew up in a traditional Gullah community whose members were descendants of Caribbean slaves—learned to garden from her grandmother. She had a confident touch with plants, very focused and deliberate. She wasted nothing—food, words, even her own energy. Funny, wise, and patient, she taught us by example to value what we could make with our hands. For her, cast-off dresser drawers, divided into compartments, made perfect trays for growing seedlings, and every day, she and I would goout first thing to check on these, watching for signs of germination. Though all of us children gardened, I was my grandmother’s special helper, the one who took to it most and didn’t see it as a chore.

I loved spotting the first tiny green shoots and, a short time later, helping her choose the strongest, most vigorous seedlings to plant out in the garden. The weaker seedlings, those not up to her strict standards, I would toss, along with our kitchen scraps, on an open-pit compost pile behind the house, where growing things got a second chance. This pile, in turn, made the fuel for our garden’s annual, magical rebirth. When spring arrived, I couldn’t wait to pull the boards off the pit and feel the promising intensity of its heat.





OBSESSED, AGAIN





Germination, compost, and the living bounty of soil continued to intrigue me. Ten years ago, the pull of the soil led me to sideline my first career as a successful sportswear designer (for Calvin Klein, Cacharel, and Anne Cole, and then for my own line, Jimmy Williams Stitches) to go into growing full time. I dug up my Los Angeles yard and obsessively planted every available space in edibles: collard greens, chile peppers, pole beans, tomatoes, melons, and squash. Even the roof of my garage was fair game: It became my growing ground for heirloom seedlings.

By word of mouth, my little enterprise grew. People began showing up for my informal Saturday seedling sales and then asking me if I would build their vegetable gardens to accommodate all the plants they bought.

So many of my grandmother’s gardening practices serve me today and at least partly account for my own thriving business as a Los Angeles urban farmer and garden designer. Applying what I learned from Eloise, I continue to raise my own heirloom vegetable and herb seedlings, which I sell through the Hollywood and Santa Monica farmers’ markets, and my company, HayGround Organic Gardening. Through the same
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Chloe Rose Elia, one of my young farmers’ market customers, picks out herbs.
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PRINTER: PLEASE DARKEN AREA BEHIND TEXT BEADABILITY. Susan and I talk tomatoes over a basket of the Goosecreek variety my family has grown for generations.



company (named for the old Native American practice of covering edible beds with hay for winter), I design and plant vegetable gardens for clients around the city, including some of the region’s best-known chefs. For me, there’s still a deep magic in a proper soil mix and a miracle in a ripe tomato—its juicy heart, its smell, and, of course, its taste.





FINDING SUSAN





Susan Heeger, a friend and former staff writer for Martha Stewart Living, shares my enthusiasm for the idea that cooking simple meals with what you grow is an almost indescribable pleasure—but so is growing it in the first place. She believes, as I do, that digging the soil is a fundamental satisfaction for a human being, and one that counteracts life’s trials and stresses. We met in 2001, after Garden Design magazine ran a story on me and my garden. A well-known Los Angeles feature writer (who co-wrote The Gardens of California with landscape designer Nancy Goslee Power), Susan came to interview me for a Los Angeles Times magazine article. Her stories brought more attention to me and my business and sparked others—among them, pieces in Cottage Living, Los Angeles, Food & Wine, and various television feature segments.

It was the beginning of our friendship. As a dedicated vegetable gardener in her own right, Susan has watched with me as enthusiasm for edible gardening has surged on the national level. This has happened partly in response to the writings of journalists like Michael Pollan, who has encouraged us to rethink how and what we eat; the birth of organizations like Kitchen Gardens International, dedicated to home food growing; and the efforts of activists such as Fritz Haeg, who encourages homeowners to swap their front lawns for vegetable crops.

But amid this rising interest, Susan and I have also noticed a lack of available resource books for people trying to grow their own food and grow it right, which was always my grandmother’s aim. “I may not be the best gardener, but I’m the best gardener I know,” she used to say, smiling in her sun hat.





THE IDEA GROWS





As Eloise’s gardening grandson, I have been carrying around an idea for years, one that sprouted from the seeds of her wisdom, and also, really, from the seeds of a tomato her great-grandmother brought to South Carolina on a slave ship, in her apron pocket. That ‘Goosecreek’ tomato, which I grew up eating around a wooden table with my family, was the first variety I grew to sell and the one that first sold my early customers on me. Buying it and tasting it, they came back and bought other seedlings from me. Along with asking me how to grow these things, they began asking me what I do with them in the kitchen—what I cook with what I pick.



NOTHING IS MORE LOCAL AND FRESH AND TASTES BETTER THAN WHAT YOUR GROW YOURSELF.

And, of course, my answers owe a lot to my grandma Eloise—the Gullah food traditions of South Carolina—and to my other grandmother, Muriel (“Nana”), who was half Shinnecock Indian and cooked the corn cakes and succotash of that cuisine. My mother played her part in distilling these traditions, when, out of necessity, she and Eloise taught us twelve kids to cook, with love and humor, in our own big, country-style kitchen.

From Seed to Skillet is rooted in a bygone time when kitchen gardening was widespread, but it belongs to the current era, as more and more people discover the satisfaction of growing their own food.





LISTENING TO VEGETABLES





Decades ago, certainly during World Wars I and II, kitchen gardens were considered necessary—and patriotic. Back then, Americans consulted family elders for growing tips and swapped seeds with their neighbors. Every vegetable had a story—beginning with some dedicated seed saver, perhaps a trip in a smuggler’s trunk across a border, maybe a father-to-son pact to preserve a cultural taste or tradition. The wisdom of the earth wasn’t an obscure or arcane science reserved for the few, but an everyday, natural part of life, and survival.

Obviously, for many years, that wisdom fell by the wayside for most of us. Too busy to garden and happy for the miracle of supermarkets, we lost touch with the source of our food. We didn’t think about the cost to our country of the emergence of industrial farming, the elimination of crop diversity in favor of efficiency and profit, or the damage to the planet when food is shipped vast distances from where it’s grown.

Yet all that is changing fast. In 2005, four California women declared themselves “locavores” and made a month’s commitment to eat only food produced within one hundred miles of their homes. Their effort got so much attention that others followed their lead, and the New Oxford American Dictionary named “locavore” its 2007 word of the year. Right now, as food and fuel prices climb to all-time highs, fresh, local produce is especially in demand. In fact, it’s the second-biggest American food trend. Just as significant, as the New York Times and Wall Street Journal have lately reported, Americans are buying great quantities of vegetable seeds and seedlings to grow themselves. Because nothing is more local and fresh and tastes better than what you grow yourself.





MAKING IT HAPPEN





With household vegetable gardening on the rise, From Seed to Skillet is a comprehensive guide to choosing, planting, tending, harvesting, and using homegrown organic vegetables. It presents a way to live richly—by closely linking the enjoyment of home growing with the pleasures of simple home cooking.

This book focuses on a list of food must-haves, and my recommendations for the best heirloom varieties. By choosing heirlooms—storied varieties that have been around for more than half a century—gardeners not only ensure the preservation of our complex food heritage, they also produce prettier and more varied vegetables (striped tomatoes, white eggplants), from which they can save seed and grow more. What they pick will be beautiful and healthy. The vegetables will taste alive and amazing.

It’s fascinating to me how different food traditions have grown up around the same plants in far-flung places. Think, for instance, of the tomato’s central role in the cuisines of Italy and Mexico, and you might conclude, as I have, that food offers a bridge among cultures, a way for people to understand each other. What’s more, when you know where a plant is from and where it’s traveled to, you have a window on its character—and a leg up on growing it better.

Then, of course, there are health benefits that enhance the pleasures of edible gardening. True, not everyone has the acre parcel my grandmother had for growing, so this book will present different options for cultivating crops—in the strip of ground behind a garage, in a couple of raised beds outside the kitchen, and even in a few pots along a sunny driveway. To demonstrate the possibilities, we will give you examples, with pictures, from my clients’ gardens and from Susan’s and my own.

Next, we will lay out crucial steps in the planning and preparation process: where to look for good seeds and seedlings; how to assemble the right tools and soil components; and how to ready beds and select good growing companions, including beneficial flowers. If you understand soil basics, it’s a snap to make it produce, as people have done for thousands of years. Whether gardeners start small, with one basil pot, or turn their front lawn into a farm, the growing process is the same. Good soil is the secret, and Susan and I will show you how to make it. We will present some of my most effective recipes for feeding the soil, and by extension, the vegetables themselves.





SECRETS FOR SUCCESS





Tending tips will follow too—compost and watering advice, along with prescriptions for reducing pests and boosting production. We will cover harvesting and seed saving, which enables gardeners to replant top performers. We will also discuss the basics of crop rotation, ensuring fertile soil and ample yields year after year.

Finally, we will offer delicious possibilities from the Williams’ kitchen—easy recipes for transforming the fresh bounty from the garden into something luscious for the table. When you cook what you have grown, you come full-circle, completing a timeless and deeply satisfying act that begins with the magic of a seed.

