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Growing up in the suburbs of Atlanta, Georgia, I don't ever 
remember having the thought that I wanted to be a farmer 
when I grew up.  My strength has never been to have elabo-
rate future plans, but in many ways I am okay with that.  By 
some miracle my path has brought me to the St Louis Catholic 
Worker and into a life of not just hospitality but also urban 
farming.  In many ways I've come full circle in my time as an 
urban farmer.  There was the initial phase of learning, grow-
ing a deeper connection to the earth, and the excitement of 
eating delicious food that I tended to from the seed to the 
harvest.  But after some years 
into this experiment and the 
deeper my knowledge and 
love grew, I couldn't help but 
realize how limited urban 
farming is when compared 
to the space, quality of soil, 
and security that life on a ru-
ral farm offers.  I found Peter 
Maurin’s vision for us to re-
turn to living off the land and 
the creation of farm and craft 
society deeply inspiring.

As I reflect on this and 
begin the planning for our 
upcoming growing season, 
I realize there is no way to 
compare urban farming to ru-
ral life on the land.  Instead, 
I look for ways urban farms 
can more deeply connect those of us who have a calling to 
live in the houses of hospitality, that Dorothy so strongly en-
couraged, to Peter's vision of life on the land.  I also believe 
that urban farming in St. Louis significantly adds to our lives 
as Catholic Workers particularly in the ways it helps us build 
community, partake in manual labor, engage in resistance, 
and educate both ourselves and others.  After all, Peter en-
couraged villages instead of homesteads, so here in our St. 
Louis village, we have come together to add farming and con-

nection to the earth to our lives as Catholic Workers.  
No farm is influenced by a single person nor does any farm 

benefit a single person, rather they are places of sharing in goods 
and labor, history, knowledge, and growth.  As many of us here 
in St. Louis engage in gardening or urban farming endeavors, we 
continue to see how gardening perpetuates connection with each 
other, and how much we need support, practical help, and encour-
agement from each other to succeed. I recently attended a talk by 
Jeff Lowenfells, a true soil enthusiast, where he had us all laughing 
and on the edge of our seat as he shared about his research and ex-

periments with mycorrhizal fungi.  
He showed how they form mutu-
ally beneficial relationships with 
the plants. The fungus, bacteria, 
microbes, protozoa, worms and 
other living things form a thriv-
ing community in the soil.  No 
need to be an expert gardener to 
understand that things in nature 
work together for the good of the 
whole.  Just as the Catholic Work-
er was often described by Peter 
as an "organism", we are continu-
ing to see how our adventures in 
urban farming help us to build 
mutually beneficial relationships 
of deep connection. It benefits 
our community, our relationship 
with food, and our connection to 
our neighbors and other farmers.  

In addition to the large gardens at Teka Childress House, Farm 
House, Castle House, the Good Thief, Little House and the Green 
Bee, we also have the joy of tending to New Roots (often referred 
to by us as “the farm”.) New Roots, one of the original urban farms 
in the city, was created eight years ago with the idea of having a 
connection to the Catholic Worker houses of hospitality. Like a seed 
that lays dormant waiting to germinate, we have in recent years 
come back to this initial idea as many of us who are involved in 
New Roots are also living in Karen House and Kabat House.  I now 
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see why having New Roots, a large urban farm, connected to these 
larger houses of hospitality makes perfect sense.  Looking at these 
obvious advantages I can see past the limitations of urban farming 
and instead joyfully grow food in the city.   New Roots is very close 
to both Karen House and Kabat House allowing us to spend time 
there daily and organize our time to be there as little or as much 
as we like.  We can also easily include our guests in the process-
ing, harvesting and preparation of food. This allows us to widen the 
circle of the healing that comes with a connection to the earth and 
our food.    

Additionally, there is a particularly unique juxtaposition that 
growing food, raising chickens, and keeping bees in the center of 
the city offers to our lives as Catholic Workers, especially in regards 
to the ways we work for justice and work in close connection with 
the marginalized. While the capitalistic culture that dominates the 
city encourages workers to sit for long hours in temperature con-
trolled office buildings just blocks away, we turn compost, spread 
mulch, sow cover crop and build new garden beds.  Likewise, there 
have been days when I have spent the morning at New Roots 
planting and harvesting heirloom varieties of vegetables and gone 
straight to the gates of Monsanto’s Headquarters to call for an end 
to GMOs (and more recently to the headquarters of Peabody Coal 
to demand an end to mining.) This year we will provide food for a 
food pantry that would otherwise be giving out only canned, pro-
cessed or packaged food. And, many times I have walked out the 
doors of Kabat House feeling discouraged by the weight of injustice 
and oppression in the world and  find that stepping into the garden 
and digging my hands into soil grounds me in a profound way, re-
minding me of all that is good and alive, and giving me the energy 
to keep going.  I have found that farming provides balance to my 
life in a community full of people and constant social interactions.  
I know that on some days, I can go to New Roots to work, be alone, 
and gain the needed clarity and perspective that solitude offers to 
my life (and not have to interact with anyone other than our cat.)

Peter Maurin, a huge advocate of “agronomic universities” 
would probably be pleased to see urban farms being used as cen-
ters of education where information is exchanged and knowledge 
shared.  While urban farming is not a new experiment, it’s becom-
ing increasingly popular with not just Catholic Workers but also ur-

ban dwellers from all walks of life.  We are all learning together the 
benefits of growing in our backyards. Recently in St Louis, a group of 
farmers has started coming together monthly for an "Urban Farmer 
Meet-up." Similar to having roundtable discussions for clarification 
of thought, we come to share ideas and ask questions. We have 
brainstormed how to resist Monsanto and their pervasive funding 
of garden projects, how to start a local seed bank, and how to build 
community with one another as individuals partaking in similar work. 
In a less formal sense we are learning how to do this more with each 
other in our immediate neighborhood.  At New Roots, we host work-
shops for ourselves, our guests, and neighbors. This past summer we 
led workshops on making soap, pickling and preserving food, start-
ing a backyard garden and making kombucha and hard cider.  From 
these practices, I’ve seen the way urban farming is a stepping stone 
towards a life more connected to the earth—from small steps like 
growing spinach instead of buying it to a bigger step like choosing to 
leave the city and live rurally.  We’ve seen this happen with friends 
and former New Roots collective members.  In a way, maybe one of 
the most important things about urban farming is the way that it 
grows farmers. It provides us the space and support to learn and fall 
in love with farming without having to leave the people we care so 
deeply about in the city.

It is in reflecting on all these reasons that I tell myself I am not 
yet ready to leave my life as an urban farmer. I’m continually invited 
to follow my calling to balance life in an urban hospitality house with 
a life connected with the earth.  And while our projects may not be 
comparable to larger rural farms (Carl Kabat is quick to remind us we 
are gardeners and not farmers,) we still manage to grow hundreds 
of pounds of produce, ranging from delicious fruits to over 30 types 
of vegetables (not including all the different varieties), and are still 
able to cover crop and rest some beds each season.  Last summer 
when I came home from a day at New Roots, and Enrique our guest 
from Cuba told me “Maria, pareces campesina” (Mary, you look like 
a peasant farmer,) I took it as a huge compliment and smiled to my-
self thinking, “I don’t know how I ended up with a life like this but I 
sure am glad.”  While it’s hard to say what the future will hold for me 
and my life, I know it will include working the earth with my hands 
wherever I am.
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