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As part of KGI's10th Anniversary retrospective, I've been thinking about who's done the most for food 
gardens over the past 10 years. I started jotting down names and what immediately struck me was that the 
first eight or so were women.  Now, I can't say that I was completely surprised. Anyone who has watched 
minute 15 of my TEDx talk [1] knows that I had already recognized that women were doing most of the 
heavy lifting in the US food garden movement. But in that case, I was referring to the critical "in the 
trenches" work of starting and maintaining family gardens, school gardens and community gardens at the 
local level. The list below is something different in that it celebrates 10 gardeners whose leadership and 
influence are reaching well beyond their town or region.  Once again, I'll seek to head some criticism off at 
the pass by admitting that there are many other people who I know and probably even more I don't know 
(especially from other countries) who deserve to be on this list. Please take it for what it is: my best 
subjective effort to produce a balanced list in terms of geography and sector (e.g. education, advocacy, 
public policy, philanthropy, business, etc.).  Feel free to recognize and celebrate some of the food gardening 
women who've inspired you in the comments section below. We can all benefit from knowing their names!

Vandana Shiva (India)

http://kgi.org
http://kgi.org/
http://youtu.be/Ezuz_-eZTMI?t=15m32s


As a first-world gardener, I take a lot for granted. I know that the water will flow when I open the spout, that 
compost is available for purchase if I can't produce enough of my own and I imagine, naively, that all the 
vegetable seeds and varieties I'd ever need will always be just a couple mouse-clicks away. Based in the 
developing world, Dr. Vandana Shiva of Delhi, India has a different perspective which can and should 
inform others' especially with regard to seeds. Dr. Shiva has been calling out multinational companies' 
efforts to patent seeds more loudly and effectively than anyone else on the planet. Her organization 
Navdanya [2]  is currently coordinating a campaign for seed freedom which you can join here: 
http://seedfreedom.in/ [3].  Dr. Shiva makes my list for sowing the seeds of hope and resistance.

 

Michelle Obama (USA)

http://www.navdanya.org
http://seedfreedom.in/


Whether you agree with her politics or her husbands' is a subject of great debate and a debate I won't start 
here. What most Americans can agree on is that First Lady Michelle Obama has provided some much-
needed hope, inspiration and leadership for the country's healthy food movement. Planted in 2009, the White 
House Kitchen Garden is already a resounding success. It's a family garden, school garden, community 
garden (for the White House staff community), and food bank garden (hundreds of pounds of food are 
donated each year) all rolled into one. It's also the most popular part of  the White House garden tour and a 
popular destination for world leaders who are passing through. Food, gardening and healthy kids aren't the 
only issues that the First Lady is working on (she's also very engaged in helping veterans and their families), 
but they seem to be the ones where she's making the biggest impact and I thank her for making our cause her 
own.

 

Pam Warhurst (UK)



"Food to share." Those words which appear on a raised bed garden located on the main street of Todmorden, 
UK sum up the philosophy and work of Pam Warhurst who is the co-founder of the Incredible Edible Project
[4]. A few years back, Pam and her main partner-in-crime, Mary Clear, had the brilliantly subversive idea to 
start planting edibles in public places first and to ask permission second. What started with a few guerilla 
gardeners has now grown into a badge of pride for their entire village with edibles cropping up in front of 
the police station [5] (tended by the police), outside hospitals and even on the platform of the train station. 
What's more, the project is now spreading its roots and shoots around the world.  If you're looking for more 
inspiration, Pam's TED talk will do the trick [6]. 

 

Alice Waters (USA)

http://www.incredible-edible-todmorden.co.uk/
http://www.thersa.org/fellowship/news/incredible-edible
http://www.thersa.org/fellowship/news/incredible-edible
http://www.ted.com/talks/pam_warhurst_how_we_can_eat_our_landscapes.html


 

No list of inspirational women moving the good food needle forward could be complete without Alice 
Waters. Her restaurant, Chez Panisse of Berkeley, California, is the eatery most often credited with having 
inspired the country's farm-to-table movement. While the notion of fresh, delicious, locally-sourced dishes 
sounds commonplace now, it was revolutionary in the early 1970s when Chez Panisse first opened its doors. 
While she could have rested comfortably on her culinary laurels, Alice sought ways of expanding the good 
food revolution to other places she felt it needed to go including the playgrounds and cafeterias of schools 
across the nation. In the same way that Chez Panisse has inspired thousands of chefs and restaurants, her 
Edible Schoolyard Projec [7]t at the Martin Luther King Jr. Middle School in Berkeley, California has 
inspired countless teachers and parents to plant school gardens and teach children to tend them and cook 
from them. 

 

Barbara Damrosch (USA)

http://edibleschoolyard.org/


 

How does a best-selling garden author handle living with another best-selling garden author? Very 
gracefully, in the case of Barbara Damrosch of Maine. I first learned of Barbara through reading a book 
written by her husband, Eliot Coleman. His book led me to one of hers, The Garden Primer [8] , which has 
become one of my top go-to books when I have something I want to do which I don't know how to do. 
Barbara also writes a garden column for the Washington Post which reaches, informs and inspires thousands 
of people each week including some very powerful, inside the beltway folk who could afford to be brought 
back to earth at the moment. Although she's known nationally, most people don't know how engaged she is 
in local food, farm and garden issues here in Maine. In addition to running a successful farm, Barbara was 
also President of the Board of the Maine Organic Farmers and Gardeners Association (MOFGA) seeing it 
ably through a period of transition. 

 

Amy Goldman (USA)


