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Dear friends and family – 

 

Our first missive to you shared experiences with our family and friends for a kind of 

extended holiday. This report is a bit different, as our travels over the past three weeks 

have been more defined by a project we’ve been working on since 2015. Entitled the 

“Earth to Table Legacies Project”, it is an intergenerational and intercultural exchange 

between grass-roots initiatives in organic agriculture and food sovereignty. We have about 

ten core collaborators, ranging from farmer friends in the Muskoka region to Six Nations of 

the Grand River Territory in Ontario to Mexican food activists, Indigenous and non-

Indigenous, who have connections to Ontario. The project has recently been funded for 

another year of filming and exchange, aiming to co- produce a transmedia book, with short 

videos, photo essays, and instructor’s guide. Below I describe our visits to key 

collaborators in this project; we feel really lucky to consider them friends who are also 

teaching us a lot..! 

 

A family affair: Fulvio, Maria and extended family producing organic inputs 
 
We stayed in Nurio for four very cold days, warmed by the meals cooked by the fireplace and 

filming Fulvio’s daughter Serena and sister-in-law Anna making tortillas and fish soup, and 

talking about women’s roles. 

 

   
 

A highlight was getting to know Fulvio’s partner, Maria Blas Cacari, P’urépecha herbalist and 

manager of their family organic inputs business. She took us to visit a waterfall park in Uruapan 

one day and another day to a ‘perdon ceremony’ (engagement party), dressing me in layers of 

traditional dress and getting us both dancing in the streets (photos on next page).  
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Fulvio and Maria’s daughter Serena and her partner Miguel have become more central to the 

Legacies exchange. We showed Miguel the video interview from 2016, and Serena wants to 

coordinate the audio and video production in Nurio (with iphones and an Olympus camera we’ve 

given them). They took us to the countryside to film the sources of medicine from forests, such 

as pine resin, and to explain the land tenure system in an autonomous community. 

 

   

 

We did extensive interviews with Fulvio and Maria, Serena and Miguel about their diverse U.S 

migration experiences (in the context of NAFTA and Trump), and learned more about their 

efforts to create local economies through agro-ecological practices such as the production of 

natural inputs from plants found in the surrounding forests and countryside. 

 

For one full day, we filmed part of the process from gathering plants (weeds) to boiling them in a 

big pot over a wood fire, to filling 40 large containers, to delivering them to the farmer clients 

who had requested them. Their primary means of survival, this process is creating local 

economies and countering the debt cycle of expensive industrial agricultural inputs. 
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We learned a lot more about the complexities of an ‘autnomous’ community and just missed the 

visit of Marichuy, the Nahua woman herbalist who is an Independent (Zapatista) candidate for 

the presidency, and with whom both Fulvio and Maria worked years ago on natural medicines. 

 

We are excited about the possibility that Fulvio (along with Miguel) will be returning to Plan B 

organic farm in May, and that Maria may visit in June. We are proposing a road trip with them to 

the Agriculture, Food, and Human Values conference in Wisconsin, this year focusing on Agro-

ecology, so they can present on their multiple uses of natural plants. 

 

Fernando, organic agriculture from local to transnational  
 

We arrived in Guadalajara in time to celebrate two birthdays: Fernando’s 41st and his son 

Diego’s 2nd. This allowed us to connect to relevant interests of his and Hida’s family and friends. 

Just as the parties and park visits with Maria in Nurio laid the ground for deeper conversation, 

these social gatherings prepared us for the subsequent interviews. 
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The first interview with Fernando focused on the closing of his urban agricultural project, 

Cosecha en Casa. The ‘huerto’ (garden) he rented across the street from his house (where last 

year we filmed him teaching youth and women to grow their own food) is now being sold by its 

owner. There was a growing competition among other urban gardening teachers and no support 

from the municipal government; he also described how the climate of violence has created a 

traumatized population, keeping people isolated at home and fearful to gather and collaborate. 

 

Next, Fernando explained his new job as an organic agricultural consultant to Sesajal, a 

company that produces products from sesame seeds as well as other vegetable oils, garbanzo 

beans, etc primarily for export. It has given him an opportunity to influence the company to work 

more closely with small farmers in Mexico to produce more efficiently and sustainably (with 

organic inputs). What’s more, he has been able to hire his former assistant Noé to manage a 

Sesajal experimental farm outside the city and the more stable income has allowed his partner 

Hilda to renegotiate her job and spend more time with their son. In the coming months, he will 

document some of his work with farmers, with still photos and video. 

 

Isabel, migrant farmworker, 20 years later 
 
We had a very emotional reunion with Isabel Gomez, one of the first women farmworkers to 

come to Canada under the SAWP program, and whom I featured in Tangled Routes. It had 

been five years since we last visited her in Miacatlán. Her grandson Diego took us to the market 

to look for her, and on the way asked me “Do you know Deborah?” (she has shared the book 

and photos with her family). Once we found her, she was totally open to our filming her 

reflecting on her two decades as a migrant worker in Canada, the impact on her family, and her 

pride in what her children and grandchildren are now doing. Two of her sons still work 

seasonally in Ontario and one daughter is a local teacher.  
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Isabel held forth for a couple of hours while cooking a delicious meal that brought all family 

members to the table. Her grandson Diego wanted to help film.  

 

   
 

After lunch her granddaughter Stefany took us to a vermi-composting farm where she works 

with her partner Israel, part of a closed loop operation, including sheep, pigs, and chickens. 

   
 

This visit made me realize that we can draw on the past research on migration to deepen the 

stories in the transmedia book project. Isabel’s family is another example of how central the 

migration ‘al norte’ is to the survival of Mexicans, in the face of Trump’s threats to cut it off. 

 

On the way to Oaxaca, we took a few days beach break along the Pacific coast of Guerrero and 

Oaxaca (deemed one of the most dangerous roads, so we hid our equipment under the seat), 

and met up with Canadian friends Bob Jeffcott in Puerto Escondido then Bev Burke and Rick 

Arnold in Mazunte. 
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We had been invited to the birthday party of Felipa, the mother of Lukas Avendaño, a Zapotec 

performance artist from Tehuantepec, who stayed with me in July while working on a theatre 

piece with Monique Mojica. But we ran into a blockade set up by teachers protesting the lack of 

government action in reconstructing schools after the earthquake. John jumped on his bike to 

check out the front line of the 2Km lineup, then suggested I walk through the blockade (lower 

left) and take a taxi to the party, while he waited for six hours for the blockade to be lifted….! 

 

   

   

 

We spent our final week in Oaxaca, a southern state that has almost 50% population 

Indigenous peoples, and which was hit hard by the recent earthquakes. Oaxaca City is a lively 

centre for arts, culture and politics – from its colourful zocolo a favourite gathering place for 

families, tourists and protests to     its dramatic skies surrounded by mountains. we stayed in a 

B&B where our Toronto friends Barb and D’Arcy are settled until mid-March, sharing with them 

some home-cooked meals, a jazz concert, many political discussions and excursions to the 

countryside for an exhibit, dinner with friends, and a carnival. 
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A main purpose in Oaxaca was to connect with UniTierra (University of the Land) which was co-

founded in the 1990s by Gustavo Esteva (whom we brought to York 10 years ago to teach a 

course on “Food Sovereignty, Indigenous Knowledges, and Autonomous Movements.”) He 

invited us to a “Conversatorio” where young members of UniTierra reported on accompanying 

the caravan campaign in rural Oaxaca of Marichuy, the Indigenous candidate for president. 

 

      

 

In early 2015, we had invited a young Mayan couple, Angel Ku and Valiana Aguilar to 

participate in the Legacies Project, but they couldn’t come to our gathering in October 2016, 

because they were delegates to an historic gathering of the National Indigenous Congress, 

during which 1400 spokespeople from 46 Indigenous nations in Mexico chose Marichuy as an 

independent candidate as part of a strategy to make more visible Indigenous peoples and 

struggles. Since candidates must collect almost 900,000 signatures, they knew she wouldn’t 

actually be on the ballot, but could use the visits to generate dialogue in communities. They did 

not see this as a shift in a position to work ‘outside of the state’ but rather to ‘dismantle the state.’     

 

   



 8 

We spent three days with Angel and Valiana, deepening our relationship and confirming their 

interest in contributing to the Legacies exchange. One day they created a wonderful Yucatan 

meal at their home in San Pablo Etla, sharing with us and our Toronto friends Barb Thomas and 

D’Arcy Martin their intention to learn from UniTierra so they could start their own UniTierra on 

land in the Yucatan which has been passed on to Valiana to care for (in contrast to many sons 

inheriting land who then sell it for multinational business). They explained that la comida for 

them integrates the entire process, from production to sharing the food in community and that 

the dinner table is a sacred space and so should not be photographed. 

 

    
   

The next day they took us to visit Yolanda and Antonio, a campesino family I had stayed with 

two years ago, and filmed in their farm, a closed loop system with animals and milpa. They have 

been like abuelos (grandparents) for Angel and Valiana, teaching them to survive from the land; 

we filmed Yolanda teaching Valiana how to make fresh cheese from the cows’ milk. 

 

Angel and Valiana have many skills in filming and editing testimonies, so are ready to produce a 

short video on their intergenerational learning around comida and autonomy. We are very 

excited about what they can bring to our exchange. 

 

For a final fling before leaving Oaxaca, we went with our Toronto friends Barb and D’Arcy to a 

Ancestral Carnaval on Feb. 13 in San Martín Tilcajete, a Zapotec village known for its alebrijes 

or brightly painted wood carvings of animals and fantastic creatures. A young carver Raymundo 

introduced us to the whole process, learned by children as young as 8-year-old Daniji who sold 

me her painted turtle (next page, lower left).  

 

We joined the street parades, feast and dancing with the mainly male participants covered with 

black paint and oil, and donning intricately carved and colourful masks.    
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A final stop in Mexico City before heading off in different directions (Deborah to Toronto by 

plane, John to San Miguel by car), we had short visits with old friends: John’s long-time friends 

the 2 Arturos and Julieta, Checo Valdez, the muralist from our VIVA project, and both of us 

staying with Antonieta Barron, collaborator from the 1990s tomato research, who still is following 

the stories of migrant farmworkers returning from the north. 

   


