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Will Allen, is a former Professional basketball player 
in the American Basketball Association and European 
Professional League, the !rst African American basketball 
player at the University of Miami, Florida, and also a farmer 
and community activist, dedicated to supporting low-
income and small family farmers and bringing healthy, 
a"ordable food to urban areas. Will, is the founder and 
president of the Rainbow Farmer’s Cooperative.  One of the 
only African American farmer’s in the State of Wisconsin, 
Allen has struggled vigorously to alleviate the plight of 
the small family farmer.  He works a 100-acre farm in Oak 
Creek, WI and is responsible for organizing most of the 
farmers markets in Milwaukee.

Will is also the CEO of Growing Power, a national not 
for pro!t organization supporting the development 
of community food systems. He has over !fty years 
experience in farming, marketing and distributing food and 
has shared this knowledge with youth, adults, community 
groups, immigrants, farmers, and consumers.  Will is 
referred to by many as a modern day George Washington 
Carver, a person that Will greatly admirers.  Will Allen is 
known as an innovator and creator of food systems that 
are leading e"orts in getting good food to all people world 
wide.

Will has developed an innovative bio-intensive growing 
system using worms.  This system is being used in urban 
and rural agriculture projects around the world. He has also 
developed a system to grow food in the winter without 
conventional heating system. Growing Power’s Community 
Food Center in Milwaukee, WI is considered a model for 
communities worldwide. Will believes that food is the 
cornerstone in building healthy communities and that we 
have a responsibility to pass on our knowledge to youth 
and adults about food for future sustainable food systems.

Will, is also leading the e"ort to vertically integrate our 
youth into healthy eating habits to end juvenile obesity. 
Will is also putting Growing Power in a position to become 
energy self-su#cient by installing solar and a high 
solid Methane producing Anaerobic Digester. Will was 
honored in 2005 by the Ford Foundations Leadership 
for changing world Award and is a featured speaker on 
Food Systems worldwide.  Will was recently awarded the 
2008 $500,000 Mac Arthur “Genius Grant” for his e"orts 

to promote sustainable farming methods in low-income 
neighborhoods.  He is driven by a desire to make quality 
fresh fruit and vegetables accessible to underserved inner-
city populations.  He targets “food deserts,” communities 
that rely on corner markets which load their shelves with 
junk food and liquor, and rarely stock quality produce.

Passion For Farming 
His national non-pro!t organization, Growing Power, 
remains based in Milwaukee, but he has spread his urban 
farming message from Africa to Europe to South America.  
Since winning the award, he has been interviewed by Good 
Morning America, CNN, NPR, New York Times and more.  
He oversees 14 greenhouses where greens, vegetables 
and herbs are cultivated year-round.  He and his sta" also 
raise chickens, turkeys, perch and tilapia.  He has become 
an expert composter and turns food waste into fertilizer 
and methane gas.  And he maintains a 33,000 square-foot 
warehouse where 300 small-time farmers store their 
produce and prepare it for market.
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AWARDS
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2009
National Governor’s Association Distinguished Service to 
State Government Award
Natural Resources Defense Council, Growing Green Awards 
Milwaukee Times’ 24th Black Excellence Award, for making 
a positive di"erence in the  Milwaukee Community
Lincoln Gaines Award, honoring excellence in community 
service and  building strong communities, awarded by the 
YMCA ‘s Martin Luther King  committee

2008
Harry Chapin Self-Reliance Award Honoree
Mac Arthur “Genius” Fellowship
The O#ce of the Mayor for the City of Milwaukee named 
September 24, 2008 as Will Allen Day for his e"orts to serve 
the underserved in the city of Milwaukee
Keep Greater Milwaukee Beautiful, Lifetime Environmental 
Achievement  Award
Frank Kirkpatrick Civic Award, for e"orts in bringing 
signi!cant physical improvement to the Milwaukee 
community, Awarded by The Greater Milwaukee Foundation

2005
Ford Leadership for Changing World
Urban Farmer of the Year, Chicago

2003
Milwaukee County Board, Black History Celebration,  
“Our Future, Our Hope, Planters of the Positive Seed”
Community Partners of Milwaukee Appreciation Award

2002
Community Food Security Coalition, Leadership Award

2000
WI DATCP Commendation for leadership and diligent work in 
sustainable agriculture
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good food MANIFESTO
WILL ALLEN | founder

CONTINUED > 
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I am a farmer. While I !nd that this has come to mean 
many other things to other people – that I have become 
also a trainer and teacher, and to some a sort of food 
philosopher – I do like nothing better than to get my hands 
into good rich soil and sow the seeds of hope.

So, spring always enlivens me and gives me the energy to 
make haste, to feel con!dence, to take full advantage of 
another all-too-short Wisconsin summer.

This spring, however, much more so than in past springs, I 
feel my hope and con!dence mixed with a sense of greater 
urgency. This spring, I know that my work will be all the 
more important, for the simple but profound reason that 
more people are hungry.

For years I have argued that our food system is broken, 
and I have tried to teach what I believe must be done 
to !x it. This year, and last, we have begun seeing the 
unfortunate results of systemic breakdown. We have seen 
it in higher prices for those who can less a"ord to pay, in 
lines at local food pantries, churches and missions, and in 
the anxious eyes of people who have suddenly become 
unemployed. We have seen it, too, in nationwide outbreaks 
of food-borne illness in products as unlikely as spinach and 
peanuts.

Severe economic recession certainly has not helped 
matters, but the current economy is not alone to blame. 
This situation has been spinning toward this day for 
decades. And while many of my acquaintances tend to 
point the !nger at the big agro-chemical conglomerates 
as villains, the fault really is with all of us who casually, 
willingly, even happily surrendered our rights to safe, 
wholesome, a"ordable and plentiful food in exchange for 
over-processed and pre-packaged convenience.

Over the past century, we allowed our agriculture to 
become more and more industrialized, more and more 
reliant on unsustainable practices, and much more distant 
from the source to the consumer. We have allowed corn 
and soybeans, grown on the !nest farmland in the world, 
to become industrial commodities rather than foodstu"s. 
We have encouraged a system by which most of the green 
vegetables we eat come from a few hundred square miles 
of irrigated semi-desert in California.

When fuel prices skyrocket, as they did last year, things go 
awry. When a bubble like ethanol builds and then bursts, 
things go haywire. When drought strikes that valley in 
California, as is happening right now, things start to topple. 
And when the whole economy shatters, the security of a 
nation’s food supply teeters on the brink of failure.

To many people, this might sound a bit hysterical. There 
is still food in the suburban supermarket aisles, yes. The 
shelves are not empty; there are no bread lines. We haven’t 
read of any number of Americans actually starving to 
death.

No, and were any of those things to happen, you can rest 
assured that there would be swift and vigorous action. 
What is happening is that many vulnerable people, 
especially in the large cities where most of us live, in vast 
urban tracts where there are in fact no supermarkets, are 
being forced to buy cheaper and lower-quality foods, to 
forgo fresh fruits and vegetables, or are relying on food 
programs – including our children’s school food programs – 
that by necessity are obliged to distribute any kind of food 
they can a"ord, good for you or not. And this is coming 
to haunt us in health care and social costs. No, we are 
not suddenly starving to death; we are slowly but surely 
malnourishing ourselves to death. And this fate is falling 
ever more heavily on those who were already stressed: the 
poor. Yet there is little action.

Many astute and well-informed people beside myself, 
most notably Michael Pollan, in a highly persuasive treatise 
last fall in the New York Times, have issued these same 
warnings and laid out the case for reform of our national 
food policy. I need not go on repeating what Pollan and 
others have already said so well, and I do not wish merely 
to add my voice to a chorus.

I am writing to demand action.

It is time and past time for this nation, this government, to 
react to the dangers inherent in its $awed farm and food 
policies and to reverse course from subsidizing wealth to 
subsidizing health.

We have to stop paying the largest farm subsidies to large 
growers of unsustainable and inedible crops like cotton. We 
have to stop paying huge subsidies to Big Corn, Big Soy and 
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good food MANIFESTO CONTINUED

Big Chem to use prime farmland to grow fuel, plastics and 
fructose. We have to stop using federal and state agencies 
and institutions as taxpayer-funded research arms for the 
very practices that got us into this mess.

We have to start subsidizing health and well-being by 
rewarding sustainable practices in agriculture and assuring 
a safe, adequate and wholesome food supply to all our 
citizens. And we need to start this reform process now, as 
part of the national stimulus toward economic recovery.

In my organization, Growing Power Inc. of Milwaukee, 
we have always before tried to be as self-sustaining 
as possible and to rely on the market for our success. 
Typically, I would not want to lean on government support, 
because part of the lesson we teach is to be self-reliant.

But these are not typical times, as we are now all too well 
aware.

As soon as it became clear that Congress would pass 
the National Recovery Act, I and members of my sta" 
brainstormed ideas for a meaningful stimulus package 
aimed at creating green jobs, shoring up the security of our 
urban food systems, and promoting sound food policies of 
national scope. The outcome needed to be both “shovel-
ready” for immediate impact and sustainable for future 
growth.

We produced a proposal for the creation of a public-
private enabling institution called the Centers for Urban 
Agriculture. It would incorporate a national training and 
outreach center, a large working urban farmstead, a 
research and development center, a policy institute, and 
a state-of-the-future urban agriculture demonstration 
center into which all of these elements would be combined 
in a functioning community food system scaled to the 
needs of a large city.

We proposed that this working institution – not a “think 
tank” but a “do tank” – be based in Milwaukee, where 
Growing Power has already created an operating model 
on just two acres. But ultimately, satellite centers would 
become established in urban areas across the nation. Each 
would be the hub of a local or regional farm-to-market 
community food system that would provide sustainable 
jobs, job training, food production and food distribution to 
those most in need of nutritional support and security.

This proposal was forwarded in February to our highest 
o#cials at the city, state and federal level, and it was 
greeted with considerable approval. Unfortunately, 
however, it soon became clear that the way Congress 
had structured the stimulus package, with funds 
earmarked for only particular sectors of the economy, 
chie$y infrastructure, a"orded neither our Congressional 
representatives nor our local leaders with the discretion 
to direct any signi!cant funds to this innovative plan. 
It simply had not occurred to anyone that immediate 
and lasting job creation was plausible in a !eld such as 
community-based agriculture.

I am asking Congress today to rectify that oversight, 
whether by modifying the current guidelines of the 
Recovery Act or by designating new and dedicated funds 
to the development of community food systems through 
the creation of this national Centers for Urban Agriculture.

Our proposal budgeted the initial creation of this CUA 
at a minimum of $63 million over two years – a droplet 
compared to the billions being invested in other programs 
both in the stimulus plan and from year-to-year in the 
federal budget.

Consider that the government will fund the Centers for 
Disease Control at about $8.8 billion this year, and that is 
above the hundreds of millions more in research grants to 
other bio-medical institutions, public and private. This is 
money well spent for important work to ensure Americans 
the best knowledge in protecting health by !ghting 
disease; but surely by now we ought to recognize that the 
best o"ense against many diseases is the defense provided 
by a healthy and adequate diet. Yet barely a pittance of CDC 
money goes for any kind of preventive care research.

In 2008, the Department of Homeland Security approved 
spending $450 million for a new National Bio and Agro-
Defense Facility at Kansas State University, in addition 
to the existing Biosecurity Research Institute already 
there. Again, money well spent to protect our food supply 
from the potential of a terrorist attack. But note that 
these hundreds of millions are being spent to protect 
us from a threat that may never materialize, while we 
seem to trivialize the very real and material threat that 
is upon us right now: the threat of malnourishment and 
undernourishment of very signi!cant number of our 
citizens.
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Government programs under the overwhelmed and 
overburdened departments of Agriculture and of Health 
and Human Services do their best to serve their many 
masters, but in the end, government farm and food policies 
are most often at odds between the needs of the young, 
the old, the sick and the poor versus the wants of the 
super-industry that agriculture has become.

By and large, the government’s funding of nutritional 
health comes down to spending millions on studies to tell 
us what we ought to eat without in any way guaranteeing 
that many people will be able to !nd or a"ord the foods 
they recommend. For instance, food stamps ensure only 
that poor people can buy food; they cannot ensure that, in 
the food deserts that America’s inner cities have become, 
there will be any good food to buy.

We need a national nutrition plan that is not just another 
entitlement, that is not a matter of shipping surplus 
calories to schools, senior centers, and veterans’ homes. We 
need a plan that encourages a return to the best practices 
of both farming and marketing, that rewards the grower 
who protects the environment and his customers by 
nourishing his soil with compost instead of chemicals and 
who ships his goods the shortest distance, not the longest.

If the main purpose of government is to provide for 
the common security of its citizens, surely ensuring 
the security of their food system must be among its 
paramount duties. And if among our rights are life, liberty 
and the pursuit of happiness, we are denied all those rights 
if our cities become prisons of poverty and malnutrition.

As an African-American farmer, I am calling on the !rst 
African-American president of the United States to lead us 
quickly away from this deepening crisis. Demand, President 
Obama, that Congress and your own Administration 
begin without delay the process of reforming our farm 
and food policies. Start now by correcting the omission in 
your economic stimulus and recovery act that prevented 
signi!cant spending on creating new and sustainable jobs 
for the poor in our urban centers as well as rural farm 
communities.

It will be an irony, certainly, but a sweet one, if millions of 
African-Americans whose grandparents left the farms of 
the South for the factories of the North, only to see those 

factories close, should now !nd ful!llment in learning once 
again to live close to the soil and to the food it gives to all of 
us.

I would hope that we can move along a continuum to make 
sure that all of citizens have access to the same fresh, safe, 
a"ordable good food regardless of their cultural, social or 
economic situation.
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making fresh food a"ordable
KAREN CULLOTTA | Oprah Magazine | AUGUST 2009 ISSUE

Milwaukee’s Will Allen is on a mission: to raise 
a!ordable fresh food for people in the inner city.

For urban farmer Will Allen, unearthing a clump of loamy 
dirt laced with a tangle of baby worms is a moment to be 
cherished.

“This is the most fertile soil on Earth,” says Allen, 60, 
holding out his wriggling treasure on a recent Sunday 
at Growing Power, the three-acre nonpro!t farm he 
established in 1995 in Milwaukee. Allen, a 2008 winner 
of a MacArthur Fellowship, and his team of 35 full-
time employees and 1,000 volunteers use sustainable 
agricultural practices to grow 159 kinds of fruits, 
vegetables, and edible $owers. They also raise honeybees, 
!sh, poultry, sheep, and goats. The bounty is sold at 
farmers’ markets, bundled into low-cost baskets for local 
families, and served at local restaurants.

Allen is at the forefront of a burgeoning movement to 
replace huge industrialized food systems with smaller 
sustainable agricultural practices. It’s a far cry from what 
he imagined as a child, growing up on a farm in Rockville, 
Maryland. After earning a basketball scholarship to the 
University of Miami, Allen played pro ball in Florida and 
Belgium before embarking on a career in marketing. In 
1995, after helping low-income kids with an organic 
gardening project, he decided to make it his mission to 
bring a"ordable healthy foods to families in poor city 
neighborhoods. Fourteen years later, he shares his 
agrarian philosophies with about 10,000 visitors a year. 
In a recent essay (GrowingPower.Wordpress.com), Allen 
writes: “It will be an irony, certainly, but a sweet one, if 
millions of African-Americans whose grandparents left 
the farms of the South for the factories of the North, only 
to see those factories close, should now !nd ful!llment in 
learning once again to live close to the soil and to the food 
it gives to all of us.”
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street farmer
ELIZABETH ROYTE | NYTimes Magazine | PUBLISHED: JULY 1, 2009

Will Allen, a farmer of Bunyonesque proportions, 
ascended a berm of wood chips and brewer’s 
mash and gently probed it with a pitchfork. “Look 
at this,” he said, pleased with the treasure he unearthed. 
A writhing mass of red worms dangled from his tines. 
He bent over, raked another section with his !ngers and 
palmed a few beauties.

It was one of those April days in Wisconsin when the 
weather shifts abruptly from hot to cold, and Allen, 
dressed in a sleeveless hoodie — his daily uniform down 
to 20 degrees, below which he adds another sweatshirt — 
was exactly where he wanted to be. Show Allen a pile of 
soil, fully composted or still slimy with banana peels, and 
he’s compelled to scoop some into his melon-size hands. 
“Creating soil from waste is what I enjoy most,” he said. 
“Anyone can grow food.”

Like others in the so-called good-food movement, Allen, 
who is 60, asserts that our industrial food system is 
depleting soil, poisoning water, gobbling fossil fuels and 
stu#ng us with bad calories. Like others, he advocates 
eating locally grown food. But to Allen, local doesn’t mean 
a rolling pasture or even a suburban garden: it means 14 
greenhouses crammed onto two acres in a working-class 
neighborhood on Milwaukee’s northwest side, less than 
half a mile from the city’s largest public-housing project.

And this is why Allen is so fond of his worms. When you’re 
producing a quarter of a million dollars’ worth of food in 
such a small space, soil fertility is everything. Without 
microbe- and nutrient-rich worm castings (poop, that is), 
Allen’s Growing Power farm couldn’t provide healthful food 
to 10,000 urbanites — through his on-farm retail store, in 
schools and restaurants, at farmers’ markets and in low-
cost market baskets delivered to neighborhood pickup 
points. He couldn’t employ scores of people, some from 
the nearby housing project; continually train farmers in 
intensive polyculture; or convert millions of pounds of food 
waste into a version of black gold.

With seeds planted at quadruple density and nearly every 
inch of space maximized to generate exceptional bounty, 
Growing Power is an agricultural Mumbai, a supercity of 
upward-thrusting tendrils and duct-taped infrastructure. 
Allen pointed to !ve tiers of planters brimming with salad 
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greens. “We’re growing in 25,000 pots,” he said. Ducking 
his 6-foot-7 frame under one of them, he pussyfooted 
down a leaf-crammed aisle. “We grow a thousand trays 
of sprouts a week; every square foot brings in $30.” He 
headed toward the in-ground !sh tanks stocked with 
tens of thousands of tilapia and perch. Pumps send the 
dirty !sh water up into beds of watercress, which !lter 
pollutants and trickle the cleaner water back down to 
the !sh — a symbiotic system called aquaponics. The 
watercress sells for $16 a pound; the !sh fetch $6 apiece.

Onward through the hoop houses: rows of beets and 
chard. Out back: chickens, ducks, heritage turkeys, goats, 
beehives. While Allen narrated, I nibbled the scenery — 
spinach, arugula, cilantro.

If inside the greenhouse was Eden, outdoors was, as Allen 
explained on a drive through the neighborhood, “a food 
desert.” Scanning the liquor stores in the strip malls, he 
noted: “From the housing project, it’s more than three miles 
to the Pick’n Save. That’s a long way to go for groceries if 
you don’t have a car or can’t carry stu". And the quality of 
the produce can be poor.” Fast-food joints and convenience 
stores selling highly processed, high-calorie foods, on 
the other hand, were locally abundant. “It’s a form of 
redlining,” Allen said. “We’ve got to change the system so 
everyone has safe, equitable access to healthy food.”

Propelled by alarming rates of diabetes, heart disease 
and obesity, by food-safety scares and rising awareness 
of industrial agriculture’s environmental footprint, the 
food movement seems !nally to have met its moment. 
First Lady Michelle Obama and Secretary of Agriculture 
Tom Vilsack have planted organic vegetable gardens. Roof 
gardens are sprouting nationwide. Community gardens 
have waiting lists. Seed houses and canning suppliers are 
oversold.

Allen, too, has achieved a certain momentum for his 
e"orts to bring the good-food movement to the inner city. 
In the last several years, he has become a darling of the 
foundation world. In 2005, he received a $100,000 Ford 
Foundation leadership grant. In 2008, the MacArthur 
Foundation honored Allen with a $500,000 “genius” 
award. And in May, the Kellogg Foundation gave Allen 
$400,000 to create jobs in urban agriculture.

Today Allen is the go-to expert on urban farming, and 

there is a hunger for his knowledge. When I visited 
Growing Power, Allen was conducting a two-day 
workshop for 40 people: each paid $325 to learn worm 
composting, aquaponics construction and other farm skills. 
“We need 50 million more people growing food,” Allen 
told them, “on porches, in pots, in side yards.” The reasons 
are simple: as oil prices rise, cities expand and housing 
developments replace farmland, the ability to grow more 
food in less space becomes ever more important. As 
Allen can’t help reminding us, with a mischievous smile, 
“Chicago has 77,000 vacant lots.” 

Allen led the composting group to a pair of wooden bins 
and instructed his students to load them with hay. “O.K., 
you’ve got your carbon,” he said. “Where are you going to 
get your nitrogen?”

“Food waste,” a young man o"ered, wiping his brow. 
Allen pointed him toward a mound of expired asparagus 
collected from a wholesaler. As the participants layered 
the materials in a bin, Allen drilled them: “How much of 
that food is solid versus water weight?” “Why do we water 
the compost?” The farmers in training hung on every 
word.

If Allen at times seems a bit weary — he recites his talking 
points countless times a day — he comes alive when he’s 
digging, seeding and watering. His body straightens, 
and his face brightens. “Sitting in my o#ce isn’t a very 
comfortable thing for me,” he told me later, seated in his 
o#ce. “I want to be out there doing physical stu".”

Which includes basic research. Warned by experts that his 
red wrigglers would freeze during Milwaukee’s long winter, 
Allen studied the worms for !ve years, learning their food 
and shelter preferences. “I’d run my experiments over and 
over and over — just like an athlete operates.” Then he 
worked out systems for procuring wood chips from the 
city and food scraps from markets and wholesalers. Last 
year, he took in six million pounds of spoiled food, which 
would otherwise rot in land!lls and generate methane, 
a potent greenhouse gas. Every four months, he creates 
another 100,000 pounds of compost, of which he uses a 
quarter and sells the rest.

Uncannily, Allen makes such e"orts sound simple — fun 
even. When he mentions that animal waste attracts 
soldier $ies, whose larvae make terri!c !sh and chicken 
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feed, a dozen people start imagining that growing grubs 
in buckets of manure might be a good project for them 
too. “Will has a way of persuading people to do things,” 
Robert Pierce, a farmer in Madison, Wis., told me. “There’s 
a spirit in how he says things; you want to be part of his 
community.”

Allen owes part of his Pied Piper success to his striking 
physicality and part to his athlete’s con!dence — he’s 
easeful in his skin and, when not barking about nitrogen 
ratios, incongruously gentle. He told me about his life 
one afternoon as we drove in his truck, which was sticky 
with soda and dusted with doughnut powder, to Merton, 
a suburb of Milwaukee where Growing Power leases a 
30-acre plot. “My father was a sharecropper in South 
Carolina,” Allen said. “He was the eldest boy of 13 children, 
and he never learned to read.” In the 1930s, he moved 
near Bethesda, Md. “My mother did domestic work, and my 
father worked as a construction laborer. But he rented a 
small plot to farm.”

A talented athlete, Allen wasn’t allowed to practice 
sports until he !nished his farm chores. “I had to be in 
bed early, and I thought, There’s got to be something 
better than this.” For a while, there was. Allen accepted 
a basketball scholarship from the University of Miami. 
There, he married his college sweetheart, Cyndy Bussler. 
After graduating, he played professionally, brie$y in the 
American Basketball Association in Florida and then for a 
few seasons in Belgium. In his free time, Allen would drive 
around the countryside, where he couldn’t help noticing 
the compost piles.

“I started hanging out with Belgian farmers,” Allen said. 
“I saw how they did natural farming,” much as his father 
had. Something clicked in his mind. He asked his team’s 
management, which provided housing for players, if he 
could have a place with a garden. Soon he had 25 chickens 
and was growing the familiar foods of his youth — peas, 
beans, peanuts — outside Antwerp. “I just had to do it,” he 
said. “It made me happy to touch the soil.” On holidays, he 
cooked feasts for his teammates. He gave away a lot of 
eggs.

After retiring from basketball in 1977, when he was 28, 
Allen settled with his wife and three children in Oak Creek, 
just south of Milwaukee, where Cyndy’s family owned 
some farmland. “No one was using that land, but I had 

the bug to grow food,” Allen said. As his father did, Allen 
insisted that his children contribute to the household 
income. “We went right to the !eld at the end of the school 
day and during summer breaks,” recalled his daughter, 
Erika Allen, who now runs Growing Power’s satellite o#ce 
in Chicago. “And let’s be clear: This was farm labor, not 
chores.”

Allen led the composting group to a pair of wooden bins 
and instructed his students to load them with hay. “O.K., 
you’ve got your carbon,” he said. “Where are you going to 
get your nitrogen?”

“Food waste,” a young man o"ered, wiping his brow. 
Allen pointed him toward a mound of expired asparagus 
collected from a wholesaler. As the participants layered 
the materials in a bin, Allen drilled them: “How much of 
that food is solid versus water weight?” “Why do we water 
the compost?” The farmers in training hung on every 
word.

If Allen at times seems a bit weary — he recites his talking 
points countless times a day — he comes alive when he’s 
digging, seeding and watering. His body straightens, 
and his face brightens. “Sitting in my o#ce isn’t a very 
comfortable thing for me,” he told me later, seated in his 
o#ce. “I want to be out there doing physical stu".”

Which includes basic research. Warned by experts that his 
red wrigglers would freeze during Milwaukee’s long winter, 
Allen studied the worms for !ve years, learning their food 
and shelter preferences. “I’d run my experiments over and 
over and over — just like an athlete operates.” Then he 
worked out systems for procuring wood chips from the 
city and food scraps from markets and wholesalers. Last 
year, he took in six million pounds of spoiled food, which 
would otherwise rot in land!lls and generate methane, 
a potent greenhouse gas. Every four months, he creates 
another 100,000 pounds of compost, of which he uses a 
quarter and sells the rest.

Uncannily, Allen makes such e"orts sound simple — fun 
even. When he mentions that animal waste attracts 
soldier $ies, whose larvae make terri!c !sh and chicken 
feed, a dozen people start imagining that growing grubs 
in buckets of manure might be a good project for them 
too. “Will has a way of persuading people to do things,” 
Robert Pierce, a farmer in Madison, Wis., told me. “There’s 
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a spirit in how he says things; you want to be part of his 
community.”

Allen owes part of his Pied Piper success to his striking 
physicality and part to his athlete’s con!dence — he’s 
easeful in his skin and, when not barking about nitrogen 
ratios, incongruously gentle. He told me about his life 
one afternoon as we drove in his truck, which was sticky 
with soda and dusted with doughnut powder, to Merton, 
a suburb of Milwaukee where Growing Power leases a 
30-acre plot. “My father was a sharecropper in South 
Carolina,” Allen said. “He was the eldest boy of 13 children, 
and he never learned to read.” In the 1930s, he moved 
near Bethesda, Md. “My mother did domestic work, and my 
father worked as a construction laborer. But he rented a 
small plot to farm.”

If there’s no place in the food movement for low- and 
middle-income people of all races, says Tom Philpott, food 
editor of Grist.org and co-founder of the North Carolina-
based Maverick Farms, “we’ve got big problems, because 
the critics will be proven right — that this is a consumption 
club for people who’ve traveled to Europe and tasted !ne 
food.”

In 1993, Allen, looking to grow indoors during the winter 
and to sell food closer to the city, bought the Growing 
Power property, a derelict plant nursery that was in 
foreclosure. He had no master plan. “I told the city I’d hire 
kids and teach them about food systems,” he said. Before 
long, community and school groups were asking for his 
help starting gardens. He rarely said no. But after years 
of laboring on his own and beginning to feel burned 
out, he agreed to partner with Heifer International, the 
sustainable-agriculture charity. “They were looking for 
youth to do urban ag. When they learned I had kids and 
that I had land, their eyes lit up.” Heifer taught Allen !sh 
and worms, and together they expanded their training 
programs.

Employing locals to grow food for the hungry on neglected 
land has an irresistible appeal, but it’s not clear yet whether 
Growing Power’s model can work elsewhere. “I know how 
to make money growing food,” Allen asserts. But he’s also 
got between 30 and 50 employees to pay, which makes 
those foundation grants — and a grant-writer — essential. 
Growing Power also relies on large numbers of volunteers. 
All of which perhaps explains why other urban farmers 

have not yet replicated Growing Power’s scale or its unique 
social achievements.

So no, Growing Power isn’t self-su#cient. But neither is 
industrial agriculture, which relies on price supports and 
government subsidies. Moreover, industrial farming incurs 
costs that are paid by society as a whole: the health costs 
of eating highly processed foods, for example, or water 
pollution. Nor can Growing Power be compared to other 
small farms, because it provides so many intangible social 
bene!ts to those it reaches. “It’s not operated as a farm,” 
said Ian Marvy, executive director of Brooklyn’s Added 
Value farm, which shares many of Growing Power’s core 
values but produces less food. “It has a social, ecological 
and economic bottom line.” That said, Marvy says that 
anyone can replicate Allen’s technical systems — the worm 
composting and aquaponics — for relatively little money.

Finished with his business in Merton, Allen sang out his 
truck window to his plastic-picking volunteers, “Don’t y’all 
work too hard now.” The future farmers laughed. Allen 
predicts that because of high unemployment and the 
recent food scares, 10 million people will plant gardens 
for the !rst time this year. But two million of them will 
eventually drop out, he said, when the potato bugs arrive 
or the rain doesn’t cooperate. Still, he was sanguine. “The 
experience will introduce those folks to what a tomato 
really tastes like, so next time they’ll buy one at their 
greenmarket. And when we talk about farm-worker rights, 
we’ll have more advocates for them.”

At a red light on Silver Spring Drive, Allen stopped and 
eyed the construction equipment beached in front of 
a dealership. “Look at that front-end loader,” he said 
admiringly. “That thing isn’t going to sell.” He shook his 
head and added: “Maybe we can work something out with 
them. We could make some nice compost with that.” 

A talented athlete, Allen wasn’t allowed to practice 
sports until he !nished his farm chores. “I had to be in 
bed early, and I thought, There’s got to be something 
better than this.” For a while, there was. Allen accepted 
a basketball scholarship from the University of Miami. 
There, he married his college sweetheart, Cyndy Bussler. 
After graduating, he played professionally, brie$y in the 
American Basketball Association in Florida and then for a 
few seasons in Belgium. In his free time, Allen would drive 
around the countryside, where he couldn’t help noticing 
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the compost piles.

“I started hanging out with Belgian farmers,” Allen said. 
“I saw how they did natural farming,” much as his father 
had. Something clicked in his mind. He asked his team’s 
management, which provided housing for players, if he 
could have a place with a garden. Soon he had 25 chickens 
and was growing the familiar foods of his youth — peas, 
beans, peanuts — outside Antwerp. “I just had to do it,” he 
said. “It made me happy to touch the soil.” On holidays, he 
cooked feasts for his teammates. He gave away a lot of 
eggs.

After retiring from basketball in 1977, when he was 28, 
Allen settled with his wife and three children in Oak Creek, 
just south of Milwaukee, where Cyndy’s family owned 
some farmland. “No one was using that land, but I had 
the bug to grow food,” Allen said. As his father did, Allen 
insisted that his children contribute to the household 
income. “We went right to the !eld at the end of the school 
day and during summer breaks,” recalled his daughter, 
Erika Allen, who now runs Growing Power’s satellite o#ce 
in Chicago. “And let’s be clear: This was farm labor, not 
chores.
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Will Allen is an urban farmer who is transforming 
the cultivation, production, and delivery of healthy 
foods to underserved, urban populations. In 1995, 
while assisting neighborhood children with a gardening 
project, Allen began developing the farming methods 
and educational programs that are now the hallmark of 
the non-pro!t organization Growing Power, which he 
directs and co-founded. Guiding all is his e"orts is the 
recognition that the unhealthy diets of low-income, urban 
populations, and such related health problems as obesity 
and diabetes, largely are attributable to limited access to 
safe and a"ordable fresh fruits and vegetables. Rather 
than embracing the “back to the land” approach promoted 
by many within the sustainable agriculture movement, 
Allen’s holistic farming model incorporates both cultivating 
foodstu"s and designing food distribution networks in 
an urban setting. Through a novel synthesis of a variety 
of low-cost farming technologies – including use of raised 
beds, aquaculture, vermiculture, and heating greenhouses 
through composting – Growing Power produces vast 
amounts of food year-round at its main farming site, 
two acres of land located within Milwaukee’s city limits. 
Recently, cultivation of produce and livestock has begun 
at other urban and rural sites in and around Milwaukee 
and Chicago. Over the last decade, Allen has expanded 
Growing Power’s initiatives through partnerships with 
local organizations and activities such as the Farm-City 
Market Basket Program, which provides a weekly basket 
of fresh produce grown by members of the Rainbow 
Farmer’s Cooperative to low-income urban residents at 
a reduced cost. The internships and workshops hosted 
by Growing Power engage teenagers and young adults, 

often minorities and immigrants, in producing healthy 
foods for their communities and provide intensive, hands-
on training to those interested in establishing similar 
farming initiatives in other urban settings. Through 
these and other programs still in development, Allen is 
experimenting with new and creative ways to improve the 
diet and health of the urban poor.

Will Allen received a B.A. (1971) from the University of 
Miami. After a brief career in professional basketball and 
a number of years in corporate marketing at Procter and 
Gamble, he returned to his roots as a farmer. He has served 
as the founder and CEO of Growing Power, in Milwaukee, 
Wisconsin, since 1995 and has taught workshops to 
aspiring urban farmers across the United States and 
abroad.
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growing hope, growing change,
GROWING POWER
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Will Allen just might be the Johnny Appleseed of 
the next food revolution.

Change is on the wind. Literally. America has just ushered 
in a new president dedicated to empowering the country 
through grassroots e"orts and winning his campaign 
with the tag words, “Hope and Change.” Renewable 
energy is at the forefront of the nation’s mind as we 
battle a devastated economy and begin to rebuild global 
relationships. The biggest hope for the new climate in 
the way Americans will do things, both as consumers 
and entrepreneurs, is to be found in the green sector. 
Milwaukee, believe it or not, is not just leading the nation 
in change but also is quickly becoming a global green 
capital.  

Our future leaders will not be folks in suits, but farmers. 
They are not mainstream, but minorities. The movers 
and the shakers are shakin’ it from the ghettos and from 
Indian Country. They come from third world countries, 
the sovereign nations within this nation. Some speak 
English as a second language, are Hmong or Latino. 
Others live well under the radar as Mennonites and 
Amish. 

Much of Milwaukee’s claim to green glory is because 
of the e"orts of urban farmer, Will Allen, founder and 
CEO of Growing Power. Allen has spent the last 16 years 
developing his business as an organic farmer, dedicated to 
growing and providing healthy food to low income areas. 
He passionately teaches and encourages sustainability 
to communities all around the world, and in so doing is 
!ghting economic racism. 

Watching Allen move around his urban farm at 5500 
W. Silver Spring Drive, you can see how he is able to 
accomplish this mighty feat: everyone is important 
to him; every visitor, sta" member, or small child. All 
are addressed and included. Though he is on a hectic 
schedule of national and international travel, he pauses 
and takes the time to engage everyone in a meaningful 
way. His philosophy is simple, yet profound and 
contagious: people matter most. 
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At www.growingpower.org, the vision statement reads: 
“inspiring communities to build sustainable food systems 
that are equitable and ecologically sound, creating a just 
world, one food-secure community at a time.” In the past 
six or seven years, Allen estimates they have touched at 
least 1000 organizations, both local and abroad. Allen has 
consulted on an international platform; in Kenya with the 
NGOs, for Heifer Project International and for The Institute 
of Sustainable Communities in Ukraine. Allen is in Europe 
again this summer, where he frequently consults with the 
State Department. This time, he will address the Hague 
World Urban Agriculture Symposium, and lend his muscle 
to the movement for farming in London’s Hyde Park. In 
Rotterdam, Allen will look at new greenhouse technology 
with underground heating systems which draw hot air 
into storage during the summer and release it during the 
winter. 

Last September, Allen received a $500,000 “genius grant” 
award from the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur 
Foundation. In May of this year, he received a $400,000 
grant from the W.K. Kellogg Foundation to create 
sustainable farming jobs in the Detroit area for destitute 
urban communities hit the worst by the recession. Allen 
explains that factory farming and the big machinery/
technology mentality destroyed more than a million 
farming jobs in just a few short decades. 

He says: “The new agriculture creates thousands of jobs 
with a standard that is above excellent. We call our food 
“beyond organic” because it is way better than the USDA 
standards. Many of the farmers in my organization aren’t 
even USDA certi!ed because they believe the system is 
too watered-down. This is a huge movement, grown from 
the ground up. It is multi-cultural and multi-generational. 
We are launching an attack on the current food system and 
restructuring it. By growing food in our own communities 
we reduce our carbon footprint. But a big part of what we 
do is educating people to think di"erently.” 

One of the biggest challenges Growing Power faces is 
converting contaminated soil in available urban land plots 
into healthy soil. Allen explained they solicit compost 
donations from the community and combine them with 
worm boxes, or vermicomposting practices to produce rich 
and fertile soil. Operations have expanded into Chicago 
with Allen’s daughter Erika at the helm. Growing Power 
has a garden in Caprini Green and urban farms in Grant 
and Jackson Park. A 40- acre Boys and Girls farm/camp in 
Merton helps train their Youth Corps. 

Growing Power also started Rainbow Farmers Cooperative 
which includes 300 small family farmers from Wisconsin, 
Michigan, Iowa, Illinois, Mississippi, Georgia, Alabama, 
South Carolina and Florida. The RFC members receive cash 
on delivery for their products so they can immediately 
reinvest in their businesses, enjoy marketing through the 
Growing Power web site, have access to restaurants and 
wholesalers and are provided with cooler storage space. 
And of course, Growing Power is there for these farmers 
in many educational capacities, leading workshops and 
training seminars, assisting with grant-writing, project-
planning, transportation and composting. 

Not stopping there, Growing Power also hosts the Growing 
Food and Justice for All Initiative which works to dismantle 
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racism by bringing change agents together to a"ect 
social changes through these practices. Their mission 
states: The GFJAI is a new initiative aimed at dismantling 
racism and empowering low-income and communities 
of color through sustainable and local agriculture. This 
comprehensive network views dismantling racism as a 
core principal which brings together social change agents 
from diverse sectors working to bring about new, healthy 
and sustainable food systems and supporting and building 
multicultural leadership in impoverished communities 
throughout the world. 

The group’s 2nd annual conference is this October at State 
Fair Park. Go to www. growingfoodandjustice.org for 
info. 

These implications are exciting when one thinks about 
what Allen calls the ground-up changes which are coming 
in urban areas. First Nations people are also very driven 
to be a crucial part of the growing green industry from 
reservations. 

In 2008, Executive Director of Honor the Earth, Winona 
LaDuke, authored a ‘food sovereignty” handbook called 
Launching a Green Economy for Brown People. She makes 
a good case for developing wind and solar power on Native 
lands, which happen to be predominantly located in the 
country’s windiest states. LaDuke says national studies 
estimate that reservations could produce one-fourth to 
one third of the presently installed electric demand. This 
means about 400,000 domestic manufacturing jobs in 
wind power alone. In 2006, the American Solar Energy 
Society projected that renewable energy and energy 
e#ciency projects saw about $970 billion in revenues and 
8.5 million jobs, and these numbers will only grow. This 
would create a job market which could bring the security 
and self-su#ciency these sovereign nations have been 
hoping for, for so long. 

Sustainability isn’t the only reason to return to traditional 
farming. These practices will also reverse the epidemic of 
rampant diabetes that plagues Indian populations. Recent 
studies have linked reservation diets of processed foods to 
this disease and the highest mortality rates in the nation. 

La Duke writes: “In the upcoming years, we hope to 
facilitate the creation of Green Jobs for Brown People 
Initiative…that will prepare our communities to participate 

in a central way in the next economy. This strategy will 
include job training, funding for e#ciency and retro!tting 
and support for renewable energy and local agriculture. It 
will involve reservation, urban Indigenous communities 
and communities of color working in partnership with 
businesses, unions, institutions and the general public.” 
Visit www. honorearth.org for more information. 

Government gets onboard  
Milwaukee city government is also trying to take action 
in much the same way. In 2008, the US Department of 
Energy designated Milwaukee as one of the 25 cities in 
the country to become a solar city. Under the City O#ce 
of Environmental Sustainability, Milwaukee Shines has 
launched an education campaign to bring about awareness 
and to train electricians to install solar power. Project 
Manager Andrea Luecke says we are already in the process 
of converting to renewable energy. Steps are being made 
to retro!t many of our old, ine#cient buildings with 
new windows, equipment, boilers, and even light bulbs. 
Currently, a project to out!t the downtown Milwaukee 
County Library with a green roof and solar power is 
underway. Luecke says Milwaukee Shines is committed 
to training installers as well as providing hands-on 
experience. In so doing, they are hoping to create a market 
and demand for solar energy. 

Green Alderman, Tony Zielinski, of district 14, is 
spearheading the future growth of the city. Zielinski 
is working to get an ordinance through where all new 
construction would be required to feature solar water 
systems. He says it is crucial for us to become independent 
of fossil fuels and this dependency is what has caused 
this economic recession. He is trying to create in Bay View 
a “New Urbanism” where everyone is within walking 
distance to retail and recreation, where one can live in a 
community and not need a car. He hopes the light rail train 
system will be installed in the city in the next few years. 

Most excitingly, plans are in process to build a green 
residential community on the corner of Lincoln and Bay 
streets, an abandoned US army base. The project is called 
Eco-Bay and Zielinski is con!dent it can break ground next 
year. 

The development is to be energy sustainable, only using 
energy it creates itself. It will be the !rst community of its 
kind in the state. Zielinski believes once people get word of 
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its !scal feasibility, Eco-Bay can act as a great marketing 
strategy for future green building. The alderman gets 
excited when he speaks about this.

 “People can convert their homes old or new to solar power 
and more than pay for themselves,” he says. “They can get 
paid to do it. The faster we promote renewable energy the 
better the economy will grow.” 

We Energies o"ers workshops in how consumers can 
convert their homes. And www.beagreenirene.com can 
send a consultant to your home for $99 to help you make 
greener choices. Milwaukee is part of the green revolution. 
Be proud and proactive about who you are. 
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