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TURNING TO THE SUN

By Brook Le Van

What is good is given back.

— Anonymous

relation to others, exemplify the kind of energy we need

to survive the coming challenges in our world. Both are
key to our efforts to resettle America. Both are gifts, should we
be lucky enough to be in their generous wake. One is a woman:
[lléne Pevec a humble matriarch, a loving mother and grand-
mother, community activist and friend to many in the Roaring
Fork Valley. The other is a tuber called girasole, Italian for “turn-
ing to the sun.”

Girasole (helianthus tuberosus) is a member of the same fam-
ily as the artichoke, and its taste divulges its heritage. The Native
Americans called the plant sunroot, but you might recognize it
as a sunchoke or a Jerusalem artichoke, common names used
here in the crop’s homeland, North America. This delicious tu-
ber has traveled to many lands and become part of countless
cultures. The same is true for Illene. Everywhere she goes, she
brings with her stories, seeds, rootstock, enough energy for three
and enthusiasm for six or seven.

There is a food crop and a person who, individually and in

Life for Illene is rich in family, community and activism, from
Brazil to Vancouver to Carbondale. Pivotal for Illéne was a visit
to her Brazilian homeland when she was 15 years old. “When I
saw the children begging in the streets for food I made a com-

mitment to work with children,” she says. “It set my course for a
life of working toward social change.”

Gardening is the predominant life thread with which she
sows it all together. Her first school community garden was the
Spirit of Nature garden in Vancouver, at an inner-city school of
primarily indigenous and refugee children. She led a group that
transformed a space being used to solicit children into prostitu-
tion into a living food, culture and arts center, a “grounds for
living” on the school property.

Next, she returned to Brazil, where she took on the challenges
of its economically depressed urban neighborhoods. She worked
with young people to clean up trash heaps, turning them into
beautiful and productive food and flower gardens. This led to her
earning a master’s degree, developing curriculum in ethno-bot-
any for school kids with gardens, and gardening as site and syl-
labi. She is now working on her Ph.D., focusing on the sensory
and emotional responses of youth to the processes of gardening.
(Next summer, watch for a sunny line of girasole blooming at
the new Roaring Fork High School Farm School, a food educa-
tion and security project Illéne is coordinating with the Cen-
tral Rocky Mountain Permaculture Institute, Fat City Farmers,

Peach Valley CSA and Roaring Fork High School.)
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The past few years, at the beginning of each growing season, Illéne has
stopped by the Sustainable Settings ranch in Carbondale to share her anticipa-
tion of getting her hands in the dirt. Her latest visits were all about girasole.

Illene first received the heirloom rootstock of this tuber in 1970, as a gift. She
grows it, eats it and shares it as gifts to all she knows. When she showed up at
the ranch last fall with a bagful, the tubers were so delicious that in our initial
tasting our staff devoured every last one within the week. In spring Illene was
back at the ranch with shovels, buckets and the call to harvest the tubers that
had wintered over. Off we went to her Carbondale Community Garden plot.
We dug and bagged, this time eating few and planting plenty. Those we planted
have now grown tall in their 100-foot-long bed, rising more than 7 feet, their
blossoms tracking the sun — waking in the east and falling asleep, all faces west.

For the past 40 years Illéne has planted her heirloom lineage of sunchokes to
multiply the original gift she received. Somewhere in her life’s work, she learned
that to truly own anything she has to give it away. Her gift to us at Sustainable
Settings was the seed of an idea, a new cash crop that could help us generate the
earned income that might help us keep the lights on.

Embedded in this gift cycle is the preservation of genetic and cultural infor-
mation. Spread across the land surface of our earth, tuned in to specific envi-
ronments, species and individual organisms have evolved as unique creations
for the spaces they inhabit. Paired with this is the preservation of the cultural
diversity that harbors the knowledge of a people tuned in to their local environ-
ments, who know the appropriate species that grow well in niche pockets and
who are alert to weather patterns that aid in the process of gaining sustenance
from field and forest.

If you don't know Illéne, hopefully you know someone like her in your com-
munity. Find these people and learn from them. They are the few who under-
stand the need to shift our values and who celebrate the connections and subse-
quent bounty associated with guiding people to the land. If there is hope for us,
it is in our healthy relationships with the soil and plants like girasole, with stew-
ards of the garden and our victuals. And with mentors like Illéne Pevec, who
give wholly of themselves as they — as we all must do — turn toward the sun.

Sunchoke Chips

Courtesy of lllene Pevec

Sunchokes (from | to 10 pounds)
Olive oil
Salt

Preheat oven to 300 degrees.Wash sunchokes well with a potato scrubber.
Place in a food processor and slice. Drizzle olive oil onto a baking sheet
and rub with your fingers to coat the pan. Spread the sunchoke slices into
a single layer across the baking sheet. Sprinkle lightly with salt (you can add
another herb if you wish.) Bake until the chips are somewhat dry and have
turned a slightly toasty color. As they dehydrate in the oven, the sunchoke
chips will become very sweet. Cooking times will vary depending on the
amount of sunchokes in the oven at once, so check for doneness after 45
minutes, and then every |5 minutes so that they don’t burn. This process
works with beets, potatoes, carrots and parsnips, too. Serve sunchoke chips
alone or mixed with other veggie chips. They make great hors d'ceuvres,
snacks or an accompaniment to a meal in need of a crispy contrast.
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THE SPECIES:

CULTIVATION:

NUTRITION:

PREPARATION:




