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Stitch by stitch
By Kathleen Pierce
BDN Staff

Bent over a Singer sewing ma-
chine, Sherina Faizizada tries
to puzzle out a dress pattern, in-
specting it every which way.
Her instructor, Adele Ngoy,
swoops in to assist.

At her side, Shookria Abid of Afghan-
istan holds up a colorful, floral dress for
feedback. Examining the loose hemline,
Ngoy is not impressed.

“That is good, but it could be better,”
she tells her trainee amid the click-
clacking of nearby machines.

It’s Wednesday morning, and The
Sewing Academy is in session.

Since November, a cluster of immi-
grant women who moved to Maine to
escape wars in Afghanistan, Rwanda
and Congo, have met at Portland mak-
erspace A Gathering of Stitches twice
per week for free sewing instruction.
For women such as Faizizada, who
lives on a limited income with seven
children, the classes are more than a
hobby or onramp to a better job.

One day, in the not too distant future,
she hopes her newly acquired skills
will allow her to clothe herself and fam-
ily in traditional Afghan attire.

Of all the things this international
group of women miss — food, holidays,
friends and family — native dress is

chief among them. For immigrants, gar-
ments provide more than protection.
The way they dress connects them to the
living history they had to leave behind.

Faizizada, wants to learn to make a
Punjabi suit, flowing and multilayered,
to reflect her culture and heritage.
Once the home health aid advances to
the next level in the sewing class, that
could happen.

“We miss everything. It’s so different
— daily life, food,” said Ngoy, a Congo-

lese refugee sharing her top-flight de-
sign skills she learned in fashion school
in the Democratic Republic of Congo
with this eclectic group new to Maine.

If the best way to assimilate new sur-
roundings is through meaningful work
in the community, Ngoy has excelled.
While living in the Congo, she designed
clothing for the elite. In Portland she
has made everything from custom suits
to wedding gowns. Her cozy, stylish

Learning to sewbrings immigrants closer to home
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Adel Ngoy (from left) shows Sherina Faizizada and Shookria Abid, both of Afghanistan, how to sew in free classes she
holds for immigrants at A Gathering of Stitches.

‘Locally Laid’
memoir:
Not your
‘Good Life’
Mainer pens ‘Startup
farm horror story’

By Kathleen Pierce
BDN Staff

Lucie Amundsen is an unlikely
chicken lady. Growing up in
Winslow, she didn’t mind flocks
and seldom engaged in farm

work. But the University of Maine
graduate had a way with words. She
looked at life through a writer’s dis-
cerning lense.

So when things got tough at the
midsize egg farm, Locally Laid, she
runs with her hus-
band in Minneso-
ta, where she now
lives, instead of
reaching for a
hanky to cry. She
reached for a pen
and wrote a mem-
oir.

“I think it’s easi-
er to look through
life as a writer.
Being a writer
helped me. As things were going
wrong, I was looking for details and
quotes. I didn’t have to look reality
straight in the face,” the 45-year-old
first-time writer said.

Her book, “Locally Laid,” was re-
leased this month by Penguin Ran-
dom House.

“It’s a marriage story and an [agri-
culture] startup farm horror story,”
said the upbeat Amundsen, who de-
scribes the humorous and informative
292-page book as “memoir meets popu-
lar nonfiction.”

When starting the pasture-raised
egg business, “we did not realize we
were entering the most stressed sec-
tor,” she said of her midsize farm. “We
are too big to sell at farmers markets,
to small to be in big ag. ... You have to
create your own path and break out.”

Though packed with details on the
ins and outs of running a 2,000-bird
ranch and commercial egg business,
the book is less a how-to and more
“farm contraception,” Amundsen said
during a phone interview from Duluth.

Nothing, from how the new family
business affected her marriage to hate
mail blasting her eggs as too pricy
and the company name too racy, is
sugar-coated.

“This is the opposite of ‘The Good
Life,’” Amundsen said, referring to
Scott and Helen Nearing’s utopian
back-to-the-land bible that spawned new
interest in farming. No, “Locally Laid”
is a “behind-the-curtain expose on
what’s happening and how people are
creating real food for you,” she said.

Though set in Minnesota, the book
is filled with chapters on Maine. In
one segment, the writer returns to
Maine to meet with farmer Stewart
Smith, who taught sustainable agri-
culture at University of Maine. She
arrives at his Newport-based Lakeside
Family Farm to find out why the food
system is broken. In a witty scenario,
the professor attempts to break it
down — it involves the first law of
thermodynamics — but he “might as
well have been talking to a house cat,”
she writes.

Smith lays out the challenges fac-
ing specialty midsize farmers with a
history of farm economics. It’s a good
chapter for anyone scratching their
heads over paying $6 for a dozen eggs
at a local farmers market.

Amundsen returns to Maine to get
a firmer grasp on her new profession.
At UMaine’s Cooperative Extension
she learns how to dissect a chicken. In
an attempt to learn “all things chick-
en,” she signs up for an applied poul-
try science project. She is eager to get
intimate with the animal’s anatomy.

“Once the bird’s impressive chest

Maine towns declare food sovereignty, home rule
By Julia Bayly
BDN Staff

FORT KENT — As far as Sedg-
wick resident and locally sourced
food advocate Deborah Evans is
concerned, everyone should have
the right to choose their own food,
whether it’s from the farmer
down the road or from the local
supermarket.

In 2010, when she said state and
federal agencies passed laws cur-
tailing what local farmers could
sell directly to customers, she and
a group of local food supporters in
Hancock County drafted Maine’s
first food sovereignty ordinance.

The ordinance was approved at
the annual Sedgwick town meet-

ing that spring and the communi-
ties of Blue Hill, Brooksville and
Penobscot quickly followed.

Today, 16 Maine
towns in seven
counties have de-
clared food sover-
eignty with local
ordinances giving
residents the right
to produce, sell,
purchase and con-
sume local foods
of their own
choosing.

Also adopting the food ordi-
nance were Trenton, Hope, Ap-
pleton, Isle au Haut, Plymouth,
Livermore, Freedom, Moscow,
Solon, Bingham and Alexander,

according to Evans.
Under the local ordinances,

local food producers are exempt
from state licensing and inspec-
tions governing the selling of food
as long as the transactions are be-
tween the producers and the cus-
tomers for home consumption or
when the food is sold and con-
sumed at community events such
as church suppers.

However, as far as the state is
concerned, towns don’t have the
authority to trump agriculture
regulations with local ordinances.

That was reconfirmed with a
2014 Maine Supreme Judicial
Court decision, according to
John Bott, spokesman for the
Maine Department of Agricul-

ture, Conservation and Forestry.
In a case that pitted the depart-

ment against a dairy farmer pro-
ducing and selling raw milk in
State of Maine v. Dan Brown, the
court affirmed, “The State’s respon-
sibility to protect the public health
by ensuring sanitary conditions
and proper business operating
practices for the preparation and
sale of food to the public is an
equally essential function of gov-
ernment.”

Bott said the decision specified
that local ordinances are valid
only when not preempted by state
law.

When it comes to the buying
and selling of food, state and fed-
eral food safety regulations

trump local ordinances.
“The Department of Agricul-

ture, Conservation and Forestry’s
role is to support and promote
Maine agriculture large and
small, local and exported,” he
said. “And help ensure its success
by enhancing quality and con-
sumer confidence in Maine prod-
ucts.”

Evans disagrees, saying the
“home rule” provision of the state
constitution gives residents the
right to enact ordinances “local
and municipal in character.”

Evans and other supporters
of food sovereignty do acknowl-
edge the ordinances are largely
symbolic.

See Food, Page C2
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Immigrants Ancille Mukazayire (from left) of Rwanda and Shookria Abid of Af-
ganistan are learning how to sew in a free program run by Women United
Around the World. They point to clothes they made for an upcoming fashion
show to keep these classes free.

Farming or homesteading, love of land unites them
By Julia Bayly
BDN Staff

FORT KENT — Galen Young
has been on the land for a long
time.

“My earliest photo of me is in a
cloth diaper sitting in the sand,
tied to a grapevine, and my sib-
lings using me as a row marker
for what row [of grapes] they were
picking,” the 57-year-old Argyle
homesteader said. “My family was
migrant farmers. I grew up hear-
ing stories of what happens to you

when a drought happens or when
the banks close or when lawyers
come and take your farm away.”

Victims of the dust bowl and
Great Depression of the 1930s.
Young’s maternal and paternal
grandparents took his parents —
then children — from Oklahoma
to California, where they worked
whatever migrant farm jobs were
to be found.

“The ‘Grapes of Wrath’ migra-
tion?” Young said. “That was
them.”

His parents eventually bought a

farm and settled in the Modesto,
California, area.

“I grew up in that farming envi-
ronment with my siblings,” Young
said. “But I am the only one of [my
siblings] who did not buy in to the
conventional, modern lifestyle. I
wanted to buy land with cash and
not be dependent upon banks or
the utility companies or an outside
food supply.”

Following a military career he
said he pursued to ensure a
steady pension to help fund fu-
ture homesteading plans, Young

settled in central Maine about 10
years ago on 150 acres, where he
and his wife Bonnie live off the
grid and raise fiddleheads, fruit
trees, berries, vegetables and free-
range pigs for market-ready pig-
lets.

According to the U.S. Depart-
ment of Agriculture, there were
3,964 “farming operations” in
Maine farming just over 14.5 mil-
lion acres in 2012. The average
size of a Maine farm in 2012 was
173 acres.

See Land, Page C2
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