Livin’ on veggie chili and dragon beans
Some choose organic life in Jersey City
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n a little café on Jersey Avenue, Mike Principe is eating the vegetarian chili that changed his dietary outlook.  Meanwhile, just blocks away on Sussex Street, dozens of people are meeting at a church to fill their arms with that morning’s harvest of zucchini, eggplant, and squash.
Even in New Jersey’s second largest city, some residents have chosen organic living—and businesses and services have sprouted up to help them.

All one has to do is take a walk around a 10-block radius of the Grove Street PATH Station in Downtown Jersey City, and in plain sight are various organic businesses and entities that have opened in the past five years.

They include: Subia’s Organic Café and Market on Jersey Avenue; Skin Organix on Grove Street; and the Downtown Community Harvest at Our Lady of Czestochowa Church on Sussex Street.

“Organic” food is grown without the use of synthetic chemicals or genetic modification.

But organic can also refer to products that are created without any artificial ingredients.  It can even be about a way of living one’s life.

But how does “organic” get mentioned in the same breath as New Jersey’s second largest city?  It seems to have happened in a rather organic way.

Supply responds to demand.

In some cases, it was the demand brought by the proprietors’ own life choices.

Nilsa Rodriguez, owner of Subia’s Organic Café and Market, is a vegetarian.  When she took over her father’s bodega, she began focusing on healthy eating.

“Many Latinos do not eat healthy,” she said.  “In fact, when I growing up I remember relatives who had health problems, and that’s something I wanted to avoid in my life.”

Rodriguez also uses her café/market as a meeting place to hold classes and lectures on organic dining and proper body care.
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One of her customers, the aforementioned Mike Principe, had his whole outlook changed by just trying some of the vegetarian chili served at Subia’s.

“[Before that], I would never even touch anything vegetarian, especially chili,” Principe said.  “I didn’t think it could taste as good as meat.  But have meatless chili is as good as having meat.”

Skin Organix

Michelle Williams-Burroughs opened her new skin care store, Skin Organix, this past Memorial Day.  Williams-Burroughs, a trained skin care therapist, began to immerse herself in an organic lifestyle 12 years ago, when her first child was born.

“When you become a mother, you become conscious for what enters your body,” said Williams-Burroughs.  “And you think about the future and how to raise your children.”
Williams-Burroughs worked in several spas in New York City before she started working the last two years to get her store off the ground.

She wasn’t sure at first that Jersey City would be the right locale.  But now she is convinced that there is a demand as a result of new residents moving into the city.

She says she has a consistent customer base of both local and out-of-town customers.

Williams-Burroughs, like Rodriguez, believes it is important to educate her customers.

“I like let my customers know what they are putting on their skin, because I believe in educating as much as selling,” said Williams-Burroughs.

Tonight, we make soap
Williams-Burroughs also has a mutually beneficial relationship with a neighbor who is in business for herself.  Skin Organix carries soaps and other products created by Gloria Chapa, a Downtown resident who by day is a bartender at the Merchant Bar and Grill on Grove Street.

At night, she runs “Lamoon.”

Lamoon is Chapa’s handmade soap business.

And she also started it as a result of a lifestyle choice.

Chapa, the daughter of a cosmetologist, said, “I grew up in a salon and there is no way that you can grow up in an atmosphere and not be interested in skin care and grooming.”

Chapa has also been a vegetarian for the past 14 years.

She makes the soap herself in stainless steel pots.  Her industriousness also extends to her diet.

“I have a habit of checking labels on what I eat and on skin care products,” said Chapa.

“I want to know as much as possible about what is going into my body and where it comes from.”

An organic collaborative
Every Wednesday evening in late spring and summer, local members of an organic food collaborative have been flocking to Our Lady of Czestochowa Church (OLC) on Sussex Street, not for religious mass, but for vegetables.

At least 50 people come by the church’s garage to pick up their share of fresh, farm-raised produce.  They are members of Downtown Harvest CSA, an initiative begun in 2004 by members of OLC to foster a closer relationship with their neighbors and with the earth.

Members pay a fee early in the year, which goes to a farmer whom they choose to provide the produce.  The fee covers the costs of labor, seed supply, and transportation.

The produce for this group is grown on Starbrite Farm in Hardwick, N.J. by John Kreuger, who delivers his product on the day it was picked.

Michele Nicholson, an OLC member who lives a few blocks from the church, said being part of the CSA has changed her tremendously.

“I am now 80 percent vegetarian and gained an awareness and appreciation of how our produce is grown and how to cook it properly,” said Nicholson.

Tom Parisi, a resident for the past 13 years, said partaking of fresh produce was the last thing he could ever imagine in his life.

“I am not a vegetarian, but not in my wildest dreams would ever imagine enjoying this so much,” Parisi said, “and I am finding new ways to have a dinner without meat.”
Parisi and his CSA members are not just discovering exotic new vegetables such as dragon beans, but also they take tours of their farm and try organic wine.

But more importantly, according to one of the CSA’s founding members, Meg Largey, it is all about relationships.

“We have a special relationship with our farmer, with the soil where our produce is grown, and a stronger relationship with each other as a result of this CSA,” she said. □
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