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Foundation:  We are stewards, not 
owners, of the land we farm.  We are 
accountable for the way our land use 
affects the environment which 
includes land, water, air, plants, 
animals, and human beings.    

 

Healthy Soil Is Focus 
 on 2015 Study 

 
Since the early 20

th
 century, various 

observers have noted the tremendous 

agricultural potential of the Bulkley Valley 

and surrounding areas.  Some reports 

recorded astounding harvests, but also 

predicted (correctly, it seems) that after an 

initial flourish, the virgin soils would need 

careful tending through crop rotations, 

fertilisation, addition of lime, and so on.   

 

Unfortunately, government bureaucratic 

actions have led to the loss of quite a few 

soil, crop, and cultivation records.  A 

“baseline” is missing in many cases.   

 

Through the work of several agencies—the 

University of Northern B.C. (Dr. Scott 

Green and Serena Black), the Smithers 

Farmers’ Institute, John Stevenson (regional 

agrologist), and donor foundations, a new 

start has begun in the area of soil analysis. 

 
Like growing grass in your driveway? 

 

Primarily through the diligent work of 

Serena Black (MSc, UNBC), a wide variety 

of local farm fields have been tested this 

summer.  The study is not exhaustive—the 

region is simply too varied to cover it all—

but quite extensive:  thirty (30) fields on 

eight area farms were analyzed.  These 

farms ranged from the Dieleman’s ranch on 

Hungry Hill to the Yates’ ranch in Quick, 

the Davison’s dairy farm near Smithers, the 

Bob Storey and Adema farms in Evelyn, all 

the way to the Forsythe vegetable and grain 

operation in the Suskwa valley.   

 

 
Subsoil clearly demarcated from healthy topsoil. 

 

Don’t drop your shovel or it might sprout.  This shows 
topsoil with good aggregation. 
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The soil analysis kit that Ms. Black used 

tests various aspects of farming soils:  pH, 

texture, the percentage of organic matter, 

biological respiration, bulk density, the 

structure of the soil (aggregates), 

compaction (potential for root penetration), 

and the depth of topsoil.   

 

A widely-advertised fall field day and 

discussion about soil care will be taking 

place in October.  Details forthcoming.   

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

What is a Farm?   

 The Hmong Answer 
 

The Hmong people (actually, we should say, 

Americans of Hmong heritage) are an 

inspiration to me.  No sooner did they arrive 

in the U.S.A. as immigrants or refugees than 

they looked around for land to use for food 

production.  As far as I know, in East 

Central Wisconsin, anyway, the Hmong 

people didn’t buy land; they rented it.  

Through the years, the Hmong people 

showed “older immigrants” that food 

production was an important calling, a 

means of livelihood, and a cultural activity 

that provided for their needs.   

 

Here’s what the Hmong Culture website 

says (http://www.hmongculture.net/hmong-

people)/: 

 

 Hmong people today are spread out all 

over the world.  There are heavy 

concentrations in the Twin Cities area of 

Minnesota; California; and areas of 

Wisconsin.  Recent estimates show that 

there are around 200,000 Hmong people 

in the United States.  China continues to 

have the largest population of Hmong 

people at right around 2 million. 

 Most Hmong in the United States come 

from Laos, but there are many others 

from Thailand, Vietnam and China.   

 Most Hmong people came over to the 

US after the Vietnam War. Although 

they are generally peaceful, during the 

war they were recruited by the CIA to 

act as spies. Shortly after the US pulled 

out of the war, a new leader came to 

power in Laos. The Hmong were 

persecuted for their anti-communist 

involvement in the war and many of 

them fled to Thailand refugee camps. 

 Farmers’ markets and Hmong 

Americans go together like. . . well, like 

tomatoes and zucchini (see below for 

explanation).   

 Here is a gallery of photos that I took 

from a farm near Oostburg, Wisconsin.  

The owner, Bob Caljouw, was 

approached by some Hmong people who 

wanted to rent some land.  Bob gladly 

co-operated.  Here are photos with 

comments and questions.  On the day I 

visited no one was working on the land, 

but sometimes Hmong market farmers 

work with an entire family for up to 80 

hours per week. 

 

Quote of the Month: 
It’s possible the current avian flu 
outbreak might be related to genetics.  A 
study presented at the Midwest Poultry 
Federation Convention showed that wild 
ducks can live with avian influenza, while 
it kills high percentages of domesticated 
turkeys.  So let’s breed some hardiness 
back into these animals.  Let’s have a 
little less milk, and then we’ll have a 
healthy cow that will milk for four years 
instead of dying after two.  We need to 
breed for optimum--not maximum—
production.   

Temple Grandin in Popular Science 

http://www.hmongculture.net/hmong-people
http://www.hmongculture.net/hmong-people
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Bob Caljouw--happy to oblige.  

  

 
Squash, bitter melon?  

 

 
Betsey Gesch finds another kind of squash, melon, or 

cucumber. 

 

 
Vines, vines and more vines 

 
 

Amaranth (locally called red-root pigweed) gets through 
the vine-barrier.  

 

 According to a study by Jess Anna 

Speier, “On average, the Hmong farmers 

surveyed had 13 crops. The variety of 

the crops is also interesting and notable: 

tomatoes, peppers, green beans, bitter 

melons, cilantro, squash, green onion, 

eggplant, long beans, cucumbers, lettuce, 

and potatoes, rutabaga, basil, sweet corn, 

lima beans, mustard, lemongrass, 

collard, broad beans, peas, radishes, 

leeks, garlic chives, cabbage, brussels 

sprouts, beets, pickles, dry onion, 

cauliflower, broccoli, and butterhead 

lettuce.”  On the farm I visited, there 
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were even more varieties including some 

corn varieties (photos below).    

 Speier also notes, “Of the Hmong 

farmers surveyed, the median size of the 

farm was three to five acres.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
More photos of the Hmong farm follow the 

editorial. 

 
 

 

 

Editorial: 

What Is a Farm?  
(some ramblings) 

 

So what is a “farm”?  Words may mean 

different things to different people.  In the 

August 15 issue we reported that Bill 

McKibben says that the number of farms in 

the U.S. is growing. 

 

But what qualifies as a farm:  a certain net 

income (that would have reduced our 

number of beef farmers/ranchers a few years 

ago) or  a total “gate receipt” to qualify?  

McKibben doesn’t say. Would the urban 

gardens of Havana, Cuba, qualify?  They are 

many and large.  Or the urban market farms 

in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan?  What if I 

make enough money from my egg sales and 

vegetables to pay tuition at Northwest 

Community College for one semester?  Am 

I a farmer or am I in the same category as 

someone who works at a restaurant? 

 

 

Onions (shallots?) drying.  I didn't eat any 
because the farmers weren’t present to ask 
for permission to try them.   
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 In my travels I have noticed some strange 

“farms.”  One person in the U.S. Midwest 

needed to qualify as a farm.  He had five 

acres or so mowed like a lawn for his 

ultralight aircraft runway.  I saw a tiny 

paddock with some goats in it and a few 

chickens.  These animals enabled him to 

qualify as “farm” for tax purposes.   

 

My brother and his wife own about ten acres 

in Wisconsin and had some of their own 

family’s horses living there. “Not a farm,” 

unless they make adjustments and purchased 

expensive insurance to qualify as a horse 

boarding operation.  They kept the horses on 

the land and bought one cow.  Ergo:  “It’s a 

farm.”   Now the horses are gone but the 

herd of Belted Galloways has grown, joined 

by one dwarf goat, ducks and chickens for 

eggs and meat, fancy pigeons for show 

purposes.  The beef cows supply the owner, 

many children and grandchildren with high 

quality meat.  Poultry is also distributed.  

But “gate receipts” are not very high.    

 

On two sides are farm fields rented out by 

landowners whose tenants raise hay or other 

crops.  On the third side is a mid-sized dairy 

farm.  (The fourth side is a family-owned 

wildlife habitat of more than sixty acres.)     

 

Which of the landowners are farmers?  We 

all know that the picture of the hayseed—

bib overalls, plaid shirt, chaw of ‘baccy, and 

pitchfork is a time-bound not-too-

complimentary stereotype.  What “picture” 

do you have of bona fide farmers in our 

area?  Does your picture need updating or 

correction? 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I'm mystified by this crop.  I think it is a mustard variety, but I don’t 
know the uses.  Is it the seeds that are collected and processed or 
pressed?   Enlighten us, dear reader. 
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This one I know.   

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Many peppers which I assume are incendiary. 

 

 
Identification of plant needed  (“Help!”--again) 

Commentary from a Wisconsin 

journalist 

 
Source:  By Young Kim, Dec 5th, 2012, 

Urban Milwaukee  

 When my staff began visiting and inspecting 

the growing operations of the Hmong 

farmers that supplied our market, I tagged 

along. And it’s taken me nine years of 

working with Hmong farmers to understand 

the seemingly weird things I saw that day. 

 The rows were anything but straight. Certain 

leafy vegetables like salad, collard, and 

mustard greens weren’t even planted in 

rows. Instead the seeds were “broadcast” by 

hand — like you would plant grass seed on 

your front lawn – into six-foot-wide patches. 

I didn’t see any tractors. 

 Where these Hmong farmers put their plants 

also made no sense to me. Six tomato plants 

were next to some zucchini vines, followed 

by some watermelons, then cabbages, 

peppers, cantaloupes, then maybe another 

six tomato plants. I remember thinking, 

“Wouldn’t it be more efficient if they put all 

their tomato plants in one spot?” 

 I’ve now come around to thinking the 

Hmong have some things to teach 

Wisconsin farmers. 

“Help!”   (with identification). 
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 Traditional American farmers use 

techniques handed down from 

their European ancestors, 

where planting in rows made 

sense if you had a team of 

horses or, later, a tractor. But if 

you don’t have a tractor, who 

needs rows? 

 Hmong farmers have 

discovered that leafy plants 

such as collard greens don’t 

like to be confined into orderly 

rows. They do better when 

they’re broadcast seeded into a 

random pattern that mimics 

nature. Hmong farmers have 

also figured out that pests are 

easier to control if you mix 

your tomato plants in with 

other vegetables all over your 

farm instead of confining all of 

them into just one section. 

Pests are like people in that 

they’re drawn to the all-you-

can-eat buffets. Tomato 

pinworms are looking for acres 

and acres of what they like to 

eat. But six lonely tomato 

plants surrounded by cabbages, 

zucchini, peppers, and 

watermelon? That’s slim 

pickings. Yes, harvesting is less 

efficient that way, but then you 

don’t have to rely so much on 

pesticides or suffer from catastrophic crop 

losses. 

 I saw a gigantic cucumber, 18 inches long 

and about five inches thick, that had been on 

the vine for so long it had started to go to 

seed and turn yellow. In my eyes the farmer 

had waited too long to pick it. In my mind I 

decided that this farmer was lazy. 

 And that huge cucumber I saw? I’ve learned 

that, while Americans and Europeans pick 

their cucumbers when they’re young and 

immature, Hmong and other Asian cultures 

like cucumbers that are close to going to 

seed. A ripened cucumber is a completely 

different vegetable. The crisp, still-green  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

texture is replaced by a velvety, custard-like 

feel. 

 

 The last word from a non-Hmong resident 

explains their success another way:  “The 

rest of us just don’t want to work that hard.” 

Diversity on a Hmong farm contrasted with  the mono-culture corn 
field in the background. 


