Make Zines Grow Vegetables
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This zine is one attempt to sketch out some
of the ideas behind Barbarian Farm. Although
the farm is joint effort between my family and
I, in the pages that follow I will speak from my
own perspective.

One of the main purposes of this writing is
to record the start of this project and the many
feelings while they are still fresh. Another goal
is to try and introduce farming as a possible
“way of living” to young people that may have
never given it much thought before. Five year
ago, I don’t think I could have imagined that
I would be growing vegetables full time, but
here I am today.

Finally, I've tried to make this zine as brief,
simple, and broad as possible, but it was diffi-
cult. I'm far from a professional and there is so
much more I wish to learn about food systems,
struggles for food sovereignty, and the every-
day process of growing food itself.

With any luck, I will write about some of
these things in future zines. For now, I hope
the topics in here can be useful to start con-
versations and/or seedlings. Thank you for
reading.

—W. Winter, 2021

Preks BREF TS,

ZDVEN=NYTPUI7—LADERICHDEZLBEEE
FHLTHLIEWVHIHAARATH B N—NUT 77— LIEFAD
RIELEAMBEBOHEROB AL H>THRYI>TWEMN T
EREA DR TELTITE L,

SEHOREDETLBNDIDIE TEE | WIFAIZE>THL
W7AY I PDRZ— b ERECRES/ELHELIBICE
F’TDILBIIDOBEEIF. INEFTREICODVWTHEYE
RImZEDBWEHEICHLWAESS | OBREE LTEES
BN TEIETNAALTHEEE CAHAT SFROFIC
IFEBRETELRD T2 SHIEZILTEHZEETLS,

TERFETEG VY TNICELD R HROT7T—F X T LA
CENEEORS BREF AERO AL ACREWT
—VIHMNTVWEZVWEBSTEZRO A EFIRDHIZE
EORICIEARDI RO E LY ST ZNOICDOWTIEZE /2%
BIEIBLENHZENRITNIE F-02A 50Ty TEL
THEWEYHZTESEIE. ZZTHNENDADT—T A
EIHTHIDORENE(HDWIIERBICTICEZEZSE-
MBI EEFE->TWB, ZRATLNTHY B ES !

-W. 2021F%



What is Barbarian Farm?

Outside fields of Barbarian Farm, early 2021

Barbarian Farm is a small-scale family farm
located in the northern part of Hiroshima pre-
fecture in a town called Shobara. It currently
rests on about 4,000 square meters of rented
land that used to be rice fields. In addition
to outside growing fields, there are four plas-
tic tunnels where a variety of vegetables are
raised year-round.

I call this a “small-scale” farm because
while it’s much larger than a typical backyard
garden, it’s not big enough to require tractors
or mechanical equipment. Its size is manageable
by one human with simple tools, and with care-
ful planning it can produce quite a lot of food.

The word Barbarian is borrowed from a
small printing and community space my part-
ner and I began while living in Fukushima
called the Institute of Barbarian Books. The
“barbarian” is often thought of as an uncivi-
lized and dangerous outsider, but I like to
think of it more as a matter of perspective (who
is calling whom a barbarian?) and challenging
the status quo (why disregard ideas we are not
familiar or comfortable with?). I hope to bring
new and “uncivilized” ideas to the farm and its
practices.

—__~

We were given the unique and extraordinary
opportunity to take over this farm from a local
farmer who is also the leader of an organization
that runs a small vegetable co-op and nursery/
pre-school in the town. A chance like this to be-
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gin farming with so much infrastructure and
community connections already in place is rare
to say the least, especially for someone like me
who has no experience in managing a farm.*

Why they took a chance on me I may never
know, but I'm incredibly grateful for the op-
portunity to farm in this context. I am hopeful
that more young people in Japan can find sim-
ilar paths to begin farming, and it’s one of my
goals to one day to use the advantages of my
situation to help make this happen.

We moved to Hiroshima near the end of
2020 and the past year has been an incred-
ible crash-course in growing, overseeing and
organizing this farm. We officially took over
the farm in September of 2021 and it would
not have been possible without the support of
many people who lent their knowledge, time,
and encouragement to me throughout the sea-
sons.

*Nokichiis a small co-op that buys vegetables from local farmers dis-
tributes them to different super markets in the prefecture as well as
to the local pre-school to make food for the children. http:/nokiti.jp/
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Maybe we are
barbaric because
we grow our own
food and because
we work to live
and not to make
money.

— Words of the Zapatista Peoples, August 2021 *
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1: Garden / Backyard
Human-size

Minimal time commitment
Manageable by hand / few tools

2: Small-scale (Barbarian Farm)
Human-size

Full-time commitment
Manageable by hand / few tools

3: Large-scale

Human plus size
Full-time commitment
Requires large equipment
Requires large investment
Requires large inputs
etc...
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Outside field, Fall 2021



Why grow food?

L2 >

Barbarian garden, 2018 (Fukushima)

Barbarian garden, 2020 (Fukushima)

Since moving to the Japanese countryside
five years ago, I became much more interest-
ed in growing food. Both my partner and I
are at least two generations away from farm-
ers. Neither of us grew up on or near farms,
and our relationship to the land and nature
around us always held a certain distance.

We began to close that distance when we
moved to rural Fukushima and growing our
own food (in a small garden and eventually
rice field) became an essential component in
understanding how our lives interacted with
the local community and how our minds and
bodies connect with the land.

In Fukushima I began to work for and meet
other farmers, gaining lots of varying experi-
ences relatively quickly. I started to feel a pull
towards not only growing food as a hobby, but
farming as a possible lifestyle. I began to see
a few ways to make a livelihood doing it, some-
thing I could not imagine at all when I first
arrived in the countryside. I also realized I
simply felt happy and at peace while spending
most of my days outside tending to plants with
dirt underneath my fingernails.

In addition to these changes, I was also
thinking about farming and farmers in a way I
hadn’t before. I noticed many intersections be-
tween growing food and other areas of interest
like design systems, environmental steward-
ship, self-sustainability, and political strug-
gles for freedom and autonomy.
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In a larger context, I believe small-scale
farmers, or more broadly “peasants,” play one
of the most important roles in our extremely
unjust global society and the defense of our
natural environment. Their knowledge and
understanding of land, relationships, food,
cultural practices and community resilience
are just some of the essential tools to oppose,
resist, and fight capitalism and the oppressive
conditions that prevail today.

As I think about our own future and the
future of our child and their generation, I feel
motivated to find healthy ways to support our
collective existence and leave the world in
a better condition than what we have now. I
think small-scale farming can help build that
better world and I want to contribute by grow-
ing food and building community links in our
context here in Hiroshima today.
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Food sovereignty is the right of peoples

to healthy and culturally appropriate food
produced through sustainable methods
and their right to define their own food and
agriculture systems. It develops a model of
small scale sustainable production bene-
fiting communities and their environment.
Food sovereignty prioritises local food pro-
duction and consumption, giving a country
the right to protect its local producers from
cheap imports and to control its production.

— La Via Campesina*
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https://viacampesina.org/en/international-peasants-voice/
Photo: La Via Campesina logo
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In the beginning of my farming journey,
the one thing repeated to me again and
again from older practicing farmers was that
farming is incredibly difficult to make a living
on, and almost impossible if you want to
grow organically. These older farmers weren’t
against organic growing, but many of them
have simply watched and experienced the
gradual decline of farming as an economically
sustainable livelihood. To them, organic veg-
etables are both harder to grow and sell, so
I was encouraged to grow the “conventional”
way (with chemicals) to make money and keep
an organic garden as a hobby.

While I disagreed with the conclusion
that it’s impossible to make a livelihood from
organic farming, I understood their concerns
and I can acknowledge the reality of growing
food and making a living from it in Japan.
Farmers who are using chemicals are not nec-
essarily doing so by choice — they are often put
in a situation where they must choose between
making a decent living to support their fami-
lies or giving up on farming all together and
finding a different line of work.

Farmers who grow organic vegetables and
market them exclusively to wealthier cus-
tomers may come from a different economic
class and can afford the time and resources to
pursue their lifestyles.* In either case, farming
does not appear to be the stable occupation
that it has traditionally been for hundreds of
years. Why?

Farming as Livelihood

Harvesting spinach, 2021

*Both of these situations are very broad generalizations and | don’t
want to imply that these are the only types of farmers in Japan.
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The rapidly aging population in Japan is
creating many problems that are exasperated
in the countryside. Most farmers around our
current home (and our last one) are in their
late 60’s, with no one willing or able to con-
tinue their work or take care of the land when
they retire. As the local production of food
decreases, prices* from imported goods make
it even more difficult for farmers to compete in
a vicious cycle that forces farmers into debt or
drive them to take other jobs to compensate.

Those that decide to farm often have to do
so on a large scale that requires expensive
equipment while also being forced to follow a
formula (often dictated by JA, who coinciden-
tally, is also often the primary seller of these
chemical products) of chemical fertilizers,
pesticides, and herbicides to try and maximize
production and manage the large growing
area. As more older farmers retire and the
land is passed on, the scale continues to in-
crease and the reliance on chemicals deepens.

These factors are combined with the sub-
stantial investment it takes to start farming
from scratch (especially for those with no
background in farming or no family connec-
tion to land), the increasingly unstable and un-
predictable weather conditions, and a difficult
to access loan and financial support system.
Faced with this situation, understandably,
many young people turn away from pursuing

*Throughout rural Japan the selling of vegetables and grains are
almost unanimously dictated by JA (Japan Agricultural Cooperatives),
anorganization that holds a monopoly over the wholesale distribution,
transportation, and production of food. Because it holds an influential
amount of power in the government, JA is essentially able to set food
prices, a practice which continually puts the profit of the company

ahead of the farmers’ livelihoods.
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farming as a lifestyle because it is not econom-
ically sustainable.

The circumstances that allowed us to begin
Barbarian Farm is definitely unique, but it does
point more broadly to one possible solution
that relies on creating meaningful connections
between generations and communities. Older
farmers often hold a lot more than just their
land; they often have equipment, tools, and in-
frastructure that may be reused instead of sent
to the garbage dump. Most importantly, they
have the experience and knowledge of their
local environment. Young people can benefit
from all of this if they are willing to engage
with and communicate with already-existing
communities.

I think this kind of “recycle farming” is one
way we can build a more sustainable farming
community on a larger scale while also re-
lieving some of the initial financial burdens
on new farmers. I don’t think it’s easy, and
it will certainly require ongoing efforts from
both sides to reach mutually agreeable situ-
ations. Together, we will have to have many
conversations about what kind of lifestyle one
wishes to live and how much money one needs
to support themselves, why organic growing is
important and what it actually translates to in
reality, and what kind of future community we
want to envision together.
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Seedlings, May 2021

25



/

0

x

/

7

@@wﬁ

U
\\\N\\ i

\

\\\

\\51

October 2021

Inside one of the tunnels,

Outside field, October 2021
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Approximation of time spent on different activities for 2021:
EYHAISEB B LT 0 B4 (20214)

1. Planting (15%)

2. Harvesting (10%)

3. Packaging (25%)

4. Seed Starting (10%)
5. Plant Care (20%)

6. Grass Cutting (15%)
7.Various Farm Maintanence (5%)

. TEHE (15%)

. INFE (10%)

. 8% (25%)

CREEE (10%)

. EHDOFAN (20%)
CEAY (15%)

. ZDMOMD AT F R (5%)

Total weight of vegetables sold to Nokichi (September — December 2021)
BEICHLI-BROBES (2021498-128)

EEMEFER

Productivity & Happiness
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- \‘
-/

(>
(_

Size of growing area
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Pay What You Can (?)

As mentioned before, my reasons for
wanting to farm did not include a desire to
become rich. We were both aware that farming
is not a financially lucrative pursuit, and we’re
comfortable with that fact. At the same time,
making enough money to support ourselves
and our family is also a practical concern that
naturally became part of our farming process.
As someone who identifies as an anti-capi-
talist this somewhat paradoxical position is
something I am still figuring out.

First of all, I can’t emphasize how lucky we
are to begin with access to the local vegeta-
ble co-op. Nokichi buys farmers’ vegetables
upfront and does all the logistical work of
distributing and transporting food to various
markets. Compared to JA, Nokichi also pays
farmers a much fairer price.

We generated almost all of our income for
Barbarian Farm through vegetable sales at
Nokichi. Prices fluctuated according to the dif-
ferent seasons and demand, and though there
was an initial learning curve in the packing of
vegetables, I discovered it is definitely possi-
ble to make at least a minimum living off of
this system.

Still, there are other factors to consider.
Environmental costs like plastic packaging
and transportation are something wed like to
minimize, in addition to unsellable vegetables
due to purely aesthetic reasons. Certain crops
also become difficult to market and Nokichi
is forced to set a limit when the supermar-
kets can’t or don’t want to make an effort to
push different kinds of vegetables. Because
of reasons like this, we are always thinking of
new ways for our vegetables to reach people,
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ideally with at least the same amount of return
as from Nokichi sales.

Until now we've experimented with a few
ideas like selling vegetables at a “michinoeki”
(which is a local “roadside station”, but still
uses a lot of plastic) and on our webstore
(which is totally unsustainable for us due to
high shipping costs). We've also had the op-
portunity to take part in a handful of “farmers’
market” events which have so far been fantastic
for meeting people but not so good for com-
pensating the time and effort that went into all
the preparation, packing and transport. One
reason for this has been our commitment to
experiment with a “pay what you can” system.

“Pay what you can” (not to be confused with
pay what you wish, or other donation-based
systems) is an idea that encourages people to
think about the true costs of labor that goes
into producing food while also considering
their own financial needs to decide on a price
they believe is fair. Ideally I'd like the vege-
tables, which I believe are the best quality I
can make, to be accessible to people at any
economic level. Those that can afford to pay
a little more can support our farm directly by
balancing the overall income so we are able to
receive a fair wage.

From a farmer’s point of view, the time and
energy that goes into growing quality food is
hard to reduce to an hourly rate. The phys-
ically demanding work does not conform to
a regular schedule, and the constant mental
calculations that must be made throughout
the year makes holidays and even small breaks
rare and difficult to manage.
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Farm labor is extremely undervalued and
continues to diminish under the global capi-
talist system. In my own opinion, the price I
believe is fair is at least twice what Nokichi is
able to pay, and even more than that compared
to what most supermarkets sell for. It’s hard
to influence these prices without changing
society’s entire understanding of their food
systems, but farmers’ markets can begin to
close this gap by making a direct connection
between the grower and the eater.

There is no doubt that these kinds of “pay
what you can” systems are an unfamiliar and
uncomfortable concept to many rural Japa-
nese people, and perhaps Japanese culture
in general. On a practical level, it’s difficult
to explain to each visitor the amount of labor
that went into each vegetable, and why we
think a fair price must be connected to each
person’s own financial situation.

Instead we've opted to leave a box on our
table and allow people to drop money in and
make their own change when necessary. We
have also tried to refrain from suggesting
prices. These experiments have shown us that
when faced with a “difficult” choice to decide
their own price, most people pay about the
same or less than what they could find at their
regular supermarket.

To be honest this result was disappointing,
but it has also been a valuable learning experi-
ence. Perhaps my initial idea of “pay what you
can” was overly optimistic, and I know now
that it will take a lot more than a sign to push
an honest rethinking about vegetable prices.
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Going forward, I'd like to keep experimenting
with this model and hopefully find a balance
between trying to change buying habits and
making a fair wage to make the markets sus-
tainable for ourselves.

This may mean introducing “suggested
prices”, or taking the time to have more con-
versations about what we believe is a fair ex-
change. No matter what, I believe “pay what
you can” is just one small way farmers can en-
courage people to rethink their relationships
to food, money, community and capitalism.

Pay What You Can - X$,Z38%%$5(?)
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Growing From Zero
Barbarian Farm
I0BBB #3656

Written by William Shum, Winter 2021

Cover illustration and translation to Japanese by
Momoe Narazaki

instagram.com/momoenarazaki

This zine is also available to download for free at:
www.barbarianbooks.institute

Follow Barbarian Farm at:
www.barbarianfarm.net

instgram.com/barbarianfarm

Other ways to contact:
barbarianfarm@protonmail.com
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