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PROLOGUE

I wasn’t in western Kenya long before I met my first Wanjala.

He was Francis Mamati, a smallholder farmer, unfailingly gracious, who smiled relentlessly as he lugged chairs and tables from the dark sitting room of his little house to the expansive shade of an avocado tree. With a slight breeze stirring, Francis began telling the story of his life as a farmer. He mentioned that he was born in 1957. We were the same age. I asked the date of his birth.

“I don’t know a day,” Francis said, “but I think it must be May or June.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because my mother gave me a third name: Wanjala,” he said. “Wanjala is our word for hunger, for the time of year when we run low on food. The hunger season. And that is usually May and June.”

Francis Wanjala Mamati. “You can call me Hunger,” he said.

In western Kenya, the Luhya people like to name their children for the time of year in which they are born. Sitawa, for instance, is a girl born during the time of flying termites. Wamalwa is a boy who arrived during the brewing season. Nasimiyu is a girl delivered during the hot, dry months. Particularly popular are boys’ names that match the rhythms of the growing season: Wafula (rains), Wanyonyi (weeding), Wekesa (harvest).

The most common name of all, it seems, is Wanjala. There are an awful lot of people called Hunger. That is because the hunger season can be the longest, stretching from the time the food from the previous harvest in August and September runs out to the time when the new crops begin to come in. It is a time when food prices soar with the shortages, and parents scramble for whatever income they can find and scrounge whatever assets they can sell to afford daily nourishment. Household food rations are cut and meals eliminated. Three meals become two, then one, and then, on some days, none. Work in the fields slows, children drop out of school, the littlest battle for survival. May and June are the high season for hunger in western Kenya, but for some families the wanjala can begin in April or even in January.

After Francis, I would meet many more Wanjalas, and Nanjalas, the female version of the name. Teachers, preachers, taxi drivers, shopkeepers, aid workers, farmers. Especially farmers.

 

HUNGRY FARMERS. That is perhaps the most confounding, troubling phrase on a confounding, troubled continent. “Hungry farmers” should be an oxymoron. How can farmers, who rise every morning to grow food, be hungry? But in my frequent travels to Africa’s hunger zones as a reporter for the Wall Street Journal, I knew that phrase to be one of the continent’s saddest truisms: her smallholder farmers, the people who grew their own food, were also her hungriest people.

It was this discordant fact that brought me to the hardscrabble homesteads of western Kenya, a paradoxical region of breathtaking beauty and overwhelming misery. The area that stretches from Lake Victoria north to the slopes of Mount Elgon on the border with Uganda is one of Kenya’s breadbaskets, especially for the production of corn, which is known across much of Africa as maize. But it is also the region that leads the country in malnutrition and poverty. Collectively it may boast the nation’s highest agriculture output per acre, yet individually millions of smallholder farmers struggle to grow enough to feed their families throughout the year. Few families escape the annual wanjala.

Hungry farmers are the legacy of the “criminal negligence” of agricultural development foretold by Norman Borlaug, the father of the Green Revolution, for which he won the Nobel Peace Prize in 1970. “We will be guilty of criminal negligence, without extenuation, if we permit future famines,” Borlaug warned back then. And that is indeed what came to pass. After Borlaug’s new breeding system produced a wheat strain that conquered famine in India, Pakistan, and other places in Asia in the 1960s and ’70s, and after the Malthusian worry that the world would run out of food was diffused by the transformation of formerly hungry countries into new food powers, a long era of abundant and cheap food dawned, and the world turned away from agricultural development. The movement to spread new farming advances to hungry countries derailed before it could reach Africa. Aid to farmers and investment in rural areas in Africa by both the international community and the continent’s governments declined precipitously, shrinking to negligible levels through the 1980s and ’90s and into the twenty-first century. The private sector, particularly the agriculture industry, likewise largely ignored the smallholder farmers tending less than five acres of land, deeming them too poor and remote for its attention. Neglecting the well-being of the largest segment of the population  on the world’s poorest continent defied logic. Yet this was the prevailing development philosophy in the United States and other rich precincts of the world: our farmers, who are heavily supported by our governments, are producing vast stockpiles of food cheaper than farmers anywhere else. Better the poor countries buy their food from us than produce it themselves. And if they are hungry—if famine were to flare from drought, turmoil, or evil politics—we’ll feed them with our food aid.

And so it went for decades, even as the world’s population grew and strains mounted on the global food chain—until the worldwide food crisis of 2007 and 2008. Shrinking stockpiles of some major grains sent prices skyrocketing, triggering food shortages and riots in dozens of countries. The ranks of the chronically hungry on the planet soared past one billion. The era of cheap, abundant food was over. Once again, the prospect loomed of a wanjala for all mankind.

 

I FIRST MET ANDREW YOUN in the middle of a Chicago snowstorm at the end of 2009. He was just back from western Kenya, where the hot, dry season reigned, but he insisted on keeping our appointment, even as blizzard conditions escalated. We ordered warm drinks in the café area of a bookstore.

Andrew eagerly told me about the farmers he had encountered when he arrived in western Kenya a few years earlier. He was a budding social entrepreneur, then working on his MBA at Northwestern University’s Kellogg School of Management. He didn’t know much about farming, but he did know that what he was seeing on the rural homesteads didn’t add up. With all of the agricultural advances in the world, he wondered, how was it that the farmers he met couldn’t feed their families for the entire year? The rain was plentiful; the soils, though overworked and depleted, were laden with potential. Yet the wanjala persisted.

It was there, during the hunger season, that Andrew had his epiphany. For the first time in his life, he had come face-to-face with hunger. He watched one farmer’s adolescent daughter stretch a thin mixture of maize porridge for the family’s only meal of the day. It was an image he couldn’t shake from his mind. He founded a social enterprise organization to reverse the neglect of the smallholder farmers by providing access to the seeds and soil nutrients and planting advice that never made it deep into the rural areas. The “social” aspect was to banish the hunger season; the “enterprise” part was to do it as an efficient business. He called his operation One Acre Fund.

“The existence of a hungry farmer is completely crazy. It’s mindboggling. A hunger season shouldn’t exist,” Andrew said on that cold Chicago day, as the wind howled and the snow drifted beyond the bookstore’s windows. “Our mission as an organization is to make sure it never, ever happens.”

In that bleak winter setting, far from Africa, I recognized this passion, for it was also mine. I repeated to Andrew what an aid worker for the World Food Program (WFP) had told me during the Ethiopian famine of 2003: “Looking into the eyes of someone dying of hunger becomes a disease of the soul. You see that nobody should have to die of hunger.” It was that profound connection that led me to write the book Enough: Why the World’s Poorest Starve in an Age of Plenty with my Wall Street Journal colleague Scott Kilman. And it was what subsequently led me to leave the Journal to continue to pursue the story that had come to seem more important to me than any other, and one I felt unable to stop covering regardless what else was dominating news headlines that day or that year: Why were people still dying of hunger at the beginning of the twenty-first century when the world was producing—and wasting—more food than ever before? For me and my own diseased soul, Enough hadn’t  been enough. From my new post as senior fellow at the Chicago Council on Global Affairs, I set out in search of smallholder farmers I could follow for a year to both chronicle the impact on people’s lives of the “criminal negligence” Dr. Borlaug had warned of, and to illustrate these farmers’ potential to grow enough to escape the hunger season and benefit the global food chain.

Andrew told me that One Acre was then working with nearly twenty thousand farmers who were doubling and tripling their maize yields. He was optimistic they had the wanjala on the run. “I really believe,” he said, “that agriculture is the fundamental humanitarian challenge of our time.”

The urgency of attacking that challenge was palpable. We both believed that smallholder farmers, who were the majority of the population in most African countries, would be central to any success. In the wake of the 2007–2008 food crisis, agriculture economists and development theorists had begun clamoring that the world needed to nearly double food production by 2050 to keep up with a growing global population and the growing prosperity of that population. Estimates placed another 2.5 billion people on earth in that time, which would be the equivalent of feeding another two Chinas or two Indias. In addition, there were already one billion people in the world who were chronically hungry. Adding to the challenge, this doubling would need to happen on roughly the same amount of arable land and with less water than was being used in the existing agricultural breadbaskets. All the while, a growing demand for biofuels that was channeling more and more food, corn especially, into gas tanks instead of stomachs, and extreme climate patterns that were wreaking havoc on harvests from the Russian steppe to the Texas panhandle, would be adding to the unprecedented strains on the global food chain.

Where would the needed doubling come from? Likely not from the present breadbaskets of the United States, Canada, Europe, and Australia, where the great jumps in yields over the past decades have been narrowing. Nor can we confidently count on repeat performances of the large gains in productivity in green revolution stars such as India, China, and Brazil, where future growth depends on continued costly investments in infrastructure and research. In fact, under some scenarios, water scarcity in India and China could cut wheat and rice production by 30 to 50 percent by 2050, even as demand for these crops in those countries was expected to rise by the same amount over the same period.

From where, then, will come the quantum leaps in production?

Only from Africa, food’s final frontier. Because it is so far behind the rest of the world agriculturally, Africa now has the potential to record the biggest jump in food production of any region by applying technologies and infrastructure and financial incentives that are common most everywhere else. Africa, where the hybrid seeds that revolutionized American agriculture in the 1930s are only now beginning to spread, is the one continent where yields of maize, wheat, rice, beans, and an array of local crops, have yet to have their growth spurts, and lag as much as 90 percent behind the yields of farmers elsewhere. With only 4 percent of its farmland irrigated, Africa has water resources that are underutilized. With one-third to one-half of its harvests routinely going to waste, Africa could give an immediate boost to the world’s food supplies with improved storage facilities and more efficient markets.

With all this potential, Africa’s long-neglected smallholder farmers, who produce the majority of the continent’s food, have thus become indispensable for our future. It will be impossible to multiply global food production without creating the conditions for them  to grow and bring to market as much as they possibly can—to at least feed themselves, their communities, and their countries—and to not only stop being a drain on the world’s food supply, but to add to it. They need to be at the vanguard of a new agriculture economy for the twenty-first century, an economy where all farmers are encouraged to grow as much nutritionally beneficial food as possible and then be rewarded through the global market for doing so. The farmers who have been fed by the world’s food aid are now needed to help feed the world. We continue to neglect Africa’s smallholder farmers at our own peril.

Andrew Youn embraced all this. He invited me to come to western Kenya and meet the farmers.

 

INCREDIBLY, much of rural Africa is the same today as it was in the 1930s when a classic tale was told about farming in Kenya.

“I had a farm in Africa, at the foot of the Ngong Hills,” begins Karen Blixen’s endearing and enduring memoir, Out of Africa. Her farm, a coffee plantation in the central Kenyan highlands, was in many ways typical of white landholdings during the colonial period in Africa. It was a sprawling six thousand acres, full of various crops, and wildlife, too. But even more typical were the farms of her African neighbors, who worked on her farm and tilled their own small plots called shambas in a corner of her land. She wrote,Whenever you walk amidst the Kikuyu shambas, the first thing that will catch your eye is the hind part of a little old woman raking in her soil, like a picture of an ostrich which buries her head in the sand. Each Kikuyu family had a number of small round peaked huts and store-huts; the space between the huts was a lively place, the earth hard as concrete; here the maize was ground and the goats milked, and children and chickens were running.





That stooped farmer raking in her soil, children and chickens running over concrete-hard dirt between her tiny mud house and the flimsy small round storage huts with peaked thatched roofs—that’s Leonida Wanyama and Rasoa Wasike and Zipporah Biketi, and it is Francis Wanjala Mamati. You will meet them all in the pages of this book. One Acre Fund farmers, they have been working their shambas at the foot of the Lugulu Hills in western Kenya in much the same manner as Karen Blixen described three-quarters of a century ago. The political landscape of Kenya has changed greatly since the time of Out of Africa; the country gained its independence in 1963. But life on the shambas is still very similar. Kenya’s, and Africa’s, smallholder farmers toil in a time warp, living and working essentially as they did in the 1930s.

If anything, the rhythm of the seasons has grown harsher, and the harvest yields more miserly over the years. The romantic ideal of African farmers—rural villagers in touch with nature, tending bucolic fields—has hardened into a horror scene of malnourished children, backbreaking manual work, and profound hopelessness. No one should dare mistake the romantic for the reality, for rural Africa is a nightmarish landscape of neglect. There is, in the main, no electricity or running water. Health care is distant and meager. Sanitation is rudimentary. Roads are wretched. Growing food is the driving preoccupation; buying additional food consumes almost every spare shilling. And still the farmers don’t have enough to eat. The wanjala abides.

 

THIS IS THE STORY of a year in the life of African farmers, in particular four farmers in western Kenya—Leonida, Rasoa, Zipporah, and Francis—on the brink of change.

As their year began, international efforts to finally reverse the neglect of agricultural development couldn’t have been more  important—or more threatened. In the first days of 2011, staple food prices were soaring to record highs around the globe. In another part of Africa, north of the Sahara, the outrage ignited when a food vendor in Tunisia lit himself on fire was spreading. Unrest partly fueled by the escalating cost of food and deepening poverty was roiling North Africa and the Middle East, toppling governments. A drought was creeping across East Africa, including Kenya, threatening millions with famine. In Kenya itself, commodity prices and the value of the country’s currency, the shilling, were beginning a turbulent ride (the shilling/U.S. dollar rate jerked from 80 to more than 100 and back to 80 again). In rich world capitals, the building debt crisis was eroding promises to invest more in agricultural development. In Washington, DC, President Barack Obama and his administration were readying for battle with Congressional budget cutters to save his Feed the Future initiative, which sought to assert American leadership in the push to end hunger through agricultural development, particularly among smallholder farmers.

And on the shambas of western Kenya, the farmers were stirring with the fervent hope that this would be their last hunger season.






 CHAPTER 1

SIMIYU

(The Dry Season)

 

 

 

A song began to form near the front of the Kenya Assemblies of God church, and the hundred or so farmers filling the simple, wooden benches rose to join in the praise. Leonida Wanyama, wiping her brow, straightened slowly. Even though the day was still young, she was exhausted. The forty-two-year-old mother of seven had been up long before the sun, toiling since 4 a.m.

By the light of a kerosene lantern, Leonida had milked her two cows and dispatched several liters to the morning market. Then she gathered charcoal and wood for the breakfast fire and prepared a meager serving of tea and maize porridge for her family. As dawn arrived, Leonida grabbed her jembe, a crude, short-handled hoe, and hacked at a patch of stubborn soil on her small farm plot, breaking ground for the coming planting season. She paused frequently, arching her back, catching her breath, summoning more energy. She  knew this feeling—was another bout of bone-wearying malaria coming on?

It was the second Friday of the New Year. This was the hottest, driest season in the Lugulu Hills of western Kenya. The day had dawned cloudy,and during the early morning hours when Leonida began her work it had been relatively cool—but by the time the farmers of the Lutacho community began their journey to the church it was sunny and scorching. Even Mount Elgon, one of Africa’s loveliest peaks, seemed sweaty and weary as it shimmied in the distance, hulking over the Kenya-Uganda border.

Leonida left her field and washed the dust off her hands and feet with water from the nearby stream that she and her daughters had collected in plastic barrels the night before. Retreating to her small, two-room house, she changed out of her ragged skirt and blouse and slipped into her church clothes—a smart blue dress. She tied a white kerchief on her head and rummaged through a worn dresser for the broken remnants of a vehicle’s rearview mirror; through the cracks and chips, she checked her appearance. After working barefoot in the field, she now stepped into a pair of brown shoes, her toes threatening to poke through the worn leather. Then she set off down the dirt path beyond her shamba, walking five minutes to the church.

It was a rare house of worship as poor as its parishioners. The walls were made of sticks and mud, the floor a hard-packed mixture of dirt and cow dung. Silver sheets of corrugated metal formed the roof. Beams of sunlight and a little breeze squeezed through a couple of small windows carved imprecisely into the walls and through the two rough, wooden doors that hung slightly askew on wobbly hinges at the back and on the right side of the church. At the front, a framed homily hanging on the wall behind the simple altar proclaimed, “To this day, I have had help from God and so I stand here testifying to both great and small.”

The farmers, more than two-thirds of them women, with calloused hands and feet as tough as leather, were coming to testify to small harvests in the past that left their families hungry, and to express their expectations for great harvests this year. This was the first One Acre Fund training session of the new growing season, and it was designed to be a kind of pep rally, devoted to whipping up enthusiasm for the possibilities that lay ahead. The anticipation of salvation filling the church had shifted from the ecclesiastical to the agricultural. The wobbly, wooden pulpit, which normally stood front and center and anchored sermons of fire and brimstone, had been moved to a corner. In its place were the elements of manual farming—hoes, buckets, small bags of seed, and fertilizer.

The song that began with a lone tremor picked up momentum, and the Lutacho farmers formed a mighty a cappella chorus. Leonida, standing before the second pew, perked up as the voices soared. On Sundays, she led the church choir, belting out songs of worship: “Alleluia, all the praise and honor to Christ.” This morning, she fervently joined in a new hymn of hope.

 

We are strong farmers 
We are One Acre Fund 
One Acre Fund 
One Acre Fund

 

A wave of rich African voices—sopranos, tenors, baritones—unaccustomed to singing together but now naturally harmonizing like a well-rehearsed choir rolled through the church.

 

We help our neighbors 
We are One Acre Fund 
We work to increase our harvests 
We are One Acre Fund  
One Acre Fund 
One Acre Fund 
We work to end poverty 
We are One Acre Fund 
Mapambano (struggling) 
Mapambano (struggling) 
Bado Mapambano (still struggling) 
We are One Acre Fund

 

As the voices softened after a fourth chorus, a cell phone crackled with a ring tone from the holiday just past. “Jingle Bells.” Laughter filled the church. An embarrassed farmer rifled through her pockets, seized the phone, and silenced the ringing.

“Happy New Year,” said One Acre field officer Kennedy Wafula, joining in the laughter. He was a thin, cherubic man named for an American president and a long-ago rainy season. Kennedy was still smiling broadly, shaking his head at the comical interruption, as he taped a large, white paper to a tattered blackboard on the front wall of the church. The paper asked, “What Does the Song Talk About?”

“The song describes our core values,” Kennedy explained, referring to the One Acre jingle, and not “Jingle Bells.” “We are strong farmers; we are willing to work hard to see good results in our fields. We work together, we help our neighbors; we are stronger together than we are by ourselves. We work to increase our harvests. We work to end poverty by working together for many seasons to come.”

Kennedy was performing an age-old agriculture service, that of a rural advisor traveling the back roads to bring the latest technology and practical knowledge to the farmers. Such wandering wise men, known as “extension agents” in agriculture parlance, had been essential in spreading the agricultural revolutions in every part of  the world: North America, Europe, Asia, Australia, Latin America. Everywhere except Africa. In most African countries during the past three decades, the sighting of an extension agent had been about as rare as spotting a black rhino. Government budgets didn’t have enough money to fund them; international development agencies, in their negligence of agriculture, believed that Africa, alone among the continents of the world, could do without them. As a result, Africa’s extension services deteriorated to a woeful state, and new knowledge seldom reached the smallholders’ fields.

And so it was that the Lutacho farmers who gathered in the Kenya Assemblies of God church adroitly wielded the latest in twenty-first-century cell phone technology—in fact, they had skipped technological generations, never having used landline telephones—but didn’t have access to farming technology, such as hybrid seeds, developed at the beginning of the twentieth century. The cell phone purveyors, among the most aggressive entrepreneurs on the continent, had pushed their products far into the African bush so that most every farm family had at least one tiny phone, which could do all sorts of magical things, such as transfer money and monitor commodity prices in addition to calling relatives in far off places. But agriculture companies, with only a few exceptions, had never viewed those very same farmers as worthwhile customers for their seeds or fertilizers or farming advice. Too poor, they reckoned. Too insignificant. So while the Lutacho farmers clutched their cell phones, changing ring tones with the seasons, they remained subsistence farmers unable to feed their families.

Kennedy and his fellow field officers at One Acre were out to rectify that incomprehensible imbalance. Though an American with a business school degree founded One Acre, more than three hundred Kenyans who intimately knew the rhythms of the local  growing season and commanded the trust of the local farmers were doing the critical fieldwork. One Acre armed them with a lively script of extension advice and provided sturdy bicycles to travel over the rutted dirt roads.

A smallholder farmer himself, Kennedy had pedaled his bike nearly two kilometers from his house to the Lutacho church that morning and left it leaning against the wall near the front door. Churches were a favorite One Acre gathering place, for they offered seats and refuge from the sun. Inside the Assemblies of God church, Kennedy captured the farmers’ attention by preaching what he called the “Obama method.” It was a simple sequence of planting techniques known to most every farmer and backyard gardener in the United States and other rich areas of the world. But the methods were still alien concepts to the smallholder farmers of western Kenya and most of Africa, farmers who sought—and almost always failed—to feed their families and eke out a living from a couple of acres of land. Kennedy hoped to capitalize on the American president’s popularity in Kenya by hitching the set of farming instructions to the Obama aura. Barack Obama’s father had grown up tending goats on a small farm just a few hours’ drive south of the Lugulu Hills, and his relatives still worked the land there. President Obama’s election was greatly celebrated in Kenya, where he was highly revered; and three years later, many people still wore his image and name on shirts and dresses and caps. His smiling face beamed from the mud-brick walls of many rural houses where One Acre members also proudly displayed the organization’s calendar.

That One Acre calendar even had pride of place on the front wall of the Assemblies of God church. It hung beside a poster depicting Jesus on ascending stairs. “CHRIST, OUR ONLY WAY TO HEAVEN,” the poster proclaimed in large letters, and then  added, “Jesus said . . . I am the Way, the Truth and the Life; no one comes to the Father except through me.”

The One Acre planting method, Kennedy told the farmers, is the way to better harvests and the alleviation of hunger. He taped another poster to the altar wall. It asked,

Why do we space our seeds when planting?• To avoid competition on fertilizer and sunlight.
• To know the number of plants in your farm.
• To get high yields.
• To give easy time for weeding.



As he paced the front of the church, punctuating his advice with the Swahili words sawa, sawa—“OK, OK”—Kennedy plunged into the heart of his sermon on the basics of planting maize, which has long been the staple crop for the smallholder farmers of Kenya but rarely a cash crop. Wiping beads of sweat from his forehead, he told his congregation that each group of farmers would need to fashion a planting string. He unraveled a length of twine, seventy-five centimeters long. “Seventy-five,” he said. “That is the distance between rows. Sawa sawa?”

“Seventy-five,” the farmers repeated.

Kennedy then held aloft a thicker spool of twine, wound around a tree stick. He slowly unrolled it, and every twenty-five centimeters he tied a strip of plastic torn from a bag. “Twenty-five. This is the distance between plants. How far?”

“Twenty-five,” came the reply.

“You dig a hole every twenty-five centimeters and put in one seed. Sawa sawa. Only one seed, so there is no competition between many seeds for the fertilizer and water and sun.”

Kennedy led the farmers outside, through the side door, to practice the measuring and the preparation of their land. It demanded  discipline and patience—a great departure from the traditional planting method of grabbing a fistful of seed and scattering it willy-nilly over the soil, as if throwing dice or tossing feed to chickens. That carefree method often left multiple seeds in a hole. The farmers thought that increased their odds of at least one seed germinating and one plant surviving. In reality, it crowded the sprouts as they pushed through the soil and stretched toward the sun. The frequent result: stunted maize stalks with under-formed cobs and harvests far below potential.

The farmers gathered around a sample plot in the churchyard. The sun was bearing down from a clear, blue sky. Kennedy tied the planting string to two sticks anchored at opposite ends of the plot. Leonida grabbed a jembe and led the demonstration as Kennedy narrated. “Turn the soil, remove the weeds,” he instructed. “Break up the big chunks of soil, make it as fine as possible. Bend over, dig hard.”

Leonida, bending deeply at the waist in her blue dress, hacked robustly at the soil for a minute or so, moving along the planting string, digging a hole at every plastic marker. Other farmers followed her, completing the planting process: one put a tiny scoop of fertilizer in the hole, the next covered it with a layer of dirt, then one dropped a single seed, and finally one filled in the hole. More farmers stepped forward to take their turns. Leonida handed off the jembe.

 

ONE ACRE FARMERS worked together in groups of eight to twelve, friends and neighbors coming together to form their own little farming cooperatives. They gave their groups inspirational names like Hope or Faith or Mercy or Grace or Happiness or Success. Leonida’s group of eight women and one man was called Amua. The name conveyed hope and faith but also determination and ambition. Amua, in Swahili, meant “decide.”

“What have you decided?” Leonida was often asked by fellow farmers.

“We have decided,” she would proudly reply, “to move from misery to Canaan.”

Canaan was the Old Testament land of milk and honey, a place of abundance, the land of deliverance. Before they’d banded together, the members of Amua had each watched other farmers in their region double or triple the size of their maize harvests. Those farmers, with maize that grew tall and robust, were advancing to Canaan, progressing beyond being merely subsistence farmers. What were they doing, Leonida had wondered, that I’m not?

Leonida, one of Lutacho’s village elders, sought more information. Agnes Wekhwela, a nearly toothless farmer thirty years her senior, told Leonida about a new organization that she had joined the previous year: how it delivered seeds and fertilizer on time and in abundance, how it followed up with planting and tending and harvest advice, how that was all provided on a credit of about forty-five hundred shillings (about US $50) per half acre of maize, how it all led to harvests more bountiful than she had ever seen. It was called One Acre Fund.

Joining such a group, taking on debt for the first time in their lives, putting their trust in seeds and methods and technologies foreign to their long-practiced agricultural traditions,would be a leap of blind faith. Leonida and her neighbors sought assurance and inspiration in the Scriptures. They found it in Exodus 3:17: “And I have promised to bring you up out of your misery in Egypt into the land of the Canaanites . . . a land flowing with milk and honey.”

Misery? Leonida and her neighbors certainly knew misery. The very area where they lived was called Malaria. There was a stream nearby, a great blessing in that it provided water for drinking and cooking and washing only a few minutes’ walk away. But it was  also a dreaded curse, for with the slow-moving water came a thicket of mosquitoes. And with the mosquitoes came malaria, an energy-sapping affliction of fever, chills, and headaches that could be deadly for children and debilitating for adults.

The malaria, though, wasn’t the greatest misery in Leonida’s neighborhood. The big one was hunger. Struggling with depleted soils, tired seeds, and fickle rains, the farmers of Lutacho and their families lived with a chronic, gnawing emptiness in their bellies. It was at its worst during the annual hunger season. As the wanjala dragged on, the littlest children were the earliest casualties. In this area of rural western Kenya, one of seven children died before reaching their fifth birthdays, most of them from hunger and malnutrition or related diseases. Of those who survived, half were stunted physically and mentally. Leonida worried that her youngest child, four-year-old Dorcas, was tinier and quieter and sicker more often than she should be. For the women farmers of western Kenya and all of Africa, that was the deepest misery of all: being a mother unable to stop a hungry child from crying, and then watching that child retreat into the shrinking shell of malnutrition.

Misery, yes, Leonida and the farmers of Lutacho knew it all too well. This new organization, this One Acre Fund, offered promise. But also peril. Should the farmers trust the new seeds, the new practices? How would they handle the new credit? The farmers fought the same qualms that rattle any farmer in the world who is trying something new: What if it doesn’t work?

It was yet another risk for farmers who already bore 100 percent of the risk of their operations; not only were they solely dependent on rains, but they also had no crop insurance or price surety or government support like farmers in the United States and many other rich parts of the world enjoyed if their crops or the market failed.  But if little Dorcas and their other children were to ever have a chance to grow up healthy and smart, did they really have another choice? If they were ever to break the cycle of the annual hunger season, they had to try something different.

Amua. They decided. Leonida joined One Acre in 2010, and through the year she watched in astonishment as her maize grew tall and strong. At harvest time, her maize was more bountiful than ever before. It was a first step in her exodus from misery. She knew it would be a journey requiring repeated years of plentiful harvests, but this was a start. She recruited other neighbors to join. As a village elder, she wanted everyone to see such improvement, to join in the exodus.

Now, as 2011 began, she eagerly helped Kennedy spread the word about the One Acre way.

 

BACK INSIDE THE CHURCH, Kennedy taped a third paper to the wall:Importance of Land Preparation:• To kill and remove the weeds from the field.
• To allow the plants to penetrate the soil easily.



What Kind of Land Should You Use for Planting?• Flat, free of rocks and trees, and not swampy.







Kennedy asked for volunteers, and eleven farmers eagerly joined Leonida at the front of the church. Six of the farmers, including Leonida, squatted in a row. They represented new maize sprouts. The other six farmers stood behind them. They were weeds. Kennedy instructed the standing farmers to press down on the shoulders of the squatters. He then ordered the squatters to stand. They tried and tried, but they couldn’t straighten up. It was a hilarious scene,  earnestness turning to slapstick, and the church again shook with laughter. Kennedy, stifling a laugh himself, explained the serious message: This is what weeds will do; they will hold down the maize plants. Be diligent about killing the weeds, he implored. Give the maize a chance to grow.

The farmers returned to their benches, sprouts and weeds still giggling together. Kennedy requested two more volunteers, “strong, fit farmers, a man and a woman.” Two of the younger farmers jumped forward. Kennedy gave the woman a single stick and told her to try and break it. With a quick flex of her arms, she snapped it easily. The man was given a thick bundle of sticks bound together. Kennedy told him to try and break it. He flexed his muscles and heaved his chest and failed. He tried to break the bundle over his knees and failed. He huffed and puffed, growing angrier at every attempt as laughter increased, but the sticks didn’t break.

“If you work in your fields alone, like one stick, the work will break you easily,” Kennedy explained, throwing an arm over the shoulder of the frustrated man. “But if you come together and work in a group, like the bundle of sticks, you will be strong and you will be hard to break from the labor. Sawa, sawa.”

Next, Leonida appeared again, carrying a bucket of water to the altar. As the farmers moved to the edge of their benches, curious about what was to come, Kennedy told them it was important to understand the principle of receiving the seeds and fertilizer on credit—forty-five-hundred shillings for those planting a half acre of maize, eighty-eight-hundred shillings for one acre—and the importance of paying it back. It was a practice at the core of One Acre’s method: Nothing comes free.

Another woman farmer emptied the bucket of water into a second bucket and handed the full bucket to Leonida. “This is a gift,” Kennedy said. “With a gift, you can do with it what you want. But  once you use it, it is over.” To symbolize using the gift, Leonida walked to the door and tossed the water into the churchyard. She returned with an empty bucket.

“The gift won’t make you work hard,” Kennedy said. “But if you get a loan, you must take care. Sawa, sawa. You will work hard to repay it.”

Leonida’s demonstration partner produced another bucket of water. Leonida grabbed a green plastic cup and began pouring the water from that bucket into the empty one, cup by cup. That was the repayment system. When the water had moved from one bucket to the other, the second farmer moved the water back, cup by cup. Leonida and her partner did this several times, moving the water from bucket to bucket.

“It is a continuous process,” Kennedy explained. “Just like this water circulates from bucket to bucket, so will our money. Sawa, sawa. One Acre will supply the seeds and fertilizer and advice; you pay us back bit by bit. Then we have money to supply the inputs next year, and you pay us back. This means that One Acre will continue to provide inputs and services. We will stay here with you; we will stay in business. If it is a gift, we give it to you one time, and we are gone. A gift ends, but a loan continues, it circulates year after year. Sawa, sawa.”

The demonstrations complete, Kennedy handed slips of paper to the farmers and asked them to write down their farming goals and then share them with others. Leonida retrieved a pen from a black bag boldly emblazoned with the slogan, “Your vote, your future”; it was from a community voter registration drive she had organized the previous year when Kenya’s new constitution was up for popular ratification. She quickly and decisively wrote her goals, which remained the same from her first One Acre meeting: “Educate my children. Have enough food for my family. Have enough food to  help others in need, be a person who helps others. Buy a dairy cow to earn more money.”

She swapped goals with another farmer, who had written, “To have a good house, enough food, more income, send children to school.” From the conversations in the church, it seemed that two goals appeared on every piece of paper: Feed my family, educate my children.

Kennedy asked the gathering, “How can you reach these goals?”

“Work hard,” the farmers answered in unison.

“Say it again,” Kennedy implored.

“Work hard!”

 

THE WORDS—“feed my family, educate my children”—resonating around the mud-and-sticks church, one of the humblest settings on earth, echoed words uttered almost exactly two years earlier, on January 20, 2009, at perhaps the most powerful location on earth, the steps of the U.S. Capitol in Washington, DC. In his Inauguration Day address, President Obama said, “To the people of poor nations, we pledge to work alongside you to make your farms flourish and let clean waters flow, to nourish starved bodies, and feed hungry minds.”

Food and education. These were the same priorities, the same dreams the Lutacho farmers scribbled on their scraps of paper. From its first minutes in office, the Obama administration had made ending hunger through agricultural development a top foreign policy priority and an essential element of America’s deployment of “soft power.” Before 2009 ended, those thirty words on Inauguration Day had become the presidential initiative called Feed the Future, an effort to create the conditions for the world’s poor smallholder farmers—farmers precisely like those gathered in the Assemblies of God church as well as other One Acre members—to be as  productive as possible, to feed themselves and their communities, and to hopefully have surpluses to boost their incomes, which could mean better education for their children.

In April 2010, the United States was the lead founding donor of the Global Agriculture and Food Security Program, known by its unfortunate acronym, GAFSP (which, when spoken, sounds like gaffes or gasp). It was a new, international financing facility administered by the World Bank to reverse the neglect of farming over the previous three decades by supporting agricultural development projects drawn up and prioritized by the poorest nations. The founding donors, including Canada, Spain, South Korea, and the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, pledged an initial injection of $880 million into the fund.

Bill Gates, the cofounder of Microsoft and the cofounder with his wife of the world’s largest private philanthropy, said on the launch day that the intention was to “put smallholder farmers, especially women, front and center.” Investing in smallholder farmers, he added, “is an incredibly effective way to combat hunger and extreme poverty. History has proved it many times.”

U.S. treasury secretary Timothy Geithner, looking out of place talking about farming, proclaimed, “A world where more than one billion people suffer from hunger is not a strong or stable world. A world where more than two billion people in rural areas struggle to secure a livelihood is not a balanced one.”

And U.S. secretary of agriculture Tom Vilsack offered the reminder that “just one lifetime ago the United States was a country of subsistence farmers.” He maintained, “There are no better innovators than those who farm the land.”

This new agenda to improve smallholder farming had been moving quickly, as the Obama administration envisioned leading the greatest assault on hunger through agricultural development since  the Green Revolution a half-century earlier. American researchers, philanthropists, and politicians powered that movement, which eliminated famine in many parts of the developing world. By the fall of 2010, a new Bureau for Food Security was up and running in the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) to coordinate this new agricultural development push. The bureau was to be the cornerstone on which a new USAID would be constructed after years of being neutered by previous administrations, a revitalized agency that would put agriculture growth at the center of development efforts. President Obama asked Congress for $3.5 billion over three years to fund the ambitious agenda.

But as Leonida and her One Acre neighbors gathered in the Assemblies of God church at the beginning of 2011, a new Congress was gathering in Washington, DC. At their swearing in, member after member—particularly those from the Republican Party and its new Tea Party wing—swore that they would corral government spending and slash the federal budget. One of the prime targets was foreign aid. Florida Republican congresswoman Ileana Ros-Lehtinen, the new chair of the House Foreign Affairs Committee, said, “There is much fat in these budgets.” Some in Congress even called for killing off USAID altogether.

The new appropriations committees in the Senate and House of Representatives were quick to begin carving into Obama’s agricultural development requests; indeed they embarked on a paradoxical pursuit for “fat” in programs to reduce hunger. Soon, GAFSP was gasping for money, and Feed the Future was in danger of an unceremonious early death, just as Leonida and her neighbors were preparing their soil to come to life again.

The stakes were high: would the administration be able to truly provide the leadership necessary to drive an agricultural renaissance in the developing world for the benefit of farmers such as  Leonida, and for the entire global food chain and world stability? Would members of Congress and parliaments across the rich world hear the aspirations of the farmers in the Assemblies of God church in an area called Malaria and realize that there was really nothing “foreign” about any aid that would help them achieve their goals? What the farmers wanted was universal: food and education.

 

THE SUN WAS APPROACHING its noontime peak as the One Acre training session ended and the farmers of Lutacho trudged back to their shambas. As the temperature rose, the pace in the village slowed. Farmers retreated from the fields to the shade of trees or to their little houses. Leonida plopped into a wooden chair at her living room table. She ran her right palm over her face, wiping away the sweat.

A sturdy, graceful woman, Leonida had a full, expressive face that could shift quickly from joy to concern. Mostly, it conveyed weariness and worry. After years of barefoot farming, what did she have?

Her homestead was two acres in total, most of it cropland with several mud-and-stick structures clustered in one corner. Her house, though small, was the largest of the buildings, a rectangle of about 450 square feet. Like the church, the house had a sheet metal roof and a dirt-and-dung floor. There were two rooms. The living room was populated with four wooden couches, six wooden chairs, two tables, and one cabinet. The couches had no upholstery or padding; they were covered only with a blanket or a sheet. The chairs were unadorned. The tabletops were draped with tattered cloth in red-and-white paisley patterns. Two small windows introduced slivers of light when the blue wooden shutters were open. Off the living room was a small bedroom where Leonida, her husband, Peter, and their youngest child, Dorcas, slept.

The living room walls were decorated with assorted calendars from various years—2009 from a cow management program, 2010 from a flour company, 2010 and 2011 from the One Acre Fund. Election posters from past campaigns joined the eclectic mix on the walls, as did a gallery of family photos from earlier days, better times. Beside the door hung a faded photo in a blue-and-white wooden frame. It was from their wedding day in 1986; Leonida was eighteen then, Peter thirty-eight. Leonida smiled beneath a bushy Afro. Peter looked dapper and cocky in a beret.

Peter had bought this patch of land near other family members, and they eventually settled here to farm. The house they built with mud and sticks was meant to be temporary, until a more solid brick house could be constructed. But still it stood. All their dreams from back then had given way to the daily grind of subsistence farming and raising a growing family, which now numbered seven children and two grandchildren. A large clock—“high quality quartz,” a script on the face proclaimed—hung forlornly on one of the living room walls. It, too, was set rather majestically in a blue-and-white frame, along with a plastic red rose, but no one looked to it for guidance anymore. The clock hands had stopped at high noon on some long-ago forgotten day when the battery died and progress on the shamba came to a standstill.

An even smaller mud-and-sticks house, standing unevenly behind a hedge of bushes, was where the eldest son, Francis, twenty-four, stayed when he was in the area. The “kitchen” was in a separate small hut; the two middle daughters, thirteen-year-old Jackline and ten-year-old Sarah, slept there in a ramshackle bed beside the cooking pit. A round, thatched hut was used to store grass and fodder for the cows, and it was also the sleeping quarters for two orphaned nephews, Lukas and Peter, who began living with Leonida after their fathers died in a car accident. It’s also where the  second-oldest son, Gideon, fifteen, stayed when he was home from high school. Between the structures, the cows grazed, and a half-dozen chickens pecked away at the hard ground.

The shamba was without electricity and running water. Meals were cooked over a fire; the children studied by the light of kerosene lamps, which emitted a sickly smell and wavering light. Water was gathered from the Malaria stream a short walk away; rainwater was harvested by two gutters loosely attached to the metal roof of the main house, which funneled the runoff into plastic barrels. A mud-and-sticks outhouse perched precariously over a pit latrine at the back of a small grove of banana trees.

Sitting on a chair in the living room, her arms resting on the table in front of her, Leonida pondered the first steps of her exodus from misery to Canaan. The harvest several months earlier, in August, had been her best ever. Her half-acre planted with the One Acre method had yielded ten ninety-kilogram bags of maize, which was triple her usual production. She had rented the plot from a neighboring farmer who couldn’t do the work himself. Much of her own shamba had been planted with sugarcane, which took eighteen months to mature for harvest. Still, she had a few open patches where she had hedged her One Acre bet, in case these new methods didn’t work. On those patches, adding up to another half acre, she planted maize as she always had, randomly scattering seed she had saved from the previous harvest, forgoing fertilizer, haphazardly pulling the weeds. The results on those patches were also as they had always been: a paltry total of three bags. The total harvest, thirteen bags, filled the bedroom, which also served as the storeroom. Leonida felt wealthy beyond imagination.

And yet, five months after the harvest, only one bag of maize remained. It, too, sat on a chair in the living room in a dark, cooler corner a couple of feet off the ground to give it some protection from  weevils that could easily chew through the plastic mesh. The farmers called the most evil weevils “Osamas,” after Osama bin Laden. They were especially destructive.

A few days earlier, Leonida had made a momentous decision—her first big decision since joining One Acre and a decision made possible only by her increased harvest. She decided to sell all ten bags of maize from her One Acre production for twelve hundred shillings per bag (about US $13). She then spent those twelve thousand shillings on an initial payment for Gideon’s third year in high school, fees that were due when classes began in January. The family had already consumed two bags of maize since the harvest. As the year began, their food supplies were running close to empty. Their wanjala would be starting soon.

Leonida’s two goals as a farmer, as she listed in church, were to educate her children, to feed her family. There was no and between those two goals. In the first year of her exodus, even with her increased harvest, her dream remained an either/or proposition. Either food or education. In past years, she hadn’t grown enough to do either. But at least now, with her better harvest, Leonida had a choice for the first time. She could either keep her maize in storage to feed the family for the year, or she could enter the market for the first time as a maize seller to raise money for school fees.

It was a heavy decision. Leonida weighed the options with her husband, who said he would support whatever choice she made. Leonida lost sleep, tossing and turning in her bed, just several feet from the stored maize bags. She feared that the consequences of selling would be felt by the family every day of the year as they struggled for food. She focused on the practical reasons for selling now. They lacked proper storage facilities. How long could the bags be kept in their bedroom before the maize would begin to spoil with mold and deadly aflatoxins? How long could she fend off the  Osamas? Besides, she reckoned, they were used to dealing with food shortages and hunger. They would just have to endure for one more year.

Mainly, Leonida strongly believed education was the surest route out of poverty, for her individual children and for her family as a whole. An educated person with a good job beyond the farm wouldn’t have to depend on rain and sun and outwitting the weevils to make it through the year. There would be a salary that could be shared with those back home. That would be Leonida’s social security in old age. She often told her children, “Education is the most important thing in this century. You must concentrate on your studies.”

The children knew their mother’s story well. She had not had the chance to go to high school; her father died when she was very young, and she had to drop out of school in the seventh grade to save money on school expenses and help her mother with the farm work. She had wanted to be a police lady, she told her children, to help maintain law and order. But for that, she needed a high school diploma.

She wanted better for her children. In Kenya, primary school education was essentially free; parents were expected to cover costs for tests and for supplies such as pencils and paper and uniforms. But high schools charged tuition; the better the school, the higher the fees. Leonida hoped to enroll her children in the best high schools possible, and that would likely mean sending them away to a boarding school where they could live and indeed concentrate on their studies. Such schools would be costly—basic tuition fees of more than two hundred dollars a year were a huge sum for subsistence farmers. Leonida and all the farmers knew that education in the government day schools, though much cheaper, was notoriously uneven. Many of the teachers weren’t well educated themselves;  even those who were often lacked motivation when their salaries weren’t paid on time, which was a frequent problem. School supplies were short, and classrooms were overcrowded. Books and desks were shared. Discipline was lax. And, most worrisome for Leonida, there were too many temptations in the hours outside of the classroom, too many opportunities to get into trouble while walking back and forth to school.

She had learned much of this from the experiences of her older children. Francis, her eldest, hadn’t performed well in school and now was unemployed, wandering about looking for construction work. Her two oldest daughters, twenty-two-year-old Hellen and twenty-year-old Melsa, had both gotten pregnant in school and dropped out. Melsa was now working on a sugarcane plantation in the southern part of Kenya and Hellen was continuing her education in the capital city of Nairobi, cared for by one of Leonida’s brothers who lived there. Leonida had two grandchildren but no children with high school diplomas.

She was determined that her next oldest, Gideon, would graduate from a top-notch school. She had high hopes for him. He was an excellent student, a quiet, earnest boy. He had liked to read from the time he was little. Leonida often found him sitting with the Bible, which was one of the few books in the house. He had performed well in primary school and on the national tests, which brought invitations from some of the better high schools in the area. Leonida knew that these boarding schools also struggled for funding, but she believed in their reputation for setting higher academic standards, giving more individual attention to the students and maintaining better discipline. Leonida calculated that the higher tuition was a necessary sacrifice, for a good high school education could lead to college maybe, but certainly to a better job in a city somewhere and money to support her in old age.

Gideon chose the best-performing school among those which recruited him, the Milo Friends Boys High School in the town of Webuye. He told his mother the distance from home was two hundred—by which he meant not kilometers but shillings, the cost of hiring a bicycle driver to take him on the thirty-kilometer ride. That’s how distance was routinely measured in rural western Kenya, not by the length of the journey but by the cost. The basic fee for tuition and boarding at Milo High was twenty-three thousand shillings (about US $255) a year. For Gideon’s first year, Leonida came up with the money by selling a big shade tree on her shamba to people who came and cut it down for lumber and making charcoal. The second year, she sold some tree saplings that had been provided by One Acre and by government arborists for the farmers to nurture. But that covered only part of the fees, and Gideon had been sent home from school at various times of the year to bring more money. Each time, his education was interrupted, and his grades suffered; he wasn’t doing as well as he could.

As he entered his third year, which began in early January, Gideon owed the school nine thousand shillings in unpaid fees from the previous term, plus the twenty-three thousand for the new tuition. Leonida wanted to make a sizeable first payment to show the school that she was serious about Gideon continuing his education. She didn’t have other assets that could fetch a sizeable sum; if she sold the cows, the family would be without daily income from the milk. And for Gideon to drop out now would be a bitter defeat for her. Amua, again. Leonida decided to sell the maize.

She was about to receive an education herself in the crazy economics of African commodities markets. At the time she sold her maize, the price was still near the seasonal low that followed the harvest, when the market was flush with food. She received about twenty-six shillings per goro-goro, the standard two-kilogram  measure for maize in the local markets. It wasn’t a very good price, but it was the going market rate. She had hoped that the price would have risen some by January, more than four months after the harvest, but it hadn’t; the post-harvest surplus was still plentiful in western Kenya, keeping the price low.

When the contents of the lone remaining bag of maize ran out—that would happen in less than a month, Leonida calculated—she would need to purchase maize on the market. Food reserves stored in other households would also be dwindling, as would the regional and national supplies, increasing demand in the markets. So with each passing week, the maize price would creep higher, ascending until the next harvest, now about eight months away. By then, according to the price escalations of recent years, maize might be two-and-a-half times more expensive than in January.

Africa’s smallholder farmers generally operated opposite of the old stock market principle of “buy low, sell high.” Many of them sell low and buy high. Forced to cover debts or pay school fees, like Leonida they sell in the months right after the harvest when local and national food stocks are highest and, therefore, the prices are lowest. Or, with lousy storage facilities, they sell to at least get something from their maize before the Osamas or the molds get to it. Then later they enter the market as buyers when maize is scarcer and the prices are higher. They end up being net buyers of the very products they grow. It was perverse economics, and one of the powerful forces trapping smallholder farmers in their poverty. Leonida needed the money in January; she couldn’t wait to sell at higher prices.

The year had begun with Kenyan newspapers trumpeting stories of maize price craziness. The world price of maize was soaring to record highs, but Kenya’s farmers weren’t benefitting since local  prices were depressed by post-harvest surpluses. In addition, a grand African paradox was beginning to form in Kenya: food shortages and surpluses side by side, simultaneous feast and famine. Drought was spreading in the northern and eastern reaches of Kenya, threatening herders and their livestock. The government declared a food shortage in the country and said it would be necessary to import food, either by purchasing from neighboring countries or inviting food aid, to feed the growing ranks of the hungry. Estimates were that anywhere between two and five million Kenyans would need food assistance in the coming months. At the same time, farmers in the breadbasket regions of western Kenya and the Rift Valley were complaining about the low prices they were receiving for their maize.

“Can the government tell us what food shortage they are talking about?” an incredulous North Rift parliamentarian was quoted as saying in the Kenyan newspaper, Daily Nation. “Most farmers have maize, but there is no market.”

Politicians and the press were hectoring the government to buy local maize to feed fellow Kenyans rather than relying on food aid from abroad. After a few weeks of clamor, the government directed immediate purchase of food from the surplus regions to distribute in the drought areas and to replenish the country’s strategic grain reserves. And the government offered to pay a premium price for the maize, but even that didn’t help the smallholder farmers. The government and its contract purchasers often didn’t pay until one or two months after taking possession of a farmer’s maize. So they mainly did business with larger commercial farmers or traders who could wait to get their money. For smallholders, if they sold, it was because they needed the money immediately.

Like Leonida. She contacted a local buyer who came to her shamba riding a bicycle. In a couple of trips, he had carried away all the maize.

 

THE MEALTIME SCRIMPING had already begun. Leonida was reducing the daily portions of maize to stretch the remaining bag. For many Kenyan families, particularly in the western region, a day without maize in some form is considered a day without food. But Leonida had no choice than to begin relying on the sweet potatoes, cassava, bananas, and vegetables such as cowpeas and kale that she also grew on small plots around her house. The first step was to cut back on maize porridge for breakfast.

She described a typical day’s menu:

Breakfast: black tea, no milk.

Lunch: sweet potatoes or boiled bananas or githeri, a beans and maize mix.

Dinner: small portions of ugali, a favorite staple of maize meal, and maybe some vegetables like sukuma wiki, the local kale.

Anticipating a squeeze on their maize, Leonida had resisted the temptation to celebrate the bigger harvest with a Christmas feast. She told her family her head was buzzing with school fee worries. The children had hoped for a meal with chicken, rice, bread, and juice, all things they normally didn’t eat because of the expense. But their mother didn’t want to sell any maize to purchase this other food. So all they got for Christmas dinner was boiled bananas.

Even though chickens scampered around the shamba, they weren’t for eating. They were the family’s emergency fund; in case of medical care or another sudden expense, the chickens would be sold to raise money. Eating a chicken was an extravagance, like a beach vacation, or a foolhardy act, like smoking a one-thousand-shilling bill.

In fact, eating meat of any sort was a true rarity. And, for Leonida, a painful irony. The family name, Wanyama, meant “meat,” such as the meat consumed at festival time. It provided a line of gallows humor: “The Meat family has no meat,” Leonida would tell her children with a sarcastic chuckle.

The sale of the maize for Gideon’s school fees didn’t buy Leonida much of a respite from money pressures. A few days after the One Acre training session, Dorcas and the two orphan nephews returned home from school in mid-morning. Leonida was puzzled; it wasn’t lunchtime yet. She met the children outside the house and asked what had happened at school. Dorcas, who was just beginning kindergarten, spoke softly. She told her mother they had been sent home to collect school fees. Leonida raised her hands in supplication, as if to say, what can I do?

Leonida had wanted Dorcas and the boys to be day borders in the government primary school, so they could stay for lunch and spare them the two-kilometer walk home and then back to school. There would be a modest fee, but she had hoped the school wouldn’t press for an initial payment for a couple of months.

Leonida wrapped her arms around Dorcas and pulled her close in a hug. Then she fished around in her bag and pulled out a crumpled one-hundred-shilling note. Leonida wrapped the bill in a gold-colored cloth and tied the ends into a knot. She handed the precious little bundle to Dorcas, who tucked it firmly into the pocket of her school uniform, a blue dress with yellow trim.

It seemed like a pathetically small amount; one hundred shillings was little more than one U.S. dollar. But Leonida hoped the school principal would see it as a good-faith gesture by a parent who was struggling. It was a deposit on good intentions.

Dorcas would return to school in the afternoon. But now she was tired; she put her head on a table in the sitting room and closed her  eyes. Her mother had given her the middle name of Nasimiyu, since she was born during the season of drought, a time of stress. Even in kindergarten, her name was fitting.

 

LEONIDA KNEW she would have to continue to come up with money to meet the relentless demands for school payments. She could earn fifty shillings a day by helping other farmers in their fields. And there was the milk money from her cows. Together the cows produced between five and eight liters a day, depending on how much grass and fodder she was able to scrounge up for them, a difficult task in the dry season. Leonida would keep some of the milk for her children and sell the rest for thirty shillings per liter.

She was also a village elder, watching over the people of Malaria, settling disputes among neighbors, advising the local chief on community matters. It was an unusual position of authority for a woman, particularly in rural Kenya. But Leonida, who had wanted to become a police lady, commanded her neighbors’ respect. They came to her to adjudicate community issues, like petty theft and arguments between neighbors and within families. She organized a neighborhood watch and talked tough to idle boys and men, telling them to make themselves useful in the community. It wasn’t a paid position, but sometimes people gave her something for her assistance.

Shortly after Dorcas came home from school, a thin man silently walked into the sitting room, bowing his head as he came through the open door. He sat on a couch without saying a word, simply making a reverential clasp of his hands. When Leonida had finished speaking with Dorcas, she looked at her visitor. He stood up and gave her a wrinkled, brown envelope. She peeked inside and nodded. The man turned to leave as silently as he had come, clasping his hands a second time, never speaking a word. She thanked him  and put the envelope on the table. “I will bring it up with the chief,” she said.

Moments later, Leonida’s husband, Peter, entered the house, slowly, painfully. He had been unable to do any heavy labor since being seriously injured in a traffic accident ten years earlier. He had been a matatu driver in the western Kenya town of Kakamega; matatus being the ubiquitous passenger vans that swarm throughout the country, rushing Kenyans where they need to go. One night, a truck swerved into Peter’s path, and a few days later he woke up in a hospital, wondering how he got there. He remembered nothing. A severe chest injury—“I must have hit the steering wheel,” he speculated—left him disabled with chronic breathing problems.

Peter couldn’t work in the field with the jembe, so he conducted the family’s milk trade. After Leonida finished milking the cows at 4 a.m., she set a liter or two aside for the children and poured the surplus milk into bottles and lined them up in a box Peter could carry on the back of his bicycle—the family’s only mechanical means of transport. Peter would also buy additional liters of milk from neighbors and add that to his cargo. Then, while the morning sky was still dark, he pedaled the bike to the town of Webuye, an urban area where fewer people had their own cows and demand for milk was greater. The sixteen-kilometer journey was a swift downhill sail, a perilous slalom run between potholes; on the arduous return trip, Peter would often dismount and push the bike up the hill.

Now he had returned from the daily milk run; exhausted, he gingerly sat down beside Leonida at the living room table. He had 120 shillings from four liters of milk. Leonida tucked it under the tablecloth. They agreed they would save as much money as they could for the school fees and to begin making repayments on the One Acre credit for the coming year. Repaying the loan wasn’t a priority in January; in fact, One Acre encouraged the farmers to pay it  off bit by bit, aiming to be finished by harvest time. But Leonida wanted to set an example in her group, so all the members would be diligent in making repayments. After all, she had led the repayment demonstration at the training session, moving water from one bucket to another.

Peter said the One Acre credit had been a good investment; from 4,500 shillings in seed, fertilizer, and planting advice they had reaped 12,000 shillings worth of maize. He told Leonida that her decision to join One Acre was the best choice she ever made, other than marrying him. He squeezed her arm and laughed. “Ten bags of maize on a half acre! I didn’t think that was possible,” he said. Perhaps, he suggested, they should get a credit to plant one acre this year. “Imagine if one day we can plant two acres,” he told his wife. “We will do very well.”

Leonida agreed. She had already been thinking of doubling her bet on the One Acre method, stepping up to an acre of maize, increasing the pace of their exodus from misery to Canaan. “We will keep moving forward,” she told her husband. Now she squeezed his arm. “We will succeed.”

 

A WOMAN WITH A BIG SMILE looked over their shoulders. She was posing with her three sons in a photo on the One Acre calendar. Leonida admired that picture because the people looked so carefree, so at ease with life, apparently unburdened by school fees and any looming wanjala. The calendar woman was Rasoa Wasike, a One Acre farmer on the other side of the Lugulu Hills, in the village of Kabuchai. She also was determined to succeed in rising above subsistence farming. And she too had made a crucial choice, full of promise and peril, in the first days of the year.

Rasoa looked much younger than her thirty years; indeed, her face didn’t convey the worry that so haunted Leonida. Often, people  who had seen Rasoa’s calendar picture insisted that she couldn’t be the mother of those three boys; she must be their sister. Whenever Rasoa heard this, she doubled over in laughter, her incandescent smile brighter than ever.

Her appearance was indeed striking in the harsh, rural setting. Squatting beside the cooking fire in the tiny kitchen hut behind her mud-and-sticks house, Rasoa seemed impervious to the smoke billowing all around, stinging the eyes, choking the throat. In that dark, smoky setting, her smile with brilliantly white teeth was all that you could see, like the grin of the Cheshire cat that remained alone while the body and face magically disappeared. If she had been born in Nairobi, Rasoa might have been spotted by a talent agency, and her smile would be lighting up magazine ads and billboards across the city. Instead, she was like millions of Kenyan women born in the rural areas, working the soil by hand to feed her family. The only place she was a cover girl was on the One Acre calendar. She was a leader of her One Acre group, called Kabuchai Women Self-Help. Whenever she spoke the name, she stressed the word women. For women, she often said, did most of the hard work on the shambas, and women, by improving their agriculture production, would lead their families and their communities out of poverty.

Like Leonida, Rasoa was spearheading an exodus to a place where there would be no hunger. One woman eagerly joining her column as the New Year began was Zipporah Biketi. Zipporah was determined to live up to her name, which is recorded early in the Bible, in the second chapter of Exodus. Zipporah was the wife of Moses.

The twenty-nine-year-old Zipporah Biketi had formed a new branch of the Kabuchai Women Self-Help group; she was desperate to turn her shamba into her own land of milk and honey. Zipporah  lived with her husband and four young children in a tiny hut with a thatched roof that leaked into the bedroom. Money and food were perpetually scarce. The two youngest children—a two-year-old son and four-year-old daughter—appeared trapped in the season of their birth. The boy’s belly was swollen, a common sign of malnutrition, and he was plagued with a persistent cough. His name was David Wanjala. David Hunger. The girl was thin as a twig. Her name was Tabitha Nanjala. Tabitha Hunger.

“When you, as a parent, see your child not eating enough to be satisfied, you are hurt, but you are not in a position to control the situation,” Zipporah said during her first One Acre training meeting at the Kabuchai Baptist Church Elgon View. She was soft-spoken, with a reluctant, nervous smile, a stark contrast to Rasoa’s confident, booming smile. Through One Acre, Zipporah hoped to assert control over her shamba. She would be devoting the entire acre to the One Acre way of maize growing. For her and her family—especially for the two children of wanjala—it was a matter of survival. Zipporah herself was a Nekesa, born in the time of harvest, but her latest efforts mocked her name. Her previous harvest had been a disaster, yielding less than two bags of maize. Now, that was long gone; in January, they were already deep into their hunger season.

It was a shared ambition in Kabuchai Women Self-Help to conquer the wanjala by transforming the family farm into a family business, through increased yields and diversification. For Rasoa, 2011 had dawned full of opportunity.

Rasoa, like Leonida, had harvested ten bags of maize on a half-acre in her first year with One Acre. It was more than double her previous best harvest. She rejoiced that for once she might have enough maize to stretch through the year, sustaining her husband, herself, and their three boys: Timothy Wafula (Rain), eleven; Arnest Wanyonyi (Weeding), nine; and David Wekesa (Harvest), six. None  of her children had been born during the wanjala. Now, she hoped, her bountiful harvest would eliminate that season altogether.

In the post-harvest months she was storing her maize in a corner of their bedroom. By the beginning of the year, they had consumed one-and-a-half bags of maize, alternating maize meals with bananas, cassava, and vegetables. At that rate, Rasoa calculated, the remaining bags would last them until the next August harvest.

But in the second week of January, she received a tantalizing offer. A neighbor was desperate to sell a calf in order to raise money for high school fees. She was selling the calf for 8,500 shillings, which Rasoa thought to be a very good price. Rasoa checked the maize price in her village of Kabuchai. It was 1,200 shillings per bag, the same price Leonida received. For eight-and-a-half bags, that would be 10,200 shillings.

Rasoa and her husband, Cyrus, huddled in their house and pondered the decision. Their house, too, was a mud-and-sticks shack that was meant to be temporary but still remained twelve years after their marriage. They had built a crude kiln in a corner of the shamba and begun to make bricks from clay. But it was slow going; a permanent house remained a distant dream.

Now, though, with a bumper maize harvest, they could begin working on another dream—diversifying their farming to help provide an education for their children. Sitting on the unadorned wooden chairs in their house, they were surrounded with inspiration. It was written on the walls. Literally, with chalk. “With God Everything is Possible,” Rasoa had scrawled on one wall of her living room. And other exhortations as well: “Lord is Good All the Time” and “Nothing but Prayer.”

These words served as art—words instead of pictures or paintings or decorative wallpaper. “Welcome Visitors Feel at Home,” proclaimed the far wall of her living room, a greeting that was seen  immediately by all those who entered the house. A framed homily hung near the door, proclaiming Proverbs 24:3–4. “By wisdom a house is built and through understanding it is established. Through knowledge its rooms are filled with rare and beautiful treasures.”

Today’s rare and beautiful treasure, realized from the knowledge of better planting methods, was the eight-and-a-half bags of maize that remained from their harvest. Those bags gave Rasoa and Cyrus a rare choice in life. They could either keep the maize and eat it throughout the year, or they could sell it and buy the cow. Rasoa pointed out that the cow would last longer than the maize. It would be an investment for the future and help them realize their goal of good education for their boys. Rasoa was a high school dropout; her parents couldn’t afford the fees, and she needed to work on their shamba. Cyrus had a high school education and was working as an agent at the local M-Pesa shop in the Kabuchai village. M-Pesa (M is for mobile; pesa is Swahili for money) was the method Kenyans used to facilitate cash transactions with their cell phones. Cyrus, working behind a counter wrapped in chicken wire, accepted the clients’ money and credited it to their phone accounts. That job provided a base salary of fifteen hundred shillings a month, which could increase depending on the volume of business at his shop. Without his high school diploma, he wouldn’t have the job.

Rasoa and Cyrus wanted each of their boys to have a high school education and the chance for a future beyond subsistence farming. Like most farmers, they didn’t have a formal savings account in a bank. There was no such thing as a 529 education savings plan, no 401(k) saving strategies. But Rasoa and Cyrus were now thinking of a 401(Cow) plan. The calf would grow like an investment account. In two years, when their oldest son would be entering high school, the calf would be bigger, a full-grown dairy cow, and it would sell for twice the price. That would go a long way toward covering a  year of tuition. In the meantime, as the calf matured, it would begin to produce milk. That would be the accumulating interest. The cow would be both a longer-term investment and a true liquid asset.

There were also more immediate, practical reasons for selling. Rasoa and Cyrus wondered whether they would be able to preserve their maize until the next harvest; like farmers and entrepreneurs all over the world, they sought to eliminate risk. There was the threat of spoilage from the humid climate and pests, but there would also be pressure to share with relatives and neighbors who didn’t have enough to eat, a cultural custom that often left everyone hungry. A cow would be a hedge against these downsides.

So they decided to sell the maize. And by the third week of January, a young black-and-white calf of the premium milk-producing breed stood in the middle of their shamba, picking at the grass. It was tethered to a rope anchored to a wooden stake hammered deep into the ground. Rasoa named the calf “One Acre” so it would remind the family of the benefits that had come from using better inputs, following up-to-date farming advice, and reaping a harvest that gave them choices.

Her shamba was becoming more diversified. Her tiny house was bordered by a patch of sugarcane and a garden of vegetables on one side, a small grove of banana plants and passion fruit trees and Napier grass on another, and a half-acre of dark soil where the maize would be planted on a third side. In front was the scrawny yard where One Acre grazed.

The family already owned one mature cow, which was chomping on the Napier grass. With enough nourishment, that cow was producing five liters of milk in the morning and another two or three in the afternoon. Rasoa would keep some for her boys, and sell the rest. A second cow, though, added another mouth to the shamba; One Acre needed to be fed throughout the year, along with the three  boys. With the dry season bearing down, the grass in Rasoa’s yard had already been chewed to a nub by the older cow. And now there would be added stress on the Napier grass.

In January, the market price of maize was still low. Rasoa was comfortable with the family’s daily menu: tea with milk for breakfast, boiled bananas and cassava for lunch, a good serving of ugali and vegetables for dinner. “The boys feel happy,” she assured Cyrus. “They have a healthy diet.”

Rasoa was counting on the milk money, plus the money she had left over from the maize sale after buying the calf, to supply the cash to purchase maize on the market for the next couple of months and keep her boys well fed. And Cyrus’s salary, which went to purchase other necessities like sugar and vegetables and kerosene, provided a bit of a cushion. But Rasoa, like Leonida, knew that higher maize prices loomed as the year moved forward. She didn’t show it behind her big smile, but she was as worried as Leonida.

They had both pushed all their chips on education, betting that somehow they could cheat the hunger season.
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