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American Harvest
God, Country, and 
Farming in the Heartland
By Marie Mutsuki Mockett
408 pages
Graywolf Press 
www.graywolfpress.org

Reviewed by Dana Jackson

Most of us relate to the books we 
read through our own experi-
ence, or we start a book that 

way. That’s why I wanted to read American 
Harvest.

For more than half my life, June meant 
wheat harvest. It was a season and a cultural 
backdrop. Summer was divided into two 
parts: before harvest and after harvest. Grain 
elevators and a flour mill dominated the 
economy of Abilene, Kans., where I grew 
up. Uncles and cousins had wheat farms, 
and although my father worked in town, he 
related daily weather forecasts to how the 
wheat crop would be affected, from plant-
ing to harvest. In my early teens, I helped 
my sister on the farm during wheat harvest, 
making cookies and sandwiches to take to 
the field, watching the kids. When my hot 
and dusty brother-in-law said, “I’ve got to 
go to Lincoln for a part,” I knew the old 
combine had broken down, which meant 
cutting was delayed, and he was anxious to 
finish before it rained.

Equipment failures and rain-delayed har-
vests still cause farmers anxiety. But most 
family farm machinery has been replaced 
by monstrous combines operated by custom 
wheat harvesting companies that follow 
ripening grain on farms from Texas through 
Oklahoma, Kansas, Nebraska, and the 
Dakotas, all the way into Idaho. Small wheat 
farms still exist, but they likely produce 
organic wheat or a specialty variety. 

The subject of wheat harvest drew me to 
this book, but I soon learned it’s a travelogue 
and a memoir that covers more topics than 
wheat. The author, Marie Mutsuki Mockett, 
is the daughter of a Japanese mother and a 
father from Nebraska, and has inherited a 
share of the 7,000-acre family wheat farm 
in Nebraska. Since childhood, when she 
and her father drove from their home in 
California to Nebraska for harvest, she has 
known and admired Eric Wolgemuth, owner 
of the company harvesting their wheat. She 
accepts his invitation/challenge to spend a 
summer following the wheat harvest with 

him and his wife Emily, their crew of four 
young men (sons and nephews), and one 
young woman, all from small farms around 
Lancaster, Pa.

Marie is 37-years-old, but she’s “8-years- 
old in farming years,” the harvest crew tells 
her, because age 10 is about when farm 
children start driving tractors, and she can’t 
drive a tractor. She’s lived on both U.S. 
coasts, but travels the nation’s heartland as if 
in a foreign country, learning the process of 
wheat harvest, appreciating the natural land-
scape, experiencing local culture (rodeos 
and stock car races, wild hog hunts, Native 
American pow wows), and trying to under-
stand the Christian religion as practiced by 
the crew and the churches she attends with 
them. She struggles with the concept of hell 
and the Book of Revelations, but is drawn to 
Eric’s interpretation of Christianity, which is 
simply to show love as Jesus did.

Mockett did her re-
search about the Ameri-
can food system before 
the trip, so interspersed 
throughout the narrative is 
background information 
about farming practices 
and soil. The author also 
reviews controversies over 
genetically manipulated 
crops and organic food. 
She is disappointed that 
most of the harvest crew 
members are reluctant 
to engage in discussions 
about these broad subjects. 

Marie joins Eric and 
the crew where the harvest starts, in Texas, 
in time to see them unload combines, grain 
carts, and tractors from flatbed trailers pulled 
by semis all the way from Pennsylvania. The 
trailers for eating and sleeping are parked 
at central locations, and she describes how 
they drive the huge equipment slowly down 
back roads from one farm’s ripe wheat fields 
to the next through Texas and then Okla-
homa. To my disappointment, she doesn’t 
write about the wheat harvest in Kansas, as 
she takes a two- week break for an academic 
commitment, then re-joins the crew briefly 
in Colorado before it moves on to harvest 
wheat on her family’s land in Nebraska.

So much land in rural America is con-
trolled by absentee farm owners like Marie, 
and I’ve wondered if they feel any connec-
tion to their land, if it means more than a 
source of income. The author’s attachment 
to the Nebraska farm is through memories 
of family being together in Kimball, the 
little town where her grandmother lived in 
a large, stately house, and in the wooden 
bunkhouse inside a large steel Quonset hut, 
built on the farm for family members to stay 

in during harvest after her grandmother’s 
death. She’s glad to visit this place of good 
memories, but she knows she can’t live 
there. The population of Kimball has shrunk; 
businesses are closed on Main Street and the 
high school her father attended is boarded 
up. Marie contemplates selling her share of 
the farm. But then she would lose the con-
nection to family history, and her six-year-
old son Evan would not inherit the land.  
She retains ownership of the farm because of 
ties to her family, not ties to the land itself.

As farms get larger and towns smaller, 
people in rural areas lose economic and 
political power, and resent the cities where 
the power is transferred. The author explores 
the “divide” between city and country, 
urban people and rural people. She knows 
she looks different, that her Japanese facial 
features stand out in totally white rural 
communities, but ethnic origin is not what 

separates the writer from the young 
Pennsylvanians she is travel-
ing with, although they are not 
free from racial and gender bias. 
Mockett is college-educated, reads 
voraciously, and is a published 
writer with many friends in the arts. 
She has lived in New York City and 
San Francisco and in Japan with her 
mother’s family, who own a Bud-
dhist temple. The young crew mem-
bers have little experience beyond 
the farm, but they feel superior to 
city residents because farmers have 
the knowledge and skills to produce 
food that city people lack. Most of 
the crew are uncomfortable around 

Marie because she has “an uncharted world” 
in her head and learns by asking lots of 
questions and reading different perspectives 
in books, while they have been conditioned 
to understand the world through work on the 
farm and their religious faith. She is “city” 
and they are “country.”  

On its face, American Harvest is an 
account of the summer Marie Mutsuki 
Mockett spent with a wheat cutting crew. 
But truthfully, it’s more about her interior 
journey than the physical journey, the path 
of which can be found in 12 pages of biblio-
graphic notes. 

Don’t take this journey with her unless 
you are willing to follow the breadcrumbs 
through a wide range of topics and issues 
and emotions, “an uncharted world.” p

Former Land Stewardship Project associate 
director Dana Jackson is the co-editor of 
The Farm as Natural Habitat: Reconnecting 
Food Systems with Ecosystems (Island 
Press). 
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Farming While Black
Soul Fire Farm’s Practical Guide 
to Liberation on the Land

By Leah Penniman
368 pages
Chelsea Green Publishing
www.chelseagreen.com

Reviewed by Molly DeVore

Back in February, as I prepared 
to attend the MOSES Organic 
Farming Conference in La Crosse, 

Wis., I caught a news report about cases 
of something called “COVID-19” popping 
up in the U.S. At the time, this information 
was unnerving, but the idea of a pandemic 
still felt distant. As we now know, a lot has 
changed since then.

At the conference, I was particularly 
struck by the words of keynote speaker Leah 
Penniman, operator of Soul Fire Farm and 
author of Farming While Black. I remember 
being shocked by her speech — something, 
I as a white woman who for many years ac-
cepted the white-washed and rewritten ver-
sion of history she was fed, should be used 
to by now. As Penniman stood in a room full 
of mostly white farmers and explained the 
Afro-Indigenous roots of all the regenerative 
farming practices we know today, I realized 
just how deep my miseducation had gone.

While I thought Penniman’s speech was 
eye-opening at the time, I now realize just 
how relevant her words are to the times 
we’ve come to live in since. This year began 
with people stocking up on rolls of toilet pa-
per and cans of beans, 
fearing our supply 
chains would crumble. 
Now, Black people and 
other people of color 
across the country are 
educating white people 
on the reality that they 
have never been able 
to rely on or trust our traditional systems.

The pandemic and the protests that have 
emerged in the wake of George Floyd’s 
murder may, at first glance, not seem 
directly connected. In fact, the turmoil that 
has resulted sheds light on just how broken 
our current infrastructure is. It’s times like 
this that the basics of life — being able to 
feed our communities, for example — are 
critical. During Penniman’s keynote, she 
quoted civil rights activist and founder of 
the Freedom Farm Cooperative, Fannie Lou 
Hamer, who said, “If you have 400 quarts 
of greens and gumbo soup canned for the 
winter, nobody can push you around or tell 
you what to say or do.” Farming While Black, see page 30…

This emphasis on self-sufficiency in 
service of the greater good is expanded upon 
in Penniman’s Farming While Black, which 
emphasizes the importance of going outside 
of societal infrastructure to provide for your 
community.

Penniman’s very decision to start Soul 
Fire Farm in upstate New York in 2010 
was motivated by the fact that she and her 
husband were raising two young children 
in an area dominated by a form of “food 
apartheid.” When her neighbors learned she 
had farming experience, they asked when 
she was going to start a farm to feed the 
community.

Over the past decade, Penniman and her 
team have used Afro-Indigenous agroforest-
ry, silvopasturing, wildcrafting, and polyc-
ulture practices to regenerate 
80 acres of mountainside 
land. They now produce 
fruits, medicinal plants, pas-
ture-raised livestock, honey, 
mushrooms, vegetables, and 
preserves. The majority of 
their harvest goes to people 
living under food apartheid or 
those impacted by state vio-
lence. Penniman weaves her 
personal experience through-
out the book, using what she 
has learned to set the stage 
for each chapter. 

It is clear that her lived experience as 
a Black woman who has been able to find 
healing through farming is integral to the 
book. Penniman describes the devastating 
impacts of generations of violence occurring 
on the land through slavery, convict leasing, 
sharecropping and more. In addition, wealth 

gaps and systemic rac-
ism have disconnected 
Black communities 
from key farm and 
food systems. 

Early on, Penniman 
describes the damage 
this disconnection 

produces. “Black youth are well aware that 
the system does not value their lives,” she 
writes. As one young Black man said while 
visiting Soil Fire Farm, “Look, you’re going 
to die from the gun or you are going to die 
from bad food.”

This passage illustrates the many forms 
violence against Black communities can take 
and the often-unseen role food plays.

Later, the book delves even deeper into 
the intersection of food and systemic racism. 
Penniman writes that the forced shift away 
from traditional African diets has been a 
disaster, and that Black people are 10 times 
more likely to die from poor diets than from 
all forms of physical violence combined. 

Using a writing style that is as straight-
forward, inspiring, and information-packed 
as her public presentations, Penniman’s goal 
with this richly illustrated book is to help 
Black farmers return to the land, address-
ing both the issue of access to healthy and 
culturally appropriate food and working to 
heal some of the past and present traumas 
that have occurred. Hence the subtitle of the 
book: Soul Fire Farm’s Practical Guide to 
Liberation on the Land. 

Despite the title of the book, the range of 
lessons included ensure that anyone with an 
interest in just, sustainable food systems will 
find it worthwhile. Penniman pairs hands-on 
skills with advice on how to enact structural 
change, making it clear that learning how 
to set up drip irrigation is just as important 

as learning how to decolonize 
farming practices. After all, the 
final chapter is titled, “White 
People Uprooting Racism.”

The book also looks at the 
complex relationship humans 
have with the land, intertwining 
both practical farming knowl-
edge and traditional Afro-Indig-
enous spirituality. While some 
chapters lay out how to conduct 
soil tests, others include tra-
ditional Haitian songs used to 
honor the spirits of the land.

One passage that exemplifies 
the duality of the book discusses the impor-
tance of agroforestry for soil restoration: 
“Not only is the cooperation of the forest a 
profound guide for how we need to exist in 
human community, it’s also a practical sur-
vival strategy. We want our cultivated lands 
to be a part of that network with the native 
forests,” she writes.

These technical farming skills and guid-
ance for how to respect and work with the 
land are invaluable. But some of Penniman’s 
best, and most timely, advice comes in her 
chapters on how to access the land and capi-
tal necessary to begin farming. 

These chapters explain the large dispari-
ties between white and Black farmers —that 
Black households earn only 59 cents for 
every dollar of white median household 
income, that white neighborhoods have an 
average of four times as many supermarkets 
as predominantly Black neighborhoods, that 
Black people own only 1% of U.S. rural 
land, and that 80% of wealth is inherited and 
can often be traced back to slavery. It turns 
out several of the speakers at recent Black 
Lives Matter protests have discussed this 
idea of generational wealth. Vanessa Mc-
Dowell, the CEO of the YWCA in Madison, 
Wis., spoke at one march about the lack of 

“To free ourselves, we must 
feed ourselves.”

                           — Leah Penniman
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Membership Update

In Memory & in Honor…
The Land Stewardship Project is grateful to have received the following gifts made to 

honor and remember loved ones and friends:

In Honor of Terry VanDerPol
u Hawk Creek Prairie Farm

In Honor of SSND Jubilee Classes of the 
Central Pacific Province Mankato Campus
u SSND/Kathleen Mary Kiemen

In Honor of Sam Glover for his 
work at Lawyerist
u Ari Kaplan

In Memory of Dean Harrington
u Bob Meyerson

To donate to the Land Stewardship Project in the name of 
someone, contact Clara Sanders Marcus at 612-722-6377 
or cmarcus@landstewardshipproject.org. Donations can be 
made online at www.landstewardshipproject.org/home/donate.

If you have questions about your Land 
Stewardship Project membership, 

contact LSP’s membership coordinator, 
Clara Sanders Marcus, at 612-722-6377 
or cmarcus@landstewardshipproject.org. 
To renew, mail in the envelope included 
with this Land Stewardship Letter, or see 
www.landstewardshipproject.org/home/
donate. 

Membership Questions?

Sign up for the LIVE-WIRE e-letter to 
get monthly updates from the Land 

Stewardship Project sent straight to your 
inbox. Details are at www.landstewardship-
project.org/signup. p

Get Current With

In Memory of Karl “Bill” Gossman
u Janne Gossman & Family
u Arlene Quam 
u Carolyn Lange Hatlestad
u Doris Gogelow
u Tracy Sheeley
u Nancy Johnson 
u Marvin & Suzanne Napgezek 
u City of New London

Election Day is Nov. 3 — Are You Registered?

…Farming While Black, from page 29

generational wealth in the Black community 
and how white people can go beyond just 
being allies and become “co-conspirators” 
by directing money to communities that lack 
this key resource. 

“… generational wealth within the Black 
community basically doesn’t exist,” Mc-
Dowell said. “White people just don’t under-
stand it because they are so used to having 
money passed down to them.”

While McDowell’s comments focused 
on increasing home ownership in the Black 

community to address gentrification, this 
notion of wealth redistribution is just as 
important when it comes to farming and 
agricultural land ownership. 

Penniman describes her struggle to obtain 
land and how she had to settle for marginal 
acres on a mountainside. Over time, she and 
her family were able to build up the organic 
matter in that hardscrabble soil, but lack of 
generational wealth was a major hindrance. 
For too many Black farmers and other farm-
ers of color, it’s an insurmountable barrier. 

Early in Farming While Black, Penniman 
lays out the three essential ingredients for 
any beginning farmer: training, land, and 
material resources. Black farmers and other 
farmers of color have continued to have 
land, resources, and even cultural knowledge 
stolen from them. In an effort to address 
these barriers, Soul Fire Farm has created 

a reparations map (https://bit.ly/3jkGqfL) 
where Black farmers and farmers of color 
can list what they need so that those with 
resources can connect with them. 

This redistribution of wealth and resourc-
es within the farming community is essential 
and more relevant than ever. Because, as 
Penniman writes toward the end of her eye-
opening book, “To free ourselves, we must 
feed ourselves.” p

Molly DeVore is a senior at the University 
of Wisconsin-Madison studying journalism, 
environmental studies, and digital 
cinema production. She directs the urban 
agriculture program for the F.H. King 
student group and is the managing editor of 
the Badger Herald.

The date for casting ballots in the general 
election is Tuesday, November 3. 
Put democracy in action today by 

planning ahead and preparing to vote: 
➔ To make sure you have a plan to vote, 
see https://bit.ly/31yxflc. 
➔ To check your voter registration status 
and register to vote if you are not already, 

see https://bit.
ly/3aZPwdZ. 

➔ Here in 
Minnesota, we can 
vote absentee in 
advance of Election 
Day by mail or in-
person. To request 
an absentee ballot 
be sent to you so 
you can vote-by-

mail, see https://bit.ly/3gxI4YS. 
➔ Some cities and towns in Minnesota 
only use vote-by-mail. You can find out 
if you live in one of those places by using 
the Secretary of State’s Poll Finder at 
https://bit.ly/3hx7c3p. 
➔ Already voted by mail? Track the sta-
tus of your mail-in ballot to ensure it has 
been accepted at https://bit.ly/31BenSF.
➔ If you are not a Minnesota resident 
and need help registering to vote in 
your home state, e-mail Emily Minge at 
eminge@landstewardshipaction.org to 
receive the correct links. 

Finally, check-in with people you know to 
ensure they’re registered to vote, have a plan to 
vote, and have the support they need to vote-by-
mail. LSP’s sister organization, the Land Steward-
ship Action Fund (LSAF), has created a program 
— Land Stewardship: Democracy in Action — to 
help with having these conversations with your 
networks. See www.landstewardshipaction.org/
take-action/sign-up for details on signing up. 

For more information on LSAF, see www.
landstewardshipaction.org, or contact Megan 
Jekot at 612-442-9899, mjekot@ 
landstewardshipaction.org. p




