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      Praise for Sowing Seeds in the Desert


      “Masanobu Fukuoka ran a course on natural farming and gave our Howard lecture at Navdanya’s biodiversity farm in the Doon Valley of India, and we even have a cottage named the Fukuoka hut. He was a teacher ahead of his time. Sowing seeds in the desert is what all of humanity has to learn to do, whether it is in an economic desert created by Wall Street or an ecological desert created by globalized corporate agriculture.”


      Vandana Shiva, founder of Navdanya Research Foundation for Science, Technology, and Ecology


      “Distilling what he has gathered from a lifetime of learning from nature, Masanobu Fukuoka offers us his gentle philosophy and a wealth of practical ideas for using natural farming to restore a damaged planet. Sowing Seeds in the Desert will persuade any reader that the imperiled living world is our greatest teacher, and inspire them to care for it as vigorously as Fukuoka has.”


      Toby Hemenway, author of Gaia’s Garden


      “From our first meeting with Fukuoka-sensei in the late 1970s at Green Gulch Farm Zen Center, he has served as a primary guide, teacher, and inspiration in the engaged practice of organic farming and Zen meditation. Now, with Sowing Seeds in the Desert, Fukuoka-sensei’s teaching of natural farming continues to grow, sending deep roots down into the terrain of global restoration and food security for a hungry world. This wonderful book is to be celebrated and savored for its grounded, encouraging wisdom.”


      Wendy Johnson, author of Gardening at the Dragon’s Gate


      “This book is not a breath of fresh air, it’s a howling gale from the East. It challenges us to think outside our normal, rational frames and venture into a whole new way of relating to spirituality, the Earth, and the growing of food. As I read, I was tempted to pick holes in Fukuoka’s prescriptions for greening the world’s deserts, but I kept coming back to the inescapable fact that he farmed his own land according to these principles over many years and produced a lot of food.”


      Patrick Whitefield, author of The Earth Care Manual


      “Fans of Fukuoka’s The One-Straw Revolution will be delighted by Sowing Seeds in the Desert, his last book. It is a rich treasure trove detailing how his own philosophy of farming evolved and how he decided to apply what he learned on his own farm in Japan to other parts of the world. His insights into the tragedies of taking Western, industrial agriculture to places like Africa to ‘enrich the national economy,’ and his alternative approach of working with indigenous farmers to enable them to become self-sufficient are instructive for all of us.”


      Frederick Kirschenmann, author of Cultivating an Ecological Conscience: Essays from a Farmer Philosopher


      “This book is a bombshell. Forget the gentle and retiring farmer of The One-Straw Revolution fame, replaced now by a flaming, world-traveling revolutionary. To achieve the kind of natural farming that can avoid worldwide collapse, Masanobu Fukuoka bluntly and fearlessly insists that we must first reject traditional ideas about God, the afterlife, accepted economic systemsespecially capitalism, much of current agricultural thinking including organic farming, and even parts of science that he says are based on mistaken notions about the connection between cause and effect. Once we return to a way of life dictated by nature, not institutional religions, he says, we can apply his unorthodox farming methods to make the deserts bloom and the green fields stay lush without much expense or even labor involved. Be prepared to be mystified, irritated, shocked, and maybe even, if you persevere to the end, enlightened and encouraged by this trail-blazing book. Disagree with Fukuoka’s provocative pronouncements at your own risk. Some of what he predicted in this book, originally written in Japanese in the 1990s, has already happened, especially the collapse of the Japanese economy in recent years and the spread of deserts throughout the world.”


      Gene Logsdon, author of A Sanctuary of Trees
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      Introduction


      Masanobu Fukuoka (19132008) was a Japanese farmer and philosopher from the island of Shikoku. His natural farming technique requires no machinery or fossil fuel, no chemicals, no prepared compost, and very little weeding. Mr. Fukuoka did not plow the soil or hold water in his rice fields all season long as farmers have done for centuries in Asia and around the world. And yet, Mr. Fukuoka got yields comparable to or higher than the most productive farms in Japan. His method created no pollution, and the fertility of his fields improved with each season.


      This technique is a demonstration of Mr. Fukuoka’s back-to-nature philosophy. His message is one of vision and of hope. It shows the way to a brighter future for humanity, a future where people, nature, and all other forms of life live peacefully together in abundance.


      The first of Mr. Fukuoka’s books to be translated into English was The One-Straw Revolution: An Introduction to Natural Farming (Rodale Press, 1978). As the subtitle suggests, this book was meant as an introduction both to his worldview and to the farming methods he developed in accordance with it. In the book he told the story of how he came to farm in the way that he did, with an overview of his philosophy and farming techniques. He also gave his views about such things as diet, economics, politics, and the unfortunate path humanity has chosen by separating itself from nature.


      In his next English-language book, The Natural Way of Farming (Japan Publications, 1985), Mr. Fukuoka gave the details of how his farming techniques evolved over the years. This book was mainly practical, and, while it did not have as wide a readership as The One-Straw Revolution, is still well worth reading, especially for those interested in putting Mr. Fukuoka’s natural farming methods into practice on their own land.


      In the present book, Sowing Seeds in the Desert, Mr. Fukuoka gives the details of his philosophy, and introduces his plan to revegetate the deserts of the world using natural farming. It is his last work and in many respects, it is his most important.


      I am not sure what I expected when I first visited Mr. Fukuoka’s farm one summer day in 1973, but what I found exceeded anything I could have imagined. I had been living in Japan for several years, working on back-to-the-land communes and doing seasonal agricultural jobs when I could find them. I had heard stories about Mr. Fukuoka, always including high respect for his spiritual teachings, but no one I talked to had actually been to his farm or learned any of the details of his farming techniques, so I decided to go there and see for myself.


      The rice plants in his fields were shorter than his neighbor’s rice, and had a dark green, almost olive color. There were many more grains on each head, and clover and straw covered the surface of the soil. Insects were flying about everywhere; the field was not flooded, but dry. This was in stark contrast with the neighbor’s fields, which were neat and tidy, straight rows of rice grown in flooded fields with no weeds and no insects of any kind. Mr. Fukuoka came to greet me and asked if I had ever seen rice like his. I told him that I had not. He said, “The reason these plants and the fields look this way is because the soil has not been plowed for more than twenty-five years.”


      I had heard that Mr. Fukuoka welcomed students to live and work on the farm, so I asked him if I could stay for a while. He said, “Sure, if you are willing to work and to learn something a little different. Take the path up to the orchard, and the others will show you around.” I walked the winding trail to the hillside orchard overlooking the rice fields and was astonished by what I saw there. There were trees of all types and sizes, shrubs, vines, vegetables growing in the spaces between the trees, and chickens running everywhere. Hide-san, one of the student workers, greeted me and showed me to the rustic hut that I would share with two others. I spent the next two years in this orchard paradise learning about Mr. Fukuoka’s natural farming techniques and the philosophy from which they arose.


      By the time I came to Mr. Fukuoka’s farm, he had already been practicing natural farming for many years. The story of how he came to be farming that way is both interesting and instructive.


      Masanobu Fukuoka grew up in a small village on the island of Shikoku, where his ancestral family had lived for hundreds of years. He worked in the rice fields and in the citrus orchard of his family’s farm while he was growing up. Mr. Fukuoka went to the Gifu Agricultural College, near Nagoya, where he studied plant pathology under the tuteledge of the eminent Makoto Hiura, eventually taking a job with the Agricultural Customs Office in Yokohama. His primary responsibility was inspecting plants that were entering Japan for diseases and insects. When he was not inspecting plants he spent his time doing research and, as he recalled later, “was amazed at the world of nature as revealed through the eyepiece of a microscope.”


      After three years there, he developed a serious case of pneumonia and nearly died. Even after he recovered, he spent long hours wandering in the hills contemplating the meaning of life and death. After one of these solitary, all-night walks, he collapsed near a tree at the top of a bluff overlooking the harbor. He awoke to the cry of a heron, and had a revelation that changed his life forever. As he put it, “In an instant all my doubts and the gloomy mist of my confusion vanished. Everything I had held in firm conviction, upon which I had ordinarily relied was swept away with the wind . . . I felt that this was truly heaven on earth and something one might call ‘true nature’ stood revealed.”


      He saw that nature is in balance and perfectly abundant just as it is. People, with their limited understanding, try to improve on nature thinking the result will be better for human beings, but adverse side effects inevitably appear. Then people take measures to counteract these side effects, and larger side effects appear. By now, almost everything humanity is doing is mitigating problems caused by previous misguided actions.


      Mr. Fukuoka tried to explain his ideas to his co-workers and even to people he met on the street, but he was dismissed as an eccentric. This was in the 1930s, when science and technology seemed poised to create a new world of abundance and leisure. And so he decided to leave his job and return to his family farm to apply his understanding to agriculture. His goal was to create a tangible example of his way of thinking and, in so doing, demonstrate its potential value to the world.


      The farm consisted of about one acre of rice paddies where the rice was grown in a flooded field, and a ten-acre citrus orchard. The farmhouse was in the village with a courtyard and a small organic vegetable garden outside the kitchen door. Mr. Fukuoka moved into a small hut in the orchard and spent the next several years observing the condition of the soil and noting the interaction of the plants and animals that lived there. Recalling that time, Mr. Fukuoka said, “I simply emptied my mind and tried to absorb what I could from nature.”


      Mr. Fukuoka wanted to create a productive environment where nature would have free rein. But where to begin? No one he knew had ever tried that sort of thing before, so he had no mentor to show him the way. He noticed that the plants present in the orchard were limited to citrus trees and a few shrubs, and while some scraggly weeds grew up here and there, the exposed soil had eroded down to the hard, red subsoil. In such a situation, if he simply did nothing, nature would continue in a downward spiral. Because people had created this unnatural condition, he felt a responsibility to repair the damage.


      To loosen the soil, he scattered seeds of deep-rooted vegetables such as daikon radish, burdock, dandelion, and comfrey. To clean and enrich the soil, he added plants that have substantial, fibrous root systems, including mustard, radish, buckwheat, alfalfa, yarrow, and horseradish. He also knew he needed green manure plants that fixed nitrogen, but which ones? He tried thirty different species before concluding that white clover and vetch were ideal for his conditions. The roots of the white clover form a mat in the top few inches of the soil so they are effective at suppressing weeds. The vetch grows well in the winter, when the white clover does not grow as readily.


      It is important to note that when Mr. Fukuoka carried out experiments such as these, it was always with the goal of solving specific practical problems. They were never done just for their own sake or to try to understand naturesimply to get feedback.


      To improve the deeper layers of the soil, he first tried burying organic material such as partially decayed tree trunks and branches that he collected from the surrounding woodlands. Eventually he concluded that this approach gave far too little return for the effort it required. Besides, his goal was to create a self-sustaining system, which, once established, would take care of itself. He decided to let plants do the work instead.


      He planted nitrogen-fixing acacia trees here and there among the citrus as well as other trees and shrubs that were hardy and improved the soil deep down. The acacia trees grew quickly, so after eight or nine years he would cut them down and use the wood for firewood and as a building material, leaving the roots to decay over time. As he removed the trees, he planted others in different places so there was always soil-building going on.


      Eventually, the soil became deep and rich and the structure of orchard came to resemble that of a natural woodland with tall overstory trees, midsized fruit-bearing trees, shrubs, vines, and a ground layer of weeds, perennials, medicinal plants, mustard, buckwheat, and vegetables. White clover grew everywhere as a permanent, soil-enriching ground cover. By the time I came to the farm, there were more than thirty different kinds of fruit- and nut-bearing trees in the orchard, as well as berries of all kinds, vegetables, and native plants in each of the different layers of the “food forest.” There were also chickens and geese running around, a few goats, some rabbits, and bee hives. Birds, insects, and other wildlife were everywhere and shiitake mushrooms were growing on decaying logs which were lined up in shady areas under the trees.


      One principle that Mr. Fukuoka followed as he worked out the details of his farming technique was to consider how one could do as little as possible. This was not because he was lazy, but because of his belief that if nature were given the opportunity it would do everything on its own. As he wrote in The One-Straw Revolution, “The usual way to go about developing a method is to ask ‘How about doing this?’ or ‘How about doing that?’ bringing in a variety of techniques one upon the other. This is modern agriculture and it only results in making the farmer busier.


      “My way was just the opposite,” he continued. “I was aiming at a pleasant, natural way of farming1 which results in making the work easier instead of harder. How about not doing this? How about not doing that?that was my way of thinking. I ultimately reached the conclusion that there was no need to plow, no need to apply fertilizer, no need to make compost, no need to use insecticide. When you get right down to it, there are few agricultural practices that are really necessary.”


      When Mr. Fukuoka first inherited the orchard, however, most of the natural systems had been damaged so badly that he had to do many tasks himself that later became unnecessary. Once the permanent soil-building combination of plants had become established, for example, he no longer needed to fertilize. In the early years, until he established a diversity of plants and habitats for insects, he had to grow chrysanthemum plants from which he derived the natural insecticide pyrethrum. He used this to control aphids and caterpillars on his vegetables. Once the soil improved and the natural balance of insects was restored, this too, became unnecessary. Eventually there was very little Mr. Fukuoka needed to do. He scattered seeds and spread straw, cut the ground cover back once each summer and left the cuttings right where they were, replaced some trees and shrubs from time to time, and waited for the harvest.


      He got the idea for his rice growing one day when he passed a rice field that had recently been harvested. There he saw new rice seedlings growing up voluntarily among the weeds and straw. Mr. Fukuoka had already stopped plowing his rice fields, but from that time on he stopped flooding the paddies. He stopped growing nursery beds in the spring and then transplanting the young shoots to the main field. Instead, he broadcast the seeds directly onto the surface of the field in the autumn when they would naturally have fallen to the ground. And instead of plowing to get rid of the weeds, he learned to control them by scattering straw and growing a more or less permanent ground cover of white clover. In the end, as with the orchard, Mr. Fukuoka’s way of growing rice eliminated all but the simplest of taskssowing seeds, spreading straw, and harvesting. He relied on nature to take care of the rest.


      When Mr. Fukuoka returned to his family’s farm and began practicing natural agriculture, it was with the goal of demonstrating that his way of thinking could be of great value to society. After twenty-five years, the yields in Mr. Fukuoka’s unflooded fields equaled or exceeded the top-producing farms in Japan. He also grew a crop of barley over the winter in the same rice fields, and shipped nearly two hundred thousand pounds of mandarin oranges each year, mainly to Tokyo where many people had never tasted naturally grown food before.


      Natural farming does not use any of the products of modern technology. While still attaining high yields, it creates no pollution, and the soil improves each year. If Mr. Fukuoka was able to get yields comparable to those of the other farmers in Japan, who use all the latest tools of science and technology, create pollution, grow sickly plants, and ruin the soil, then where was the benefit of human understanding and technology? After just twenty-five years, he had proven his point.


      There were no modern conveniences in the orchard. Drinking water was carried from the spring, meals were cooked at a wood-burning fireplace, and light was provided by candles and kerosene lamps. Mr. Fukuoka provided his student workers with thirty-five dollars a month for living expenses. Most of that was used to buy soy sauce and cooking oil, which were impractical to produce on a small scale. For the rest of their needs the students relied on the food that was grown in the fields and in the orchard, the resources of the area, and on their own ingenuity.


      Mr. Fukuoka purposely had the students live in this semi-primitive manner because he believed it helped provide the sensitivity necessary to farm by his natural method. He did not pay the students for working there, but no one objected. They felt that living in such an idyllic situation and receiving Mr. Fukuoka’s teachingwhich was itself freely givenwas more than adequate compensation. It has been more than thirty-five years since I lived at the farm. All the work I have done since that time to promote natural farming has been my way of repaying Mr. Fukuoka for what I learned from him.


      When I was at the farm, there were five or six of us who stayed continuously for several years. Others would come and stay for a few weeks or a few months and then head back down the mountain. There was a wonderful sense of camaraderie. We would get together in the morning and plan the day’s work. Hide-san had been there the longest and had the most comprehensive understanding of the farmwork, so he was informally recognized as the group’s leader. The agricultural jobs, such as thinning the fruit crops, cutting back the orchard ground cover, and harvesting might go on for a few weeks or a few months. The daily chores included carrying water, cooking, tending the animals and the beehives, gathering and cutting firewood, making miso (fermented soybean paste) and tofu (bean curd), and preparing the hot bath. Once in a while the huts needed to be repaired or replaced.


      Mr. Fukuoka would often work with us instructing us on his techniques as well as practical skills such as making clay seed pellets, growing vegetables in a semi-wild manner, and the proper use and care for tools. He was quite friendly and patient, but his patience ran short very quickly when he saw what he considered sloppy work. Mr. Fukuoka was tireless. Even at sixty-five, he would bound up and down the orchard hillsides like a mountain goat. We all had trouble keeping up with him.


      Some days, often on Sunday or during heavy rains, Mr. Fukuoka would gather us together to discuss his philosophy. These sessions were difficult for me. Although I could speak Japanese fluently, I was more fluent in the everyday language we used around the farm. The philosophical and spiritual expressions he used during these discussions were impossible for me to understand. What made this even more frustrating was that Mr. Fukuoka told us over and over that the philosophy was everything, and the farming was merely an example of the philosophy. “If you do not understand the philosophy,” he said, “the rest becomes empty activity.” So I just did my best each day, and assumed that one day I would get the idea.


      One afternoon while we were threshing rice in the courtyard of his home in the village, Mr. Fukuoka emerged from the house with a big smile on his face. He was holding the copy he had just received from the publisher of the Japanese edition of The One-Straw Revolution. Mr. Fukuoka had already written several books, but had been forced to self-publish them because he could not find a publisher willing to take a chance on ideas that were so far from the mainstream. Then the first oil crisis occurred in the early 1970s. Japan, as an industrial nation with almost no domestic fuel resources, felt particularly vulnerable. Suddenly everyone was looking for alternatives to petroleum-based production. A publisher finally came to Mr. Fukuoka and asked him to write a book introducing his natural farming method and how he came to be farming that way. He wrote the book in just three months.


      After we read the book, the other students and I decided that we would translate it into English and try to get it published in the United States. Mr. Fukuoka’s philosophy and techniques were simply too important to languish in Japan where he worked in relative obscurity. I had studied soil science and plant nutrition at the University of California, Berkeley, and knew of the many problems caused by plowing the soil. Many farmers and researchers, even in mainstream agriculture, were trying to develop a no-tillage system for grains and other crops


      

      

      

      

      

      The publication of The One-Straw Revolution formed a watershed in Mr. Fukuoka’s life. For thirty years before that he had labored in his small village, relatively unknown. After its publication, he became well known and respected all over the world, and he started getting invitations to visit from supporters everywhere.


      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      
    


    
      
    


    
      Editor’s Notes


      The Japanese edition of Sowing Seeds in the Desert was first published in the mid-1990s. A second, slightly revised version came out a few years later. Mr. Fukuoka had a particular fondness for this book because it explains the heart of his philosophy and discusses what became his passion over the final thirty years of his lifeapplying natural farming to stopping the spread of the deserts, and to revegetating the earth. We are pleased to make this important work available to English-language readers.


      

      

      

      

      

      

      
    


    
      About the Illustrations


      All of the illustrations in this book were created by Masanobu Fukuoka using a brush-and-ink technique called sumi-e. Some were done as autographs in copies of The One-Straw Revolution. Others were created on the spur of the moment and simply given away. He carried his art supplies everywhere he went during his travels.
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