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When I was a kid, I spent so much time in the forests around Nodaway, Missouri, where I grew up. I liked all wild spaces – I still do – and would spend many hours exploring the hills and floodplain. When I was older I would walk out to the Missouri River and watch it roll by. Sometimes the Missouri River would come to us, which is a whole ‘nother story. 

But the forests around my tiny town were my favorite places to explore. I loved looking for wildflowers. I could always find Dutchman’s breeches growing alongside trout lilies. Mayapples and pawpaw trees also were congenial companions. I’ve never managed to find a ripe mayapple fruit – the animals always beat me to them – but I could find ripe pawpaws in late fall, after the frost. I tried making pawpaw bread one time, using a recipe I found in the Missouri Conservationist magazine, but I didn’t cook it long enough, so it was soggy in the middle. 

There always seemed to be something to snack on, out in the woods. Mulberry trees dropped tons of purple fruits in June, or whitish-purple fruits if you found a white mulberry tree. Raspberries would show up in early July, much to my everlasting delight. Blackberries came later, but I avoided these because these brambles would lunge at your with knives. But in August, I could find dewberries growing along the ground – a nice, docile bramble with tasty berries, and I always wanted to find more.

Early in spring fern fronds would pop up with morel mushrooms – half the people in Missouri make a mad dash for the forests during morel season – then oyster mushrooms and other varieties. Wild strawberries spread everywhere, along with wild grapes in fall. Jerusalem artichokes – a type of sunflower with edible tubers – grew in the old cemetery at the top of the hill. Hickory and walnut trees grew up everywhere. Occasionally I’d find a persimmon tree, but I never could pick a properly ripe persimmon. They were always astringent and turned my mouth inside-out.

I thought that the Native Americans who used to live here had a pretty good deal, with all this food growing in the forest. I imagined that they had grown food in the forest at one time, using what was already available. They’d cut back the plants that were surrounding the food plants, and they could propagate and grow more food and medicinal plants to support the people who lived there or were moving through.

Now, years later, I realize that these crops had been planted, encouraged, and raised by the Native people who lived on this land for millennia, until many of them were pushed out of Andrew County (as well as the entire Platte Purchase) in 1840. Those who managed to stay eventually had their land stolen too, and were forced into Kansas, and from thence into different territories, far away from their old beloved homes. Hundreds of years of Native history were erased, and now the people who live here think they’re the pioneers who settled an empty land, and there was nothing here before them.

When it comes to heirloom seeds and knowledge of how to grow crops in unique locations, Native folks understand the importance of all of this. The rest of us are trying to get caught up. 

The forests tell a story of what had been – how things should be, really, especially while pollinators and other creatures are failing due to climate change and habitat loss. But wild areas can show us how things should be done.

In the end, permaculture done right is about creating an environment where plants can perpetrate themselves over time. Perhaps you have spent a lot of time hoeing and weeding your raspberry field, only to take a walk down a country road and find raspberries growing wild and bearing like crazy. Plants don’t need as much work as you think if you give them the right conditions, and if you raise plants that do well in your specific climate.

Welcome to the wide wild world of food forestry!

P.S. If you’re looking for more aesthetics and pretty stuff, I wrote a book called Edible Landscaping: Foodscaping and Permaculture for Urban Gardeners that covers that end of it a lot better.
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UNDERSTANDING AGROFORESTRY
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The whole idea of creating forests that grow food goes under several different names – agroforestry ... silviculture ... forest gardening ... food forests.

Food forests is a sustainable and low-maintenance way to grow food in a system based on the ecosystem of a forest. So instead of having a vegetable bed or a field, you have a forest.

Food forestry fits under the umbrella of permaculture, because you’re creating a sustainable, natural system of plants to grow food, except you’re concentrating mainly on one ecosystem – the forest.

So what is permaculture anyway?

In the 1970s, the concept of the food forest garden was revived by Bill Mollison and David Holmgren as permaculture – i.e. permanent agriculture. Mollison was working in the Tasmanian rain forests, watching the animals foraging for food, and from the “life-giving abundance and rich interconnectedness of this eco-system” realized that we as humans could grow food in the same way. He also saw how the industrial method of agriculture was destroying soil, poisoning birds and fish and other creatures, and reducing biodiversity. So he and Holmgren began working on a more sustainable agricultural system that works with the land and environment, instead of against it.

Food forests are a component of permaculture design. These forests mimic the structure and function of a natural forest ecosystem. They typically have several layers of plants, including tall trees, understory trees, shrubs, herbaceous plants, groundcovers, and root crops. Each layer serves a different function in the ecosystem, such as providing shade, fixing nitrogen, or attracting beneficial insects. 

As a side note, you could do the same with a prairie ecosystem or a desert ... though I’m not sure what kind of label we could give the latter. A food desert is a place where people lack access to affordable and nutritious food, so,  “Start Your Own Food Desert!” is a book title that would definitely backfire.

At any rate, a successful food forest is one where we let the plants guide us, where we find the systems that allows them to flourish with as little damage as possible to the environment (and hopefully a whole lot of benefit to it).

Proper natural gardening creates a symbiotic relationship between nature and humans – where we all benefit. And that’s good stuff.
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Forest Gardening History (Kind Of)
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The concept of a food forest garden has its roots in traditional agricultural practices, such as agroforestry, or silviculture, which involves growing crops in combination with trees.

In Native societies, tree crops were a vital part of agriculture, providing food, fuel, and building materials. However, the industrial agriculture and monoculture farming practices that were applied on the land when the European colonists rolled in didn’t work as well in America. 

There always seems to be a chapter in history books in school about the plow being a great invention. On one hand, they’re not wrong – but only up to a point. But you know what else is a good invention? Knowing when not to plow, and using other systems to grow crops! Which is what this book is about. 

Settler farmers didn’t realize that when you’re in a new environment, you should use farming methods that work with the local climate and conditions. They cleared forests and plowed slopes, and the rich topsoil that had been held in place by forest roots was all eroded away. 

On the prairies, they broke up the virgin topsoil – deep, rich soil that had been made rich by years of burning and natural mulching – and farmed the dickens out of it without doing anything to enrich the soil, until the farmland had nothing left to give.

Native grasses had deep roots (some reaching 6 to 10 feet underground) that held the soil firmly in place to prevent wind erosion. These roots also helped to trap moisture, even during severe drought.

The prairies were plowed into near-oblivion, and severely overgrazed by livestock. The soil, robbed of the deep roots holding it in place, was eroded away. Severe drought exacerbated the problem, and soon windstorms were sending tons of soil aloft. This resulted in the Dust Bowl and 100 million acres of farmland lost.

This isn’t to disparage the settler farmers. All my ancestors were settlers. (I’ve been told that we have Native ancestry, but extensive family trees and DNA results have made it clear that I’m whiter than Miracle Whip.) Most of the folks who came over here to farm the land used the methods that always worked at home, or they looked around and did what the other folks were doing. 

Times were tough, and folks just did their best to get by. My great-great grandparents, Eliza and James H. Smith, along with Eliza’s mom, Sabrina (Gump) Boyd, farmed the Nodaway River bottoms. The soil was rich there, and the ground was flat, but they occasionally would see all their new corn being taken out by floodwaters.
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Holt County (Mo.) Sentinel, 11 September 1903

Over a hundred years later, farmers still plant on the river bottoms, which is fine until the Missouri River has yet another 500-year flood (we’ve had three of these since 1993) and dumps a gigantic sandbar across their soybean fields. 

But what if the river rats worked with the river, and not in spite of it? What if, after the 1952 flood, the Corps of Engineers had not straightened the river? What if they’d created a mitigation zone planted with trees inside the levees, something that matched the old marshes we used to have on the river bottoms? 
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The Missouri River in 1892-1895, meandering like crazy with lots of islands, marshes, and forests.  James, Eliza, and Sabina lived north of Dallas Bend along the Nodaway River (cut off at the top of the image)
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The same approximate stretch of the Missouri River now, after the Corps of Engineers straightened the hell out of it and farmers drained the marshes and cut down every tree and brushrow in existence.

What if some of the floodplain farmers bucked tradition and planted rice or some crop that is fine with sitting in a flooded field in June? Maybe they’d get some hell from other farmers at the sale barn and the feed store. On the other hand, they’d be bringing in a crop while everybody else is replanting and hoping their crops mature before it freezes in fall.

A lot of variables go into the farmer’s choice of crops for the year. But why can’t working with the environment be a variable as well?

If you know that this section of field is swampy and is bad for corn, remember the line, “Insanity is doing the same thing over and over and expecting different results.” Talk to your county extension agent about planting a different crop there, or sign up for the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s CRP program. It might help the bottom line at year’s end.

This is a long, roundabout way to say that it’s a good idea to work with the natural systems you’ve got instead of having to fight them. Going with the flow also saves you a lot of energy. 
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