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by Zachary Martin
photos by Kelly Pike

On a CenterPoint easement at the
corner of Fondren and Willowbend
sits a strip of land that could be
Houston in miniature. A three-acre
plot surrounded by an aging apartment
complex ringed with razor wire, a strip
mall containing the N&M Washateria
and the Shop N Carry Food Store, a
massive culvert carrying drainage and
bayou runoff toward Galveston Bay,
and a power station. High-tension
wires run above the property, carrying
the wattage needed to meet the city’s
growing demand. A pipeline of liquid
petroleum runs just a few feet under
the ground. It is not a place one would
expect to find a farm.
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For the past year, though, Houston-based nonprofit Plant It
Forward Farms and ten refugees from the war-torn Congo have
been converting this forlorn piece of land into an urban farm
in the hope that it, too, can become part of the city’s model, no
more incongruous than freeway flyovers and flare stacks. As
with most urban farms, the challenges the farmers face are
as much social as they are agricultural, though if the example
of Roy, one of the program’s first graduates, is indicative, the
challenges are being met.
Roy was recently given his own “satellite” farm in Montrose,
around the corner from the Rothko Chapel on land owned
by the University of St. Thomas. Plant It Forward’s goal is to
secure similar plots of land in every corner of Houston for each
of the ten or so farmers in the program, but in the midst of
Houston’s housing boom, suitable land has proven difficult to
find. Even Roy’s farm is slated to be developed, in a few years,
into a new performing arts center for St. Thomas. This makes
it a bellwether for the second stage of the project, as farmers
move off the central farm on Fondren in search of economic
self-sufficiency.
When I visited Roy at his Montrose farm in June, he was
still in the process of developing the half-acre plot. He has the
rough, powerful hands of a man used to working outside, and
his brow is frequently furrowed, as though he is always trying
to puzzle out a solution to one problem or another. He walked
me around and pointed out some of those problems. Since the
farm was still unfenced, someone had walked off with a load
of his squash a few nights earlier. Rabbits, birds, and squirrels
had decimated his tomato crop. For the time being, only half
the property was under cultivation. Two men were digging
irrigation lines to ensure he would have enough water to get
his crops through the brutal summer, but the poor quality of
Houston soil, which necessitates the use of raised garden beds,
meant that Roy was still waiting for enough soil, fertilizer, and
wooden fencing to make full use of the land.
“It was my dream to farm here,” Roy said as he stooped to
show me some of the half-eaten tomatoes in their beds. Though
it was clear he still held that dream, it must have seemed
strange, perhaps even discouraging, to be waiting on truckedin soil and irrigation lines instead of being able to plant seeds
directly into the ground.
A farmer in the Congo is used to growing crops in some of
the most fertile soil in the world. It is that richness—the thing
that enabled many of these men to be successful farmers at
home—that also forced them to flee the region, as corrupt governments and rebel armies fought (and continue to fight) over
the mineral-rich lands around the Congo River Basin, which
contain diamonds, gold, timber, copper, tin, and iron, among
other valuable resources.
While Roy was quick to point out that the majority of
people in the region identify simply as “Congolese,” boundaries
dating back to the area’s development as separate French and
Belgian colonies break the region into two different nations.
The Democratic Republic of Congo, from which Roy hails, is
bounded to the northeast by the Ubangi and Congo rivers.
Above these rivers is the much smaller Republic of Congo, often
referred to as Congo-Brazzaville.
Both the Democratic Republic of Congo and CongoBrazzaville, but especially the former, have fallen under

what many term “the resource curse”: the tendency for
infrastructure-poor, resource-rich countries to suffer political
instability as a result of internal squabbles among corrupt
leaders who get to pillage the national coffers, and pressures
from foreign governments and multinationals to concede
mineral rights. In the scant attention paid today to the Congo
by Western media, this battle for resources has often focused
on so-called blood diamonds, but in recent decades other
minerals have become just as valuable on the export market,
perhaps most notably coltan, from which tantalum is extracted
to make digital capacitors that are found in nearly every
computer, cell phone, DVD player, and video game console in
the world.
Resource grabs over the past 15 years have drawn nearly
every country in the region into what has been called the Great
War of Africa. It is the deadliest conflict since World War II,
with a 2008 report by the International Rescue Committee
estimating that 5.4 million people had been killed in the first
ten years of the war. Many of these deaths are due to disease,
malnutrition, and lack of access to safe drinking water, the
result of land being seized for the minerals beneath the soil and
citizens being pressed into what a United Nations report called
a situation “akin to slavery.” Many citizens live on less than
$0.18 a day. The agricultural sector has been destroyed and, with
it, the livelihoods of people like Roy.
“I was born a farmer,” he told me. His father owned nine
hectares, on which the family grew radishes, eggplants, corn,
and yams, among other vegetables. But when rebels stormed
across the countryside in 1996 to depose the Western-backed
dictator Mobutu Sese Seko, Roy found himself trapped across
the border in Angola after a business trip and unable to make
it back to his home country. He applied for refugee status in
Angola, but ultimately flew to Russia—“it was a place where
I could get a tourist visa,” Roy said—when Angola became
embroiled in the war as well.
He arrived in Moscow in the middle of winter and made
his way to Patrice Lumumba University, named for the first
democratically elected president of the Congo, a communist
who was deposed and assassinated with the help of Belgium
and the United States. Lumumba University had a reputation as
a training ground for promising African college students, and
during the Soviet era it served as a place where Africans could
learn skills—and communist ideology—that they could take
back to their home countries.
Roy wandered across the snow-packed campus, asking
students, “Where can I find people from my country?” One
man directed him to a dormitory where a Congolese student
was living. Both so he could receive legal status and so the
countryman who agreed to take him in could receive a tax
break for housing a refugee, Roy visited the Office of the
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. After a
series of interviews, he received a provisional visa. It granted
him the ability to work and live in Russia, but only until the
United Nations could find a country to grant him permanent
residency.
As it turned out, that process took more than a decade, as
country after country refused to receive refugees and grant
Roy and his fellow Congolese a path to citizenship. In the
meantime, Roy lived an hour outside of Moscow, worked in a
brick factory, and tried to avoid the attacks from skinheads that
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he said plagued black men in Russia. When word finally came
that the United Nations had made progress on finding places to
resettle Congolese refugees, Roy said, “I prayed I wouldn’t wind
up in another cold place.”
In Houston, his wish seems to have been granted, and his
dream now is to make enough money to secure the future of
his father’s farmland in the Democratic Republic of Congo,
which local officials have threatened to seize and place under
state control.
“I love Houston,” Roy told me when we sat down at Plant
It Forward’s warehouse, a low-slung building across from a
boot factory in southwest Houston. On the day I visited, Roy
and the other farmers were busy sorting flying-saucer squash,
long beans, radishes, beets, French sorrel, and three types of
kale, and triple-washing their arugula (the secret is to place the
leaves in mesh bags and tumble them dry in a heatless dryer)
for the next day’s market. “I feel like I was born here,” he said.
It was a refrain I heard constantly from the farmers. The
Houston climate can support much of the produce they are
familiar with. Though they are growing many of the crops
suggested by the Houston farmers who are helping to train
them, they have already taken an unused slot of land at the
back of the Fondren farm, just beneath the razor wire, to plant
roselle. The flowering buds can be used to make hibiscus tea,
and the leafy greens are a spicy substitute for spinach. While
much of their produce is sold direct to local chefs—Monica
Pope at Sparrow and Benjy Mason at Down House are both
clients—or to the public at the Urban Harvest Farmers Market
at Eastside, the farmers sell the roselle greens to African
markets in Houston, firmly establishing themselves as
entrepreneurs with knowledge of the Houston marketplace.
There are significant differences between farming in Houston
and in Central Africa, of course. The heat is different, they told
me—it lasts much longer here, and there aren’t the same rainy
seasons to compensate for it and refresh the soil—but all of
them seemed to find something to like about southeast Texas.
When I picked up Guy one day to drive him to the market,
he told me he liked Houston’s horrendous traffic, which
reminded him, fondly, of Gabon, where he and his family fled
more than a decade ago.
Guy, who has a bright, round, ever-smiling face, is originally
from Congo-Brazzaville, which gained independence from
France in 1960. His father was a minister in the cabinet of
Pascal Lissouba, who was deposed in a 1997 coup. It is fitting,
perhaps, that Guy has wound up in Houston, the economic
capital of the U.S. energy sector. The coup that forced him
and his family to flee the capital and hide in the countryside
was, by many accounts, a proxy war fought over competing
American and French oil interests in the region. “France was
still smarting from the defeat of Mobutu [in the Democratic
Republic of Congo],” an anonymous African diplomat told the
New York Times in 1997. “With all of the oil wealth in that little
country, there was no way France was going to allow itself to
lose Brazzaville, too.” It is widely believed that France backed
the rebel forces led by Denis Sassou Nguesso as he led the
ouster of the U.S.-backed Lissouba.

For almost two years, Guy and his family lived in his wife’s
village, a rural enclave well away from the capital. It was at
this time that he began farming: onions, peanuts, corn, beans,
tomatoes, and manioc, which is also known as cassava. But by
early 1999, Guy and his family were on the run again.
When mercenaries sped through his village, guns blazing,
in April of that year, Guy and his family, along with the other
residents of the village, started living in the woods for safety.
For two months they moved between hiding in the mosquitoridden forest, risking malaria and other diseases, and trying to
maintain a semblance of normal life by continuing to plant and
harvest crops.
By June, the situation had become untenable. On a Sunday
morning at 5 a.m., Guy recalled, rebel and government forces
engaged one another in a firefight at the edge of the village,
and Guy and his family fled. They stayed a few days ahead
of the fighting, moving slowly toward the Gabonese border.
Guy ventured out to search abandoned villages for food to
supplement their diet of wild fish and game. It took them more
than two weeks to walk to the border, where they found the
Gabonese military had orders not to let them cross.
While waiting in limbo at the border, rebels came looking
for men to press into service as soldiers. Guy was stopped and,
when he refused to take up arms, was beaten for two hours. “I
have a big family,” he tried to tell them—he had two children
at that time; he now has five—“I’m old. Let me take my family
away and I’ll come back and fight.” Ultimately, they let him go.
After an international refugee organization negotiated for
his passage into Gabon, the situation was scarcely better.
The Gabonese military threatened constantly to send him
back across the border, and Gabonese law enforcement often
attacked Congolese refugees. Guy’s wife was assaulted.
“I never thought in my life that I would live in Gabon,” Guy
told me. He felt abandoned. He saw families fall apart, children
orphaned or abandoned, wives resigned to prostitution. It isn’t
clear how much longer he could have held out if he hadn’t met a
chef at a hotel restaurant who needed a dishwasher.
For months Guy and his family lived in a broom closet with
a single mattress on the floor. Guy eventually worked his way
up to server, and then to sous chef, a position which paid him
$35 a month. When the chef who had hired him gave his two
weeks’ notice, he told the owner and the kitchen staff, “Guy
is going to be the chef now.” Guy moved his family into the
chef’s former residence, and his salary was bumped up to $200
a month. Not too much later, the owner paid for Guy to attend
a year-long culinary program at the Hotel Intercontinental and
gave his family permission to begin farming out back of the
hotel.
“The farm was at the bedroom window,” he said, and it
was the first thing he saw when he got up in the morning.
He stopped buying fruits and vegetables for the restaurant
and created a new menu based on what he was growing on
the farm. This was a sea change for his customers. “Salad,” he
told me, expressing a view widely held in Gabon, “is for white
people in the capital.”
Without necessarily knowing it, Guy had created one of the
first farm-to-table restaurants in Central Africa. “A chef can
be a farmer,” he is fond of saying, “and a farmer can be a chef.”
Within five years, he plans to have both a farm and a restaurant
here in Houston.
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Ambition like that can seem far-fetched for immigrants
who have been in the country for less than two years, until
you think about the odds they’ve already overcome. Roy wants
to own farms on two continents. If he’s survived across three
continents, that doesn’t seem so impossible. Guy wants a
vertically integrated farm-to-table business serving African
cuisine. Why not? He’s done it before. And then there’s Alain,
who has been forced to restart his farm no fewer than five
times and is confident he’s well on his way to doing so again
here in Houston.
The son of a French agricultural engineer, Alain started
working on land owned by his family when he was 11 years old.
By the time he was 13, his farm, about an hour from Brazzaville,
was producing 2,000 eggs and five metric tons of vegetables per
month. When he was 17, his father returned to France for work
and made Alain give up his agricultural ambitions. He sent him
to Brazzaville to train as a car mechanic. Alain did that for a few
years, until he realized that he could take the checks his father
sent him each month for his education and living expenses and
instead buy fertilizer and seeds and go back to the farm. Alain
is talkative and energetic, and whether I was interviewing him
at the warehouse or touring his garden beds at the Fondren
farm, it was difficult to believe anyone would think they could
dictate his future for him, especially not about something he is
as passionate about as farming.
When his father found out he had abandoned his studies,
he gave Alain six months to make the farm a sustainable
enterprise. He did that and more. Within two years, he
had 1,000 egg-laying chickens and 45 pigs. He had figured
out that he could be more profitable as an organic farmer,
using the waste from his pigs as fertilizer instead of buying
the outrageously priced fertilizer sold to small farmers by
multinational agribusinesses.
Shortly after fighting broke out in the late 1990s, Alain
said he was visited by a dream. The dream instructed him to
take his wife, his children, and all of their possessions with
him each time he went to market in Brazzaville. Sure enough,
during a trip to market, the government closed the roads out of
Brazzaville. The situation in the city deteriorated, but Alain had
kept his family together. “Dreams are good for me,” he told me.
“If I don’t have a dream in a place, I leave. God has to show me.”
He spent three weeks in Brazzaville trying to secure safe
passage to the Ivory Coast for himself and his family. When
they arrived, they spent three days sleeping on the street.
Harassed by police, they began spending their nights at a
construction site. Finally, he and his family found housing
they could afford. The first thing he did was find land that he
could cultivate. He started a number of farms over the next
decade, turning rocky patches of land no one else wanted
into profitable, functioning farms, until one landowner after
another demanded exorbitant rent and Alain had to move
elsewhere. Alain seems to have lost track of exactly how many
plots he turned around. With no legal recourse to stay on the
land because of his status as a refugee, he simply had to keep
moving on. He appealed to the United Nations for help, but, as
with Roy and Guy, there was little they could do. It wasn’t until
his daughter was diagnosed with asthma and his son developed
vision problems that the United Nations finally expedited their
resettlement.

He said he saw his arrival in the United States five years
before it happened. I asked him if any dreams had come to him
here in Houston. “I have a lot,” he told me.
“What do the next five years hold?” I asked.
He said he can’t tell me. It’s between him and God.
Guy, his wife, and five children live in a sprawling apartment
complex in southwest Houston, only a few minutes’ drive from
the Fondren farm, which he visits twice daily to tend to the six
beds where he is growing kale, tomatoes, green beans, arugula,
and basil. In the complex’s courtyard, fully Americanized, two
Vietnamese boys chased each other in circles, firing toy guns.
Two girls in headscarves looked on with mild disdain.
When I arrived to try Guy’s cooking for myself—he works
six days a week at Brasserie Max & Julie in Montrose—his
family was eating a late lunch of sardines stuffed with a paste
of fresh basil and spices. The wonderfully pungent smell filled
the humid apartment. As he was preparing the dinner, Guy
gave me a plate of spicy pickled onion and cucumber he had
grown himself. The spices set me to sweating lightly, which
cooled me off.
Guy made a dish of stewed tomatoes, green peppers,
summer squash, onion, eggplant, and garlic, all of which are
grown at the Fondren farm. For protein, he chose sausage and
bacon, always crowd-pleasing choices. He said he assiduously
avoids using oil in his cooking, preferring instead butter—like
any good French-trained chef. The smell of garlic poured from
the kitchen while we listened to a Congolese gospel band on
YouTube.
“You have to be a cook to sell,” he told me. “People want to
know how to cook it.” Guy feels he has a distinct advantage in
the crowded Houston marketplace, and, as I lifted the lid of a
pot on the stove to taste and admire his work, I found it hard to
disagree.
Guy served his work on a massive silver platter. We circled
around it, taking photos with our phones before we started to
worry the food might cool too much. I asked him if his family
would be joining us.
“No, this is all for us,” he said with a laugh, the sweep of his
hand unable to cover the whole dish.
We set to gorging ourselves.
When he was done, Guy sat back in his chair. The everpresent smile seemed to be gone from his face. The meal, the
whole week, the last year of his life since arriving in Houston,
the years since he had fled first Brazzaville, and then the village
farm, seemed suddenly to have caught up with him. For the
first time since I had met him, he seemed weary. We moved
our conversation to the couch. We talked a little while longer
and, when he said he still had one more trip to make down
Fondren to water his beds again, I took the hint and wished him
goodbye. It wasn’t until I was outside the building’s courtyard
that I noticed the storm clouds approaching. They were dark
and full, and perhaps held a healthy summer rain that would
mean Guy wouldn’t have to venture out to the farm after all,
could turn in early, could get some rest. If the wind was right,
maybe he would catch a farmer’s break yet.
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Learn More About
Plant It Forward Farms
What is Plant It Forward Farms?
Plant It Forward Farms is a nonprofit that is
changing the way Houston eats. They turn vacant
urban land into vibrant farms that are run by
refugees, who are given the opportunity to start their
own small businesses. Houston gets fresh, pesticidefree produce grown in our own neighborhoods while
our most vulnerable neighbors get a chance to live
the American dream.

How does Plant It Forward help
refugees become self-supporting?
They work with refugees who were farmers in their
homeland. These refugees sign up for an intensive,
one-year training program. They learn to grow and
harvest produce in Houston. They are also taught
basic business skills so they can sell their produce to
restaurants and farmers markets. The first class of
ten farmers recently graduated, and the second class
of farmers-in-training has started to learn how to
become successful urban farmers.

Where can someone buy Plant It
Forward’s produce?
You can find their produce at Urban Harvest Farmers
Market at Eastside (3000 Richmond) every Saturday
from 8 a.m. to noon. They also offer a subscription,
guaranteeing you a weekly box of the best produce.
You can learn more about their communitysupported agriculture program at
plant-it-forward.org/csa.

Where are the farms?
They currently have two urban farms in Houston,
and they plan to have a farm in every neighborhood.
You can find their current farms in Southwest
Houston at 10595 Fondren and in Montrose at
1318 Sul Ross. If you would like a farm in your
neighborhood, please contact them! Volunteer
opportunities are also available at existing farms;
call 713-599-8445 for more information.

If someone has land, can Plant It
Forward farm it?
Yes! They are looking for urban properties that are ½
acre to 10 acres in size and close to a bus route. Land
is accepted on loan, as a gift, or through lease. Call
713-599-8445 for more information.

How can someone stay up to date
with the latest news from Plant It
Forward?
Sign up for their e-newsletter to learn about their
latest work, the farmers, and new opportunities to
get fresh, locally grown produce. You can sign up
at plant-it-forward.org. You can also follow them on
Facebook at facebook.com/plantitforwardfarms.
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Mackerel
with
Sorrel
A Congolese recipe from Plant It Forward farmer Guy Mouelet
(with mostly unhelpful “clarifying” notes from Benjy Mason) 1
Ingredients:

Preparation:

3 kg mackerel 2

Prepare the fish by taking off the skin and bones. 5 Rinse and set aside in

3 kg sorrel 3
2 shallots

a clean bowl. Chop the sorrel leaves and okra into medium-size pieces,
rinse, and let drip dry in a colander. Heat a skillet with the vegetable oil
and add the shallots and garlic when the oil is hot. 6 Sauté the shallots

3 garlic cloves

and garlic on medium heat until the onions are clear, being sure not to

4 okra

burn the garlic. Add the chopped sorrel leaves and okra to the onions and

4

¼ cup vegetable oil
salt to taste

garlic. Stir and let cook for a minute, or until the sorrel and okra start
becoming soft. Add the mackerel and salt and let simmer for 5 minutes,
or until fish is thoroughly cooked. 7 Enjoy!
Chef suggestion: Serve with greenish yellow (unripe) bananas. 8 9 10

1. On a recent Saturday morning at Urban Harvest Farmers Market, I had a lengthy and mostly confusing conversation with Guy about this
recipe. He and a friend did their best to explain things to me, but neither of them were native English speakers and my French is limited to the
phrase: Quel heure est-il? Il est midi. So you probably won’t find these notes that helpful. But it was a very nice conversation and they were
both generous with their advice.
2. I asked Guy if this was whole fresh mackerel, canned mackerel, or mackerel fillets. He told me it was whole fresh mackerel. Or canned
mackerel. Or smoked mackerel, if you have only that. You can also use salmon. Or canned salmon. Or other fish if you don’t have any of these.
When pressed as to what’s the best fish to use, he decided it was mackerel. Or canned mackerel.
3. This seemed like an insane amount of sorrel to me (over 6 lbs), but Guy confirmed that it was accurate. He said you could also use roselle,
which they grow at Plant it Forward. Or other greens if you had them—I think.
4. This seemed like too little okra to go with a combined 12 lbs of fish and sorrel, but Guy confirmed that it is indeed 4 okra pods. I’m guessing
it thickens the sauce a little? I asked him if it thickened the sauce, but the question was lost in translation.

5. If you use canned mackerel you may not have to do this. Or you may. Guy said you wanted to end up with chunks that were the appropriate
size. I guessed about 2” x 2” and he said that was fine, or bigger or smaller.
6. At this point, Guy told me that you could also make this recipe en papillote with parchment or aluminum foil. I asked him if you had to cook
the sorrel first or just put it all in the foil. He said, “Yes.” I’m not sure what that means. He then proceeded to describe what sounded like a
completely different dish of fish in paper with peppers and greens. But when I asked, he told me that it was pretty much the same thing. He
said that if you do it in foil, you should put it in the oven on medium for 5 to 15 minutes, until the fish is done.
7. Since it was never entirely clear whether we were using fresh or canned fish, I think this number is a pretty general guide. Basically, cook it
until the fish is done. I think the greens should be thoroughly wilted, but not broken down.
8. I was told that steamed green bananas were the best accompaniment to this dish and that the bananas should be steamed until done. I
don’t know what that means or even exactly what kind of banana they were talking about, but they said it was really good.
9. While discussing the proper way to steam bananas, I suggested putting salt on them. I was promptly laughed out of the stall. I tried to

explain what I meant—I thought steamed mashed green bananas would need salt and that something was just getting lost in translation—
but they were both clear on one thing: DO NOT PUT ANY SALT ON YOUR STEAMED MASHED GREEN BANANAS.

10. I was told that you could serve the green bananas next to or on top of the fish, but definitely not under the fish.

