“There is a freedom to farming on your
own,” says Lay Moo of Karen Older Happy
Farm. “I can plant everything I want to eat,
and grow anything I like.”
Lay Moo has been in the MFA Farmer Train- Lay Moo crouches next to his crop of cilantro, almost ready to be harvested.
ing Program since spring of 2013, but came
into the program with years of farming experience already under his belt. “Back on the border of Burma and
Thailand, where I am from, we planted vegetables with our families,” explains Lay Moo. “There we just
farmed, and raised animals. Me, my wife, and my two daughters had a half acre, just for our family.” Lay
Moo and his family owned some land in a small mountain town, where it was “cold, but not as cold as here,”
he says. For five or six years, they “grew different things, like corn, vegetables, and sweet potatoes,” he recalls. “We also had 100 goats, some pigs, and around 10 or 12 chickens.”
“We had to move because of the war,” Lay Moo explains, and
they relocated to a refugee camp in Thailand. “We lived there for
10 or more years,” he says. Although he claims “we couldn’t
farm there,” he still managed to raise one or two pigs; but mostly
he spent his time “helping around the camp.”
Lay Moo and his wife and daughters were finally resettled in
Minnesota in 2007. Since then, “I have had many kinds of jobs,”
says Lay Moo, but “I have always been interested in planting.”
The Karen Organization of Minnesota eventually connected him
with MFA, and he enrolled in the training program. He is currently farming a half acre.

On a farm field trip, Lay Moo impressed his
classmates with his chicken-catching skills!

“Katie (MFA Training Program Manager) has taught me a lot,”
says Lay Moo. “I learned how to plant, how the plants like the
seasons, and how different plants like to grow.” He describes
how farming in Minnesota is different from farming in Burma:
“In Burma we have our own style, but here the standards are
higher, and there is a different way to plant. There, we would just
take a seed and plant it in the ground; here, we plant first in the
greenhouse. They teach us how to space apart the seeds, and how

The wheel-hoe is one of the simple tools Lay Moo has discovered that makes weeding onions a lot easier.

deep to plant them. There in Burma, we didn’t have machines to move the dirt; here, there are a lot of machines. It’s very different—here it’s very easy.”
Despite the help from new technology and ideologies, Lay Moo still faces farming challenges. “I don’t have
enough time to water,” he says; “I’m behind because I have a lot of work.” He does most of his farming himself, but occasionally receives some help from friends and family members.
Even if he claims he is “just learning,” Lay Moo has had many successes. “Last year I had a lot of tomatoes,”
he remembers. “There were so many that I could fill up my car, and they kept producing until the snow
came!” His favorite crop to grow and eat is roselle, a traditional Karen vegetable. “You use the leaves to make
a soup,” he says, “and sometimes mix it with chili… I enjoy farming because the fruit and vegetables that I
grow here are better and healthier than what you buy in the market.” His mainly sells to friends, the Big River
Farms CSA, and wholesale accounts.
With regard to the future of Karen Older Happy Farm, “I want to know everything,” says Lay Moo; “and plant
more!”

