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Abstract
In this historical article, the authors explore the Hiawatha Valley Farm Cooperative and its
significance in Hmong history in Minnesota. The cooperative was the first organized effort to
promote economic self-sufficiency through agricultural opportunities in rural Minnesota for
Hmong refugees who resettled in the state during the late 1970s and early 1980s.
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Introduction

As children of a Hmong farmer who participated in one of two farm cooperatives created

to promote refugee self-sufficiency, we have often reflected on the year we were uprooted from
inner-city St. Paul to a 1300-acre farm in southeast Minnesota. Our family arrived in Minnesota
in April 1980 and initially stayed with our uncle’s family in Circle Pines before renting the lower
unit of a duplex on Marshall Avenue in St. Paul. After one school year, we moved a few blocks
away to another duplex on Iglehart Avenue because some Vang relatives were living upstairs.
Soon after, we relocated again—this time to an apartment in McDonough Homes, a public
housing project in the North End neighborhood. Having moved several times already, we hoped
that the apartment on Bigelow Lane would finally bring some stability. Our parents, You Yee

Vang and Pang Thao, were entrepreneurial and determined to not rely solely on welfare. When
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our father learned about the Hiawatha Valley Farm Cooperative (HVFC) and its promise of a
better income to support our family of eight, he joined without hesitation. When the opportunity
arose in December 1983 to move to the farm, our family embraced it—even though it meant
uprooting our lives once again. By then, we had gained some English language skills, but we
were far from reading and writing at grade level. Like thousands of refugee children in the Twin
Cities, we were placed in English as a Second Language (ESL) classes. The large number of
students who were refugees provided a sense of community and extra support, as many shared
similar experiences. However, living on the farm in a small town was different. We were bused
to an elementary school where we were the only few non-White students. Although short-lived,
this refugee resettlement experiment profoundly shaped our lives and those of others who
participated.

Why was this year so impactful for those involved? HVFC was the nation’s first
agricultural training program for Hmong refugees designed to meet resettlement goals while
enabling them to maintain aspects of the agrarian way of life that they led in Laos. In the 1970s
and 1980s, media portrayals of Hmong refugees in Minnesota and across the United States
reflected a mix of empathy, curiosity, and skepticism. Following the end of the Vietnam War,
public and private partnerships played a crucial role in resettling refugees fleeing Cambodia,
Laos, and Vietnam. Policymakers and voluntary agencies collaborated to establish pathways
toward self-sufficiency for these new arrivals. However, few could have predicted in 1975 that
the number of refugees would grow exponentially by 1980 and continue steadily into the early
1990s.! By the early 1980s, the increasing volume of arrivals coincided with a challenging U.S.
economic climate. Refugee resettlement agencies were tasked with placing individuals in jobs at

a time when many Americans were struggling to support their own families.
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The 1980s recession further exacerbated public opinions toward refugees who had to rely
on public assistance. This led to a sense of “compassion fatigue,” particularly toward the Hmong,
who were often stereotyped as primitive farmers lacking the skills needed to thrive in modern
American society. In response to these challenges, two agricultural cooperatives were established
in Minnesota in the early 1980s to train Hmong refugees in American farming techniques and
promote self-sufficiency: HVFC and Minnesota Agricultural Enterprise for New Americans
(MAENA). Launched with ambitious goals and enthusiastic participation from both organizers
and refugees, both projects collapsed within a few years due to a combination of factors.

The two initiatives received considerable coverage in popular media at the time and have
been sporadically referenced by researchers and policymakers over the past four decades. Today,
few outside the original organizers and participating families are aware of these early efforts.
Existing scholarship has largely examined these programs through institutional and policy lenses,
emphasizing the role of federal and state agencies in shaping outcomes.” Far less attention has
been given to the lived experiences of families who participated. This chapter shifts the lens to
the lived experiences of Hmong farmers and their families who participated in HVFC. Drawing
on oral history narratives and a curated selection of more than 100 photographs documenting
HVEFC operations from 1983-1984, we highlight the entrepreneurial spirit and resilience of these
refugees as they navigated life on the farm while the children attended school in nearby
Winona—a community with a predominantly homogenous student and staff population.® In
doing so, we explore how farm life shaped identity, social relationships, and everyday practices.
Rather than portraying the farm solely as a site of hardship, these reflections reveal a complex
interplay of freedom, isolation, learning, and resilience. Themes such as connection with nature,

informal education, family bonding, and cultural exchange emerge alongside accounts of
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economic participation and material scarcity. Together, these narratives offer a nuanced
understanding of rural resettlement as both a space of opportunity and constraint—an experience
that continues to inform collective memory decades later.
Refugee Resettlement Policies and Practices

Although the 1980 Census counted only 5,208 Hmong, an estimated 60,000 to 65,000
people of Hmong ethnicity lived in the United States by 1983.% Despite the practice of dispersing
refugees throughout the country, in 1980 an estimated 10,000 Hmong refugees resided in the
Twin Cities.” U.S. immigration laws have historically functioned as mechanisms to control and
often restrict the entry of certain individuals or groups. Refugee resettlement has been a
collaborative effort between public and private sectors. While decisions regarding refugee status
and processing are made at the international and federal levels, it is state and local governments,
along with voluntary organizations, that play a crucial role in ensuring refugees receive the
support they need to successfully integrate into their new communities.®

Refugee processing guidelines emphasized traits such as fluency in English,
employability, a refusal to accept welfare, and a positive demeanor.” These expectations were
embedded in resettlement policies that required applicants to be categorized in ways that
signaled their potential for integration into U.S. society. A central objective of the resettlement
process was to construct an image of the “employable refugee”—someone unlikely to become a
public charge.® Drawing on heteronormative assumptions, institutional representatives initially
believed that the high proportion of two-parent households among Hmong refugees would
facilitate smoother integration. In practice, however, both men and women in these households
faced significant barriers to employment due to limited formal education, English language

skills, and job training. As a result, many turned to public assistance programs for survival. By
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1980, over sixty percent of the U.S. Hmong population lived in poverty—an outcome that
directly contradicted the goals of immigration officials. As monthly welfare funds proved
insufficient and job prospects declined, many people began to think about farming. Wherever
land was available, they cultivated gardens to help meet their food needs.

To be sure, resettling people from primarily agrarian backgrounds to urban American
centers proved to be challenging. The main determinant of initial Hmong refugee placement was
location of individual sponsoring American families and agencies.’ Policymakers, state and
local government officials, and voluntary agency representatives recognized the particular
challenges faced by Hmong refugees. In response to a desire to find new strategies to facilitate
refugee survival in American society, two proposals considered promising were developed to use
farming as a way for the refugees to support themselves. The first was the Hiawatha Valley Farm
Cooperative (HVFC, 1981), which was led by the Sponsorship and Refugee Program (SARP) at
Church World Service (CWS) while the second was the Minnesota Agricultural Enterprise for
New Americans (MAENA, 1982), coordinated by the University of Minnesota Agricultural
Extension Service in partnership with Lao Family Community, a mutual assistance association

located in St. Paul.'®

Both projects aimed to provide Hmong refugees with opportunities to earn a
sustainable livelihood through work closely resembling their traditional way of life. Unlike
MAENA where participants stayed in their homes and the farming activities were only 30-
minutes away in Farmington, the 10 men initially enrolled in HVFC were expected to relocate to
Homer Township.!! Homer Township in Winona County, Minnesota is two hours to the

southeast of St. Paul. An unincorporated community of about 35 square miles organized in 1858

and located along the Mississippi River, its 1980 population was less than 1,000 and 97 percent
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white.!? Despite operating in distinct contexts, both projects underwent comparable trajectories
marked by challenges and eventual failure.
Overview of Hiawatha Valley Farm Cooperative

CWS had played an instrumental role in refugee resettlement. It knew how important it
was to find long-term solutions to the dire economic conditions of Hmong families. In August
1981, CWS collaborated with the Minnesota Council of Churches to administer a statewide
survey of over 600 refugee cases to identify existing skills and long-range goals of different
refugee groups.!® With survey respondents expressing a desire to see the establishment of a self-
sufficient farming community, CWS’s SARP department forged ahead to plan the first
agricultural training program for Hmong refugees in the United States that would “...provide
refugees with an opportunity for self-determination, self-realization, and self-sufficiency at the
same time.”'* It was envisioned that the project would enable Hmong families to learn how to
use modern equipment to be directly involved in agriculture. The expectation was that
participants would earn annual income of $10,000 per family and they would own and operate
the farm as a cooperative; however, each family was to also be given a five-acre parcel on the
1,300-acre farm.'> Depending on the productivity of the farmers, it was anticipated that they
could earn more annually. The desire to pursue something familiar and the possibility of earning
more than the welfare payments they received motivated the Hmong to participate. Interestingly,
however, the potential earning would have kept them living at or below the federal government’s
official poverty level.'

The first phase involved an intensive training program that would result in 10 families
living on the farm beginning in 1983-1984. They would then be joined by another 20 families in

1984-1985.17 It was envisioned that the project would create a rural Hmong community and
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within three years, the operations of the farm should be almost entirely managed by family
members of the cooperative. HVFC organizers aimed to plan a project that would not only be a
profitable experiment to support the families involved, but also, to use it as an example for other
refugee groups. As outlined in the Refugee Resettlement Study:

In sum, by the third year, the farm should no longer be a ‘project’ but rather a permanent

fixture of the southeastern Minnesota farming community that is at once a source of

livelihood, a place for instruction, a demonstration to other refugee groups in the country

of what is possible in agriculture, and a source of assistance in efforts to replicate this

type of endeavor elsewhere.!'®
Education and Training

The Hmong men enrolled in the HVFC Crop Education Program included: Chang Teng
Her, Lue Lee, See Lee, Gia Pao Vang, Pa Ying Vang, You Yee Vang, Dang Yang, Lee Xeng
Yang, Teng Yang, Nhia Toua Khang, and You True Yang. The training began in June 1982 and
was scheduled to conclude in March 1983, just in time for the growing season. As shown in the
table below, participants received instruction in greenhouse management, transplant production,
and the planting and cultivation of various specialty crops. They also learned to operate
machinery and equipment and were introduced to modern techniques for pest control and soil
fertilization.

Table 1: HVFC Crop Education Program"

Vegetable Culture: Annual and perennials.

Small Fruit Culture: Strawberries, raspberries and grapes & currants.

Soil Management: Soil testing, fertilization, erosion, and soil types and characteristics.
Equipment Operation and Maintenance: Tractors, cultivation equipment, seedbed preparation
equipment, harvesting equipment, planting equipment, sprayers and spreaders, and tillers.
Cultural and Chemical Pest Control

Weed, Insect, and Disease Identification

Marketing: Processing, storage, packaging, pricing, and identify market avenues (roadside, pick
your own, farmer markets, institutional, retail stores, wholesale houses, and brokers).
Greenhouse Management
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Farm Business Management: Bookkeeping, cost accounting, basic business analysis, and basics of
income taxes.

Tours of Farms, Markets, etc.

Plant Propagation

Training combined classroom instruction with practical fieldwork. Classroom sessions
were held at Hennepin Technical Institute (now Hennepin Technical College), while farm
equipment training and crop planting took place on eight acres of land the Institute used for
student training. Due to his English proficiency, Dang Yang served as interpreter for the group
and assisted both in the classroom and during equipment training in the fields. Before the first
cohort completed its training, a second group of ten men was recruited to begin the program.?°
The images below capture the months of classroom instruction and equipment operation training

they received.

Ima
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Image 3: Instructor helping Chang Teng Her

As the education program neared completion, HVFC organizers faced a significant
challenge. In February 1983, local residents organized protests against the proposed arrival of
Hmong refugees.?! At a February 8 town hall, opponents voiced fears of increased crime and

strain on local government services, echoing a broader sentiment among struggling Americans
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that public resources should support citizens rather than newcomers.?> Opponents also voiced
anti-immigrant sentiments.”® Ross Graves, HVFC project director and CWS staff member,
worked to rally support for the resettlement project, arguing that the Hmong deserved an
opportunity because they had fought alongside the U.S. against a common enemy during the
Vietnam War. He and other supporters refuted claims that the Hmong were not hardworking,
emphasizing their strong family values and likening them to white American pioneers who
sought opportunities in the region a century earlier.?* Although organizers considered relocating
the project if opposition grew, they ultimately decided to proceed with the Homer farm after
determining that opponents represented only a small segment of the local population. To reduce
the likelihood of future resistance, they scaled down the original plan. In a March 23 press
release, Graves announced that the project would move forward and that refugees would receive
training on game laws and conservation practices to address concerns about environmental
stewardship. Ultimately, many proponents emphasized the benefits of supporting Hmong
refugees, and the owner of the 1300-acre farm in Homer Township, Rev. Joseph Minnis, who
was a farmer, decided to sell his land to the Hiawatha Project organizers.?

When the 11 men completed training in Spring 1983, one of them, See Lee, decided he
no longer wanted to go to Homer. Xia Xiong from the second cohort took his place. Although
the plan was for the farmers and their families to move to live on the farm, there was not
adequate housing. Housing included only three homes. Two were a short distance from the main
farmhouse. Behind the farmhouse were several mobile homes. Only five of the remaining ten
men in the program moved their families from St. Paul to Homer: Nha Toua Khang, Gia Pao
Vang, Pa Ying Vang, You Yee Vang, and Dang Yang.?® The others traveled back to St. Paul to

visit their wives and children on weekends. Their wives and children visited from time to time.

10
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Due to the limited housing, not all five families moved at the same time. The farmers and staff
began moving to the farm in late March of 1983. When the school session ended, two men
brought their wives and children. The farm population in June 1983 consisted of 14 men, two
women, and 13 children. With the Hmong staff members’ families and relatives visiting and
often staying for weeks, about 50 Hmong lived on the farm by February 1984, of which more
than half were children under 18.%’

You Yee Vang’s family lived in the main farmhouse along with the men whose families
did not move.?® This house also served as the office for the cooperative. Dang Yang’s family
lived in one of the single-family homes. While Shoua Vang’s wife did not move, his children
visited frequently so he lived in the other single home with Chao Vang, another Hmong staff. Pa
Ying Vang, Gia Pao Vang, and Nhia Toua Khang’s families lived in the mobile homes next to

the main farmhouse.

Table 2: Timeline

Year Activities

1981 August, CWS survey of 600 Hmong refugee cases where the desire to farm was a
key theme

1982 e Early 1982, CWS secured funding to initiate program

e June: First cohort of 10 Hmong refugees selected for Hiawatha

e June, beginning of phase [—intensive training for 10 heads of households
selected by Hmong community in Twin Cities carried out at the Hennepin
Technical Institute.

1983 e February 8: public meeting held where residents of Homer protested the
proposed arrival of the refugees

e March, completion of training by initial cohort.

o December: ORR reviewers dismal review of Graves’ grant proposal and
required on-site assessment prior to making final decision

1984 e February 1984: ORR-contracted team conducted site visit to HVFC to
observe and interview refugee farmers and American staff. February 21
final report found inadequate records, absence of trained farm manager on
site, and failure to make good on land purchase. Attorney General and
Department of Public Welfare investigation concluded Graves

11
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misrepresented CWS’s financial ability to purchase the land. CWS agreed
to remove Graves and his wife from any involvement with HVFC.

e May 3: Minnesota Department of Public Welfare announced end of HVFC
due to the co-op’s financial instability.

e June: At conclusion of school year, all Hmong families returned to St.
Paul.

1985 e  With a contribution of $40,000 from CWS, some of the HVFC families
pooled their resources to purchase a 73-acre farm in Hugo, MN. They kept
the name Hiawatha Valley Farm Cooperative.

e  Young men from HVFC families formed the Hiawatha Soccer Team,
which continues to exist to the present.

HVFC Operation

In addition to the eleven farmers, the HVFC operation included several Hmong staff
members along with six Americans on site. An HVFC project director (Ross Graves,
representative of CWS), one temporary project director (John Minge), a crop specialist (Brian
last name?), a carpenter (Roger Lacher), an animal husbandry specialist (Duane Franzwa), and
an accountant (Jane last name?).?’ The Hmong staff members hired were paired with American
staff members. Tong Vang served as co-manager of the HVFC. Shoua Vang was the bookkeeper
and Chao Vang worked closely with the animal husbandry specialist. Dang Yang served as the
crop manager. A few family members such as Lang Yang, who was Tong Vang’s brother-in-law,
came to observe and learn. The American staff commuted to the farm daily. Only Roger Lacher,

his wife Deborah (Debbie) Von Arx, and their two children lived on the farm.

Image 7: Temporary project director John Minge at his desk in the HVFC office.

12
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Image 8: Bookkeeper Shoua Vang working with accountant Jane (last name?)

Preparing the land

From spring through summer of 1983, the Hmong farmers worked side by side with their
American colleagues to prepare the land for cultivation. Together, they cleared fields, tilled the
soil, blending traditional farming knowledge with modern agricultural techniques. The
collaboration was not only practical but symbolic, representing a shared commitment to
transforming the Homer Township farm into a productive space. By the end of the season, the
groundwork was laid for planting a variety of crops, marking an important step toward the

realization of the vision for HVFC.

Image 9: Lue Lee tilling the land

Image 11: Pa Ying Vang (L) and You Yee Vang (R) adjusting tractor.

13
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Image 13: Farmers taking break. L to R: Vang Xiong, You True Yang (white shirt), Lue Lee, ?

istriBe shirtz, Pa Yinﬁ szellow caB sitting down), Nhia Toua Khang

14
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Image 15: Roger Lacher, Teng Yang, and Xia Xiong fixing trailer.

Crops

HVFC entered into a strategic business partnership with Gedney, a well-known pickle
company, to supply fresh cucumbers for their production. This collaboration created new
opportunities for the farm and its residents. During harvest season, the women and children who
lived on the farm played a vital role in the process. Early mornings often began with the sound of
chatter as families worked together in the fields, carefully picking cucumbers by hand. Other
vegetables were harvested by the farmers and transported to markets.

Image 17: Farmers planting. From 1 to r: Pa Ying Vang, Lang Yang, Gia Pao Vang (center back),
and You Yee Vang (squatting to straighten the line).

15
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Image 19: Cucumbers in containers sorted by size

Image 21: Farmers washing cucumbers

16
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Image 22: Farmers picking green beans
e . “"'""“W

o

. toma

Image 25: Carrots
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Image 26: S

Image 29: Corn field
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Image 33: cantaloupes
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Animal Husbandry

The farmers were hopeful that the 60 brood sows that came with the farm would be
profitable since their litters had the potential of producing more than 500 piglets.*® Tong Vang
recalled, “The farmers worked very hard to learn everything about the hog operation. Duane had
worked on this farm for the previous owner so he knew how it worked. We thought that this was
going to help the farm to be busy year-round since the winter months are cold and you cannot

plant crops. At least the hogs can bring in money to support us.”*!

Image 35: Hog operation

20
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Image 85 Lue Lee (lower left), Duane Franzwa and Chao Vang fixing fence outside of hog
house

Image 37: Chao Vang and Teng Yang on tractor next to barn

21
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Everyday Life on the Farm

Although most Americans employed on the farm did not reside on-site, working
alongside Hmong farmers facilitated frequent intercultural interactions. Initially, language
barriers contributed to significant communication challenges. Furthermore, the co-management
structure lacked a designated leader; rather, participants were expected to employ consensus-
building as the primary decision-making model. Over time, collaborative work fostered mutual
understanding among participants, and they gradually engaged in reciprocal learning beyond
their agricultural tasks. In response to local residents’ apprehensions regarding the arrival of
Hmong refugees, HVFC organizers implemented community outreach initiatives. These included
hosting events that invited neighbors to interact with the newcomers, share meals, and allow
children to play together. Local churches supplemented these efforts by donating boxes of used
clothing and footwear to refugee families. Such social engagements proved instrumental in
reshaping perceptions, enabling some Americans who had previously expressed disapproval to

develop a more humanized view of the refugees.
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Image 39: Tong Vang (co-manager, right back), Shoua Vang (bookkeeper), and Duane Franzwa
(animal husbandry specialist) enjoying a meal together.

23
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Image 43: Phoua Thao (sitting with child on back, spouse of Pa Ying Vang) and Zoua Thao (
standing with child on back, spouse of Gia Pao Vang) being photographed from multiple angles

Ima

Image 45: Hmong kids playing jacks with local kids. Chao Vang, son of Pa Ying Vang, holding
the rocks.
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Image 46: Pao Khang (center, son of Nhia Toua Khang) and Va Vang (right, daughter of Pa

) watchln Roger Lacher arrange flowers.

Image 49: Group photo at HVFC. Back row 1 to right: Brian (last name?), Dang Yang, Ross
Graves (CWS), (man with hair sticking up?), Duane Franzwa, Tong Vang.

Middle row: 1 to right: Chao Vang, Shoua Vang, Lang Yang, You Yee Vang, Gia Pao Vang,
Chang Vang, Pa Ying Vang, Teng Yang.

Front row: Youa Vang and Yia Vang
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Memories of Life on the Farm and Beyond
When they joined HVFC, the Hmong farmers were in their mid-20s to 40s. Some of them
and their spouses have since passed away. One couple, Pa Ying Vang and Phoua Thao, were 29
and 28 when they lived on the farm. Reflecting on what he liked most about being a part of
HVFC and living on the farm, Pa Ying shared his excitement about learning so many new things:
I went to learn how to farm. I learned the names of seeds, crops, fertilizers, and other things. [
learned to drive tractors and operate other farm equipment. I learned English while we were
learning to farm. We learned business skills by picking the crops and taking them to sell at the
farmer’s market in town. We raised pigs, fed them, sold them. We would take turns caring for the
pigs. We learned to castrate the pigs. The farmer who taught us was named Duane. He taught us
many things. I planted corn, pickle, broccoli, mustard greens, and beans (Pa Ying Vang, HVFC
participant) >
For Phoua, the best part of the farm experience was the opportunity to spend time with family
and meet new people. Since Pa Ying had joined the program, she knew their lives would change.
When it came time to decide whether to move, she and Pa Ying decided they wanted to stay

together. Reflecting on their living arrangement at the farm, Phoua recalled:

My family lived next to my brother-in-law Kia Pao Vang's family. Initially, there was an
American couple—Brian and his wife—who lived in the house next door. Later, they moved out,
and Roger and Debbie moved into that house. At some point, they brought a trailer next to the
house, and then Debbie and Roger's family moved into the trailer (Phoua Thao, Spouse of HVFC

participant Pa Ying Vang).>
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Since the men handled most of the heavy farm work, Phoua explained that she primarily cared
for her two young children and managed domestic chores. When it was time to harvest the crops,
she assisted with harvesting.
When asked what they liked least about living on the farm, Pa Ying explained that
although people tried to be careful to avoid accidents, he witnessed two incidents. He recalled:
I remember one time we went to cut trees. We were trying to make stools from the tree trunks. I
was holding one part while another person was sawing off the rough edges, and the saw cut into
my right arm. Another incident was when my brother Gia Pao and Roger went to fix a house.
Roger climbed onto the roof, fell, and was hurt badly. He had to go to the hospital.

Phoua agreed that the accidents Pa Ying mentioned were frightening for everyone. For her,
however, the most difficult aspect of living on the farm was its isolation from other Hmong
families. As she explained, “I did not like living on the farm because it was very lonely and
isolated. I think that even if we had been able to stay there longer, we would probably still move
to live in town.”

For adults like Phoua and Pa Ying, most of their time was spent on the farm.
Occasionally, they went into town to buy groceries, but for larger items such as rice, they had to
travel all the way to St. Paul. Days and weeks could pass without them leaving the farm. Life on
the farm felt both physically and emotionally confined. While the open land might appear
peaceful, its monotony and distance from town created a sense of isolation. For those of us who
were school-aged children, the farm meant a daily commute from Homer to downtown Winona.
Ten of us, ranging in age from seven to eighteen at the time, reflected on our experiences living
on the farm and attending various schools.**

Opportunities and Advantages of Rural Agricultural Living

27



Hiawatha Valley Farm Cooperative and Its Enduring Impact on Hmong in Minnesota by Chia Youyee Vang and Mao Justice Vang,
Hmong Studies Journal, 28: 1-44.

Life on the farm offered Hmong families a unique blend of freedom and learning.
Situated far from the bustle of urban life, these rural landscapes functioned as spaces for
discovery and personal development—where children engaged with nature, strengthened familial
bonds, and acquired practical skills—conditions reminiscent of those they had experienced in the
mountainous regions of Laos. Through foraging adventures, shared chores, and occasional
interactions with neighbors, farm life provided not only sustenance but also a sense of security,
community, and cultural exchange. These experiences, rich with both challenges and joys, reveal
how isolation and open space nurtured creativity, independence, and enduring memories.

Connection with Nature and Informal Learning

Life on the farm provided children and youth with unparalleled opportunities to engage
with the natural environment. The vast open spaces and wooded areas became classrooms
without walls, where learning occurred through exploration and observation. Mao J. Vang
recalled:

The farm had a lot of land. There was so much room to run and play. I remember going

into the woods with a neighbor named Debbie Von Arx. She taught me the names of many

Minnesota plants and trees. I still remember them today. She also showed me where to

look for morel mushrooms... I learned from a great teacher, and it was not even in

school. We visited Debbie and her family’s other home in a valley one day. It was
beautiful with a house that had grass growing on the roof. It did not have running water,
but there was a stream next to the house. Water cress was growing along the stream. We
picked buckets full of water cress to eat.

Foraging for wild foods—such as morel mushrooms, watercress, apples, and walnuts—was not

only a source of sustenance but also a formative experience. Ariel Xiongger (formerly Pla
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Khang) described these adventures vividly, “Having a lot of fun, foraging for mushrooms,
climbing apple trees, picking apples... cracking and opening walnuts to eat... Adventures with

foraging wild asparagus in the park, woods.”*® These encounters with nature fostered curiosity

and practical knowledge.

Freedom, Space, and Safety

The farm’s isolation created a sense of peace and security that contrasted sharply with
urban environments. Chia Youyee Vang reflected on this difference: “Life on the farm was great
because we didn’t get bullied as we got off the school bus because there weren’t other people
living nearby. We were isolated and there was a sense of peace.” Several others echoed this
sentiment, emphasizing the freedom that came with open space and minimal responsibilities:

What I like most about the farm is the open space, able to roam all over the hills and

valleys... I was just a young buck, nothing much was expected of me... If I could turn

back the time, I wouldn 't mind doing it all over again (Chance Vang).*°

1 believe that we had freedom. We were secluded and had private space to live and do

what we want to do (Dang Vang).*’

Playing outside and not doing much, just going into the forest behind Roger and

Debbie’s family's house. I remember playing with their kids, Aaron and Elsa (Yang

Vang).%®

This sense of autonomy allowed children to explore, play, and imagine without constant
oversight or external pressures. In these unstructured environments, children engaged in self-
directed activities that encouraged independence and adaptability. Such freedom also facilitated

experiential learning, as children directly with and experimented within their natural
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surroundings. Ultimately, this autonomy mirrored aspects of their former lives in Laos, where
communal living and open landscapes similarly nurtured self-reliance and imaginative play.

Family Bonding and Community Interaction

Farm life strengthened family ties and fostered a spirit of mutual support among Hmong
families. Shared chores and leisure activities created a rhythm of life that balanced work and
play. Suzanne Yang (formerly Yer Yang) reflected: “We were isolated. My parents and siblings
were on a farm all by ourselves... It was a time for my siblings and I to play with each other and
take care of each other. We had a lot of time on our hands.”*® Interactions with American
neighbors also enriched the experience. Similarly, Yia Vang recalled cultural exchanges: “Uncle
Chance and I hung out with Mr. and Mrs. Duel at their house, and they fed us good traditional
German food. Mrs. Duel made pie out of the apricot in her yard for us.”*° Chance Vang also
remembered Mr. Duel fondly, “Mr. Duel was our scoutmaster. He was very kind and helped us
so much, like picking us up for Boy Scout activities and bring us home.”*! These relationships
provided cultural learning and moments of hospitality that softened the challenges of rural life.

Skill Development and Economic Participation

Beyond recreation, farm life provided opportunities for acquiring practical skills and
engaging in entrepreneurial activities. Children learned to plant, harvest, and care for animals,
while also participating in small-scale commerce. Ariel Xiongger (formerly Pla Khang) recalled,
“It was great picking pickles to sell and get paid cash.” Several others remembered that although
cucumber picking was a task accessible to everyone, it was physically demanding. Workers had
to bend or squat to locate cucumbers hidden beneath thick foliage, and once gathered, the
cucumbers were placed on a sorting and weighing machine. Pricing was determined by size—the

smaller the cucumbers, the higher the price per pound. These experiences not only introduced
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children to agricultural labor but also offered early exposure to market principles, such as supply,
demand, and value differentiation, laying the foundation for entrepreneurial thinking. As Xou
Vang succinctly put it, “We worked really hard. We were poor and had to work.”

Material Support and Acts of Kindness

Material assistance from donors and neighbors played a crucial role in easing hardship.
Although some neighbors were initially resistant, most of us remember their generosity once
they got to know us as people. As a teenager, Xou Vang recalls clearly: “The neighbors near the
Jfarm were nice.” Chia Youyee Vang shared, “Many people donated clothes to us, so boxes were
delivered to the farm. Because we were so small, finding a piece of clothing that fit well was as
gratifying as finding a morel mushroom!” Ariel Xionger (formerly Pla Khang) added, ““/
remember a woman named Shannon who had horses and would let us ride them.” These gestures
were deeply appreciated and remain among the most positive memories of our farm experience.

Adventure and Resilience

Farm life often came with risky moments that later became stories of resilience. Although
only seven at the time, Chao Vang recalled, “/ was with my cousins—Thai and Yia—in the woods
playing in the vines. In winter, we rode sleds down the hill.”” Others shared similar adventures,
which, despite the danger, they remembered as part of a carefree childhood filled with

exploration and learning.

I remember in winter... I rode [a three-wheeler| and got frostbitten on my hands... |
rode on a horse and fell. We went ice fishing and no one told me about where the hole
was and 1 fell in... Experiences with Uncle Chance in boy scouts, we won a lot of things

because Uncle Chance was so good about doing so many things, trapping, building a
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house out of nothing, log race, the White boys were bigger, but he knew how to use his

strength to his advantage and beat them (Yia Vang).

Kids had so much fun and freedom to roam the land... Such a freeing time and not worry

about anything. Ariel Xiongger/Pla Khang
Structural and Social Constraints of Farm Life

To be sure, life on the farm was far from idyllic for the Hmong families, marked by
isolation, relentless labor, and constant uncertainty. Geographic remoteness created emotional
distance, leaving families disconnected from broader society and opportunities for growth. Days
were consumed by grueling work under harsh conditions, while safety hazards and accidents
added layers of fear and vulnerability. Limited social interaction and cramped housing
compounded feelings of loneliness, as dreams of stability often gave way to financial setbacks
and broken promises. These challenges reveal the stark realities behind rural resettlement—
where resilience was tested daily against isolation, hardship, and unmet expectations.

Geographic Isolation and Loneliness

Life on the farm was marked by both physical and emotional distance. Mao J. Vang
explained, “I did not like it that it was so far from town. There was a feeling of isolation and
loneliness.” Being far from town created a sense of isolation and loneliness that weighed heavily
on families. Kazang Vang added, “I didn't like the road to the farm.” The crooked, uphill roads
leading to the farm were a daily reminder of how removed they were from the rest of society. For
children growing up there, this isolation meant limited exposure to diverse role models and
professions. Spending these formative years in a homogenous environment with few
opportunities beyond farming was overwhelming for some residents.

Labor Intensive Farm Work
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The majority of farm labor was undertaken by men, who bore the primary responsibility
for cultivation and maintenance. Although physically demanding and often exhausting, this work
aligned with the commitments they had accepted. Women and children contributed significantly
as well, frequently assisting with tasks such as weed removal. During harvest periods, their
efforts intensified, involving laborious activities such as picking cucumbers under the scorching
sun. Farming was not merely strenuous; it was characterized by monotony and relentless
physical exertion. The following excerpts illustrate the pervasive and exhausting nature of
agricultural labor.

1 did not like the hard labor of picking cucumbers in the heat. I would pray that it would

rain so we would not have to work (Ariel Xiongger/Pla Khang).

Picking cucumber was tedious. You have to move your bucket along the rows as you pick.

Not only was it hard on your back but also, it was heavy when your bucket was full (Mao

J. Vang).

Image 50: You Yee Vang (left) picking cucumbers next to daughters Chia (center in blue shirt)
and Mao (with back turned)

Farm Accidents and Safety Concerns

Adding to these challenges were the dangers of farm life. Accidents were a harsh

reality—injuries from machinery, falls, and other hazards left lasting scars, both physical and
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emotional. Witnessing a parent’s arm bleeding or a sibling hurt by a sorting machine was
traumatizing for young children. Ariel Xiongger remembered one incident with Mao J. Vang,
“One time we were picking apples and Mao climbed the apple tree and she fell. I thought she
died so I was so scared, but she got back up and we just came back home.” Ariel also witnessed
another fall, “The office had sodas and snacks in vending machines in the back. We could go and
buy snacks and sodas. One time after getting what we came for, my sister Malee fell down the
stairs. She was hurt pretty bad.” Kazang Vang shared, “I remember the machine that sorts the
pickles. One time, I was supposed to watch my younger brother Ger. I must have not been paying
attention because he touched the machine while it was on and got his hands stuck in the
machine. We were all terrified! Luckily he was bruised but not hurt badly.”** Kazang’s older
brother, Xou Vang, added, “The incident with my brother Ger and the pickle sorting machine. [
am glad he is fine, and there’s no bone that is broken, but he has scars.” Chao Vang had shared
how difficult it was to be at school, but he said the situation at home was not much different. His
parents and the other older kids were working so he felt lonely. Witnessing an accident involving
his father was especially harrowing. He said, “Even at home, it was lonely. One day, I saw an
accident involving my dad, Pa Ying. It was a cut on his arm. There was blood coming out from

his fore arm that was traumatizing. I had never seen so much blood!”

Limited Social Opportunities

Social interaction was markedly limited. In the absence of peers of similar age, children

primarily relied on cousins and siblings for companionship. They engaged in self-initiated games
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and activities, such as soccer, baseball, or football when circumstances permitted; however, these
moments were frequently overshadowed by pervasive boredom. Restricted access to
transportation and organized recreational opportunities further confined their experiences,
rendering their social world both narrow and repetitive. The following reflections illustrate the
characteristics of childhood life on the farm.
Isolation also prevented us from positive influences, role models, different professions
and not just the farm model. During our formative years, we needed to be exposed to
others outside of just our small group. There were some Caucasians but we were a pretty
homogenous group (Suzanne Yang).
We were friends with the Hmong children who also lived on the farm. The children from
the other two Vang families were our cousins, nieces, and nephews. We also played with
the Yang and Khang children. It was a safe environment, but we were removed from the
rest of society. We had to create our own after school activities to occupy ourselves, but
there’s only so much you can do, so boredom was what made the experience not positive
(Chia Youyee Vang).
What I liked least about living at the farm was that only a few people were my age, so it
was hard to have many friends. I would play football and soccer with cousin Nhia,
nephew Dang, Xou, Yia, my older brother Teng, and friend Pao Khang. Basically, these
were all the young boys close to my age so not much we can do because none of us could
drive (Chance Vang).

Housing Constraints

Housing conditions compounded the challenges faced by families. In addition to the

cramped living arrangements, anticipated improvements in housing never materialized.

35



Hiawatha Valley Farm Cooperative and Its Enduring Impact on Hmong in Minnesota by Chia Youyee Vang and Mao Justice Vang,
Hmong Studies Journal, 28: 1-44.

Aspirations for stability gradually gave way to persistent uncertainty. Dang Vang, the oldest
child residing on the farm, recalled that at age eighteen he shared a room with his two younger
brothers in one of the mobile homes. This experience ultimately discouraged his family from
pursuing farming after the dissolution of HVFC. He explained:
We had to share living spaces. Most of the existing houses had at least two families in
each. The housing promised to us was never built. The person who led the project was
missing some money and could not pay for the farm to continue. They provided $40,000
to Tong and Shoua to buy us out of the project. They took the money to buy the farm in
Hugo, MN and the families can continue to farm. My family did not join the new farm
adventure.
School Experiences
Several teenagers attended high school together; however, younger children in primary
grades were dispersed across multiple schools. This distribution was largely the result of
administrative decisions aimed at preventing any single school from being disproportionately
burdened with refugee students. While this approach may have alleviated logistical concerns for
schools, it had unintended consequences for social integration. Fragmentation across different
educational settings limited opportunities for schools to share resources to support the refugee

children. Overall, the students experienced markedly diverse educational experiences.

Friendly Teachers and Supportive Peers

Starting school in a new country was a journey filled moments of warmth and belonging

intertwined with experiences of isolation and hardship. For many, the kindness of teachers stood
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out as a beacon of hope. Kazang Vang simply said, “We were not treated any different from other
people. The people were friendly.” Suzanne Yang echoed a similar sentiment, “Overall, positive
memories of the teachers there. The teachers showed that they cared.” Teachers who cared, who
wanted to teach, and who made learning enjoyable left lasting impressions. In classrooms where
encouragement was abundant, students not only learned academic subjects but also gained
confidence in English. Though most of the former residents of HVFC did not remember the
name of the school they attended, some pointed out how friendships with peers, though rare,
were cherished. Representative reflections include the following:
Being in elementary school, that was the best school I attended. My teacher's name was
Mr. Walser. I had an American friend. His name was Lance. We were inseparable at
school. The teachers wanted to teach. They made school pretty enjoyable and I learned a
lot. My English improved a lot and I became more fluent in English because of that one
year. I had a tutor, Joyce. She tutored me at school and that was how I improved my
English. I was allowed to read, write, and speak. I learned more in that one year than the
4-5 years in the schools after we came back to St. Paul (Yia Vang).
I had a friend named Charlie Hamline. We kept in touch even after we moved back to St.
Paul. He sent me board games as a present (Yang Vang).
My teacher was Mrs. Susan Gannaway. She was nice and helpful and wanted me to
learn. I would attend an ESL class every now and then. What I liked the most was music
class. I forgot my music teacher’s name. She was such a good teacher. She listened to us
sing and would select a group to be in a choir. I was one of the chosen ones. She taught
us so many American songs such as “America the Beautiful” and “God Bless America.”
Perhaps singing helped me improve my English. There was an art teacher who was nice,

too. We would play all kinds of sports like football, kickball, and tethered ball on the
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school yard. We did ballroom dancing during PE. I did not like the boy/girl dancing
pairing, but I liked learning the dances (Mao J. Vang).

I attended Washington-Kosciusko Elementary as a 6" grader. As an outsider who showed
up in the middle of the school and then left shortly at the end of school year, there wasn'’t
a lot of time to make lasting memories, but I do have two good memories of the 1983-

1984 school year. The first was reading Bridge to Terebithia, by Katherine Paterson. My

teacher, Ms. Marilyn Olmstead, sometimes let us do quiet reading and other times, she
read. Maybe it was the themes of friendship and loss as well as courage and
transformation that made this book stay with me all these years. I did make a few good
friends, one of whom was a girl name Maribeth Cada, who stayed in touch with me for a
few years after we returned to St. Paul. The other good memory at this school was recess.
Because [ was good at playing football, the kids included me in their games (Chia
Youyee Vang).

Isolation, Bullying and Racism

Yet, alongside these positive memories were feelings of being different and alone. In
predominantly white schools, Hmong students often found themselves isolated, with few or no
friends. The sense of being an outsider was magnified by long bus rides to distant schools,
journeys that sometimes felt endless. These commutes were not just physically tiring but
emotionally draining, as students braced themselves for environments where acceptance was

uncertain.

We were brought to school by bus every day. Most of the time, I was by myself a lot because I was

different. I did not make any friends (Chao Vang).
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1 have a picture of when I went to school there, but I do not remember what school I went to.
Going to school and I did a science project, putting chemical in a bottle and crushing the bottle. [
don't remember much about school. We were the only minorities, so we felt out of place and
scared and did not have friends (Ariel Xiongger).
Bullying and racism added another layer of difficulty. From name-calling to physical aggression,
these acts reminded students of their vulnerability. On buses and in locker rooms, they endured
harassment—objects thrown, cruel words spoken, even eggs hurled. In the absence of programs
designed to support minority students, resilience became an essential coping mechanism. Older
students, in particular, encountered numerous challenges that required adaptability and
perseverance. The following accounts illustrate specific incidents they confronted.
Some students were mean. On the bus, a boy used to bully us by throwing paper and sticks at us.
He was removed from the bus once the bus driver figured out who it was. In my history class, one
student used a stick to hit my back (Xou Vang).
School was difficult. There were no programs to help minorities like us. Me, my brother Xou,
Teng, and two Vietnamese students were in the high school. Mainstream students were not
exposed to minorities and there were racists acts against us. In the bus, there was someone who
would throw objects like candy at us. I decided to tell my brother and the others that we should
sit next to the bus driver. The same student threw things at us. The bus driver reported the
student, and he did not ride the same bus anymore. The locker room was close to the lunch room.
One time a student threw an egg at us. I reported it to the principal’s office, and that stopped. We

dealt with it appropriately and stood up for ourselves (Dang Vang).

Going to school is hard because I was the only Hmong boy in the middle school. The teachers
and other school staffs were very nice but some of the students didn't like me. They called me

names and made fun of me from time to time (Chance Vang).
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1 did not look forward to going to school. Sometimes when we stopped on the railroad track on
the way to school a train would come. I would wish the train would never stop so the bus could
not get to school. Some of the students were mean to me. They made fun of me because I was
different (Mao J. Vang).

Enduring Impact

What insights can be drawn from the experiences of HFVC, and in what ways have this
initiative shaped Hmong participation in agricultural development within Minnesota? As Cecelia
Tsu argues, the rapid collapse of HVFC and MAENA can be attributed to “a combination of
structural and ideological factors [that] came together during the 1980s to ensure the precipitous
rise of the two Minnesota farm cooperatives would end in a screeching halt.”** The projects’
reliance on a highly capitalized model, compounded by the broader financial crisis and a political
climate increasingly resistant to welfare-oriented interventions, rendered their success
improbable. These systemic constraints significantly outweighed the determination and labor
invested by Hmong refugees, underscoring the vulnerability of such initiatives within an
unsupportive economic and ideological context.

Despite the sense of loss experienced by participants following the dissolution of HVFC,
the foundational ideas and aspirations it fostered endured. Approximately one year after
returning to the Twin Cities, several HVFC families pooled their resources together along with a
$40,000 contribution from CWS to purchase a 73-acre farm in Hugo, Minnesota, located about
thirty minutes from St. Paul.** Tong Vang and Shoua Vang led the effort. This new cooperative
was operated almost entirely by Hmong refugees from the Vang clan. Shoua Vang served as the
manager and his family resided in the farm’s sole house. Notably, the members chose to retain
the name Hiawatha Valley Farm Cooperative, signaling continuity with their earlier efforts. Co-

op members rented individual plots of land and cultivated produce for sale at local farmers’
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markets. As Tong Vang explained, this initiative was to enable Hmong families to sustain both
economic opportunity and cultural traditions of farming within the community. The Hugo farm
also served as a gathering place where community members could hold cultural ceremonies that
were not possible in an urban setting. By the late 1980s and into the early 1990s, members began
leaving the co-op, either discontinuing farming altogether or finding land elsewhere. Eventually,
Shoua Vang assumed full ownership of the farm.

HVEFC’s legacy endured in an unexpected way. Although individuals from several other
clans were involved in the original HVFC, the Vang clan was predominant, and most participants
belonged to a specific Vang subclan. One notable lasting impact was the formation of a soccer
team in 1985 by young men from these families to compete in Hmong soccer tournaments. They
named the team Hiawatha. As the original founders aged, younger siblings, cousins, and sons
joined the roster. Today, after 40 years, the Hiawatha team continues to actively participate in

sports events.

=

Image 51: Hiawatha Soccer Team, July 1988. Photo courtesy Chance Vang.
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Conclusion

The story of the Hiawatha Valley Farming Cooperative underscores the complexity and
contradictions of rural resettlement for Hmong refugees. While structural and institutional
barriers ultimately led to the failure of this initiative, the lived experiences of participants reveal
a more layered reality—one in which hardship coexisted with moments of freedom, learning, and
cultural exchange. Farm life fostered resilience, practical skills, and family cohesion, even as
isolation, economic scarcity, and safety risks imposed significant constraints. This duality—
sanctuary and limitation—highlights the need for refugee integration strategies that balance
economic opportunity with social and cultural connectivity. By centering oral histories and
personal narratives, we move beyond reductive accounts of failure to recognize resettlement as a
human process shaped by agency, adaptation, and memory. The lessons of HVFC endure,
offering critical insights into both the possibilities and limitations of rural resettlement as a
pathway toward refugee self-sufficiency.

As we reflect on the six months we lived on the farm—alongside the memories of friends
and relatives who shared that experience—we are reminded that every moment, whether positive
or negative, profoundly shaped our educational and professional trajectories. Despite the
hardships of isolation, grueling labor, and the struggle to create a sense of normalcy in an
environment with few comforts, we demonstrated resilience. Our family persevered and grew
stronger as we navigated challenges and overcame many hardships. We adapted and sought hope
through small joys, shared moments, and the strength of community ties. Upon returning to St.
Paul, we continued farming in Hugo and sold vegetables at both the St. Paul and Minneapolis
farmers’ markets. After a few seasons, our parents rented land in Farmington, about thirty

minutes southeast of St. Paul. We worked on the farm every summer—even through high school
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and college—and helped out even when we had other jobs. We contributed not only because we
knew the work was labor-intensive for our parents, but also because we witnessed the joy and
freedom they felt doing something they loved and the pride they took in using their earnings to
support our higher education aspirations. HFVC may not have survived, but what its organizers
planted over four decades ago has flourished in countless small and large agricultural endeavors,
sustained by the entrepreneurial and self-reliant spirit of the Hmong people.
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