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yARD-LonG BEAnS:

THE PERSEvERAncE oF A cULTURE
story and photos by jeremy miller
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Large signs do not appear necessary to advertise the 
flowers and produce being sold by the Lee family at 

Chico’s Thursday Night Market. The two-foot-long green 
and purple beans and the colorful, chrysanthemum-scented 
bouquets—arranged on the spot—attract plenty of customers. 
“Everything was picked fresh today,” explains Pa Lee, as she 
makes a bouquet highlighted by gladiolas and dahlias. Pa 
Lee’s mother, Yi, assists nearby, and her daughter, Mary, bags 
and sells green beans, heirloom tomatoes, summer squash, 
eggplant, mustard greens, and basil. “We sell quality, and we 
never sell leftovers.”

The Lee family has been selling locally grown produce at 
Chico’s Farmers’ Markets since 1986; they farm on 1.5 acres 
of land in the north part of town. The summer heat and the 
winter chill make it difficult work, but Pa appreciates the 
trade-off: “I am my own boss. I can start work late or early 
and arrange appointments as needed.”

The Lees are Hmong, and this freedom has been hard-
earned, despite the fact that the word “Hmong,” loosely 
translated, means “free men.”

Though people may not know it as they stroll past 

the Hmong vendors, market-goers are not only seeing a 
professional trade, but also glimpsing entire cultural heritage. 
“It is what we do,” says Pa. “It [farming] is our strength and 
energy. It is what we have always been familiar with.” Johnny 
Yang, who farms five acres of land near Capay and sells his 
produce in both Chico and Red Bluff, explains: “The Hmong 
people have been farming for as long as we can remember. 
Growing your own food is the norm in our culture. In Laos, 
it is almost awkward for a Hmong family not to have their 
own food garden.”

Though many Hmong lived in villages in Laos prior 
to emigrating to the United States, they are not Lao. 
The Hmong are a distinct Asian culture who lived in the 
mountainous areas of southern China for over 2000 years. 
Beginning in the 18th century, Hmong groups began gradually 
migrating to Southeast Asia for both political and economic 
reasons, settling in northern Vietnam, Laos, Thailand, and 
Myanmar.

Patrick Yang’s smile is a centerpiece of his stall at both 
the Thursday Night and Saturday Markets in Chico. “[In 
Laos] we grew beans, tomatoes, lemon grass, rice, sweet corn, 
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baby corn, Thai pepper, and bitter lemon.” Johnny, who left 
Laos with his family when he was nine years old, also recalls 
the wild foods that were a part of his diet. “Tropical fruits 
can grow, and the warm and humid weather makes it more 
productive. Foods that grow wild can be bananas, greens, 
cucumbers, vines, ferns, bamboo, papaya, yams, and mangos.” 
Pa adds that in addition to fruits and vegetables, her family 
fished and raised chickens, ducks, pigs, and cows.

Patrick’s friendliness is one of the keys to his success as a 
vendor, and he happily explains three ways to make a dish 
out of cucumbers that have grown too large and bitter for 
traditional American tastes. A unique item for sale at his stall 
is green pumpkin vine tops, which can be eaten raw but go 
especially well, he says, in pork soup. Patrick sees the sharing 
of recipes as valuable to his business. “Customers won’t buy 
what they don’t know how to cook.” Sharing traditional 
recipes is also important in another way, as it helps to keep 
the Hmong culture alive. Patrick has been working with 
Saturday Market manager Terry Givens, who is helping him 
to record many of his recipes.

In addition to pumpkin vine tops, at the Hmong stalls you 
can find other vegetables not commonly seen in American 
supermarkets, light-green opo squash, young pea vine shoots, 
Asian mustard greens, the “yard-long bean,” which can have 
either green or purple pods. Also commonly sold are bitter 
melons, a green cucumber-like vegetable with deep wrinkles 
like those on the faces of many of the older generation of 
Hmong farmers. If their faces were maps, these lines would 
trace their paths through both laughter and sorrow.

The lines on Bon Loh’s face enhance his smile as he sells 
juicy tomatoes the size of softballs at Chico’s Thursday Night 
Market. He offers up a sample: “Try one, you won’t be 
thirsty.” But a sadness is evident as well. When asked about 
his years in Laos, he explains that he was a soldier as well as a 
farmer. His eyes tear up as he recalls fleeing to Thailand, and 
he talks of “craziness” and says “shooting no good,” while he 
waves his arms and his hand clenches as if firing a pistol. He 
was a soldier in Laos for ten years and lived in a refugee camp 
in Thailand for a year before coming to the United States in 
1982—to Seattle first, then Stockton, and finally Chico.

The very presence of Hmong vendors at California farmers’ 
markets is a story of perseverance and survival. Unlike many 
immigrants to the United States, the Hmong did not come 
here seeking opportunity, but rather they came to escape 
persecution in Southeast Asia. “People should know that we 
are not illegal immigrants,” states Patrick emphatically. “We 
are political refugees.”

In the 1960s the United States CIA began training Hmong 
to fight the Communists in North Vietnam and Laos. 
Roughly 60% of Hmong men living in Laos were recruited 
by the U.S. government to serve in a “Special Guerrilla Unit.” 

The United States Government didn’t publicly acknowledge 
this campaign, now known as the Secret War, until 1997. 
Between 1960 and 1975 an estimated 40,000 Hmong died 
fighting the Secret War, with countless others missing or 
injured. Following the U.S. withdrawal from Vietnam in 
1975, the Hmong found themselves targets of retaliation and 
persecution by the now-communist government in Laos, and 
thousands fled the country on foot, often under fire, to U.N. 
refugee camps in Thailand.

The U.S. began admitting Hmong refugees into the 
country in 1975.  Patrick Yang himself emigrated in 1980 
with one of the largest waves of refugees, when 25,000 were 
admitted entry. Today over 270,000 people living in the 
United States are Hmong or of Hmong ancestry; California is 
the state with the largest Hmong population at over 65,000, 
the vast majority of whom live in the Central Valley.

Mee Vue and her family arrived in Wisconsin from Laos 
in 1981, moved to Fresno in 1985, and then to Chico. She 
started selling produce at Chico’s farmers’ markets in 2003. 
She farms three acres in north Chico with her husband, Pa 
Lee Xiong, and four of their daughters, Lue, Goua, Oue, 
and Bao. In tropical Laos, the rains come year-round, so “my 
parents needed to learn how to grow in the Chico climate,” 
translates Lue. Mee learned from observing other farmers 
while she worked harvesting tomatoes and jalapeños in 
Fresno, noting how to set up irrigation and how to plant 
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crops in rows, neither of which was necessary in Laos. Other 
Hmong learned how to farm in California’s Mediterranean 
climate from friends, from observing other farmers, and from 
personal experiments.

Mee’s first reason for farming was not economic, but health 
related: she did not trust that the food in the supermarket 
was healthy for her family. “The foods in the store [in the 
U.S.] weren’t grown naturally like in Laos.” She, Patrick, and 
Johnny all emphasize the health benefits gained from both 
the daily physical exercise required to be a farmer and a diet 
high in a diversity of naturally-grown vegetables. To fertilize 
the soil on her farm (or as she calls it, her “garden”), Mee uses 
chicken manure from the adjacent chicken coop. The coop 
itself is shaded by tall, purple castor bean plants, the leaves of 
which also serve as a natural remedy for itching. She sprays an 
herbicide once in November and once in February around the 
perimeter of the garden to combat weeds, and the rest of the 
year tills them under or pulls them by hand.

Patrick likewise uses manure as the key source of nutrients 
on his farm, and he also tills the soil to reduce the weeds. To 
combat insects, he uses pepper spray and dish soap.

The end result is produce that may not “look perfect” but 
tastes delicious. “I grew up eating vegetables like candy,” says 
Lue. “The vegetables all taste great. It is frustrating when a 
customer searches through our produce to find the ‘best.’ 
We have already done that. Just because a vegetable is a little 
sunburned or is shaped a little funny doesn’t affect its flavor.”

Though the abundance of strawberry plants and sweet 
cherry tomatoes in the fields is a response to the Western 
palette, the diversity of produce grown on Hmong farms 
is staggering. Mee’s garden boasts well over 25 different 
varieties of vegetables, and more than a dozen different kinds 
of flowers. Johnny Yang’s crop also highlights a diversity of 
produce: “I sell a variety of goods that locals seek, but other 
vendors may not have. For example, sometimes I sell three 
different kinds of basil, and there are people who come by my 
booth looking to buy a specific one. I carry varieties such as 
sugar cane, Thai basil, lemon grass, Thai eggplant, Chinese 
bok choy, baby okra, lemon cucumbers, gourd, and different 
varieties of flowers.”

The Hmong people have seen much success in recent 
years and, according to Patrick, “are now a valuable part of 
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the local, state, and national farming economy.” Sadly, it is 
this same farming element of the Hmong culture, at least 
on the small farmers’ market scale, that may soon come into 
decline. Johnny elaborates: “The Hmong younger generations 
don’t farm because they don’t know how to farm. All secrets 
and knowledge of planting and farming are with the older 
generations. In 20 years or so, farming in the Hmong 
community will be very different. Children who grew up in 
America know less about farming. Most of them don’t even 
know the names of the vegetables that their parents cook.” If 
the youngest generation of Hmong do indeed choose different 
professions, a central tradition of the Hmong culture would 
come to an end.

Bao Xiong, a student at Chico High School and the 
youngest daughter of Mee, is a part of this generation, but 
she is hopeful: “No, I am not interested in being a farmer, but 
there are still more Hmong immigrants arriving from Laos.”

For the older generation, however, farming is still very 
much part of their identity. “I love everything about farming,” 
says Mee. “The garden is like my child. I care for it, it is a part 
of who I am.”

Mee and other Hmong farmers so readily share the fruits 
of their farming tradition at prices that are affordable even for 

budget-minded households. A soccer ball-sized watermelon 
costs $3; a large bag of beans, a cantaloupe, or a bundle of 
mustard greens can be all purchased for a single dollar.

Though language can be a barrier between Hmong vendors 
and customers, all of the individuals interviewed for this 
article wanted it made clear that the Hmong are “honest, 
hospitable, and generous.” Pa Lee invites customers: “Many 
Hmong might not speak very good English, but we are 
friendly. You can choose the colors for your flower bouquet. 
You can ask us how to prepare the food. We are friendly in 
the heart.”1

Jeremy Miller encourages readers to think about how they live by 
presenting such concepts as neighborhoods’ “walkability factor” 
on his blog norcalblogs.com/sustainable. In writing this article, 
he felt particular gratitude to the many Hmong farmers who 
introduced him to their practices and their culture and to Mai 
Vang of the Network For A Healthy California-Sierra Cascade 
Region, who introduced him to many of these farmers. The book 
The Spirit Catches You and You Fall Down (1997) by Anne 
Fadiman, an excellent account of the Hmong experience in the 
United States as well as a background of Hmong history and 
culture, proved a valuable resource as he wrote.

We cure our own ham, bacon, and seven 
varieties of sausage on the premises.
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