
Above: Victor Clyde (left) and Geo	 rey Kamau appraise a perfect 
pumpkin in Clyde’s demonstration garden in Lukachukai, funded by a 
grant Kamau obtained through Johns Hopkins.
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Bruce Watson from Nenahnezad, 
N.M., carefully measures how much 
water he put into his jar of cucum-
bers Saturday. 

Left: Victor Clyde shows o	  an ear of corn from his dry-farmed corn-
fi eld before steaming it.
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By Cindy Yurth
Tséyi’ Bureau

LUKACHUKAI, Ariz. — When 
Geo� rey Kamau fi rst came to 
the Navajo reservation fi ve years 
ago, the fi rst thing he noticed 
was the land.

“It was so beautiful, and there 
was so much of it,” he recalled. 
“I thought, ‘What are they doing 
with all this land?’”

In the Kikuyu region of Kenya, 
where Kamau was born, there 
was no question what to do with 
land. Every square inch of arable 
land is farmed.

“The farms are small,” he said, 
“about three-and-a-half acres. 
People grow co� ee, sugar cane, 
bananas and avocados. If they 
have a pickup truck, they take it 
into town to sell.”

Kamau soon learned why 
most Navajos don’t farm: The 
soil is poor, there’s no water, and 
free-roaming livestock trample 
anything not fenced o� .

Still, he reasoned, there must 
have been a time when Navajos 
farmed, before the advent of 
grocery stores and trading posts. 
There must be a way.

“I think it really hit me while 
I was working at the dialysis 
center in Chinle,” said Kamau, 
a registered nurse who now 
manages the Johns Hopkins 
Native American Projects o�  ce 
in Chinle.

“You would see three gener-
ations of one family coming in 
for dialysis. It was shocking. 
And most of it was secondary to 
diabetes.”

Kamau tried to educate his 
patients on changing their diet 

By Cindy Yurth
Tséyi’ Bureau

NENAHNEZAD, N.M. — For 
Bruce Yazzie, the canning work-
shop at the fi rst-ever Nenahne-
zad Harvest Festival brought 
back bittersweet memories.

Back at the old Brothers 
in Christ boarding school he 
attended as a child, the kids had 
to put up their own food for the 
winter.

“When they got out the Ball 
jars, we knew what we were 
going to be doing that weekend,” 
Yazzie said. “Apples, peaches, 
apricots, berries, corn, beans, 
peas, jams … Whatever you can 
say about boarding school, we 
used to eat good.”

Thus, the lone male in Sat-
urday’s class, which involved 
canning a jar of dill pickles, was 
also the star student. While the 
other participants eyed their 
jars warily as they slowly poked 
a knife around the cucumber 
spears to release air bubbles, 
Yazzie expertly poured in just 
enough syrup, stabbed at the jar 
a couple of times and was done in 
a matter of seconds.

“It’s just a refresher class for 
me,” he shrugged.

Home canning, which used to 
be popular among Navajos a gen-
eration ago, is a bit of a lost art 
these days, said San Juan Col-
lege Extension Agent Leah Plate-
ro, who taught the workshop. But 
it’s making a resurgence.

“I probably average one of 
these workshops per week,” she 
said.

Outside the chapter house, 
folks were buying produce and 
crafts, enjoying a free lunch and 
listening to live music while 
inside, 14 people cut cucumber 
spears, packed them tightly into 
sterilized jars, boiled down a 
pickling syrup, canned the cukes 

 By Nick Wicksman
Special to the Times

PHOENIX - A Navajo woman was hon-
ored at the White House earlier this week 
for her part as a “Champion of Change” in 
southern Arizona communities.

Dr. Amanda Tachine is from Ganado, 
Ariz. and was one of just 11 young women 
from across the country honored at the 
White House event aimed at inspiring 
“girls and young women to recognize 
their potential for leadership,” according 
to a White House press release.

“It was a wonderful experience,” Ta-
chine said of Tuesday’s ceremony. “I’m 
actually still on Could Nine.”

Tachine was recognized for her work 
with Native SOAR - students outreach, ac-
cess and resiliency - a two-tiered program 
that allows Native American graduate 

students to mentor Native American col-
lege students, and those college students 
to mentor Native American high school 
students.

“We were able to speak about our ex-
perience and the programs, and we were 
able to be a voice for the voiceless,” she 
said.

Native SOAR, Tachine said, came about 
three years ago as a branch of the larger 
Project SOAR, a program that mentors 
at-risk youth and families, which was 
started by Dr. Jenny Lee, one of Tachine’s 
advisors while she studied at the Universi-
ty of Arizona.

“Through my interest and being Na-
vajo myself, I was always advocating for 
Native issues as a student,” Tachine said 
in an interview Friday morning, “Dr. 
Lee prompted me to think about doing 
something like Project SOAR but specifi -

cally for Native students.”
The fi rst tier in the Native SOAR pro-

gram allows for Native American gradu-
ate students, professionals and alumni to 
mentor undergraduate Native American 
students in the hopes of “bringing the 
graduation rate of Native American stu-
dents on par with the rate of the universi-
ty,” Tachine said - noting that right now 
Native American students often have a 
lower graduation rate than the average. 

The second tier in the program focuses 
on Native high school youth, using the col-
lege students being mentored in the fi rst 
tier as mentors in the second tier.

The second tier helps focus on not just 
the students, Tachine said, but also on the 
families and the role they play in helping 
their children succeed in college.

The program was awarded a three-year 
educational grant and is currently in the 

fi nal year of that grant.
After getting her doctorate in higher 

education from the University of Arizona, 
Tachine is now a postdoctoral scholar for 
the Center for Indian Education at Arizo-
na State University, where she hopes she 
can continue to advocate for Native youth 
and education.

While Tachine is elated to have been 
honored at the White House, she said her 
interaction with national o�  cials and dig-
nitaries helped motivate her for the future.

“We have a responsibility to keep doing 
the work that we’re doing,” she said. 

While she said she is still trying to 
process the extent of her experience at 
the ceremony, Tachine has hopes that 
her honoring on a national level can help 
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Victor Clyde harvests the last of his summer squash crop at his demonstration farm Friday in Lukachukai.



to include more diabetes-fi ghting 
leafy greens when he discovered 
a lot of them had never even 
heard of, much less eaten, such 
healthful staples as kale and 
collards.

“Most of them had never tried 
these vegetables,” he recalled. 
“They wouldn’t know how to 
cook them. So it was futile to talk 
about them.”

Meanwhile, in his own tiny 
yard on the Indian Health 
Service compound, Kamau was 
farming up a storm.

“I discovered that even with 
unamended soil, if I added just 
a little bit of water, I could grow 
enough vegetables to feed my 
family and share with the neigh-
bors,” he said.

This year, when ac-
tress-philanthropist Suzanne 
Roberts o� ered micro-grants to 
Johns Hopkins employees for 
after-hours community projects, 
“I knew exactly what I wanted to 
do,” said Kamau.

For his demonstration family 
farm, Kamau needed a family. He 
immediately thought of Victor 
and Marce Clyde, who had been 
kind enough to take him and 
his family to their sheep camp 
and introduce them to Navajo 
culture.

“They were the kind of family 
that reaches out to others,” Kam-
au said. “And I knew they would 
follow through.”

They also fi t the adage, “If you 
want something done, give it to 
the busiest person you know.” 
Victor is the local justice of the 
peace for Apache County and 
Marce works full-time at the 
Tsaile Health Center. They also 
run cattle and have a teenage son 
still at home.

“Truthfully, if we had known 
how much work it was going to 
be when Geo� rey proposed the 
idea,” laughed Marce, “I don’t 
think we would have done it.”

But by March, when Kamau 
received the $5,000 grant, the 
Clydes were hard at work clear-
ing a 145-by-40-foot space in their 
front yard where, over the years, 
NTUA workers had let branch-
es fall when they trimmed the 
limbs of two huge cottonwood 
trees away from power lines.

“I knew it would be good soil,” 
said Victor, “because my dad 
used to have a sheep corral 
there.”

Kamau liked it too.
“It had just enough shade to 

protect the plants in the height of 
the summer,” he said, “and from 
the good grass that was growing 
there, I knew the soil was all 
right.”

Kamau helped the Clydes 
build a fence to keep out roam-
ing livestock, enrolled Victor 
in a gardening class sponsored 
by the Land Grant Extension 
department at Diné College, 
provided the family with seeds, 
two 550-gallon water tanks and 
some drip irrigation tape … and 
left them alone.

“I knew that if the project 
was going to be sustainable, 
they were going to have to do it 
themselves,” he said. “They did 
exactly what I had hoped: They 

took ownership of it.”
Kamau had encouraged the 

Clydes to plant not only the Na-

vajo staples of corn and squash, 
but to expand their horizons with 
Swiss chard and kale, collard 
greens, broccoli, cabbage and 
caulifl ower.

Victor, in turn, expanded 
Kamau’s horizons, adding Na-
vajo medicinals like mountain 
tobacco and two kinds of mint he 
transplanted from the Chuskas.

The Clydes had never farmed 
before, but they both came from 
a long line of farmers, and the 
relatives came out of the wood-
work with advice.

Kamau learned from them 
some Navajo tricks like stringing 
taut lines of fi ne cord over the 
plants so that marauding crows 
would catch their wings, and 
hanging shiny objects like old 
CDs to scare them away.

“It’s always fun to do an 
exchange with farmers,” noted 
Kamau, “because every culture 
has their way of doing things.”

Like his own Kikuyu tribe, 
Kamau discovered the Diné have 
a lot of spirituality tied up in 
farming.

“While we were planting the 
fruit trees,” said Victor, “my 
mother came over. She reminded 
me that in our tradition, you’re 
supposed to let the elders plant 
the trees.”

The másáni instructed Victor 
to go up in the mountains and 
fi nd a tree that had died of 
natural causes and scoop out 
the decaying core. She blessed 
this mulch and packed a little bit 
around each tree.

“Our son Tony had dug the 
holes,” said Marce, “so we had 
three generations working on the 
tree-planting.”

“You know,” mused Victor, “we 
have so many corn songs and 
planting songs. You hear some of 
them when you go to a Blessing 
Way. But we hardly ever use 
them for the purpose they were 
given to us.”

As the crops matured, Kamau 
was on vacation in Kenya. He 
worried that the Clydes wouldn’t 
know how to cook the collards 
and kale and would let them go 
to waste. He had underestimated 

Marce.
“Thank God for the Internet!” 

she laughed. “I was able to fi nd 
so many recipes.”

She boiled and grilled, stir-
fried and froze, even adding the 
sautéed greens to scrambled eggs 
for breakfast.

She went for walks while Vic-
tor tended to the crops; they both 
lost weight.

“It was a lot of work,” said Vic-
tor, “but when you’re out in the 
garden, you forget about every-
thing else.”

The dignifi ed man of the law 
even caught himself talking to 
his plants.

“I would say, ‘I’m sorry there’s 
a weed growing next to you,’” he 
recalled. “‘Don’t worry, I’ll fi nd a 
way to keep that rabbit out.’”

When Kamau came back from 
Africa, he was amazed.

“Everything was just overfl ow-
ing,” he said. Onions, squash, 
corn, cabbage, greens had done 
so well the Clydes had plenty 
to share with neighbors and 
co-workers. And Victor had 
found some new favorite foods.

“He’s not a person to try di� er-
ent foods,” confi ded Marce, “but 
since he grew them himself, he 
had to try them.”

Added Victor, “I remember one 
day I was just looking down at a 
beautiful meal and I thought, ‘Is 
this real? Did I really grow all 
this myself?’”

Part of the agreement they 
had with Kamau was to spread 
the word, so the couple started 
posting pictures of their harvest 

on Facebook.
“We got a lot of positive 

response,” Marce said. “I think 
more people will want to do a 
garden next year.”

As for the Clydes, even though 
it was more work than they an-
ticipated, count them in for next 
year too. They’ve discovered 
a truth most home gardeners 
share.

“Now that we know how to do 
it,” Marce said, “we can’t not do 
it.”
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PICKLES: ‘At extension, all our learning is hands on,’ says Platero
FROM PAGE 1

and boiled the sealed jars in a 
water bath.

“At Extension, all our learning 
is hands-on,” declared Platero.

“It’s not that hard,” enthused 
one participant. “I can do this at 
home!”

Platero shared some tips to 
produce perfect preserves:

• Never change a canning 
recipe. They are specially for-
mulated. “Any proportion you 
change, that’s open doors for food 
poisoning,” Platero warned.

• Smaller jars reduce the risk 
of botulism because they are 
more likely to boil thoroughly.

• Throw away any canning jar 
rings that get rusty, and never 
re-use the lids.

• A canning utensil set is inex-
pensive and makes the process 
more e  ̈ cient.

• Most canning recipes are 
tested at sea level, while most 
towns on the reservation are 
at at least 5,000 feet. Make sure 
you boil the jars longer than the 
recipe requires. The Ball Blue 
Book and other canning sources 
have an altitude table that shows 
how long you need to boil the 
jars at di� erent altitudes. Platero 
doubled the time on the pickle 
recipe, to be safe.

• If you like your pickles crispy 
like the ones they sell at the fair, 
look for a product called Pickle 
Crisp.

• Extension has tested di� erent 
brands of vinegar and deter-
mined that Heinz produces the 
best fl avor and results.

Wash cucumbers; drain. 
Combine sugar, salt, vinegar and 
water in large saucepot. Tie spice 
in a spice bag; add spice bag to 
vinegar mixture; simmer 15 min-
utes. Pack cucumbers into hot 
jars, leaving 1/2 inch headspace; 
put one sprig of dill in each jar. 
Ladle hot liquid over cucumbers, 
leaving 1/2 inch headspace. Add 
Pickle Crisp if desired. Remove 
air bubbles. Adjust two-piece 
caps. Process pints and quarts 15 
minutes (time will vary with alti-
tude; 20 minutes in Nenahnezad).

Variation: For kosher-style pick-
les, add 1 bay leaf, 1 clove garlic, 1 
piece hot pepper and 1/2 teaspoon 
mustard seed to each jar.

After processing, wait six 
weeks before eating.

 DILL PICKLES  

8 POUNDS 4- to 6-inch 
cucumbers, cut lengthwise 
into quarters

3/4 CUP sugar

1/2 CUP salt

1 QUART vinegar

1 QUART water

3 TABLESPOONS mixed 
pickling spice

FRESH OR dried dill

PICKLE CRISP (optional)

FARMING: Kamau turns to Clyde family for demonstration farm saying, ‘They were the kind of family that reaches our to others.’
FROM PAGE 1

NAVAJO TIMES | PHOTOS BY CINDY YURTH
In addition to the demonstration farm, Victor Clyde experimented with a quarter-acre or so of dry-farmed Native 
corn. It did well and provided the family enough to steam and dry for the winter.

Victor Clyde harvests a few small onions to show a visitor at his demon-
stration farm in Lukachukai.

‘I discovered that even with 
unamended soil, if I added 
just a little bit of water, 
I could grow enough 
vegetables for my family.’

Geo� rey Kamau
Registered Nurse, Farmer

Bruice Watson, right, 
and his wife LoJan 
Watson prepare sliced 
cucumbers Saturday 
at the Nenahnezad 
Chapter. 
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Pieces of sliced cucumbers sit on the Nenahne-
zad Chapter counter Saturday during a presenta-
tion on how to make pickles. 

San Juan College extension agent Leah Platero, 
left, helps a pickle-making participant with how 
much water she put into her jar Saturday at the 
Nenahnezad Chapter in Nenahnezad, N.M.

A cutting board with 
cut pieces of cucum-

ber sit on the counter 
Saturday in Nenahne-

zad, N.M.


