
 
“Prologue” by Bill Wilson, Midwest Permaculture 

Midwest Permaculture hosted an annual PDC training at the Sivananda Yoga Ashram in Grass Valley, CA 
over a 9-year period.  Swami Padmapadananda - affectionately called Swami Padma - was a senior yoga 
instructor there where he and Bill met and developed a friendship.  When it came time to 'retire', Swami 
Padma moved to Africa to participate in a yoga-inspired project to help the poor, living in the slums, in 

Nairobi, Kenya.  This deepened his dedication to helping others and he eventually opened his own small 
permaculture farm, community and school where entire families could walk away from the city and raise 

their young in a safe, healthy environment.  You can learn more at: Hand To Hand Community Kenya – 
Overcoming Poverty in Kenya 

 
Bill has been in touch with Swami Padma over all these years offering permaculture suggestions when 

asked.  Early in 2024, Swami asked Bill if we had someone who would be able to visit for several months 
to assist them in improving upon their permaculture practices.  Just a day earlier, Troy, a Midwest 

Permaculture student from 2019, contacted Bill asking if there were any projects overseas that could use 
some assistance.  He was ready for a serious change away from a comfortable suburban experience here 
in the U.S. and had already had a taste of working in a rural environment overseas as a young man.  All we 

did was connect the dots.  Troy and Swami Padma began communicating and Troy answered the call.   
 

Here is the quick overstory of Troy's 3-month stay at Hand-to-Hand Community Kenya written by another 
of MWP's students, Akira Hirose of Indiana, who completed our Online PDC course in 2023. He was 

inspired enough by the training that he offered some of his time as a volunteer to MWP.  We knew from 
getting to know him through the training that he was a good writer so we inquired if he could interview Troy 

and pen this blogpost.  Thank you, Akira, for this post. 
 

 
Image courtesy of Hand to Hand Community Kenya 

We have been privileged to meet many amazing people over the years here at Midwest Permaculture.   
Swami Padma, Troy, and Akira are just three of them. 

https://handtohandcommunitykenya.org/
https://handtohandcommunitykenya.org/
https://handtohandcommunitykenya.org/
https://handtohandcommunitykenya.org/


 

 

Notes from Troy in Kenya – 2024 Fall Season 

 

“What strengths and weaknesses can you observe and understand? 
No doubt, they will also have strengths and weaknesses you cannot see and understand.” 

-Bill Wilson, co-Founder of Midwest Permaculture 

 
“If you want to go quickly, go alone. If you want to go far, go together.” 

-African Proverb 
 

“It’s not about putting a different kind of person in power; it’s about revealing a different 
kind of power in people.” 

- Michael Nagler, Founder of Metta Center for Nonviolence 



  

 

The essence of this blog post comes to us from more than 8,000 miles away. 

A person dedicated in helping others, takes the leap of faith from the comfort and 
security in a familiar suburb of the United States to an unfamiliar town in Kenya. 

It is with much pleasure, honor, and gratitude to Midwest Permaculture (MWP) for 
entrusting me to author this blog post to introduce and document Troy Johnson’s 3-month 
journey in the Fall of 2024, lending heart and support to Hand to Hand Community 
Kenya (HHCK), founded by Swami Padma in 2013. 

Troy is a graduate of the Midwest Permaculture Permaculture Design Certificate Course, 
Midwest Permaculture Advanced Teacher Training, and the Earthship Academy.  He also 
appreciates and is proud to have been a part of the Second Harvest Heartland organization 
and mission, where he observed people care and fair share as their core values. 

 

https://handtohandcommunitykenya.org/
https://handtohandcommunitykenya.org/
https://midwestpermaculture.com/whats-covered-in-a-pdc-course/
https://earthship.com/learn/online/
https://www.2harvest.org/


 

Troy Johnson, Midwest Permaculture PDC graduate 

 

I am documenting and delivering this story by weaving Troy’s firsthand experience, Bill 
(Wilson)’s wisdom, and my best attempt to see the journey through my own, newly 
acquired permaculture eyes as a spectator from a 10,000 feet perspective, looking down at 
the wider picture. 

The collective objective was to document this story while still relatively fresh in everyone’s 
mind, so this is coming fresh off the press.  While some details may appear to be “missing,” 
this is unavoidable, intentional, and an example in the different infrastructure (i.e. Troy’s 
allotted Internet data access/usage within the timeframe at his respective destinations). 

In this case, less is more as we share Troy’s journey focusing on his key experiences. 



As always, we invite your comments and questions below, which can help provide more 
context and depth for the audience, from Troy directly! 

 

The Heart of Permaculture 

As any journey unfolds, there are hills and valleys of internal and external turmoil, and what 
ultimately prevails as “success.” 

The events that take place, the respective pace and the perceptions will be different for 
everyone.  Remaining open to continual observation, balanced with the humility to not 
judge, can sound so simple yet difficult to practice. 

Physical accomplishments are important as well as abundant in this 3-month journey, but 
let’s start with “Zone 0” or the “Heart of Permaculture.” 

 

Imagine… in our own “familiar” situation and setting; let’s say our household or even our 
workplace. 

And then imagine… moving and adapting to a different country, politics, culture, 
community, native language (although English is spoken there), infrastructure, where things 
are “unfamiliar.” 

“Assess the climate.  Not only the equatorial climate but the social climate as well.” 

“If you put me down in front of a solar electrical system, a sewing machine or a professional 
chef's kitchen, I would be lost and not know where to begin.  Now, if you ask me to take 
instruction in any of these areas from a person who knows almost nothing about these 

areas either, or maybe even less than what I can easily figure out, then it becomes a very 
frustrating and laborious learning experience.” 

-Bill Wilson, co-founder of Midwest Permaculture, who can explain a complex situation into 
simple and relatable examples 

 

There is also the concept of “common sense” that… may not be so “common” after all. 

We don’t know what we don’t know. 

In contrast, what we *think* we know can have an impact as well. 

“What gets us into trouble is not what we don't know.  



It's what we know for sure that just ain't so.” 
-Mark Twain 

 

So, what can we do? 

Regardless of what is right or wrong, they are both still part of the solution and part of the 
problem of the environments they have created and are nurturing.  

All we can do is offer our best while also practicing our skills of education, patience and the 
guidance and handling of people who, seemingly, don't wish to listen to us. 

The pace of acknowledgement and appreciation of the time, energy, and effort poured into 
a project can vary. 

Often slow but allow it time. 

The ancient wisdom of "Desire everything.  Need nothing.  Understand what is showing 
up" is there for us to practice. 

 

We all bring a unique perspective, to fulfill a role in a given community, and maintain some 
sort of balance in the greater picture. 

From that perspective, Troy inserts himself into the Hand to Hand Community Kenya 
and his piece of the puzzle was to educate, demonstrate, and serve - servant leadership 
- if you will. 

 

https://handtohandcommunitykenya.org/


 

Troy and his fellow “teachers = students” 

 

Before we move on and take a look at Troy’s physical accomplishments, let’s take a 
moment to recite a quote from Bill Mollison 

“Within a Permaculture designed system, wastes become resources, productivity and 
yields increase, work is minimized, and the environment is restored.” 

-Bill Mollison, Permaculture’s Founder 

 

 

Observations 



Troy’s first week was, as expected, exhausting. 

The travel, changes in lifestyle, and the constant “urge” to start something. 

This was countered by the constant reminder that he needed to stop and observe the land, 
infrastructure, the overall dynamics of the community. 

 

More observations, and a glimpse of wastes becomes resources 

One of Troy’s first observations involved the “common sense” of how little resource is 
available and how "primitive" everything is.   But on the trip to the community area, going 
through the town of Kilgoris, an abundance of resources was observed immediately in the 
area, right outside of the school and farm. 

Welding shops, hardware stores, markets with piles of food waste, and woodworking shops 
with abundant piles of sawdust and woodchips. 

Gold. 

Retail water-harvesting tanks for sale, unused barrels, and IBC (intermediate bulk 
container) tanks were also available. 

 

Things are seemingly off to a “slow” start the for first month and a half 

One of Troy’s first projects was to redesign the chicken coop, to help the chicken allies help 
the stewards. 

Troy helped clean up and redesign the coop to be as chicken friendly as possible, given the 
available tools and materials, as well as relocating food storage.  Their hens had hatched 
11 chicks for the first time since they adopted chickens to their farm, however… 

Then came the Brucellosis… 

Troy and the cleanup crew got really sick. 

The time for recovery and lingering side effects put dampers on further physical activities at 
such an early stage of the stay and, understandably, caused much frustration for Troy.  On 
the flipside, Troy was able to slow down, reflect, and determine courses of action for the 
remaining time in Kenya. 

 

Permaculture Zones 



Troy sowed the seeds of the “Permaculture Zones” concept early on, and they were 
stunned that such a commonsense guide had eluded them until now. 

 

Wastes become resources #1 - the anaerobic biomass digester / biogas generator  

Troy and the esteemed Engineering Team fabricated a DIY biomass digester / biogas 
generator, endearingly referred to as the “Willy Wonka” biogas factory, primarily using a 55-
gallon barrel and ingenuity, for less than 150 USD. 

In Troy’s eyes, he would have considered this trip a smashing success illustrating the 
simplicity and accessibility of, and building this appropriate technology. 

 

https://www.nationalgrid.com/stories/energy-explained/what-is-biogas
https://www.nationalgrid.com/stories/energy-explained/what-is-biogas
https://www.skylineenergy.ca/blog/the-history-and-technology-of-biogas-all-about-biogas-article-2/


 

The engineering team! 

Although electricity and some electric tools were available, this system was built 
intentionally without electricity, as a matter of point. 

To prove it can be done. 

Fire-heated metal tubing was used to forge holes, followed by an old and rusty hacksaw 
blade to refine the holes. 

“To do these things without all the sophisticated and expensive equipment is nothing short 
of brilliance.” 



-Troy Johnson 

 

 

 

Biogas “version 1” being built by hand (burning and cutting the intake hole) 

 



 

Mixing cow manure slurry starter for the “Willy Wonka” biogas generator – looks like 
chocolate and smells like “gas!” 

 



 

It filled, but this was mostly residual oxygen that needed to be squeezed out  

 

The days and nights had been cooler, so the gas was slow to produce. 

The barrel was eventually painted black to improve heat absorption and efficiency. 

All in all, the glimmer of hope was that the fermentation process had initiated, which 
indicated the health and fertility of the “starter” manure slurry. 



 

While there, the model was even replicated and improved upon, out in the community.  

 

Wastes become resources #2 – mulch much? 

Recalling the “gold” observed while going through the town of Kilgoris, Troy suggested, "I 
want as much sawdust/woodchips as we can get." 

Upon being suggested bags to be filled, Troy eagerly responded, "We want truckloads.” 

The community folks were reluctant at first, understandably, since woodchips were 
perceived as “waste,” but eventually agreed. 

They crammed a truck full of free woodchips into an enclosed truck bed. 

Troy, to maximize the capacity, stomped down and shoveled forward as much as he could. 



With this experience, they learned about and started mulching, where waste became a 
resource. 

 

Wastes become resources #3 - compost aka “BLACK GOLD” 

Troy was also told that they have very little “usable” compost relative to the land. 

Compost was generally viewed in two ways: 

1) A process that requires precise ingredients and procedures (“brown and green 
ratio”) 

2) A waste management system, which they needed to do as an "environmental" 
practice (e.g. humanure) 

Troy assured the community that compost is not as complicated nor intensive as perceived 
and was able to identify usable cold compost early on. 

For example, they had piles of rich, cold compost in their chicken run. 

To their shock, Troy immediately dug it up, stuck his hands in, and took a deep breath. 

Aroma of a forest floor. 

"Have you ever thought about "browns" & "greens" with these piles?  These piles are 
[naturally] wonderful and rich!" 

-Troy Johnson 
 

They immediately applied some to an area they wanted to plant.   A few weeks later, 
surprise!  TONS of volunteer pumpkins, some volunteer peppers, and even a few tomatoes 
were growing... and everything had a healthier appearance than they expected. 

They are now repeating the phrase, "Black Gold," when referring to compost. 

 

On a trip out of town, one even pointed to a pile of black, decomposing food and other 
organic waste on the side of the road and said, "Compost."  

Troy felt like a proud parent. 

 

The community also has a bucket toilet that Swami Padma is incredibly proud of.  This was 
intended and viewed as an environmentally friendly waste management system. 



Troy assured them, despite their disbelief and skeptical looks of speaking with a madman, 
that this is a resource. 

 

At the time, they were still hesitant to interact with this resource.    Troy explained the role of 
fungi, interacting with the composted humanure and woodchips.  More on this later… 

 

Biology at work - a young food forest treated with composted humanure (fertilizer), 
then topped with woodchip (mulch) 

 

Water 

In permaculture, the “scale of permanence” is considered when planning a design.  Water 
harvesting/storage is right at the sweet spot of something that cannot be controlled 
(rainfall, in this, and many cases) but controllable in terms of harvesting and storage ( 

https://midwestpermaculture.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/9-Layers-of-the-Food-Forest-2-sided-BW.pdf
https://midwestpermaculture.com/access-online-site-data-pdf/


i.e. Remember the treasure trove of retail water-harvesting tanks for sale, unused barrels, 
and IBC tanks?). 

Troy also observed that this area of Kenya (just east of Lake Victoria) receives an 
abundance of rain, virtually every day, all year round. 

 

“Rainwater harvesting, I believe, is something every city, town & home, in every culture & 
class, whether urban, suburban or rural, should adopt, even if at the smallest scales. It is 

common sense anywhere & everywhere it can be done.” 
-Troy Johnson 

 

"...if you only do one thing, collect rainwater." 
- Bill Molison 

 

A quick Google search yielded: 290 days and approximately 49 inches (1,257 millimeters) 
of annual rainfall. 

*Source: https://www.weather-atlas.com/en/kenya/kilgoris-climate 

For comparison, 290 days would rank #1 in the United States and 49 inches of rainfall will 
be in the top 10. 

 

To put this in perspective: 

623 gallons (2,358 liters) of water comes off a 1,000 square feet (92 square meters) roof in 1 
inch (25 millimeters) of rain, or… 

“Every square meter of land receiving 1mm of water gets 1 liter of water” 
-Neal Spackman, Sustainable Design Masterclass, 2016  

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DhEaKdmHeCk


 

The one place they are harvesting rain (Into a 3,000 liter tank) the gutters have plants 
growing out of them and the system requires frequent maintenance and inspection for 

mosquito larvae. 

 



 

Cleaning the existing system 

In this system, and every system moving forward, Troy recommended keeping the gutters 
clean, then implement first flush systems and a tank screen filter to prevent mosquitoes 
from laying eggs.  If larvae problems persist, Troy recommended buying a local, 
commercial water harvesting treatment product, safe for humans, as human health is a 
priority. 

 

Troy also discussed the value and labor savings of expanding water harvesting systems, as 
well as some worthwhile accessories for the existing system, to minimize labor like this.  

 

After learning and understanding the power of water harvesting, at least one staff member 
was in dismay over how hard he and his family work, just for the most basic water needs 
and vowed to implement a small system at his home... and hopefully expand over time. 



He struggled with how such a commonsense practice eluded him, his family, and 
community for so long. 

He often repeated something Troy asked himself often in his own Permaculture journey. 

"These things are so common sense and embarrassingly simple, how am I only learning 
this now?" 

 

With the improvement suggestions of the water harvesting system laid out and 
decisions pending, Troy took a moment to reflect on his 3-month journey, about 
halfway through now. 

Bill (Wilson) reassures, “We have no idea what the long-term impact of your contributions 
will be there, Troy.  You have probably already changed the lives of some that will last for 
generations.  The work is worth doing regardless of the immediate and perceived results.” 

 

About 2 months into the journey… things are starting to pick up pace! 

 

Water harvesting – “budget” to hire a plumber is approved! 

Troy reiterated the value of passive water harvesting, with appropriate maintenance, over 
the laborious method of having teenage girls, hauling water back and forth from a river, 
then hauling that water all over the site.  

Troy and Swami Padma had many discussions around how to get the ball rolling on this 
series of projects: pros and cons of DIY vs. professional installation, budgeting, timelines, 
etc. 

Many of the tasks could have been completed by Troy and the community crew, cheap to 
free, although limited to their collective knowledge, skills, and tools.  

Ultimately the decision was made by Swami Padma to hire his local plumber to start on a 
kitchen rainwater harvesting system.  Starting small with the biggest impact. 



 

The Hut Water Harvesting System 

 



 

The Toilet Water Harvesting System 

In all of this… rain was now viewed as an abundant resource, nonviolent communication 
was practiced, productivity and yield were increasing, and work was being minimized. 

 

By the way, the plumber who was hired to install the water harvesting system turned out to 
be one of the “Engineering team” members who helped build the original biogas system.  
That is how Troy was informed that the biogas system was installed and functioning in a 
neighboring larger "city,” and that he was now looking for a biogas stove burner.  

Troy told him, “Look for two!” 

 

Magic of microbes - soil and compost class delivered! 



Now that the permaculture principles were sinking in, appropriate technologies were being 
recognized, installed, and demonstrated, Troy delivered a “more formal” soil and compost 
class to wrap up his journey in Kenya. 

The simplicity of the "intentionally designed" hot composting system, as well as the wide 
varieties of less intentional yet abundantly and naturally occurring cold compost already 
existing on the site, were recognized. 

The “chopping and dropping” method was also conducted in some garden systems as an 
experiment to demonstrate that plants = soil = plants, full circle. 

 

These more formal instructions and hands-on demonstrations seemed to be what was 
needed for the lightbulb moment. 

 

The paradigm was shifting. 

Troy started to see the transformation. 

 

“If one advances confidently in the direction of his dreams and endeavors to live the life 
which he has imagined, he will meet with a success unexpected in common hours.” 

-Henry David Thoreau 
 

In closing, let’s revisit the quote from Bill Mollison: 

“Within a Permaculture designed system, wastes become resources, productivity and 
yields increase, work is minimized, and the environment is restored.” 

-Bill Mollison, Permaculture's Founder 

 

Did Troy’s 3-month journey achieve Bill Mollison’s definition? 

Bill (Wilson) and I give both thumbs up, where “simple” changes can make a big difference 
and the importance of preserving indigenous wisdom and associated skills. 

Regardless, Bill also reassures, “We have no idea what the long-term impact of your 
contributions will be there, Troy.  You have probably already changed the lives of some that 



will last for generations.  The work is worth doing regardless of the immediate and 
perceived results.” 

 

For Troy, he and the community shared a sense of accomplishment, confidence and self-
reliance this gives everyone, but even more importantly, the perception changes. 

So many things we all do are done out of habit or cultural norms.  Norms that have been 
established by any combination of available resources, litigation or social/cultural 
expectations.   We all have, or currently do, things because that is the way they are done, 
have always been done, everyone does them that way and/or there are little-to-no 
examples of how they may be done differently. 

The most hopeful perception shifts were observed in what we view as "wastes" vs. 
resources and a gradual shift from thoughtless consumption to more thoughtful and 
fulfilling production (i.e. creation) in our lifestyles. 


