
Turning to the land: Two young Vancouverites abandon the comforts of the city for a home 
on the range   

By Emelie Peacock  

It was the land, the acres of rolling land jutting down into a gully of trees lining the Fraser River 

Jasmine Houle fell in love with. Not the house.   

Standing in her recently purchased farmhouse surrounded by brown shag carpets, a rotting 

fireplace and dark wood-panelled walls decorated with hunting rifles and trophies – a moose 

head on one wall and a set of antlers on the other –, Jasmine Houle felt far away from home.  

The farmhouse was old, so old in fact as the Houles began to renovate their kitchen they peeled 

away layer upon layer of flooring put down by earlier generations of farmers. The nine acre farm 

Jasmine and Brendan Houle stand in an untouched field that will soon house a vegetable 
garden, hop plants and cider trees. EMELIE PEACOCK PHOTO



just outside Maple Ridge was owned by a Japanese family until they were forced to give up the 

land and join the tens of thousands of Japanese Canadians interned during World War II. The 

farm then passed through the hands of a British man the Houles could say little about, and later a 

mother and her son took it over. After a failed marriage with a mail order bride from Russia, the 

son settled into a solitary existence in a small bungalow behind the main house. These were the 

stories and this was the home Jasmine and her partner Brendan took over last year.  

They didn’t come here for the house, a fixer upper Brendan describes as “god awful ugly”. 

Renovations started with power sanding the grease, built up over decades, off of most surfaces. A 

year later they are still far from done. Fixing up the house is a necessary evil, but it is the acreage 

the house stands on the two are here for. And if Vancouver real estate hadn’t been so 

unaffordable for young people, their new life as part-time farmers may never have become a 

reality.  

On a cold Saturday in March, the recently married couple are busy starting up their first season 

as farmers. The self-professed city kids look right at home on the land, preparing fruit trees and 

berry bushes for planting, a shiny new tractor sits in the garage ready to turn the soil when the 

weather allows. It’s hard to believe both were content to stay in the city if only it were feasible to 

own a home there. Yet when they surveyed the possibilities, it came down to a condo in 

Vancouver, a house in the suburbs or farmland.   



Jasmine paints a dystopian picture of suburban living with rows and rows of houses, people and 

babies, devoid of culture and soul. She knew she would never be able to survive life in the 

‘burbs. Yet it took Brendan a full year to convince her to leave the comforts of the city behind to 

join him on an adventure as first generation farmers. “In theory it sounded crazy to me when 

you’re living in Vancouver,” Jasmine says. “No I’m not moving an hour out of the city. But when 

you see something like this it’s like, oh, I could actually own all this?”  

Walking through their unplowed field after an unforgiving and uncharacteristically cold B.C. 

winter, the Houles see possibility. What is now an acre of soggy, matted grass will soon be 

plowed to make room for a smattering of vegetables; tomatoes, cucumber, zucchini, squash, 

lettuce. The orchard lining the soon-to-be vegetable garden will grow to include cider apple 

trees, a longer term project. Somewhere in the orchard hop plants will also grow, these a spur of 

the moment purchase. As the pair were driving home with the plants, Jasmine quickly googled 

how to grow hop plants on her smartphone. “We’re just gonna figure it out” is a motto the 

Houles happily employ when asked about how they plan to accomplish their ambitious farming 

plans with no background and little experience in the fields.   

75 per cent of young first generation farmers surveyed by J. Dennis and Hannah Wittman in 

2014 are well-educated, but not in the ins and outs of running a farm. Jasmine, with a Bachelor 

of Communications, and Brendan, with an MBA, do not see their lack of education as a barrier. 

What they lack in experience they make up for in a shared attitude that anything is possible with 

a little help from friends, in this case the kind souls who have put their hard learned lessons of 



farming online. “Thank god for Youtube,” says Brendan as he explains his latest month long 

project of attaching a plow to his tractor using a variety of parts he had shipped from across 

North America.   

A short gravel driveway cuts through the property. On the other side, where the remaining eight 

acres stretch down towards the river, an assortment of berry bushes will soon be planted. 

Brendan also has plans to grow oyster and shiitake mushrooms out of year-old logs. He explains 

the process of mushroom farming as if it were the most straightforward thing in the world. He 

has never tried this before, but this hardly stops him. Jasmine says all of the things they’ve 

learned about farming are a combination of trial and error and Youtube, of course.  

“Look at his eyes when he talks about mushrooms,” Jasmine laughs, gesturing to her husband 

and partner in this venture. “From a penthouse in Yaletown to this,” Brendan replies. Both are 

Brendan Houle inspects a bucket of recently grafted fruit trees. Houle, a first-generation farmer, uses 
Youtube to find answers to most of his farming questions. EMELIE PEACOCK PHOTO



young, educated city kids, the unlikely heroes in the story of a dying industry facing pressure 

from real estate speculation, loss of farmland and old age.  

A century ago you might pass a farm in rural B.C. and catch a glimpse of a family standing at 

their gates, waving a tearful goodbye to their child leaving to strike it rich in the big city. While 

the goodbyes have not stopped and the demographic shift towards mega cities and empty 

countryside is firmly cemented, a quiet trend is emerging in B.C. Young people are moving back 

onto the land, and it couldn’t come sooner.  

Farming is in crisis in the province. The people who now work the land are nearing retirement 

age, the average of a B.C. farmer is 56. When they close up shop, there are few willing to take 

their place due to limited opportunities to make a good living from the land. At 30 years old, 

Jasmine is one of the less than six per cent of B.C. farmers under the age of 35. The lack of 

young people coming in to take the place of aging farmers is not only a loss to the industry, but 

an economic burden on residents of the province.    

As less produce and fruits are grown in B.C., its residents become more dependent on food 

imports from drought-stricken California. According to a study commissioned by Vancity and 

written by Brent Mansfield, B.C.’s vegetable crop production fell 20.4 per cent in the 20 years 

since 1991. Taking the place of home grown veggies are imports, 67 per cent of which come 

from the United States and just under half of these imports are from California.  



The Vancity study estimates fruit and vegetable prices could rise 20 to 34 per cent if this reliance 

on imports continues. While these numbers may spell out an impending apocalypse for B.C.’s 

farming industry, the Houles and others like them offer a glimmer of hope. This movement of 

young people entering the food growing industry from non-farming backgrounds is picking up 

speed.     

"It's a rapidly growing trend,” says Hannah Wittman, academic director at the Centre for 

Sustainable Food Systems at UBC Farm. “I've seen more urban people, particularly urban youth 

get interested in growing food and learning about the food system more broadly and then some 

of them taking that on as a career orientation.” While official numbers from the past five years 

will only be released in May by Statistics Canada, in her work Wittman sees a high demand 

among a diverse crowd of young urbanites who want to exit the concrete jungle and take up 

farming.  

Many are driven to farming by values associated with ecological, economical and social 

sustainability. The Houles are no exception, self-professed foodies who were backyard farmers in 

the city before they made the move out here. As they sit in their newly renovated living room 

complete with original mid-century modern furniture and a large window overlooking the Fraser 

River, Jasmine extolls the virtues of home grown vegetables. “I can’t express how different it 

tastes, its wild,” she says to emphasize the point.  



Along with a love for homegrown food, Jasmine and Brendan share a vision for their farm 

common to many of the young farmers coming to the land from non-farm backgrounds. They 

plan to keep their operation small, not expanding beyond the nine acres they own, and they want 

to grow a diverse set of crops. Diversification is a value Hannah Wittman sees in the young 

farmers she works with as well.  

While the Houles miss the spontaneity, accessibility, good friends and good sushi in Vancouver, 

they’ve come to love their land. But they are realistic about the profits to be made on the farm. 

They plan to continue their careers off the farm, Jasmine managing a comedy club in Vancouver 

and Brendan working on his family business. Many other young farmers are making the same 

choice. As Dennis and Wittman found, 78 per cent of current young farmers and 94 per cent of 

prospective farmers supplemented or planned to supplement their revenue through non-farming 

activities. “You don’t become a farmer to get rich,” Jasmine remarks. “Or if you do you’re 

crazy.”  

The Houles take a walk through their soggy one acre plot. While some see 
matted grass and an abandoned orchard, Jasmine and Brendan see possibility.  
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Despite the challenges facing their newfound industry, Jasmine and Brendan are nothing but 

optimistic. Selling the food they produce seems to be the least of their worries, with hip farm to 

table eateries in Vancouver and a sprawling suburb a five minute drive away both hungry for 

locally produced fare. Their biggest challenge, they both agree, is to see whether two city kids 

can grow on a bigger scale. And then there’s the question of what title to put on the business 

cards of their newly minted Twin Owls Farms. Jasmine opts for “owner/operator”, while 

Brendan is content to have his simply say “farmer”. 


