Savers Documentary Reflection
Katherine Morrissey
My Food Systems Master Project outcome was a 26-minute-long documentary about seed saving.
This process was a learning experience about what it takes to create a longer-form, interview-based piece of media. There were many struggles and obstacles, but learning to deal with them and overcome them helped me to produce an end result that I am proud of.
First, I had to decide how I was going to approach the documentary. I decided that I wanted the direction of the video to come from input from seed savers. Although the project was initially intended to preserve seed saver knowledge about how to save seeds, I found through my conversations that this was not the main concern for all seed savers. I realized that it was more important to get new people interested in saving seeds. The way to do this would be to make new people understand the importance of seeds through informing and inspiring them.
Recruiting participants was, initially, a struggle. I reached out to at least seven people who did not end up working out. Some said no right away, some did not have time, and some had opposite scheduling. Besides the contact that I got from Sylvia Davatz for Nate Kleinman, I was not having a lot of luck finding people who would sit for an interview. At this time, I was in Myles’s CDAE 2440 class. When the class was doing peer reviews for final projects, several of my classmates said that they found people to interview on their topics through Facebook. Thus, I went to Facebook as well. I used search terms like ‘northeast’ ‘Vermont’ ‘Massachusetts’ ‘New Hampshire’ and other nearby states along with ‘seeds’ ‘plants’ and ‘gardening’ to try to find seed saving groups I could travel to. I finally found two promising prospects. There was a Facebook page for landrace melons on cape cod with one member. An email was listed, so I sent an email reaching out about whether this person wanted to talk to me about seeds. This person ended up being Doug Rugh, who is featured in the documentary. There was also a Facebook post from a public library in Worcester, MA that looked like it was holding a seed saving workshop. I looked up the library and called the phone number, and they led me to the employee in charge of the workshop. This ended up being Beth Fleming of the Worcester Native Plant Initiative. The rest of my participants I was able to connect with through the good fortune of Alexis Yamashita being at Eric’s lab meeting on the same day as me. We connected and ended up setting up a biweekly meeting. She helped me plan my trip to Virginia, and introduced me to Ira Wallace, Ken Bezilla, Irena Hollowell, and Amyrose Foll. 
Nate Kleinman was my first interview in this project, and I interviewed him in October 2023. The interview guide I prepared was general, because I did not yet know what things I wanted to put into my documentary. Luckily the interview went extremely well! The next interview I did was in Worcester in January. That day I mostly took b-roll, but I did do a few spot questions with participants, and a short interview with Beth. I then interviewed Doug in February and everyone in Virginia in March. After the interview with Beth, I began tailoring my interviews more to the participants’ specialty, doing some background research on them and their niche. There were pros and cons to this. Having specific questions was good for getting specific information, but it sometimes meant that I didn’t have people saying some more basic background information that was needed for context in my documentary. I tried to think of things like this when I made the interview guides, but it was hard to guess what I needed in advance.
The technical difficulties for this project kept coming, but I adapted and overcame. I had planned on using the Sony FX3 camera from the UVM Library. I was able to use it for the Worcester workshop. Yet when I uploaded that footage, the coloring was off (it looked very greyscale). Then, when I went to check out the camera before I left to interview Doug Rugh, the library informed me that unfortunately, somebody had returned the Sony FX3 with a broken part. This is a very expensive camera, and they would not be able to fix it (at least not soon enough for me to use it). Because I was leaving that day to interview Doug, they gave me the next available camera. This camera had much lower quality than the FX3. For my Virginia trip I worked with the library media desk to find a camera that I could fit in my bag to take on the plane. This camera was better than the one I used with Doug, but still not as good as the FX3. Then, when I moved back to Massachusetts in May, I realized I needed to film all the self-made animations and graphics. I did this using a combination of a camera I had at home and my iPhone. So, while I initially set out to have a documentary with a cohesive video quality, it was not possible for this to happen. However, I think that the editing style I chose works with varied camera qualities. I think it gives it a rustic and approachable feel.
When I moved out of Burlington in May, I lost access to theUVM  Media Lab. I had been using the Mac computers, with Adobe Premiere Pro installed, to work on editing the documentary. When I got to Massachusetts, I had assumed I could use UVM software licensing or my Food Systems funds to use Adobe Premiere Pro. This was not the case. Eventually I found a way to download the software at a discount rate.
When I first downloaded Adobe Premiere Pro, it worked well. After a week, nothing would load. I tried as many things to fix this as I could, using tips from Adobe’s help platform as well as other websites. I hopped on a call with Myles and he suggested that the VPN I was using to access my UVM files was causing the issue. So, I spent a few days downloading all my project files onto a hard drive. Once I started accessing my Premiere project from the hard drive, everything worked fine.
Working on editing this documentary was not easy, but it was sort of like a puzzle. I had several hours of interview footage to pull from. I started by pulling the interesting on-theme quotes from the transcripts. I created a storyboard with stills and quotes that I wanted to match together. The storyboard was organized by theme and had notes on what was to go into each scene (this was a great starting point, and actually helped me put together my qualitative analysis. However, the end product of my documentary looks very little like the original storyboard). When I clipped together these quotes, the documentary's runtime was 1 hour and 37 minutes. My original goal was 20-25 minutes, so I had to do a lot of work to cut content. I spent about a week and a half cutting it down to 35 minutes. After this, I needed notes from another set of eyes. I had been looking at it for too long and I could not tell what was important to keep versus cut. Once Myles got notes back to me over the summer, I was able to get advice on what I should cut out. This was also when Myles pointed me to Bianca Giaever’s work, as well as one of his other students, Mae Nagusky. The rustic, audio-behind-a-self-made-graphic style of each of their work looked cool to me, and it was well suited to the type of footage I had, which was mostly interviews. 
This gave me the artistic freedom to create the types of animations and graphics that I thought would best explain the themes and arguments I was trying to showcase in the video. I had a lot of fun drawing out pictures and brainstorming what sort of scenes I should make to relate to the audio from the interviews.
As I continued to make graphics and go into the project and edit it, I found more extraneous scenes to cut. It got easier to tell what was important to keep and what wasn’t, because I finally had a more cohesive and coherent narrative in place.
I want to note that it is an interesting challenge to edit non-scripted footage (like for a documentary, or from an interview) as opposed to what it would be like to have a script. Because the participants had no guide, and often did not know the questions beforehand, there were many pauses, stutters, and repeat words. These things are no issue in a normal conversation, but in a film, it is hard to listen to them. They also took up a lot of time. These speech irregularities were not cut and dry; for example a quote that would have been a great line to complete a scene would end on upspeak because the person kept talking. This would make it so if I tried to use the line at the end of a scene, it sounded weird (because although the quote could standalone on paper, it sounded like the middle of a thought). This led to me having to come up with some creative editing solutions.
The sound design was difficult to work with. I think this is probably due to my being a novice with Premiere Pro. I think more experience with the platform would have made the sound design part easier. The way I see it, there are about a hundred different tools to fiddle with the audio on Premiere, and it was hard for me to find the right one. Ultimately, I just kept rewatching the video and readjusting the sound levels. I believe I got it to a good place.
One of the hardest things for me was the opening scene. I left it blank for a long time. I wanted to start with a cold open of Ira, but Myles advised that I needed to set up what the documentary was about first. I toyed with the idea of doing a voiceover but decided that I would not be able to execute it adequately. Finally, I went back to the short video that I made for my final for Myles’s class and used that opening scene with a few adjustments. The opening scene and the title card were actually some of the last things I came up with and edited. I am happy I went back in with my opening scene from my short video. It sets up the video nicely.
As part of ethical/accountable filmmaking, I wrote consent forms for all participants to sign. This was to ensure that they were comfortable with me using their image and likeness in my documentary. I also was able to secure Food Systems funds to pay each participant $100. I had them sign Payment Acknowledgment forms, which are still being processed throught UVM disbursement center. Additionally, I will be sharing the link to my final documentary with all of the participants. As for the community I stayed with and filmed at in Virginia, Twin Oaks Community, they had a fire on part of their property about two weeks after I was there. They ended up losing much of their seed stores in the fire. I checked in with Alexis about this, and she shared a fundraiser link with me. When I promote my video on social media, I plan on also sharing the fundraiser link for Twin Oaks. My plans to promote and show my documentary are not finalized. But I do plan on finding at least one location to host a viewing.
Overall, this was a spectacular experience. It helped me learn how to tap into my creativity. I got better at crafting a story for an intended audience. I learned so much through this process. I gained skills not only in video editing, creativity and narrative creation, like I mentioned, but also in interviewing and in some intangible areas, like perseverance, people skills, and confidence in my abilities. 

