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Introduction 

Seed saving is an age-old practice of keeping seeds to be replanted that requires 

specialized skill and knowledge (Mascarenhas & Busch, 2006). It is a historical and sustainable 

method for farmers and growers to sustain their own seed supply. At the same time, saving seed 

allows farmers and growers to maintain knowledge about the features, climate, and growing 

conditions of seeds, plants, and crops. For centuries, planting was done by saving seeds year 

after year, connecting people to their food supply, and helping them to improve food by saving 

the seed of the best plants. This type of seed saving, wherein seeds are grown out and replanted, 

or saved in the location where they grow, is known as in-situ seed saving (Chacko & Bangham, 

2023; Dow, 2021). Ex-situ seed saving is when seeds are saved off site, oftentimes in cold or dry 

storage. Some places that store seeds ex-situ are referred to as seed banks (Larson & Suding, 

2022; Merritt & Dixon, 2011).  

Seed catalogues existed in the United States since at least the 1700s, but were typically 

oriented towards garden varieties (Rupp, 2015). Until the mid-1900s, commercial interests had 

difficulty selling seeds to farmers due to biological, social, and governmental factors. Namely, 

plants produced their own seeds which farmers could save and replant with relative reliability, 

farmers and gardeners could share and trade seeds among themselves in informal networks, and 

the U.S. government distributed free, good quality seed packets in high numbers until 1924 

(Borowiak, 2004; Kloppenburg, 2004; Oke, 2020). However, as agricultural science became 

more established as a field, scientists found more complicated methods of varietal introduction 

than simple mass selection. Additionally, after much campaigning and lobbying for intellectual 

property rights (IPR) laws for plants, breeders were eventually granted the opportunity to patent 

the varieties they developed. These laws allowed plant varieties to be patented and, among other 



things, restricted their multiplication except with permission from the patent holder. The 1930 

Plant Patent Act allowed patents to be granted to asexually reproducing varieties, while the 1970 

Plant Variety Protection Act allowed seed producers the right to limit how their seeds can be 

used—with exceptions for farmers and researchers (Ma, 2012; McGiffen, 2015). By the 20th 

century, IPRs which previously had exceptions that allowed for farmers to save and share seed 

without a license for noncommercial purposes, removed or greatly restricted these exceptions 

(Oke, 2020). A series of court cases and subsequent appeals in 1977, 1978, 1980, 1984, and 2001 

opened the door to ‘patents on life,’ the latter of which included the rejection of a patent on 

genetically modified corn seed which was overturned after appeal (Ma, 2012). This case helped 

to set the precedent for biotechnology companies to have the rights to the offspring of their 

patented seed. Through the early 2000s, several publicized lawsuits initiated by the agrichemical 

company Monsanto penalized farmers for saving seed based on contract breaches and patents on 

the offspring of genetically modified seed (Ma, 2012). Prior to the mid-1980s, Monsanto had not 

even been heavily involved with seeds, but through its patented technologies and acquisitions of 

seed companies it became the leading seed firm, licensing its seed traits to around 200 seed 

companies by 2009 (Howard, 2009). Monsanto’s ban on seed saving, because of the company’s 

ubiquity in the agriculture sector and the press it garnered, was a scare-tactic which reinforced 

the emerging downward trend in seed saving among farmers. This general decline in seed saving 

that began in the 20th century and continued into the 21st century can be attributed to agricultural 

intensification. Effectively, this made it so farmers could not save genetically modified seed, 

hooking them up to the technology treadmill wherein they must purchase seed year after year in 

order to keep pace with agricultural output demands (Howard, 2009). Additionally, some 

hybridized varieties of corn resulted in reduced offspring vigor, in which the progeny of the 



hybrid were not viable, making saved seeds unreliable and functionally useless. Although not all 

hybrids had this quality, this was a part of overcoming the biological barrier, which, along with 

the implementation of IPR laws instituting a legal framework for protecting scientifically 

developed varieties, ushered in the beginning of the corporate seed regime (Borowiak, 2004). 

The corporate seed regime is derivative of the ongoing corporate food regime; the way that food 

is a part of global relations of capital constitutes the theory of a food regime, and the 1980s saw 

the birth of the corporate food regime, organized based on the market and characterized by 

neoliberal policies such as deregulation and privatization (McMichael, 2009). This combination 

of factors led to the transition of seed power from resting in the hands of many farmers, to being 

seized by the hands of just a few agricultural companies.    

Along with the rise of the corporate seed regime came concerns over the perceived loss 

of biodiversity among agricultural varieties grown and/or offered on the market. Maintaining 

genetic diversity within our crops is a way to resist the susceptibility of crops to disaster such as 

fungus, pests, or agrichemical-resistance (Bruns, 2017; Howard, 2015). Although popular 

literature bemoans the definitive loss of agrobiodiversity, there is academic dispute over the 

validity of this claim (Khoury et al., 2014). There is conflicting evidence that supports gains, 

losses, and neutral movement in number, richness, and abundance of plant varieties growing in 

landscapes, although in some places exotic plants have proliferated while native plants have 

dwindled, and biological homogenization is a common trend where, despite more diversity 

within a region, there is less variety in makeup between regions (Finderup Nielsen et al., 2019; 

Jandt et al., 2022; Jarvis et al., 2011). Evidence from seed catalogues showed that many varieties 

from 1903 did not survive into the 2000s, but comparing 1903 with 2004, there is a nearly net 



neutral change in number of varieties offered (Fowler & Mooney, 1990; Heald & Chapman, 

2011).  

Regardless of the reality of  genetic diversity available on the seed market, it is true that 

agricultural technology companies have become increasingly consolidated over the past half-

century, with four companies controlling over half of the market (Howard, 2015; Soleri, 2018). 

These agricultural technology companies produce and sell both agrichemicals and seeds. Their 

seeds and chemicals complement each other because the seeds are developed to be resistant to 

the pesticides, so purchasing the chemical treatments and the resistant seeds go hand in hand. In 

2016, agricultural technology giants Monsanto and Bayer, two of the five leading firms in the 

industry, announced their merger (Joseph, 2021). Two of the top six leading firms, DuPont and 

Dow, closed their merger in 2017, creating the agriculture spin-off firm Corteva, while Syngenta 

(another of the top six) merged with ChemChina in the same year (Deconinck, 2020; Howard, 

2021).  By 2018, Bayer had a 22.4 percent market share in the seed sector, Corteva had a 19.2 

percent share, and ChemChina/Syngenta had a 7.2 percent share, and collectively the top four 

seed firms controlled 53.2 percent of the market (Howard, 2021). These powerful firms are 

involved in both research and development (upstream activities) and production and marketing 

of seeds (downstream activities); they are able to license their technologies to secondary 

companies, and these secondary companies are only able to participate in the downstream 

activities (Joseph, 2021). Although secondary companies may be greater in number, they rely on 

the top seed firms for their research and development, and thus are often controlled by these 

firms through the licensing agreements. As fewer and fewer companies control the commercial 

seed supply, buyers have less control over which seeds they want to buy in the market.  



To combat the lack of agency that growers have within commercial seed industry, many 

people have continued to save seed or have newly turned to it. Many types of seed resistance 

movements have arisen in response to the corporate seed regime including farmers’ rights 

advocates, seed sovereignty activists, exchange organizations, and seed libraries (Borowiak, 

2004; Carolan, 2007; Peschard & Randeria, 2020; Silva Garzón & Gutiérrez Escobar, 2020; 

Soleri, 2018). These types of organized seed movements and organizations provide an alternative 

to the values of yield and profit maximization associated with industrial agriculture. One study 

conducted in Canada found that the reasons people save seed include increasing or maintaining 

biodiversity, promoting education, and saving reliable varieties (Worden-Rogers et al., 2019). 

Many alternative seed movements and institutions also offer community, extension, outreach, 

education, and exchange, as well as decentralized modes of seed saving.  

Community-oriented organizations, such as the Seed Savers Exchange (SSE), in 

northeastern Iowa, provide centralized seed repositories that are alternatives to government or 

multilateral institution models of seed banks such as the USDA’s National Laboratory for 

Genetic Resource Preservation or the Svalbard Global Seed Vault (Curry, 2019). These 

alternatives are much more accessible to non-researchers and hobby growers than governmental 

seed banks, which typically only distribute seeds for legitimate research purposes. The SSE’s 

initial move towards developing a central repository addressed concerns about the precarity of 

individual collections and about the fact that, when cultivators gave varieties to government 

seedbanks it basically constituted a loss of that variety because most SSE members were no 

longer authorized to access that seed once it was in government banks. The SSE gives more 

people access to the variety of biophysical and sociocultural diversity available in its seed 



collection (Carolan, 2007). It conserves unique and striking plant seeds, including rare traditional 

varieties from across the globe. The SSE also does outreach, exchange, education, and extension.  

Decentralized modes of seed saving including in situ conservation and community seed 

banks have the potential to provide ecosystem services, maintain landraces of culturally 

important crops, and develop resiliency to climate shocks in local agricultural communities 

(Maharjan & Maharjan, 2018; Zimmerer, 2014). To allow these approaches to reach their 

potential, there must be knowledge sharing. For example, Trail et al. (2021) list some of the 

specifics of seed saving including the challenges and difficulties specific to tropical climates in 

Thailand & Florida. They explore methods of vacuum storage and drying agents to deal with the 

warmth and humidity of these climates. As we see regions such as Vermont face increased 

rainfall leading to increased moisture in the regions, it could be helpful to understand the 

methods seed savers use in other humid regions. Therefore, it is important to find ways to spread 

this type of knowledge in order to facilitate knowledge sharing.   

In Vermont there is a seed saving group called the Upper Valley Seed Savers. The group 

saves seed but also grows out the plants, allowing varieties to adapt to local climate and 

conditions, continuously improving varieties to match the location (Valley News, 2022). The 

organization has an email listserv through which they communicate meetings as well as seed 

saving projects, questions, and updates. The emails and meetings provide a pathway for 

knowledge sharing within the group. However, the seed saving community in the Northeast is 

aging. As seed savers age out without anyone younger to pass along their knowledge to, there is 

a danger of their hyper-local knowledge and varieties being lost (Veteto, 2007). These concerns 

are not new, as fear about the loss of biodiversity was a common sentiment in the 1970s and 

much of the motivation for the creation of the SSE was due to fear of losing aging seed savers’ 



varieties (Curry, 2019). While seed saving groups can share ideas and teach and learn from each 

other to save biodiversity, this knowledge exchange may be lost if no knew faces become 

interested and invested. One way to keep the knowledge and exchange alive is to find ways to 

get younger generations interested in seed saving. 

Several seed saving instruction books could be a starting point to carry on the seed saving 

tradition. However, many of these are quite dated (Bubel, 1978; Connolly, 2011; Rogers & 

Rogers, 1990; Turner, 1998). More recent seed saving handbooks are comprehensive and 

thorough, including terminology, definitions, and guidelines that are helpful for beginners and 

informative for non-beginners (Colley et al., 2010). However, instructional guides are only 

helpful if people are interested enough in seed saving to look at them. A way to recruit new seed 

savers is through methods which not only grab the audience’s attention, but which also persuade 

the audience to become invested in seeds. Narrative style is an effective way to do this. A review 

of the literature on narrative communication found that individuals process information 

presented in a narrative style more efficiently, with easier comprehension and quicker recall 

(Dahlstrom, 2014).  Narratives also give voice to experiences, interpreting and creating meaning, 

and allowing people the opportunity to understand one another (Schachtner, 2020). Bill Best’s 

book, Saving Seeds, Preserving Taste: Heirloom Seed Savers in Appalachia is a narrative-style 

oral history that describes seed saving techniques in Appalachia and makes meaning out of the 

experiences people have with those seeds (Best, 2013). Best not only writes about his own 

connections to seed and food and how this practice has influenced his life, but also shares the 

seed stories of other Appalachian seed savers. He stresses the importance of saving heirloom 

varieties and the cultural importance of these varieties to Appalachia. Through his storytelling, 

Best creates a tribute to the spirit of seed saving. Besides written text, narratives can be shared 



orally. LuAnna Nesbitt, who graduated from the University of Vermont with a master’s in food 

systems, created a narrative style seed podcast. She recorded 11 audio interviews with seed 

savers in the northeast, covering each interviewee’s connection to seed saving and to a certain 

crop. Nesbitt’s project allows listeners to hear the voices of these seed savers as they describe the 

variety most significant to them. Conveying stories via an audio medium allows extra 

information to be expressed about the topic through intonation or inflection of the voice, which 

can help to form a sensory or emotional connection between the message and the listener 

(Kinkaid et al., 2020). 

However, there is still a gap to be filled. Instructional handbooks are missing the 

narrative, written narratives are missing some of the practical knowledge or ease of access, and 

audio narratives miss the eye-catching images of plants and seeds. To accomplish the goals of 

attention-grabbing and investment in seeds for younger generations, as well as preliminary 

knowledge transfer, it is necessary to create a video medium. Schachtner (2020) describes Alfred 

Lorenzer’s classification of images as a “presentational carrier of meaning” (p. 100) which 

appeal to our senses and feelings. The images carry a level of detail difficult to achieve with 

language alone. A limitation of images is their inability to present extra information or context 

that is not visible to the eye, which is why pairing language with visualizations is a powerful 

strategy to deliver incredibly detailed and robust messages. Studies have supported the idea that 

audiovisual modalities can aid individuals’ understanding of instructions compared to just 

written or just verbal modalities (Ahn et al., 2019; Akshaya et al., 2024; Hall et al., 1978). 

Additionally, it has been found that viewing a documentary about educational issues affecting 

Hispanic students in the U.S. increased knowledge in Hispanic adults more than a print resource, 



even while both resources included narratives, which points to the power of documentary in 

particular (Borum Chattoo et al., 2022).  

When considering a documentary format, it is important to identify where the 

documentary will be available and how the message in the documentary will be framed. The 

internet is the most likely option to answer the question of where? Individuals born between 

1985 and 2000 have been found to construct, share, and consume narratives through digital 

media and the internet (Schachtner, 2020). From Facebook and YouTube to Instagram and 

TikTok, visual content on social media permeates throughout the population across generations 

(Nuzulita & Subriadi, 2020; Tammisalo et al., 2022). Furthermore, there is some evidence that 

exposure to sustainability content on the internet can have a positive influence on sustainability 

attitudes in younger generations, sometimes influencing habits and advocacy (Confetto et al., 

2023). As for the question of how?, approaches and interventions to elicit action towards climate 

initiatives have mixed results, but techniques such as decreasing the psychological distance of 

climate change, writing a letter describing one’s current climate change mitigation actions to be 

read in the future by a socially close child, and inducing negative emotions through “doom & 

gloom” styled messaging about climate change consequences have shown to increase some 

actions while decreasing others (Vlasceanu et al., 2024). Others have found that fear-based 

messaging is ineffective alone but can spur further action when combined with practical steps for 

reducing the danger (Hawley & Mocatta, 2022; O’Neill & Nicholson-Cole, 2009; Xue et al., 

2016). No clear panacea has emerged as a strategy for mobilizing people towards climate-related 

or social causes. This indicates that the framing used to encourage certain climate-related actions 

is context dependent. Thus, when creating a video with the intention of mobilizing viewers 

towards action, filmmakers use various strategies, sometimes in cohesion with each another. One 



study suggests that, to affect change, documentaries should try to reduce resistance to their 

message, appeal to the audience’s identity, and create meaningful media experiences 

(McCormack et al., 2021). In some cases, social change documentarians present narratives of 

those involved with the social issue and share fact-based visions of what sort of positive change 

is possible (Hawley & Mocatta, 2022; Pali, 2014). The message remains hopeful without 

diminishing the severity of the issue, illustrating the problem while also presenting an alternative 

path or solution.  

When documentaries convey the message for their cause effectively, they can be 

powerful tools for social change. Blackfish, a 2013 documentary about SeaWorld, contrasts life 

in captivity for orca whales—exemplified with the case of a SeaWorld orca who suffered from 

the negative effects of captivity, including aggression and psychosis, killing 3 people as a 

result—with the untarnished vision of orcas in the wild (Boissat et al., 2021). Blackfish, after 

being aired on television and released on the streaming platform Netflix, garnered a massive 

response: with around 21 million viewers seeing the film in the first month, there was a trending 

Twitter movement with tens of thousands of tweets and millions of viewers, pressure put on 

artists and brands to cease collaboration with SeaWorld, and in-person protests on location at 

SeaWorld. Boissat et al. (2021) found that Blackfish had a significant impact on these events, 

decreased attendance at SeaWorld, SeaWorld’s financial difficulties, the redesign of SeaWorld’s 

orca show and the stopping of their breeding program. The so-called Blackfish effect is a 

testament to the impact that documentaries can have on viewers’ ability to take action and effect 

change. A comparison of audience outcomes for two documentaries about global poverty, Stand 

Up Planet, which used a comedic approach, and The End Game, which used a somber 

storytelling approach, revealed that both films elicited increased support for awareness of the 



issue and intended action, although they found that Stand Up Planet produced larger effects 

(Borum Chattoo & Feldman, 2017). Beyond social change-oriented documentaries, the narrative 

aspect of documentaries such as Netflix’s Formula 1: Drive to Survive, can be used as a 

rhetorical tool to convert viewers into sports fans, or more broadly to convert viewers into caring 

about a certain topic (Soble & Lowes, 2024). Although quantitatively measuring a social-cause 

documentary’s impact is both difficult and controversial, the impact and persuasive capabilities 

of other documentaries such as Sin by Silence, Playground, Semper Fi, MIND ZONE: Therapists 

Behind Front Lines, and the work of Michael Moore (including Fahrenheit 9/11 and Bowling for 

Columbine) is shown through their popularity, media coverage, U.S. policy impacts, and post-

production research results (Borum Chattoo & Jenkins, 2019; Kellokoski, 2023; Nash & Corner, 

2016; Van Der Naald, 2015). Additionally, the use of documentary filmmaking in qualitative 

research has been shown to support collaboration with diverse groups, connect participants to 

their own knowledge and experience, and be a more emotionally compelling way of sharing 

information than other academic sources while still being a rigorous process (Borish et al., 

2021). By situating seed saving as both a plant growing practice and a social cause, using 

audiovisual format and making it available to view is a promising technique to engage new 

audiences in seed saving.  

This project conducts a series of interviews with hobby and expert seed savers that follow 

a variety of different seed saving philosophies to learn about their reasons and motivations for 

saving seed and their thoughts and hopes for the future of seeds. These interviews are recorded 

with audio and video, along with supplementary footage, and edited into a documentary with the 

goal of inspiring a new audience to get involved in seed saving. 



The outcomes of this project include a qualitative report on the themes from the 

interviews, the documentary, and a reflection on the process of making the documentary. 

 

Methods 

Community Media Production 

To gain an understanding and perspective on the process of making a community-

oriented documentary, I enrolled in Community Media Production (CDAE 2440) with Professor 

Myles Jewell. Through readings, screenings, and assignments, I explored and learned about 

different existing documentaries, archival footage, public media, propaganda, ethical 

filmmaking, participatory/collaborative media, bad faith and good faith communication, 

documentary accountability, filming techniques, and more (Dornfeld, 1998; Hazard, 2016; 

Lanahan, 2020; Neville, 2018; Rutt, n.d.; “The Endgames of Bad Faith Communication,” 2022; 

Varda, 2001; Wolf, 2020). A resource that was helpful in informing my approach to recruiting 

and communicating with participants was the Documentary Accountability Working Group's 

values guide to ethical filmmaking. Viewing the screenings helped to show examples of stylistic 

choices in documentary-making. Myles Jewell also pointed me towards the work of Bianca 

Giaever, whose approach I modeled my documentary after. Learning about each of these topics 

helped to inform the process of making my own documentary. The class culminated with a final 

project of a 3-5 minute community media video, the work for which was scaffolded throughout 

the semester. This final class project served as practice with filming, interviewing, and editing 

with Adobe Premiere Pro. My class project included footage from Slyvia Davatz’s garden and 

interviews with Nate Kleinman and Helaina Curtin.  

Selecting Participants 



To select participants, I used a combination of convenience sampling and snowball 

sampling. In the summer of 2023 I joined the Upper Valley Seed Savers mailing list, to get a 

sense of what sort of topics were occupying the minds of Vermont and New Hampshire seed 

savers. I attended a meeting during that summer and learned about the structure and nature of the 

group. In the fall of 2023 I spent an afternoon with Sylvia Davatz at her garden in Hartland, VT, 

learning about the seeds she saves and her perspectives on seed saving. She did not want to be 

recorded, but agreed to help inform the start of my project, and I took extensive notes during our 

conversation. She recommended I speak with Nate Kleinman (Experimental Farm Network) and 

provided me with an introduction to him. After that, I searched through small seed company 

webpages and seed saving Facebook groups to find local growers, which led me to Beth Fleming 

(Worcester Native Plant Initiave) and Doug Rugh (hobby landrace). Alexis Yamashita (Ujamaa 

Seeds) was visiting my advisor’s lab, and I connected with her and later developed a recurring 

semi-weekly meeting. Alexis had connections with Southern Exposure Seed Exchange (SESE) in 

Mineral, VA, and she introduced me to Ken Bezilla (SESE), Irena Hollowell (SESE), and Ira 

Wallace (SESE), as well as Amyrose Foll  (Virginia Free Farm). 

Interviews 

I used a semi-structured interview style in each of the eight interviews. For each 

interview, I came up with an interview guide in advance. For my first interview, this was a 

generalized guide with questions about seed saving, including how the participant got into seed 

saving, how they did it, and how they felt about it. As I advanced in the project, I tailored the 

interview questions to be more suited to each participant and their niche. This meant specific 

questions about landrace seed saving, small seed companies, the participants’ organization, or 

other topics more specific to each participant. I also began to include questions find answers to 



questions that needed to be vocalized for the purpose of the documentary to establish context and 

content, such as questions about the state of the seed industry, or definitions of certain seed 

saving terms. The interview guides in their entirety can be found in Appendix A. One interview 

was conducted over Zoom, and I conducted two joint interviews with two people each, because 

the participants felt more comfortable in that format. 

Qualitative Analysis 

After transcribing the interviews using the transcription feature (and my own editing) on 

Adobe Premiere Pro, I used Nvivo 14 to assign codes/themes to the responses of each 

participant. Using open coding, I found 15 initial overarching themes and concepts and 26 

subthemes that fell within the overarching themes. A second round of coding helped to 

consolidate similar or overlapping themes and subthemes. Based on relevancy and frequency, a 

third round of coding yielded 7 overarching themes and 13 subthemes, which are the themes and 

subthemes reported in this paper. Participant responses were sorted into each of these categories 

of themes, and the most significant quotes are reported.  

Equipment 

Filming was done using a mix of different video cameras including iPhone 14, Sony FX3, 

Sony a6600, Cannon Pro XA camcorder, and Panasonic DC-FZ80. The reason for using different 

equipment was due to timing and availability. Ideally, all footage would have been shot using the 

Sony FX3, however I had to be flexible when that camera was returned damaged by another 

library user. Editing and transcription were done using Adobe Premiere Pro.  

Documentary Process 

I used the themes from the qualitative analysis process to construct a storyboard for the 

documentary. I organized by theme and speaker, indicating which shots and scenes would be 



used for each topic. Following along with my storyboard, I put together a sequence including 

every clip I wanted to include. At this point, the runtime was one hour and 37 minutes. From 

there I edited down to fit the sequence within 35 minutes in duration. I began to include b-roll 

and construct scenes. Working with Professor Myles Jewell, I developed a style for the 

documentary to make it visually compelling. The approach I used was inspired by Bianca 

Giaever, using visuals to line up with the words each participant was saying. I hand-drew my 

own graphics and animations, or otherwise filmed the corresponding scenes myself. I used 

royalty free music from artlist.io. After over 46 different versions over seven months, and many 

rounds of notes and discussions with Myles Jewell, the documentary for the project is 25 minutes 

and eight seconds long, with an additional end credits scene that brings the total runtime to 26 

minutes and 24 seconds.  

 

Outcomes 

Participant Information 

Nate Kleinman is an experienced seed saver and activist, participating in many different 

seed saving projects with a myriad of organizations. He founded the Experimental Farm Network 

and hails from Philadelphia, Pennsylvania while residing in New Jersey. Beth Fleming co-

founded the Worcester Native Plant Initiative, a organization that now has over 100 active 

members (and an even longer email list), which works to plant native plants in the city of 

Worcester, Massachusetts. The organization saves the seeds of the native plants to be distributed 

or used in other projects. Doug Rugh is an artist in Cape Cod, Massachusetts who has been 

gardening for seven years. Through his gardening journey, he began saving seeds and became 

interested in landrace seed saving. Ira Wallace is known as the ‘godmother of Southern seeds’ 



and is a member and worker-owner at Acorn Community, the home of Southern Exposure Seed 

Exchange (SESE). Irena Hollowell and Ken Bezilla are both members and worker-owners at 

Acorn Community and SESE. SESE is mission-driven, collectively owner seed company that 

specializes in organics, heirlooms, and regional varieties, based in Mineral, Virginia. Amyrose 

Foll is the founder and executive director of Virginia Free Farm, a food, agriculture, and seed 

nonprofit organization. Alexis Yamashita is a co-founder at Ujamaa Seeds, and works on several 

other seed and plant-breeding committees. 

Interview Themes 

Despite a diverse array of participants, several common themes emerged. Categories of 

themes included “Seed saving terms and techniques” (heirloom, landrace, native, selection), “my 

‘Why?’ for seed saving” (knowledge transfer, beauty/wonder, health), “environment” 

(biodiversity, root systems, climate change adaptation), “Community” (community, 

collaboration, culture), and “the seed industry”. Also included were participants’ hopes for the 

future and advice for prospective seed savers. 

1. Seed saving terms and techniques 

a. Heirloom 

Heirloom seed saving is one of the most mentioned types of seed saving in popular and 

academic literature, and not without reason. Heirloom seeds are seeds that have been saved 

(often within families) for multiples generations, with their origins often dating back to the 1900s 

(Best, 2013; Curry, 2019). Participants often stressed the importance of saving heirlooms seeds 

because of their importance to culture and foodways. Many people covet heirloom seeds and the 

plants they grow for their superior taste and sometimes interesting or unique appearance. 

Heirloom seed saving is notable not only for the plants it produces, but for the somewhat stricter 



techniques it requires. Population size and planting distance are important when saving landrace 

seeds, to ensure a sufficient number of surviving plants as well as the prevention of crossing with 

other plants or varieties. 

Participant Irena Hollowell, who is a part of Southern Exposure Seed Exchange, 

mentioned that her company sells heirlooms, “...We have a lot of focus on heirloom varieties, so 

we have a lot of varieties that are passed down within families from one generation to another 

and a lot of others that are otherwise have been around since before 1940.” 

Doug Rugh expressed feelings that the intense focus on heirlooms by many gardeners is 

somewhat limiting, “I think what people do with heirloom seeds is heirlooms, say an heirloom 

tomato 100 years ago was like a perfect tomato and it’s still, it's still a nice, tasty thing, but it's 

not that vigorous, usually... And that's kind of where everybody's thinking and gardening is now 

and is, you got to be very careful. Whatever you grow, you want it to be like that every year. And 

I think we- it would be good to get away from that a little bit is to like keep the good things about 

that, but let it move a little bit.” 

However, the value of heirlooms is undeniable, and participant Nate Kleinman 

highlighted that learning about heirloom plants and seeds was an illuminating moment for him, 

“And when I learned about heirloom seeds and realized that there were lots of heirloom seeds 

from the region where I grew up, it became it became a really important part of my life.”  

b. Landrace 

Landrace seed saving, as operationalized within the scope this project, is a looser 

approach to seed saving than heirloom seed saving. Landrace species are seeds that persist 

locally, lacking strict uniformity and featuring a diversity of traits. Landrace focuses on 

contributing genetic diversity to a population, encouraging outcrossing and finding traits that 



make the population well adapted to the environment it grows in. This type of seed saving was 

encouraged by the U.S. government in the 1800s (Kloppenburg, 2004). However, the U.S. 

government did not invent this type of seed saving, as farmers and planters for generations have 

been sharing seed and trying out and adapting new varieties for generations. Typically, landraces 

arise in centers of origin for genetic diversity, and are known as “cultivated … varieties resulting 

from indigenous breeding,” (Ghislain et al., 2015, p. 520). Landraces are domesticated varieties 

which are distinct from their wild relatives, although locals may breed in germplasm from those 

wild relatives at times. However, some seed savers have envisioned a seed saving approach that 

actively seeks to create landraces by using many types of seeds from various sources and 

geographical locations (Lofthouse, 2021). Lofthouse (2021) details a book on his own methods 

of landrace seed saving, and a sizeable online community (goingtoseed.org) shares the values of 

this type of seed saving, sometimes in direct opposition to the more strict techniques required for 

landrace seed saving. 

Doug Rugh, who is a member of the goingtoseed.org online group, describes how 

discovering about landrace seed saving helped him put a name to what came naturally to him. By 

discovering the goingtoseed.org group, Doug was able to learn more about this crossing-

encouraged approach to growing and saving seeds. He describes his own methods, “So whenever 

I grow something, I collect the seeds and then the next year grow it again…So you know,…in 

the beginning I was collecting tomato seeds and squash seeds and things like that without 

realizing I was actually creating landrace seeds. And so landrace seeds are locally adapted seeds. 

You're kind of picking the survivors from your own conditions.” Here Doug is also highlighting 

a benefit of in-situ conservation. When seeds are saved and actively grown out in their 



environment, they have the opportunity to adapt to that environment, as well as to the grower’s 

own approach to gardening. 

Nate Kleinman, who saves seeds for his livelihood and who has a focus on heirloom 

varieties, also notes the qualities of landraces, “And interestingly, the-the seeds from Odessa are 

quite diverse. It's-it's what's considered a landrace, which is, you know, a variety that is not 

standardized. It hasn't been bred for uniformity. It has that original diversity that that allows for 

great resilience. So the flowers of this calendula come in different colors, the type- the plants 

have some different types as well.”  

Landrace varieties allow seed savers to see diverse phenotypes and allows them to do 

some interesting selection work by saving seeds from those phenotypes they favor.  

c. Native 

The desire to replace invasive or foreign plants with native plants is what motivates those 

who save native seeds. In Nature’s Best Hope, Doug Tallamy touts the benefits of native plants 

for ecosystems and biodiversity, as opposed to nonnative plants (Tallamy, 2019). The Worcester 

Native Plant Initiative group that I visited is mainly invested in replacing greenspaces in their 

city with native plants. Beth Fleming, the co-founder of the group, mentioned that the group is 

also focused on social-environmental justice in their mission, with efforts to plant natives in 

inner-city Worcester (where people often do not have access to green spaces and tend to be more 

socioeconomically disadvantaged). The group has done several projects and advocates for native 

plants to their local government, in hopes to require an ordinance for all new plantings to be 

native plants. Beth said that when the group first started, they got their native plants from a 

trusted nursery, but ever since then they have saved and replanted their seeds. This shows how 



one does not have to start by growing something from seed to save seeds, the process can begin 

with an already-grown plant, which the seeds can then be collected from. 

Beth touted the benefits of native plants, “And native plants really are like, they kind 

of—after the first season—they will kind of take care of themselves, it’s not as much 

maintenance. Plus, it's just so good for water retention, biodiversity, all of those things.” In 

particular, she expressed that planting natives would help Worcester be resilient in the face of 

increased extreme weather due to climate change. She said, “…they say in the Northeast that 

climate change is going to sort of rear its ugly head in the form of heavy rains, which we've seen 

over the last few years, and native plants, as opposed to plants that are imported from other 

places, are—they're- they're indigenous to this area, but they also have a very complex, deep root 

system.” 

She noted that when she first learned about natives and planted them in her yard, she saw 

an immediate difference with the amount of wildlife that was there...”  

A participant that I spoke to at the Winter Sow event explained how their journey to 

native plants started because they liked birds, “So for me, I got into birding last spring and then I 

found a Facebook group about birding. And then that led me to native plants because someone 

was saying, Why are you feeding them bird seeds? They don't eat that when you're around. They 

eat native plants.” This response showed that piquing someone’s interest in seeds might mean 

relating seeds to something else they are already interested in. 

Beth explained that the Worcester Native Plant group has grown to be quite large, and its 

members are active. They hosted seed cleaning workshops the past few years. This year, they 

hosted one less seed cleaning workshop than the year before, because they had so many people 



show up to the first ones that they did not need to host another. Beth’s story anecdotally shows 

that, once people become involved, there is a lot of energy and excitement around seed saving. 

d. Selection 

Selection, to some degree, is a part of all types of seed saving. Even unintentionally, seed 

savers save seeds from selected plants, the traits of which are passed on to the next generation. 

This may just be the best survivors of the population, or those with the most favorable traits, or 

in the case of heirlooms, those plants which are true to type, or the best example of what that 

variety is supposed to look and taste like. Some seed savers select with special attention to 

population size, inbreeding depression, and roguing out off-types, among other things (Colley et 

al., 2010). Population size is the number of plants being grown, and there are often 

recommended minimum population sizes for saving seeds of certain varieties in order to 

maintain a healthy level of genetic diversity within the population. Inbreeding depression may 

occur when individuals that are genetically similar mate and their offspring have reduced vigor 

and fertility, which is why maintaining genetic diversity with population size is important. To 

rogue out off types means to remove those plants which have unfavorable traits, or which do not 

look like what the variety is supposed to look like. Other seed savers pay attention mainly to 

phenotype, choosing to save the seeds of the plants they like best based on appearance or taste, 

or else growing qualities such as maturation period and drought tolerance (Lofthouse, 2021; 

Soleri, 2018). Historically, farmers used simple mass selection to develop the traits of the crops 

they grew (Kloppenburg, 2004). 

Participants told me how selection can work in seed saving. Irena Hollowell expressed 

that anyone who saves seed can perform selection work, “...You can adapt the varieties that 

you're growing to be better suited to your growing conditions. If you keep saving seeds on your 



farm or in your part of the country, the crops will adapt to grow better in your part of the 

country.” Nate talked about how keeping a variety true-to type requires careful selection, “Seed 

saving is an art as much as it's a science, and it's definitely not enough to merely put seeds in the 

ground and then save everything that that that you get. You really need to you really need to do 

selection work every, every year to maintain to maintain the integrity of the variety that you're 

trying to save. So that means roguing out off types. If something comes up that doesn't look right 

and you, you know, it looks like an indication of a cross in the population or it's just something 

that that that shows up every year in the in a population but nevertheless needs to be removed in 

order to keep that population from degrading you have to do that.” However, he also 

acknowledged the interplay between keeping the integrity of a variety, and adapting a variety to 

its conditions, “...You might find yourself making choices that push a variety into the future –

push it into a different form than it was originally. [If an extreme weather event occurs] it's…a 

screening event. It’s screening for you the plants that are more resilient in the face of that of that 

outside pressure from the weather…And that's important work too because seeds are living 

things. They're living beings. They're not they're not static or stagnant. And if we keep them, if 

we try to keep them static, we will find eventually that they don't work for us.” These responses 

help to highlight the benefits of in-situ seed saving. 

2. “Why” for seed saving 

a. Generational knowledge transfer 

Several participants mentioned their motivations for seed saving including preserving the 

knowledge and existence of plants from past generations to carry on for future generations. This 

is a way to connect past with present, honor passed family members and preserve sense of place 



and community. Some participants mentioned how they do this directly with plants meaningful 

to their own family or how they help others to preserve varieties meaningful to them.  

Alexis Yamashita expressed concern that knowledge about growing food is being lost as 

we progress into modern times, “...In my experiences is how much disconnect there is. You 

know, when you talk about seeds and how that relates to our agriculture and food systems like … 

like I knew, everybody knows seeds exist and that, you know, food and plants come from seeds. 

But there isn't--there's like this disconnect that exists, I think, in a lot of folks minds…of really 

how that's very like much a foundation to our agriculture and food systems.” Amyrose Foll 

brought up how teaching children about growing food and seeds can combat this disconnect, 

“That's why I like to share seeds too. So I'm like, I'm going to feed you, but I'm going to show 

you how to feed yourself. It's much more fun and engaging that way, especially when you can 

get kids in on it. If you can get children engaged in growing their own food and eating their own 

food out of the garden…That's the most valuable thing, because our children are really our most 

precious commodity to give to the future.”   

Amyrose also talked about her own experience with varieties meaningful to her family, 

“And she [grandmother] brought with pepper seeds from, I think they're originally from Hungary 

or well, I mean, originally, obviously they were from the Americas…And she grew them for 

decades. And God knows where they originally came from, but--or how they ended up being 

selected. But nobody else in my family grows them…I was the only one th-- grandchild that 

lived across the street from her. So if I don't do it and then--I did share them back with my 

family--they weren't even aware that they still existed.” These peppers were very important to 

her, and were a huge part of her ‘why’, for seed saving. She felt that it is important to carry on 

food traditions through generations, “We're leaving a legacy to our kids. I have three little boys 



and I actually still grow peppers that my grandmother grew when I was a child four and a half 

decades ago that she grew for...I don't know how long, but she passed away when I was in 

college. And so my children have never met her, but she still feeds them through my garden.” 

Ira Wallace expressed the same sentiment about meaningful varieties, “Like I say, you 

know, I'm not asking you to save every seed of every plant, but if there's food and seeds that are 

important to you, that matter to your ancestors, your grandmother, or even sometimes your 

neighbors it-- you might be the only one to take that on to continue it into the future.”  

b. Beauty/wonder 

Participants spoke of seed saving with reverence and gratitude, either indicating explicitly 

or implicitly that seed saving carries a sense of beauty and wonder. They mentioned the power of 

a seed, and how the relationship that occurs when growing a plant through its full life cycle is an 

impactful experience.  

Doug hoped that the beauty of nature would be something people learn to appreciate 

again, “I hope that eventually people will appreciate the beauty of kind of wild things and you 

kind of see that wild aesthetic. I mean, we love it. We do. We do paintings out in nature all the 

time, it's... When you see plants growing naturally in bloom with all the insects on them because 

they're healthy, and they're- they fit in a proper way in the environment.”  

Irena talked about the things she loved most about seed saving, saying, “I love watching 

things sprout, seeing little tiny seedlings. Also, it gives you an experience of a part of the plant's 

life cycle that you don't otherwise have and teaches you something about what..., about how that 

plant grows. How its- What its, what its role in the in the garden ecosystem or potentially in 

some other ecosystem is like…” 



Beth talked about a project their group did that was for environmental purposes, but 

which had the extra benefit of beautification, “We started that first season with a pretty big 

project in inner city Worcester. It was an area that had been planted with sort of traditional 

landscape plants and was very overgrown. There were a lot of invasive plants in that area. So we 

cleaned that all up, we amended the soil, we planted, donations, we got a couple of grants. And 

now that area is just beautiful.”  

Both Nate and Ken got a bit mystical with their notions of seed saving. Nate talked about 

the power of seeing life grow before your eyes, “To me, gardening, farming in general has a has 

a real touch of magic to it. It's, you know, you're putting something tiny into the ground and then 

watching something big and beautiful grow out of it and flourish and then create the the means to 

do the same thing again the next year. And seed saving is just such a such a dramatic part of that 

of that whole experience.”  Ken talked about hope, “There's the wonderful magical power of like 

a seed. You know, people say things like, a seed represents hope, and all of that, or seeds are 

hope and seeds are investment in the future and all of that.”  

c. Health 

Participants mentioned that seed saving offers a ‘healthier’ alternative to mainstream 

grocery stores/supermarkets. They said that the qualities within the plants they grow from seed in 

their own garden taste better and provide them with more nourishment than anything that could 

be purchased at a store. Other aspects of health that participants described included ecosystem or 

soil health.  

Doug expressed that the taste of plants you grow yourself is better, “...We found that the 

vegetables we grew, even if they weren't great, if they were small or whatever they were, they 

always tasted a lot better. Plus the fact that you grew it yourself and you can, you eat it, you 



know, within an hour of cooking or even right away, it just ta- tastes much better.” Amyrose also 

made a comment about taste, “And also, it's sad because you go to the grocery store anywhere 

from Maine to Arizona, and it's the same few dozen varieties of fruits and vegetables in the 

grocery store across the U.S. Some of which have traveled thousands of miles to get there. And 

they don't taste like anything! Gross!”  

Doug iterated that homegrown food is better for your health, “And also from looking at 

the research, it- you can see that it's much more nutritious, how soon you eat it after picking it. I 

mean, I think I think anytime any grow- anybody grows anything, it's much better. We're cutting 

out shipping, we're cutting out more chemical sprays. It's much healthier.”  

Ken expressed the same thoughts on health and taste, “Like, you know, fresh, fresh food 

is better- It's better for you environmentally. It's better to not be like having- schlepping all the, 

transporting all the food from California, all the fossil fuels and pollution, etc., etc.. Because 

along with all of that, a lot of the varieties that we offer more are more nutritious. Unfortunately, 

a lot of the supermarket varieties that are bred for traveling those long distances and for keeping 

longer, they have- a lot of those varieties are bred more for just like emphasizing those qualities 

of like toughness and durability and all of that. You lose out on a lot of flavor. You lose out on a 

lot of nutrition.” 

Ira connected the taste and nutrition of food back to seed saving, and how seed saving is a 

push back against the decline of these qualities, “And, you know, it's one of these, as they say, 

everyday acts of resistance to food being commercialized so much that what tastes good and 

what's healthy for people in your local community is not the number one factor, but what's going 

to make money for the corporation that is providing that food to people.”   

3. Environment 



Although many people included environmental explanations in their “Why” for seed saving, 

the environment came up in many other contexts during interviews. The significance of the 

environment in interviews constitutes a distinct theme category. 

a. Inputs 

Participants often cited that they employed organic growing methods, or otherwise 

followed organic guidelines. They tended to use minimal inputs within their growing systems, 

especially harmful inputs. These methods of growing are important for soil health, and in turn, 

plant health. Some of the types of seed saving go so far as to use no inputs, so that the plants 

become adapted to growing in their environment with no help. 

Participants practiced seed saving by following low-input methods. Doug did so as a 

personal act of resistance, “Like it's my way of working against climate change, not introduce 

anything to my land, do everything as simple as possible, because I think that's what we need 

across the country as growers. If we can all do things very simply, …, we can have the genetics 

in our seeds be something that works for us, not something that we have to every year buy new 

seeds or they struggle in our conditions and we have to fertilize them, or whatever.” SESE also 

focuses on low-input growing, specifically organic methods. As Irena said, “We have a lot of 

focus on organics and on organic growing methods. So our, our growing instructions in our 

catalog assume organic growing methods and we have- our selection is geared towards what 

works well for organic growing methods. And most of the seeds that we sell are certified 

organic…” The small seed company also encourages and helps its customers to grow with low 

inputs. Irena said that small, regional, organic seed companies are “making a lot more advice 

available about how to grow things organically, about how to how to deal with insects that you 

don't want without spraying them with a bunch of pesticides.”  



b. Biodiversity 

Participants were concerned with biodiversity of both plants and animals. Landrace and 

native seed savers were especially excited about the ways that seed saving led them to having 

more animals within their planting ecosystem. Those involved with seed companies were 

particularly interested in keeping a diverse array of plant varieties available on the market. They 

were concerned about the concept of varieties dropping from catalogues and being lost to 

history.  

Doug mentioned that his garden helped bring wildlife to his yard, and how that contrasted 

with his neighbors, yet it brought him joy, “We have a half acre corner lot, so everyone else has 

green lawns. And then we have like this wildness of stuff growing. And it's a lot of fun.” 

Irena had spent time in Ecuador, learning about the biodiversity there and how it was at 

risk of being lost. Upon returning to the United States, she realized that the U.S. faced a similar 

issue: “And there's a lot of marketing for the for the newer crops and the newer seeds [in 

Ecuador], and there isn't really any for the heirloom seeds. So, there's quite a bit of risk of 

varieties disappearing…but I hadn't realized that there was also a lot of varieties in similar 

situations, a lot of varieties at risk of disappearing, in the U.S. too. And there's also a really 

astounding level of biodiversity of crop varieties in the U.S.” This helped Irena to become 

interested in keeping unique and/or heirloom varieties available on the market, which she is able 

to pursue through Southern Exposure Seed Exchange. 

Beth talked about how loss of plant biodiversity can lead to loss of biodiversity in 

animals, “And also there is a lot of biodiversity loss. We had a speaker last February who is a 

professor of entomology, I believe, or biology at UMass Dartmouth, and he is studying native 

bees that are in decline. So there's two in Massachusetts that are really endangered. And so on 



our list, you probably saw there's certain plants that are indicated by him that are essential to 

those bees. So, you know, I think I think that the insect is the little the little thing that runs the 

world. So we need to take care of them and give them things to eat.”    

c. Climate change adaptation 

Many seed savers look to the diversity of plant varieties to help adapt to climate change. 

With a diversity of plants comes a diversity of traits. Saving seeds in situ allows these traits to 

help plants survive growing seasons and pass on the beneficial traits. This can help to shift 

populations towards being more resilient in the face of the effects of climate change. 

Ken, who also works for SESE, talked about how the company sometimes caters their 

variety offerings according to what helps growers become more resistant to climate change, “we 

started carrying more Asian beans, known- known as either asparagus beans or long beans. They 

had better heat tolerance compared to regular snap pole beans. So, we're very strongly 

encouraging people, the folks in the Southeast to grow them out during the summer. Because 

there's times where it gets so hot during the summer that the pollen of snap beans gets damaged 

and they're not they're not they're not making pods in July. And so make-- so having that be like 

a thing that people- folks can do for like, especially as climate change is likely to make like 

summers hotter and hotter.”  

Community 

d. Community 

Several participants discussed the community building that is possible because of seed 

saving. The community surrounding seed saving is important because it helps to share 

knowledge, duty, seeds, and more. Seed savers build community locally, nationally, and 

internationally. Some found community with their neighbors, others with online forums. 



Alexis Yamashita is a part of Ujamaa Cooperative Farming Alliance, a person of color-centered 

seed and farming organization. She talked about how the mission of Ujamaa is very community 

focused, “...That's one thing that I really love about Ujamaa, because, you know, not only for like 

the BIPOC aspect of it, but also recognizing too, at least in my personal feeling, you know, we 

need to have connections, you know, like to everybody in this world…I think it is very much 

harkening from like my belief in cooperative and collective spaces as something that can really 

contribute to, you know, really addressing a lot of issues out there, whether it be social, financial 

and so on and so forth.”  

The presenter at the Worcester Native Plant Initiative Winter Sow workshop explained 

that a large part of what makes the group special is the community learning aspect, “And we're 

learning together. It's a community that we're learning from. We're making mistakes. We're 

sharing the knowledge, what we've learned. So, the point is just to make other people more 

successful so they can do knowledge sharing with their friends as well.” 

Amyrose talked a lot about community. A highlight was the network of seed savers she 

connects with and builds relationships with, “…We have amazing seed seed savers and seed 

keepers all over the U.S. that are growing these things that are special to them or from certain 

areas of the world that they're focusing on. And I-- all of my friends are plant nerds…But I 

wouldn't have it any other way because it's the most joyful, fulfilling life. I have the best life ever 

because of seeds and because of plants. And I want everyone else to have that too”. Nate also 

described the joy of meeting diverse people and communities through seed saving, “And then 

really the human side of things, you know, the I've been really honored and privileged to be able 

to return seeds to people whose communities have lost those seeds in some cases generations 



earlier. And, you know, being able to essentially reunite someone with a long lost member of 

their family is such a is such a joyful, profound thing to be a part of.”   

Doug highlighted the struggles of having a limited seed saving community, "So the first 

thing, when I got really into landrace, because I've been doing this all really on my own, one of 

the first things you figure out is that if you're trying to make locally adapted seeds that are really 

vigorous and make tasty fruits coming out of your environment, it takes a while to get there 

because you collect the seeds and then you wait a whole ‘nother year…And a much quicker way 

to do it is if you have other people in your same environment, in your community growing those 

seeds and sharing them with you.”  He had not been able to find many people locally with whom 

he could share seeds, but he had hope it would happen, “If I could get a good melon growing 

here and get the seeds that I could share to people, that would be how you create a community, 

because I have a result that—a, something that works locally. So, it's a grassroots thing that 

grows slowly.”    

e. Collaboration 

The participants involved in small seed companies emphasized the collaboration involved 

within the community of small regional seed companies. Also mentioned was the general sense 

of collaboration that seed savers have with one another, sharing seed, plants, food, etcetera. 

Alexis, of Ujamaa, talked about what it is like to work within a small seed company to 

build a better seed system, “It's more of a sense of collaboration and community in there, and 

that's something that's been very dear and special…if we do want to look at creating more local 

and regionally based systems with understanding that seed companies aren't going to go away 

anytime soon, there needs to be more seed companies that are more focused to serving different 

needs… But to be very clear in a way that isn't competitive, that we're not pitting each other 



against each other because nobody's going to win in that. But really, you know, enhancing that 

collaborative space and building upon it.”   

Ken spoke about the collaborative spirit of small regional seed companies, “In the case of 

most seed companies, like they—small seed companies, when they got started, like other seed 

companies helped them out. There tends to be a good tradition of like paying that forward. So 

that is, as you yourself get larger, like helping out the smaller companies that are that are coming 

along.”    

f. Culture 

A major theme among participants was the concept of saving seeds to save culture. 

Foodways are an important aspect of cultures around the world, and the food in those foodways 

starts with seed. “Culturally meaningful seeds” was a common descriptor for those seeds that are 

important, especially to historically disadvantaged cultures and groups. Participants mentioned 

that they tried to make meaningful contributions by being stewards of seeds for immigrant, 

indigenous, and communities of color, or otherwise passing along seed to these groups that are 

important to them. 

The mission of Ujamaa was described by Alexis, “We have a two-fold mission of one 

wanting to educate BIPOC seed growers, and also communities, about seed growing and seed 

saving. We are also wanting to increase access to culturally meaning meaningful seed varieties 

and what we mean by that are really the like seed varieties that are really at the heart of, for us, 

BIPOC communities that are very much underrepresented in the whiteness of the seed world and 

very much underrepresented in mainstream seed catalogs.” 

Amyrose voiced how seed saving is a way that she keeps her indigenous culture alive, 

“And then there's a lot of things like, you know, my father's family is native. A lot of our 



cultivars were on the brink of, like, extinction or very obscure. And there's things I grow like 

pima white corn that I had gotten from Arizona, and I grow them here.” She shared that she 

wants to show everyone that native foodways are still here, they are resilient and wonderful. The 

work Amyrose does for her indigenous culture contributes to the collective work that indigenous 

seed savers do. Rowan White, an indigenous seedkeeper from the Mohawk community of 

Akwesasne, founded Sierra Seeds, an organization with a mission to cultivate seed stewardship 

and rematriation through mentorship and education (White, n.d.-a). White also developed the 

Indigenous Seedkeepers Network, which connects indigenous seedkeepers across North America 

and provides resources to restore and tend to indigenous foodways through seeds (White, n.d.-b). 

Amyrose, Rowen White, and the Indigenous Seedkeepers Network are all a testament to the 

work that is being done to keep indigenous seeds and culture alive and thriving. 

Amyrose also stewards seeds from other cultures so she can share them with people from 

those cultures and help them connect to their own culture, “But this gentleman from Senegal, he 

came to the seed saving workshop that I did, and I had brought a ton of Sapelo Island peas with 

me…I grow them a lot, and...I'll give them out to people that say that they have Gullah heritage. 

He is from Senegal, … And I gave him this giant bag of them and he's like, ‘Do you think they'll 

grow here?’ And I was like, ‘It is my honor to send these home with you. They belong to you,’ 

like they came from that area of the world and like, they don't belong to me. I just happen to 

steward them.” When Amyrose grows and shares cultural seeds, she does so as a way to help 

people feel more at home, even when they are far from it, “So we're giving them a little bit of 

home, but also giving them a means to put down their own roots.” 

Ira talked about the Heirloom Collard project, which garnered an impressive response 

from black southerners looking to participate and be seed stewards or share seeds of unique 



family collard varieties. She also saw how her community displayed food resilience, “And it's 

something that I can be proud of that we...had to leave the South in the cover of night during the 

Great Migration. And being a farmer was not one of the things you were thinking of… 

But...seeing things like...the young black farmers that I come in contact with as they try to figure 

out a way to have land in this time when they have really been cut off from their ancestral lands 

with these inheritance laws that have taken plots that were held by their grandparents and stuff 

and made it very easy for them to be preyed upon by white people who have more money and I 

just, you know, see them being people who like their ancestors, they're making a way where 

there is no way…It's just exciting and it's like we're here.” 

Nate’s words summarized the cultural aspect of seed saving, “There's the cultural side to 

it as well. Seed saving is a is a really powerful way to transmit culture from generation to 

generation and to share a piece of one culture with another culture. Seeds remind people of 

where they came from and their ancestors in a really in a really profound way.”  

4. The seed industry 

Several of the participants interviewed were involved with small regional seed 

companies. They worked for, or had previously worked for, Southern Exposure Seed Exchange, 

or were involved with Ujaama Cooperative Farming Alliance. These participants discussed the 

characteristics of small seed companies. 

Ira, who is often known as ‘Mama Ira’, explained why it is important to have small, 

regional, mission-driven seed companies, “I guess I think it's a possibility to have a wider array 

of varieties available to gardeners and farmers. I mean, you know, until the forties there just were 

a lot of small companies saving and, you know, making their collection hyperlocal. And so I 

think that there most small seed companies are people who are excited about this and they're not 



just selling seeds, they're, you know, teaching seed saving and gardening. And it's a way to 

support and finance more people doing this work…I kind of thought of it as hobbyists helping 

hobbyists, at first. But then some, you know, companies grew big enough that people could 

actually spend most of their time doing their seed work. And I feel like there's not enough of this 

work being done in this country and in the world and having ways to support more people diving 

deeper into it is important.” 

Irena and Ken talked about the proliferation of small seed companies offering unique, 

local, and/or cultural varieties. The existence of these companies is made possible by the 

collaborative and supportive culture of other seed companies like Southern Exposure Seed 

Exchange. 

Participants also discussed the values associated with the current agri-food/seed system 

and those associated with seed saving and small regional seed companies. Consolidation, profit 

maximization, commodification, were all values that were attributed to the corporate food 

regime, while community, collectivization, and diversification were attributed to seed saving and 

small seed companies. Alexis did a great job of summarizing this sentiment, “…Looking at the 

values that are prioritized...[in]...our conventional like agriculture and food systems … I'm 

talking about like, you know, commercialization, commodification, profit maximization. And 

really what I think to build healthier systems is we need to see those values shift 

and…have…different values…re-embedded into our systems…like talking about cultural values, 

values that serve our immediate communities, like fortifying local and regional seed systems.”  

A few participants mentioned how corporate consolidation affects seed varieties. They 

explained how as smaller companies get bought up, the larger conglomerate may decide to have 



them drop a number of varieties which are similar to varieties that other companies they’ve 

bought have, and those unique varieties may get lost off the market forever. 

Ken told about how consolidation in the seed industry can result in a loss of unique 

commercial varieties, “...There's more and more consolidation in the seed, within the 

industry,...So, and as often happens with- consolidation..., like you get a seed company that 

carries, say, 400 varieties and a seed company that goes ahead and gobbles up a seed company 

that carries 300 varieties, and some of those varieties will be the same, but some of them might 

be like,…They’ll often be like, you know [those other] varieties that that company offered, yeah, 

we don't really need those. And they’ll decide to like drop like these five varieties or those ten 

varieties or those 50 varieties and all of that and then those drop off the marketplace and nobody 

else may pick those up again. And this often happens that varieties that were once common 

commercially available, five years later, all of a sudden there's not and nobody has that one 

anymore.”  

5. Future hopes 

I asked almost all the participants what their hopes and thoughts for the future of seed 

saving were. For the most part, participants were hopeful.  

Alexis said, “...My hope for the future of seed saving is the hope…the vast majority of 

people out there learn about seed saving and you know, can practice whatever that looks like in 

their own lives. So that is that is a future I'm hopeful for, as especially with interactions that I've 

had with people and, you know, even having starting conversations of seed saving and seeing 

that like light that kind of clicks on inside, it makes me really hopeful to see a future where, you 

know, seed saving is, you know, a really, you know, a widely held practice...” 



Nate also expressed hope for the future of seed saving, because he saw a reinvigorated 

energy surrounding seed saving. He said, “I think that there's is a lot of passion and energy 

around seed saving right now. The pandemic was a huge motivating factor...I'm particularly 

excited about and really keen to continue working on getting people involved in seed saving who 

come from communities that that have been really alienated from their agricultural heritage in 

this country...I think many, many people are beginning to overcome that pain and trauma 

associated with agriculture and getting into farming and seed saving. And it's really beautiful to 

see people reclaiming that agricultural heritage and saving seeds from their culture for the first 

time in generations in some cases. So I'm hopeful that that trend will continue...”  

6. Advice 

I asked almost all the participants if they had any advice or words of wisdom for 

prospective seed savers. The main sentiment among everyone who answered the question was to 

just do it. A few mentioned that there are easily found sources on seed saving, such as books, 

charts, YouTube videos, and google searches. But mainly, participants encouraged those new to 

seed saving to just start and learn by doing. A quote from Ken highlights this type of advice that 

participants gave, “...You know, it can sometimes, it might potentially seem intimidating just in 

terms of like, there's sometimes there's big thick books out there about how to do it. It's easiest to 

just go ahead and start doing it and figure it out. And there's a learning, there's a learning curve, 

but it's easiest to just jump into it.” 

Another common tip was to start small, with just one or a few plants that are relatively 

easy to save, and build your way up to saving from more plants as you learn, if you want to. Both 

Nate and Amyrose articulated this sentiment. Nate said, “I think the best advice I can give to 

prospective seed savers is, is to just try it, start small. You don't need to you don't need to try and 



save seeds for ten different species or 20 different species. You can work with one or two in your 

backyard. You can save seed, save seeds growing in a pot on a porch.” Amyrose said, “So if you 

are interested in saving seeds or getting started in saving seeds, don't try to do everything all at 

once, all the time everywhere. Not going to work out well for anybody. Pick one thing and just 

forget about it.” 

A few participants highlighted that new seed savers should be prepared to leave their 

plants out growing for longer than they would if they were only gardening. Ira pointed out, 

“Yeah, a lot of people don't realize, that it's a lot longer to have them in the ground.” Amyrose 

noted, “You just basically set it and forget it because momma knows how to do what she needs 

to do.” Ken also brought up letting plants grow for longer, “...If your goal is to mostly to learn 

more about the plants that you're growing in your garden, then start by letting some of them 

grow longer than you would otherwise until they make seed.” 

Another tip that came up a few times was to leave seeds to dry, and store them in a cool 

dry place. 

Some unique advice came from IH, who mentioned that if you buy a seed packet and 

planning on growing those seeds out to a plant, and then saving seeds from that plant, it is a good 

idea to keep a few seeds back from the original packet. This way, you can compare the seeds you 

save to those original seeds, and when they look similar you will know your saved seeds are 

ready.   

 

Documentary 

Using video interviews, b-roll, and self-made animations and graphics, I created a 26-

minute documentary about seed saving. The goal of the documentary is to inform the audience 



about seed saving and convince them to save their own seeds. The ideal audience for this 

documentary is gardeners, foodies, and people otherwise interested in the environment, food 

systems, agriculture, or gardening who do not currently save seeds.  

In my process, I employed principles of documentary accountability and inclusive 

communication. The themes from the interviews guide the themes presented in the documentary. 

As it progresses through the themes, we meet each participant and get their input. I did not seek 

to impose my own agenda onto the documentary, instead letting the ideas from seed savers drive 

the messages in the film. The direction of the film is based on the sentiments of the participants 

and pre-interviews with other seed savers.  

The documentary is a call to action and a demonstration of wonder. To convince the 

audience of the importance of seed saving, it problematizes the state of consolidation in the seed 

industry, the loss of diverse commercial varieties, and other food system concerns, and then 

indicates how seed saving is a way to combat and resist these problems. It shows the great work 

that seed savers are doing, demonstrating what Southern Exposure Seed Exchange, Virginia Free 

Farm, Nate Kleinman, and Ujamaa Seeds do to preserve unique, resilient, and/or culturally 

relevant varieties of seeds. This approach is consistent with the literature on social-change 

documentaries, which share the stories of people involved with the issue and seek to empower 

the audience to action by emphasizing solutions without diminishing the serious nature of the 

problem (Borum Chattoo & Jenkins, 2019; Hawley & Mocatta, 2022; McCormack et al., 2021; 

Pali, 2014). 

By creating my own ‘animations’, hand-drawn ‘graphics’ and filming my own stock 

footage, I utilized the combined power of visuals paired with audio to weave a coherent and 

cohesive narrative to educate and invigorate my audience (Borum Chattoo et al., 2022; Hall et 



al., 1978). I feel hopeful that showing this video will inspire its viewers to consider trying to save 

some seeds of their own.  

Discussion 

A common thread among the interview themes was that seed savers actions were often 

aligned with acts of resistance or forms of activism. Even if the seed saver was not a part of a 

formal group, they often invoked ideas of personal resistance with their purpose for saving seeds. 

Other times, these seed savers actively advocated for their causes to local governments or 

worked on community building or organizing. Sometimes their seed saving was motivated by the 

environment, social causes, culture, justice, or a combination of each. Regardless of the 

particular cause, each seed saver had a cause to which their seed saving was related. This tells us 

that the act of seed saving is deeply intwined with resistance. This is likely because the onset of 

the corporate food regime heavily nudges people to be reliant on a huge yet impersonal system in 

place of relying on oneself, one’s neighbors, and one’s community. In the face of a conventional 

food system that is so ever-present, saving seeds is a defiant and deliberate act. It is a way to 

express that you can find a way back to community, culture, and the environment, even when it 

is not the easy option.  

 The themes from the interviews, and the documentary constructed from these themes, are 

indicative of the way seed saving is a response to the corporate food regime. With each negative 

aspect of the conventional and corporate seed system, there comes some form of resistance, 

exemplified by the participants in this project. Despite the fact that large seed firms control over 

half of the market, the stories of Ira, Ken, Irena, and Alexis show us that small, independent seed 

companies cannot be suppressed (Howard, 2021). In response to the concerns over loss of 

biodiversity, we learn from Nate, Doug, Irena, and Beth that people are doing the work to 



restore, maintain, and increase diversity among plants (Fowler & Mooney, 1990; Heald & 

Chapman, 2011; Khoury et al., 2014). In the face of the impersonal and non-participatory nature 

of the seed industry, the participants in this study find alternative sources for their seeds, carry 

out their own plant breeding, and cultivate communities and networks through which 

information, ideas, and seeds are shared (Joseph, 2021). Even with large companies utilizing 

licensing of their technology to build their market power, small, regional, independent 

companies like Southern Exposure Seed Exchange are finding ways to prioritize sourcing their 

seed from small farmers instead. As these larger companies develop seeds which are resistant to 

the agrichemicals that they also develop, seed savers like Doug and those in the Worcester 

Native Plant Initiative and organic seed companies like SESE are refusing to use chemical inputs 

or the seeds that rely on them. When the top seed firms rely on customers buying their seeds 

instead of saving their own, the participants in this project are telling people to save their own 

seeds and giving advice on how to do it. As the seed industry tries to gain more power and 

establish their profit-incentivized system as the status quo, seed savers like Ira and Amyrose are 

mobilizing toward a diverse, vibrant, and community-based future which prioritizes people 

power over powerful firms. The seed savers featured in the documentary can see past the notion 

that the corporate seed system is all we have, saving their seeds and fostering connections with 

others instead. Presenting the hopeful outlook of these seed savers and showing some of the 

work that they do offers the kind of fact-based dreaming recommended by Hawley & Mocatta 

(2022) in their study on effective strategies for social change documentaries. Despite the top four 

seed companies controlling over half of the seed market (Howard, 2021), the Savers 

documentary shows the audience that they can take back some control over their food, and the 

first step is by saving a seed. 



  

Conclusion 

The original inspiration and intent for this project was to find a way to preserve and share 

seed savers’ technical knowledge about how to save seeds. However, as I began having more and 

more conversations with seed savers, I found that their minds were not as concerned with 

teaching people how to save seed, but more with convincing people to start saving seeds in the 

first place. I found less of a stress on the explicit knowledge about how to save seeds, and more 

of an emphasis on why to save seeds. Seed savers talked about all the factors that affected seed 

systems and how these factors impacted their motivations to save seeds. They wanted to share 

these factors and motivations in the hopes that more people would join them and save seeds too. 

The seed savers I talked to felt confident that most people would be able to learn to save seeds 

from books or the internet, or by just trying it themselves. Although getting to engage in the 

process of tending the land and seeing the whole life cycle of a plant was something that seed 

savers found to be moving (and thought that others would as well), they were more interested in 

making sure people knew that the reasons someone should save seed have as much to do with 

saving the environment, engaging in community, and preserving culture as they do with growing 

one’s own plants.  

The documentary was an exercise in storytelling. Finding a way to communicate the 

words of the participants in a compelling manner was a learning process, but a fruitful one. In the 

early stages of the editing process, the documentary was nearly two hours long and was mostly 

footage of interviews. Now, the documentary is about 26 minutes long and contains interesting 

visuals. The contrast between the early stages and the finished product made it evident that, in 

some cases, audio-visual mediums can be more powerful than solely audio mediums. If this 



project had used the interviews to be an audio-only product, many of the compelling features of 

the content would be lost. Combining audio with visual creates more avenues to convey the 

message of seed saving’s importance to the audience.  

By recording the motivations and efforts of seed savers across the eastern seaboard, I 

highlighted not only why people should be concerned about seeds, but also why they should be 

hopeful because of seeds. Seeds and the people that save them are an inspiring testament to the 

amazing things that people can do when they are passionate and care about the people and places 

around them. 
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Appendix A – Interview Guides  

Original General Interview Guide  

(Used for Nate Kleinman and Beth Fleming)  
1. Why do you save seeds?  

2. What do you love about seed saving? Why?  

3. Are there challenges with seed saving? What are they?  

4. What keeps you going when you encounter these challenges, or despite these 

challenges?  

5. Do you think others should save seed? Why?  

6. Thoughts on the future of seed saving?  

7. Do you have any advice for someone interested in saving seed?  

8. Can you show/tell us any seed saving projects you are currently working on?  

9. Is there anything we didn’t cover that you’d like to revisit?  

  

Doug Rugh Interview Guide  

1. How do you keep track of / label / organize seeds?  

a. Do you record what you plant, where you plant it, what did well or poorly, 

and/or what you saved?  

2. When you replant seed from a previous year, what do the plants look like? (True 

to type? Varied/diverse?)  

3. Can you explain the survival of the fittest test?  

a. How many seasons does it take to achieve ‘landrace’ status?  

4. How do you see Landrace seed saving as different from other types of seed 

saving? What is its role and importance?  

a. Can all methods coexist?  

b. Thoughts on heirloom seed saving?  

c. Thoughts on open pollinated seeds?  

5. Do you sell anything?  

a. Fruits/vegetables  

6. Do you trade or share seed?  

7. Do you do any separation (to maintain traits)?  

a. Do you ever try to prevent crossing?  

8. What is your relationship to seeds?  

9. Are you looking for offspring diversity?  

  

Virginia Participants Interview Guide  

General  
1. What is seed saving? What does it mean to save seeds?  

2. In situ vs ex situ seed saving; why is it important to grow seeds out instead of just 

saving them in Svalbard or other seed banks?  

3. What are heirloom seeds?  

4. What is the difference between growing for a garden versus growing for seeds?  

5. Make sure gets mentioned  



a. Biodiversity. What concerns are there about biodiversity, and how can 

seed saving help?  

b. Climate change. What concerns are there about climate change and plants, 

and how can seed saving help?  

c. IP rights / corporate consolidation / agrichemical companies. Can you 

explain to me, in your own words, the state of the seed industry? Why are (a) 

small independent seed companies and (b) individuals saving seed important 

in the context of the current seed system?  

6. Community  

7. Knowledge sharing  

Ira Wallace & Amyrose Foll  

1. Can you please tell me your name and a little bit about you (where you come 

from, what you do)?  

2. Can you please tell me the name of your main operation or operations, and a little 

bit about those operations?  

3. Why seeds? (Pair with q3 from ‘General’)  

4. What is your seed story?  

5. What does it mean to each of you to see people from your own communities or 

identities in seed spaces?   

6. [How] Do you see engaging in seed work playing a role in improving the food 

system?  

7. How are seeds intertwined with culture? (Is saving seeds a part of saving 

culture?)  

8. What is most exciting to you about the work that you do?  

9. Are you concerned about the future of seeds?  

10. What do you see that gives you hope?   

11. Youth involvement?  

12. How do you think new people can be attracted to begin saving seeds?  

13. How important is community to seed saving?  

14. What is the role of mentors and peers in saving seeds?  

Ira Wallace  

1. Throughout your time working in seeds, what have you seen change for the 

better/worse?  

2. I’ve read that you encourage smaller seed companies to work together to achieve 

a vision of success. What do you think is the role of small seed companies in the seed 

system?  

3. I was listening to another interview with you, and you mentioned that people 

often ask why you encourage people to save their own seeds if you run a seed 

company where you are trying to sell seeds. Can you talk a little about that dynamic?  

Amyrose Foll  

1. What inspired you to start the Virginia Free Farm?  

2. How do seeds fit into the mission of Virginia Free Farm?  

3. Your advocacy work includes preservation of indigenous food culture through 

seed saving & distribution, I was wondering if you could tell me more about that?  

Alexis Yamashita  



1. Can you please tell me your name and a little bit about you (where you come 

from, what you do)?  

2. Can you please tell me the name of your main operation or operations, and a little 

bit about those operations?  

a. Can you tell me about Ujaama?  

3. What is your seed story?  

4. What is it like working on the business end of a small seed company?  

5. What are the challenges for small companies in the seed system?  

6. Can you tell me about any concerns for the larger seed industry?  

Ken Bezilla & Irena Hollowell  

1. Could you tell me about your role at Southern Exposure Seed Exchange?  

2. How did you get into seeds?  

3. Ken, I saw that you had offered a Fall & Winter Veggies: Zero Degree Gardening 

workshop at one point (2014). Could you tell me a little bit about what kind of seed 

saving activities go on in the winter?  

4. Ken – Can you tell me a little bit about germination testing?  

5. Irena – I saw on SESE’s website that you serve on the board of the Grassroots 

Seed Network. Could you tell me about what the network does?  

6. How does helping to run a small seed company translate to personal seed saving?  

7. Why are small seed companies important for individual seed savers?  

 


