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Abstract 
Often a neglected item in our current industrialized food system, seed is now typically seen as a commodity. Agrobiodiversity is in decline with diverse crop varieties being lost from cultivation and memory, further threatening levels of biodiversity. Research indicates that seed systems are crucial for the conservation of crop diversity and local adaption of cultivars. Globally, people are working to grow and share seeds that support seed production based around the premises of community-based production and (agro)biodiversity. This project and paper draw attention to the regional seed work in the US Northeast. Through a participatory approach, and an active participation in the Northeast Seed Conference, this project engages seed organizers, growers, and keepers across the region in exploration of regional seeds and their stories and aims to document important stories before they are lost. This project aims to collect, share, and analyze narratives in the NE that tell the story of four culturally significant cultivars in hopes to further shed light to the modern implications of seed saving and the stories that support it. This project explores the different kinds of relationships that people have with diverse cultivars, and the values and meanings embedded in those relationships, through examining the stories and oral history of specific seed cultivars in the NE. Key findings include the values and motivations for regional seed preservation that have influenced people's actions, such as the shared goal of regional resilience and the centering of care for the seed. The findings highlight cultural shifts and climate change as two main factors that impact the work of regional seed keeping. The conclusions drawn from this research can help further the understanding of the NE seed system and the ways in which it is supported by mentorship relationships, shared stories, and connective place-based seed projects, and similarly challenged by industrialization and ownership. The implications of these findings suggest that to strengthen NE regional seed work, it will be necessary to build new cultural traditions around varieties through relationship building and community centered seed projects.
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Since the dawn of agriculture, humans have been growing, sharing, and cherishing seeds. However, often a neglected item in our current industrialized food system, seed is now typically seen as a commodity instead of a life-giving form (Kloppenburg, 2014). Likewise, agrobiodiversity is in decline (Pautasso et al., 2013). With the global seed market being controlled by four companies (FAO, 2022; Kloppenburg, 2014; Mulvany, 2021), crop diversity continues to be lost at a global level (Khoury et al., 2014). In the US, crop diversity has experienced substantial declines since the 1970s, with only two crops (corn and soybean) currently covering 56.6% of total field area across the country (Aguilar et al., 2015; Spangler et al., 2020). Not only have crop varieties been lost from cultivation, but they have also been lost from memory (Veteto, 2007). 
Research from the Global South indicates that seed systems, defined as the interconnected system that influence seeds, including all processes and infrastructure involved in their production and exchange, particularly those reliant upon non-market exchanges, are crucial for the conservation of crop diversity and local adaption of cultivars to our changing climate (Pautasso et al., 2013). Despite the ongoing industrialization and concentration of the global seed market (Kloppenburg, 2014; Mulvany, 2021), people across the globe are working towards reinstating and creating alternative ways to grow and share seeds that support seed production based around the premises of community-based production and the importance of (agro)biodiversity (Garzon & Escobar, 2020). Likewise, seed keepers and organizers in the US are drawing on similar values of biodiversity conservation and community. This project and paper draw attention to the regional seed work in the US Northeast. Through a participatory approach, and an active participation in the Northeast Seed Conference, this project engages seed organizers, growers, and keepers across the region in exploration of regional seeds and their stories.
        	Working alongside the organizers of the 2023 Northeast Seed Conference, this project was oriented around supporting the desires and efforts of those doing the work through the collection and examination of seed narratives. The Northeast (NE) Seed Conference, held biennially in conjunction with the Northeast Organic Farming Association New York (NOFA-NY), has been planned and implemented by seed organizers since 2018, and has played a supportive role in the conservation of regional seeds and seed saving through seed education and community building. This master’s project aims to collect regional seed stories and bolster the work of seed keepers and organizers in the NE who intend to buffer against the trend of regional varietal and varietal knowledge loss. 
With limited time due to their seed saving activities and other demands (including conference organizing), NE seed savers can find it challenging to find the time to collect and record seed stories themselves. However, through conversations with conference organizers and other seed savers, it became clear that they viewed seed stories as an important practice in regional seed work and the conservation of regionally adapted and culturally important landraces, defined as local varieties or cultivars (Campbell, 2012). Storytelling is a method of expression that has long been used by seed keepers to share their history (Veteto, 2007). The sharing of past experiences within a regional context is important for those doing the work to educate, inspire, and preserve practices crucial to the keeping of regional varieties. With an aging demographic, the threat of losing necessary seed stories for the continuation of seed keeping is present and this project sought to document some of these regional seed stories through a participatory approach.
        	This project’s collection of historically significant seed narratives, alongside supporting the desires of NE seed organizers, aims to document important stories before they are lost to time or from memory, since many stories are held by seed elders. From a feminist, sociological, and anthropological perspective, these seed stories may hold truth about people’s experience with seed and the influence of place (Pautasso et al., 2013). Storytelling can inform others while conveying “values, practices, and ways of knowing,” (Smith, 2022, pg. 51), and is viewed as crucial to seed keeping that is situated in place (Kinkaid et al., 2020; Veteto, 2007). For these reasons, seed organizers view it as an important step in community seed conservation, as narratives may offer those currently doing seed work insight on how to continue successfully (Veteto & Scarbo, 2009; Garzon & Escobar, 2020). The collected stories emphasize the importance of seed saving and encourage new seed savers through the process of sharing memories and the creation of new cultural memories (Veteto, 2007). This project also points to the idea of ‘biocultural heritage’, defined as the interrelation between values, ecological knowledge, cultural memory, and livelihoods (Poole, 2018), as an important component to regional seed preservation. This research aims to collect, share, and analyze narratives in the NE that tell the story of four culturally significant cultivars in hopes to further shed light to the modern implications of seed saving and the stories that support it.
The goal of this research is to illuminate the different kinds of relationships that people have with diverse cultivars, and the values and meanings embedded in those relationships, through examining the stories and oral histories of specific seed cultivars in the NE. This research will be used as a method for eliciting the kinds of place-based information and stories useful for building robust seed saving networks. Using the rich social and cultural stories of seed savers around four distinct cultivars, the project aims to gain insight around three core research questions: 
1. How have individual's relationships with specific cultivars contributed to the ongoing maintenance of culturally important seeds?
2. What values and motivations are present in the relationships that people have with seeds?
3. What factors have influenced how people relate to seeds?
The conclusions drawn from these research inquiries can help further the understanding of the current NE seed system and the ways in which it is supported by relationships and values. It also highlights factors that limit and/or support the work of regional seed keeping. These implications could inform those pursuing seed keeping or community organizing around seed in the local NE context. It also exemplifies past methods or practices that allowed for the continuation of cultivars, informing those interested in this work. Lastly, it offers details important, such as key seed stakeholders in the region, for further research in this field of work.    
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Research shows that we are amid a global agrobiodiversity crisis, with a significant decline in agricultural biodiversity that has intensified over the past few decades (Campbell, 2012; Veteto et al., 2009; Pautasso et al., 2013; Ellis et al., 2021; Mulvany, 2021) due in large part to the globalization and industrialization of the food system, with climate change exacerbating the unpredictability of agriculture (Khoury et al., 2014; Kremen, 2012; Pautasso et al., 2013). However, studies show that the current loss in biodiversity globally cannot be explained simply by agricultural interactions with the landscape (Ellis et al., 2021), but is the result of global policies that support an industrial agricultural system (Pautasso et al., 2013; Ellis et al., 2021). The global influence of the Green Revolution acted as catalyst for the development of corporate driven seed systems (Salazar et al., 2007), with its push for inputs and hybrid seeds (Debs, 2019). Since the rise of neoliberalism in the 1980s, private seed companies have used institutional mechanisms, such as Intellectual Property Rights (IPR), to privatize and consolidate seed (Debs, 2019; Howard, 2022). This consolidation of seed has exacerbated the decline in diverse crops, yet with the threat of climate change, the need for agricultural diversification is necessary.
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Diversified agricultural ecosystems are important as climate fluctuations increase (Lin, 2011), for these systems can help buffer against the risks of climate change on agroecosystems (Roesch-McNally et al., 2018). Agrobiodiversity enhances resilience and ecosystem functions: one way it does so is by providing genetic diversity through the increase of crops grown (Kremen, 2012). Studies show that diversification in agricultural systems provides ecosystem stability for crop success in a changing climate (Badstue, et al., 2006; Lin, 2011; Khoury et al., 2014), with crop diversification an effective strategy for areas vulnerable to natural disasters (Frison, 2016). 
Increasing the diversity in agricultural systems works to build ecological as well as social resilience. Diverse agro-ecosystems tend to show higher socio-ecological adaptability, as they tend to have a higher capacity to build resilient relationships between humans and their changing environments. Multi-species cropping systems can help land and farmers adapt to changing environments and social contexts, such as adapting to the impacts of intellectual property rights (IPR) or other regulatory mechanisms, through community ‘seed circulation’ and increased circular cropping methods (Pautasso et al., 2013). Research shows that increasing the diversity in agricultural systems decreases the reliance on external inputs (Roesch-McNally et al., 2018), offering social benefits to farmers and communities, such as local seed access, independence, and self-sufficiency (Badstue, et al., 2006; Pautasso et al., 2013). Diverse cropping systems typically offer more variation in crops, which are also connected with nutrition and food security (Kremen, 2012; Khoury et al., 2014). Diversification would allow agroecosystems to not only address issues of biodiversity loss but may alleviate the threats that industrial agriculture puts on human health, diet, and choice.
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Although crop diversification is a route towards a more resilient food system, the commodification and commercialization of seeds has influenced which crops are grown. There are estimated to be around 30,000 edible plant species globally, yet only 30 plant species feed the world, with five cereal crops (rice, wheat, maize, millet, and sorghum) providing 60% of global caloric intake (FAO, 2023). Agrobiodiversity is complicated by a globalized industrial food model that prioritizes a very small number of species and varieties. Currently in the US, incentives like crop insurance emphasize the importance of yield maximization to a greater degree than crop diversification (Lin, 2011; Mulvany, 2021), compelling many farmers to specialize their production. Seventy percent of the US ‘corn belt’ is managed to produce corn and soybean commodities through either a rotation or continuous corn planting (Roesch-McNally et al., 2018). Research founded on global trends demonstrates that crop specialization often creates a dependency on inputs and hybrid seed (Sperling & Mcguire, 2010).
Many are wary of the impacts of international and privatized seed exchange. Hyper ownership by the four “Gene Giants,” Dupont, Syngenta, Bayer, and Dow, has consolidated patents and ownership of germplasm, creating a ‘gridlock’ on the exchange of seeds and biological collection (Bertioli et al., 2021; Kloppenburg, 2014; Peschard & Randeria, 2020). This limits the ability for crops to adapt to global shifts in climate or make available adequate nutrients for a sufficient and healthy diet. Likewise, local plant breeders have been subjected to the impacts of private seed ownership, whose work depends on local genetic diversity (Campbell, 2012). This pattern has emphasized the import role liberalization of seed has had on global seed production (Singh, 2021) and the future influence collective rights may have on the production of diverse seed varieties (Kloppenburg, 2014). 
Policy institutions (e.g., intellectual property rights) and market structures (e.g., emphasis on high-yielding grain crops) are a reason that farmers become ‘locked in’ to specialized production, making it difficult to shift into more diverse production systems (Howard, 2023). Crops often must face certain standards for processing and market expectations in turn requiring growers to purchase standard market seed to meet export expectations, giving contractual power to buyers and processers to dictate uniformity (Coomes et al., 2015). This leads farmers to depend on agrichemicals to meet market standards (Debs, 2019), favoring seed companies (which often double as agrochemical companies) that have developed seeds dependent on chemical inputs (Howard, 2022). Likewise, globally, privatized seeds have been a method for industry to infiltrate and create dependency on outside seed production. For example, “emergency seed aid” has been used to create dependency on formal global seed producers, even in regions where informal, or traditional, seed systems are prominent (Sperling & Mcguire, 2010).
Since the 19th century, there has been a transition in dietary preferences towards industrial, and often Westernized, diets. The industrialization of food can be associated with the globalized and concentrated seed market, resulting in the decrease of diversified vegetable and fruit availability globally (Khoury et al., 2014). Often, if growers are forced to compete with subsidized producers or importers from the industrialized food system, they are less likely to sustain culturally diverse and biodiverse farming practices (Kremen, 2012). This limited system is worrisome due to the role agrobiodiversity plays in the context of climate and community resilience. Likewise, with a loss in the US of as much as 93% of folk crop, or common seed, varieties (Veteto et al., 2009), traditional diverse foodways across the United States (US) are severely endangered. Farmers across the US have begun to turn to crop diversification; however, adoption is slow due to the high levels of concentration in the global food system (Howard, 2023).
Studies show that global seed policies overwhelmingly favor a few proprietary crop varieties, a product of pressures to prioritize industry interest over environmentally and socially just relations to food (Mulvany, 2021). This pattern can be seen through campaigns, such as those for high-yielding varieties (HYVs) in the late 1960s to replace local varieties with hybrid varieties (Debs, 2019). In the US, it has been difficult for farmers to retain any economic gains from the practice of adopting multiple varieties due to the price increase of seeds (Kloppenburg, 2014). Limiting farmers access to diverse seeds has led to ‘simplified’ industrialized practices (Debs, 2019), reinforced by the relatively small number of crops available (Roesch-McNally et al., 2018). The mutually reinforcing effects of industrial agriculture through concentration and seed dependency have impacts on farmers’ ability to choose, which may influence their adoption of practices that support agrobiodiversity. 
The maintenance of agrobiodiversity depends on the adoption of alternative methods of production that center crop diversity. Diverse farming systems rely on agroecological principles, which recognize that agriculture is connected to ecological principles and systems embedded with community and cultural practices and norms (Badstue, et al., 2006). Agroecological practices recognize that ecosystems, including agroecosystems, are “deeply interconnected with social relationships,” as cultural context and relations may shape which and how agricultural practices are enacted (Kremen et al., 2012, p. 5). The adoption of agroecological practices, such as localized seed keeping and diverse farm landscapes, have the potential to create and sustain biodiversity within agroecosystems (Frison, 2016), but adoption of agroecological practices requires recognition of local context. 
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Seed saving promotes the conservation and evolution of local genetic diversity and offers an opportunity to enhance biodiversity through non-market exchange systems (Campbell, 2012; Kremen, 2012). However, the practice of local seed exchange is often dependent on community traditions and desire to share. For example, ‘peasant seeds,’ or landraces formed through open pollination and local adaptation/exchange, helps create climate tolerant seeds (Mulvany, 2021), allowing germplasm to evolve (Badstue, et al., 2006), and potentially creating long-term seed insurance in a changing climate. Due to their ability to buffer against climate change, traditional agricultural practices offer a safety net for communities against environmental catastrophe (Veteto & Scarbo, 2009). Within the literature, seed saving efforts are seen as a route towards a more sustainable and resilient food system that depends on local seed systems to facilitate their spread (Almekinders, et al., 2018; Pautasso et al., 2013). 
In the past, ex situ and in situ conservation methods have been viewed as a strategy to conserve genetic seed diversity and address the crisis at hand. Ex situ conservation, meaning offsite (typically in cold storage seed banks), ensures seeds are saved, but it often does not allow for seed adaptation to ongoing environmental change (Mulvany, 2021). Likewise, primary focus on ex situ conservation encourages growers to receive seeds from larger seed banks instead of saving their own adapted seeds (Carolan, 2007). On the other hand, in situ conservation, or the maintenance of diverse crops in farm fields, allow for seed germplasm to continuously adapt to the local context (Badstue, 2006; Spreling & McGuire, 2009). However, in situ methods depend on social relations and farmers to enact conservation (Badstue, 2006; Coomes et al., 2015), which may pose a risk to sustainable outcomes due to its dependence on intact communal relationships. Ex situ conservation has been given more attention and funding as a method of seed conservation since it is often done at a larger scale (Pautasso et al., 2013), but despite its importance in providing an insurance mechanism if varieties are lost, it also provides additional opportunities for the industrialized food system. For example, gene banks offer opportunities for ‘gene mining’ (selection of specific genes to develop hybrid miracle varieties) (Debs, 2019). In situ methods conservation need more support and attention as it allows for an understanding of crop varieties in the broader context than typical ex situ methods (Veteto, 2014). 
Seed innovations, such as modern hybridized seeds, have been seen as a method towards sustainable food production, due to their yield potential (Campbell, 2012). However, technological interventions associated with global seed companies are typically not contextualized locally (Debs, 2019), often resulting in decreases in agrobiodiversity and the marginalization of other seeds and seed systems (Kloppenburg, 2014). For example, the transition to commercialized cash crops in India led to ecological and social externalities, as well as the loss of multi-century old crops, through the infiltration of hybrid seeds (Singh, 2021). Similar patterns of marginalization of diverse seeds have occurred with GM-cotton seed, and the intellectual property rights along with them, in Colombia. Colombian growers were pushed by state interventions, like the confiscation of seeds after restructuring of the regulatory seed policies, to adopt GM-seed and were left without seed alternatives after the GM contamination of local seeds (Garzon & Escobar, 2020). Radical change brought by the governance of agriculture biotechnologies has “allowed capital to overcome social and biological barriers,” and are argued to actively constrain farmers' ability to save desired seed due to regulations (Peschard & Randeria, 2020, p. 615). On the other hand, informal seed networks are argued to use the local context to help maintain agrobiodiversity that centers growers' rights (Kawai, 2022; Pautasso et al., 2013), although power dynamics within networks may influence who can or cannot access them and their benefits (Tadesse et al., 2017). 
The role of seed networks, and their importance in the continuation of seeds, is often misunderstood. Networks are seen as important for the circulation of diversified crop species within a region (Coomes et al., 2015; Pautasso et al., 2013). They also help provide varieties with traits that farmers desire, such as tolerance to local stresses, that often are not produced through formal plant breeding (Coomes, et al., 2015). Regional networks can likewise play an important role in producing seed during shortages, increasing the seed systems resilience (Coomes et al., 2015). Having multiple people practicing seed saving acts as a source of climate resilience; if one grower loses a seed crop, other regional growers may offer backup (Kawai, 2022). Participatory approaches to seed conservation recognize that there is little hope of resilience if it does not directly involve growers (Pautasso et al., 2013). One route to involving farmers and growers is through community level seed saving and exchange. Local landraces are typically regionally exchanged, demonstrating that local seed exchange is a route towards the maintenance of local agrobiodiversity through the adaptive production of diverse crops (Calvet-Mir et al., 2012). It is likely that informal networks are key to managing agrobiodiversity in a time of globalization. Seed movements across the globe recognize the importance of informal networks to seed sustainability. 
[bookmark: _Toc132622237][bookmark: _Toc132622640][bookmark: _Toc132622706][bookmark: _Toc132639426][bookmark: _Toc134173321]2.5. Seed Movements
In the past few decades, there has been a rise of global food movements that push for an ecologically sound, and often community controlled, food system. Research shows that a robust local seed system can contribute towards high levels of agrobiodiversity (Campbell, 2012). The existence of food liberation movements, such as La Via Campesina and the Red de Semillas Libres, are working to protect growers’ sovereignty, or the right to resources needed to produce food, such as seeds, and encourage a local approach in the name of ecological and cultural conservation (Badstue et al., 2006; Zimmerer, 2014). Likewise, seed activism, defined as the actions that oppose seed enclosure and defend collective rights to seeds, was a direct response to global seed enclosures and agrobiodiversity loss (Peschard & Randeria, 2020).
To some, seed saving is seen as a resistance to the governance of a commercial seed system. Seed activism is done through the maintenance and creation of, and participation in, informal seed networks, and is seen as a “quiet resistance” through solidarity, collective seed saving, and the fight for farmer seed rights (Silva Garzón & Gutiérrez Escobar, 2020). However, some seed activism is more explicit in its demands of governance to oppose the enclosure of seeds and defend the rights of individuals and collectives (Peschard & Randeria, 2020). Industrial agriculture promotes corporate seed systems that often take the rights of seeds out of farmers hands, undermining the autonomy of farmers (Singh, 2021), while informal seed exchange increases autonomy of growers by increasing potential seed options and available seed knowledge through the collective efforts between farming communities (Mulvany, 2021; Silva Garzón & Gutiérrez Escobar, 2020).
Global seed movements, big or small, all demand transformation of the current seed system. Often, building knowledge and networks is a step for political or social transformation (Olsson et al., 2006). Seed work can be done in a way that promotes network building and knowledge sharing, like through seed celebrations. Seed events can repair and restore cultural and ecological relationships that a community may have with its food by focusing on relationships, adaptation, and responsibility (Saxena, 2021), although informal systems may still contain issues of power (Tadesse et al., 2017). Nonetheless, linking social and ecological systems may be a necessary step in enacting a seed system focused on preservation and revitalization.
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Seed exchange is a multifaceted issue that is often dependent on intact regional seed networks and cultural understanding. Globalization has accelerated the trend towards today’s ‘homogeneous cultural landscapes,’ where connection to culture, place, and community are often lost and blurred by the push for modern development (Ellis et al., 2021). However, connecting to the landscape may have long term cognitive impacts on an individual's understanding and emotional bond towards that environment (Butler et al., 2019), impacting the way a person interacts with their community. Fostering a connection to place may be one way of working towards building regionally resilient communities (Barrett et al., 2018), specifically through ‘biocultural heritage’. 
The interrelation between values, ecological knowledge, cultural memory, and livelihoods can be defined as ‘biocultural heritage’ (Poole, 2018). This includes how the biology and biodiversity within landscapes relates to heritage, cultural memory, ecological knowledge, and values of communities, and demonstrates the diversity of how human communities can relate to their place (Maffi & Woodley 2010; Poole, 2018). Seeds, although biological organisms, are also cultural vessels. This is demonstrated throughout Veteto’s research in Southern Appalachia and the exploration of seed stories (Veteto, 2007, 2014). Stories help maintain and uphold the cultural meaning of locally adapted varieties, in turn supporting the production of diverse crops. Generational storytelling, sharing, and exchanging have been shown to support the continued cultivation of heirloom seeds and promote land and landrace connection through cultivation (Veteto, 2007), which promotes the conservation of locally adapted varieties. With conservation being tied to social relations, methods of cultural exchange must be considered.
Cultural exchange and tradition are often connected to having a deeper connection to place. Cultural practices, like growing culturally important local varieties, can produce ecological benefits, as agrobiodiversity is integrally related to the building of cultural landscapes (Zimmerer, 2014). Likewise, cultural practices, such as seed swaps or storytelling, often strengthen cultural narratives while building diversity. Many farmers' identities and connection to culture have been strengthened through their cultivation with localized varieties (Kawai, 2022), often accessed at events or through stories. Cultural narratives can also link identities with place and offer a way for people to connect the environment through their everyday experiences (Marschütz et al., 2020). Since local seeds are tied to place and its history, locally adapted seeds can deepen a person's connection to a place and culture.
Seed saving knowledge has often been passed down through cultural exchange and stories, which is seen as an important cultural tradition to preserve food and seed heritage (Veteto, 2013) and a powerful medium for sharing (Kinkaid et al., 2020). Seed systems could be improved through the perspective of those doing the work of seed saving by offering firsthand experience in the local seed context. With stories playing a large role in the cultural exchange of seed knowledge, there is a need for research around seed systems through communal approaches (Pautasso et al., 2013), like the sharing and examination of regional stories. Culture has had continued influence on seeds and the ways in which they have been exchanged and procured. Recognizing the cultural connection of seeds with biodiversity, or their ‘biocultural heritage’, is crucial in addressing the crisis of seed biodiversity loss (Ellis et al., 2021), with seed circulation typically being a social process based on trust, community, relationships, and social norms (Pautasso et al., 2013).
With high agrobiodiversity levels, gardeners and farmers in the Southern Appalachian region use storytelling to support their work in maintaining landrace varieties (Pautasso et al., 2013). Storytelling adds to the continued food traditions in these spaces, like the tradition of seed sharing (Veteto, 2014). This practice of sharing seeds allows seed traditions to live on within the community, often through intergenerational exchange (Veteto, 2014). Likewise, seeds go beyond being solely a farming input, and often reflect cultural beliefs and norms (Coomes et al., 2015; Veteto, 2007). Cultural memories are the intimate understandings of seeds, biological traits, and needs of those who grow them, as well as experiences and stories associated with the embodiment and social learning of being in relation to seed (Veteto & Scarbo, 2009). The idea of cultural memories emphasizes the connection that farmers and gardeners have with the seeds they grow. When discussing seeds and informal seed systems, interrelationships between identity, values, and farming must be recognized (Carolan, 2007). The ‘biocultural heritage’ of seeds, like the stories that help maintain them, should be seriously considered when enacting actions towards regional seed conservation, seed movements, and network building.
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 Alongside global trends, there has been a decrease in crop diversity within the US (Aguilar et al., 2015), despite a rise in small seed saving projects and regional seed companies in the US (Helicke, 2015). The Northeastern US is home to several regionally based seed companies, such as High Mowing, Fedco, and Fruition Seeds. This, alongside the presence of small-scale seed libraries and seed saving initiatives in NE states, such as Vermont (Isbell et al., 2021), demonstrate that there is an active informal seed sector within the region. Despite this, many NE seed organizers believe that seed stories and varieties in the Northeast are dwindling, with some at risk of being lost due to the aging demographic of important seed savers. Despite this, there is little research done on NE seed stories. 
Although community organizing around seed is happening in the NE, demonstrated by regional seed workshops and seed conferences, there is a greater demand for seed inspiration to strengthen the current seed networks at play. Many informal seed networks exist in the US, and in Vermont, but they are loosely formed and often not comprehensive. The Northeast Seed Conference offers an opportunity for growers to interact and learn from one another, strengthen their networks, all while exchanging seeds, recipes, and seed stories.
Storytelling can pass down knowledge and encourage seed practices (Veteto, 2014), showing us the significant need for the survival of traditional seed narratives and the sharing of such stories. The need for saving and sharing seed stories is recognized by NE seed organizers as an important step in strengthening the seed movement in the region through its ability to exchange seed knowledge. Based on the priority of collecting seed stories articulated by conference organizers, I designed my MS project to collect, share, and analyze narratives in the NE that tell the story of four culturally significant cultivars, in hopes to further shed light to the modern implications of seed saving in the region, and share the stories that support it.
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Participatory Action Research is defined as inquiry that is done in collaboration with “insiders” of a community and is often oriented towards an action that said community wishes to take to address a problem (Herr & Anderson, 2015). This style of research allows for the co-creation of knowledge centered on reciprocity, cooperation, and transformation. Participatory Action Research (PAR) takes transformative steps to adjust the research paradigm and uplift other ways of knowing through the “messy” process of participatory research (Anderson & McLachlan, 2016). This style of community based participatory research, or ‘people’s knowledge’, brings theory and practice together through (ideally) sharing power and fulfilling both research and participant desires (Fals Borda, 1999). Through my participation in conference planning and designing a project that emerged from the articulated needs of conference organizers as participatory, a participatory approach is the main method of inquiry used throughout this project.
Participation in the NE seed conference organizing and planning process was an important reference and step in creating this emergent project. Over the course of six months, from April 2022 to February 2023, I attended monthly to weekly planning and conference organizing meetings. I delayed my master’s project proposal until the Fall so that I could use time throughout the Spring and Summer to attend planning sessions and learn some of the history of seed networking in the NE, make connections, build trust with the regional seed community, and develop an emergent project. The planning sessions started in April 2022 and lasted up until the fall. Planning sessions included discussions around hopes and conference goals, what type of sessions people wanted to see, and methods of achieving these things. These planning sessions acted as a space for me to observe, listen, and take note of what people wanted to see, what they were able to accomplish, and what would need to be put on hold. Stories emerged as an important value for many of the organizers.
 Once the group had decided on the conference layout and goals, small organizing groups were formed to achieve the individual goals of each conference session. Once sessions were formed, participants in the conference planning decided which group they felt called to participate in. Sessions for the conference ranged from seed production to culinary practices to seed stories. I decided to help organize the seed story night session. From the Fall of 2022 until the conference in February 2023, I met with fellow seed organizers to plan the seed story night session. I acted as a notetaker for most meetings, while also playing an active role in the planning and played the role of host for the story session. 
Throughout the process, we discussed what type of stories we wanted to highlight, how we wanted to feature the stories, and how we wanted to organize the night. We decided that the stories would be told by a myriad of experiences, with the goal of telling stories that would inspire people to get involved with seed work. As a group, we decided who we wanted to feature to tell their stories. We all participated in gathering the storytellers and hosting two storyteller meetings prior to the conference for presenters to ask questions and get comfortable with one another. I acted as a co-host of the Seed Story Night and played a large role in the organizing and facilitating the night, alongside the other volunteer organizers. 
Working alongside organizers of the seed conference to plan the 2023 NE Seed Conference and Celebration, specifically the seed story night, I gained insight on what was desired from members of the seed community and oriented my project according to this information. Throughout the entirety of the conference planning, the idea of storytelling emerged as an invaluable aspect of regional seed keeping with the recognition that the sharing of stories was important to sharing knowledge and inspiration. Although we were to host a Seed Story Night, taking note of this concern and that there were numerous stories still to be shared, I decided that my project would work to collect and share some of these other stories.
The stories collected focus on four different NE crops. This allows for the development of a “sense of place” for the project without constricting the stories to a small region. Sense of place is not physically bound but defined as the emotional connection to a specific place and the understanding that enables closeness to a place (Tan et al., 2018). Sense of place embeds peoples’ perceptions and interpretations of an environment, such as attachment, identity or meaning, and has the potential to link social and ecological issues (Hausmann et al., 2016). For these reasons, a sense of place was an important consideration that I sought to embed into the project and exploration of NE crops through examining community and location.
Cultural mapping is defined as a mobile, participatory, collaborative, and observational process that allows for exploration of historical and current relationships people have with their local environments (Strang, 2010). Through this process, there is recognition that place is an important consideration and often shapes cultural values and beliefs. This is often done through “ancestral stories, genealogies, key events, patterns of use, rituals, and a whole set of connections with related people and places,” highlighting the importance of storytelling when examining place (Strang, 2010, p. 144). Likewise, consideration of cultural mapping and its participatory and observational elements was important in my research approach to explore seeds relation to community, culture, and place.
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This research had a goal to incorporate participatory research methods at the intersection of action research and qualitative inquiry. For these reasons, the research approach took methods from the mixed methods participatory social justice design. Early writings about this mixed methods approach referred to it as a transformative design in which researchers place primary consideration on the value-based and action perspective of the research (Plano Clark & Creswell, 2018), placing importance on participant integration into the research to consider the perspective of the community. This one done through my active participation in the conference planning and organizing. Likewise, this method calls for changes because of the research, either within the said community or at a societal level (Plano Clark & Creswell, 2018.) This required collaboration with participants with the goal that these stories and their analysis would offer some aspect of change or action in the community.
Throughout the research, emergent strategies anchored my research approach. For example, the participatory approach of designing my project according to community desires, working alongside interviewees to discover new narrators, and the process of organizing alongside some of the participants. Inclusiveness was practiced through the involvement of participants in the design of the project as well as the data collection process, collection of perspectives, and suggestion of future narrators. This style of data collection aims to benefit the said community through the production of sharable knowledge and stories.
Narratives play an important role in sharing within a community, creating a basis for understanding, and encouraging community empowerment (Grover, 2020). My project highlights storytelling as a way of knowing and method of research. Narratives represent ways of knowing through experience (Hinchman & Hinchman, 1997). Through the attention to methods for analyzing and understanding stories, this process can be labeled as a method of qualitative research, as narrative inquiry involves a person's experience in relationship to society (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). I focus on oral and historical narratives from the personal experience of regional seed keepers.
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Positionality is the practice of a researcher explaining and declaring their position in relation to the study, with the implication that a researcher's own past and current positions may influence the study (Creswell, 2008). I aim to share my own identity, experiences, and beliefs, since my personal assumptions have influenced the way I proceeded with the study, the methods I used, and the ways I interpreted the data. 
I am a 25-year-old white American woman. I was born and raised in Western North Carolina, in the Southern Appalachian Mountains. I grew up on my family’s farm and have strong ties to rural life and my Appalachian heritage. I have a BS in Sustainable Development from Appalachian State University, where my research focused on regional community development and food. During undergrad, I spent my off-time community organizing around climate justice, mostly through the lens of food, and have assisted in the creation of events and co-operatives. Most of my past jobs have involved food, whether growing it, serving it, preparing it, researching it, or educating about it. I am a grower at heart. I spent my childhood in the gardens or fields with my family, and have spent the past four growing seasons farming in NC, with this past season farming in VT. I have interests in the practice of agroecology and rural agricultural transitions and believe in the power of community and food. 
I am currently a graduate student at the University of Vermont in the Food Systems master’s program, where I have been pursuing research on regional seed varieties and seed networks. I plan to graduate in May 2023 with a goal to continue growing food, community organizing and researching, and working with seeds after I complete my degree. I hold biases towards rural values, agroecological practices, like regional seed keeping, and community ownership, organizing, and cooperation. I chose a participatory project approach because of my strong desire to involve the community into my research, due to my personal belief that practitioners hold the most knowledge of their work. I wanted to create a project that was participatory and benefited the community in the ways that it wanted to be benefited. I did this by offering the community my time and energy and designed my project according to a larger community desire. My background in community organizing set me up to play a role in the conference planning and connecting with people through this role. I chose to focus on stories because that was what the community demonstrated as a valuable action. Through the conference planning, I played a key role in the development of the seed story night. The stories from that night have been uploaded to Youtube for anyone to watch and to further engage the community.
My own ethical principles shaped how I went about my research. For example, although consent forms were not a required hoop that I had to jump through, since these were historical oral stories, I still worked to gain consent from each person I interviewed and collected forms that informed me of how the interviewees wanted their stories to be used. I aimed to deviate from the minimum requirements with the goal to make the participants as comfortable as possible. To the best of my ability, I aimed to tell their stories with respect. Throughout the process, I did my utmost to prioritize community, whether that was involvement of community members in the project or sharing the project deliverables through alternative platforms, like podcasts, that are more accessible. I have a deep care for these people, their work, and their experiences and I wanted to share these stories in their fullness. Lastly, my own values and ethics may have influenced the findings that were pulled, and the interpretation of the data collected. I recognize this and understand that future research of the data may be valuable in the pursuit of finding other insight from these stories. 
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My project aimed to gather the stories of four different cultivated varieties, or cultivars. When selecting varieties, their connection to cultural and local history was important due to a concern of old seed stories “dying out” by seed organizers. When looking and deciding upon which varieties, I was in close conversation with key informant and long-term NE seed keeper and lead conference organizer, Heron Breen. The chosen varieties included the 'Macomber' turnip, 'Skunk' common bean, 'Roy Calais/Abenaki' flint corn, and the 'Southport Red Globe' onion. Each of these varieties are well known in the Northeast seed community and all have a historical connection to a specific place-based community and were viewed as culturally significant cultivars. However, despite their connection to culture, each of these varieties have been on the brink of disappearance, making them good candidates to focus on for the purpose of this project. 
Foundational information on the varieties was gained in conversations with key informant Heron. After those conversations, I began to dive deeper into regional seed companies and their catalogs. Going through current and past regional seed companies’ listings was helpful in the process, as each variety that a company carries often has a description alongside it. I found which companies had carried the varieties in the past, and which companies were currently carrying the varieties, and took note of the information that was listed. Likewise, I searched through old news articles that featured the varieties and gathered much of my information there. 
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The Macomber Turnip originated from the cross breeding of rutabagas and radishes by two local Westport, Massachusetts brothers during the late 1800s (Harper, 2015). Brothers Aden and Ellihu Macomber brought seed home from the 1876 Philadelphia Centennial Exhibition (Elspeth, 2011). The turnip variety flourished in Westport soil and became a staple famous vegetable for the town (Savers Exchange, 2023; Wells, 2019). Grown then as a cash crop, the market for the crop has since dwindled. Although efforts are under way to preserve it by gardeners and farmers in the area, there is still a need for seed preservation of this variety.
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The common Skunk bean, known for its black and white markings, was originally cultivated by the Iroquois peoples (J&L Heritage, 2023; Potager Kitchen Gardens, 2023). It is also identified as an Abenaki native bean, as it was bred by the Northeast Haudenosaunee and Abenaki tribes (Annapolis, 2023; Truelove, 2023; Underground, 2023). Indigenous Haudenosaunee (Iroquois) ancestors have selected, saved, and shared these beans for generations through their stewardship and detailed saving (J&L Heritage, 2023; Potager Kitchen Gardens, 2023). Others have gained their skunk seeds from the rediscovered variety by Chester, in Vermont, and saved by Gail Flagg from Fort Kent, Maine. However, the common Skunk bean has been thought to need further growing and cultural support to carry on.
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Although named after Roy Fair in North Calais, VT, Flint corn was originally cultivated by the Western Abenaki (Sokoki) indigenous peoples of Vermont and was grown for centuries on the land east of Lake Champlain (UVM, 2021). This flint corn is said to be one of the only varieties to survive the famous “Year Without a Summer” in 1816, when snow fell late into the year and was followed by many frosts, killing most other crops (Derel, 2011; Truelove, 2023). The corn was passed down to Roy Fair of North Calais, Vermont, in the 1930s from Roy’s father, who received it from his own father (UVM, 2021). This variety is historic, and for this reason has been preserved. Tom Stearns of High Mowing Seeds reintroduced the heirloom seed in 1996, and although a few regional seed producers now carry this variety, the origin is still largely unknown and under-appreciated (Local, 2022).
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An heirloom variety dating back to 1873 that was developed in Southport Connecticut, the Southport Red Globe Onion is known for its beauty and taste (Indiana, 2023; Solstice, 2023). The town was once known as the onion capital of the world due to barrels of onions shipped on sailboats each year in the 1800s, set out for NYC markets (Seed, 2023). The Red Globe Onion is also known for its storage ability and was used in the past to prevent scurvy from its high levels of vitamin c (Seed, 2023). Although the heirloom seed has been brought back to the region by devoted growers who want to see the onion regionally adapted and historically revived, this onion is still in need of active preservation.
When doing research on the varieties, I found that each has a strong tie to community and place (location, environment, culture), which has allowed for its continued survival. Each of these varieties have been on the brink of disappearance but have been uplifted, or “saved,” by community members. Most of the information I was able to find was through word of mouth with other seed organizers or through seed catalogs that carry or have carried these seeds, with the occasional past news article or university piece. Likewise, the journey of these varieties has all been influenced by and/or connected to markets in some shape or form. When designing this research, I was interested to find how the interactions with markets or exchange have influenced these cultivars’ connection to place and preservation, and what these past interactions might imply for current and future seed work and networking in NE communities.
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A two -step sampling protocol was used for this study. First, convenience sampling was used to identify initial interviewees, and then snowball sampling was used to tap into existing networks. An initial list of potential narrators was created through convenient sampling, defined as a nonprobability sampling method by which members of the target population is accessible, available, or willing to participate are included in the study (Etikan et al., 2016). This was done by identifying people who are, or have been, active cultivators of these varieties (the target audience) and with support from long time NE seed organizer and key informant, Heron Breen. Snowball sampling techniques were then used throughout the interviews to identify further potential narrators. Snowball sampling is defined as a process where interviewees recommend other potential interviewees that the research then contacts to secure additional interviews (Polkinghorne, 2005). This approach felt appropriate since the NE network is small and most seed keepers in the region know one another. I chose snowball sampling as a method to address the limitations of convenient sampling, such as patterns of exclusion during the selection process or overrepresentation of a specific group (Etikan et al., 2016), and obtain more interviews that included the participants in the creation of a wider sample. Although both convenience and snowball sampling both may result in participants generally being from the same background (Emerson, 2015), snowball allows for a larger sample size and the recruitment of participants that would have otherwise been missed (Etikan et al., 2016).
In selecting narrators, my primary criterion was direct experience with NE seed networks; seed saving or seed exchange of one of the four specific cultivars; and a goal to include a diversity of perspectives in the group of narrators based on demographics. As more narrators of interest were shared with me, they were added to a snowball list.
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I started contacting potential narrators in mid-October 2022 with a goal to conduct 10-15 interviews, with my last interview in January 2023. Considering the limited time frame of my project, and the number of connections I had to the wider NE seed community, I chose this goal range of interviews. Narrators were contacted by telephone or email, with an invitation to participate in the project. The initial recruitment phase often acted as an opportunity for both of us to get to know one another and form a relationship between researcher and the participants. The open-ended interviews are embedded in a larger participatory design oriented towards the collection of seed narratives desired by the seed organizing community in the NE I have been acting within. 
The interviews included multiple open-ended questions centered around the experience of the narrator with one of the presented cultivars. Conversation topics followed a line of qualitative inquiry through the inclusion of the narrator's experience and knowledge of seed saving and their understanding and experience of the proposed cultivar, guided by my line of questioning. The interview questions focused on general themes of seed saving, memories, and reasoning, as well as specific cultivar questions. I included these general seed saving questions to make the narrator feel comfortable, to give them an opportunity to share why they do this work and the values that propel them, and to hear what factors may have contributed to their ongoing relationship with seed. More specific cultivar questions explored ideas of why folks were interested in these specific varieties, the history of these varieties, and their worries and hopes associated with the specific varieties.
 Prior to conducting the interviews, I went through the process of writing a thorough interview guide that aimed to address my research questions. The interview questions were iteratively refined through the consultation of numerous qualitative researchers, who had experience with narrative interviews, as well as with committee members, and refining the questions occurred before and during the research (Lindlof & Taylor, 2011). In qualitative inquiry, it is important to refine and refocus questions if they are not meeting the goals of the research (Plano Clark & Creswell, 2018). The questions fell within my primary interests of the history of the cultivar and the narrator's own seed story. The interview guide was curated to the experience of the narrators and the kind of information they may have to offer, including questions about their past in seed keeping and explicitly their connection to the varieties they work with. 
The qualitative data explore questions around people’s relationships with seeds, the values that encourage seed work, and more specific cultivar questions that highlight the narrator's experience with a certain culturally relevant seed. My interview questions aimed to document how people’s sense of place connects with their varietal maintenance through questions that provided an opportunity to explore the narrator’s experiences with seeds in relation to place. My data collection focused on the relationships people had with these four regional cultivars, as well as values that supported people’s relationships with these varieties. The data also focused on the factors that may influence or have influenced involvement with regional varieties. Cultural mapping typically focuses on relationships with place through narrative, creating space for participants to feel comfortable in sharing their opinions and perspectives. Historical oral projects and narrative work have been important references of inspiration and methods for me, like the Intervale Outloud project and the historical field work of James Veteto in the Appalachian Mountains on traditional heirloom varieties.
Interviews were conducted from November 2022 until February 2023. With a total of thirteen interviews, eight interviews were conducted via Microsoft Teams, while four were over the phone, and one was conducted in person. Most interviews were conducted via Microsoft Teams to keep interview sound quality similar and maintain consistent data collection, with some occurring over the phone if interviewees were not able or didn’t feel comfortable on a video call, or in person depending on if the interviewee was located closely. Interviews lasted typically around 60-90 minutes, with a few falling below or above that time range. Sound quality was a main consideration when choosing an interview location, as well as distance to interviewee. Each interview was audio recorded with consent provided by the narrator beforehand. After the interview, a consent form was collected that informed me of the ways in which the interviewee wanted their interview to be used in the future. Interviews were recorded either with my computer audio and external mic, or if in person, with a recording device provided by the UVM library. If an individual only felt comfortable interviewing in person and they were within two hours of me (Burlington, VT), I agreed to come to them (weather permitted as well). Narrative interviewing requires the interviewee to feel at ease, and best results usually come when done in a relaxed environment (Lindlof &Taylor, 2011). Although sound and interview quality were important, I wanted to make the interviewees as comfortable as possible. If the interviewee required the interview be over the phone or in their space to achieve more comfortability, then I worked to accommodate to the best of my ability.
Since my interviews were focused on narration of history, I followed the oral history principles and best practices of the Oral History Association (OHA Principles and Best Practices), with the hopes to include my recordings and podcast at the Vermont Folklife Center. For this reason, although IRB was not required, interviewees signed an informed consent form detailing the purpose of my project and how their interviews could be utilized. After each interview, I spent a half hour or so reflecting on how the interview went; successes and challenges; notes to myself about things I could have done differently; themes or information that stood out for me; and follow up questions or questions I wished I had asked.
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After the interview collection, I moved forward by listening to all interviews and transcribing using either audio transcripts via Teams, or the online transcription tool Speechpad. Transcriptions were then checked for accuracy and formatted for analysis. Once transcriptions were completed, I began to create emergent codes. Emergent codes are initial codes created through exploration of the data (Plano Clark & Creswell, 2018). I spent time going through six interviews to create an initial code bank to create codes that would fit for all the interviews, with the occasional adding or taking away of codes. This included then reviewing the transcripts for recurring themes among narrators and overall common descriptors. This would allow for the creation of a codebook that would be used to code the entirety of my interviews.
My analysis was done using the qualitative database NVivo20. Through NVivo, I was able to create a codebook and code through each individual interview. This application allows for the development of a sound “coding process” (Plano Clark & Creswell, 2018). Through NVivo, I then developed and analyzed the data based on my research questions. I worked to group codes based on themes, which I then attempted to interrelate and/or create subset themes of. This process allows for the data and evidence to be visually represented.
Audio pieces were also produced from the interviews, which were then edited and created into conversational style podcast episodes. Narration style, these episodes were focused on the interviewee with questions being included in the audio only when needed for flow. Podcast episodes for each story was created using Anchor, an open-source audio editing software many Spotify podcasters use; this was used to make transitions and organize the interview in a way that makes sense for listeners. With the goal of housing the episodes onto Spotify, and since Anchor is a Spotify application, this also made uploading the episodes easier. Many stories overlapped, but in the interest of honoring interviewees and simplicity, were kept in their entirety.
Through a podcast medium, I have a goal to give people firsthand access to the data and mobilize the knowledge found in the stories themselves. Telling stories across media helps reach a wide diversity of knowledge mobilizers and can increase the reach and impact of research while providing a vehicle to give voice to a wide range of participants (Fals Borda, 1999).
[bookmark: _Toc132622252][bookmark: _Toc132622657][bookmark: _Toc132622723][bookmark: _Toc132639443][bookmark: _Toc134173338]3.8. Study Limitations
Resources and time constraints were present throughout the interview process. With only having a few months set aside for interviews, and working around interviewee schedules, it was difficult finding the time for interviews. Likewise, this research was conducted mid-October to January, and the holiday season, traveling, and winter weather hindered the ability for some folks to be interviewed.
Likewise, the sampling frame was a limitation of this study. The size of the sampling frame was small, and dependent on my own connections to community and interviewees connection to community. Despite the thought that acquiring more data does not always lead to more information, this makes me wonder if there is a whole other network of seed savers that could have possibly been missed. The data set is limited in its ability to include a myriad of diverse perspectives. Including a diversity of voices was important to me when creating my project. However, many important stories were most likely missed due to the lack of connections I had with seed savers in the NE, and the representation of diverse viewpoints present in the spaces I am connected to. Although key informant Heron Breen played an important role in this project and assisted me in connecting to seed keepers in the region, bias may have been introduced through his involvement towards who was initially included to the study. There was also the longitudinal limitation in that my project only can last a certain period, putting pressure on the participatory approach and data being collected quickly. This may have impacted the level of quality in the interviews as well.
With these limitations in mind, further research may be needed to develop these findings through more extensive interviews that expand the research to include more people, extend over time, and ask more questions regarding local history and cultivars.
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[bookmark: _Toc132622254][bookmark: _Toc132622660][bookmark: _Toc132622726][bookmark: _Toc132639446][bookmark: _Toc134173341]4.1.a. How have individual's relationships with specific cultivars contributed to the ongoing maintenance of culturally important seeds?
Individual's relationships with specific cultivars contributed to the ongoing maintenance of culturally important seeds through a myriad of ways but was typically rooted in social connection and community-based action. Individual stewarding and preservation were found throughout the interviews as playing a role in the conservation of these four regional cultivars, with most of the interviewees feeling they had a role to play in the work. Many of the interviewees, after acquiring the seed and growing it, viewed individual action to steward seed as important. One older interviewee stated that the act of individuals in their own gardens was one of the “most secure ways of doing this” variety maintenance. Others also viewed individual stewardship playing a role in the further spread of varieties in the Northeast that led to a richer story of the seed, and it being a political act that one can affect change in a larger way. An individual’s role was noted as instrumental in the way that it supports further seed projects. Whether an individual’s role was big or small, seed saving was viewed as important work, and a practice where everyone’s part was seen as being significant. As one woman seed saver puts it, “seed saving is really important work, and we really are at this pinch of time where we all need to do our part folks.”
Alongside this desire to play their own part, regional seed keepers have wishes to bring others into the work to carry forward seeds. One interviewee stated, “how can I share my love of seed saving...because it's like, tell someone they forget, show and involve 'em, they remember forever.” Many of the interviewees wanted to inspire and share their own passion of these varieties, which was often done through created celebrations and events based on their relationship to these cultivars, like the ‘Southport Red Globe Onion Festival’ or the first McComber ‘Turnip Festival’. At these festivals, new traditions and memories of regional cultivars are created among community members. One interviewee shared their own experience with community celebration and stated that “I had through many of these different experiences, just been completely opened up to the absolute joy of seed saving. And I really think that it's such an empowering mechanism for building community.” Alongside community celebrations, community seed projects were noted as a crucial method to regional preservation headed by these passionate individuals.
Many of the interviewees felt worried about the sheer number of varieties that need cultivation and preservation, with one woman seed saver stating “the number of seeds and the number of varieties that are worthy of preservation are in the millions, how do we preserve them all?”; although individual roles are vital to the ongoing maintenance of seed, interviewees felt individuals must work in conjunction with community, as there were thought to be many more varieties that needed saving. Community level seed projects, like libraries and banks, were seen as a way for people to partner up on multiple levels and allow for more equitable access and distribution to both land and seed to the community. The creation of community operated libraries and seed banks were two methods of community conservation noted by interviewees. For example, one person shared that when the Abenaki Land Link Project received the ancient or the indigenous seeds from the Seeds of Renewal Project, there was a deliberate effort to create a seed bank to get these seeds back to their citizens and involve the community. Many interviewees acted in similar ways, making sure saved seeds were stored in local communal seed banks. One interview stated “…the seeds that we grow, you know, we save and then we put into this community bank that anybody can take from.” Many interviewees felt it was their role to receive or grow these seeds and create avenues, like seed banks or libraries, to share the seeds. 
Many of the community seed projects that interviewees mentioned, and have played roles in, were typically farmer or community led. For example, the Freed Seed Federation, the Abenaki Land Link Project, and Eco-59, were a few community seed projects mentioned that focus on the regional exploration of heirloom or native varieties working towards similar goals of creating robust and participatory seed systems. As one interviewee put it, “this is something that is a piece of community heritage.” Much of this work emphasized the role of community breeding and preservation to uplift these cultivars, like the Northern Flint Corn Revitalization. One interviewee stated that the program “is really trying to bring northern flints into the future”. By pulling on different community players, interviewees felt collaboration had the power to build robust systems that help to maintain regional varieties. 
Individual’s deep relationships with these cultivars led them to passionately share and exchange with others. “These are very specific individual type of things that involve caring for plants, and caring for our community, and sharing food, and sharing seed.” Most interviewees acknowledged that they have continuously shared seeds, with many interviewees emphasizing the high number of seeds that they have given away. But as one person said, “it is about sharing knowledge as well as sharing of the seeds.” Alongside sharing seed, these interviewees often share their knowledge freely, with many noting knowledge sharing as key to their own seed saving journey. “You know, you just wake up to the idea that this isn't just a lump of stuff, but, like, these are very specific individual types of things that involve caring for plants, and caring for our community, and sharing food, and sharing seed.” Throughout the interviews, individuals’ relationships with seed, and their own knowledge and practice, influenced the ways in which the community had access to, and interacted with, and preserved the cultivar. 
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Throughout the interviews, many relational values, values pertaining to human-nature, and sometimes human-human, relationships (Chan et al., 2018), were presented as influential to people's relationships with seeds. Spirituality and interconnectivity are two similar relational values that many seed keepers felt tied to their relationship with seed. “It was a really deeply spiritual thing for me…much more than just practical. It felt like I am part of the rhythm of these plants. I am connected to this full life cycle. I'm not cutting their life short at the food stage. I'm allowing them to complete their life cycle and that is contributing to me.” Others equally valued spirituality and pointed to the spirituality of seeds as a reason why some should not be marketed. Interviewees felt that the seed was a way to connect to more than economic gains with one interviewee stating that “…it's not just an object, it's a spiritual connection to your food source…I'm touching thousands of hands that those seeds are passed through. Isn't that an awesome thing?” 
Passion for the seed was explicit in most of the interviews. Many folks felt that the simple act of freely sharing seed was enough, noting that that is where their passion is. Throughout the interviews, I found a sense of a ‘greater than me’ attitude by most interviewees, with many exemplifying selfless passions for the seed and this understanding that it is lifelong work. “Because it's not about us, it's about making sure that the living seed banks, our soils, can continue to safeguard these little babies of the seeds.” This passion was grounded in gratitude. 	While analyzing the interviews, gratitude for the seed, and others doing the work, were values exemplified throughout. Many of the interviewees viewed the practice of seed keeping as a gift to be thankful for, not necessarily work. As one interviewee put it, “to continue to provide that as a food source for our people is like a gift. If you're given a gift and you squander that gift, then that is your own fault. If you nurture it and take care of it and plan for the future, then you will benefit from that throughout time.” Some stated that saving seed felt like an ‘honor’, with many viewing the act of seed saving as a joyful act that was centered on gratitude. This gratitude for the seed can be seen in the ways care is exemplified in their work, with one person stating, “first and foremost was always make sure that we're caring for the seeds and don't lose sight of that because … everything else necessarily follows from that.” Alongside this gratitude for the seed is gratitude for the people who have done, and are doing, the work of seed keeping, regionally and nationally, but especially the indigenous peoples of the Northeast who produced the variety and have continued to steward beloved varieties throughout history. 
History and its influences on seed relations were presented throughout the interviews as a motivating factor, with history typically being intertwined with the local cultural context. Many interviewees mentioned the local history of varieties being a reason for the continuation of regional seeds. Some mentioned that many people value regional varieties because of their connection to local history, with others thinking that people are drawn to regional varieties because they usually have a story. One interviewee described working with regional seeds as “your understanding of your place and your connection to these things around you.” Local history is intertwined with many of these cultivars, from the onion to the turnip. “You know, the history of this town is all wrapped up in this onion…maybe there's some of that which will make somebody, like, care about their community, care about themselves, be interested in this, and ask questions…an onion from here. What does that mean? You know, what could that mean?” History can act as a point of pride and something special that hooks people to this work.
Alongside history, resilience, of both communities and environments was a motivation presented in majority of the interviewee’s relationships with seed. Although a few of the interviewees noted that they keep seed for individual goals of sufficiency and value self-reliance, it was typically nuanced and layered in the larger motivation towards communal resilience, too. As one interviewee put it, “seeds represent this really potent vehicle for these two almost opposing pieces. Its independence, the self-reliance, the self-sufficient piece, while being in community and sharing.” Seeds were seen to be a method towards community empowerment. An interviewee further states that “extending the principle of self-reliance to communal and regional level is in everybody's best interest”, with others feeling that we should be considering what works best to save where we are at. Alongside this motivation of regional resilience is the emphasis of ecological and biological resilience.
Many of the interviewees valued the production of diverse and adapt seeds that are appropriate for the NE. Most of the varieties cultivated by interviewees were valued for their resilient biological traits, whether that be their storage qualities or winter hardiness, that were developed over time through local adaptation of seed.  One person thought that “the value of producing seed in a region… you're really adapting that variety to the conditions where you are.” These diverse cultivar ‘biosignatures’ were valued among interviews for its built-in ecological resilience, with many desiring to save as much diversity as possible because that was viewed as resistant. The emphasis on the importance of resilience reflects the value of care, as these cultivars were seen to need stewardship. “Sometimes onions are hard to grow… the vigor needs to be like reselected…you know, it's not as easy saying, like, "we plant it, we save the seed, we're good.” This resilience often takes relationships.
Frequently highlighted throughout the study was the value of relationships and the role they play in regional variety preservation. Relationships allowed many of the interviewees to support and be supported in their seed work. One interviewee stated that it was the “big graces of a neighbor who saw the bigger picture of younger generations.” The support of others who had deeper experience with the cultivars allowed for many of these people to become involved through a reciprocated act of support, with many having a passion to also mentor and teach. Relationships were also exemplified in the collaboration that many of the interviewees viewed as a necessary and powerful act. An interviewee stated that seeds are “the vehicle for weaving connections.” Likewise, unpacking what our relationship with seed looks like and how it may uphold certain systems or practices was encouraged. 
Lastly, indigenous justice and the decolonization of seed work was strongly valued by those interviewed. Many interviewees felt that white settlers need to unpack how we relate to seeds, which could be done through a closer examination of how our seed is distributed, exchanged, and grown within a community. Some feel they are learning and thinking more deeply about the process, as one interviewee states “thinking more and more deeply about growing and marketing and making money from a variety who you know comes from a community that was, like very specifically displaced.” Most interviewees and their associates are looking for avenues to return seeds to their original stewards, such as royalties to those who have preserved these native varieties, specifically native peoples in the region. Many feel it is necessary to identity original stewardship or situations where money could be contributed back to tribal peoples, with profits from the sale of the variety going back to those communities.  
One of the indigenous seed keepers interviewed stated, “the corn was given to us [human beings] to grow and eat for the human race. And hence why our ancestors gave the corn to people like the Europeans who came to the shore so they could sustain their life and grow. I think it became more of a political issue later because so much was taken from our people that then people said this is ours and you can't have it.” Although US colonial history complicates how seed preservation is enacted, most interviewees felt that if they were saving native seed with consent, respect, and offering royalties or compensation of some sort to native peoples when applicable, that it was okay. Like one interviewee stated, “we have a commitment to keeping both the variety going, the recognition of the history going, and also because of our indigenous royalties’ program, we contribute monetarily back to tribal peoples for their contributions that have not always been accomplished in the past.” Interviewees felt addressing these colonial dynamics, and acknowledging the need to preserve native varieties, was viewed as a continual and necessary learning, and breaking down these systems of colonial power and seeds. 
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Throughout the interviews, there were many factors mentioned that have played influential roles on how people relate to seeds in the NE, specifically with these four cultivars. Within the US, there is a colonial and industrial legacy on the landscape. One interview stated, “I had this kind of rosy-eyed, rose-colored glass, just like regionally adapted seed is the most resilient seed.” Relationships with seeds were nuanced by the impacts of colonization on varieties. The Vermont cranberry bean was given as an example, as one interviewee put it, “basically, Vermont cranberry, the name was a marketing ploy as best I could discover… So, this is how white people are taking these beans that the Native people have been growing.” Alongside shifts in seed ‘ownership’ was the pattern of land grabs leaving modern day indigenous peoples struggling for space to do this work, as one indigenous seed keeper stated “…not having any land except for a tribal forest, you can grow some food in a travel forest, but you cannot grow enough to feed your people yourself. So that's why we call it food security and not food sovereignty, because we rely on others who have the generational land gifts to grow our food because we don't have the place.” 
A few interviewees noted that this pattern of theft can be seen around the globe in the way that indigenous seeds have been taken from people. As one interviewee said, “we look at many places around the world where indigenous seeds have been taken from people. They've been supplanted with seeds more used to mechanization and fertilizers, they don't necessarily do as well for the people”. This pattern of native seed theft impacts the way seed keepers interact with seeds and the region itself. One interview stated, when reflecting on the history of the Roy Calais Flint Corn that “there was not any direct connection to the native people anymore that I could find… the threads of continuity of native varieties have been broken through… genocide, through a real loss of cultural heritage that has flowed from that history in many native peoples.” The pressures of colonization on people’s relationship with seeds and place comes up throughout.
Another factor that was prominent throughout the interviews was the impacts of industrial development on NE rural towns and farming culture. Many interviews noted that their rural towns and agricultural way of life had drastically changed over the past decades. Noted by one interviewee, “this can be seen in the struggle in rural areas around the world, so much of that has to do with this displacement of people and getting them off their land.” A few mentioned how development had shifted the use of land, specifically through the New England dairy industry, with one stating that “diversified family vegetable farms kind of went by the wayside… a lot of these dairy farms that were able to hang on became quite large…managing an amazing amount of land, but there's also hay and silage to support raising beef cattle and dairy.” 
They also mentioned the way development had shifted the way the town functions and is viewed, with a few interviewees mentioning that development allowed for the movement of outsiders and companies into town, shifting the working landscape from farming. One interview stated that “80 years ago, everyone knew that that field was X, 80 years before that they knew it as something else. A hundred years before that, someone else, a whole other community knew it as something else. But today everyone's just looking at that, seeing that as the Walmart.”  This shift was blamed by a few by the continued consolidation and globalization of our food system.
The shift to industrial agriculture was a factor that many interviewees mentioned, in the way that it impacts how people relate to seed and these crops in the region. Even in the 1800s, the push towards larger markets led to onion farmers being monoculture which in turn created a lasting impact on the physical region today. As one person stated regarding blight, “like that being in the soil then turns out it like still exists in our local soils now, which is why onion cultivation on a massive scale isn't really feasible.” Despite this, interviewees viewed the perseverance of industrial agriculture in the region as the reason for a complete shift in production from produce being locally or regionally grown. One interviewee stated that “it became less of a community activity when modern equipment happened because one person could do the work of many.” This shift to modern equipment had an influence on the way seed is viewed, too. As one interviewee put it, “even if we think that tomatoes aren't necessarily red, we still get a packet of seeds, heirloom, hybrid, and expect them to grow within a certain parameter that looks pretty uniform.”
Another factor was the increase in GMO production and the impacts of GMO infiltration across the landscape, specifically for market growing. Stated by one interviewee for example, “We had contracted with a grower and when his corn came in, it was contaminated… when we tested the corn it had been cross-pollinated and now had genetic contamination.” This contamination has impacted growers and regional seed companies producing seed, pushing regional companies to grow in multiple places like the West Coast -- “the ones on the West Coast have never had genetic contamination with their corn, so we thought that was pretty safe.” Many interviewees noted their concern for contamination of GMO seed on regional varieties, especially the Roy’s Calais Abenaki Flint corn, that they were growing seed out for companies. This is just one of the agronomic constraints on seed production noted by interviewees. 
 Market demands was a factor that played a large role on regional seed varieties presented in the creation of agronomic constraints on seed growing and keeping. Many interviewees felt they were not able to grow enough for market due to most of the varieties not being well suited for mechanization. Many seed growers are now trying to meet expectations of modern economic traits that extreme hybridization has brought. Most varieties in the market are hybrid varieties, which, stated by one interviewee, “are bred for maximized production, and not necessarily for selected, for flavor or traditional culinary uses.” The growers interviewed felt they would never be big enough for certain markets, as these varieties are not suited for mechanization. Most of the interviewees knew people who had dropped a regional variety because of their agronomic constraints. Stated by one interviewee, “if we were able to [grow seed] in a meaningful way without the imposition of economics or at least the pressure of late-stage capitalism, we would have a much different way of our relationality in the world in general.”
Reconnecting to place was a factor that people noted as being prominent in the process of preservation. One seed keeper stated, “people are looking for a way to connect with a sense of place and to understand the place we live in a new way.” These varieties are a way people can understand a place, as one interviewee simply put, “regional treasures…embedded in a food culture in the area, that something people can be proud of and can participate in,”. The intimate relationship a person has with place is a large gift because it offers an understanding of place and assists people’s connection to it. People have been drawn to regional varieties and the ‘taste of place, sometimes when they realize that their place is famous for a crop, like the cultivation of an onion or turnip.
Over the years, regional seed companies have sprung up. This has been extremely influential on growing regional varieties, as these companies have helped make seed production more economically viable. Many of these regional companies are striving to diversify and value seed in a new way. As stated by one regional seed company owner asks, “how can [seed companies] be actively creating a culture of care and curiosity around us that is honoring ourselves and seeds as life and not commodity?” Although most of the interviewees valued the role regional companies in preserving varieties and supporting growers, companies were viewed to still be under the influence of market and often let go of varieties that do not perform well and some of the interviewee’s view depending on seed companies as preservationists as risky. Put simply by one interviewee, “to rely on seed companies as preservationists, I think is very risky.” These dynamics between regional companies and growers bring up questions of larger, industrial, ownership, and how that relates to indigenous and community rights. Stated by one interviewee, “the decision over who's able to control the seed and who's able to market the seed and profit off the seed is a different question… I think that's a very pressing question as we look at the, you know, egregious rise in intellectual property.” Reservation exists among some of the interviewees with growers becoming involved in seed production for companies, with this fear of ownership and reappropriation.
Climate change and ecosystem crisis was mentioned throughout all the interviews as a major contributing factor for people’s relationships with seeds. Many of the interviewees noted that weather patterns have changed drastically, as well as the influence of pests and diseases. One interviewee offered “like in carrot seed production right now, there's an invasive pest that's come in… it has wreaked havoc on carrot seed producers…these are all things that are really impactful for our seed producers and our growers who buy our seed.” Interviewees conveyed their fear of losing whole varieties to shifts in weather if action isn’t taken. This factor of climate change as a motivator was given as a large reason for the interviewees in growing out regional varieties, mainly towards the goals of old varietal preservation and development of new varieties that are place specific. As one interviewee expressed, “I think oftentimes, again, people are like, ‘Oh, seed saving. That's cute,’ right? And in the times of climate weirding…I say it's too late to be pessimistic…diversity is not a fun hobby, it's imperative.”
Likewise, contamination of regional environments and lands has shifted how seed growers in the region are able to produce, and relate to, seeds. Some growers are no longer producing seed because of PFAS contamination. Stated by one grower, “our farm is completely shut down…not directly involved in the seed world at the moment.” PFAS contamination in Maine is large, influencing the relationships people have with seed and producing it. People are rethinking and wondering how to move forward in seed production on contaminated lands. This loss of land is not the only loss presented throughout the interviews. 
A major factor on the relationships people have with regional seed varieties is the loss of knowledge and tradition that have come with cultural shifts. Many felt there is a scarcity of seed farming in the NE, with seed saving being a skill that is being lost with old timers. One interviewee stated that “we are losing this, and it's something that I find alarming because, with many of these skills, I feel it takes one generation to lose them.” Alongside this loss of skill is the actual loss of varieties impacting how people can relate to seeds. Many culturally important varieties were stated to no longer exist due to the loss of active selection. Much of this loss seemed to be tied to cultural shifts. As stated by one interviewee, “at their core… seeds were something we shared with each other, to help each other. And so, there's been a shift in that.” Seed-saving used to be a part of the circle of growing but was stated to have been broken and removed from our individualist food system. Some interviewees suggested ways to tackle this individualist culture through making space in the maintenance of heritage and heirloom varieties for everyone, with pushing people to explore new ways of seed saving and using this loss as a catalyst for new action. Stated nicely by one interviewee, “I feel like sometimes with something like an old heirloom, it almost has to teeter on completely lost before there's, like, we need to do something about this.”
Despite major loss, relationships with the history and culture of a place influenced the ways people have continued to work with seeds and regional varieties. The varieties studied have strong connection to communities that are heavily influenced by their place, who in the past have been dependent on these varieties which in turn was viewed to encourage people to continue selecting and making these varieties better over time. One seed keeper stated, “food culture and tradition kept this corn lively, and vibrant, and relevant long after hybrid corn became the mainstay of most vegetable farms or just monocrop farms.” The connection to place has built a culture for these varieties to continue, with groups of people that cared about this kind of work built into the regional culture, which has encouraged a younger group of seed keepers built through these relationships. 
One interviewee stated that “relationships keep us stronger,” and have been a huge factor that influence how people interact with varieties. This is seen specifically through the culture of seed mentorship in the region. The existence of long-term relationships with those doing the work and those interested in doing the work of seed preservation, through seed, knowledge, and story sharing, has been a supportive factor in regional seed work. Many folks recognized the power of the mentors for knowledge on how to keep varieties alive and vibrant. As one interviewee stated, “…he taught us what we needed to know about keeping the corn true to type and selecting good seed, keeping a diverse, a diverse pool of seed, you know, representing a large portion of the population.” Mentors often gift beginner seed keepers with ancient heirloom seeds and share knowledge through stories and conversations and are a large reason many of the interviewees got involved in seed work. One interviewee said that “[mentor] was a fellow gardener and seed saver. And so we became friends and she'd been around for a long time and she and her husband, when they retired, they moved up to Calais. But she had been there for a few years before I had, and she had heard about this variety and gotten this variety of an old Native American corn from that area… I got some of those seeds and planted them.”
Mentors have shared knowledge directly and indirectly through stories. Some peoples learning experiences with seeds started with a story. One interviewee expressed that “sharing the story about it and that kind of thing can be compelling for people.” Stories were viewed to offer aspects of seeds for people to consider. “Preserving the stories behind seed are as important as, you know, adopting the seed and tasting it and everything else.” The seeds were demonstrated to be often apart of cultural stories, and critical to keeping history, culture, and seeds alive, as people are often more invested in varieties that come with a story due to their connection to our pasts. Mentor relationships were a key factor in how seed keepers came to keep seed and build a deeper relationship with each other, community, varieties, and place.
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The seed story session, hosted by the Northeast Seed Conference and Celebration, offers an additional space to examine the ways in which people relate to seeds through the process of sharing seed stories, as well as how these stories are valued or consumed by community members. The narratives shared at the Seed Story night aimed to inspire and enact action. Although the session had a goal to incorporate a diverse range of ages, most of the storytellers were older. The presentations typically highlighted varieties and stories that had been key in inspiring their own seed journey and were typically related to their own cultures and/or past mentor relationships. Throughout the stories, there was a large emphasis on connecting to your cultural varieties and holding onto your heritage and seeds that are adapted to you, your history, and environment. As one storyteller shared, “everybody has a culture and seeds to maintain”, although that connection may look different for everyone. 
For example, the youth that presented all touched on family elders playing a large part in their seed saving journey. Likewise, the elders agreed on the importance of youth in this work and engaging with a younger population to carry on the practice of seed keeping as well as the history and stories associated with specific varieties. This was said throughout to be done through the sharing of seeds but also the sharing of knowledge and stories. Many of the storytellers gave examples of varieties that connected them to this work and drew attention to how important specific cultural varieties are to bringing people into the work long-term, like the story of the Glass Gem Corn or the family pepper variety from Peru. 
There was also an acknowledgment of the current cultural shift, due to Covid-19 and other environmental/social influences, that has led people to care and think more deeply about their food, the seeds that grow it, and their connection to community. The sharing of these stories left a deeper impact than expected, with over 80 people in attendance who stayed throughout the entirety of the three-hour event. After the session, people shared their deep appreciation and gratitude for these stories and the people who shared them, especially towards the elders in the NE seed community. 
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Climate change was a major factor that has pushed many of the interviewees to become further involved in the work of seed preservation and adaptation, as the pressures of climate change has made this work even more crucial. As previously noted, the diversification of agricultural practices and crops grown is shown to provide stability for crops and is viewed as a necessity for climate resilience (Badstue, et al., 2006; Lin, 2011; Khoury et al., 2014; Kremen, 2012; Roesch-McNally et al., 2018). This same notion was exemplified throughout this study’s findings, with most of the interviewees believing that growing diverse cultivars was a route towards climate resilience in the NE region. Likewise, the findings of this study, with many of the interviewees believing that many NE varieties have been lost or have gone extinct, supports the belief that there has been a drastic loss in global crop varieties (Khoury et al., 2014; Veteto et al., 2009). This loss was seen to be an encouragement for these seed growers to keep practicing seed keeping. Throughout the interviews, the industrialization of agriculture and cultural shifts, often pushed by modern development, was blamed for this loss. 
The industrial legacy in the NE has been a major influence over the work of regional seed keepers and the way people interact with seed and crops throughout the region. The industrialization of food can be associated with a globalized and concentrated market, which has resulted in farmers shifting practices to meet market standards and maximize yields (Deb, 2019; Khoury et al., 2014; Lin, 2011; Mulvany, 2021). This was illustrated in many of the examples given by interviewees, with some growers dropping regional varieties to grow more productive varieties. There was also a major threat of hybrid contamination across the landscape. This added pressure profits and markets has impacted what people can and cannot grow.
Alongside these pressures were looming questions and concerns of the ownership of seeds and how that impacts the future of resiliency in the region. Industrial and colonial legacies, and the impacts of private and consolidated seed ownership (Bertioli et al., 2021; Campbell, 2012; Kloppenburg, 2014; Peschard & Randeria, 2020), has made many rightfully weary of seed companies and their influence on regional seed keeping. Globally, there has been an emphasis on the liberalization of seed and collective rights in the past by seed workers (Kloppenburg, 2014; Singh, 2021). Although interviewees presented hesitancy to depend on seed companies for preservation, interviewees still viewed regional seed companies as playing a role in supporting the work of seed keepers in the region, specifically through royalty programs to those doing the work. 
Cultural shifts and the loss of tradition and knowledge was viewed as a major influence on regional seed keeping and the amount of people doing the work in the NE. This is important to note, as cultural connection and memories are methods to understanding seeds (Veteto & Scarbo, 2009). Many of the interviewees felt history of place and connection to community and culture has in general been lost, influencing how people are connected to the tradition of seed keeping and regional varieties, and reflects the rise in ‘homogeneous cultural landscapes,’ pushed by modern development (Ellis et al., 2021).
The findings of this study exemplify the importance of place, and connection to the local landscape, to the work of seeds. As previously stated, connecting to the landscape may have long term cognitive impacts on an individual's understanding and emotional bond towards that environment (Butler et al., 2019), This sense of place and ‘pride for place’ was demonstrated by many of the interviewees, and influenced their desire to preserve regionally important crops, as they were directly tied to the place they loved. The passion held by interviewees, and similar seed keepers in the region, for these place specific varieties has led them to take larger than individual action to preserve them. Information networks are seen as an important aspect for building resilient regional seed production and preservation (Coomes et al., 2015; Kawai, 2022; Pautasso et al., 2013). Although there is no explicit seed network in the NE, the importance of community connections was supported by the findings as mentors played such a large role in the exchanging of knowledge and seeds in the region, and seed keepers often sought to encourage seed keeping through community relationships and exchange. Community relationships and smaller networks appeared to be crucial for the survival of many of these varieties. 
The creation of community seed projects and actions have worked to actively keep these cultivars going. In situ seed preservation ensures seeds are adapted to ongoing environmental change (Mulvany, 2021), and is the main method these seed keepers use to preserve seeds. This was done through the creation of communal seed libraries and banks, annual celebrations to educate and inspire, and breeding projects to adapt and preserve. Previous research indicates that seed events can begin to repair and restore cultural and ecological relationships that a community may have with its food by focusing on relationships, adaptation, and responsibility (Saxena, 2021), and this is exemplified through this study’s findings and the ways in which celebrations and community involvement has influenced the conservation of these varieties. 
Throughout the study, care and gratitude was at the forefront of the work presented by the seed keepers. Much of the seed preservation demonstrated was rooted in place, with people’s action typically striving towards regional resilience. Seed saving knowledge, in past studies, has often been passed down through cultural exchange and stories, which is seen as an important cultural tradition (Veteto, 2013) and a powerful medium for sharing (Kinkaid et al., 2020) and connecting people to place (Marschütz et al., 2020). Throughout the study many of the seed keepers used historical stories as a guide, as well as a tool, to get people involved in radical ways. This highlights the importance of stories in this process of building resilient seed networks.
The narratives collected not only told a story of their own, but also pointed to other stories and the role they play in the continuation of seed knowledge, whether that is the history of a variety or the actual practice of saving it, to continue regional seed keeping. Most of the interviewees noted that stories were a main reason for why they got into seed keeping and have remained passionate for seed work. Stories were shown to be a method to connect to each other and to culture, creating long-lasting relationships with cultural varieties. These relationships, with each other and seeds, are seen to, directly and indirectly, help address many of these broader impacts that seed keepers in the region are concerned with, like the loss of culture around food, by building new traditions. The seed stories collected have the power the exemplify history of a place, good and bad, and further connect people to the landscape, which may work to build ‘biocultural heritage’ throughout the region, as this connection to landscape builds a deeper care for place and encourages people to take action that is more community, culturally, and environmentally centered. 
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	Our current industrialized food system has had substantial impacts on how seed is viewed, produced, and shared. With a decrease in crop diversity globally, we are in an agro-biodiversity crisis. Although seed keeping promotes the conservation and evolution of local genetic diversity and offers an opportunity to enhance biodiversity in agricultural settings, the practice of local seed exchange is often dependent on communities. Current research from the Global South indicates that seed systems are crucial for the conservation of crop diversity and local adaption of cultivars to our changing climate (Pautasso et al., 2013). Globally, people are working towards reinstating and creating alternative ways to grow and share seeds. This is exemplified in the current work by seed keepers and organizers in the Northeast, US, who are working to reinstate culturally important varieties through community seed keeping and storytelling. It is also prevalent in regional seed stories, which share place-based information that offers insight to people’s relationships with seeds. This project and paper draw attention to the regional seed work in the US Northeast. 
Through a participatory approach, and an active participation in the Northeast Seed Conference, this project engages seed organizers, growers, and keepers across the region in exploration of regional seeds and their stories, as the sharing of stories within a regional context is important to educate, inspire, and preserve practices crucial to the keeping of regional varieties. This project aimed to document and analyze some of these regional seed stories in hopes to shed light on the current ways people are engaging with seed and how relationships with seeds are currently being influenced. The goal of this research was to illuminate the different kinds of relationships that people have with diverse cultivars, and the values and meanings embedded in those relationships, and pull-out place-based information and stories useful for supporting the work of building seed preservation in the region. 
To strengthen the NE regional seed network, it will be necessary to build new culture and tradition around varieties towards regional resilience. The current crises that are impacting the region, such as contamination and weather pattern shifts, are just a portion of what may come. To enhance biodiversity and food resilience across the region, the building of a culture and tradition around a diversity of regional varieties will be needed. Strengthening the current NE seed movement, as stated by interviewees, will require “positioning the seeds into the matrix of our lives” and the building of, or enhancing of, traditions that incorporate regional varieties into the NE farming and seed community. As exemplified in the findings, stories are a powerful medium for sharing place-based information, building intergenerational relationships, and sharing practices that build a cultural value around seeds. Although enacting the practice of seed keeping is important for the preservation of diverse crops, the capturing and sharing of seed stories is also an important endeavor in the pursuit of conservation. Likewise exemplified in the findings, seed keeping and building traditions around it has been done through community relationships, specifically mentorships. Mentor relationships should be viewed as a method for enhancing and building regional varietal traditions, as well as a route towards restoring and preserving seed stories, in the pursuit of conservation. 
Moving forward, NE regional seed work may intersect with the movement of agroecology, as it holds similar goals of community, and a desire to increase agricultural practices that are aligned with cultural and community practices, such as traditional seed saving. The current work of seed keepers also may be in conjunction with agroecology, as both efforts work to address the climate crisis with agriculture that centers ecology, biodiversity, and community, with less emphasis on markets. 
The conclusions drawn from these research questions may further the understanding of the current NE seed system and the ways in which it is supported by relationships and values, and sheds light to the factors that have influenced how people interact with regional seed keeping. These implications inform those pursuing this work and offer insight on the current avenues of seed keeping and what may need support. Lastly, it may offer details important to further research in this field of work, specifically for food system graduate students who aim to pursue participatory research in a short timeframe. Although this project was created and enacted within just a year, working closely with seed organizers of the NE Seed Conference and Celebration was crucial in achieving the project's goal of Participatory Action Research.
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Seed Saving Narrative and Oral History Interview Guide

60-90 min interviews
Receive this information before interview.
a. Name, pronouns
b. date (day, month, year) of recording session
c. location of the interview
d. proposed subject of the recording

“Thank you for taking the time to be a part of this project and allowing me to collect your story. I have a series of questions that I aim to answer during the interview, and you may answer them for me before I ask; in this instance I will ask other follow up questions or move to the next. If at any time you would like to skip a question, let me know and we can do so.

As previously stated, this interview will be recorded for the purpose of sharing your story and for story analysis. May I start recording now?” *start recording*

Intro questions
1. Before we begin, would you please share your name and pronouns, and any title you have?
2. Tell me a little about yourself and your background?
1. Where are you from? What is your family’s background?
2. Where are you located now?
3. What do you do for work?
4. Tell me about the work you do around seeds?

General seed saving questions.
0. Tell me about your first memory of seed saving.
1. Is there a specific event that encapsulates your reasons for saving seeds?
2. Tell me about the first cultivar seed you saved that really meant something to you. What happened and why was it so meaningful?
1. Would you share with me an introduction to your rationale for this work?
1. Was saving seeds a part of your culture growing up or is this a new addition to it?
2. How does seed saving make you feel? Can you think of a specific time that really evoked these feelings?
3. What is rewarding about this work?
1. Likewise, what is hard about it?
4. Could you tell me a time that really represents what you just described?

Specific cultivar questions
0. I know you have a particular interest in ________________. Can you tell me about how you became so interested in it?
1. Tell me about how you became involved.
2. How did you first access this cultivar? 
1. What work have you done with this cultivar since first accessing it?
1. Could you tell me about what you know about the history of this cultivar?
1. Who first cultivated it?
2. When you think about the history of this cultivar, what kind of places or environments come to mind, and why?
1. Likewise, what do you think are the aspects of this cultivar that has been interesting to people who are growing it?
2. How does that relate to your work on this cultivar? 
3. In your experience, how has this cultivar historically been marketed or exchanged?
1. Likewise, how is it exchanged now?
4. Can you think of a time that community was heavily involved in the process of its cultivation? If so, what role did they play?
1. Do you feel you are a part of a seed sharing community? 
1. Does this impact how you relate to this cultivar?
2. Are you worried about the future of this variety?
3. What are your hopes for the future of this cultivar?
1. Thinking about the things that worry you, what are the things that need to be done to continue this variety?

Closing questions
0. Thinking more broadly about the seed system in the NE, what are you worried about?
1. What are you hopeful for?
2. What actions need to be taken?
1. Is there anything else you would like to tell me in regard to seed saving or the __cultivar__?
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Interview Consent and Release Form

Thank you for agreeing to share your story with LuAnna Nesbitt and her Saving the Stories of the Seeds: A Rooted Historical Documentation of Living Seed Stories and An Analysis of their Implications for Northeast Seed Networks Master’s Project. This project is a part of research to fulfill requirements for a graduate degree in Food Systems at the University of Vermont. The purpose of this research is to support Northeast seed saving through the public documentation of living seed stories in the region and to strengthen the cultural appreciation of seed saving. The final podcast and oral histories collected for this project will be archived with the Vermont Folklife Center and will be publicly available for use by researchers and the public, unless you indicate otherwise. Your name will be attached to your interview, and you may be cited directly or indirectly in subsequent researchers' unpublished or published work. The interviewer affirms that she has explained the nature and purpose of this oral history project. The narrator affirms that he/she has consented to this interview. 


· I consent to the following uses for my oral history interview: 
· Archive in the Vermont Folklife Center: Yes ____ No ____
· Audio/written transcripts available to the public: Yes ____ No ____ 


· At the following date or occurrence: 
· Access by qualified researchers Yes ____ No ____
· Publication in electronic form (e.g., podcast on a website) Yes ____ No ____  


· I request the opportunity to review & revise the transcripts of my interview: Yes ___ No ___ 

Other restrictions as detailed herein:


Interviewer:					Date:
Narrator: _________________________ Date: _____________________
Print Name: _______________________ Date of Birth: _______________ 
Address: ________________________________________________________ 
Telephone: __________________ Email: _____________________ 

Any questions may be directed to LuAnna Nesbitt, (828) 674-9456 or celia.nesbitt@uvm.edu



