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Chapter 1 – Introduction: Paul & I 

 

A good amount of commercially produced grocery store tomatoes are grown in the state of Florida, 

in agricultural landscapes better known for citrus and sugar, but still just a couple hours from my 

hometown. They are planted, tended, picked, and processed largely through migrant labor, but 

before that the work was done by poor Black folks of my mother’s generation, tasked to do 

monocrop field labor that belied the incredible variety of heirloom, heritage, landrace, and weird 

fruits and vegetables that one could find across the landscapes of South Florida. There was a unique 

history there of botanical and cultural exchange between the southern United States, the Caribbean, 

and beyond. There are stories in these varieties; of struggle, solidarity, lives lived and cherished, 

that speak to larger arguments about legacies of colonialism, slavery, agricultural and 

environmental development. But that is not quite what this is about.  

I did not know of these stories because I did not think to ask. And I did not think to ask 

until I worked in an educational garden in the suburbs of Philadelphia, growing, amongst other 

weird and storied things, the Paul Robeson tomato. Known for its psychedelic mix of browns, 

greens, and purples, it initially reminded me of an heirloom variety that a former boss of mine had 

been growing at her home in Montana in the decades since her grandfather first stewarded it. But 

the story of this fruit has ghosted in more ways than one. Tomatoes as we generally understand 

them are unassuming supporting characters of the American diet, occasionally popping up in the 

frustrated musings of a gardener unable to provide the long-term heat and warmth they require. 

The Paul Robeson, however, is a black tomato, part of a line of heirloom varieties developed by 

Soviet breeders in Siberia specifically to thrive in northern climates very much like that of the 

Upper Midwest. Its naming is one part of a double movement of fame and infamy. Paul Robeson, 

the actor and opera singer, was an openly communist Black activist whose politics led to his 
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expungement from the cultural milieu of mid-twentieth century America, but also to the naming 

in his honor of a cultivar in a Soviet lab. The seeds of his namesake somehow made their way 

across the globe to urban farmers in a city that still remembers him. 

I was intrigued. I spent the summer of 2018 growing dozens of varieties with dozens of 

complicated histories on a half-acre educational garden in a summer camp a few miles west of 

Philadelphia. My friend and I were tasked with maintaining this space while also maintaining these 

stories and finding ways to impart these stakes of geopolitical and cultural importance to several 

dozen suburban children. We gave them oral histories in the midst of working the land; seeds and 

stories imparted to me by a friend and mentor; imparted to her by a friend and mentor, who just so 

happens to be the partner of the former friend and mentor. There was a decidedly queer set of 

relations at work here, but also in many sites otherwise thought of as quotidian or contingent.  

I am fascinated by the current popular emergence of seedkeeping movements, as well as 

their histories, resonances, and residues. Seeds are ubiquitous, yet biologically specific. They are 

objects often encountered as a nutritional baseline, yet the beans, grains, and corns of the world 

have monumental historical significance. They are botanical touchstones that compel a return to 

the soil. I am primarily concerned with the materiality of seeds, as tangible and quotidian objects 

upon which people sediment layers of ecological and cultural significance. They can be many 

things, physically and metaphysically, depending on the context in which one does or does not use 

them. I seek to connect this curiosity around what seeds are with the increasingly popular social 

movements concerned with food and seed sovereignty, specifically when it comes to the ways in 

which African-American agrarian and environmental legacies may trouble more mainstream 

definitions and histories. Seeds are liminal in many ways, straddling and unsettling dichotomies 

between animate and inanimate, static and dynamic, natural and technological, and pushing for a 
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fuller accounting of ecological interaction. I seek to contribute to this scholarship by exploring the 

ways in which seedkeeping as a political and cultural phenomenon works in conversation with the 

material and social lives of seeds. Popular notions of what seeds are and what can and should be 

done with them impact and are impacted by academic questions of the same vein.  

These sites of inquiry offer constructive takes on the politics of people as well as plants, 

revolving around three questions: How do radical seedkeeping and food justice movements 

contribute to the knowledge politics that frame popular conceptions of heirloom and heritage 

seeds? How can this cut into vegetal geographies be grounded through the archives and stories 

central to African-American environmental histories? And how might a deeper understanding of 

this phenomenon allow for creative and political interventions? In pursuit of these questions, this 

thesis investigates some examples of contemporary seed work, mainly in the Mid-Atlantic and 

Southern United States. These are limited to the small seed companies Truelove Seeds and 

Southern Exposure Seed Exchange, as well as the historical plant collections at Monticello’s 

Center for Historic Plants and Old Salem Museums & Gardens. These sites contribute not only to 

conversations around the human-nonhuman interactions of seed work, but also to the discursive, 

material, and socio-spatial ways in which plant cultivars come into being and are kept consistent 

across space and time. This is built across two chapters, the first being a case study of an African-

American seed collection in North Carolina informed by a site visit and semi-structured interviews; 

the second a theoretical examination of the social and material lives of seeds themselves, informed 

by semi-structured interviews as well as an autoethnographic apprenticeship on a seed farm. In 

what follows, I build a foundation in the logics of seed work through the framework of 

agrobiodiversity conservation. 
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The problem of agrobiodiversity 

I situate the keeping, collecting, and breeding of rare, novel, and culturally significant heirloom 

varieties among a larger set of conversations and political mobilizations around agrobiodiversity 

conservation. Enjalbert et al. (2011) approach agrobiodiversity as the number of species, varieties, 

and cultivars, both domesticated and wild that are associated with a particular agricultural 

landscape (Enjalbert et al. 2011), as Garrett Graddy-Lovelace has said, “the variety and variability 

of domesticated crops, their wild relatives, soil organisms, and pollinators” (Graddy-Lovelace 

2013, 3). This concept borrows heavily from the field of biodiversity conservation,  with a similar 

focus on the richness, evenness, and divergence of species and subspecies (Montenegro de Wit 

2016), though Enjalbert et al. (2011) expands this definition to include the forms of local 

knowledge and practice that maintain and build on this diversity.  This framework includes a 

human element, keeping domesticated and wild in ecological and discursive conversation; it is not 

only the genetic diversity of field crops and cultivars, but a fuller approach to the ecological 

diversity inherent to the legacies of people-land relations that comprise agriculture.  

According to the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) of the United Nations, there 

has been a worrying decline in agrobiodiversity since the mid-twentieth century. With three 

quarters of the world’s agrobiodiversity lost in the past century, the vast majority of global food 

consumption now comes from “fifteen plant and animal species, while increasingly homogenous 

wheat, rice, and maize supply more than half of the global food intake” (Graddy-Lovelace 2013, 

3). This decline puts entire food systems at risk through lower adaptability to environmental shifts 

and loss of nutritional diversity, as well the loss of culturally significant foodways (Graddy-

Lovelace 2013). Graddy-Lovelace attributes this decline to the “industrialization of agriculture, its 

colonizing tendency, the ‘globalization’ of agribusiness, homogenizing of the global diet, and de-
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agrarianization” (Graddy-Lovelace 2013, 3), yet these worrying statistics have also resulted in 

apocalyptic and world-shifting concerns. As Janisse Ray has put it, “Our food is going extinct” 

(Ray 2012, 35). 

Maywa Montenegro de Wit has pushed back on this motif, arguing that the narrative of 

loss is “inseparable from the being, knowing, and telling of agrobiodiversity – as well as from the 

scientific, cultural, and political forces these engagements invite” (Montenegro de Wit 2016, 626). 

The focus on loss, according to Montenegro de Wit, serves to legitimize particular conservation 

strategies and risks glazing over root causes, one of those being the disconnect between diversity 

as its conceptualized in the lab, through genotypic markers, versus in the field, through phenotypic 

characteristics. Montenegro de Wit calls for a scalar re-articulation of agrobiodiversity through 

metapopulation theory, accounting for a variety of processes of local losses and colonization 

(Montenegro de Wit 2016). Accordingly, this produces a “shifting mosaic of occupied patches, 

with individual patches ‘winking in’ and ‘winking out,’ while the larger metapopulation remains 

stable” (Montenegro de Wit 2016, 638), and this stability could be maintained through farmer-led 

networks of exchange. Genetic diversity, especially on organic farms, is particularly important in 

the face of increasing spatial and temporal heterogeneity in environmental conditions (Dawson et 

al. 2011), yet the mainstream responses to crises of agrobiodiversity have often been the removal 

of seed from environmental conditions into gene banks as “a matter of saving the world” 

(Montenegro de Wit 2016, 633). 

 

Genetic resources, ex situ 

Considering this, seed and gene banks have arisen as institutional solutions to agrobiodiversity 

loss, often articulated as universal goods for long-term human survival and global population 
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health. The seed bank is the central figure of ex situ, or off site, agrobiodiversity conservation; crop 

cultivars, most often through the material form of seeds, are removed from the sites in which they 

were bred and kept to be preserved long-term through technological means and re-distributed as 

needed. The present-day political economy of seeds is in large part the legacy of twentieth century 

agronomy that gave rise to ex situ as the primary mode of institutional conservation. These shifts 

delineated between notions of traditional versus modern (i.e. landrace versus cultivar), designated 

knowledge as proprietary, and systemized a method of “naming and claiming genes” (Fullilove 

2017, 217), creating a pathway for scientific rationalization and legal proprietary frameworks to 

work hand in hand at the genetic level; thus, they built the grounds through which individual genes 

and genetic info could be legally owned and controlled. Bonneuil et. al (2014) break down this 

contemporary predicament as a set of geopolitical and corporate epistemological power struggles 

between the culture of molecular biology, in which life forms are static, crop diversity can be 

articulated as genetic resource, and modernist dialectics of nature and culture are crystallized, and 

that of biocultural agrarianism, in which agricultural practice is culturally relevant and relational 

with local ecologies (Bonneuil, Foyer, and Wynne 2014). The work done through gene and seed 

banks has a demonstrated utility, especially in the contemporary moment of increasingly 

precarious political and environmental conditions on the local level. However, Graddy-Lovelace 

warns that “a myopic focus on ex situ preservation will stockpile and store germplasm – but not 

keep alive agricultural biodiversity, which thrives when cultivated in fields, on farms, in practice” 

(Graddy-Lovelace 2013, 2). 

It is important to acknowledge that the genetic resource model holds sway over the 

perception of seeds as loci of biodiversity and genetic data, producing the cultivar and gene as 

“immutable mobiles – objects of exact science, modernization policies, and global trade” 
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(Bonneuil, Foyer, and Wynne 2014, 906). Ecological factors outside of this paradigm, as well as 

the human histories and labor that produce this knowledge are externalized and erased as the active 

site of agricultural science is taken out of the field and placed in the lab (Bonneuil, Foyer, and 

Wynne 2014; Fullilove 2017). The figuring and refiguring of seeds as “plant genetic resources” 

(Fullilove 2017, 214) casts them as a global commons of raw genetic information produced by 

nature, rendering invisible agricultural knowledge systems and peasant communities, and allowing 

for agricultural systems predicated on systemized labor (Fenzi and Bonneuil 2016; Fullilove 2017). 

Thus, as Jack Kloppenburg established, modern agricultural research functioned as the 

“incorporation of science into the historical processes of primitive accumulation and 

commodification” (Kloppenburg 2005, 10), structuring the modern political economy of seeds. 

Before the standardization of technologies of hybridization and the refiguring of seeds as 

proprietary products, they were an unstable commodity-form, leaving little incentive for capital 

(Kloppenburg 2005). Following this epistemic, agricultural, and political shift, agricultural 

development in the Global North became dependent on constant genetic extraction from the Global 

South, following the “global roadmap” laid out by Nikolai Vavilov’s “centers of origin of 

cultivated plants” (Kloppenburg 2005; Flitner 2003, 176).  

The genetic resource model is tied to a strategy of collection and accumulation that predates 

the rise of modern agronomy. Botanical specimens were a major facet in the colonial project across 

North America and around the world, and until 1935, plant improvement was largely a project of 

the state in service of settler colonialism and industrial capitalism as part of the rise of what 

Kloppenburg has termed the “life sciences industry” (Kloppenburg 2005; Fullilove 2017; 

Kloppenburg 2010, 371). For those being collected by scientific and military expeditions as well 

as those being replaced onto the land as part of projects of “institutionalized biological innovation” 
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(Fullilove 2017, 219), the act of collecting an object risks its de-contextualization, refiguring, and 

repurposing, allowing seeds to be “recast as products of nature” (Fullilove 2017, 42) and tools of 

linear progress. We see this most strikingly with contemporary obsessions with gene banks and 

seed vaults, and their entanglements with deep time and apocalyptic fantasy (Fullilove 2017).  

 

Heirloom seeds, in situ 

In contrast, in situ, or on site, conservation, upon which this project focuses, keeps and breeds crop 

varieties in their specific environmental, geographic, and cultural contexts. While more dynamic 

than ex situ conservation, it also includes sociocultural context as part of its practice, incorporating 

biocultural diversity into frameworks of agrobiodiversity (Veteto and Skarbø 2009). One of the 

major departures of in situ from ex situ is an approach to agrobiodiversity through population-level 

genetic variability rather than specific alleles of genetically fixed points (Enjalbert et al. 2011), 

meaning the focuses rests on the diversity of characteristics among plant populations in the field 

as opposed to genetic diversity gleaned in the lab. In this thesis, I approach in situ agrobiodiversity 

conservation, in practice often known as seed saving or seedkeeping, as the saving, preservation, 

and regular growing out of open-pollinated, often called heirloom, crop varieties, especially but 

not necessarily, those with cultural and historical significance.  

Open-pollinated refers to crops that can cross-pollinate without human intervention; if a 

specific variety pollinates amongst itself through insects, wind, or gravity, producing seed that 

breeds true, the following season’s plants and produce should look strongly similar to the previous 

generation. In contrast, much of commercial produce consists of hybrid varieties that must be 

crossed by humans, whose seeds will not germinate into plants that resemble the previous 

generation, or often will not germinate at all. It is the long-term maintenance of these varietal lines 
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that results in specific crop varieties being identified as heirlooms. What constitutes an heirloom 

crop variety has long been up for debate, but Virginia Nazarea, in Heirloom Seeds & Their 

Keepers, puts forth a general definition of crop varieties that are least fifty years old, open-

pollinated, and passed down through kinship and informal networks. Jennifer Jordan also takes up 

the figure of the heirloom, situating the heirloom variety through its contextual importance in 

ancestral foodways and its invocation of specific sensory experiences read through moments of 

cultural recognition; what Jordan theorizes as edible memory. Heirloom is not a material or 

biological marker, but instead a way of interpreting specific crop varieties as consistent and 

continuous over significant lengths of time, often at least a few generations.  

The kinds of saving and keeping work that creates and maintains heirloom lines is nothing 

new; in fact, it is around a ten-thousand-year practice that undergirds the development and 

continuance of human agriculture. Jordan explores how the concept of the heirloom became 

relevant, popular, and politically urgent through the rise of modernist agronomy and the 

implementation of industrialization and standardization throughout the food system. Heirlooms 

became a hobbyist practice, evolving into a politically salient movement, as a reaction to the 

alienation and isolation from culturally significant foodways and growing practices produced by 

the modern food system; consequently, many seed savers articulate their work as a form of both 

genetic and cultural stewardship against collective forgetting (J. A. Jordan 2015). What constitutes 

cultural memory and coherent varietal populations is open to further scrutiny, but Nazarea’s 

“memory banking” incorporates cultural knowledge and practice about crop varieties with the 

traditional forms of data and information of concern to gene banks (Veteto and Skarbø 2009). 

The reclamation of memory is one of the most salient sites through which in situ 

conservation practices become mobilized as political movements. Jack Kloppenburg, speaking 
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from a Marxist perspective, views this as a response to legacies of primitive accumulation and its 

descendants, not of the landscape but of the “gene-scape”, articulating the “repossession, the actual 

recovery or reacquisition of what has been lost, and even the proactive creation of new, commons-

like spaces in which more just and sustainable forms of social production might be established and 

elaborated” (Kloppenburg 2010, 368). Nazarea runs with the motif of stewardship against an 

“organized forgetting” that intersects cultural memory with the conservation of biodiversity “in 

vivo, or conservation as a way of life” (Nazarea 2005, x). With an emphasis on “marginal spaces”, 

“uncaptured minds” and “undisciplined landscapes”, as well as creativity, play, and quotidian 

resistance, Nazarea upsets the duality of in situ and ex situ biodiversity conservation, painting seed 

saving practices as unique within the realm of in situ as conservation in effect rather than 

conservation by design. Thus, she draws a distinction between conservation that occurs because 

of small-scale subsistence growing, and conservation that occurs through planned conservation 

projects. 

Conserving open-pollinated varieties in situ most often falls under practices of seed saving 

and seedkeeping. While sometimes used interchangeably, as I will, they stem from different 

cultural and political formations and open different sites of cultural and political possibility. Seed 

saving, more well known, is described by Laura Pottinger as “the practice of selecting, collecting, 

drying and storing seed for subsequent generation of plants, often sharing it with other gardeners” 

(Pottinger 2017, 217). This invokes the rise of local and regional seed conservation networks and 

seed swaps as well as how ideas of sharing produce seed as communal resources (Pottinger 2017). 

Seed saving is often associated with small scale and spatially marginal subsistence and hobby 

growing in “homegardens”, which have been demonstrated to be more significantly biodiverse 

than their surrounding ecosystems (Veteto and Skarbø 2009, 76). Further, while the figure of the 



11 

 

gene bank hangs over ex situ conservation, the sites of physically keeping seeds in situ often take 

the form of libraries or small collections, much more accessible and decentralized, but still 

“child[ren] of modernity” (Belle et al. 2020, 27). 

Scholarship on homegarden seed saving in the Global South has articulated this practice 

most often as subsistence, but also somewhat radical cultural and political subversion (Nazarea 

2005); in the Global North, especially Europe, these practices have been articulated as a “quiet 

activism” through the slow work of gardening (Pottinger 2017). Pottinger approaches this as the 

“modest, embodied acts that often entail processes of production or creativity, and which can be 

either implicitly or explicitly political in nature”, extending the political “beyond the cognitive and 

verbalized, into practices of doing, making and flow” (Pottinger 2017, 216), with an emphasis on 

embodied gentleness and care (Pottinger 2020). Janisse Ray, in a similar sense, looks to seed 

saving as a “quiet life of resistance” as a “radical peasant” (Ray 2012, x), albeit without discussion 

of how exactly peasantry is being mobilized and which radical peasant movements beyond her 

Georgia farm may be being rendered invisible. Furthermore, the emphasis on subtlety and 

quietness of actions is not paired with a critique of its implications for unsubtle activism and the 

radical, gendered, and classed ways that noisy activism gets articulated. 

Through a variety of activisms, seed saving is often seen as a fight against corporate 

control, in favor of agrobiodiversity, not only for gardeners, but also organic farmers engaging 

with seed saving and exchange projects on larger, more systematic scales (Pottinger 2017; Dawson 

et al. 2011). However the focus of scholarship on individual gardening and seed practices runs the 

risk of articulating alternative food movements that reify neoliberalization and glance over radical 

agricultural peasant movements (Pottinger 2017; Graddy-Lovelace 2013). Jack Kloppenburg’s 

work on dispossession and repossession of agricultural gene-scapes and the rearticulation of the 
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commons presents a more explicit, louder politic around seed saving, predicated upon Marxist 

political economy. This is visualized as a “protected commons” of sharing and exchange through 

“biological open-source arrangements for plant germplasm” (Kloppenburg 2010, 369). This 

“BioLinux approach” (Kloppenburg 2010, 376) is realized today through organizations like the 

Open Source Seed Initiative (OSSI), which began in Wisconsin in 2014. 

A much more explicit mobilization of the cultural politics of seeds comes from a 

framework of seedkeeping, and its legacy of scholarship by Indigenous writers, thinkers, and 

activists around food and seed sovereignty. Elizabeth Hoover (Mohawk) illustrates food 

sovereignty as a “rights based political framework” (Hoover 2017, 34) focused on community 

control of and within local and regional food systems, critiquing and moving beyond notions of 

food security and access insufficient to address nutritional and environmental health (Hoover 

2017). Specifically drawing attention to Indigenous Food Sovereignty, Hoover’s intervention 

urges a reading of positionalities around food and agriculture as steeped in placed-based 

knowledges, historical struggle, and culturally informed cosmologies. Relational and processual, 

it is not a marker of community health, but a movement. Food sovereignty has had a long history 

of organizing, notably through transnational farmer networks like La Via Campesina 

(Kloppenburg 2010), yet has been coming increasingly into vogue in the contemporary moment. 

Margaret Ramirez has pointed out the shift towards food sovereignty from the related but distinct 

framework of food justice, yet warns that this trend may “displace the critique of institutional 

racism central to food justice activism and use a broad brushstroke to encompass place-based 

movements rooted in Black geographies” (Ramírez 2015, 750).  

As Kloppenburg reminds, food sovereignty depends on “the repossession of seed 

sovereignty” (Kloppenburg 2010, 369). Food-focused activists and thinkers are increasingly 
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turning to seed sovereignty as a complementary set of politics that undergirds the material 

reproduction of food movements and takes these notions further, deepening connections to land 

and making space for critical and speculative interrogations of seeds as sites of political resistance, 

cultural resilience, biological archive, and environmental adaptation. Seedkeeping, as a praxis 

integral to seed sovereignty movements, pushes beyond more traditional seed saving practices to 

engage with these cultural, historical, and political entanglements (Hoover 2017). Kloppenburg 

further elaborates on the promise of seed sovereignty as “a commitment to institutionalized 

recognition of genetic resources and associated cultural / [I]ndigenous / community knowledge as 

a broadly social product, a collective heritage of farming communities that is to be freely 

exchanged and disseminated for the benefit of all” (Kloppenburg 2010, 385). The nature of 

ownership, common resource, and freedom of exchange can form points of friction between the 

politics of Indigenous led seedkeeping and seed sovereignty movements and more mainstream 

seed saving and open source models. This is largely due to legacies of colonial appropriation that 

continue to threaten the ties between specific seed varieties and the Indigenous groups with whom 

they are related (Kloppenburg 2010; Breen 2015). While not insurmountable, this does necessitate 

an interrogation of the power and politics between the ‘theirs’ and the ‘ours’ in these rearticulations 

and reclamations of agrobiodiversity as local, regional, and global commons (Kloppenburg 2010). 

 

Braiding, situating 

The shifting amalgams of local, biocultural, and Indigenous knowledge are often presented as 

counter to the “genetic high-modernist cosmovision” (Fenzi and Bonneuil 2016, 75) of ex situ 

conservation. However, as Robin Wall Kimmerer notes, these dichotomized knowledge systems 

can be mutually constitutive. In Braiding Sweetgrass, Kimmerer begins a pattern of contrast and 
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comparison that sets the stakes for a variety of epistemological investments, preparing one with 

openness and understanding to face a variety of ways of interpreting the world. These seamless 

shifts between Indigenous knowledges and Western environmentalism allows for an unpacking 

and re-examination of the colonial logics that undergird academic knowledge politics, while taking 

care to conserve its respective values and utilities. Kimmerer presents the landscape as an 

assemblage of knowledges and methodologies that do not only speak to their own respective 

purposes, but also constructively contextualize and inform each other. They are enmeshed in a 

broader story of the world that Kimmerer analogizes as complementary (i.e. asters and goldenrod); 

a study of the landscape with “science eyes” (Kimmerer 2013, 46) has its specific uses, but 

inevitably brings about an “afterimage of traditional knowledge” (Kimmerer 2013, 46). The 

implication here is that Indigenous knowledges provide a more complete picture when working in 

tandem with Western environmental thought. Thus, the reverse would also be true; these different 

forms of seeing and interpreting the world need each other and constitute each other. This re-

framing resonates with the wider landscape of vernacular botanical knowledge. 

 There is a general consensus that practices of in and ex situ conservation work most 

effectively in tandem, each accounting for the limitations of the other (Breen 2015; Graddy-

Lovelace 2013; Montenegro de Wit 2016). Whereas the former is more adaptable to climatic 

fluctuations and community-based political movements, it remains vulnerable to local and regional 

political and environmental catastrophes. Whereas the latter is more reliable for long-term 

preservation, it has less room for adaptability, higher incidence of genetic bottlenecking, and 

ceases the co-evolutionary process, as well as running the risk of politically rupturing the 

ecological and social fabric in which cultivars are bred (Montenegro de Wit 2016; Breen 2015). It 

is important to note that while there are many critiques to be leveraged against ex situ conservation 
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and the biosocial cultures that form around it, seed projects, more often than not, are a flexible mix 

of both, with farmers often utilizing gene banks as resources for field experiments and institutional 

plant breeders maintaining connections with farmers for participatory seed projects (Dawson et al. 

2011). 

 Furthermore, contemporary movement of in situ conservation must be read through the 

lens of epistemes of modern agronomy that many of these movements are themselves reactions 

against; the concept of heirloom cultivars only gain cultural and political salience in the 

contemporary moment when read against the foil of modern hybrids and commercial varieties (J. 

A. Jordan 2015). It is worth noting the ways in which the genetic resource model, and its attendant 

epistemes, thread through not only what is institutionally done with seeds, but also their material 

and discursive construction in the movements of in situ conservation. Janisse Ray, writing from 

the perspective of field and farm based radical seed work, still describes the figure of a seed as a 

black box of inaccessible data reminiscent of the “dematerialization” and reduction of crop 

biodiversity to “elements of genetic information” that Fenzi & Bonneuil articulate (Fenzi and 

Bonneuil 2016, 80). According to Ray, “every piece of information necessary to that plant for its 

natural time on earth is encoded…But we don’t know what is in a seed; its knowledge is invisible, 

encased, secret…A seed can contain a whole tree encrypted in its sealed vault” (Ray 2012, xv). 

This description of a seed leaves little room for the epigenetic and environmental factors that 

inform plant development, including that of human actions. Ray continues by describing seeds as 

an unpossessable, elemental force “inherent to the earth and thus belong[ing] democratically to all 

its inhabitants…always part of the great commons of human history – can no more be owned than 

fire” (Ray 2012, 15). While clear that human ownership is out of the question, agrobiodiversity is 

still articulated as a collective resource in a way resonant with the FAO’s refiguring of crop 
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biodiversity as world heritage and public domain, which in turn worked to prevent countries in the 

Global South from maintaining control over their own resources for agrobiodiversity (Fenzi and 

Bonneuil 2016). It is almost as if the human is erased entirely, flattened into an abstract planetary 

community with some semblance of democratic, more-than-human ownership. It is here that 

seedkeeping movements often depart from those articulated as seed saving. As will be discussed 

in Chapter 3, the turn toward a plainly nonhuman politic runs the risk of erasing the urgencies of 

movement work being carried out by marginalized and colonized communities under the auspices 

of seedkeeping, sovereignty, and justice. 

Graddy-Lovelace weaves in and ex situ through a spatial and epistemic reconfiguring, situ-

ating the two methods as mutually constitutive for agrobiodiversity conservation and the political 

projects that it allows to come into being. In Situating In Situ, she examines a repatriation project 

of a thousand papa nativa varieties from the International Center for the Potato in Lima, Peru, to 

the Parque de la Papa in Southern Peru, to be stewarded by six communidades. She argues that this 

political project not only resituated ex situ conservation into the service of in situ, but also 

reconfigured the sites of in situ as themselves seed banks, allowing these communities to bring 

about “an alternative geography of agricultural biodiversity: an in situ critical geography of seeds, 

space, place and power” (Graddy-Lovelace 2013, 2). This in situ critical geography builds upon 

Nazarea’s conservation in vivo to directly address the spatiality and situatedness of in situ 

conservation, “a powerful and empowering antidote to vestigially colonialist spatiality and 

epistemology” (Graddy-Lovelace 2013, 14). Central to this intervention is the meeting between 

the social reproduction of place, and with it seeds, knowledge, networks, and memory, with 

hyperlocal agroecological contexts, in which “a certain mix of crops and wild relatives comprises 

the identity of this particular landscape even while this particular landscape (from soil to climate, 
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pollinators to farmers) shapes and changes that particular mix of flora, and thus fauna” (Graddy-

Lovelace 2013, 15). This situatedness not only “returns conservation to the field – and the praxis 

– of farming and growing from seed” (Graddy-Lovelace 2013, 14), but urges social and ecological 

place-making that in turn facilitates political-ecological mobilization. By breaking down the 

dichotomy between in and ex situ, they are not only revealed to be mutually constitutive to the 

project of long-term sustainable agrobiodiversity conservation, but they reveal this project to have 

fundamental political opportunities and consequences, situating in situ conservators, and the agro-

ecologies in which they work, as essential. Montenegro de Wit also calls for an ex situ that works 

in the service of in situ, the reverse of the current global landscape of seed work (Montenegro de 

Wit 2016). 

 

Methods & Structure 

 In this thesis, I investigate and critique some examples of contemporary seed work in the 

Southern and Mid-Atlantic United States that work through models of cultural, historical, and 

political relevance at the different facets of in situ agrobiodiversity conservation. In doing this, I 

ask how the practice, and praxis, of this work speaks in tandem with larger conversations around 

biodiversity, historical ecology, materiality, and racial justice. 

 Chapter 2, The Collards at the End of the World, sits with the site of the historic botanic 

garden, with special attention paid to the Homowo African & African-American Seed Collection 

at Old Salem Museums & Gardens in Winston-Salem, North Carolina. I build on the histories and 

counterhistories of seed collecting in the United States and their valences for Black Americans, 

putting this literature in conversation with those of historical ecology, environmental history, 
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historic sites, and archival practice. I frame this chapter with site visits and interviews with 

historical and horticultural experts at Old Salem as well as the Thomas Jefferson Center for 

Historic Plants at Monticello, seeking an understanding of the intersections of historic sites, seed 

saving, and horticultural work that give rise to the figure of the historic botanic garden. Following 

engagements with these sites, I dig into Old Salem’s seed collection, Homowo, relying on 

interviews with Old Salem’s historical and horticultural staff as well as a local Master Gardener to 

investigate and critique how it came into being and the historical, botanical, and archaeological 

work that it has done and does for the local African-American community of Winston-Salem. I 

end with ruminations on the power and promise of ancestral foods, as well as their implications 

for agrobiodiversity work more broadly. 

 Chapter 3, Radical Radicles, examines an alternative form of in situ conservation with 

similar implications for cultural-historical connections; I turn from the historic botanic garden to 

the small seed company. In addition to interviews with significant figures in the world of 

seedkeeping from Truelove Seeds and Southern Exposure Seed Exchange, I work through 

autoethnographic work that I conducted at Truelove as an apprentice in the summer of 2019. This 

chapter builds on the foundation of historic lines and heirloom varieties, pushing the conversation 

further towards an interrogation of the materialities of seeds and the breaks between the politics of 

a seed company, seedkeepers, and the nonhuman beings with whom they work. Gathering 

literatures around seedkeeping, vegetal politics, and more-than-human critiques, I examine the 

socio-spatiality of seed work as it occurs at Truelove and Southern Exposure, asking how a site 

comes into being and continuously produces and reproduces itself through human and nonhuman, 

living and nonliving relations. From this socio-spatial analysis, I then examine the breaks and 

connections between the agro-ecological politics of seeds and their keepers as well as their 
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biopolitical implications, through phenomena like off-typing and the ambiguities between life and 

nonlife, animacy and inanimacy that are presented by the materialities of seeds, concluding with 

the queer ecological implications of seed work. 
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Chapter 2 – The Collards at the End of the World 

 

We hope you are out there, and you are reading this message. We are broadcasting from 

7814’09”N 1529’29”E, the Svalbard Global Seed Vault.1 

Boltzmann Brain, written by Kristine Ong Muslim, is a short piece composed of short vignettes. 

Each begins with the two lines above, which, perhaps through a quirk of editing, completely fill 

the first two lines of text in a visually complete way. It is a formality and a repetition that betrays 

a certain normalcy in this perpetual search for a someone (the reader) whose out there is reaffirmed 

in relation to the we that is hoping for more concrete evidence. This repetitive reminder of where 

they are and what they seek is belied at the end of each section by struggles with ambiguity and 

pleas for connection: “It is always relatively dark…Are you out there reading this?...Are you still 

out there?...We hope to see you soon.” In between are unfolding timelines of social and 

environmental maladies on a planetary scale, told not through calendar years, but points in an 

imagined past as seen through an imagined future. Eighty-five years previous, one of the last 

jaguars, the mascot of the second to last Olympic Games, was shot and killed in an escape attempt; 

sixty-one years previous, the Amazon carbon sink failed permanently; 199 years previous, Aleppo 

was taken in the Syrian civil war; 154 years previous, Chernobyl melted down. Interspersed are 

intimate moments in small, long-abandoned spaces. One comes to realize that this is a mysterious, 

yet locatable future; that there may be no evidence of human life other than the imagined reader; 

that the speaker(s) may be something else entirely, having moved beyond the “ruinous construct” 

of the human body (Muslim 2017). 

 What fascinates about Boltzmann Brain, and what inspires this chapter, is not the litany of 

dire warnings of catastrophic collapse and too-late-ness that threads through much of 
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contemporary climate and environmental fiction. It is instead its placement in the larger text and 

the geographic imaginary of the world it creates. Muslim’s short story comes around halfway 

through the anthology Sunvault: Stories of Solarpunk and Eco-Speculation. This piece locates and 

re-locates the narrator in a consequential site of environmental and temporal imagining: the 

Svalbard Global Seed Vault. Run by the German organization Crop Trust, Svalbard is a long-term 

ex situ genetic storage facility with a practical, if ambitious, purpose of indefinitely storing as much 

botanic genetic information as possible and making it available as needed in the event of local and 

regional disasters. According to its website, Svalbard is the “ultimate insurance policy for the 

world’s food supply”, a failsafe for the 1700 worldwide seed banks at constant risk of war, 

mismanagement, and environmental catastrophe (“Svalbard Global Seed Vault,” n.d.). “Built to 

stand the test of time”, Svalbard boasts an extreme, yet accessible, geographic remoteness, constant 

temperatures of -18C, and an imposingly brutalist aesthetic. It is no accident that this site and the 

discourse created by and around it, have taken cultural and environmental imaginaries by storm. 

Courtney Fullilove has called Svalbard a “high modernist” apocalyptic fantasy (Fullilove 2017, 

204). It is a site of imagined stability on more-than-human timescales. Granted, it is the latest in a 

series of geographic anxieties over impending doom; a decade ago, it may have been a Costco in 

upstate New York, but I urge a look beyond the vault as a manifestation of bunker mentality. 

Behind Svalbard are complex geopolitical machinations, post-apocalyptic environmental 

discourse, and a certain controlled materialism that allows the concept of a global seed vault to 

come into being. 

 I was fortunate enough to be present at a single-sited seed collection coming into being, or 

into a new form, more accurately, upon meeting a scattering of mustard seeds, chaff, dry seed 

pods, and dust of various sorts during fieldwork. I met this variety of Cabbage Collards at Old 
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Salem Museum & Gardens in Winston-Salem, North Carolina. They had recently been donated by 

a local Black farmer who had been growing and keeping them for years. I was led to think about 

the history of this particular cultivar as one of survival and adaptation in an unknown land that 

became more and more familiar generation by generation; one of many creative strategies of 

survival among landscapes brought to ruination through cultural and ecological violence. Ira 

Wallace, in her interview on Seeds & Their People as well as in our own conversation, touched on 

the ways in which collards in particular are intimately tied to the history of Black life in America, 

and the breeding and keeping of local varieties throughout the South points us to a larger story of 

mutual relations between seeds, their keepers, and the land. In this chapter, I ask how the site of a 

seed collection comes into being, reproducing its own historical spatialities2. 

 This chapter examines the historical connections of seeds through archival spaces and 

historic landscapes. I ground this analysis in the Homowo Collection of African & African-

American seeds at Old Salem Museums & Gardens as a case study in the potential of seeds to 

facilitate historical memory and archival work that reads between the lines and minds the gaps. 

This work, at the intersections of Black geographies and cultural ecology, holds the site of the 

historic seed collection in tension with the botanical and ecological lives of plant populations that 

remain in flux. Building from interviews about culturally relevant seed collections as well as digital 

archival work through seed catalogs, I ask: How does the figure of a historic botanic garden 

materialize notions of ecological history while working with and against the archive? How might 

these complications help to better understand the peculiarities of this collection of African-

American seed legacies? I examine how the site of historical botanical memory comes into being; 

how the labor of humans, plants, land, history, and memory bring forth a historic garden and its 

complementary historic seed collection; in this case, the Homowo African & African-American 
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Collection based at Old Salem Museums & Gardens, in Winston-Salem, North Carolina. To do 

that, I first turn to literatures on the histories and counter-histories of seed collecting in the United 

States, as well as those around historical ecology and historical-ecological sites. Throughout, 

attention is paid to the ecological intersections with racial and urban geographies to provide a 

framework for delving into the unique cultural and ecological contexts through which the Homowo 

Collection was founded. Second, through site visits and semi-structured interviews, I illustrate the 

forms of labor and spatial relations that inform the work of historic gardens in the Southern United 

States which deal heavily with the ecological and historical legacies of African-American life; this 

consists of the Center for Historic Plants at Monticello and Old Salem Museums & Gardens. This 

foundation leads into the third act of this chapter, an examination of the methods, local histories, 

and urban geographies that resulted in the founding of the Homowo Collection. My focus on 

Homowo brings to light the contribution of a community-focused Black diasporic seed collection 

to conversations around ecological history, cultural memory, and racial justice. I seek to articulate 

a project like Homowo as a case study in ecological and historical place-making for African-

American communities, especially those in the U.S. South. This, I argue, brings to light ecological 

ethics outside of mainstream environmentalism. Furthermore, I propose Homowo as an example 

of community archival seed work which reflects a transition from Nazarea’s conservation in effect 

to conservation by design, in which counter-histories and local stories are captured up and archived 

into the institution of Old Salem. 

 

Collecting & Keeping 

 The genetic resource model of agronomy in the United States, reified through ex situ 

biodiversity conservation has proprietary, material, and epistemological implications for the social 
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and political lives of seeds (Fenzi and Bonneuil 2016; Breen 2015). Courtney Fullilove, in Profit 

of the Earth, explores the history of this episteme as it came about in the U.S. through state and 

academic institutions, working from an approach to collection as a process, or set of processes that 

de-contextualize, refigure, and repurpose seeds through removal from their cultural and ecological 

contexts. According to Fullilove, the logics of collection that formed through institutional seed 

projects in the United States since the mid-nineteenth century “hastened destruction and recast it 

as preservation” (Fullilove 2017, 42); consequently, seeds “were recast as products of nature, the 

raw materials for improvement” in a larger project that “refigured a common treasury…[a] 

common heritage of humanity” (Fullilove 2017, 42). This universal and universalizing impulse is 

apparent not only in scholarship around the genetic resource model, but also in the self-narration 

of many ex situ projects themselves, notably through the above discussion of the Svalbard Global 

Seed Vault. 

 However, Fullilove pushes further with the epistemological and political implications of 

seed collecting, situating its history among the development of United States agricultural 

institutions and their ties to the settler colonial project. According to Fullilove, collection and 

documentation of biodiversity in the American West was used to support claims of superiority of 

settler colonial institutions. As “American Indian relics became the symbolic capital of territorial 

expansion” (Fullilove 2017, 42) seeds too became swept up into the project of making claims to 

land as well as life. Based in sharing economies that were “fundamentally nationalist”, seed 

distribution programs became integral to westward military and agricultural expansion, initially 

collected and distributed through the patent office, but eventually taken over by scientific 

agricultural institutions. Fullilove describes the original patent office project as a “single node of 

circulation” (Fullilove 2017, 42), whose work was originally based on “traditions of seed sharing 
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and mutual aid” against natural science collection practices, but eventually came to shape “a 

culture of public research…that elevated the claims of researchers over farmers”, refiguring seeds 

as “substitutes for agronomic knowledge” (Fullilove 2017, 40,45.87).  

Fullilove’s text traces how seeds and plants have always been part of the colonial project, 

from European herbaria to early national museums of military and scientific expeditions. 

Following Virginia Nazarea’s intervention, the conservation by design of these institutional 

projects is not the sole form or culture of seed preservation in the Americas; there is also the work 

of conservation in effect that has worked with, against, and around these formal structures. 

Previously, I have touched on the importance of recognizing histories of Indigenous seedkeeping 

in this work and its contemporary movements, yet this chapter seeks to examine the coming-into-

being of a specifically African and African-American historical seed project in North Carolina, 

one that did not spring autochthonously, but was built upon generations of seedkeeping practices, 

albeit not necessarily articulated as such. For that, I turn to a brief overview of the histories and 

counter-histories of Black agrarianism in America, starting with the “community geography” of 

the enslaved (Savoy 2015, 112). 

The slave ship, and more broadly the valence of the Middle Passage in the scope of colonial 

knowledge extraction, is often seen as a “seemingly accidental…agent of botanical dispersal” 

(Carney and Rosomoff 2009, 76). Rations, leftovers, and biological stowaways of many sorts were 

incorporated into plantation agriculture, often through the technical expertise of the recently 

abducted and enslaved (White 2018). However, the introduction of many seed varieties and 

botanical knowledge systems from West Africa to the Americas also took the form of contraband, 

brought over through acts of resilience and agency (Carney and Rosomoff 2009). These small 

forms of fugitivity manifested throughout the lives of plantation spaces as autonomous slave 
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gardens, “small and fragmented spaces” (Carney and Rosomoff 2009, 135) that materially and 

metaphysically ran counter to the plantation landscape and would eventually undergird the 

American diet (Carney and Rosomoff 2009; White 2018). Presenting an “alternative botanical 

vision” (Carney and Rosomoff 2009, 135) within colonized landscapes, these were sites of 

subsistence as well as experimentation, in which seed keeping and plant breeding occurred through 

synergies of the botanical legacies of Africa, America, and Europe (Carney and Rosomoff 2009). 

What Paul Richards coined “agrarian creolization”, this is a central tenet in thinking through 

diasporic botanical knowledge politics (Carney 2009, 100). So when Ira Wallace, speaking in 

2019, emphasizes the deep legacies of collard keeping and breeding among African-Americans in 

the U.S. South, she is pointing to a history of seed work that runs parallel to, and often intersects 

with, the one that Fullilove lays out. 

These counter-histories and alternative forms of community archive, while compelling, are 

historically marginalized from institutional forms of memory making and memory banking 

through legacies of systemic violence. Avery Gordon articulates this as haunting, which draws 

attention to the ways in which abusive systems of power manifest in and impact everyday life, 

changing temporal experience and compelling action (Gordon 2008). As Jennifer Jordan notes, 

there is a “materiality to forgetting” (J. Jordan 2010, 17), brought about by forms of natural and 

unnatural ruination, destruction, or slow decay. Thus, memory takes on a different form, has a 

different political salience, and finds alternative sites of material and ecological attachment, what 

La Vaughn Belle calls an “alternative visuality”, a “materiality that is not often found in museums 

or libraries” (Belle et al. 2020, 18). This can look like embodied forms of performance and 

storytelling, as Holly Smith offers, as well as agricultural practice (Belle et al. 2020). According 

to Veteto & Skarbø (2009), agricultural memory in particular is “characterized by intimate 
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impressions and understandings of the properties contained in seeds, combined with what 

individual farmers have learned from empirical experience, sensory embodiment, and social 

learning from others” (Veteto and Skarbø 2009, 75). It is these alternative forms of archive and 

embodied forms of memory that will be explored in the formation of the Homowo Collection, 

inviting an inquiry into what kinds of cultural and political possibilities come into being along with 

such historic sites. 

 

Environmental History & Historical Ecology 

There is a long jump from the formation of nineteenth century nodes of circulation to contemporary 

nodes of seed saving and exchange through distributed organizations like Truelove Seeds, 

Southern Exposure, and as will come to be seen, Old Salem and the Center for Historic Plants. 

However, if seeds have histories, then so do the organizations, individuals, and sites through which 

they are collected and kept, and contextualizing the institutional cultures around seeds and their 

preservation aids in working through the ways in which these contemporary projects work with 

and against formal seed cultures. I’d like to read this project of collecting and keeping alongside a 

literature in environmental history and historical ecology, bridging human and ecological archive 

in a way that, as will come to be seen, allows sites like historic gardens to take shape. 

The field of historical ecology, which I will refer to interchangeably with the related field 

of environmental history, is “the study of nature over time”, intersecting methods and viewpoints 

from ecology, history, anthropology, and geography to “help people conceive of what populations, 

communities, ecosystems, and landscapes existed in the past and how they have changed over 

time” (Beller et al. 2017, 645). This includes the tracing and documentation of ecological dynamics 

of the past as well as the historicization of ecology, through which one seeks to understand shifts 



28 

 

in the relationships between people and the environment (Beller et al. 2017). Through a variety of 

interdisciplinary resources, including archival and cultural artifacts as well as records from 

monitoring instrumentation, this “inherently future-oriented discipline” (Beller et al. 2017, 645) 

carves out a productive space to think through human and natural ecologies as mutually 

constitutive to understanding the past as well as planning for the future. Beyond providing useful 

ways to historicize and contextualize ecological and cultural shifts, it also opens new sites of 

historical materiality through which marginalized groups can claim forms of ecological agency 

denied to them or disrupt this framework altogether. 

Applied approaches to historical ecology have been suggested as ways for environmental 

scientists and restoration specialists to engage more fully with environmental history as a “base 

datum”, from which contemporary ecologists can extrapolate ecological changes and make 

inferences about their environmental and social contexts and causes (Swetnam et al. 1999, 1189). 

They further this by arguing for the utility of historical baselines and broad ecological landscape 

narratives for planning, goal setting, and projecting into the future of restoration work. Spring 

boarding off of the perspectives generated through deep-time paleoecology work, this field has 

been situated on the scale of decades to centuries, looking for human impacts on these baseline 

data through land use histories, archival and documentary research, and long-term (on a human 

scale) ecological monitoring and experimentation. Literatures in political ecology add a wrinkle to 

this formulation, pointing out that the historical baseline is still a fraught assumption impacted by 

power dynamics and politics behind the environmental data itself, be they human or inhuman. 

Offen (2004) introduces an historical political ecology as “an explicit attempt to view nature in 

light of social issues, and the political forces constraining them both”, in the linkage between 

contemporary environmental issues and their historic precedents (Offen 2004, 22). This allows for 
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a historical-ecological approach that acknowledges that the narrative arc of environmental history 

is laden with legacies and present realities of power. 

Among the possibilities generated by a historical-ecological approach is a narrative of 

multiple environmental histories constructed through cross-conversations between human and 

natural archives. Natural archives, also known as proxy records, consist of ecological residues and 

data, like tree rings, fossilized pollen, seed caches, or charcoal residue, preserved through natural 

processes and interpreted by present-day ecologists (Swetnam et al. 1999). For example, S. Max 

Edelson, who presents a view of trees as manifestations of  the “demonstrated powers of 

generation” of soil processes and climate, sheds light on tree rings, their literal interiority, as 

“decades of undocumented ecological history, summarizing the living product of growing 

seasons” (Edelson 2009, 113). While a useful method for understanding past ecological processes 

based on the materials they left behind, natural archives also present a limitation to constructing 

sufficiently coherent historical narratives as they are altered or broken down through ongoing 

physical and biological processes, essentially filtering the data through environmental pressures 

(Swetnam et al. 1999). The tree rings will eventually be decomposed, the to-be-fossilized pollen 

must come from wind-pollinated plants and blow into and sink to the bottom of ideal bodies of 

water, etc. The figure of the natural archive broadens ideas around the temporalities and urgencies 

of archival work and archival spaces. What gets preserved in natural archives is not placed 

deliberately, systematically, or categorically. It maintains a niche in a larger mesh of ecological 

processes until it too is decomposed, changed, restructured, and finds new roles and new forms. It 

is part of a plethora of interlocking cyclical processes of doing and undoing, forming and 

deforming, constructing and deconstructing. 
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I would like to suggest that the natural archive is messy in the Manalansanian sense. Martin 

Manalansan’s theorization of the archive builds from critical feminist scholarship that situates it 

as “a space for dwelling and a quotidian site for marginalized subjects”, theorizing the (immigrant) 

queer (of color) archive as fundamentally one of “mess, clutter, and muddled entanglements” 

(Manalansan 2014, 94). Manalansan approaches mess as a “productive orientation toward bodies, 

objects, and ideas that refute the norms of “functionality, value, and proper space/time 

coordination” in favor of a “funking up [of] queerness in a way that retains the mundane, banal, 

and ordinariness of queer experience and its mercurial often intractable qualities” (Manalansan 

2014, 98). This messy, queer archive is one in which objects are seemingly serendipitously found, 

placed, replaced, lost, put to use, put to other uses, and gather new meanings and new niches like 

dust. The spoil and clutter of this archive has a significant visual heterogeneity, but must be viewed 

as something always processual, changing and becoming other things. I argue that approaching 

this through the lens of ecological temporalities allows one to construct this archive not as 

individual items to be made sense of through storage and preservation, but a meshwork of cross-

communication and nonlinear processes. 

In seeking to contextualize the political ecologies of the present, Fullilove suggests looking 

to the past for an environmental ethics of “humility and uncertainty” (Fullilove 2017, 10). This 

uncertainty is apparent in the contemporary turn among environmental historians toward the U.S. 

South, a move which embraces the complications of cultural-ecological landscapes from which 

legacies of systemic violence, settler colonialism, and plantation slavery cannot be extracted or 

ignored. Wilderness, as fraught a term as it is, has little purchase in a milieu in which conceptions 

of the natural must already include the residues of humanity and agriculture (Stewart 2009). This 

turn allows for a reimagining, for example, of the rise of plantation landscapes as environmental 
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agents of construction as well as destruction, urging an approach to environmental history that 

cannot turn away from systemic colonial violence and the ecologies it brought about (Edelson 

2009). The unique legacies of a Southern environmental history present an important site of inquiry 

for historic seed varieties and cultivars in this particular region, including Virginia Nazarea’s work 

on southern seedkeeping practices and James Veteto’s ethnoecological survey of on farm seed 

conservation in Appalachia (Nazarea 2005; Veteto 2014), both of whom have been important 

figures in founding and continuing the Southern Seed Legacy. 

This invites a serious engagement with the complementary turn to African-American 

environmental histories and the re-examinations of black literary and cultural archives through the 

lenses of environmental studies. This academic tradition has been most recently conceptualized 

through the framework of racial ecologies. Concerned with “ecological relations as they are 

troubled and frustrated by racialization and propelled by extractive capitalism, colonialism, and 

hegemonic structures” (Nishime and Williams 2018, 3), racial ecologies argues for a broadening 

of ecology to include relational sites for racial identities and natural space. Thus, race must be 

understood alongside ecology and both environmental studies and ethnic studies must more deeply 

engage with each other. Racial ecologies invite re-articulations of and resistances to mainstream 

American environmentalism, Western subjectivity, and its attendant ecological ethics in a variety 

of ways (Frazier 2016). For example, ecological imaginaries like wilderness or wetland-scapes can 

become a “place of escape”, especially for the errancies of Black women in captivity (Blum 2002, 

250), and a liberation amongst the liminality between civilization and wilderness through which 

one transforms and is transformed by nature (Gerhardt 2003). Racial ecologies also invite re-

encounters with classic texts, like the W.E.B. DuBois essay On the Black Belt, which winds 

through a multivalent and messy history of the land in a Deep South landscape in which “glimpses 
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of old plantations” (DuBois 1976, 95) are interspersed with encounters of small forest fires, which 

may be an instance of Black and Indigenous folks maintaining ecological forest health through 

controlled burns. This chapter is inspired by these legacies of archival messiness, natural and 

unnatural, seeking to broaden the scope of what it means to collect, and what this particular case 

study can reveal about the transition from conservation in effect to conservation by design. 

This eco-critique is apparent in J.T. Roane’s Plotting the Black Commons, which examines 

the kinds of fugitive forms of meaning making and place making inherent to Black American 

environmental figurations and their alterity in relation to mainstream environmental thought. In 

theorizing the Black commons, Roane takes a historical approach that examines the kinds of 

“fugitive geographies” formed by Black folks in the ante- and postbellum Chesapeake region 

(Roane 2019, 8). These alternative forms of stewardship and ecological planning often went 

against the kinds of historical and environmental narratives being constructed by those in power, 

such as when the Black community of Washington, DC, against the vision of developers, 

deconstructed Civil War infrastructure for fuel and shelter, causing “the return of vegetation to the 

edge of the Potomac” (Roane 2019, 19). Complex and unexpected forms of ecological agency like 

these bring to light the need for a critical historical ecology that does not take environmental history 

as given solely by the landscape or written solely by a particular group of human lives, but instead 

one that recognizes a deeply messy human and nonhuman confluence that is constantly working 

with and against itself to bring its own history into being. Furthermore, Roane locates the 

peculiarities of Black American environmental ethics in the “orphanage, natal alienation, and 

social estrangement” that led to a “generative and queer form of anthropocentricity that focused 

primarily on the extension of new modes of human connection, belonging, and reciprocity” (Roane 

2019, 24). Roane’s approach to brings to light the importance of finding historical and ecological 
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meaning that forms outside of, and often against, the development of mainstream 

environmentalism. 

 

Historical-ecological sites 

This re-engagement with histories and counter-histories informs encounters with contemporary 

movements in Black agrarian political ecologies. Monica White’s Freedom Farmers, for one, 

crafts a counternarrative of labor, land, and agrarianism that prioritizes the legacies of African-

American rural landscapes, connecting their politics of “collective agency and community 

resilience” (White 2018, 3) to current urban farming and activist moments. The counternarratives 

central to a project like this consist in large part of oral histories and “shadow archives” (Rusert 

2017, 32) of connections not made and things undocumented (Carney and Rosomoff 2009; Rusert 

2017). These stories and residues are complemented by a growing emphasis on the soil itself; if 

the land can be read as an archival palimpsest (Richter and Yaalon 2011), that opens up further 

implications for the overlaps of various ecological and agricultural landscapes of memory. 

Critical environmental histories allow for engagements with historical sites as “contrasted 

‘story-sites’” (Savoy 2015, 113) of overlapping landscapes of memory, and I want to focus on 

valences of ecological fugitivity within, tangent to, and beyond plantation systems. Enslaved 

people, for the purposes of resilience and struggle, built and maintained a microclimatic knowledge 

of the landscape (White 2018; Stewart 2009). These “conduits and seams of significance” and 

“interstices of agricultural regimens” (Stewart 2009, 202,203) not only informed African-

American valences of wilderness that complicated the hegemonic environmental discourses 

forming throughout the nineteenth century (Stewart 2009), but also opened sites of botanical 



34 

 

transfer and experimentation. As Savoy works through the “countless landscapes of memory” and 

“strata of lives”, she illustrates a geologic layering of contrasted and contrasting, yet co-existing 

histories that have resonances in the sites that get produced and reproduced amongst these 

memories. The conversation around the work that goes into the reproduction of a historical botanic 

site thus includes human and nonhuman material processes as historical work and archival work 

that also comes to constitute and contextualize the site itself. As White and Richter & Yaalon may 

agree, the land becomes another actor, or perhaps a site with its own assemblage of laboring bodies, 

doing work through the site, making itself and the archives that it holds known. 

The focus of this chapter on the historic and botanic sites that remain in conversation with 

the Homowo Collection bring this discussion to the unique historical and urban geographies of the 

Black community of Winston-Salem. Thinking through this history requires exploring the ways in 

which racial capitalism shapes not only urban geographies but also urban political ecologies 

(Heynen 2016). As Katherine McKittrick asserts, Blackness is a fundamental part of urban 

ecosystems, and city life has a “spatial continuity between the living and the dead, between science 

and storytelling, and between past and present” (McKittrick 2013, 2). Drawing connections 

between the geographies of modern cities and the ecologies of plantation systems, McKittrick 

orients toward land as a site of subjection as well as imagining alterity and political mobilization. 

Margaret Ramírez has taken up this intervention to center an analysis of Black geographies, 

threaded through with Arun Saldanha’s viscosity, in the study of community food work. Situating 

community-based food justice projects “in the historical and spatial context of the plantation”, they 

“reveal how the spatial imaginaries of each project differ, and how the food spaces they produce 

acknowledge racial histories in distinct ways” (Ramírez 2015, 749). As Rachel Slocum has pointed 

out in geographic scholarship around race and food, “if race is studied in political ecology the 
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emphasis tends to be on the way capitalism produces racial inequalities instead of racism being a 

force in its own right” (Slocum 2010, 310). In that spirit, Nik Heynen calls for an urban political 

ecology that moves beyond its Marxist roots to address racial and colonial capitalism. This 

“abolition ecology” not only informs the racial underpinnings of urban ecological processes, but 

also provides “emancipatory insights” and sites of political mobilization (Heynen 2016, 843). 

While botanic gardens in general are important sites of agrobiodiversity conservation and 

exchange of germplasm, information, and resources on local to global scales (Meyer and Barton 

2019), historic gardens are sites in which collective memory takes on a material and ecological 

form, mobilizing the urgencies of community, memory, and agrobiodiversity (J. Jordan 2010). As 

Jennifer Jordan offers, “seeds and historical kitchen gardens become carriers of agricultural 

biodiversity, but also representations of the past, and symbols and messages about local, regional, 

national and transnational identity” (J. Jordan 2010, 6). This approach to historic gardens builds 

on Allison Landsberg’s prosthetic memory, “the consumption and even sensory experience of 

representations of the past, reaching out to all five senses of the visitor” (J. Jordan 2010, 11). It is 

a spatial and visceral experience, as well as an important site for thinking through the difference 

Nazarea draws between conservation by design and conservation in effect. The historic gardens in 

question are deliberate, designed, and organized for accurate representation as well as public 

accessibility and education. La Vaughn Belle, drawing a contrast between subsistence gardens of 

the enslaved and modern day colonial representations, notes that space must be kept for the 

unintentional as well as intentional archival gardens, noting that “it was okay to have 

haphazardness, meaning gardens that evolve based on what we eat and spit out” (Belle et al. 2020, 

28). Among other things, this chapter asks what may be lost between the haphazard gardens of 

subsistence, survival, and creativity, the planned historic gardens through which they are 
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represented, and the contemporary haphazard gardens which they make possible. In what follows, 

I set the scene for a case study of the Homowo Collection, exploring the figure of the historic 

botanic garden through two specific sites, the Thomas Jefferson Center for Historic Plants at 

Monticello, and Old Salem Museums & Gardens. In examining the kinds of archival and 

ecological labor that go into the production and maintenance of historic botanic gardens, I build a 

foundation to then ask how a  seed collection like Homowo comes into being through its own 

ongoing processes of production and reproduction.  

 

The Sites 

Center for Historic Plants 

 The Center for Historic Plants (CHP) is located on Tufton Farm in Charlottesville, VA, 

within an hour’s drive of Acorn Farm, the site of Southern Exposure Seed Exchange, in nearby 

Mineral3. Nestled among forested drives and colonial modern farms with low stone walls and 

ostentatious tree lined paths, CHP is a nondescript large white barn surrounded by display gardens 

and hoop houses. Walking through these gardens, one notices mainly ornamentals with tags dating 

back to the sixteenth century, noting their first documentation by Western botanists, some of 

whom, noted with a “TJ” were Thomas Jefferson himself. In the midst of all this organized plant 

history, there was a knee-high Amaranth just inside the fence with a semicircle of smaller upstarts 

several inches further into the garden space; it appeared to be Hopi Dye and I assumed it was a 

volunteer, due to its lack of official identification. 

 Tufton was once part of the original plantation complex of Monticello, and although two 

miles away was still viewable and surveillable from the main site. Enslaved people had once grown 

tobacco on that land, then wheat and peas due to soil exhaustion. Nineteenth century slave 
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dwellings are still archaeologically present, notably the landmark Abram’s Garden. Today, it is 

comprised of three acres, with plans to expand its farm operation to produce vegetables for 

Monticello’s café as well as preserve more heirloom varieties. CHP has been in operation since 

1986, when after several decades of landscape restoration and preservation projects, Monticello 

began to intersect its landscape archaeology and botanical / horticultural work in earnest. Some 

seed, mainly that of flowers, had been preserved since the 1960s, but the preservation of heirlooms 

took off dramatically as a project of not only preserving and propagating historic plant varieties, 

but also making them available to the public, both materially and educationally. 

 

Old Salem 

 A few hours’ drive from the Center for Historic Plants, Old Salem Museums & Gardens 

sits in Winston-Salem, North Carolina. On land that was Cherokee hunting ground at the time of 

white settlement, though populated by numerous tribes before then, Winston-Salem was 

established by the Moravians in 1753, who had recently come down from Pennsylvania to survey 

the land of the Granville tract, practicing forms of resource management, conservation, and 

forestry that were a couple centuries ahead of their time, as far as colonial institutions go4. Fast 

forward to the mid-twentieth century, a local preservation movement sprang up over concerns 

about development, resulting in traditional historic site preservation as well as restoration 

horticulture, pioneered by Flora Ann Bonham and Peter Hatch. Bonham started Old Salem’s 

horticulture program in 1972, and subsequent landscape restoration leaned heavily on well-kept 

and well documented colonial maps, which not only maintained accurate designs and layouts of 

colonial gardens but supplemented them with plant lists. As the site’s lead historian Martha Hartley 
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notes, this information is essential to “authentically create the gardens here. So we’re not making 

this stuff up, we have the documentation” (Hartley). 

 

Vignettes in time 

As my interlocutors noted in passing, visits to historic sites have been waning in recent 

years, while visits to public gardens have waxed. The intersection of the two is a balancing act 

between museum and garden as well as a combined concept with its own emergent properties, but 

this negotiation between history and plants is strongly informed by visitor experience. Historic 

authenticity of these sites can also take on many forms, including the growing and saving of seeds 

that are the actual descendants of the historic plants in question; the recreation of these gardens as 

accurate physical representations in the place of their original location; and the historic plant 

arrangements and practices of growing and maintaining the garden themselves (J. Jordan 2010). 

CHP and Old Salem feature interpreted public gardens designed to emulate specific growing 

spaces, agricultural techniques, and heirloom varieties from specific places and times. These are 

based on extensive and ongoing archaeological and historical research, providing a guided visitor 

experience of historical-vegetal encounter. For Old Salem specifically, Hartley cites Bonham in 

describing this model as that of ‘vignettes’. According to Hartley,  

So what you get is you get gardens through time, which is really interesting too, and so, 

when we were fully gardening Eric [Jackson] had gardens that dated from the 1760s to the 

1850s so he was able to show a little cross-section so that the 1850s farms, we’re seeing 

less subsistence and we’re seeing ornamentals by that time. (Hartley) 

Each garden is a cross-section representing a moment in the history of the town and providing 

active, lively methods of historical comparison and interpretation of cultural change over time; 
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what people were growing and how they were growing it, and its implications for shifts in local 

and regional economics, urbanization, and much more. By in a sense freezing these living gardens 

into facsimiles of specific time-spaces, with period actors maintaining them with period tools, 

“historical time contains natural time” Fullilove notes, making it “calculable” (Fullilove 2017, 

211). These are living populations of heirloom crops growing and evolving season by season yet 

bounded by the interpretation of the history through documentation, stories, and maps.  

 These gardens are representations and interpretations of specific time-spaces, yet the 

materiality of the representation is always in flux, and that flux also does work in constituting the 

site. For projects like Truelove or Southern Exposure, encountering the full life cycle of otherwise 

familiar plants and their sometimes-unfamiliar fruits can be disorienting for the uninitiated, for 

historic botanic gardens that disorientation is the draw. Peggy Cornett notes that it is not so much 

a concern, but an entry into education for the visitor. These are tourist sites in which people should 

be immersed into disorientation, the financial and educational success of these gardens hinges on 

that experience. 

 

Historic seed work 

 In historic gardens, there is an intricate dance of managing pollination and cross-

pollination, as well as working with and around the vagaries of environmental shifts, day by day, 

season by season. CHP and Old Salem pursued their respective restorations of historic lines by 

interpreting and cross-referencing historic documentation with contemporarily available seed 

through present day seed exchange networks and companies5. With the boon of well-kept colonial 

records of white gardeners throughout their respective histories, the challenge arose through trying 

to match historic descriptions with modern language and botanical name. “Sometimes it’s the 
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guessing game”, notes Cornett. These varieties shift and change in small ways year by year, yet 

when population genetics are in flux over the scale of centuries, certain varieties become difficult 

to recognize as having remained consistent over time. This invites inquiry into the limits of an 

heirloom population being identifiable as a continuous line, similar enough amongst itself yet 

distinct enough from everything else. In contrast to the seed companies, these historic gardens note 

that their goal is not plants or produce that necessarily look the way they should, according to 

historical records, albeit there are efforts to get them close; instead the focus, as Eric Jackson notes, 

is around understanding the history as well as keeping and disseminating the stories themselves. 

For CHP, this historical work took the form of interpreting Thomas Jefferson’s extensive 

garden diaries and culinary records, behind which were the labor of enslaved people and the 

produce sourced from their provision grounds. Here, the quotidian record-keeping of the kitchen 

serves as a window into African-American foodways and agricultural legacies. Additionally, the 

labor behind Jefferson’s detailed spreadsheets and garden experiments was likely that of the Senile 

Corps, or Veteran Aides, enslaved elders made to work and maintain the garden site. Their labor 

brought that project into being and ghosts through it in the present day, but one can only speculate 

on how much of their voice is a part of it. Maybe the labor is enough. 

The historical and horticultural team at Old Salem had to squint even harder to read 

between the lines for its Black horticultural histories. Following a discussion of the depth of their 

documentation, Hartley switches tack, noting: 

What we don’t know…is what are people of African descent growing here? Because we 

know that there were enslaved people in Wachovia from at least the 1760s and there were 

enslaved people in Salem, we don’t have a good handle on that, we don’t know if they had 

their own spaces…in Salem this is urban slavery, so it’s not like a plantation. We don’t 
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know if, in the backyard gardens, enslaved people were given plots or if they were in charge 

of, we don’t know, we don’t have good information on this. (Hartley) 

A lacuna. Because of the peculiarities of Old Salem’s6 Black geographies, especially in the context 

of the larger region’s reliance on particular forms of racial and agricultural governance, the stories 

of Black heirlooms, farms, gardens, and seeds, not only remain absent from traditional archival 

sources, but aren’t even legible in the same way. What they did know was that there was probably 

botanic exchange occurring between the Caribbean and this corner of North Carolina, mainly 

through the movement of Moravian missionaries. Furthermore, the 1860 census counted 140 

enslaved people in the city, living in 30-40 slave houses, a population whose presence was not 

reflected in the restoration of Old Salem as a historic site. As a point of departure from the Black 

geographies of the region, Hartley also noted that:  

What we’re finding is it’s not like a slave house on the plantation where you have rows, 

we’re thinking now that what was enumerated as a slave house was likely a building that 

had a number of primary uses…Then the question is, so, were these enslaved people 

cultivating gardens in these lots? Because this is city, town, so they’re urban lots. It’s not 

fields and fields. All the people had out lots. And, we’re beginning to think that some 

enslaved people early on were living on some of those out lots so what were they growing? 

(Hartley) 

Margaret Ramírez has explored the question of how an “urban Black imaginary of farming” can 

differ from a rural one, drawing on literature around the “urbanization and distancing of the Black 

population from the rural south” (Ramírez 2015, 758). Winston-Salem, however, presents an urban 

southern setting that may add another layer of complexity, resisting an easy dichotomy of urban 

Black north and rural Black south. The gaps in the record and the driving question of what was 
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being grown by Old Salem’s uniquely urban Black community resulted in an ongoing 

collaboration over the past decade between Old Salem Museums & Gardens and members of the 

Black community of Winston-Salem, North Carolina; a collaboration whose locus is the Homowo 

Collection. 

 

Materiality of Memory 

Homowo 

 The work behind Homowo began in 2012 between historian Martha Hartley, Master 

Gardener Irma Jackson, director of African American programming Cheryl Harry, and 

horticulturist Eric Jackson. They had had a working relationship with Seed Savers Exchange for a 

number of years, and Hartley was inspired by the packets of the Fish Pepper and Black-Eyed Susan 

vine, which were described specifically as African-American heirlooms7. Driven by the impetus 

of what an African-American seed collection might look like, and the work it might do to address 

their own lacunae of agricultural memory, Eric Jackson compiled a list of African and African-

American heirloom varieties with a cutoff of 1900, sourced from Southern Exposure Seed 

Exchange, Sow True Seed, and Seed Savers Exchange, under the guidance of Afro-culinary 

historian Michael Twitty. This list was then ‘vetted’ by the local Black community; notes Hartley,  

We had to tap into the memories of older African-American people…what they 

remembered, what they knew, what they didn’t know, what we had left out, so it was 

refined with that community input and it would never have meant what it does if we had 

not had the community input…And also Michael Twitty’s input. (Hartley) 

This is an important distinction. Although there were and are grassroots elements, to be explored 

later, the labor and knowledge that built Homowo was not autochthonous from the community 
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itself. The energy and structure behind it came from Old Salem as a historic site, informed by 

certain forms of institutional expertise coming from seed companies, horticulturists, historians, 

and one Master Gardener8. To ‘tap into the memories’ of local Black elders risks the reproduction 

of the same sorts of knowledge extraction that this thesis is also implicated in, albeit one with a 

political motive of serving the community whose knowledge works to constitute and re-constitute 

it. 

As a point of clarification, I want to emphasize the deep situatedness in this discussion of 

the Homowo collection. It is an African and African-American seed collection, yes, but it is 

composed of the memories and knowledges of a subset of the Black community in Winston-Salem, 

North Carolina in 2012. It reliably represents the seed stories and agricultural histories of this 

particular African-American community; it arguably still reliably reflects the seed legacies of 

Black folks in North Carolina more broadly; it is a significant, though less exact, contribution to 

the seed stories of Black folks in the U.S. South, even less so to the United States as a whole. It is 

important to remember that an African-American seed collection in Winston-Salem can and should 

look significantly different than an African-American seed collection in Mineral, Virginia, 

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, or Madison, Wisconsin. Furthermore, this collection would ostensibly 

have had significant differences had it been organized in the year 2000 or the year 2020, instead 

of the year 2012. Although the parameters may stay the same, the methods and impacts are deeply 

contextual, reflecting local needs and resources at the time. 

 Irma Jackson and Cheryl Harry, already active members of Winston-Salem’s Black 

community, spearheaded outreach, connections, and community buy-in for the project through an 

informal snowball method including friends, family, co-workers, and churchgoers. Jackson had 

already been connected with Hartley as a Master Gardener working with Old Salem’s garden 
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projects and took the lead on this effort after a conversation with Hartley “about things that I 

remember from my childhood about plants”. Continues Jackson: 

I took it a step further and talked to people in my church that I knew were in their 90s. So 

it would’ve taken it a lot further back and been a lot more valuable, I think. I also have a 

friend who’s from Africa. So some of the plants I ask her about…Once they decided which 

plants they were going to use, I helped Eric to actually introduce those plants to the public 

and to answer questions about the Homowo Collection. (Jackson) 

The methods that built this collection engaged not only the personal memories of Black elders in 

the community, but also the local knowledge behind seed saving, growing practices, and 

community resilience that may have otherwise been lost to time. Jackson situates these elders in 

their 90s at the time the collection was organized, around 2012, meaning they were ostensibly born 

in the decade of World War I, and potentially the grandchildren, if not children, of the enslaved 

people caught up in the 1860 census whose gardens Hartley was speculating about. What and who 

was lost in this time? To the pandemic of 1918, to Jim Crow racial terror, to the Great Migration, 

to mass incarceration, to systemic health inequalities? Having made it to ninety for a Black person 

in the South is a feat in and of itself, so to what extent has the makeup of this collection been 

shaped by the gaps, the losses, and the histories of unknowable unknowns? Furthermore, how can 

these processes that impact community archival knowledge be put into conversation with the above 

discussion of the ecological filters of natural archives? In the structure of the project itself was an 

intentional limitation to heirloom varieties that could be accessed through various means, and 

grown out in the present day, meaning those lost to history would not be featured. The archive is 

shaped and filtered by biodiversity loss as well as the loss of community members; multiple kinds 

of knowledges, lineages, and stories would not get collected and kept, even through this method 
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of excavation. As Jackson went on to mention, a number of her main interlocutors in this project 

subsequently passed away or developed dementia in the time between 2012 and my arrival in 2019. 

Their memory now constitutes, produces, and reproduces the collection. Their stories are now in 

the seeds. Who keeps that? 

 In addition to seeds and their stories, this project excavated a deeper history of African-

American urban gardening and growing practices that enriches its landscape of community 

gardening in the present day. For one, Hartley recounts a colleague coming to the knowledge that 

her grandmother had started and ran a major community garden in a Black neighborhood of 

Winston-Salem in the mid-twentieth century. Irma Jackson situates this story among a broader 

history of local Black gardeners, noting that “More people are working the land to create gardens, 

it takes us back to the 50s, 40s 50s 60s, when everybody had a garden in their backyard”. She goes 

on to relate how this local agricultural history was bolstered by a growing awareness of Afro-

Diasporic crops, not only as stories to learn but material things to grow and keep: “I hope it will 

make, especially African-Americans, more aware of vegetables that started in Africa and have 

come to America and we’ve Americanized them”. Reminiscent of the earlier engagement with 

agrarian creolization, Jackson points to an African-Americanization foodways and growing 

spaces in the local context of Winston-Salem. In theorizing this creolization as a tying to, or 

indigenizing with the land through mutual and reciprocal transformations, then this further informs 

the cultural and political stakes of these excavations. 

These excavations of the historic community gardens and their contemporary descendants 

sheds light on the “foodscapes” of Black life in Winston-Salem, bolstering their potential to bring 

“attention to the spatiality of food systems that are dynamic, political, and constantly shifting” 

(Reese 2018, 408). What a project like Homowo allows is a deeper dive into this particular African-
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American community’s urban ecological geographies, as well as its “geographies of self-reliance” 

(Reese 2018, 408), in the words of Ashanté Reese, that “call attention to how spatial, historical, 

and racial dynamics intersect and insist that Black folks navigate inequalities with a creativity that 

reflects a reliance on self and community” (Reese 2018, 408), shedding light on previously 

overlooked Black food geographies (Ramírez 2015). As Ramírez has offered, Black-led farming 

projects can be sites through which to envision McKittrickian plantation futures, “where Black 

food justice projects use the land as a tool of liberation, drawing from practices of resistance that 

stem from plantation survival strategies” (Ramírez 2015, 751). Thus, this work can put the Black 

community of Winston-Salem into conversation with larger movements against food apartheid and 

toward the reclamation of a “rightful place of dignified agency in the food system” (Penniman 

2018, 8). Building on Nik Heynen’s earlier intervention into urban political ecology, these 

networks of gardens imbue Winston-Salem’s urban ecology with acts and processes of social 

reproduction and embodied relationships between human-human as well as human-nonhuman that 

inform the lines of difference and power inherent to the city’s ecological landscape; just a few of 

the central propositions of Doshi’s embodied urban political ecology (Doshi 2017). 

Monica White, in her text Freedom Farmers, presents accessible agriculture as essential 

not only for political mobilization, but also long-term sustainable community resilience for Black 

folks in the South. Reading White’s intervention alongside the driving questions of the Homowo 

project, I ask what kinds of ‘collective agency’, as White would say, were supported by these 

growing projects thought lost to time and what kinds of mobilization and organization does this 

deeper knowledge allow for in the present day? The excavations of these community archaeologies 

are tied up with the stories of individual seeds. The persistence of heirloom lines, running parallel 



47 

 

to the persistence of personal and cultural memory, opens new spatialities and new sites to 

understand these urban historical ecologies. 

 

The Collection 

 Homowo, primarily, is an easily digestible, professionally designed, highly portable, and 

information efficient brochure, presenting the story of the collection, as well the stories of the 

seeds it holds. Throughout are compelling snapshots of vegetal Blackness, the aforementioned 

Fish Pepper and Black-Eyed Susan vine, as well as a local Liberian man and friend of the project 

holding okra seed9. Homowo is also a garden in which many of these varieties are grown out year 

after year. When I arrived in August of 2019, it was also in the process of becoming a physical 

seed collection. Not yet open to the public, the room in which it is housed featured a table with 

historically accurate gardening tools, one wall set up with racks of trays full of dying and drying 

plants, waiting for the seed harvest; the other set up with shelves upon shelves of jars full of the 

seeds themselves. This room was intended to be a material site for the public to view, learn, and 

engage with a historically overlooked and alternatively-documented part of Winston-Salem’s 

horticultural history. 

 In this seed room, the intersection of botanic garden and historic site reveals another 

exciting intervention into the socio-historical lives of heirloom varieties and the proprietary 

politics that form around them. This is not only a seed preservation space, but also a museum 

space, yet to what extent are these seeds held as historical artifacts and to what extent does the act 

of collecting both tie them to and separate them from the community they are meant to represent? 

Each jar in the Homowo seed room is at best a representative sample of a larger imagined 

community that maps roughly onto a subspecies of a particular plant. The jar containing a variety 
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of Cabbage Collards is part of a much larger population of heirloom crops also known and 

recognized as Cabbage Collards. Keep in mind, the stories were locally sourced, but most of the 

seeds were obtained from already-established seed companies, seed banks, and other agricultural 

connections within and without the region. Furthermore, every individual collard seed in that jar 

is a genetically distinct, and eventually every one of them will need to be planted and grown out 

to produce a fresh collection of viable seed of that heirloom line. Because of the existence of the 

collection and the increasing popularity of culturally-relevant heirloom seedkeeping, every 

individual seed that results from every grow-out may end up in any number of hands at any number 

of growing spaces in any number of locations. The seeds are not kept in the colonial proprietary 

sense that Fullilove outlines, but arguably become hyper-accessible, slippery, and mobile, 

functioning beyond the level of the individual site of a seed collection. 

So how does the ecological liveliness of this museum space speak to the question of 

archive? Eric Jackson and Peggy Cornett articulated their own historic seed work as a unique kind 

of archival practice, albeit one in with the artifacts grow, change, evolve, produce, and reproduce 

themselves season by season. Cornett refers to this as a ‘living archive’, noting: “Of course we 

have written archives about it and documentation, but the seeds themselves are really kind of the 

living archive of what we’re doing here. That’s been ongoing.” In my interview with Owen Taylor 

of Truelove Seeds, I asked if he saw this work “as a sort of like, archive in itself, if that makes 

sense?” he disagreed, noting that: 

Taylor: The word archive doesn’t really resonate with me…. while I fully respect the kind of 

archival nature of a lot of seed savers’ work, I really want to like focus on living cultures. 

Like I want to help people continue to preserve the seeds that are part of their culture and 

so I guess there’s a way in which, you know sitting in this room surrounded by jars and 
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packets of seeds, it is kind of like an archive, but for the most part they’re connected to 

people who grow them every year. Which is again why I like that things like Svalbard 

[Global] Seed Vault exist in Norway as an emergency backup supply, but I really think 

seeds need to be grown every year by their people as a way not just to keep the seed genetics 

in the universe but also the cultural heritage of how to grow them and how to cook with 

them and so on. Keep that part alive as well. 

Keeve: So it’s not so much historic preservation but more of like an active cultural resilience and 

like, process? 

Taylor: Yeah, exactly…. So while the main focus is ancestral crops, I also just want to make other 

varieties available that are really amazing as well. You know one thing that I haven’t fully 

articulated for myself is, you know I think that these ancestral varieties really are my focus 

but…we all grow each other’s crops. And I really want to help preserve crops that are 

important to us individually as well, even if they’re not exactly from our ancestral practice. 

I think that’s really important is to like, focus on what brings us joy in the garden and in 

the kitchen and preserve that as well. I try for every grower that we work with to focus at 

least on one ancestral crop to keep the theme going, but it’s not the only thing that I want 

to do.      

While Taylor holds space for other seed projects to self-identify along the lines of traditional 

archival work, he sees his own as much more processual and dynamic; seeds aren’t kept for the 

sake of keeping, but because they are “connected to people who grow them every year”.  

If “cultural memories can run parallel to the genetic codes contained in cultivated plants”, 

as Veteto & Skarbø propose (Veteto and Skarbø 2009, 75), then the collection and preservation of 
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botanic life is simply a facet of a larger set of stories around human and nonhuman connections 

and cyclical, seasonal temporalities; a different kind of living for a different kind of archive. 

Zayaan Khan, with the Seed Biblioteek project in South Africa, thinks through the uniqueness of 

material archival practices of food culture as those that resist limitation by traditional museum 

logics toward “a liveable future through a liveable present, unlocking and evoking ancient 

knowledge that is extinct, forgotten, reclaimed” through a “multispecies practice” in which the 

“pantry becomes the archive” (Belle et al. 2020, 22, 30). There is no singular drive in seed work, 

but instead a coalitional politic; no systematic process of preservation and sense-making, but 

instead networks and collectives of folks tapping into and out of this larger mission for their own 

purposes, in their own ways. Taylor’s approach acknowledges the importance of ancestral food 

for the continuance of “living cultures”, while also celebrating joy and creativity in the keeping of 

these historic connections as well as in the forging of new ones. 

 

Back to Svalbard 

Keeve: I’m wondering about Octavia10, who was growing cabbage that went to Svalbard? 

Hartley: It was the collards. Right, Octavia was an AKA, a sorority sister of Cheryl Harry, our 

colleague. Octavia is a gardener, she’s a lawyer by profession but she is also a gardener 

and she works at a community garden here called the Simon Green Atkins Garden and she 

had a plot there with other AKAs and she began growing some of the Homowo Collection 

and Lorraine had come to our attention from Cheryl and we invited Octavia to attend the 

landscape conference that we host biannually, every other year in odd years and she came 

in 2015 and on the slate of speakers were Michael Twitty and Ira Wallace from Southern 

Exposure and so Lorraine met Ira there and as Eric reminded me it must have been Ira who 
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had Octavia grow some collards from Eastern North Carolina or North Carolina collards. 

But anyway, she had a crop failure but somebody who she was involved with, a gentleman 

here grew them, so they had seed, and that seed I believe went to Seed Savers Exchange 

first and then it went to Svalbard. So seed grown here in Winston-Salem made the trip to 

the global seed vault… 

Mentioned in the beginning of the chapter, my first encounter with Homowo as a material site was 

through a scattering of Brassica seeds on a table, recently donated by a local farmer and 

seedkeeper. I return to the figure of these seeds, and especially that of Collards, to work through 

the transition from conservation in effect to conservation by design to conservation ex situ; in this 

case, the furtive and fugitive seedkeeping practices of Black North Carolinians to the more formal 

in situ sites of Old Salem and Seed Savers Exchange, to the decidedly ex situ site of the Svalbard 

Global Seed Vault, with which this chapter opened. These local seeds were set into motion on a 

global scale through a mix of formal and informal processes of collection and keeping, yet do the 

linkages between these different modes and sites of keeping map onto Fullilove’s nodes of 

circulation (Fullilove 2017, 42)? 

 As my interlocutors noted, a large part of Homowo’s impact is its ongoing presence in the 

community, as a collection, a garden, and an annual festival. As Irma Jackson offers,  

Food tells a story, it’s got a following, for lack of a better way to describe that. It’s like 

following the money when you have a crime. If you follow or trace the history of the food, 

you may be able to trace the history of the people.  

The presence of the formal collection facilitates the direct access to ancestral foods for the African-

American community of Winston-Salem, as well as for Black communities more broadly. Also 
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noted was that this accessibility results in increased movement of these varieties to parts and people 

unknown. The formation of Homowo as a node in the material and discursive circulation of Black 

seed legacies refigures these stories, memories, and practices, stabilizing and delineating them into 

distinct heirloom lines in systematically arranged jars upon jars. It is not unique in this, nor is it 

necessarily a fault, but what differentiates Homowo, and other collections like it, is the 

inseparability of seeds, stories, and site. It is a hyperlocal project of historical geography as told 

by and through seeds. To return to one of the driving questions that opened this chapter, how does 

Homowo come into being? How does it come to be possible amongst the environmental and 

geographic imaginaries, the landscapes of memory and strata of lives in which it finds meaning? 

An African & African-American seed collection urges one not only to recognize the histories of 

fugitive, creative, and pragmatic seedkeeping practices throughout the Black Diaspora, but to also 

sit with the materiality of a distinctly Black seed.  

When Homowo first came about, it was a collective manifestation of the agricultural 

memories of a particular subset of the population of the city of Winston-Salem; Black folks who 

were already part of the community, of a certain age, and only a few degrees removed from the 

central team organizing the project, filtered by the double bind of heirlooms traceable to before 

1900 yet still recognizable and available in the present day. Homowo’s main intervention is the 

assertion that it is in fact possible for a Black community to have a seed collection in the vein of 

the Svalbards that so well capture global environmental imaginaries. In the anecdote that closes 

this chapter, a local and relatively little-known Collard variety becomes globally relevant through 

inclusion into one of the most significant ex situ institutions on the planet. The connection between 

Homowo and Svalbard merits further fleshing out, not only because of their contrasts in terms of 

scale and context, but also because Homowo as a material and discursive site pulls off a similar 
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rhetorical trick. Although it is a manifestation of the memory of a group of people from a particular 

community at a particular point in time, it is now a formal collection dedicated to and 

representative of African & African-American historic varieties. As Homowo comes into being, 

as does the concept and urgency of Black Diasporic seed as a collection unto itself, with all the 

cultural and political possibilities for which it makes space.  

In this chapter, I have shown the implications of the meeting of history, memory, and 

ecology for a project of community-focused seed conservation. This work in Winston-Salem 

builds from a long history of seed collecting and historic gardening in the United States, yet I 

propose that through this collection and the methods through which it was built, cultural memory 

and racial justice find new sites of ecological place-making. While the idea behind Homowo is not 

unprecedented, it does contribute to a growing conversation around the promises of a vegetal turn 

and the historical forces that it can put to work. As Hartley mentions, “it’s a history of the world 

in a little, you know, in a seed collection. That’s great stuff.”  
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Chapter 3 – Radical Radicles 

 

she pushed her fingers into the dust, wondering if anything could grow. if she had tears to cry 

maybe a sea grape? if she had blood to spill maybe olive trees? if she could urinate maybe roses 

or something else with thorns? what is the plant strong and wrong enough for this situation? and 

what does it taste like, smell like when it grows? 

 In her 2018 text M Archive, Alexis Pauline Gumbs presents a challenge with a series of 

Afrosurrealist poetic vignettes, moments of knowing and unknowing that take place “after the end 

of the world” (Gumbs 2018). As linear temporalities fall apart, so do the scalar assumptions 

between bodily and planetary ecologies and the neat ontological bounds of the flesh and the land 

(and the landfill). Here, this unnamed figure openly wonders which of her abject fluids (tears, 

blood, urine) will provide sufficient material support for vegetal life that is strong and wrong 

enough for an ostensibly damaged, unfamiliar landscape. Each line presents a different site of 

encounter between human and inhuman, organic and inorganic materials: fingers into dust; bodily 

fluids into vegetal life; vegetal life into ecological deviance; and sensory re-encounter with the 

body. 

This chapter examines contemporary seedkeeping work as a conversation between its 

human and nonhuman politics. In summer of 2019, I stepped into this work through an 

apprenticeship with Owen Taylor, the founder of Truelove Seeds, then based at Mill Hollow Farm 

in Newtown Square, Pennsylvania. In addition to participant observation, I conducted semi-

structured interviews with both Taylor and Ira Wallace, a seedkeeper specializing in African-

American varieties, who lives and works at Acorn Community Farm in Mineral, Virginia, home 

of Southern Exposure Seed Exchange. Bolstered by analysis of these respective seed companies’ 
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seed packets and catalogues, I inquire into the unique spatialities that arise in seed work, the more-

than-human politics that they bring to light, and the ways in which heirloom varieties are 

constructed and maintained botanically and culturally.  

In this chapter, I sit with the socio-spatial relations of the seed farm and its corresponding 

seed company. The first part focuses on the furtive, shifting, and often queer spatialities of seed 

work and their ramifications for the construction and continuance of heirloom seed varieties and 

their attendant valences of cultural and historical memory. This analysis shifts from the sites of the 

seed farm and seed room to the regional and even global networks that form through these 

companies and the collectives that maintain them. These scalar shifts allow for an engagement 

with in situ agrobiodiversity conservation beyond the impacts of farmer choice on individual plants 

and local populations to the landscapes of meta-populations to which Maywa Montenegro de Wit 

called attention (Montenegro de Wit 2016). Following this is an exploration of the human and 

more-than-human ecologies that interlock in the spaces of radical seed work, leading into an 

interrogation of the keeping of seedkeeping along the valences of materiality and representation.  

This chapter asks: How does the significance of off-typing, selection, and isolation during 

the growing season inform the constructions of culturally significant heirloom crops? How do the 

vegetal politics of seedkeeping at these farms work in conversation with the human politics of the 

farmers themselves? What is being kept in the keeping and how might this examination open new 

ways of engaging with cultural memory and historical materiality? The crux of this line of 

questioning rests in an approach to vegetal and more-than-human politics that acknowledges 

human interactions with the nonhuman while keeping space for a set of politics through which 

nonhuman entities may not be discernible. In what follows, literatures around vegetal politics and 

more-than-human critiques are put into conversation with those around plant breeding and 
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biodiversity. Through this, I frame agricultural practice through a set of politics around selection 

for specific traits that constitute heirloom varieties through patterns of individual farmer choice 

and cultural memory, as well as the visual and discursive constructions of cultivars undertaken by 

seed companies themselves. I argue that a more-than-human approach to the practices behind seed 

work can shed light on the moments in which the politics of heirloom seeds diverge from that of 

their keepers. In this chapter, one of those moments is highlighted through an off-typing fruit, 

specifically a Syrian cucumber that does not look as advertised. Through off-typing, a form of 

divergence, in which the plants and produce of specific cultivars display traits that do not fall under 

the expected form of those cultivars, I argue that on-site decision making and selection reveals a 

set of more-than-human politics that fall outside and sometimes against the economic and cultural 

urgencies of seed work. 

 

Vegetal politics 

This chapter takes up the question of the human politics that impact plant populations as 

well as the nonhuman politics that plants may conduct on their own. I seek first to speak to 

literatures on “human-plant relations and the non-human agencies of plants” (Doody et al. 2014, 

125), otherwise known as vegetal politics. Head et al. (2014), in Vegetal politics: belonging, 

practices and places, theorize a “vegetative cosmopolitanism” through the “relationality of plants 

occupying new landscapes and identities”, noting that “plants assemble themselves amongst and 

in the thick of things…life becoming through relations, exchanging gases with the atmosphere, 

feeding and sheltering inhabitants, rooted firmly in the ground” (Head et al. 2014, 862,863). Much 

of this work addresses the  political subjectivity of nonhuman life, or things like plantiness and 

planty agencies (Fleming 2017; Doody et al. 2014). As Doody et al. (2014)’s definition insinuates, 
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this scholarship often focuses on relationality between human and nonhuman as well as nonhuman 

agency itself. Doody et al. (2014) articulates this through the interactions of people and plants in 

domestic gardens in New Zealand, focusing on gardeners’ actions and affects regarding the 

emergence of native species significant to the conservation of a nearby urban forest remnant. 

Working through notions of performance, performativity, non-representational theory, and 

agency, they argue that “rather than having a pre-figured meaning, weeds are performed together 

by people and plants” (Doody et al. 2014, 125), the weed in question being kahikatea, Dacrycarpus 

dacrydioides, a native tree dominating the local Riccarton Bush. Through the lens of performance, 

weeds are not given in and of themselves, but enacted as such by the performances of human and 

nonhuman actors in the unique context of each particular garden, generating different realities 

through the co-productions of humans and plants.  

Weeds, plants deemed unwanted and worthy of removal, figure prominently in scholarship 

about the agencies of plants, likely due to their recognizably transgressive actions within garden 

spaces. Weeds are often easily identifiable as actors that subvert the organization of a growing 

space, and Darren Patrick approaches the weed as a queer and queering force against urban 

gentrification, as seen through New York City's High Line (Patrick 2014). Focusing on Ailanthus 

altissima, the Tree of Heaven, through the lens of queer ecology, A. altissima becomes an "unruly 

figure, a literal weed, whose presence and adaptive capacities to produce space" involves "a 

geographic expressive of its reproductive process" and a "quasi-strategic capacity for 'self-

recognition' by way of a phenomenon called allelopathy". Allelopathy involves a distribution 

strategy in which specific plant species release compounds into surrounding soils that inhibit the 

growth of other plant species; it is not essential to reproduction on the individual level, but instead 

a boon to space-making on the scale of populations. Patrick reads allelopathy alongside the human 
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phenomenon of gentrification, interpreting it as an agential process in which A. altissima functions 

as a "queering agent" through "territorializing tactics" excessive to reproduction. In other words, 

A. altissima’s chemical and biological activity isn’t a direct method of reproduction, but instead a 

strategy for populations to take up space and inadvertently frustrate human intentions. Patrick 

analogizes the population behaviors of weedy plants that thrive in disturbed and abandoned urban 

spaces to the non-reproductive and transgressive forms of queer sexuality (i.e. cruising) and 

sociality (i.e. queer and trans youth of color fighting or affordable housing) that often get punished 

and displaced in the process of gentrification. More so, he pushes for the agency of weedy plants 

as a collective force of creating space outside of the needs of human-oriented ecologies. 

In the above weedy scholarship, there is an excitement around liveliness and agency that 

is less discernable through vegetal populations that are less apparently active and recognizably 

engaging. The focus on weeds in vegetal political thought lends itself to transgression, 

precociousness, and the taking and creation of space; the focus on seeds is often narrated through 

their keeping, categorization, and relationality. The figure of the human is prevalent throughout, 

though in seed literature they are one who stewards and keeps, while weed literature more easily 

allows for agential plant populations taking over spaces of ruination and vacancy, as well as 

actively disrupting orderly gardens. The seed is the point in a plant’s lifecycle before it can be 

identified as a wanted or unwanted figure in a growing space, yet instead of an organism about-to-

happen, I propose that seeds may have their own logics of movement and activity.  

A main intervention of this chapter takes on less animate life forms for whom agency and 

individual action become less useful or relevant as analytics. Much work in that vein has dealt with 

fermentation and the liveliness of indiscernible organisms, microcultures of “bubbly zones of 

connection and relational innovation” (Jasarevic 2015, 38) that facilitate alternative forms of 
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human and nonhuman communication as well human and human exchange. A common theme is 

the influence of unstable and slippery life forms, what Jasarevic, speaking about fungal cultures, 

works through as “ontological speculation about a liquid, unstable thing on the brink of exceeding, 

multiplying, spreading, and sporing…an aliveness unlike human or plant” (Jasarevic 2015, 41). 

Rachel Slocum has shed light on the ways in which “race, the promotion of life forces and 

protection from pollutants lie in the cosmopolitics of fermentation” (Slocum 2010, 317), and Anna 

Tsing in particular has taken up fungi as disruptors of the narrative of modernist biologic 

individuality. Their propensity for horizontal gene transfer, genetic ambiguities, and multispecies 

“genetic mosaics” make for vegetal politics that aren’t as immediately discernable through the lens 

of agencies and actions of discrete organisms (Tsing 2015). 

Seeds, plants that may not be recognizably planty, add another wrinkle to these multivalent 

forms of animacy. Sheryl Breen identifies seedness as a political problem that emerges from 

“divergent understandings of the meaning and identity of the seeds themselves” (Breen 2015, 41). 

Rooted in political theory and the history of political thought around property, Breen draws 

comparisons between ex situ conservation projects, including the Svalbard Global Seed Vault and 

various USDA sites, and in situ projects including Cherokee, Tesuque, Taos, Zuni Pueblos, 

Navajo, and Tohono O’odham seedkeeping. While being careful not to paint this diversity of 

Indigenous voices as a monolith, she finds a distrust of ex situ and genebank seed projects, not 

only through the necessities of community control over historic varieties and food systems, but 

also because for many of their subjects, genebank storage conflicts with fundamental 

understandings of what seeds are. In situ conservation, as it functions in Breen’s piece, foregrounds 

seeds as “living beings” entangled in “reciprocal and constitutive” relationships between “the 

human who plants the seed, the soil itself, the harvester, and those who use and/or consume the 
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plant” (Breen 2015, 46–47). For Breen, this “highlights an epistemological distinction – a 

significant theoretical gap – that addresses the political problems of seeds as property” (Breen 

2015, 47). Breen keeps seedness to the epistemological realm, as a way of knowing and engaging 

with seeds without making ontological claims.  

Doody et al. (2014)’s emphasis on the mutually constitutive performances between people 

and plants allows for the weeds in question to at least have an active role. Even Virginia Nazarea’s 

take on unruliness and play, as well as Anna Tsing’s exploration of human-mushroom cultures 

applies more so to the humans involved and the spaces in which they garden than to the seeds 

being kept. While Patrick is able to foreground A. altissima as a figure of analysis and queer 

transgression among images of human-less vacant spaces, this invites the question of what a 

similar move would look like for forms of botanic life that are less readily and obviously active. 

What does Head et al (2014)’s vegetative cosmopolitanism look like for the social lives of seeds? 

How might it be put into deeper conversation with Breen’s seedness as a web of interrelations 

amongst lively beings? I argue that there is a material basis for this distinction that merits a closer 

interrogation of the animacies, rhythms, and population dynamics of seeds themselves. In this 

chapter I intend to point to a more expansive vegetal politic of the labor and activities of seeds, 

though not necessarily one over-reliant on planty agencies. 

 

More-Than-Humanisms 

 This discussion of the agencies and labor of botanical materials works within a larger 

conversation around accounting for nonhuman actors. Juanita Sundberg situates posthumanism in 

geographic thought as “work rooted in Anglo-European political philosophy” that rejects the 
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human as “an ontological given”, “the only actor of consequence”, or “disembodied and 

autonomous, separate from the world of nature and animality” (Sundberg 2014, 34). The more-

than-human turn hinges on a decentering of the human from ecological life and academic critique, 

the foregoing of human/nature dualisms, and deep connections to new materialisms and the 

“political achievements of stuff” (Jasarevic 2015, 39; Margulies and Bersaglio 2018). Sundberg 

puts further pressure on this academic movement to account for the ways in which Indigenous 

scholarship has been doing the intellectual work of the more-than-human turn while often being 

erased by it. Posthumanism, according to Sundberg, has a colonialism problem that it has failed to 

critique, accepting instead a universalized split between nature and culture, an attachment to 

Eurocentric ontological formations, and a blindness to Indigenous epistemes and their 

contributions to more-than-human methodologies. 

This critique is compounded by the “muscular connotations of a generalized power” 

(Jasarevic 2015, 40) that construct and privilege the Human as a discrete, normative (read: white, 

male, heterosexual, cisgender, able) body to then be transcended. In the act of decentering, 

posthuman critiques open an idea of the human that is heterogeneous, unbounded, and constantly 

contextualized by sociopolitical and biopolitical forces. Alexander Weheliye, in Habeas Viscus, 

pushes this further as a negotiation of embodiment and subjection through the flesh. Building on 

the intellectual foundations of Hortense Spillers and Sylvia Wynter, Weheliye works through race 

and racialization as a set of social and political processes, including sites of subjection acting upon 

the body, placing individual bodies onto multi-dimensional spectra of sub- to super-humanity. 

There is no avoidance of racialization (or gendering or sexualization or ableism) and its 

consequences for humanness. Consequently, scholarship around posthuman and more-than-human 

questions has failed to account for its own contradictions. The reliance on the liberal humanist 



62 

 

notion of human as bounded, defined, and discrete evacuates alternative constructions of human-

ness and assumes a universally accessed human state that can then be decentered and overcome 

(Weheliye 2014). 

Sundberg and Weheliye’s respective interventions present a driving tension in more-than-

human critiques: how does one conduct posthuman methodologies when the human in comparison 

is still a deeply fraught category? Dana Luciano & Mel Chen (2015) investigate the nonhuman 

critical turn through the lens of queer studies. Building on Tavia Nyong’o’s take on queer 

ecocriticism and the worlds and worlding that it opens up, Luciano & Chen take this 

interdependency with the natural world and put pressure on the very constructions of human-as-

species as a biologically and temporally sound materialist claim. Through this lens, inhuman 

entanglements shift the human from a discrete body to a “process, an unfolding” in the 

temporalities and processes of the ecologies with which it takes part (Luciano and Chen 2015, 

196). Mel Chen builds this critique in Animacies, investigating the ontological reconsiderations of 

life and death through literatures around sexuality, race, environment, and affect. At the 

intersections of critical animal studies, queer of color critique, and disability studies, Chen finds 

queer affect in the vital materialisms of variously animate substances and their entanglements with 

human and ecological life (Chen 2012). While Chen investigates queer ecologies of toxic 

materialisms, Nigel Clark and Kathryn Yusoff turn to elemental energetics for a reinterpretation 

of the reproductions of Life and Nonlife, theorizing fire itself as a “queer reproductive logic” that 

is non-normative, disrupts binaries of sexuality and asexuality, ignores inheritance, forms new 

genealogical configurations, and disrupts the “boundary between biologic life and inhuman 

materialities” (Clark and Yusoff 2018, 9). This allows for a reproductive futurism that moves 
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beyond patriarchy, species, and planet, finding generative intersections between organic and 

inorganic in the sexual entanglements of elemental forces and biologic life. 

Elizabeth Povinelli takes up this notion of inhumanity as a certain kind of (non)life and 

pushes it further into the forms of governance that structure conceptions of the divisions between 

Life and Nonlife itself, asserting that for humanity to function as a “determinate…malignant form” 

of “planetary existence” reifies a set of power relations among who and what gets sorted under the 

auspices of biologic and geologic existence (Povinelli 2016, 9). For her, the existential urgencies 

of human impacts on the world, and consequently, the political urgencies of (in)humanity itself, is 

made sense of by late liberalism’s demarcations between, and hierarchization of, Life and Nonlife. 

At stake is sovereignty in the eyes of late liberal states. For subjects to be recognized and counted, 

they must situate themselves on the correct side of the divide, resigning the “undead and never-

have-lived”, in this case the geologic formations of cultural significance to her Indigenous 

Australian colleagues, to an unlively and disempowered geos (Povinelli 2016, 35). Here, the 

inhuman is not so much an unfolding of bodies as we already know them into ecologies of which 

they are a part, but instead a speculation on inhuman materiality itself. Povinelli is not calling for 

the extension of the idea of liveliness and humanity into the geos of rock formations and landscape 

patterns, but instead interrogating the need for that liveliness in the first placed.   

 But what does an ambiguously (non)lively posthumanism have to do with this question of 

the vegetal? The above discussion of seedness and weedness is bound by a set of assumptions 

regarding the differing ways that agency and action can be interpreted on the part of nonhuman, 

but still living, beings. Critiques around the ambiguities of animacy, liveliness, and inhumanity 

open up a posthuman politic that can better speak to the aspects of vegetal life that may not be 

charismatically legible as nonhuman actors; furthermore, they point toward an analytic standpoint 
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that allows one to explore the spatialities of Life and Nonlife as interlocking processes of 

interaction and labor; an important step for garden-based posthuman critiques. This discussion of 

the more-than-human pushes conversations around the vegetal into the realm of the ontological 

politics of human engagements with plant life. Biermann (2014) explores the restoration of the 

American Chestnut in Appalachia as a set of multiple realities coming into being through human 

engagements with different points in the chestnuts’ life cycle, causing forest ecologies to bump up 

against “racial biologies, class division, national identity…” (Biermann 2014, 600). This particular 

vegetal politic rests on some fundamental assumptions about the poststructural sensibilities of 

nature: that nature is already social but irreducible to the social; that the category of species is 

unstable, “fraught with power relations” (Biermann 2014, 601), yet has material consequences; 

and that “nature, race, and other forms of difference are often articulated together in discourses 

about landscape, nation, and identity” (Biermann 2014, 601). This chapter deals with similar 

questions of the vegetal in relation to power and difference, yet this inquiry is approached through 

the spatiality of agricultural sites more so than the peculiarities of individual plants. 

Woodward et. al (2010) take up the spatial implications of more-than-human critiques 

through a focus on the site as “the immanent, material connection between bodies and unfolding, 

situated practices”, a “dynamically composed aggregate whose ‘map’ is drawn according to its 

own internal ‘logics’” (Woodward, Jones, and Marston 2010, 273). They turn away from agency 

in this theorization of the site, situating the individual as part of, and not transcendental to, its 

“dense materialities” (Woodward, Jones, and Marston 2010, 273). This approach to the site is one 

of aggregation and negotiation, in which “the product of the site is its dynamic and changing 

composition” and this product is brought about through an orientation towards labor and work in 

which all manner of bodies “participate in the production of the fields of force through which they 
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aggregate” (Woodward, Jones, and Marston 2010, 273). This results in “an infinity of varying 

localised processes the analytics of which resemble a physics of reproduction” (Woodward, Jones, 

and Marston 2010, 273). This approach allows for an image of the site in which human and 

nonhuman, living and non-living are laboring in tandem to produce and reproduce it through 

ongoing and interlocking processes; a viewpoint which lends itself to that of a garden. 

Agricultural cacophonies of reproductive labor shed some light on site ontology’s exciting 

more-than-human implications. The work done by humans and the work done by the plants being 

stewarded function in conjunction with the “associated biodiversity” (Enjalbert et al. 2011) of soil 

microbes, decomposers, pollinators, clay, silt, sand, microaggregates, solar energy, detritus from 

past seasons and projects, and weed seed banks already in the soil, all working with and against 

each other to constitute the site of a garden. If a site is never one thing from one moment to the 

next and instead a set of continuous processes of production and reproduction, then this opens up 

a discussion beyond just seedness or weedness (What do the microaggregates have to say about 

off-typing?)11. Building from the work of Spinoza, Woodward et. al (2010) push this analytic 

orientation toward the site further than a flat ontology of physical forces and material processes. 

They seek to “open the processes and hangings-together of every site to the socio-ethical questions 

of work”, “reinterpret[ing] ‘the social’ to incorporate the totality of interacting materiality, 

regardless of whether it be human or not” (Woodward, Jones, and Marston 2010, 274).  

This reinterpretation of the social deepens previous discussions of the more-than-human, 

moving beyond the agencies of nonhuman bodies towards the coordination of processes that make 

up sites themselves. This allows for a set of methodological orientations through which one works 

from the inside out, leaning into articulations of difference as they are presented, utilizing whatever 

tools and strategies are available. This approach also informs an ontological politic that holds the 
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social and material together in the co-production of human and nonhuman, speaking to a related 

conversation among the ethical ramifications of new materialisms, particularly that of material 

feminisms. As Sundberg, Jasarevic, and Weheliye point toward, more-than-human critique and the 

new materialist turn bring up social, political, and ethical quandaries that have been taken up 

through Indigenous, Black Diasporic, queer, and feminist frameworks. Karen Barad’s 

posthumanist performativity calls for a deeper understanding of the connections between the 

material and discursive through agency and causality for both human and nonhuman bodies, 

keeping space for an account of nonhuman actions, and moving the discussion of matter to a 

process of mattering (Barad 2008). Material feminisms, according to Stacy Alaimo, situates 

materiality as co-constituted by power and knowledge formations that are themselves mixes of 

nature and culture (Alaimo 2008). 

As Rachel Slocum notes, the new materialist turn and its related scholarship in material 

feminisms is often concerned with the doings of bodies and their processes of becoming with other 

bodies (Slocum 2010). The material feminist framework of trans-corporeality, theorized by Stacy 

Alaimo, refuses a separability of human corporeality from its surrounding environment. It 

embraces the “contact zone” between “intermeshed” human and more-than-human entities, 

shedding light on the material and immaterial movements across these sites of encounter (Alaimo 

2008, 238). One of the most prescient sites for this project is the consumption of food, which 

through this lens becomes a trans-corporeal process of plants and animals becoming human 

(Alaimo 2008). There are also methodological implications to critical engagements with food, 

which Slocum approaches as the “processes that make animal, vegetable or mineral into something 

to eat and then all that is involved in what happens next to bodies and societies” (Slocum 2010, 

303). Laura Pottinger engaged eating as a method that enabled the use of the body as “a research 
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tool to experience seeds in a multitude of forms, fostering a deeper understanding of the non-

monetary exchanges and performances of conviviality underpinning seed-saving communities and 

shaping seed savers’ activisms” (Pottinger 2020, 4). The return to the materiality of eating in 

critical scholarship, while not the focus of this text, does serve as a course corrective from the 

prevalent focus on the sociality of food (Slocum 2010). With seeds, however, practices of eating 

are expanded into cycles of consumption and reemergence, a “dual character” in the words of Jack 

Kloppenburg, “both means of production and as grain, the product” (Kloppenburg 2005, 10). How 

might a trans-corporeal ethic that sits with sites of collective becoming inform a methodology 

around human-plant relations? Especially when the plants in question are not only to be consumed 

as food, but also facilitated and manipulated in their own reproduction? 

The social and ethical re-articulations of more-than-human scholarship lend themselves to 

important methodological orientations. Sundberg, for one, seeks to decolonize posthumanist 

geographic scholarship through an analytic of walking that builds on the work of the Zapatistas. 

An “important practice in the performative coproduction of knowledge and space”, Sundberg 

posits walking as “embodied and emplaced movements involved in producing worlds” and 

“foster[ing] recognition of the multiplicity of knowledge systems” (Sundberg 2014, 39). Inspired 

by Subcomandante Marcos, “the journey is the destination, and the world is brought into being 

through everyday praxis”, that praxis consisting of “locating our body-knowledge in relation to 

the existing paths we know and walk”; walking with a “respect for the multiplicity of life worlds”; 

and working towards “solidarity built on reciprocity and mutuality” (Sundberg 2014, 39–41).  
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Breeding & Biopolitics 

 The reciprocal, and often trans-corporeal nature generated by frameworks in vegetal 

politics and more-than-human critique takes on an added layer through seed work. This is not only 

a seasonal practice of consumption, production, and reproduction, but also a set of long-term 

processes of selection and breeding. While this project is mainly concerned with the preservation 

and consistency of heirloom varieties, it is helpful to frame the practice of seedkeeping along with 

its complement, plant breeding. Selecting for is also an act of selecting against, and the long-term 

strategies through which cultivars are preserved as coherent lines is the very same set of strategies 

through which new varieties are brought into being. It is through the framework of plant breeding 

that in situ conservation practices are not only conserving seed lines, but also conserving the 

evolutionary and co-evolutionary process itself (Dawson et al. 2011). 

 The distinction of crop varieties within a single plant species usually comes down to 

significant enough differences in morphological traits and characteristics of quality and use, with 

these differences usually, but not always mapping onto genotypes. Although the genetic diversity 

within crop cultivars is less well studied, it has declined due to agricultural shifts toward pure lines 

and top down models of seed distribution (Thomas et al. 2012). The different forms of variation, 

phenotypically and genotypically, between varieties and within them, result not only from 

structural forms of power in agriculture, but also the decision making of farmers on the ground. 

These decisions deal directly with which seeds to keep and which traits to select for and against. 

Veteto & Skarbø (2009) review a number of different metrics of agricultural decision making, 

including agroecological relations between varieties and their ecological contexts; success of 

varieties with different technological strategies; quality and utility in terms of taste, texture, yield, 

use, storability and aesthetics; and risk of crop failure or unstable performance. Individual 
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instances of decision-making guide the larger process of keeping and breeding through pragmatism 

in agricultural labor as well as social and cultural politics behind what constitutes varieties, how 

they are measured against each other, and why they are being conserved. 

These processes of decision making determine the increase, maintenance, and decrease of 

different forms of agrobiodiversity, a balance between care and violence undertaken each day, 

from “opportunities to care for non-humans” to “dispatching slugs or removing weeds” (Pottinger 

2017, 215). Biermann & Mansfield (2014) take up the question of traditional biodiversity 

conservation as population management through the lens of Foucauldian biopower. Re-narrating 

American conservation “as a form of liberal biopolitical rule…making nature live” (Biermann and 

Mansfield 2014, 258), and ostensibly, letting it die. Focusing on population, evolution, extinction, 

diversity, and purity, Biermann and Mansfield investigate forms of truth-telling undergirding the 

discourse of modern conservation. Biopolitics, according to these scholars, “refers to the 

nondisciplinary management of entire populations, nations, or race. Through biopolitics, states 

began to exert power at the level of the population…bring[ing] death into the fold, to accept it as 

part of life and to account for it through the calculus of demography” (Biermann and Mansfield 

2014, 259). Accordingly, when the logics of biopower encounter the nonhuman, they reveal “a set 

of relationships through which nature and society coproduce one another,” as well as the ways in 

which racial signification through abnormality and normality structures conservation discourse 

around diversity and purity. 

Their argument builds from Michel Foucault and Ladelle McWhorter as aberrance, in 

which the abnormal, in relation to the larger population, becomes “conceptualized as threats to the 

norm” (Biermann and Mansfield 2014, 261). As “individual lives acquire meaning only when they 

advance the long-term well-being of the broader population”, biopower informs an urgency to 
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“make nonhuman species live, and preserve certain visions of nature – all this while allowing 

abnormal or ‘debilitated’ genes, individuals, and populations to die off” (Biermann and Mansfield 

2014, 264,263). They use the example of gene flow between native and introduced species, and 

the consequent risk of genetic assimilation, “with the result that no ‘pure’ native organisms remain 

and ultimately species extinction occurs. In these ways, impure bodies are seen not as enhancing 

biodiversity but as threatening it” (Biermann and Mansfield 2014, 266). It is this logic of purity 

among diversity that, according to Biermann & Mansfield, reveals narratives of racial difference 

among ecological notions of “biological difference, abnormality, and emergent life” (Biermann 

and Mansfield 2014, 269). 

In the rest of this chapter I investigate the spatial, vegetal and bio-politics of heirloom seed 

work as it is conducted at two small seed companies, Truelove Seeds and Southern Exposure Seed 

Exchange. Beginning with their respective sites, Mill Hollow Farm and Acorn Farm, I explore the 

spatial relations that produce and reproduce sites of seed production and heirloom preservation. I 

then examine the ramifications of these critiques for agrobiodiversity conservation and the 

materialities that spring from the keeping of seeds. Through the phenomenon of off-typing, I 

contend that the practice of in situ agrobiodiversity conservation should be looked at as the meeting 

of human and nonhuman politics. This stems from interviews done with Owen Taylor and Ira 

Wallace of Truelove Seeds and Southern Exposure Seed Exchange, respectively, as well as 

autoethnographic work as one of five apprentices with Truelove Seeds in the summer of 2019. 

Similar place-based agricultural ethnographies have been undertaken by scholars like Jessi Quizar, 

Elizabeth Hoover, and Laura Pottinger, who has noted how the work “required sensitivity to 

embodied, often delicate and seed-sized manual tasks; responding to the seasonal demands of 

plants and gardens; and being attuned to aspects of growers’ practices that were low volume, small-
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scale, or tender” as well as “treading carefully through domestic garden spaces to avoid damaging 

fragile plants12” (Pottinger 2020, 2; Quizar 2018; Hoover 2017). This involved sitting with humans 

and nonhumans to do the practical work of seed saving while working through multisensory 

engagements.  

 

The Sites 

Truelove Seeds 

Truelove Seeds was founded in Southeast 

Pennsylvania in 2017, on Lenni Lenape land that is now 

home to largely white suburbanites, strip malls, and private 

forested drives ringing the city of Philadelphia. Truelove 

strives toward racial and economic justice by growing out 

and preserving culturally significant ancestral foods, 

rematriating Indigenous varieties, and profit-sharing with 

their network of seed growers in the region, which are 

largely small farms run by people of color. One can follow 

the exploits of Truelove through their Instagram presence of both @seedkeeping and 

@trueloveseeds, as well as their podcast, Seeds & Their 

People. Truelove’s tagline, “The story is in the seed” pops in bright red cursive script at the bottom 

of their poster (Fig. 1). The curvilinear shape contrasts with the solid bars of pastel blue, yellow, 

and black that run horizontally as the block type of the company name at the top as well as 

diagonally through a black and white sketch of worn hands holding beans, framed by a black, 

upside down heart. The eye is invited to play amongst the detail of the beans and the heterogeneity 

Figure 1- Poster for Truelove Seeds 
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of three different typefaces before being led to wander, and wonder, up, out, and forward as well 

as down and behind. If one looks closer, they can make out messages scrawled in a handwritten 

font in the leftover negative space: “Keeping SEEDS is an act of TRUELOVE for our 

ANCESTORS and our collective FUTURE” counterbalanced by “It is a practice of FREEDOM.” 

If one examines further, they can make out keywords in a grayish-white, barely legible within the 

pastel blue bars: Future; Freedom; Ancestors; Stories; Seeds”. This design also appears, in a less 

text-heavy version, on every seed packet sold by Truelove. It is a departure from the kinds of 

hobbyist gardening and historical imaginaries that inform the design language of more mainstream 

seed sellers; a hip, contemporary intervention into the aesthetics of growing food and saving seeds. 

When one encounters this poster, they may be taken up by the engaging color scheme, the diagonal 

bars of pastel blue and black pointing one towards a progressive future, or the handwritten, 

connective script and center sketch grounding one in a historical, intimate affect. These facets 

work in tandem to inform a relation to seeds and seedkeeping that is both ancestral and speculative, 

intimate and professional, contemporary and ancient.  

 

Southern Exposure 

Sitting on Monacan lands, Acorn Community Farm 

of Mineral, Virginia is home to Southern Exposure Seed 

Exchange, which has been growing out regional heirloom 

varieties on this odd-shaped, out of the way parcel of land 

since the 1970s. According to Ira Wallace, a seedkeeper 

and herbalist who has been with Southern Exposure since 

nearly the beginning, “it’s really like 72 acres but it’s a 
Figure 2- 2020 Catalog and Garden Guide for 
Southern Exposure Seed Exchange 
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quarter of a mile long, so it’s not very wide, not very exciting for developing, for developers 

because there’s hardly any road frontage”. This parcel’s lack of exciting qualities for development 

or for efficient vegetable production lowered the value significantly enough for it to be acquired 

by this group of “little ragtag cooperative people” (Wallace). This linear, yet ambivalent duality 

of time presented by seeds is also reflected in materials from Southern Exposure. Their 2020 

Catalog & Garden Guide (Fig. 2) presents a color scheme that is much more indulgent than that 

of Truelove, seeming to invoke a late summer harvest. Blocks of pale, smudged oranges above 

and below a field of green in the center are all bordered in purple. The harvest motif is reinforced 

by the sunflowers in full bloom, beginning to droop under the weight of their seed heads, in 

addition to the summer crops peppers, carrots, squash, beets, and tomatoes. Taking up the center 

space of the catalog is a much more whimsical scene, the foreground featuring gnomes, ostensibly 

garden gnomes, in various states of undress, swinging on pea vines and sunflower stalks, hanging 

out with a frog in a watermelon rind turned into a pool, examining individual corn kernels with a 

mouse. The background consists of acres of organized agricultural fields, implying an agrarian 

multispecies utopia. In serif font with minor accents, which appears to have been hand drawn, the 

title at the top, “Southern Exposure Seed Exchange”, is counterbalanced at the bottom with the 

tagline, “Saving the Past for the Future”. When asked about this line, Wallace notes: 

That’s definitely a part of what we want…we want to save genetics because we think the 

best varieties that we have, many of them, are more developed by farm and we want them 

to keep doing that and at the same time we want genetics to be saved because you don’t 

really know what’s associated, like what physical characteristics are associated with what 

disease resistance or resilience to temperatures… 

Wallace continues: 
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But what Organic Seed Alliance calls it is heirlooms of the future. Open-pollinated 

varieties that are evolving and being selected to deal with the changing conditions maybe 

25 years from now… 

Southern Exposure’s motto situates the urgency of seedkeeping along lines of service to an 

imagined future. They are preserving historic lines for specific cultural reasons, but also to 

maintain the agrobiodiversity necessary to adjust to coming regimes of environmental precarity 

and unpredictable climatic shifts. Truelove, in a similar sense, situates seedkeeping as an act of 

service both for the past and the future. This “act of TRUELOVE for our ANCESTORS and our 

collective FUTURE” illuminates seedkeeping as care work for ancestors, be they human and 

nonhuman, as well as a collectivizing and future-oriented political imperative. Both these 

companies foreground this practice as one of in situ conservation; the keeping occurs in the field, 

amongst human hands and multispecies collectives. Yet, they also sit between the important 

distinction that Nazarea draws in between conservation by design and conservation in effect. While 

not explicitly seed collections or archival projects, both these companies do the work of 

conservation as part of the planning and execution of their agricultural work; however, the 

collected, preserved, and organized seed stock that they grow out each season is fundamental to 

their economic and cultural impacts. 

  

Upstairs 

The cooperative motif noted by Wallace runs through both companies, and in conjunction 

with their respective landscapes, informs the spatial politics of seed work from local to regional 

scales. When one arrives at Mill Hollow or Acorn Community Farm, they may be disoriented by 

a spatial organization that feels antithetical to the farm work of more traditional vegetable 
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production; fruits that appear strange at first glance, or crops living out their full life cycles and 

dying dramatic, slow deaths. These spaces, being seed farms, are primarily concerned with the 

material ways that plants reproduce themselves into new generations, which means they are 

concerned with the ways in which plant sexuality is talked about and manipulated, which means 

they are vigilant, day in and day out, with who is pollinating with who, how they are pollinating, 

and when they are pollinating. 

 Production and keeping of open-pollinated seed varieties involves strategically keeping 

subspecies separate during the growing seasons to prevent cross-pollination. The farmers in 

question are thus implicated in a cacophony of plant sexualities and become familiar with, 

manipulative of, and sometimes essential to the reproductive and sexual strategies, needs, and 

desires of every nonhuman individual. With heirloom tomatoes, whose flower structure tends to 

be more open to pollinators than newer, commercial varieties (Taylor), one must make sure the 

San Marzanos are only copulating with the San Marzanos, the Mikados with the Mikados, the Paul 

Robesons with the Paul Robesons13. And these are just the ones that trade genetic info through 

bees, wasps, beetles, and bumbling humans and must be kept far enough apart to prevent an insect 

from carrying pollen between two varieties of the same species; what is called isolation distance. 

The tomato varieties at Mill Hollow are kept at least 50 feet apart, but corn, a tall and promiscuous 

plant, is wind pollinated, meaning it simply releases its pollen into the air, necessitating at least 

700 feet of genetic isolation, which one may or may not have on their small or oddly shaped farm, 

so one would consequently stagger their grow outs through the season, so each corn bed reaches 

sexual maturity at different points in time. In contrast, lettuce strongly prefers to pollinate with 

itself, and potatoes, which reproduce clonally, are largely uninterested in engaging with this 

cacophony of reproductive activity (and that is okay!). 
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 Isolation distance, spatially and temporally, is fundamental to the survival and success of 

a seed operation. It ensures that lines maintain some semblance of genetic consistency and will 

breed true in the following season, which translates into sensory consistency for the person buying 

and growing the seeds. The Mikado tomato has a specific confluence of appearance, taste, smell, 

texture, and growth habit that makes it identifiable as a Mikado and determines what the gardener 

expects when growing and eventually eating it. According to Taylor: 

As a seed producer, you have to think about the sexual reproduction of your plants in a 

deeper way than as a vegetable farmer…you want to keep your lines pure, unless you’re 

trying to cross-breed them. Either way, you’re thinking about that sexual reproduction of 

the plant and strategizing for how to either keep them far apart or keep them near each 

other. And for preserving heirloom lines or open-pollinated lines you want to think also 

about how pollination happens within the variety, so that you get as much genetic diversity 

as you can and stay away from kind of genetic bottlenecking that happens when you have 

too few plants within one variety. Keeping pure lines is already a genetic bottleneck 

situation in itself… 

Successful isolation depends on a dynamic set of methods to match multifarious growth habits and 

pollination strategies (e.g. self-pollination, wind pollination, pollinator pollination), resulting in a 

visually and genetically heterogeneous landscape that itself shifts and moves in the different block-

forms of growing beds. The spatial arrangement, in three dimensions, of a seed farm can look 

different week by week, leading to a persistent phenomenon of encounter and re-encounter as the 

scene of the farm shifts, changes, and is in turn changed by human labor on the ground. Isolation 

also brings to light a benefit of the quirky geography of Acorn Farm. While its lengthy shape made 
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it less valuable for development or production, it facilitates seed production; for example, it allows 

them to grow several bean varieties simultaneously, with a bean bed occurring every 150 feet. 

It is the necessity of isolation that also disperses the human labor of seed work across entire 

regions. According to Wallace: 

We work with a lot of cooperating farms and a lot of times the seed crop is not what they 

really do for a living but we try to use the audience that we have because we’re a seed 

company to help promote and uplift the other work that our seed growers do. I oftentimes 

think that’s more financially valuable to them than the actual money that they make 

growing seeds. And that’s something that, as an organization we tried to help people realize 

that you can cooperate and build up all of your farms. It’s not like, let’s all grow the same 

kind of Southern Pea and compete. Let’s find some things that we each are good at and 

orient…trying to find varieties that are suitable for our region is one thing but trying to 

share information perhaps is a more valuable thing that we bring to the farmers and 

organizations that we work with. 

Southern Exposure is based at Acorn Farm yet also exists as a network of growers consisting of 

over 60 small farms across the United States, but largely located in the Southeast and Mid-Atlantic 

(“Our Seed Growers” n.d.). There are elements of pragmatism in Wallace’s approach to 

cooperativity: it allows a single company to grow out and feature multiple varieties of the same 

species with isolation distance built in to the process; it better facilitates adaption to regional 

environmental conditions and environmental shifts, boosting the resilience of the network in the 

face of local disturbances; and it creates a site of solidarity work through which these small farms 

can stay organized, exchange information, and coordinate economically. Truelove also follows 
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this cooperative strategy through 50/50 profit sharing with their network of 22 small farms across 

the Mid-Atlantic and Northeast (“Meet The Farmers” n.d.).  

 

Downstairs 

If one is in the business of carefully controlled plant reproduction, they will often descend 

from their vibrant farm to a cool, dark, dry space meant for processing and preserving. At Mill 

Hollow, this was called going downstairs to the seed room. On first encounter, one might notice, 

perhaps initially through smell, the racks of dried and drying herbs lining one wall, labeled and 

dated. Soon they will be garbled (crushed by hand through a mesh screen), packaged, and sold. 

Depending on the point in the season, one may see trays, labeled and dated, of multiple varieties 

of tomato seed, squash seed, pea pods, or Spilanthes flowers placed in a semi-organized fashion 

wherever there’s room and wherever there’s enough space between to prevent a seed from 

‘jumping’ out of its own tray and into another. This jump is a different kind of genetic mixing. 

Instead of cross-pollination producing an inadvertently hybrid variety, this single organism may 

result in a miniscule chance that the seed packet of Paul Robeson tomatoes that one buys may 

produce a single plant in the bed growing fruit that looks suspiciously like a Mikado. Special care 

is taken even in the move from farm to seed room, as multiple varieties of seed are carried 

separately or placed gingerly in different parts of one’s car and held steady for the trip downstairs. 

Each tray is a genetic silo of sorts, bounded by the needs of a small company to produce quality 

seed that grows and develops as advertised, as well as by the cultural imperative for consumers to 

grow ancestral foods that look as they should, or at least as remembered. 
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The Seeds 

In Winter of 2020, Taylor and his partner, Chris Bolden-Newsome, launched a podcast 

sponsored by Truelove Seeds, called Seeds & Their People14. As Taylor’s podcast idea gained 

ground through the summer and his voice recorder was seen in use increasingly frequently, 

sensoria became a major motif of our seed work. One of the earliest recordings was that of one of 

the earliest mature seeds; a pea pod. When harvesting peas for seed, one should feel for the 

crunchy, not leathery, brown pods, listening for the sound of the crunch in a light squeeze as well 

as watching closely for a rattle that a mature pod makes when the plant is disturbed. There were 

later recordings of me narrating the sensory experience of the pea harvest on July 4th and 9th, the 

threshing of broccoli rabe on July 4th, and the unsettling squelch of tomatoes and melons later in 

the season. In a similar sense, we took moments to appreciate the stickiness of Calendula resin and 

precautions against the respiratory danger of the prolific, fine dust of spinach and lettuce seed 

chaff. On July 16th, we sat at the picnic table and processed Kusa Squash, Syrian Cucumbers, and 

tomatoes. For wet seed, especially that of cucurbits, nightshades, and gourds, one should cut the 

fruit in half, then squeeze, scrape, or otherwise entice the gooey morass of seeds, guts, and pulp 

into a sealed bucket or large jar. Squash can usually be decanted immediately, which involves 

mixing water into the pulp, letting the mature, and therefore heavier, seeds settle on the bottom, 

and pouring off the viscera, debris, and unviable (therefore lighter) seed. After repeating this 

several times, one should be left with a relatively clean layer of ‘good’ seed at the bottom, to be 

dried and stored in the seed room. For tomatoes, one should precede the decanting step with several 

days of fermentation, depending on the climate. This clears away the anti-germination coating that 

the fruit will often produce to prevent their seeds from germinating while still inside. 
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 The characteristics of these plants go beyond a unique sensory experience for the humans 

with which they have co-evolved. The sensory and tactile experience between humans and plants 

is fundamental to the ten-thousand-year process of co-evolution through crop development. The 

dry, rattling pea pods and sticky calendula flowers are not biological quirks, but traits that were 

selected for and emphasized season by season to improve yield, medicinal potency, and seed 

quality. They are material labors that are essential to the continuing function of specific modes of 

human-vegetal mutualism; in this case, forms of care and attention that provide for production for 

human use while ensuring the continuance of following generation of these heirloom varieties. 

However, this mutualism is challenged when nonhuman bodies do work that is illegible or 

antithetical to the larger seed project, producing a messier set of socio-spatial multispecies 

relations. 

 

Off-types 

Syrian Cucumbers, when ideally ripe for eating, are oblong, light green, and several inches 

long; an otherwise unassuming cucurbit. As we harvested for quality seed, we were picking the 

cucumbers that had more fully matured to be a little larger with a yellow rind, but one of them had 

developed a copper colored mesh of discoloration, or maybe scarring, all over the fruit. This could 

have been caused by any number of factors, including genetic mutations, recessive gene 

expression, bacterial or fungal infections, herbivory defenses, or even weird reactions to 

environmental fluctuations or weather events. It was beyond us in that moment to determine 

definitively why this cucumber had developed this unique appearance, but as I set to work 

harvesting the seeds, one of the other apprentices suggested we not include them in the collection 

at all. To her, it was off-typing, and functioned as a genetic outlier that would throw off the 
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population’s ability to reliably produce this heirloom cucumber that looks and tastes as it should. 

Off-type usually refers to a particular fruit that looks, tastes, or behaves strangely enough that its 

seed should not be included in the genetic population; sometimes the entire rogue plant in question 

is physically removed (Deppe 2000).  

The population in this case is that of the cultivar of Cucumus sativus, called Syrian 

Cucumber, that exists as a collection of seeds in a mason jar at Truelove, as well as many other 

population at many other farms and seed collections at a virtually unknowable number of locations 

anywhere on the planet. Thinking back to the earlier discussion of plant breeding, in order for this 

heirloom variety to maintain coherence as a single cultivar or subspecies, the individual plants 

produced by these seeds must grow fruit that consistently looks, tastes, feels, smells, and behaves 

similarly enough amongst itself while remaining distinct from every other cultivar of C. sativa. 

This consistency must be maintained across a wide variety of environmental, cultural, and social 

conditions, each putting their own unique set of selection pressures on each individual population. 

So when one comes across an off-type of a particular cultivar, as one often does, they must make 

a decision about if, and to what extent, they want that fruit’s genetic material to impact, and 

possibly destabilize, the consistent gene expression of the imagined subspecies. Diversity in 

morphological traits does not accurately map onto genetic diversity in germplasm collections, but 

in situ conservation has been found to maintain genetic diversity within crop varieties, leading to 

the phenotypic off-typing in question (Jansky, Dawson, and Spooner 2015; Thomas et al. 2012). 

So when this apprentice felt it prudent to exclude the cucumber’s seeds from the gene pool, 

that decision was made through the needs and urgencies of in situ agro-cultural preservation; it is 

essential for a seed company specializing in culturally significant heirloom varieties to produce 

seed that breeds true, so consumers would grow Syrian Cucumber plants that would reliably 
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produce fruit that look and taste like Syrian Cucumbers15. The figure of the off-type bring to light 

the stakes, as well as small moments of wonder, inherent to this corner of seed production. Notes 

Taylor: 

…previously working on vegetable farms it was always kind of fun to find off-types. The 

consequences weren’t that huge when you were just selling vegetables. Sometimes you get 

a cool looking radish that’s purple instead of white or something, and that was always kind 

of fun, but as a seed producer it can be really problematic. If you’re not rogue-ing, as we 

call it, pulling out the off-types to prevent accidental cross-pollination, because customers 

really want something consistent. And it’s a historic, a lot of these historic lines of 

vegetables. 

In the space between vegetable and seed production, the off-type shifts between novelty and 

nuisance. As both Taylor and the apprentice point out, the economic success of an heirloom seed 

company depends on the product in turn producing plants and fruit that look, taste, and behave as 

they should, or at least they are expected to, or as advertised; only a limited amount of deviance 

can be tolerated. Wallace adds to this sentiment through her previous recollections of the collard 

trials, noting: 

…and some of them are really all over the place and not very stable so not a good choice 

for selling ‘cause people, modern people don’t expect a pack of seeds to be tall ones, short 

ones…They’re so different and so random that it’s interesting. But most of them are 

somewhat stable. Some are short, some are more yellow, some were shiny, some were 

curly. A lot of purple collards… 
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Stability, here, is essential to customer satisfaction, in terms of the entire subpopulation of a seed 

packet of a specific heirloom variety behaving as expected. Wallace is pointing to the pressure on 

seed companies to manage the affective experience of customers growing their product and 

mitigate the break between the ideal displayed in websites and catalogs and the material living 

being that emerges. The off-typing fruit is a site of rupture between vegetal and human politics16 

in which genetic mutation, environmental reactions, or any number of causes bring forms of labor 

to the site of the seed farm that may run counter to human labors of selection and preservation. 

While an essential facet of plant breeding and the generation and maintenance of biodiversity, it 

complicates the construction and maintenance of an heirloom variety as traceable and 

understandable through cultural memory and ecological history.  

In pointing out the added complication of ‘historic lines’, the off-type becomes a locus of 

differing, and perhaps incommensurable conceptions of cultural history and ancestral memory, as 

they relate to the materiality of heirloom seeds. Critiquing the “European obsession with purity” 

that undergirds the anxieties that the off-type induces, Taylor continues: 

So I think in the seed industry we have to be careful, because people have expectations, 

but it’s also like, before the seed industry I don’t think people were quite as obsessed with 

this. People have for a long time known, various Indigenous corn growers knew how to 

keep their corn crops separate to keep the white corn from the blue corn and stuff. In general 

I think this is how new varieties are made. This is how different communities all over the 

world had their own varieties of things. People would select from off-types and also create 

landraces – a true landrace. This new fad of landraces is kind of a misnomer. Like, true 

landraces were genetically diverse populations that kind of, were shaped over time in 

specific regions, just because genetics shift. 
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People who grow the heirloom varieties that are their ancestral foods ostensibly need them to look 

and taste as they should, according to their respective cultural and familial memory (J. A. Jordan 

2015). Taylor’s critique of the politics of purity reveal the breaks among the practices of selling 

and growing heirloom varieties in light of the legacies of Western agronomy, and the reality of 

growing those same varieties in the historical moment that they are bred to represent.  

Yet how and on what timescales is that memory constructed and maintained? It is feasible, 

and even expected, that the Mikado tomato for example would go through a continuous process of 

slight phenotypic shifts, which at the population scale would only be legible when compared over 

a sufficient length of time. Furthermore, personal and cultural memory is not necessarily 

photographic, but built through a shifting set of affects and contexts. Building on the discussion in 

the previous chapter around the alternative collective archives of memory, the recognition of 

ancestral food can come about in any number of ways through any number of factors, each with 

their own thresholds. Edible memory is not a measurable constant that can systematically define 

each heirloom variety as such, but a deeply personal and highly contextual variety of human and 

nonhuman trans-corporeal encounters, averaged out over generations into reliably recognizable 

cultivars. If heirlooms have their own messy ecologies of population shifts, genetic diversity, and 

environmental adaptation, then what of the messy ecologies of cultural memory, historical affect, 

and embodied recognition? 

Furthermore, the narrative of what is to be expected when one grows ancestral foods is not 

only informed by memory, but also by descriptions and visualizations of the organizations 

stewarding these varieties. Seed companies not only aim to match the set of sensory impressions 

that build into the memory of a specific variety, but also do a certain kind of work in producing 

and reproducing them through specific discursive and aesthetic decisions. Building on the 



85 

 

conversation in the previous chapter around the refiguring work of the archive, seed companies, 

as well as seed collections and other forms of agricultural archive, in and ex situ, have the effect 

of defining and reifying heirloom varieties in a way that then influences how these varieties are 

articulated and visualized in the popular imagination.  

 

(Non)Life and Death 

It is these “conflicting ideas about biological purity and ideal types of nonhuman bodies”, 

as Biermann & Mansfield offer (Biermann and Mansfield 2014, 266), that may inform this 

discussion of the non-ideal nonhuman figure of the off-type. Connecting back to the above 

discussion about selection and rogue-ing as a matter of influencing population genetics, a 

biopolitical analytic reveals the power dynamics at play between human and nonhuman actors. 

Aberrance and abnormality are monitored, controlled, and removed from the population in favor 

of consistency of physical traits across the gene pool. The ideal image of an heirloom is being 

made to live as the rogues and off-types are let die. Will Bonsall, quoted by Janisse Ray, puts it 

bluntly, stating that “variety is just a euphemism for race…We’re doing vegetable racism. This 

serves our purpose, not theirs. We’re not after yield. We’re after purity” (Ray 2012, 60). The we 

and they presented by Bonsall are coterminous with the “European obsession” that Taylor flags 

up, one which stems from an episteme of agronomy and state-led plant breeding that was informed 

by eugenics until the early twentieth century (Flitner 2003).  As Jennifer Jordan reminds, the 

approach to (non-Indigenous) heirloom growing in the West is a response against legacies of 

modernist agronomy that ironically relies on its fundamentals of sense-making and truth-telling (J. 

A. Jordan 2015); this paradox directly informs this discussion of aberrance, selection, and off-

typing17. 
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However, aberrance, as it is enacted on the seed farm, cannot be so easily laminated under 

the dynamics of power and signification that these scholars bring to light. Something is lost when 

the mechanics of race and racial signification can so easily and uncritically slip into the realm of 

the nonhuman (Slocum 2010). The off-type is aberrant in relation to the imagined population of 

its respective heirloom variety, and this imagined population is itself constructed through a mesh 

of cultural memory, situated encounters, and the agro-ecological imaginaries of seed companies 

themselves. There is no givenness to an heirloom population beyond its enactment through a 

contextual, situated set of practices, and these practices are always in tension with the biological 

and ecological enactments of the plants themselves. The off-type is a reminder that not only does 

vegetal life have its own set of politics and labor that may or may not be legible to the human 

politics also working through the garden site, but is also a reminder that every individual seed, 

plant, and fruit, is aberrant in some way through some set of standards. They are all genetically, 

and to a certain extent, phenotypically distinct; even those that reproduce clonally have differential 

reactions to microclimatic environmental shifts, most of which settle comfortably within the realm 

of averages and general trends that inform bounds of the cultivar’s imagined population. The figure 

of the off-type, in a sense, determines the parameters and thresholds of these averages and trends, 

as well as the thresholds beyond which individuals cannot cross. They are each trial balloons of 

deviance. 

Furthermore, the population, or populations, constituting a historic line is itself aberrant in 

relation to the landscape of commercial production that structures widespread impressions of how 

particular crops should be expected to look, taste, and feel. The off-type is ostensibly a threat but 

the normalcy is itself abnormal and maintains an ambivalent position in relation to larger 

hegemonic agricultural narratives. A good example of this mode of aberrance is the contemporary 
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popularity of ugly produce, odd looking fruits and vegetables that get culled before making it to 

grocery store shelves and now increasingly are gleaned and resold by small startups (Yuan et al. 

2019; Kateman 2020). In a similar sense as the above discussion about modern agronomy and the 

construction of modern heirlooms, capital has done an effective job at manufacturing diversity, 

creating a clearly delineated set of options and standards as well as capturing the abnormal and the 

non-standard into simply another alternative option, albeit one with a particular set of values and 

politics around environmentalism and waste.  

Seeds further complicate the narratives of biopolitical nonhuman conservation through this 

additional layer of ambivalence around waste and wasting. In the seed room, any seed that 

accidentally falls on the floor or even out of its container is declared a ‘dead’ seed; it cannot be 

used, kept in the collection or sold, because it cannot definitively be said to belong to a specific 

variety. Letting die (Biermann and Mansfield 2014), in my autoethnographic work, was more of a 

letting go, not only involving the deliberate actions of removing rogue plants from the ground and 

rogue fruit from the harvest, but sometimes simply turning away; these seeds are forgotten as they 

disappear into the grass or are swept up with other seeds, dust, and detritus and deposited in the 

trash. They die a social death as they fall out of the framework of sense-making and utility that a 

seed company desires of its seeds. What would it mean to attempt to glean the dead seeds and the 

off-types? What forms of seed work would take shape, and would they be legible to the economic 

realities faced by small seed companies? What would it look like to follow the seed in its post-

mortem life as it moves, settles, germinates, and perhaps even reproduces, all in errant ways, no 

longer beholden or even identifiable to the visions of seed work itself? What is death here and is 

it wielded by biopolitical power in the same way? 
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Through this sense, the off-type and the dead seed are enacted as aberrant entities in the 

decision of ungrounding through physical removal, rejection, or turning away18. It is in this 

decision that the heirloom variety is in turn enacted and re-enacted as a coherent and distinct 

population of plants; selecting against the off-type is also an act of selecting for something else. 

Death, brought into the biopolitical fold, is a compelling figure for thinking through the quotidian 

dynamics of agroecological practice. Yet, the social death of an abandoned seed does not translate 

into a material or biological one. The dead seed maintains its potential for germination, waiting in 

dormancy until environmental conditions are right. Seeds are ambivalently animate and inanimate, 

not immediately recognized as living material, yet there I argue that there is liveliness in dormancy 

that straddles and complicates the negotiations between life and nonlife as well as animacy and 

inanimacy in more-than-human scholarship. 

Seeds, as biological units, are composed of a vastly diverse array of forms consisting of 

three parts: embryo, germplasm, and seed coat. The embryo, which results from the 

aforementioned cacophony of sexual exchange, rests in a state of suspension, surrounded by 

nutrient rich germplasm which provides the sustenance for the initial emergence from the 

protective coat and the growth of the radicle into (hopefully) nutrient rich soil. The coat and 

germplasm provide protection and support until environmental conditions are ideal for not only 

surviving, but also thriving. Until then, a seed is an assemblage of living and lively material, 

carefully constructed over millennia of evolution for dispersal and dormancy; it waits until the 

time is right and the odds are good and it can emerge into a livelier sort of life on its own terms, 

no longer a seed but a seedling. The ambiguity of animacy presents a contribution to the earlier 

discussion of vegetal politics and its fascinations with weedy agencies. Fundamental to the 

materialities of seeds is a lively dormancy that complicates an easy distinction between animacy 
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and inanimacy, urging a deeper theoretical intervention into the politics of botanic life. Seeds are 

still bodies at work, one of the most essential factors in producing and reproducing the site of a 

garden; yet, when they become developmentally active through germination, they ontologically 

dissolve with the emergence of the radicle, shedding their coat from seed to seedling.  

Mel Chen and Elizabeth Povinelli offer ways of thinking through this point of tension by 

emphasizing not only the social construction of the dichotomy between Life and Nonlife, animacy 

and inanimacy, but also the ways in which that boundary is built and maintained by systems of 

power and biopolitical and geopolitical governance. A rigorous investigation of seedy materialities 

pushes scholarship around vegetal politics to engage more fully with more-than-human critiques 

that move beyond easy assumptions of what constitutes liveliness and what forms of nonhuman 

labor, influence, or resonance may or may not be rendered legible. The figure of the ‘dead’ seed 

on the floor of the seed room has literally fallen out of the framework of categorization, sense-

making, and population management. It does work in ways that are no longer legible; it is lively 

on its own terms. 

 

The Keeping 

Downstairs, in contrast to the activity of the farm, vegetal life is that which has been 

harvested, cut, dried, packaged, and stored. On July 11th, we sat in a circle in the seed room and 

shelled Risser Sickle peas, an Amish variety of Pisum sativum with historical relevance to 

Pennsylvania and its legacy of Amish life and culture. Eponymously, the pods have a distinct 

sickle shape and can be eaten whole when young and sweet, unless one wants to wait for the pod 

to mature and save the peas for cooking or growing. Although none of us had direct cultural 
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connections to the Pennsylvania Dutch, we were residents of the state and stewarded these dry, 

crunchy pods with a communal care, cracking each open, guiding the mature peas into a plastic 

tub with a thumb, tossing the shells into a separate bin for compost, and moving on to the next. 

We sat and worked meticulously with our hands, filling the space with various kinds of stories 

(mainly about the Amish). One of the other apprentices made a comment about what an ancient 

practice that moment was. For at least ten thousand years, people had taken the time to sit together, 

tell stories, and work with their hands to care for seeds, saving them to be grown for at least one 

more season, over and over, year after year. 

Moments like these, and companies like these, exist because people are turning, more 

accurately returning, to open-pollinated varieties with histories, stories, and legacies around certain 

forms of generational meaning (Nazarea 2005; J. A. Jordan 2015). One may see keywords thrown 

around like ‘heritage,’ ‘heirloom,’ or ‘landrace’, as seeds are increasingly recognized as ecological 

and material points of contact with ancestors, place, home, and self. This warrants a critical 

interrogation about what gets caught up when they come into contact with environmental and 

geographic imaginaries around farming that privilege heteronormative approaches to family, 

community, and history (Leslie, Wypler, and Bell 2019).  

These entanglements of ecology and history that constitute the keeping of seeds cannot be 

captured by normative agricultural imaginaries around production, reproduction, and 

straightforward genealogy, lending itself to queer critique. Seeds tend not to follow lines of 

lineage, but instead lines of flight. Nico Wisler, interviewing Taylor for their podcast Queer The 

Table, touches on these queer ecologies, taking a moment to speculate on the possibilities of “queer 

ancestral connection through seed” (Wisler 2019). Their conversation winds through the 

significance of chosen families, the legacies of radical queer farm collectives and their propensity 
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for re-thinking dominant agricultural imaginaries, and the queerness not only of facilitating plant 

reproduction, but also of “carrying history and family history as someone who may or may not 

procreate” (Wisler 2019). Taylor, and many who gravitate toward his seedkeeping operation as 

apprentices and volunteers, may often situate themselves along the intersections of queer and 

farmer, producing Mill Hollow as in many ways a queer growing space, albeit one that doesn’t 

articulate itself as such; not deliberately, but through serendipity, and the informal networks that 

emerge in this particular combination of identity and affinity. Seedkeeping is steeped in histories 

being reified and passed down in linear ways, but also the nonlinear paths of ecological time. When 

queerness encounters that framework, what kinds of nonlinear connection become visible as seeds 

are kept and exchanged through fugitive sorts of collectives and alternative sorts of histories? 

Seed production, in comparison to traditional vegetable production, compels one to re-think 

what is produced, reproduced, and generated season by season. In a sense, the keeping of ancestral 

foods by preserving and reifying specific aesthetic and sensory traits has the effect of holding 

heirloom varieties in place temporally. By diligently excluding any mutations, deviance, and off-

types from the gene pool, one is bounding and defining an heirloom variety as such; a population 

of plants that is not necessarily locked into a specific point in time, but perhaps meant to represent 

a certain historical motif, or embody a historical affect itself (J. A. Jordan 2015). On the flip side, 

seedkeeping, as cultural and political praxis, may provide a way of simultaneously acknowledging 

heirloom varieties as historical actors while recognizing their ecological vibrancy.  

So, when one goes downstairs to the seed room, they may locate those rows and rows of 

mason jars as an archive of stillness and order, the collection of historic seeds in dormancy. 

However, as one broadens their scope they will also recognize the racks of drying herbs in leathery, 

leafy piles, labeled and dated, waiting to be garbled, packaged and sold; trays of wet seed laid out 
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on used paper grocery bags, labeled and dated, waiting to be dried, stored, and sold; blank seed 

packets, mailing envelopes, writing utensils, sheets of labels, mesh screens, old strainers, plastic 

buckets, things placed and replaced, purposed and repurposed as needed and when needed to keep 

the operation running through this collective of farmy folks; a natural archive that is funked up in 

its own queer ways. The seed room is carrying and telling a cacophony of stories simultaneously, 

and if one follows that collective upstairs to the farm, they may re-examine the landscape of 

heterogeneously placed rare plants growing rare fruit as itself an actively historical project with its 

own dynamic sorts of temporalities. 

In this chapter, I investigated the human and more-than-politics behind quotidian, on site 

agricultural selection and decision making for the preservation of historic lines and heirloom 

varieties. Building from literatures in vegetal politics, more-than-human critique, plant breeding, 

and critical takes on biodiversity, I bolstered interviews with key seed folk with my 

autoethnographic work in the day to day practice of growing and keeping seeds. In this 

examination, I brought a focus on the off-typing fruit as a possible site of rupture between the 

activities and expectations of human and nonhuman members of growing spaces. Off-typing is 

one of many ways to think through the more-than-human politics of seed work, yet through this 

chapter I argue that off-type or rogue produce and plants are essential to an investigation of 

agrobiodiversity, mainly through physical characteristics, as it is produced, maintained, and 

preserved over time. Furthermore, I  contend that a more-than-human analysis of these daily 

practices of selecting for and against may allow for a fuller image of the intersections of cultural, 

economic, and ecological politics of seed work, as well as the kinds of collective labor that come 

to constitute the site itself.
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Chapter 4 – Conclusion: The Experiment Station 

 

In an out of the way section between two tree islands of the Eagle Heights Community Gardens in 

Madison, Wisconsin is a delightful mess of a growing space. In February of 2020, I began working 

on a project with two colleagues, Rue Genger, a potato researcher and plant pathologist, and Yusuf 

Bin-Rella, a chef specializing in Afro-culinaria and Black-Indigenous culinary solidarities. I had 

met Rue at a talk I had given with another colleague, Jac Wypler, on queer agroecologies called 

(you guessed it) Radical Radicles, and they reached out wondering if I wanted to put my research 

interests around seedkeeping and Black ecological legacies into practice in Madison. We wrote 

and received a couple of grants in the midst of a pandemic followed closely by an historic spate of 

uprisings, framing the political ecological stakes of what would come to be known as the Trade 

Roots Afro-Culinary Diaspora Gardens project. The 2020 growing season was envisioned as a trial 

run of an ‘experiment station’ of sorts at multiple sites in Madison, Wisconsin, growing out 

heirloom varieties from the Black Diaspora, whether the seeds were brought over to the Americas, 

bred here through the labor of generations of Black farmers, or simply co-opted into Black food 

and seedways. The short-term goal was partnering with local organizations to distribute food to 

low income folks and communities of color. The longer-term goals include keeping and 

distributing the seeds year after year, adapting these mainly warm climate crops to southern 

Wisconsin, and eventually even breeding a landrace okra. 

 Although the human labor was driven with a clear mission in mind, the nonhumans had 

other ideas for our messy, vining, deviant polycultures: a row of potatoes from a previous season 

made themselves known and quickly bushed out next to the collards; we interplanted tomatoes and 

Besobela among the volunteer asparagus and its prolific rhizomes, providing a spatial baseline for 
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the okra, celosia, and amaranth, which we had come to learn was most likely the Indigenous variety 

Hopi Dye; the sunflower that popped up in the middle of the garden egg beds is one of many 

volunteers that we welcomed, as well as the milkweed, purslane, dandelions, and some mysterious 

nightshades; and the Anise Hyssop, Thai Basil, pak choi, eggplant, and field pumpkins were given 

to us by generous humans we couldn’t refuse, mixed in amongst the Florida Broadleaf Mustard, 

Fish peppers, Black Eyed Peas, sorghum, sweet potatoes, benne (sesame), and of course, the Paul 

Robeson tomato19.  

The labor of managing these sites was contemporaneous with the labor of writing this 

thesis, but gardening is a form of writing, and writing also a form of gardening. This project started 

with a peculiar tomato in a peculiar garden site and vined off into a few of the ways in which 

agrobiodiversity conservation takes shape through seed companies, seed collections, and historic 

gardens in the Southern and Mid-Atlantic United States. I began by thinking through the facets of 

agrobiodiversity and the nuances of its major divisions, that of ex situ and in situ, which often work 

in tandem through variety of creative and sometimes fraught encounters. From there, I looked at a 

case study of an in situ conservation project that sought to manifest the cultural memories of a 

Black community in North Carolina through living and lively archival work. I asked not only how 

sites like this came into being, but also what kinds of cultural and ecological work that they do for 

the communities they represent, and what kinds of imaginaries or political mobilizations they then 

open. From this study of cultural-ecological conservation by design, I turned to the more-than-

human politics of two seed companies, Southern Exposure Seed Exchange and Truelove Seeds, 

anchored by an autoethnographic apprenticeship at the latter. Here, I investigated how they were 

mobilizing concepts like agrobiodiversity and cultural memory in tandem in their work, and how 

the human impulses behind the political economies of seed work may work with and against the 
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social lives of seeds. The departures between the two came about through the figures of aberrance, 

off-typing, and inanimacy as they play out upstairs, on the seed farm, and downstairs, in the seed 

room. 

What this project does not address, or fails to address sufficiently, is how these forms of in 

situ conservation play out amongst the larger political economy of seeds. Major plant breeding 

institutions and agricultural corporations haunt this work but are not invoked directly, in favor of 

a closer and more generative examination of the work being done on smaller scales in addition to 

the efficient utilization of a summer of fieldwork. That being said, this project’s focus on the meso-

scale of seed collections and seed companies risks losing sight of the smaller scale of practices of 

conservation in effect that Virginia Nazarea locates in backyard gardens, vacant lots, and marginal 

spaces (Nazarea 2005). There are entire worlds of seed work being undertaken that aren’t 

necessarily legible to a methodological framework focused on explicit seed-based organizations, 

especially that being done by people who have not had access to formal avenues of horticultural 

or agricultural professionalization.  

One of the exciting implications of this project are the biocultural and historical-ecological 

possibilities for a deeper critical engagement with the ten-thousand-year-old technologies of plant 

breeding. As Dawson et al. (2011) notes, farmer participation across decentralized and 

heterogeneous sites and environmental conditions is essential for local and regional environmental 

adaptation efforts for plant varieties, due to their in-depth knowledge of local conditions as well 

as adaptable plant traits within them. This informed part of the vision behind the Trade Roots 

garden project in Madison, predicated on thinking through variety-by-environment interactions, 

also known as genotype by environment interactions, that occur and shift among the patchy 

agroecological landscapes that Maywa Montenegro de Wit visualized (Dawson et al. 2011; 
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Montenegro de Wit 2016). In other words, the ways in which adaptation occurs and ecologies shift 

as humans and plants move from one landscape to another. In fact, Montenegro de Wit calls for 

an agrobiodiversity that is not simply a set of measurable metrics, but something “understood in 

political, agroecological terms: not just as something that ‘exists’ but that is created and sustained; 

and not just as something that is lost (or that persists) globally but as something that is bred, 

experimented with, and used at multiple scales” (Montenegro de Wit 2016, 638).  

This approach to agrobiodiversity not only as something to be studied, but a set of 

decentralized political mobilization across patches and scales has direct implications for 

biocultural adaptation temporally and spatially. Environmental patchiness, precarity, and 

unpredictable shifts are at the forefront of this work, notably through adaptation strategies to 

climate change through regional germplasm exchange and locally adaptable varieties (Veteto and 

Skarbø 2009). Nazarea and Fullilove have also explored geographic environmental shifts through 

the immigration of humans and the seeds they carry with them (Nazarea 2005; Fullilove 2017). 

This simultaneously allows for forward-looking political-ecological projects in the years of 

environmental precarity to come, as well as backward-looking re-examinations of the 

environmental ethics and place-making undertaken by people brought to unfamiliar landscapes 

rendered more and more familiar, season by season; notably through a project like Homowo. In 

the essay Fugitive Seeds on the online environmental journal Edge Effects, I discussed the 

importance of alternative forms of ecological and historical narratives for Black Americans, 

notably through practices of seedkeeping and the growing of ancestral foods. These 

counternarratives and alternative archives are wrapped up in an environmental history that includes 

the soil, the people, and what they grew together. Lauret Savoy works through these “countless 
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landscapes of memory” (Savoy 2015, 112) to reveal co-existing histories that go on to labor in the 

sites that get produced and reproduced, but what of the seeds themselves? 

Chapter 3 wrestled with the complications that seeds bring up to human political, 

ecological, and historical urgencies. These are apparent in Jasarevic’s work on fungal cultures and 

their associated human exchange networks. Jasarevic reads the mushroom through the work of 

Anna Tsing, noting that “they afford a critical insight into associative possibilities and biological 

diversity at the unruly edges and in the seams of what, I think, Tsing here mans by ‘an empire’: 

manifold, historically wielded forms of domestication and discipline of the biological species” 

(Jasarevic 2015, 56). This is reflected in Janisse Ray’s musings on seeds as “everywhere but 

nobody thinks of them”, “small enough to hide in a locket” or “latched between two teeth. They 

are on our forks, between the cracks of sidewalks and cobblestones of streets, under trees, on trees, 

in the produce section of the supermarket. They are in the wind, rolling along the desert, in our 

hair, in the fur of animals, in our dogs’ feet” (Ray 2012, xv). Seeds, in this case, are not only a 

highly exchangeable form of vegetal material life, but also seem to possess their own knack for 

indiscernible and unpredictable actions, their own lively and animate politics. Anna Tsing touches 

on this through the figure of the spore and its “cosmopolitan topology” of errantry and genetic 

playfulness, revealing intrapopulation landscape heterogeneity as a historic force (Tsing 2015).  

How to make sense of the errant and fugitive animacies of otherwise inanimate things? 

Elsa Noterman has done critical work around the EPA’s designation of fugitive dust in 

Philadelphia, JT Roane has foregrounded fugitivity in his examination of Black ecological 

stewardship, and Tiffany Lethabo King has engaged with fungibility as an entry point for fugitive 

escapes and lines of flight for Black laborers on colonized landscapes and the embodied, 

multispecies ecologies with which they were a part (Roane 2019; King 2018; Noterman 2020). A 



98 

 

critical interrogation of the errancy and fugitivity of vegetal life, especially in the context of the 

Southern United States, would shed insights into the ties between many facets of this thesis, from 

historical ecologies, to environmental adaptation, to Black historical place-making, to vegetal 

geographic politics, to the field and lab sciences of participatory plant breeding. It would also 

provide further insight into the politics of the naming and claiming of cultivars and the ways in 

which varieties not only come into being but are historicized into being as consistent and coherent 

across time, through the cultural memory of projects like the Homowo Collection to the 

institutional legitimacy of archives like the USDA Special Collections at the National Agricultural 

Library. This project was a glimpse into the social lives of seeds and the care work of their keepers, 

and its implications spin out across disciplines, geographies, and sites of possibility. 
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Endnotes 

1. It checks: https://goo.gl/maps/ur2Phr2Zm1cug5uH8 

2. Part of this paragraph first appeared in a different version as a public facing essay that I published in Edge 

Effects in February 2020 (Fugitive Seeds) 

3. My main interlocutors at CHP and Acorn, Peggy Cornett and Ira Wallace respectively, have been 

coordinating a Heritage Harvest Festival on Monticello’s grounds for the past 14 years. This is not explored 

in depth in this piece, but it is a notable site of cultural diversity and local community engagement that 

should be taken up further in the future. 

4. Martha Hartley theorizes this as the Moravian Land Stewardship Ethic 

5. Including Southern Exposure 

6. Old Salem here meaning the original town of Salem, not the present-day historic site 

7. It is notable that the Fish Pepper would be the ignite this project, seeing as its prevalent as an archetypical 

story of African-American seed excavations. Truelove Seeds explores this history in their seed description: 

“The white unripe fruit were used to flavor seafood dishes in the Black catering community of Baltimore in 

the late 1800s and early 1900s. The foliage is variegated white and green, as is much of the unripe fruit, 

which is 2-3" long and turns from white with green stripes, to orange with brown stripes, and then bright 

red. The heat is a 3 on a scale from 1-5. Horace Pippin, the now-famed painter, shared this variety (and 

many others) with H. Ralph Weaver in the early 1940s in exchange for bee-sting therapy. Weaver's 

grandson (William Woys Weaver) found the seeds in a baby food jar in his grandmother's deep freezer a 

couple decades later, many years after his grandfather's death, and was able to reintroduce via Seed Savers 

Exchange… The fish pepper has been designated by Slow Food as an outstandingly tasty, culturally 

important, and endangered heirloom from Philadelphia and Baltimore” 

8. Being a Master Gardener myself, the ‘institutional expertise’ part may be up for debate, but the Master 

Gardener certification does formally associate the gardener in question as a volunteer with the county 

extension service. 

9. This is reminiscent of the pamphlet of Truelove Seeds, which also prominently features Black hands 

holding seeds. These are not stock photos and the people in question are duly credited, it is just an 

interesting motif. 

10. Pseudonym 

11. At what point does this take on garden-focused site ontology simply become ecosystem ecology? 

12. In the spirit of transparency, I did step on some recently-transplanted turmeric, accidentally weeded out part 

of a tiger lily bed, and once tried to mistakenly remove the gate off its hinges  

13. The tomato cultivar, not the actual Paul Robeson 

14. The eventual title of this thesis, Keeping Seeds, was my suggestion. It was overruled. 

15. I, on the other hand, encouraged the added diversity provided by the off-typing fruits, waxing poetic about 

the generative moment of mild surprise that comes from the encounter with the weird and unexpected. 

After a brief back and forth, Taylor intervened, reminding us that the seed from that single fruit would only 

be a miniscule percentage of the total seed collected and may not significantly impact subsequent 

generations. I suggested that we include a note in the Syrian Cucumber seed packets about a ‘hidden 

variety’ called Copper Lace, with my picture and contact info if anyone wanted answers as to their weird 

fruit. We did not. 

16. There are many epistemes that fit under ‘human politics’, and outside of Western agricultural practices, this 

issue can look and feel significantly different 

https://goo.gl/maps/ur2Phr2Zm1cug5uH8
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17. This discussion of biopolitics and seeds merits a deep dive into the forms of human and nonhuman 

population control, underlying the actions and policies of industrial scale agriculture, gene patenting, 

genetic modification, and so on carried out by major agricultural corporations and supported through 

lobbying and political will. The patenting and coercive sale of seedless hybrid crops, for one, is a 

frighteningly urgent biopolitical, and frankly necropolitical, discussion that is currently out of the scope of 

what this piece can address. 

18. There is a small point of irony here in that at Mill Hollow the removal of rogues, weeds, and off-types is 

not as immediately violent as this may imply. Working through low-till practices, Truelove prioritizes the 

long-term health and structural integrity of the soil, so rogues and weeds are not ungrounded, but cut at the 

soil level to prevent the physical disturbance of subterranean ecologies. For many plants this still spells 

death, but for rhizomatous ones like many grasses, the most essential biomass is underground, and the plant 

gets right back to work if the roots are intact. Weeding, in this sense, is more like pruning, a continuous 

lively process rather than a deathly one. 

19. A version of this passage was previously published in the July/August 2020 issue of the Organic 

Broadcaster, a periodical of the Midwest Organic & Sustainable Education Service
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