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Seeds – Some Reflections 

By Carol Conway
One of my retirement goals was to establish a vegetable garden. My parents and grandparents in England had been assiduous gardeners by necessity and each kept an allotment as well to keep their families in fresh produce for much of the year. Collecting one’s own seed for sewing the following year was just what everyone did. In winter our shed was full of trays of seed potatoes and onion sets for the following spring planting. Bundles of herbs hung up side down with seed heads in paper bags to catch the falling seeds. With our apple supply in there too it was an aromatic start to the day as I got my bike out to head off for school. 

I was reminded of all this and the even bigger picture of the story of seed dispersal on a trip to the United States last year. We crossed the Oregon Trail numerous times. It was part of a network of Indian footpaths and animal trails across the West before it was a wagon road. Between 1840 and 1869, 500,000 pioneers travelled the 2000km route west from Kansas City to Utah, Portland or California, taking their prized seeds with them. One of our stops was at Fort Laramie in Wyoming. The National Parks Service operate it now as a museum and volunteers have established a very healthy garden there, using heirloom seeds and plant stock, to reflect the self sufficiency of those early pioneers. 
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An article in the September 2013 American Airlines magazine caught my interest. It tells the story of how the Seed Savers Exchange Heritage Farm in Iowa was set up in 1975. Its purpose is ‘to conserve and promote America’s culturally diverse but endangered garden and food-crop heritage for future generations by collecting, growing and sharing heirloom seeds and plants.’ Heirlooms are generally those varieties that were grown pre 1950 and are “open-pollinated”, meaning that a variety is pollinated only by its own pollen variety and by natural means (wind and insects) with resulting plants that look like the parent.

So where did the seeds come from in the first place? Almost a hundred years ago, Phoebe Vinson of Waverly, Nebraska received a handful of lima beans from her mother as a wedding gift. In 1987, Phoebe sent seeds of the same variety to Seed Savers with the following note: ”I am sending some of the brown lima beans that are descended from some my mother used to raise…As my family don’t raise them now I hate to see them lapse away. My mother came from a German family mixed with French family. I do not know if the beans came from there. But mama was careful to raise some.” ‘Phoebe Vinson Heirloom’ lima beans are just one of about 26,000 varieties of plants kept on the property. 

Emigrants to Australia and New Zealand carried seeds to get their gardens going in their new countries too. In ‘The Little Veggie Patch’, Fabian Capomolla describes his grandparents’ journey to Australia. “My mother was barely 11 years old but she remembers trying to force a favourite toy into the heart of the suitcase but the safest and most valuable spot was already occupied…Inside a jar, inside a jar, inside a jar lay Nonno’s finest tomato seeds.”  

Greater awareness of the vulnerability of our worldwide seed stock has led to the development of many storage facilities. The Seed Savers collection is backed up at the Svalbard Global Seed Vault on the Norwegian island of Spitzbergen. WFGC has an excursion planned for May 9th to the Australian Plant Bank.

My veggie garden here in Leura began with seeds from our local nurseries.  Webers Nursery at Mount Boyce keeps heirloom variety seeds but only has about two orders a year so stock supply varies. Last April, following the article on broad beans in our newsletter, I got a packet of Aqua Dulce broad bean seeds from Webers, the variety dating back to 1844.  They are non-hybrid and non-GM. The suppliers are ‘The Lost Seed”. I planted the seeds straight into the ground and they did well. When I cut the tops off after cropping, they shot again and I got another cooking from them.

I have started to keep my own seeds now and learning what works as I go. My storage method is very simple. It consists of putting dry seeds into a brown paper bag, labeling date of collection and seed type and storing in a cardboard box in a cupboard in my laundry. 
Coriander and parsley have grown very successfully. I leave a couple of plants to go to seed for the next crop and get a really good result with germination. I also use my own coriander seeds in cooking too.

Seeds are the most amazing things. If you are a life long gardener you will know all this but if you are new to it like me I encourage you to save seeds or purchase the heirloom varieties. There is more information available in the books mentioned below and online to get you started collecting and planting your own seeds. Of course there is no need to restrict oneself to only growing vegetable seeds. Whatever you choose, you will have a wonderful garden for minimal cost and it will give you a great deal of pleasure as well as a sense of achievement.
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