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Section 1: Summary
Cultivating Community Care, Resilience, and Power Through Seed Keeping
“The seeds are saving us” - Vivien Sansour, Palestine Heirloom Seed Library

This year of participating in the Pat Cooke Fellowship has deepened my relationships with seeds and
other farmers and teachers in ways that will keep rippling through my work for the rest of my life. I set
out to examine how seed keeping, the ancient art and practice of saving seeds from this year’s crop for
years to come, can be a key component of climate resilience in farming… and I learned a great deal
about that, but what I really learned is that seed keeping can be a pathway to liberation.

Through this fellowship I was able to take two trips to visit and volunteer at Truelove Seeds, a small
seed company outside of Philadelphia that grows and sells culturally important seeds grown by farmers
who steward their ancestral seeds. I was also able to travel to the Growing School Gardens Summit in
San Diego to share my learning in a 4-hour workshop entitled “Seed Keeping + School Gardens.”

In July 2023, I spent 10 days in Philadelphia, and was able to work alongside the Truelove Seeds staff at
both parts of their operation, the farm and the seed office. I’ve been farming for over a decade but had
never seen a farm like theirs: a seed farm focuses on bringing plants through the entirety of their life
cycles, so there is very little that is available to eat, since most plants are not easily edible to people
when they are making seeds. The labor was very similar to the farming labor I’m familiar with -- weeding,
trellising, etc. -- but the harvest is not of ripe food, but of ripe seeds. In mid-July, most of the plants are
too young to be producing mature seeds, but I was able to participate in harvesting a range of seeds
including radish, mustard (which had been growing since the previous year!), tomato, pepper, teff, and
bitter melon seeds. I practiced wet and dry methods for cleaning seeds, cleaned seeds with custom-built
machines, and learned about how they dry seeds in the basement on the farm. I also spent a day
volunteering in their seed office, learning about how they store and organize seeds and how they fill
seed packets and orders.

I returned to the Truelove Farm for a day in November 2023 and was able to participate in a huge
amount of seed cleaning and processing, since November is the very end of the seed growing season
and there’s lots of processing to do. It was one of the most enjoyable work days of my life. I was
astonished by how quickly I connected with the staff at Truelove over the summer, and it was so special
to go back to see them again and also see the plants I had gotten to know in their adolescence at the
end of their lives. While we sandwiched sunflower seed heads between tarps to whack with boards and
danced on top of piles of beans, we caught up about so much, laughing and problem-solving while we
worked. The staff at Truelove were so caring towards me, much in the same way that they care so
deeply for the plants they steward, providing me with rides, lodging, and sharing food and stories.

Even though we weren’t necessarily talking about climate change while we were working, we were doing
climate resilience work. Taking care of each other in radical ways and caring for the seeds and the land
is climate resilience. The seeds bring us together and teach us how to slow down, notice, wait,
understand that everything ripens at different paces. Then, the seeds teach us how there comes a
crucial moment when we need to take action. Seed keeping is part of how our ancestors survived
apocalypse. It’s part of how we can channel their wisdom and the wisdom of the seeds themselves to
survive together and care for each other amidst ongoing and impending catastrophes.

I sought to bring these learnings to the forefront of the course I co-taught at the Growing School
Gardens Summit in March 2024. Since we were in a conference room at a hotel, not outside or on a
farm, it felt doubly important for our work to be hands-on, practical, and community-oriented. We got to
know each other and our stories through cleaning seeds together and talking about how we work with
seeds with our young people. We centered the work of Vivien Sansour, a Palestinian seed keeper who
started the Palestine Heirloom Seed Library. In March of 2023, I had the opportunity to attend one of her
talks, and she taught us about the drought resistance of Palestinian seeds and the resilience and
resistance of Palestinian farmers, including an incredible story of a 6-year search to find and cultivate
seeds of the Jadu’I watermelon. A year later, in our short course, we listened to her story and talked
about seeds as our partners and teachers in liberation.



Section 2: Questions

1. How have your knowledge, skills, and capabilities grown? 
I’ve gained immense technical knowledge related to growing a wide range of seed
species, from crop and farm planning through cultivating plants for seeds all the way to
the harvest, cleaning, storage, and distribution of seeds. I have been especially excited to
learn about how seed cleaning can happen on so many scales and through so many
modalities; it can be a tricky, delicate, fine-motor-skill process of sorting fine particles with
breath and the wind, but it can also be a huge, full-body act of whacking and dancing and
stomping to free big seeds from their tough plant casings. I’ve also come to understand,
in a personal way, the healing and relational aspects of seed keeping work.

2. As a result, in what ways will your instructional (or other) practice change?
In my garden and classroom teaching, I’m prioritizing and making space for young
people to foster ongoing relationships with plants and seeds that matter to them.
This is something that we’ve done for a few years now in our gardens, but it has felt
deeper and more special to me this year. My 5th graders connected with annual
plants in the fall, choosing one to form a deeper bond with throughout the year, and
have just been cleaning and planting their flower seeds in the past few weeks. In
our garden plan for the upcoming year, we are thinking more explicitly about seed
keeping than we have in years past, and involving young people in that process.
For instance, we will be adding an annual flower patch at the back of the property
for the explicit purpose of seed keeping, since we’ve realized that our community
loves to harvest the flowers from the front garden at the school and it’s becoming
harder and harder to let the flowers fade and seeds emerge. We are also thinking
about how to grow a greater volume of beans in our garden this year, dreaming
about dancing on their pods in the fall and then making a big feast.

3. What is the greatest personal accomplishment of your fellowship? 
Relationships and friendships with other growers, teachers, and plants have been
the most exciting outcome of this fellowship. It feels really special to know and be in
touch with folks at Truelove on an ongoing basis and it felt so important to share our
knowledge at the conference last week and form new connections with garden
educators from across the country.

4. How will your experience positively impact student learning in new ways? 
I anticipate that our garden will continue to prioritize and cultivate deep
relationships between young people and plants, which will lead to new learnings
and new journeys each growing season. Additionally, our connection with Truelove
Seeds has grown beyond just me volunteering there -- last year, we grew a special
seed from our community for their seed catalog, and students led the project from
its inception. A graduate of one of the first classes at Epiphany, Mr. Wilson,
returned to teach at the school and became a dean… and introduced us to his
mom, Mrs. Wilson, who brought a rare variety of hot pepper with her when she
moved to Boston from Vietnam. The Wilson family was delighted to share their
seeds and story with our students and so excited to have us grow it to share more
broadly through the Truelove catalog. Students will keep learning about this
community seed, building a relationship with the pepper plant, and participating in
keeping its seeds for years to come. Hopefully we will identify other important
community seeds that we will also be able to grow for the catalog in years to
come, including one that connects me to my ancestors.



5. What are your plans to work collaboratively with colleagues? 
We’re honing our existing collaborative garden lessons with teachers across
grades and subjects, making sure that seed keeping and seed stories are part of
every student’s regular curriculum throughout the year. We are also inviting all
teachers at our school to participate in choosing crops for the season to come…
and when they get back to campus in the fall, we will be inviting them to come
harvest the seeds of those crops and begin the cycle again.

6. Are there issues or challenges in your school, community or the world that you feel better prepared
to address with your students? 

Seed keeping and growing in relationship with a wide range of ancestral plants that connect
to our community prepares us to respond to injustice and take meaningful action towards
collective liberation in many ways with our students. When we face the most distressing
horrors of the past and present, including slavery and genocide, we are able to learn about
how people resist oppression through keeping their ancestral seeds alive, and then we can
grow the descendants of those seeds in our garden and enjoy the gifts of their resilience. As
we deal with the present-day effects of climate change in our garden, we see how the
biodiversity of our garden makes us resilient -- while some crops don’t survive the heat or
the drought or the flood, others thrive, and our wide range of plants means that we have
something to harvest and share. Seed keeping is an inherently hopeful action: by saving
seeds, we believe that we will be able to plant them again next year.

7. How would you describe to a friend the most fundamental ways in which your fellowship has
changed your personal and/or professional perspective?

I feel a deep, full-body-and-mind understanding of how seed keeping work is
relationship work and generational work. In new ways, I’m able to see and feel the ways
that seed keeping is participating in the cycle of birth, death, and rebirth, of knowing a
plant from seed to sprout to fullness to death and seed again… again and again. I feel
in tune with rhythms of seasons, weather, and plant needs that gets me out of my
human-centered mind and reminds me that I, too, am part of these cycles. This helps
me learn how to grieve and how to start over, again and again.



Section 3: Photos

1. Seed Keeping in Epiphany School Garden
➢ Focus on photos of seed keeping work at Epiphany garden throughout the year and the

Wilson pepper seed keeping project

2. Seed Keeping + School Gardens Presentation (from Growing School Gardens Summit short
course presentation)
➢ Includes photos from visit to Truelove and learnings from experience there

3. Google photo folder of selected images from the above presentations and others from the
fellowship experience

https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/17ExOsNUFUwpa9ageid56Ov6E91ce3ZuYEWP1V-rzOlQ/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1dwMeMUNfYSvVvG2JzeI5l7YTsA28ahvQrs6x-PO9oJ4/edit?usp=sharing
https://photos.app.goo.gl/U8cwt96LMGHq6y8Q8

