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SEED MATTER 
[2010-2013]

Introduction

The Seed Matter project began in 2010 and exists as a 
series of research-based exhibitions that include: ‘Other 
Stories’ at The Butler Gallery, Kilkenny, (2011); ‘Living 
Fields’ at the Leitrim Sculpture Centre, (2012), and ‘Seed 
Matter’ at The Limerick City Gallery of Art (2013), where 
this pamphlet was launched. I have utilized the ‘historical 
pamphlet’ as the basis for the design and content of this 
work because of its association with ‘rogue literature’ 
that created an alternative space for public debate. Such 
a space, Bruno Latour has variously described as ‘voices 
of the collective’ or the ‘alting’ of universal citizens. This 
temporary space and/or event can potentially host ‘matters 
of concern’ which Latour discusses in his article titled ‘From 
Realpolitik to Dingpolitik’ [Bruno Latour & Peter Weibel 
‘Things Public Atmospheres of Democracy’, 2004]. In taking 
up Latours’ ideas, I am interested in how artists can develop 
work in a collaborative context, transcending notions of 
representation for the production of a series of possible 
events or gatherings in various forms such as this pamphlet 
and exhibition. Within the work the notion of ‘connection’ 
is very much tied into the process of ‘making’ whereby 
the artist is not just connecting things (materials, ideas 
or both) as an individual but making things as a collective 
practice. The ‘thing’ implies not just the materiality of a 
site or its ‘thingness’ but also relates to a gathering process 
whereby, people can meet, talk, make and share. In using 
the event as a connective process, the pamphlet and 
exhibition work together in assembling a wide range of 
responses from people concerned with current debates on 
food sovereignty, seed culture, land use and community 
gardening. The following is a record of these exchanges in 
an attempt to connect common ‘matters of concern’ across 
diverse experiences of bio-culture. 

Christine Mackey, 2013
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Roland von Bothmer

In 2010, I visted the Svaldbard Global Seed Vault - 

located 78 degrees North on the Norwegian island 

of Spitsbergen near the town of Longyearbyen 

in the remote Artic Svaldbard archipelago. The 

Svaldbard Global Seed Vault was started by Cary 

Fowler in conjunction with the Consultative Group 

on International Agricultural Research (CGIAR). The 

facility preserves a wide variety of plant seeds in an 

underground cavern, which are duplicate samples, or 

spare copies, of seeds held in gene banks worldwide. 

I secured visiting rights through Professor Roland 

von Bothmer who works as public relations officer 

for NordGen. Roland oversees the management of 

international visits to the Seed Vault. 

6/7





CM How does a country develop a seed collection? 

RVB The history of a seed bank is essential the history of a country. 
What I mean by that is a country’s collection evolves quite 
differently and this may have happened because of individual 
researchers or farmers, seed companies and plant breeders 
including university departments who are all engaged with 
biological material. Material is extracted from various sources and 
in the beginning there were a lot of collecting missions established 
through out the world. For example, the oldest seed bank in the 
world is in Russia, set up by Nikolai Vavilov - one of the most 
important scientific key figures in terms of agriculture. 

CM When were they set up? 

RVB It depends on the country. Each country has its own specific 
historical lineage of when and how seed banks were established 
and how raw material was collected through various research 
programmes. There are still ongoing collecting missions and I think 
that is very important to maintain. 

CM Where or from whom are seeds collected? 

RVB Anywhere, for example there is a lot of valuable material 
coming out of seed companies. It has being going on for at least 
150 years. They work in terms of making new gene combinations, 
developing new varieties of plants and resistance seeds, you name 
it - the seed companies are doing fantastic work over the years. 

CM How do you manage to conserve plants that do not produce 
seed? 

RVB For those plants, you need to keep them alive. You have 
all sorts of fruits and berries, root crops and others that do not 
produce seeds that need to be cared for and maintained. 

8/9



CM Is the role of  the seed vault to collect diverse material world-

wide?

RVB Biodiversity is an important aspect of  the gene-bank and it is not 

just about the preservation of  material but also the utilization of  this 

material by the global community. The vault is not just a space for the 

conservation of  seeds. It’s aim is the preservation of  live material so 

that the more you know about the material, the more you can utilize 

the material. New knowledge is generated and developed for future 

use. We regard the material as an active collection. 

CM I was struck by the range of  international visitors visiting 

the vault and wondered afterwards if  the seed vault engages with 

politicians and in particular policy makers in relation to the cultural 

value of  living material? 

RVB This is a really important aspect of  my work for the seed bank 

and it is the mission of  the Global Crop Diversity Trust to tell the 

whole story about seeds and their value to society as a whole. The 

vault as a physical entity is ‘of  course’ of  interest to people. There is 

no doubt - it was a huge engineering project to undertake in Svalbard 

which attracts many people to visit the site. However, this is not just 

a stamp collection - it is a living collection utilized by the scientific 

community, including breeders and seed companies. Therefore, it is 

important that there is no contradiction between conservation and 

preservation. Policy makers need to be knowledgeable and informed 

because they are the ones who ultimately change policy and guide the 

politician. 

CM Are we at a pivotal change in terms of  food production and 

agricultural practices? 

RVB For sure, we must go in another direction and work harder 

for sustainability. If  the population keeps increasing we need new 

methods of  farming and this has to include large scale industrial 

farmers. 



This does not mean that the small farmer has no role to play, they 
are equally important, its just we cannot depend on them to meet 
the challenge of feeding the world – we need both. 

CM Is it about long-term sustainable practices regardless of what 
the specialization is that should be the goal?

RVB Yes and what I do not understand about politicians is why 
they cannot come up with a real mission for world politics. What 
we need is a real visionary willing to take risks, acknowledge the 
problems and do something about it.

CM An obvious concern is that multi-nationals have taken over the 
business of agricultural practice?

RVB I don’t agree, multi-nationals play a role. They are involved 
with both industrial countries and developing countries.

CM Is there a difference between a political and eco-system and if 
so how can we reconcile and bring these systems together to work 
more efficiently?

RVB There is an awareness of ecology and yes it has been 
integrated into the political system. But it is difficult to handle 
because in some ways, it is an abstract concept.

CM Sustainability is a difficult and somewhat over-used concept to 
grasp - what do you mean by it? 

RVB This is a system that does not erode its natural resources but it 
is so complicated not to do but we can achieve it long term -  if we 
integrate and use a variety of methods from the small-scale farmer 
right up to industrial farming practices, including technology and 
GMO. Lets be clear - GMO is not solving problems no way but it 
is one technology of many others ‘if used with caution’ should be 
operational. 
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CM You mentioned in previous conversations about plants having a 
soul - could you elaborate on this idea?

RvB I think plants have a soul ‘man of course’ can certainly not 
understand it. We are all part of the one biological system and the 
plants, although constructed if I may say so, evolve quite different 
from other biological systems and basically I think that is why we 
have difficulty understanding what is going on in the plants. 

CM Is a question then on how we define a living system?

RvB Now we are talking like we are God! We are in a situation now 
where we cannot simply understand what is going on in the planet. 
We are really at the early stages of research, therefore how can we 
possibly understand everything that is going on in the world. I am 
not saying it is impossible.

CM Can you assign equal rights to animals and plants?

RvB It depends on how you can communicate with them. With 
animal’s you can communicate with them on various levels 
through touch for example and there reaction is immediate - but 
with plants, you do not know how they communicate or what 
constitutes there physical reactions externally?

CM Do you think organic farming is a capitalist invention?

RvB There are different groups in different countries coming up 
with different concepts - you do it this or that way. For me, what 
is imperative is that you get the whole agricultural community 
working towards the same model of practice - sustainability and 
not categorizing something organic for example. We are 6 billion 
people today and 9 million projected for the year 2050, we have 
to increase food production by 75%. The problem facing the 
agricultural business is - how do we do it?
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The Seed Ambassadors Project

The Seed Ambassadors are Sarah Kleeger and 

Andrew Still, ‘devoted seed labourers’ who 

have travelled Europe and further afield visiting 

and making contact with a range of community 

based farming and seed saving organizations. 

In 2011, I made contact with them to ask about 

their journey to the Vavilov Institute (VIR), 

located in St. Petersburg, Russia. VIR operates 

12 research stations around Russia, hosting one 

of the largest gene banks in the world and is 

widely known as the ‘Centre of Plant Genetic 

Resources’. The following images and text 

‘furnished by’ Sarah and Andrew documents 

their visit and the people they encountered. .
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photo credit: Sarah Kleegar & Andrew Still, 
‘Vavilov Institute’ with Sergy Alexanian [above] 
‘political prisoner Nickolas Vavilov’, [right] ‘Pea 
curator Vavilov Institute’ [left].

Nickolai I. Vavilov [1887-1943] was a 
prominent Russian and Soviet botanist 
and geneticist best known for having 
identified the ‘centres of origin’ of 
cultivated plants. This is the idea that; 
“agriculture developed independently 
in different parts of the world, and that 
these agricultural civilizations could evolve 
only under conditions of considerable 
isolation from the rest of the world. 
Vavilov demonstrated that in each of the 
centres of origin, an agricultural



civilization developed on the basis of the 
plants native to the given area only, that 
is, they developed there independently 
and were not adopted from any other 
centre. This theory was discovered “at the 
tip of a pen” that is, purely theoretically. 
As a logical consequence, the scientist 
decided to send out expeditions to 
these centres in order to collect a large 
number of species and strains from them 
for replenishing his collection and to 
be able to prove his basic hypothesis. 
For this purpose he himself visited five 
continents.” [from the 1997 English 
edition of Five Continents, Vavilov’s 
journals of expeditions he made between 
1916 and 1940]. Vavilov organized and 
participated in significant home and 
international scientific meetings and 
congresses on botany, genetics and plant 
breeding, agricultural economy, and the 
history of science. Vavilov, the symbol 
of glory of the national science, is at the 
same time the symbol of its tragedy. As 
early as in the beginning of the 1930s his 
scientific programs were being deprived 
of governmental support. In the stifling 
atmosphere of a totalitarian state, the 
institute headed by Vavilov turned into a 
resistance point to the pseudo-scientific 
concepts of Trofim D.Lysenco. As a result 
of this controversy, Vavilov was arrested 
in August 1940, and his closest associates 
were also sacked and imprisoned. He 
died of starvation in the Saratov prison 
on the 26 January 1943, buried in a 
common prison grave. Nevertheless, his 
followers have preserved the memory 
of Vavilov. During that tragic period they 
kept on gathering Vavilov’s manuscripts, 
documents and pictures. Since mid-50s, 
after the official rehabilitation of Vavilov, 
hundreds of books and articles devoted 
to his life and scientific accomplishments 
have been published. 

credit source: http://vir.nw.ru/history/vavilov.htm 

& http://seedambassadors.org. 
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photo credit: Sarah Kleegar & Andrew Still 
‘Vavilov Institute’ with Sergy Alexanian [above] Andrew Still, [below] standing outside the Vavilov 
Institute’, Russia.



In February 2012, I visited Madeline Mckeever 

on her farm in West Cork which she runs with 

her partner Mike Sweeney BROWN ENVELOPE 

SEEDS. This unique institution of combined 

farming practices with an emphasis on growing 

vegetables and herbs premised on the seasonal 

activity of harvesting, collecting and saving 

seeds - locally. Unlike mass-produced seed pro-

ducers, these seeds are germinated and tested 

on-site, certified organic and open-pollinated. 

Most open-pollinated seeds are grown under 

natural conditions resulting in plants that are 

varied and adaptable to climatic and soil condi-

tions. The following text is a condensed extract 

from our conversation.   

Madeline McKeever
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CM How did you get involved with seed saving, and why did you 
start saving seeds - what were the motivations behind these 
practices for you?

MM It was a number of coincidences in a way. I went to America 
in the 1980’s in the last recession – like most of the people of my 
age working as an apprentice for an organic farm in Maine. I met 
people who worked in Johnnies Seed Company; a relatively small 
seed company. I was taken on a tour of the seed company where 
they were harvesting seeds and I was blown away by their work. 
Having come from Ireland of the 1980’s ‘where a courgette was 
fairly exotic’ to see the huge amount of diversity of crops that they 
were growing there especially all of the things that we didn’t know 
about – winter squash, peppers, cucumbers etc. A salad in Ireland 
back then was a hardboiled egg, a lettuce, and a tomato, and 
maybe a tin of Russian salad which was very exotic then. There was 
such a massive diversity of vegetables that people were growing 
in there gardens and then to see the seed company, where they 
were also growing crops like quinone and amaranth and it kind of 
stayed with me. Although we came back to Ireland, where we were 
milking cows and being fairly ordinary farmers. However, it seemed 
like no matter what you did on the farm here you could not make 
money. You could make a little bit of money out of a few chickens 
or a few pigs but it really was not very economical, so you ended 
up in cattle and even that wasn’t making much money. When I was 
on farm assistance, I got a chance to do a computer course on FAS 
while selling some vegetables on the country market. But generat-
ing a viable ‘family’ income became harder and harder as time 
went by.

CM So you had always been involved in farming and growing 
vegetables for yourselves as well as a business?

MM Yes, I have always grown vegetables since I was 10 in fact on 
the family farm. 

CM Were you saving seeds at that stage?
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MM No.

CM Was there anybody in Ireland?

MM Before the seed-savers in Clare, I don’t know. I suppose there 
were some old fellas doing it. Thereis a guy in his 90’s who lives 
near here and he comes down to our open day and to some events 
that we hold throughout the year on our farm he has always saved 
his own peas, turnip seeds and things like that. So there are old 
guys who never stop doing it, although sadly many of them are 
dying out. 

CM Why were people saving seeds?

MM People did it because it was economical to save seeds. It 
would have been quite a big expense on a small farm to buy in 
seeds.

CM I grew up in a farming community and it never clicked with me 
where the seeds came from or even the idea of saving seeds back 
then.

MM Seed packets! 

CM When did you officially begin the Seed Catalogue for Brown 
Envelope Seeds?

MM The first catalogue was produced by me in 2004 and contained 
25 varieties. Since then, the number of varieties produced by 
Brown Envelope Seeds and the volume of seed has increased every 
year. 

CM Is it a one-women system or is there other people involved? 

MM Mike Sweeney became part of the business in 2008. The seeds 
that we save on the farm are certified organic by the Organic Trust 
Ltd. www.brownenvelopeseeds.com



Kerr Pink is a member of ‘Food for Thought’, a de-

velopmental and educational group who organizes 

events that are primarily about highlighting different 

issues around the topic of food sovereignty and land 

use. ‘Food for Thought’ is informed by the concept 

of ‘Food Sovereigntu’ introduced by ‘Via Campseina’. 

This international movement defends small-scale 

sustainable agriculture as a way to promote social 

justice and dignity. It strongly opposes corporate 

driven agriculture and transnational companies that 

are destroying people and nature. In September of 

this year [2012], the Irish government sanctioned the 

agricultural development body ‘Teagasc’ to plant GM 

potato plants in Oak Park, Co. Carlow, amidst con-

cerns that it would damage our national economy by 

destroying Ireland’s status as a GMO-free crop zone. 

Kerr Pink has been actively writing poems in opposi-

tion to this and other issues related above. 

Kerr Pink
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GM SPUD i do not love you
i am so not in love with you 

gm spud, 
you break my heart 

you rancerous tumescent tuber, 
you might make some-one’s tummy sick 

but not mine, 
oh i grind my teeth 

when i think of you, 
but i certainly will not 

be biting into your ‘engineered flesh’, 
or salting your chips in the chipper 

plain spuds in their jackets 
with butter melting about them 

or plain spuds roasted with rosemary and olive oil, 
but you’, you’re no plain spud, 

you’ve got your DNA cells all muddled up 
Genetically Murky, i’d call you 

i can’t trust you, 
for i don’t know who you are? 

Still, 
though i can’t say you are upper class either 

i shall just have to not associate with you 
‘you are not invited to dinner 
‘you can leave your jacket on 
and i won’t be taking you out 

- of the ground 
except to kill you. 

GM SPUD i do not love you
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Betty Geelan

Maureen Harrison is an avid gardener in the County 

of Sligo with her husband Chris and son Joseph. In 

the past, Maureen had received ‘heritage’ seeds 

from Betty Geelan and knew I would be interested 

in hearing Betty’s story about her seed saving activi-

ties. Maureen was aware that I was trying to record 

stories from people who saved their own seeds. The 

following letter from Betty describes her seed-saving 

work as passed down to her by her father and contin-

ued in the same vein by herself. 





Seeds and Circuits of Capital: Model 1

SEED
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FARMER

= exchange relations

= production relations

production process production process 
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means of production means of production 
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means of production means of production 

investable funds investable funds 
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SEED

investable funds 

means of production 

commodities 

production process 

commodities 

investable funds 

labour power 

[GRAIN]

[SEED]

commodities 

means of production 

labour power 

investable 
funds 

production 
process 

Traditionally, the seed was the beginning and end of crop production 
for the farmer - now in commodity form it has been taken control by 
capitalist agriculture, however, the main obstacle seed companies 
face is a biological fact - seed reproduces manyfold; how to control 
this - GMO (patent crops) and the development of terminator seeds 
(sterile). Source: Re-drawn from Kloppenburg, (2004).

process process 

labour power labour power 

funds funds 

commodities commodities 

means of production means of production 

commodities commodities 

labour power labour power 

[Defined not as a thing, but a set of social relations that, in their 
totality must be continually reproduced if capital is to survive 
and grow in a particular sector]



Sanaa Abdul Wahab Al Sheick
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Since 2011, I have been in contact with Mrs. Sanaa 

Abdul Wahab Al Sheick who works as a plant biologist 

at the PGR Unit, Iraqi Seed Bank, in the Baghdad 

suburb of Abu Bhriab [now globally associated 

for its prison]. I had heard rumours of a precious 

collection of more tham 1000 rare seed varieties - 

from ancient wheat’s to chickpeas and lentils stored 

in cardboard boxes, buried underground, with some 

moved to Syria during the war. William Erskine of 

the International Centre for Agricultural Research 

[ICARDA] illustrates the value of the Iraqi seed 

collections as “the genetic time capsule containing 

Iraq’s agricultural heritage.” In 2002, the Food and 

Agricultural Organization [FAO] reported that 97% of 

Iraqi farmers were still using seeds saved from their 

own stock or brought from local markets.



Following the Iran-Iraq war, two Gulf wars and the 

brutal UN sanctions, including the legacy of Paul 

Bremers 100 Orders and Order 81, the diversity 

of Iraq’s agricultural heritage are increasingly at 

risk. Denis Halliday stated that the attacks on Iraq’s 

sovereignty and ability to feed themselves “should 

constitute a war crime”. Clare O’ Grady Walsh 

writes in her publication Seeds of Hope in a World 

of Security [2012 AFRI]: “conflicts inevitably bring 

about the exile of scientists, the dispacement of 

skilled farmers and the pollution of their lands”.

The following imaes and text are credited to Sanaa 

communicated to me via email. This ‘seed archive’ is 

a testament to her fearless capacity to collect, save 

and care for Iraq’s ancient seed culture [and future 

thereof even during times of conflict and war.
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17 November 2012 08:42
“I am at plant genetic resources Iraqi gene bank since 1988 at the 
time I were young. I worked at program breeding for wheat, with 
some materials from U.S.A was crossed with old wheat from Iraq 
(300 line). Iraqi Dr. had stolen this material.... I did so hard at Iraqi 
gene bank but previous regime not interested for this job.... IPA 
worked all activity of agriculture due to blockade or siege of Iraq 
after (1991 - 2003), IPA had power from high government the 
policy of Iraq that time with socialism and support the farmers and 
seeds also the state board for seed testing and certification and 
seeds company (al-nahreen company). 
1. Iraqi gene abank was did in dark, at that time I am alone...
2. Iraqi gene bank all these period was did for conservation and 
regeneration, documentation, utilization activities. I have many 
documents till now, wild Triticum, Wild Hordeum Medicinal plants, 
Wild Forge vegetable, spices...
3. The seeds were lost some of materials, which were from USA, 
ICARDA, and vegetable seeds...
4. I had duplicate samples, before the war I made the hole in 
the office garden and had been put the accessions in it, but also 
transfer the other to my house...
5. I had been collected what was lost. I were Regenerated at field 
(place Abu-ghraib field) God help me and American Army al-
lowed me passed, when I want they was very good with me...
6. The Iraqi farmers facing the war with warning unlike, not love 
USA 
7. Very difficult reached my office, no car, I was walking on foot.
8. Job not difficult so, but need support and Iraqi people Iraqi 
Dr. Don’t know what meaning plant genetic resources for food 
consumption food security, Iraq origin for wild wheat and others.
9. Hopeful for the future with, FAO or with trust diversity (office Dr. 
Luigi) to come to work in Iraq these people have huge conscience.
10. I make many trips to collect that what is important, I inform Dr. 
Luigi and Dr. Ahmad everything and sent photos for my trips.
11. I am miserable woman because I loved my job and do without 
corruption in clear line.
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Kate Corder

Kate Corder is an artist currently studying for a 

practice based PhD in Art at the University of Reading. 

Her practice investigates allotments, plant and land 

cultivation in art. Allotment Plot is the title of an 

on-going blog that documents the development of 

two contrasting allotments: Allotment Plot at MERL 

situated in the garden of the Museum of English 

Rural Life, [University of Reading] and Allotment 

Plot 326 at Bulmershe Allotments, [Reading Borough 

Council]. The Allotment Plot focuses on the central 

narrative of a three-year study that follows the labour 

of gardening as done by the virtual character Ella 

Montt, who also interacts with ghost characters of 

significance. The Plot constructs a time-lapse visual 

archive that becomes part of allotment history, and 

a record of seeds planted and vegetables harvested. 

The narrative is mindful that vegetable production is 

affected by the elements of climate (change) and so 

the Plot becomes an eco-critical observation of life. 

  

www.katecorder.net/blog/posts

www.cultivationfield.org

36/37



MERL Allotment and Plot 326 
At the Allotment Plot on 27th August 2010, after a few days of 
consistent rain, Ella Montt observed that the Climbing Beans had 
not yet taken full advantage of the horizontal bamboo canes that 
were erected on a previous visit. The Beans continued to reach for 
the sky in the style of a Jack and [...] 

Plot 326 
Plot 326 tenancy started on 24th August 2010. The key to the plot 
arrived in the mail on 27th August and the first visit to the new Plot 
took place on the 28th August, subsequent visits to the Plot have 
taken place since then and will continue on a regular basis. The 
whole Allotment site [...] 

Battle of the Rhizome at 326 (Part 1) 
On the 13th of October at Allotment Plot 326 Battle of the Rhizome 
(Part 1) was concluded (temporarily) by earth being repositioned, 
two rows of Spinach Giant Winter seed and 500g of Onion Sets 
Swift being planted to over winter. The Battle of the Rhizome will 
be on going for an unidentified period of time, [...] 

Potato Field 
A potato is a tuber. Deleuze and Guattari define tubers as rhizomes. 
The Potato, Solanum Tuberosum, (as opposed to the Sweet Potato) 
is part of the Nightshades family. The potato as a plant has a long 
history. It originates from Peru. Humans discovered the potato and 
begun to cultivate it at least 7,000 years ago. [...] 

Shed and Plot 326 
A Shed had been acquired from a recycling web site; it sat for a 
while wrapped up at Plot 326. Concrete paving slabs were found 
through the same recycling source method. An area had been 
cleared at Plot 326 for the Shed near the Apple Tree. The concrete 
slabs [...] 



Thorpe and the Shed 
Ella Montt and Thorpe were discussing the Shed at Allotment 
Plot 326. Ella Montt was heard to say, “but my Shed is not in 
an advanced stage of dereliction*, it is recycled and according 
to your description of what a Shed’s visual needs should be, it 
conforms in all aspects, because it is not made [...] 

Fruit Trees 
At Allotment Plot 326 on January 14th 2011, Ella Montt 
planted some fruit bushes and trees. The temperature on that 
day was almost balmy. In the designated planting area the 
ground was dug to try to remove any bramble roots. Holes 
were then excavated and the roots of the trees and bushes 
were grounded and [...] 

Digging 
Allotment Plot 326 sits in the great field with many other 
allotment plots. It is part of a social system that gave humans 
a right to an allotment of land. Desire for an allotment plot can 
be a utopian dream. Reality of working an allotment or making 
the allotment succeed involves much hard effort. In [...] 

Planting Harvesting Drought Rain 
25th May 2011 – At Allotment Plot 326, the first Garlic harvest 
of the year (2011) happened, (more to follow). Garlic Harvest 
= 5 oz = 120g. Plants were transplanted from the fixed up 
greenhouse to Plot 326. Plants were: Tomato Gardeners 
Delight x 18; Courgette Patriot F1 x 2 and Cocozelle x 2; Beans 
(French [...] 

Elements, Garlic Harvest, Bamboo 
7th June 2011 – Allotment Plot 326. The Bean plants that had 
been planted a few days before looked like they had been 
through war, left to interact with the elements and wildlife. 
Ella Montt found it hard to know if the plants would recover 
from the havoc they had experienced. The weather was 
changeable [...] 
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326 Garlic and Onion Harvest 
11th June 2011 – Allotment Plot 326 – It was necessary to 
harvest the Garlic, Onions, and the rest of the Broad Beans. 
Garlic and onions were dug out of the soil. The remainders 
of the over-wintered Spinach that had gone to seed were 
removed. Last night there had been a hail storm followed by 
[...] 

Comfrey Soup June 20 2011 – 326 
Ella Montt placed the netting (that she had removed from 
around the Peas at Allotment Plot at MERL), around the 
Climbing Beans. A fence around Plot 326 had still not been 
constructed. A crack had appeared in the Utopian dream. Ella 
Montt did not have the time [...] 

Peas, Fence, Frame, Destruction 
10th July 2011 – Allotment Plot 326 – Harvest: Peas Ezeta’s 
Krombek Blauwschokker = 5oz = 150g, Oregon Sugar Pod II 
= 5.5oz = 160g, a mix of Kelvedon Wonder, Ambassador and 
Meteor = 1lb 3oz = 550g. 12th July 2011 – Allotment Plot 326 – 
R&P helped to erect some of the fence around [...] 

Raindrops fell to Earth 
20th July 2011 – Allotment Plot 326 – Harvest: 4 x Courgettes 
= 1lb 13oz = 640g; Shallots Red Sun = 1lb 7oz = 640g; Peas = 
Ezeta’s Krombek Blauwschokker = 10.5oz = 290g, Ambassador 
and Meteor = 3oz = 80g. 21st [...] 

Wild and Self-Seeded 
3rd August 2011 – Allotment Plot 326 – Ella Montt almost 
randomly broadcasted a mix of seeds in the cleared area 
where the Peas had previously been. The area was still 
surrounded by shading netting. The mix of seeds consisted of 
Carrot Amsterdam Forcing, Calabrese Baumont F1, Cabbage 
Wintergreen, and Oriental Tai Sai. It was [...] 



Mulberry and Potatoes 
7 August 2011 – Allotment Plot 326 – Harvest: Tomato 
Gardener’s Delight = 3oz = 80g; Beetroot Bolivar = 1lb 4oz = 
580g; Potato Madeleine 12lb 15oz = 5.9kg. 8 August 2011 – 
Allotment Plot 326 – Harvest: Runner Bean Enorma = 2oz = 
60g; Potato Madeline 4lb = 1.82kg; Beetroot Bolivar = 1lb 8oz 
[...]

Lawn Mower, Atlas, a Dead Bee, and Plant Regeneration 
20th September 2011 – Allotment Plot 326 – Harvest: Oriental 
Greens Tai Sai = 2oz = 50g; 1 x Courgette Patriot F1 = 12oz = 
350g; 1 x Squash Green Hokkaido = 6oz = 170g; 1 x Squash 
Green Hokkaido = 13oz = 370g; 1 x Squash Green Hokkaido = 
1lb 2oz = 510g; 1 [...] 

7000000000 
1/11/11 – Allotment Plot 326- another perfect day to dig. All 
plant residues were removed from dug area to the compost 
pile. Darkness fell early and ended the activity. 03 November 
2011 – At Allotment Plot at MERL, Ella Montt found the Squash 
plant that had tried so [...] 

Slug Potato 
On 20th November 2011, at Allotment Plot 326, it was a still 
day, perfect for digging, no other visible allotment worker 
around. At Plot 326, it was never possible for any tranquil 
sound of birds singing to exist, because of the continuous 
sound of human machine traffic that came from roadway 
beyond the [...] 

Field Mouse, Potato 
26th March 2012 – At Allotment Plot 326, Ella Montt removed 
items that were cluttering up the shed and in doing so 
disturbed a Field Mouse habitat. A Mouse exited the shed in 
the bottom of a big tub that had drainage holes around its 
base, after a few moments hesitation the Mouse escaped from 
[...] 
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[Self-sufficient model based on 
part-collection of seeds from previous crops]

FARMER + SEED

means of production 

labour power 

re-supply

production processes 
+

commodities

profit + seeds

Seeds and Circuits of Capital: Model 2



Navdanya means “nine seeds” (symbolizing protection of biological 
and cultural diversity) and also the “new gift” (for seed as com-
mons, based on the right to save and share seeds In today’s context 
of biological and ecological destruction, seed savers are the true 
givers of seed. This gift or “dana” of Navadhanyas (nine seeds) 
is the ultimate gift – it is a gift of life, of heritage and continuity. 
Conserving seed is conserving biodiversity, conserving knowledge 
of the seed and its utilization, conserving culture, conserving 
sustainability.

Navdanya is a network of seed keepers and organic producers 
spread across 17 states in India.
Navdanya has helped set up 111 community seed banks across the 
country, trained over 5,00,000 farmers in seed sovereignty, food 
sovereignty and sustainable agriculture over the past two decades, 
and helped setup the largest direct marketing, fair trade organic 
network in the country.

Navdanya has also set up a learning center, Bija Vidyapeeth (School 
of the Seed / Earth University) on its biodiversity conservation and 
organic farm in Doon Valley, Uttarakhand, North India.

Navdanya is actively involved in the rejuvenation of indigenous 
knowledge and culture. It has created awareness on the hazards of 
genetic engineering, defended people's knowledge from biopiracy 
and food rights in the face of globalisation and climate change.

Navdanya is a women centred movement for the protection of 
biological and cultural diversity.

ahttp://www.navdanya.org/

Dr. Vandana Shiva NAVDANYA
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Declaration on Seed Freedom

PLEASE SIGN UP TO THE:
THE DECLARATION ON SEED FREEDOM 

http://seedfreedom.in/d-eclaration/



Fidelma Mullane is a cultural geographer and spe-

cialist in vernacular building practices.

Dr. Fidelma Mullane
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CM Fidelma, could you tell me about your work on the Aran Islands 
(Inis Mór, Inis Meáin and Inis Oírr)?

FM My main interests are the islands’ historic farming and building 
practices, and the people who have knowledge of these important 
things. The cultivation of rye and potatoes, the rearing of cattle, 
and saving hay are particularly interesting. In relation to building, 
thatching continues to be important in island life though there 
has been a significant decline in the practice in the last fifty years. 
A small number of dwelling houses continue to be thatched. I 
am particularly interested in the small field buildings scattered 
throughout the islands’ farmland. As these buildings were used 
to store hay for cattle, they are directly linked to stock-rearing 
practices. They are also connected to arable farming practices 
by virtue of the fact that they were all thatched. Most of these 
outbuildings are now roofless.

CM What is the main thatching material used on the Aran Islands?

Rye has been cultivated for centuries on the Aran Islands and 
has been used as the predominant material for thatching houses 
and outbuildings for at least a hundred years. The thatching style 
associated with the West of Ireland including the Aran Islands 
is one where súgáin - twisted straw or hay ropes - are used to 
hold the thatch on the roof. With the increase in the use of more 
permanent roofing materials on dwelling houses, such as slates 
and tiles, demand for straw thatch decreased. This in turn led to 
a decline in rye cultivation. As rye and potatoes were cultivated in 
rotation, the decrease in demand for rye straw and, significantly, 
for potatoes too, led to an overall decline in arable farming on all 
three islands.

CM Why is that?

FM The amount of potatoes consumed in Ireland has been 
generally decreasing. 



photo credit: Fidelma Mullane ‘Seán Ó Conghaile’ with a bundle 
of rye straw harvested on Inis Meáin; Inis Meáin field building 
for storing hay, recently thatched by Seán Ó Domhnaill with rye 
straw produced on the island
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The Aran Islands is no exception where ground preparation is done 
with the spade and so arable farming is labour intensive. Also, it 
is often cheaper to import food than to cultivate it locally. We are 
now at the stage where less then three acres of land is under rye 
cultivation on the islands, a dramatic change when you consider 
that in 1925, 143 acres of rye were cultivated on the islands. 

CM That is certainly a dramatic decline in the cultivation of a 
specific crop as important as rye?

FM Yes, especially when one considers the ecology as a whole 
and integrated system. We are talking about cultivated crops 
such as rye and potatoes as well as the associated arable weed 
communities. 

CM Did plant communities exist and thrive because of the rye?

FM The continued use of historic practices in the cultivation of rye 
and potatoes supports specific arable weed communities that are 
now rare and, in some instances unique to the Aran Islands, such 
as the cornflower (a cornfield- and root-crop weed), and darnel 
(a species of grass). Bristle oat survives on the islands as a relict 
of historic cultivation. As well as the decline in rye production, 
other farming practices have also changed. In former times, rye 
was planted in winter, usually during the month of November 
and harvested the following year, in August.  Now, it is generally 
planted in springtime and harvested in August. Where rye and 
potato cultivation has decreased significantly or where they are no 
longer grown, the ecology of the islands as a complex integrated 
whole system is fragmenting. 

CM How is rye harvested?

FM Rye is pulled from the ground or it is cut with a reaping hook. 
The method depends on the soil type and on the purpose to which 
the rye will be put. 



After it is taken out of the ground, the rye is placed upright against 
the drystone walls of the cornfield to dry. When dry it is prepared 
for thatching. To remove the grain, the heads of bundles of rye are 
beaten against a hard object such as a wall or rock. The straw is 
cleaned by removing broken straw and weeds. The way rye straw 
is put on the roof is influenced by local conditions known well by 
the thatchers. There are areas on a thatch roof where it is better 
to have pulled rye. On other parts of the roof cut rye is more 
appropriate. All these details are worked according to a roof’s 
position in relation to weather, the orientation of the slopes and 
the vulnerable points where the thatch meets the eaves, ridge, 
gable ends and chimney stacks.

CM That’s clever.

FM We generally fail to recognize this kind of ingenuity because 
we judge such systems are either old-fashioned or we try to 
preserve them as a nostalgic thing. As far as I am concerned it is 
neither of these. Thatch is a cultural practice intimately connected 
with its ecological context. In the Aran Islands, this context is a 
system of plant cultivation that has created a particular ecology, 
once commonplace, but now unique through which we glimpse 
a lost world of wild and cultivated plants. We are witnessing a 
disappearing knowledge system. What is lost is not information for 
information sake but knowledge to inform us into the future on a 
wide range of challenges that will arise and indeed have already 
arisen in relation to such critical issues as farming practices, land 
cultivation, ecological systems, control of seeds, plant science, 
climate change, and food security. All these challenges will be best 
informed in the first instance by historical practices. 

CM What is the profile of the farming community on the islands. I 
imagine farmers are elderly?
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FM Many of the island farmers are elderly in the sense that they 
are the elders. 

They have the knowledge and the experience that offers insight 
into the climate, soil and other characteristics of the islands’ 
complex and bio-diverse ecosystem. Plant cultivation on the 
islands is an important knowledge system and it should be passed 
on for its own value. Historic knowledge is intuitive to those who 
have repeated the patterns of seasonal and annual work during a 
lifetime. It is a dynamic that constantly invades the imagination, 
propelling invention to underwrite the future. 

CM Apart from the islands is rye grown on the mainland?

FM Rye for thatching is also grown in County Donegal. 

CM Do farmers on the island save the seed?

FM Historically, the saving of seed from year to year was critically 
important as it was generally the only seed source for the next 
sowing season. The harvesting of grain and its storage until the 
annual planting and its adaptation to local cultural and natural 
conditions creates what we call a landrace. In Ireland, rye is one 
of the very few surviving cereal landraces. Landrace material is by 
nature local and by extension diverse. The gradual disappearance 
of landrace cereals, and indeed of many other plants, and the 
widespread use of selectively produced commercial seed has 
contributed to a dramatic decrease in biodiversity globally. 
Nowadays, the vast majority of seed planted in Ireland is bought in 
commercial outlets. It is only in a very few areas, such as Donegal 
and the Aran Islands, that farmers continue to save seed from year 
to year to be sown in the next growing season. 

CM Did farmers ever use the rye for making flour or was it mainly 
used for thatching? 



FM It seems likely that rye was used historically for making bread. 
However, we don’t have a significant rye culture in Ireland now as 
they have, say in Germany, France, and parts of Eastern Europe. 

CM why is rye a popular cereal? 

FM Rye tends to respond better than other cereals to harsher 
climates and it doesn’t need as much care as wheat. The main 
problem associated with rye is ergot disease. In every other way 
it is a relatively easy crop to cultivate and harvest, and excellent 
thatching material because its wiry and hardy.

CM Is wheat used at all for thatching. 

FM Wheaten straw is a very good thatching material. However, 
from the 1960s onwards, as short-stemmed cereal varieties were 
grown primarily to provide grain, the straw was not sufficiently 
long for thatching. Flax was another thatching material once used 
throughout Ireland but its use is now mostly confined to County 
Donegal. Wheat, oat and flax were once cultivated on the Aran 
Islands. 

CM What do you think the future of plant cultivation for the Aran 
Islands?

FM It is difficult to say. What is important is an on-going interaction 
between farmers and their land.  Farmers don’t like the idea of 
nature reclaiming the land. That is against their nature. They like 
tending their crops and their flocks. 

CM I would have thought that our whole relationship with the land 
is one based on interaction.

FM Yes, it is based on a seasonal inter-activity with the land and 
the surrounding environment – a metaphor for life itself - sowing 
and reaping, providing for one another, renewing life. Seed 
matters.
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photo credit: Christine Mackey, 2011 ‘Anthony O’ Flynn saving 
rye seeds’ to plant for thatching
diagram credit: Andrew Bleasdale, 1994 ‘Cultivation of rye & 
field systems’ from The Arable Weed Flora of the Rye Crop on 
the Aran Islands, Co. Galway
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The ‘Pea archive’ follows a complex trails of people 

and places; beginning in Kilkenny, back to Clare, over 

to Russia into England. With not much to go on - it 

remains an incomplete work. 

The Pea Archive
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Daniel O’ Rourke
Sangster’s No. 1
Danecroft Rival
Burbridges Eclipse
General Wydham
Advancer
Improved Tom Thumb
Kentish Invicta
Bishop’s Long Pod
Queen Pea
Early Emperor
Warwick Early
Scimitar
Vetch’s First Early
First Crop Blue
Laxton’s Early William
Alaska
Carter’s Blue Express
Harrison’s Eclipse
Ringwood
Irish Green Pea
Batt’s Wonder
Laxton’s Earliest of All
Carter’s Lightning
Laxton’s William I
Woodford Marrow
Berks Gem
Batt’s Wonder
Ne Plus Ultra
Early Kenilworth
Vetch’s Perfection
Thurston Reliance



Kevin Dudley

Photo credit: Christine Mackey (2011). Home Rule Club, John’s Quay, 
Kilkenny. Meeting of GIY members organized by Ronan from Future Proof 
Kilkenny. Speaker: Kevin Dudley. It was at this meeting that I first heard 
about the repatriation of the Daniel O’ Rourke pea by Seed Savers in Clare 
from Russia. Kevin had previously worked for Seed Savers but is now based 
at Rahine Biodynamic farm in Kilkenny working with Michael Miklis. 
Kevin distributed pea seeds to the audience, which I grew and subsequently 
saved for the following season.

Images of the Daniel O’ Rourke 
growing on site at VIR Seed Station, 
Russia. Date source: Catalogue 
number VIR K - 48 Daniel O’ 
Rourke. “He entered the Institute of 
Saratov via Kurbatsky, K - 359. Im-
proved Daniel O’ Rourke [obtained 
from Germany through the com-
pany Haaga & Schnidt], K - 1050 
[obtained from New York via Y. M. 
Thorburn]. All samples arrived in 
Russia before 1921.” Photo credit: 
Elena Semenova (2011).
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Photo credit: Elena Semenova - Pea curator at The Vavilov In-
stitute of Plant Industry, Russia [no details available for the lady 
standing next to Elena on her left]. I contacted Elena in late 2010 
for additional information with regards to the Daniel O’ Rourke 
pea. She subsequently furnished new data on the historical line-
age of this pea at VIR with images of same and the numerous 
growing trials carried out at VIR on a seasonal basis. 

Photo credit: Seed Ambassadors - Sarah Kleeger & Andrew Still. 
Dr. Magarita Vishnyakova, Director of Legumes at The Vavilov Research Station, Russia.

Elena Semenova



Joseph Sangster

Photo credit: http://www.lissadellhouse.com/ Public access to Lissadell is cur-
rently in dispute and although I contacted owners of said house to visit the 
gardens, I was not given permission in respect of this project. The reason 
that I was interested in visiting Lissadell was in relation to Joseph Sang-
ster who had being head gardener there for ten years, perhaps from 1903’s 
onwards. He later worked in the seed firm of Thompson & Morgans in Ips-
wich, England and eventually took over as manager,  becoming president 
of the Horticultural Trades Association in England. Described as a brilliant 
horticulturist, plant breeder and talented administrator, he was to add 
over 4,000 plant names to an already established 2,000 for the Thompson 
& Morgan Seed Catalogue. He may have sowed the Daniel O’ Rourke pea 
at Lissadell bringing seed samples to T & M. This information is premised 
on the knowledge that Sangster had bred a pea called Sangster No. 1, which 
was a synonym of the Daniel O’ Rourke pea. It was also through T & M that 
the Daniel O’ Rourke pea found its way to America. I discovered the pea 
listed with J. M. Thorburn and Co. Seedmen Catalogue. There is a possibil-
ity that samples of the pea were deposited at VIR, Russia through Thor-
burn’s arriving before 1921. 
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Seed Catalogue: Thorburn & Co. 1890

photo credit: Christine Mackey ‘Purchase of an 
original seed-catalogue from e-bay’, (2011)



The New York Times, 1881
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Iraqi Gene Bank

Gregor Mendel, Austrian botanist and father of 
genetics, born July 20th 1822, carried out thousands 
of experiments with the hybridization of pea plants 
that lead him to discern patterns in the way traits 
were passed from generation to generation. He 
called these individual traits elements. Today, we call 
them genes. Mendel was the first to record how genes 
function; that they are received from each parent; 
that they are sometimes concealed but not lost and 
that each unit is passed independently from other 
units. He presented his findings in 1865 in a lecture 
series called Experiments in Plant Hybrids. Noted 
on the Mendel Museum web site: “the concepts he 
established in 1865 came to be known universally 
as Mendel’s Laws of Heredity, and the man himself 
came to be regarded as the father of genetics.”

Gregor Mendel

Photo credit: Mrs. Sanaa Abdul Wa-
hab Al Sheick (2011). Iraqi Seed Bank 
located in the Baghdad suburb of Abu 
Ghraib [now globally associated for its 
prison]. My initial interest was in the 
pea species grown there and whether 
they had information on planting 
Irish peas in particular the Daniel O’ 
Rourke pea. 



Irish Seed Savers Association was 
founded by Anita Hayes in 1991 on a 
small farm in Co. Carlow before moving 
to Capparoe, Scarriff in 1996. Through 
the work of Dr. Keith Lamb who had 
conducted original research into native 
Irish apples in the 1940s and Dr. Michael 
Hennerty former head of the Depart-
ment of Horticulture in UCD the Native 
Irish Apple collection was established. 
In 1996 Michael Miklis, began efforts to 
conserve Irish grain and in 1998 an Irish 
Brassica project was started in co-oper-
ation with the Wellesbourne Gene Bank 
in the U.K. Seed Savers in Clare are key 
players in re-establishing heritage plants 
in Ireland. In 2011, they opened a Seed 
Bank Facility. Pea ‘Daniel O’Rourke’ 
Pisum sativum - An Irish cultivar 
sourced from VIR, Russia  re-cultivated 
at Seed Savers in Clare. Photo credit: 
Christine Mackey (2012) Woodfield 
House [ancestral home of Dr. Lamb], 
Clara, Co. Offaly.

Seed Bank Facility, Irish Seed Savers, Clare

Charles Darwin

The Variations of Animals and Plants under Domestication

by
Charles Darwin
In Two Volumes

VOL. 1
with Illustrations

New York
D. Appleton and Company

1898
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Illustration credit: Charles Darwin 
(1898). First known recorded drawing of 
the Daniel O’ Rourke Pea (a).

Seed Bank, Clare

photo credit: Heidi Lammiman, 2012 ‘Seed Bank Clare’
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Mitch Dunne lives and works in Co. Leitrim. She was 

instrumental in setting up ‘Manorhamilton Transition 

Town’ and ‘Cluainin Community Garden’ - the first 

allotment scheme in the town with a collection of 

people from a wide variety of backgrounds who have 

come together to develop and promote actions that 

encourage local sustainability that includes issues 

such as ‘edible forests’, energy production based on’ 

local resources’, creating ‘diverse educational events’ 

and generating ‘communal gatherings’ that are free 

for-all. 

www.manorhamiltontransition.eu

Mitch Dunne
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CM Why did you become involved with the ‘Transition Town 
Movement’? 

MD Transition town came from sustainability within a community. 
Throughout those ‘tiger years’ people thought everything was 
available to them – money and the things that people wanted was 
everywhere to purchase in the shops and online. What happened 
to the everyday activities of normal life, where people met on a 
regular basis, for example the growing of your own vegetables 
and the social interaction of making things with people, where 
was all that gone, it seemed to have disappeared? It was clear to 
me that life during the ‘Celtic tiger’ wasn’t going to last for ever. 
I was interested in how ‘public spaces’ in towns and villages and 
cities could be utilized. The transition town model can create social 
outlets for people to get together and do things. People were 
staying at home and generally ‘I would say’ quite isolated. One of 
the main questions for me was where has the social side of things 
gone to and how can we build new spaces for interaction amongst 
the public?

CM So was that where the impetus for setting up the community 
garden in Manorhamilton came from, to bring a group together 
and work on a project as a sustainable and social model of 
community practice?

MD For me the idea of organizing any kind of event around a 
community is that everyone can become involved in it if they 
choose to, it’s a completely open platform. One of the things about 
the community garden is that it is not only a space to plant and 
grow but you can talk and meet with people. Its in this context 
that knowledge can be shared and ideas generated, thus creating 
a domino affect for other ideas and events. It’s the feeling that you 
are not alone trying to do things. Things are hard to achieve by 
doing it your self. There are people out there who have the same 
sort of ideas, wants and aspirations, so it was basically to bring that 
platform back of engagement.



We began with the garden because it is a space familiar to 
everyone where people can learn, share, plant and swap ideas. It’s 
a comfortable space to be in. This has now actually spread into the 
town, with a new garden set up by other people in a different part 
of town.

CM Where did the idea for the ‘Apple Day’ come from?

MD I had heard many people talk about it over the years and it 
made me want to do something about it because there are loads of 
apple trees around with apples that are not been used. Thus don’t 
buy your apples, get your apples from someone who has them. We 
are also interested in setting up an edible forest at some stage and 
an orchard in the town ‘shared food’, everybody takes care of it and 
then of course there’s the ‘drink’ aspect of the apples that interests 
people.

CM There used to be a long tradition of cider making in Ireland.

MD Through the apple day there’s a combination of free food, juice 
and booze, whatever you want really. You’re getting together as a 
community and it is a simple thing to organize, even kids can do it, 
everyone is entertained. We are also holding monthly events at the 
garden.

CM What kind of events are you organizing?

MD We were interested in why there aren’t events being held on 
a regular basis and not just during the summer. This month we are 
having a winter gathering of mulled wine and pies, music and food. 

CM How do you inform people that these events are taking place – 
is it through the website or word of mouth?

MD Word of mouth, facebook and our websites.

68/69



CM Would you consider yourself a community activist? 

MD I certainly question the way certain things are done and how 
they are run. The political system on both a local and national level 
is a system, which is not working to everybody’s advantage. People 
as a result complain, yet they don’t really do any thing or know 
how to challenge things.

CM I guess some people are just not good organizers and need a 
figure head to get them motivated and maybe it is partly to do with 
the fact that we are used to somebody else being in control and 
that there is too much emphasis on an agreement of things rather 
then embracing differing opinions as a constructive platform?

MD Well at the end of the day its about generating ideas from 
individuals and making sure that they are been included.

CM And be acknowledged?

MD Yes if people are acknowledged they feel appreciated and have 
a voice, that’s important in terms of keeping a group active.

CM Are you linked into other groups outside of Leitrim or are you 
mainly focused on what happens here? Do you look to our models 
of community practice or do you just work from the ground up and 
see what happens?

MD I think with any transition town group, each organization is 
different and it depends on the needs of the people within the 
area. I think workshops of all kinds are something that is lacking in 
this town, so having the community garden, as a base to facilitate 
a range of workshops is great. There are many Transition towns 
around Ireland where you find that gardening is their focus point or 
another issue would be transport. 



CM Would you have a definition of transition town for people who 
may not be familiar with the organization? 

MD I used to think it was all about sustainability but I think that 
is not the only thing – it’s a social networking group because it 
involves all ages. 

CM I think that’s key, the open forum - not defined by its members 
but creating the means for people to get together. 

MD Its an interactive group, anybody can put their ideas forward. 
Within this town you do have groups that do specific things such a 
the Men’s group, Glen Centre, Leitrim Sculpture Centre, whereas 
transition town is a forum to connect places and people from 
different back grounds and experiences.

CM Do you have long term plans for the group?

MD There are things like the composting system that we are 
interested in setting up in the town, we hope to set this up in 
the next few months and link it in with the County Council waste 
management system. We are also going to try and connect with the 
Tidy Towns people to initiate some ‘clean up’ projects and there is 
the more serious project based on alternative energy systems.

CM So what are you looking at with regards to energy?

MD The hydro system, the river has been tested and it does 
have the grade high enough to set up a hydro-system. It will be 
community based, so that’s where the sustainability comes in, if 
anything happens in the future in terms of energy supplies, well 
here is an alternative model independent of oil or gas. 

CM Would you ever consider running as a local councillor?

MD No, I prefer to work out side the ‘system’ as an agitator!
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“I have come to view soil as a living organism 

and see all of life as part of a soil community.” 

Deborah Koons Garcia 
Film director: ‘Symphony of the 
Soil’ www.symphonyofthesoil.com/
[in conversation with Garcia via 
email]



Dr. J.G. Lamb

Inspired by the ‘Annual Apple Day’ held at Cluainin 

Garden, I set out to explore the cultivation and 

history of Irish apples and orchards. Here, I discivered 

the work of pomologist Dr. J. G. Lamb who travelled 

Ireland on bicycle visiting orchards and collecting 

species specific to particular places. He completed 

his PhD in the 1940s on the ‘History of the Apple in 

Ireland’. Visiting U.C.D to reads Lamb’s thesis, I not 

only discivered memorable names - like Honey Ball, 

Greasy Pippin, and Lady’s Finger but also a collection 

of images that he procured of various species. Lamb’s 

legacy continues in two orchards, where experts 

have managed to retrieve and cultivate some of the 

old varieties identified by Dr. Lamb: U.C.D Lamb Clark 

Historic Apple Collection and the Irish Seed Savers in 

Orchard founded by Anita Hayes in 1996. In 2012, I 

met Henry Lamb son of Dr. Lamb at their ancestral 

home in Offaly. In response to this visit and extensive 

research on the ‘culture of apple species’, I made a 

series of works that creatively explore Keith’s archival 

material in a contemporary context. .
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photo credit: Christine Mackey ‘Missing’ Leitrim Sculpture Centre 2012
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Fig. 1 Ard Cairn Russet
Origin: Found in a garden in the South of 
Ireland about 1890 by Baylor Hartland, 
listed in his catalogue (1907-8), with the 
following comment “... tastes like a banana, 
found in an out of the way orchard ...” In 
1910, specimens sent to the Royal Horticul-
tural Society (England), received society’s 
Award of merit. 

Fig. 2 Ballinora Pippin
Origin: Variety sourced by Lamb originated 
from Ballinora, Carrigroghane, Co. Cork 
on a farm owned by Mr. C. R. Logan - dated 
1892. Exhibited in 1898 at the Royal Hor-
ticultural Society, London receiving Award 
of Merit. 

Fig. 3 Bloody Butcher
Origin: Recorded in the Midlands and Meath 
as B.B. Known as Bloodhound in Kilkenny 
and Offaly. 

Fig. 4 Brown Crofton
Origin: Seen in counties Sligo, Offaly, West-
meath, Roscommon, Dublin and Wexford. 
Crofton may refer to the Crofton family who 
lived at Longford Demesne (destroyed in a 
fire in the early 19th century, c1816). 

Fig. 5 Irish Peach
Origin: Mentioned by Dubordieu in his Sur-
vey of Antrim (1812) as being “Amongst the 
new kinds much esteemed for their beauty 
and flavour.” Early Crofton is a possible 
synonym of Irish Peach and thus quite likely 
originated in Co. Sligo.   

Fig. 7 Clear Heart
Origin: Predominated orchards at Piltown, 
Co. Kilkenny. 

Fig. 8 Davy Apple
Origin: Found growing (once) in many old 
orchards in Co. Monaghan.

Fig. 9 Golden Royal
Origin: Frequently found growing in 
Co.Monaghan.   

Fig. 10 Munster Tulip
Origin: Grown in the Midlands. Several trees 
were seen near Tullamore, Co. Offaly and 
near Horseleap just within the same county.

Fig. 11 Kerry Pippin
Origin: This particular variety was widely 
grown in Ireland from the beginning of 
the 19th century (Statistical Surveys of 
the counties Kilkenny (1802) and Antrim 
(1812) published by the Royal Dublin So-
ciety. Origin is unknown, however in 1819, 
John Robertson of Kilkenny was possibly 
the first to describe this variety in a letter to 
the Horticultural Society of London (1830).

Fig. 12 Red Brandy
Origin: Common, once found in the orchards 
at Piltown, Co. Kilkenny.

Fig. 6 George
Origin: Once well established in Co. Wexford, 
Offaly and probably elsewhere. 

Fig. 13 Reid’s Seedling
Origin: Once raised by Mr. Reid of Drumart- 
Jones, Richill, Co. Armagh, whether it is still 
grown remains unknown. 

Fig. 14 Ross Nonpareil
Origin: Long history of cultivation as shown 
by mention of in Thompson’s Survey (1802) 
- where French Pippin is given as a synonym 
and in Duboedieu’s Survey of Antrim (1812). 
In 1845 it was one of the varieties recom-
mended for Ireland by the Irish Farmer’s 
Journal. Outside of Ireland planted in Amer-
ica as early as (1908). 
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Fig. 15 Lady’s Finger
Origin: (Of Co. Offaly and Monaghan). Name 
commonly applied to any long shaped apple. 
A distinct and curious apple but of no par-
ticular merit. Seen also in Co. Dublin.

Fig. 16 Sam Young or Irish Russet
Origin: Historical evidence (Irish Farmers 
Journal 1845) suggests that this was once 
a widely known variety. It was one of the 
few Irish apples listed by Niven as being 
grown at the Botanic Gardens in 1838. At 
the present day it is not known if trees cur-
rently exist in Counties Kilkenny, Offaly and 
Cavan where it was very prolific. 

Fig. 17 Scarlet Crofton
Origin: The Scarlet or Red Crofton is of 
ancient cultivation in Ireland. Sir Henry 
Crofton (Sligo) wrote in his memoirs that 
the apple was brought over to Ireland dur-
ing the time of Queen Elizabeth (published 
1911). At the beginning of the 19th century 
this variety was widely grown and many 
trees were known to exist. Fruits were 
exhibited before the Horticultural Society of 
London in 1818. 

Fig. 18 Siberian Russet
Origin: An apple once found at Piltown, Co. 
Kilkenny and reported to have come from 
Co. Tipperary. It may be synonymous with 
Cornish Aromatic. 

Fig. 19 Thompson’s Apple or The Smeller
Origin: The name Smeller was current in Co. 
Tyrone; Thompson’s apple is that once used 
in Co. Monaghan. Fig. 20 White Crofton

Origin: Appears in John Rodgers ‘Fruit Cul-
tivator’ (London 1834) common throughout 
Ireland. At present trees are not known to 
exist in Counties Sligo, Wexford, Westmeath 
and in several places in Offaly where it had 
thrived. 

Fig. 21 White Russet
Origin: Variety recorded in 1802 growing in 
(London) Derry and in 1812 in Co. Antrim. 
Appeared in various gardening magazines 
both in London (1819) and in Dublin (1841); 
Hartland included it amongst his “Gather-
ing of Native Irish apples” - (Catalogue for 
1907-8). Not known if trees are still present 
in Counties Dublin, Kilkenny, and Offaly.

Fig. 22 Kill Apple or Eight Square
Origin: Recorded growing in Co. Monaghan. 

Fig. 23 Leixlip or Ray Farmer
Origin: Early references include: Irish 
Farmer’s and Gardening Magazine, Vol III. 
1836; Martin Doyle’s Practical Gardening, 
1841 and in the London Gardener’s Maga-
zine, 1831. Was known to have grown in Co. 
Kilkenny. 

Fig. 24 Gibby’s Apple
Origin: An apple once seen in the orchards 
of Co. Armagh. Reported to have grown in 
Antrim. 

Fig. 25 Blood Of The Boyne
Origin: Once seen under the above name in 
the Midlands and was reported also from 
Meath. Other names encountered were 
Bloodhound (Kilkenny) and Winesap (Of-
faly).

Fig. 26 Buttermilk Russet
Origin: An apple once found in Co. Mona-
ghan and in at least three gardens in Dublin. 
Reported sightings from Armagh and 
Fermanagh. 



Seed Boards

The Seed Boards are an amalgation of dried matter, 

seed bags, drawings, and digital imagery with each 

board uncovering a specific issue around the 

cultural, scientific and economic value of ‘seeds’. 

Creating an open discursive framework to tease out 

a range of issues in relation to the control of seeds 

- these works also reflect on the wider geopolitical 

effects of international patency laws such as ‘Order 

81’ [Iraq, 2004] and similar European directives [i.e. 

the DUS Law], which discourage farmers from saving 

and exchanging their indigenous seeds. Each board is 

narrated through a specific vegetable species. 
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Dr. Oliver Moore [Ollie] is an author, academic, jour-

nalist, blogger and all-round organic expert. In this 

column, Dr. Ollie examines the differences between 

industrial and organic farming and their contrasting 

effects on our planet’s natural cycles. 

Dr. Ollie Moore

98/99



Life on spaceship earth is wondrous. There are some very specific 
and very special things which make the natural world function 
on this third rock from the sun. These fundamental laws of 
nature are as old as the planet itself and far older than our short 
civilization,which is a mere 10,000 years old.

We are all stardust - literally. Joni Mitchell sang so in her son 
Woodstock and, it turns out, she was right. Every element on earth, 
except for the lightest, was created in the centre of some massive 
star. Heavy elements are formed in the supernova explosions that 
occur when a star dies. These elements mix  with other matter and 
form new stars, some with planets such as our own planet earth. 
So “the iron in our blood and the calcium in our bones were all 
forge in such stars. We are made of stardust”, according to physicist 
Dr. Edward Zganjar and Joni Mitchell.

Most living things are mostly made of oxygen, carbon, hydrogen, 
nitrogen, with other elements occurring in smaller proportions. 
These are anomalies - we are carbon based and yet only 0.0355% 
of the atmosphere is carbon. 78% of this atmosphere is in fact 
nitrogen, yet plants have not evolved to use it. Life depends upon 
the elements on the planet functioning in a balanced way - it really 
is as simple as that. And as matter functions in a closed system (i.e. 
it all has to go somewhere) nutrients (the term used in agriculture 
for elements) need to be recycled in a harmonious process.

Impact of Food Production

However, industrial society, essentially the last 200 years of 
western civilization, has thrown some of these balances out 
of kilter. We don’t circulate our nutrients in a way that is to be 
beneficial; so instead, we have issues with waste management and 
pollution rather than the constructive use of available fertility.



Take food production: industrial agri-food production goes through 
what is called the Haber-Bosch process to harness atmospheric 
nitrogen and make it available as a synthetic fertilizer for farming. 
This process involves making a “fertility furnace” of 500 degrees 
Centigrade, using enormous amounts of fossil fuels. This and its 
transportation and storage inevitably contributes to climate change 
whilst also using up eons of stored up carbon in the process.

Industrial farming depletes soil rather than builds quality because 
it has these synthetic fertilizers. We need a tiny layer of soil on the 
top of the earth’s crust for our food system to work, yet modern 
industrial farming methods shrink the size of the topsoil available 
to humanity, from which food production depends.

Organic farming methods, however, are more in kilter with the 
natural cycles of the planet. Because organic farmers cannot use 
synthetic fertilizer, due to the environmental damage it causes, 
they use natural methods and processes to create fertility. Clover is 
one of the few plants that can actually harness all that atmospheric 
nitrogen naturally - so organic farmers use that plant, along with 
rotating the farming practices from field to field each year, instead 
of synthetic fertilizer.

Magic Soil

Biodiversity under the ground is as important as that over the 
ground - indeed they depend upon each other. 
A teaspoon of soil generally contains between 100 million 
and 1 billion bacteria - vital to the soil’s functioning. They are 
accompanied by the smallest virus, algae, fungi, and protozoa, 
higher up by, more complex nematodes and micro-arthropods 
and then the visible - earthworms, insects, small vertebrates and 
plants. 

100/101



Simply put, these all interact with each other and carry out vital 
functions. Microbes decompose matter, fix nitrogen and make 
minerals available to plants; they also store and recycle nutrients, 
make soil more porous, build humus, increase all leads up the food 
chain, to the point that insects are eaten by birds.

So because they cannot use synthetic fertilizers, organic farmers 
encourage these natural soil building processes, as this also leads 
to healthy grass, healthy crops and healthy animals. Scientific 
studies back up this notion that organic farming is good for soil 
quality. Microbes are more abundant, nutrients become more 
available to plants and the soil becomes stronger. So the soil can 
better resist problems like physical/structural damage, erosion and 
compaction. What this means is that organic farms function better 
in both drought and flood situations. In fact, a study of flooding 
in Germany recently recommended using organic farms as buffer 
zones due to the improved soil structure they offer. 

An Organic Future

With the erratic effects of climate change coming and intensifying 
as the years roll by, this ability to function in extreme weather 
will become more and more important. It will especially be more 
important in the places where food is, in an immediate way, a 
matter of life and death. All of this means that organic farms 
are resilient, or future-proofed. We take for granted so much of 
modernity and its affectations. And yet, so much of this is transient 
and based on the rapid and unsustainable use of fossil fuels. When 
we run out of these, which we will, we will have to farm organically 
- as we have done 9,800 of our 10,000 years as a settled civilization.

So here on spaceship earth, organic food is one way for the 
stardust to shine.



In 2007, I mapped an orchard in Sligo with the help 

of land surveyor Malcolm Gerry. We found over forty 

apple trees and a number of pear trees. In 2012, I 

returned to this site to find that the orchard had 

been eradicated and in its place a steel fence had 

been erected, which spanned the original site of the 

orchard. This space now operates as a storage depot. 

In response to this erasure, I organized a ‘break in’ 

with support from the Leitrim Sculpture Centre and 

artists Tracy Hanna and Sarah Quigley, to plant an ap-

ple tree ‘Brown Crofton’. This event was documented 

in PIP.
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