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Happy New Year! 

Well, it’s mid January and I’m finally feeling caught up enough on the farm and with life 

to get a newsletter out.  I put an invitation out there earlier looking for someone who 

might want to help with newsletter layout and timeliness as part of their work 

contribution, and the invitation still stands. 

First off, thank you all who have given me a deposit for the upcoming season.  For those 

who have not and would like a share, I need at least a $100 first payment to 

reserve your spot for the coming year.  The share prices are the same this year as 

last: Large shares $880, medium $615, and small $400.  On top of that there is the 

Capital contribution again as last year, with an average of $100 per member.  This again 

is up to you and can be as low as $1 and as high as you wish.  But again the farm needs 

around $7,500 each year to cover its capital needs.  There is an explanation on the farm 

website and I will write more on it in the next newsletter.  Also, as in other years, you 

can get a $50 reduction in share price by helping out for half a day during the season, or 

with some other arrangement you have made with me. 

Also, as in other years, I have a short waiting list of people interested in joining the CSA 

for the coming season.  In February I will call all the people on the list and then it is first 

come first served until the CSA is full for the main season. 

It has been a few years since I did a newsletter about seeds on the farm, so I thought it 

was time to share that again.  I have finished placing most of the seed orders for the 

coming season.  This is a fairly big expense, and it needs to be done early in January in 

order not to miss out on items.  This is the main reason I ask folks to give me a first 



payment right at the beginning of the year.  Many people ask me where I get the seeds 

from for the farm.  So after you read this you will know everything! 

As primarily a vegetable farm, we need to start almost all our crops from seed every 

year.  For the market garden we are growing around 200 different varieties each year.  

This includes all the vegetables, herbs and flowers.  Some things like lettuce and 

tomatoes, we have several different varieties of each of these crops.  Some crops, like 

leeks and rutabaga, we only grow one variety of that vegetable.  Out of those 200 or so 

different varieties of crops, we save around 30 or so of our own seed.  Included below is 

a picture of a school group helping us plant out carrots to save the seed. 

Seed saving for vegetables is quite 

different from grain crops.  With grains, 

what you have put all the effort into 

harvesting is the seed, which can be 

replanted.  With vegetables, for most 

crops, we harvest the plant well before 

any seed is produced.  This makes 

vegetable seed saving an extra activity 

of the farm.  There are three essential 

aspects of seed saving.  First is 

isolation.  In order to make sure the 

seed you are saving turns out to be what 

you want, you have to isolate your seed plants from potential cross-pollination 

contamination.  This you can do in several ways, with distance, time, or physical 

barriers.  An example is zucchini.  This past year we saved the dark green variety called 

inventively, “Dark Green Zucchini.”  Zucchini is in the Cucurbit family, in the Cucurbita 

genus, and the pepo species.  In order to isolate zucchini, it needs to be separated from 

any other Cucurbita pepo, which includes all varieties of zucchini and yellow summer 

squash, the delicata, acorn, and sweet dumpling squash, and the pumpkins.  I use 

distance since it is the easiest to manage, so that means it needs to be at least ½ km 

away from any of those other crops.  This is the reason we have a seed saving garden up 

by the house away from the main garden space.  Each species has its own requirements 

for isolation, which you need to know in order to save that seed. 

The second aspect of good seed saving is rouging.  This means taking out any plants that 

do not meet the criteria you are looking for in a crop.  So when we transplant crops, we 

have already selected the most vigorous ones.  If we notice anything weird in the plants 

we plan to save the seed from during its growth, we pull the unwanted plant out, so that 

we are not only maintaining the variety, but improving it.  This is where we integrate our 

imagination with what lies as potential within the seed of each crop. 



The third essential aspect is population size.  This means we have to have a large enough 

group of plants that we are saving seed from in order that the seed maintains enough 

genetic diversity.  Zucchini, for example, needs to have at least 20 plants that can mix 

their pollen in order to maintain their diversity.  Some crops, like onions for example, 

are better if you have at least 100 plants.  Having this many plants for diversity usually 

produces more seed than the farm would need in a year.  This is why I have usually 

focused on saving seeds that can last a few years.  That way, I can keep over any extra 

seed for the future. 

Because of the extra labour needed, vegetable seed saving has gone the route of most 

economic activities… “get big or get out!”  The global seed industry is dominated by only 

a small number of multinational corporations (Monsanto is the notorious one, but there 

are others too).  Most seed companies are 

buying from these global seed giants through 

distributors.  Unless a seed company declares 

that they are growing seed themselves, they 

are middlemen, perhaps testing varieties, but 

not actually growing any out for seed 

themselves.  The small scale seed companies 

that are growing their own seed can only stay 

in the business by selling primarily to home 

gardeners who only what a small packet of 

each variety, which they charge a fair price 

for… but market growers often can’t afford to 

buy a large number of these small packets for 

all the crops they grow.  There is a local seed 

initiative, Seeds of Transition, which is a 

group of market gardeners (including our 

farm) and a local seed saver (Hawthorn seeds) 

that has teamed up to try to address the seed 

issue.  This is still in its infancy and is a struggle to make a dent in the larger issue. 

For certified organic production, it is required that you demonstrate a real effort to 

obtain as many organic varieties as you can.  There are more and more available each 

year, but not all things are available as organic.  The seed company I have been working 

with since 1993 is FEDCO.  It is a farmer’s cooperative located in Maine.  They have a 

large selection of organic seeds, and have been working with smaller organic seed 

breeders for many years.  They also have a very high ethical standard for the seeds that 

they purchase from the global market and declare where each seed comes from (they are 

the only company that I have seen to ever do this).  They also boycotted any seed owned 

by Monsanto and her sister companies many years ago.  The other main company I 

purchase from is Johnny’s Selected Seed, also in Maine.  They have set the standard in 



North America for supplying and breeding for medium to small organic (and 

conventional) market growers.  I also get some seed as part of the Seeds of Transition 

network from Hawthorn Seeds. 

With the 200 or so varieties we grow, the seed ordering process is simplified by being 

organized.  I keep detailed records of what I order each year.  This is in a simple 

notebook (I have yet to see why a computer would make it better!).  I have it organized 

so that I also can see the date things are planted and how much space is dedicated to 

that crop.  As the season unfolds each year, I can make quick notes in this notebook 

suggesting subtle or major changes that need to be made.  I also make notes about 

feedback I receive, either directly from members, or inferred by watching how people 

react to different crops.  For instance, this year I had several people ask me about 

spaghetti squash.  I have not grown spaghetti squash since the late 90’s.  When I did, it 

was always the last squash left out of a possible selection, and I had several people say 

they were disappointed in it.  My simple solution was to stop growing it.  Well over the 

years, I have had a few people request it again… and this year I got enough requests to 

convince me to give it another try… so look for it in the fall!  So when I am going through 

the seed order for the coming year, I have my last year’s notebook to guide me to make 

decisions.  There are always new varieties being released, and it is an art to reading 

between the lines of the seed description to see if it is worth trying.  They always want 

you to buy the seed, so the descriptions always sound good… but what works for some 

may not work for others, so over the years I have gotten a pretty good idea of what might 

and might not work.  Each year I trial several new varieties of different crops, which can 

sometimes be a great success, and sometimes not, so I’m conservative how much of a 

new thing to try.  You comments are always helpful, so please tell me what you think! 

The other seed I have to purchase is for the cover crops in the garden.  There are 8 

different cover crops that are used within the garden crop rotation.  These I get either 

from the co-op in Durham, or Speare Seeds in Harriston.  They actually sometimes have 

organic seed available, but often not.  None of the seeds are genetically modified and I 

do not use inoculants, which are nitrogen fixing bacteria that can be added to the seed.  

These inoculants are sometimes genetically modified.  The only other thing I use seed 

for is the hay fields.  I don’t re-seed too often, but usually get the seed from the coop.  It 

is a mix of grasses and clovers, also without inoculants.  

‘Til next time, Cory 


