
VINTAGE VEGGIES 
Heirloom fruits and 
veggies have won us 
over with their 
whimsical appearance 
and rich flavors, but 
that’s not all they have 
going for them. Here, 
a few more reasons 
we’ll be planting 
heirloom seeds this 
year, and four of our 
favorite mail-order 
seed sources.  

 “Planting heirloom seeds 
means you’re participating  
in preserving that variety,”  
says Diane Ott Whealy, 
cofounder of the nonprofit 
Seed Savers Exchange 
(seedsavers.org), which 
maintains one of the largest 
seed banks in North America. 
Protecting crop biodiversity  
is a big part of SSE’s mission—
in the face of economic 
instability or natural disasters, 
having a wide variety of edible 
plants is one of our best 
defenses against food 
insecurity. Whealy believes 
home growers can have a role 
to play. “It’s another level of 
gardening I think is really 
important,” she adds.
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HANDY HOW-TO 
Your heirloom 
seeds have arrived 
in the mail—what 
next? The Beginner’s 
Guide to Growing 
Heirloom Vegetables, 
by Master Gardener 
Marie Iannotti, 
serves as a primer  
for cultivating 100 
select varieties.

you can see more easily what 
people were eating then,”  
he adds. “If you can find  
old recipes, you can even 
re-create those dishes.”

 Saving seeds is also saving 
their stories. “A lot of  
heirloom varieties survived  
not just because they tasted 
good or had good growing 
qualities, but because they 
have a story behind them 
about a time and place  
where they were important,” 
explains Ira Wallace,  
comanager of Southern 
Exposure Seed Exchange 
(southernexposure.com), 
which packs its catalog with 
these stories, plus plenty of 

 “Heirloom seeds are a 
connection with history,”  
says Jere Gettle, founder of 
Baker Creek Heirloom Seeds 
(rareseeds.com), whose 
catalog features historic and 
endangered varieties. “When 
you have seeds from plants 
that are 100 to 500 years old, 

tips on seed saving for the 
home gardener. 

 Planning your heirloom 
garden can also make for good 
reading, and the seed catalog 
from Fedco (fedcoseeds.com) 
has a style all its own. “The 
black-and-white look originally 
came from the need to produce 
a catalog as cheaply as 
possible,” says manager Gene 
Frey. “Along the way, we really 
came to appreciate the beauty 
of line art.” The catalog’s 
vintage-style illustrations, zany 
descriptions, and side notes—
on how to make a sponge out 
of a luffa gourd, for example—
celebrate gardening culture.

—EMILY HORTON
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For more information, visit vegetariantimes.com/infocenter
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