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As a young girl I remember vividly the mysterious
second refrigerator that sat in my grandmother’s utility
room, opening that door was an adventure. Behind that
door lay years of my Grandmother Pansy's passion, seeds.
More seeds than | could imagine, in tiny jars and bags
labeled with names, places, dates, and varieties. This was my
first gardening lesson: if you like what you are eating, save
the seed and grow it yourself! Saving seed has been a part of
my family’s gardening heritage for as long as | can remember
and the Yeager Bean is a result of this pastime. The Yeager
family moved from Virginia to Carroll County, Georgia
around 1830 and settled on a land lot they had received which remains in our family today. The Yeager Bean was passed down
to my father, David Brown of Coweta County, and grandmother by great grandmother, Georgia Texas Yeager Brown (b. 1868-
1956). She said that the beans had been in the family for as long as she knew, recalling that her great grandmother before
her had grown them every vear. | asked my father to describe Georgia Texas’ garden
and her seed saving techniques.

“When I came along at about 5 or 6 years old, I would help grandma in the garden.
It was about 100" long by 80" wide and she fenced it with chicken wire to keep the hens out.
She didn’t care much for chemicals, just used manure from the hen houses on her garden. And
even though we had tractors, she preferred to use a mule drawn plow and planted the seeds she
saved every year. She believed that her food was better because of this and she didn 't hardly
buy any produce from the stores.... As long as she could walk she planted these beans. When
she had a stroke, she passed the seeds on to my mother (Pansy Brown) who then became the
§ caretaker of the beans. Grandma Georgia Texas told her it was important to continue to grow
= them and (Pansy) said the same thing when she passed...Georgia Texas kept the seed for a fen‘
y crops other than the Yeager Beans, I remember okra, purple string beans, collards and onions.

Both my Grandmother Pansy and Georgia Texas saved seeds similarly.

“The plants were not marked, rather the best of the harvest was kept for next year's
planting.... The seeds were laid on racks on the kitchen counter to dry for a few days. Then the
seeds would be cleaned and stored. Grandma placed the seed in a cloth sack in the
closet...sometimes in the winter, if it was a pretty, sunny day, she would take the sacks outside

- in the sun to insure the seeds stawd dry...Mother stored her seed in the refrigerator labeled with
Georgia Texas Yeager and JR Brown the variety and date collected.”

When [ asked my father about the beans’ performance in the garden and
whether or not he thought they had a local adaptation, his answer was emphatically yes because they outperform everything
in the garden by surviving heat and drought. “After the summer drought, just feed them with a little manure and water, and they will
come back as green and lush as they were at the first of the season, while everything else in the garden dies. Plus they appear to be resistant
to both disease and insects ...and are prolific until frost!” And 1 can vouch for the fact that they are more delicious than any other
butterbean I've tasted! The Yeager Beans are a family heirloom, woven into our genealogy. It is a link that reminds us of our
deceased loved ones and a passion for gardening that has been passed on for many generations in our family. --Stephanie Brown

Each issue of Seedlink will describe a plant genealogy from a
personal perspective in the Heirloom Profiles. These are stories of
plant origins from those who have preserved them for their family
and community. Heirloom gardeners recognize the importance of
maintaining the genetic diversity of these unique varieties and
many feel a sense of urgency and proud accomplishment about their
preservation work. If you have similar stories about your family’
or community’s efforts to preserve a variety, please send them to
Stephanie in the SSLP office.

Continued from page I...
southern region and document the knowledge associated with
these crops for future generations. This documentation was

SSLP is also supporting efforts to assess the genetic
variability and adaptations of heirloom plants. Stephanie

originally developed to complement gene banking of crop
germplasm and is called memory banking. More about this
SSLP initiative is detailed on page 4. Research projects
which support memory banking are targeting specific
varieties, ethnic traditions, and agricultural regions. This
summer, Eleanor Tison, a graduate student in the Department
of Anthropology, investigated the preferred varieties and
farming traditions of rural African American communities of
the Georgia Coast.

Brown in the Department of Horticulture, and Diana Dry of
the Institute of Ecology, are developing research projects that
contrast heirloom and commercial varieties’ responses to
local environmental conditions. You can read more about
Diana’s research on page 3 of this issue.

We look forward to sharing with you the results of
ongoing work. Readers are encouraged to join SSLP and to
send to us any information you have concerning heirloom
plants varieties. Please send us your stories, your views, or if
you would like more information, please contact Eleanor and
Stephanie at: (706)542-3141; e-mail:slbrown@uga.cc.uga.edu
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A Cowpea Comparison:
Towards an Understanding of the Biological and Cultural Value of Heirloom Varieties

The cowpea,
(Vigna unguiculata  ssp.
unguiculata), also known
as southern pea, crowder
pea or black-eyed pea, has
long been an economically
and culturally important
legume

forage and green manure plant due to
its ability to fix atmospheric nitrogen,
cowpea has significant potential for
soil improvement or restoration in
degraded or marginal soils, and was
once an agronomically important
crop in the US. Today, in this
country, cowpeas are more highly
valued as a table legume, and have
long been a staple food in both the
Southern states and worldwide.

This summer, seeds of
heirloom cowpea varieties were
collected from a handful of Georgia
seedsavers/growers, and planted with
commercially available seeds in a
field study conducted to investigate
the relationship of both genotypes to
the efficient exploitation of resources
in a degraded agroecosystem. The
experimental site is Spring Valley

Southern US. An excellent

Farm, just outside Athens, Georgia,
which has severely impoverished and
abandoned farmland soil. It is
hypothesized that the cowpea
heirlooms, which are locally adapted
to the soil, climate, and biota of the
study region in Georgia,
“outperform” the commercial, non-
adapted varieties in terms of stress
resistance and development.

This fall I will evaluate the
relative varietal plant-soil dynamics
in terms of system utilization of and
contribution to mineral and total
nitrogen and phosphorus, both
limiting nutrients. Broadly, | will
assess overall plant vigor through
more qualitative estimations of
germination, height, tolerance to
weather extremes, disease and pest
susceptibility, seed yield, biomass,

will

and nodulation. The
experiment is serving as a
preliminary screening for
differences among the
varieties in terms of plant
growth, phenology, and
stress response; ideally,
any identified trends or
patterns  will preface a
more formal follow-up investigation
sometime in the future.

My study seeks to
contribute to the Southern Seed
Legacy Project not only through a
field comparison of cowpea cultivars,
but in documenting the cultural
knowledge associated with in situ
conservation of heirloom cowpea
varieties, strengthening the project’s
memory banking initiative.
Interviews with those involved in
Southern cowpea cultivation will
include questions about varietal
differences in soil improvement and
plant-soil interactions; revealing in
the process cultural tastes and
preferences, seed exchange networks,
seed history, and the on-farm or
garden practices with which they
have coevolved.

--Diana Dry

What is an Heirloom Variety?
The aroma of old timey Plumgranny melon, the flavor of Moon & Stars watermelon, the pattern of
blue speckles on Blue Goose peas...these are some qualities of old timey varieties. The names have a familiar
ring to long-time Southerners and raise the curiosity of newcomers.
are accustomed to new, improved hybrids, these old varieties may seem odd. However, these have served as
sources for desirable characteristics, such as texture, taste, and aroma, in many hybrids.
So, what is an heirloom plant? Also known as landraces and folk, traditional, or indigenous

For today's farmers and gardeners who

varieties, heirlooms have been defined in the journal Theoretical Genetics as “geographically or ecologically
distinctive populations which are conspicuously diverse in their genetic composition both between populations
and within them individually”(Brown 1978). This vast and diverse pool of genetic characteristics is one that
will be lost forever if these varieties are allowed to become extinct. Heirlooms are not well suited to large-scale
production because they do not have characteristics suitable for long term storage and transport, nor machine
harvestability. However, they are ideal for small-scale production and backyard gardens. As a product of many
generations of farmer selection, these varieties have often adapted to local environmental conditions, whether
that be soil type, drought, or low nutrients, and can outperform many hybrid introductions. Other times they
do not yield as much as their hybrid counterparts, but are able to offer greater resistance to insect pests and
pathogens, not to mention greater palatability. This means less chemicals, and therefore less cost and a
greater benefit to our environment. These long time favorites offer potential low cost, low maintenance, and
high value, high interest options for growers across the region.




