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Abstract
Öhnfeldt, R. 2019. Ordinary and Extraordinary. Heritage plants and their farmers.
This thesis explores how Swedish farmers, who have chosen to farm with heritage plant varieties, motivate their choices and how they as a result of their choices view themselves as farmers.
This is investigated against present and future challenges regarding food security and the loss of
agricultural biodiversity and biocultural heritage, which, in order to be faced, will require a wider range of plants in cultivation. To find out why farmers make certain choices is vital if we are
to make necessary structural changes within the agricultural sector. The farmers’ motives are
broad and they are, based on the concept of hybridity, presented and analysed through the categories memory, identity and reciprocity. These motives are also closely linked to how they view
themselves as farmers. The findings are further interpreted through the concept of biocultural
refugia, which is a means of studying how certain places can harbour different species while
simultaneously being an area for sustainable food production. In this thesis biocultural refugia
represents how the respondents are part of creating and maintaining diversity within plant cultivation and its surrounding practices. This diversity will be required in order for agriculture to
handle current challenges in a sustainable way.
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Introduction

The art of weaving may be used to serve as a symbol for those practices in life that never really
finishes. Building or making something involves a process that has a beginning and an end,
while weaving can be used to represent how our experiences are in a constant state of becoming
(Ingold, 2000). Nurturing plants is like weaving. For this thesis, I have interviewed farmers who
cultivate heritage plant varieties1 in a never-ending circle of care. This weave of care is constituted by the plants and their farmers as much as it revolves around stories and memories. Some of
these stories and memories will, in this thesis, provide more insight into what motivates the
farmers in their everyday practices.
My personal interest in heritage plants and their farmers began in February 2018 when I was
served something called ‘Gotlandslinser’ (lentils grown on the Swedish island Gotland) at a restaurant in Stockholm. They were small, firm and delicious and – as I consider myself as someone
with a special interest in food – I was surprised that I had never heard of them before. The waiter
told me that they were quite common on Gotland up until the early 20th century when the lentilcultivation ceased completely since they were considered to be inefficient to grow, as they could
be quite difficult to harvest. Now, as the waiter explained, the lentils were being cultivated on
the island again thanks to a company called Nordisk Råvara that was founded in 2016 by Gunnar
Backman and Thomas Erlandsson.
A few months after my visit to the restaurant, when I had started to give my thesis topic some
more thought, I contacted Gunnar Backman who told me that he and Thomas Erlandssson had
founded Nordisk Råvara as they wanted to be more involved in influencing the food supply in
Sweden, mainly through supporting farming activities. Accordingly, Nordisk Råvara now consists of a network of Swedish farmers scattered across the country who grow different vegetables
for the company. The farmers cultivate the plants, while Nordisk Råvara takes care of the rest –
logistics, packaging, marketing and sales – steps for which most farmers usually have neither the
time nor the resources. The company aims to create farming options that contribute towards agricultural biodiversity2 (see p. 19), both by introducing alternative crops (heritage and other varieties), but also through actively creating and maintaining a viable and healthy soil. Some of the
vegetables grown within the network are heritage plants and they are now, thanks to Nordisk
Råvara and the involved farmers, made available on a larger scale3.

The questions
The information provided to me by the waiter and Gunnar Backman (as well as the delicious
taste of the perfectly cooked lentils from Gotland) inspired me to embark on this plant-based

1

See p. 10 for the definition of what a heritage plant is.
The term biodiversity includes a variability among all living organisms and the ecosystems of which they are part and it can be
understood at three levels: ecosystem diversity, species diversity and genetic diversity. A rich diversity in and among these three
levels is considered desirable since it will give the different systems and its organisms the basis required for adapting to challenges such as climate change (FAO, 2018).
3
Information about Nordisk Råvara comes from an informal conversation with Gunnar Backman (2018-06-07) and from
nordiskravara.se/om-nordisk-ravara.
2
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journey. Before I make some clarifications regarding terminology and definitions I will hereby
establish the aim of this thesis.
In order for us to be able to eat in the first place, food has usually gone through several stages of
production and distribution. Together with our consumption these stages inevitably contribute
towards giving food its transformative power. Not only does food affect us in our homes through
cooking and eating, it also directly shapes the landscapes of agricultural production (Jordan,
2015). But what we eat not only transforms different places, it also encompasses so much more.
Start scratching the surface and a vast network spanning in all directions comes to life.
Plant genetic resources rest at the very core of many issues, from agriculture and food security to
commerce and human cultures (Fowler, 2013). It only took some initial research on heritage
plant varieties in order for me to become intrigued. These types of plants seem to carry so much
– from histories to nutrients. Heritage plants also have a genetic diversity that is indispensible for
the biodiversity within the food and agriculture sector, which in turn is vital to both food security
and the supply of many vital ecosystem services (FAO, 2019; see Chapter 2).
However, despite the claimed importance of heritage plants, very few farmers in Sweden grow
heritage cereals and vegetables4. When I mentioned heritage plants to people around me no one
seemed to know anything about them – ‘plant as plant’ so to speak. I therefore decided that I
wanted to find out:
How do farmers5 who grow heritage plants (vegetables and/or cereals) explain and motivate
their choices? And as an extension of these choices how do they view themselves as farmers?

Terminology
The first issue I encountered when I began my research had to do with terminology; there is no
unifying term for old plant varieties, neither is there a clear definition of what a heritage plant is.
As part of the story lies in the name itself, let us start with me defining what to call them. In
Swedish the term ‘kulturarvsgrödor’ (translates into ‘cultural heritage plants’) is sometimes used
and often incorporates all sorts of older cultivated plant varieties – from cereals to vegetables
and fruits. Other terms also commonly used are ‘kultursorter’ (cultural varieties) or ‘kulturspannmål’ (cultural grains).
In Sweden there is an association called Allkorn, founded by researcher and plant breeder Hans
Larsson, for people who are involved in the cultivation of older plant varieties. Allkorn uses the
term ‘kultursort’ and when using that term they refer to three different categories of plants. First
the oldest ones, who are thought to have been around since the dawn of agriculture, examples of
such ancient plants varieties are emmer wheat and einkorn wheat. The second category is the socalled ‘landraces’ (‘lantsorter’ in Swedish). This term often refers to cereals (but incorporates
other plant varieties as well) and stems from plants having evolved and adapted to certain places
over time, through the consistent sowing, harvesting and seedsaving done by farmers. Through
this process they have become locally adapted – a process which has taken place over a long
period of time all over the world (Wiking Leino, 2017). The last category in Allkorn’s definition
of ‘kultursorter’ refers to the plant varieties that came out of the early organised plant breeding in
the Nordic countries, which took place up until around the 1970s (however there is no strict line
to be drawn here). According to Allkorn, this early plant breeding was generally done in a way
that respected the plants’ inherent properties, hence they differ from modern varieties6.
4

There is no unifying statistics available for heritage plant cultivation in Sweden.
See ‘methodologies’ for information about the respondents in this thesis.
6
Allkorn has around 400 members and information about Allkorn’s definition comes from Allkorn’s membership brochure:
allkorn.se/pdf/kultursortsh%C3%A4fte.pdf
5
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In English there are even more terms in circulation, used somewhat differently depending on the
context. Often synonymously with the word landrace, terms such as primitive cultivar, primitive
variety, primitive form, farmers’ variety, traditional variety, local variety and folk variety are
being used as terms alongside other common denominations such as ‘heirlooms’ and heritage
plants/crops/varieties. I will use the term heritage plant(s) in this thesis since the word heritage
implies that they have some sort of age and/or history behind them. In this thesis ‘heritage
plants’ incorporate vegetables and cereals and refers to the first two categories in Allkorn’s definition of ‘kultursorter’, which is the ancient plant varieties and the ones that have evolved and
adapted to local conditions over longer periods of time (the landraces).

Definitions
Not only is there no universally applied term for heritage plants, these plants are also all very
different from one another. This makes it difficult to find an all-encompassing definition that
describes what is actually required of a plant to be considered a heritage variety (Camacho Villa
et al., 2005). What these plants have in common – which is that they are inherently dynamic and
cannot be described by uniformity and stability over the generations – is what makes them difficult to pin down.
Camacho Villa et al. (2005) have worked out a well-established definition that incorporates
many of the characteristics most often present when it comes to heritage plant varieties. In this
definition the term landrace is used, which in this case includes not only cereals but also other
plant varieties:
a landrace is a dynamic population(s) of a cultivated plant that has historical origin, distinct identity and lacks formal crop improvement, as well as often being genetically diverse, locally adapted
and associated with traditional farming systems. (p. 373)

This definition also has a cultural/practical dimension since it refers to traditional farming systems. Another often-cited definition comes from professor and plant-breeder Jack Harlan who
devoted his entire professional life towards collecting and preserving landraces (Wiking Leino,
2017). Harlan (1975) described heritage plants mostly based on their genetic variation:
Land races have a certain genetic integrity. They are recognizable morphologically; farmers have
names for them and different land races are understood to differ in adaptation to soil type, time of
seeding, date of maturity, height, nutritive value, use and other properties. Most important, they
are genetically diverse. (p. 618)

Both of these definitions correspond with how the farmers that I interviewed generally view the
heritage plant varieties that they cultivate, although they did not use these exact terms to describe
them.

10

The difference between old and new
Plants change over time with or without the help of human hands, where to draw the line between old and new is therefore not clear-cut. However, there are a few characterisations that help
define heritage plants in relation to modern varieties. Most of the crops grown across the world
today are so-called ‘modern’, ‘conventional’ or ‘advanced’ varieties that are products of a formal
plant breeding system. Through adding or removing genes, the formal plant breeding system
changes the plants’ characteristics. One example of this is the shortening or removal of the awns
on certain type of cereals to make the ear more straight and compact, which makes them easier to
harvest and handle. Allkorn calls these modified plants ‘laboratory varieties’ as they most often
depend on a controlled cultivation system with synthetic fertilisers, irrigation and pesticides7.
With the modern formal plant breeding system (or the scientific breeding system) it is not farmers/growers who select and trade the seeds with each other, but rather seed companies, plant
breeders or publicly funded research institutes (Wiking Leino, 2017). The conventional varieties
are also broadly referred to as “modern officially released varieties” (FAO, 2019, p. 11), as they
are owned by plant breeding companies, whereas the heritage varieties are not owned by anyone
and are commonly exchanged as gifts or barter (Nazarea, 2005). Since many of the heritage
plants for a long period of time have been passed along through rather informal networks outside
the formal seed trade systems they have often been around for at least 50 years or longer
(Camacho Villa et al., 2005). They are also sometimes named after the particular place where
they have grown for as long as anyone can remember8. Meanwhile, the modern varieties have no
historic connection to a certain place. The modern varieties are also characterised by homogeneity whereas the older varieties are characterised by heterogeneity. This heterogeneity was maintained by the mentioned local practices and seed exchange systems which made the plants more
tolerant to climatic variations and pest epidemics (Wiking Leino, 2017).

Regulations
Since the ownership of seeds and the trading with them has a direct effect on farmers, I will explain briefly here how the seed trade is regulated in Sweden. The trade with seeds in Sweden is
based on the EU seed certification scheme, which constitutes the basis for the marketing of plant
reproductive material in EU countries. Each country has its own official list of approved plant
varieties as support for persons or companies who market and trade with seeds. In Sweden this
list is maintained by the Swedish Board of Agriculture (Jordbruksverket). In 2009 it was decided
within the EU that in order to facilitate work connected to the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD, see p. 19), heritage plant varieties were acknowledged as being important and therefore
had to be regulated somehow, hence an exception was made. In the Swedish context these plants
are referred to as ‘bevarandesorter’ (varieties that are worth preserving) and they have their own
list. One of the basic demands for the plant varieties on the ‘worth preserving’-list is that they
have been grown in Sweden prior to 1945. If a heritage plant is listed it means that its trade is
regulated in the same way as the modern seeds. At the moment the list contains one swede
(Swedish turnip), three kinds of beans, 14 kinds of potatoes, and 26 different cereals. The list
also includes 17 kinds of peas, both ‘Rättviksärt’ and the ‘Solberga gråärt’ grown by two of the
respondents interviewed in this thesis are on the list.9

7

Allkorn membership brochure: allkorn.se/pdf/kultursortsh%C3%A4fte.pdf.
For many heritage vegetables it is common that they have been grown at least around 50 to 100 years at a specific location, but
for many of them it is much longer than that (Camacho Villa et al., 2005). I have also learned through my interviews that even if
they are cultivated at other locations than their place of origin, the story about where they come from is often known by those
who grow them.
9
Information regarding the regulations for seed trade come from: jordbruksverket.se/amnesomraden/odling/utsadeochsorter/fordigsomodlarutsade/bevarandesorter.4.50cb902d1234ca17a7e8000994.html;
2.jordbruksverket.se/webdav/files/SJV/trycksaker/Pdf_ovrigt/ovr230.pdf.
8
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These plants are far from all of the heritage plant varieties that we have in Sweden. The ones that
are not on the list cannot be formally traded with, they can however be bartered or given away.
Many of the people who cultivate heritage varieties in Sweden are members of the association
Allkorn and through this network growers can trade seeds with each other. According to the
growers themselves they can do this as all the members can be considered to be plant breeders
and as such they are allowed to trade with seeds within the Allkorn organisation (the trade and
barter taking place through Allkorn is not clearly regulated anywhere). As told to me by the respondents, Allkorn is important for seed exchange, but also regarding exchange of knowledge.
Organisations like Allkorn are also important for providing a sense of community for farmers
and growers.10

Winds of change
Before moving on to the main concepts for this thesis I want to mention that it does not require
much effort to realise that there exists a renewed interest in heritage plants at the moment. This
revival is a result of the developments in the food sector over the past decades.
Since the Green revolution11 modern varieties of cereals and vegetables have to a large extent
replaced the older heritage varieties in many countries, partly because they are adapted to grow
in the large-scale agricultural systems of today (Nazarea, 1998). But it is not only the crops that
have changed. Following in the footsteps of the heavy industrialisation and urbanisation that
took place in the West during the 20th century, foodstuffs have also undergone change. Gradually
the demands of large cities and a globalised market started to influence what local farmers could
produce. Food was adapted to new societal structures where working city people could afford to
buy more expensive and processed products – readymade foods and fast food gave people time
that they could spend elsewhere. Today, we are used to a broad range of fresh, refrigerated and
frozen products and long-distance transport provides us with fruits and vegetables from all
around the world throughout the year. The supply of food has in this way become disconnected
from local agricultural production and it has also led to consumers gradually losing the feeling
and knowledge of what is actually in season or not (Morell, 2011). But there have always been
counter-currents in the food market and now increasingly environmentally aware consumers are
demanding organic, small-scale and locally produced food (Flygare and Isacson, 2011). This
growing demand can be referred to as the ‘local food movement’ and is gaining speed from a
popular interest in the taste and appearance of foods that are the very opposite of the uniformity
caused by rationalisation and industrialisation (Nazarea and Rhoades, 2013).
It is through this movement that heritage plant varieties are finding their way back, as they are
anything but uniform in taste or appearance. The increased demand from the local food movement is something that the farmers whom I have interviewed have noticed in different ways.
However, to say that heritage fruits, vegetables and cereals are ‘coming back’ perhaps insinuates
that they were gone and that is not entirely true. Heritage plants did not completely disappear,
but the rise of industrial agriculture paired with the preference for modern plant varieties have
led to a systematic loss of older varieties. But despite modernisation and conventional agriculture, there were always those who saved seeds and continued to grow them (Jordan, 2015). It is
some of these people and their stories that we will meet in this thesis.

10

Information acquired through personal conversations with members of Allkorn.
The Green revolution took place during the 1950s and 1960s when agricultural production was intensified worldwide through
pairing conventional high-yielding varieties of crops with synthetic fertilisers, pesticides and modern, efficient technology that
allowed more large-scale farming (Nazarea, 1998).
11
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Media coverage
The growing interest in heritage plants can also be traced through media. A search on the terms
‘kultursorter’ and ‘kulturspannmål’ in the Swedish media archive called Retriever is quite revealing. The hits show a growing coverage on heritage plants from the media over the years12.
The first hit is from 1994, but up until 2010 there are less than 10 articles per year. From 2013
the number of articles increase quite drastically, from 22 hits in 2013 up to 46 hits in 2018, and
the tone also changes. Through the media coverage it is possible to follow what I would like to
call a ‘rediscovery’ of heritage plants and cereals. Farmers, bakers and chefs are being interviewed and they talk about how heritage plants are important when it comes to maintaining agricultural diversity, but also about how the plants possess numerous of positive properties (they
are described as having enhanced flavour, being high in nutrients and resistant towards drought
and pests13). A quote from farmer Niclas Dagman is one of many examples of this trend:
Most of these old cereal varieties can handle drought. They stand tall above ground, which indicates that they have deep roots. And since they have deep roots, not only do they find water, they
also manage to find more nutrients such as potassium and phosphorus.14

The articles also reveals a changing tonality when writing about heritage crops – rather forceful
and distinctive words such as: ‘climate change’, ‘health issues’, ‘food security’, ‘sustainability’,
‘future challenges’, ‘extreme weather’ and so on start showing up over time. After the very dry
summer of 2018 some of the articles consist of interviews with farmers (who grow older cereal
varieties). In these cases, the farmers talk about their experiences and tell the story how they did
not lose as much of their yield as other farmers – who grew conventional varieties – did. The key
part of the explanation given by the interviewees in these articles is that the heritage cereals have
deep roots and are therefore more resistant to drought15. We will hear much more of such experiences of the positive qualities of heritage plants in the coming chapters. But first I will map the
general structure of the thesis.

12
In the Swedish media the term ‘kultursorter’ seems to be most commonly used and it refers to both cereals and vegetables.
This paragraph refers to the results received on May 2, 2019.
13
There seems to be a general consensus among farmers and bakers that heritage cereals possess a number of positive properties,
however these are somewhat fragmentary. There is for instance an on-going research project at The Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences (SLU) that is looking closer into certain aspects of this: slu.se/ew-nyheter/2018/11/det-goda-brodet--historiensroll-i-framtidens-brod/.
14
Westin, E. (2018, July 20). Gamla vetesorter klarar torkan bättre. Land Lantbruk. (My translation).
15
Some examples of these articles in the media archive: Bärtås, J. (2018, Nov 12). Kultursorter hälsosamt för miljön och människan. Smålandsposten; Blomgren, U. (2018, Aug 15). Normal skörd trots torkan - Lögens gård i Lyse odlar bara äldre kultursorter av spannmål. Bohusläningen; Cleveson, J. (2019, April 29). Här odlas framtidens grödor. ETC; Johansson, M. (2018, Aug
30). Torkan – en väckarklocka för jordbruket. Tidningen Syre; Svt Nyheter. (2017, Sept 1). Gamla sädesslag åter i ropet.
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Figure 1: Farmer Niclas Dagman (quoted above) in a field of the heritage wheat variety ‘västgöta lantvete’ at his
farm in Grästorp north of Gothenburg. Photograph by Eva Westin.

The layout of the thesis
After this first introductory chapter I will, in the second chapter of this thesis, present a condensed historical background describing certain aspects of the development of agriculture (with a
focus on plant cultivation) in Sweden. These developments along with a description of the two
major farming systems of today (ecological and conventional) are fundamental for some of the
upcoming discussions. I will in this chapter also introduce some of the current dialogues regarding biodiversity, food security and seed conservation. Heritage plants have an established position within both biodiversity and food security discussions and in order to secure a more diverse
genetic material the topic of different approaches to seed conservation becomes actualised.
Farmers, such as the ones that I have interviewed, who are engaged in the cultivation of heritage
plants are (unbeknownst or not) also performing in situ conservation.
Chapter 2 also explains the concepts that constitute the framework for this thesis, namely biocultural heritage/refugia. Biocultural heritage is a concept, which based on different aspects of
memory and knowledge, allows for the investigation of the different ways through which humans are, and have, interacted with their environment. The cultivation of heritage plants would
be one such example. The term biocultural refugia refers to areas that harbour both food production and biodiversity protection. This term will reappear again in Chapter 7 where I use it to
highlight some of the learnings provided by the respondents of this thesis. In the last chapter I
also present how the farmers and their practices are part of creating the diversified farming systems that are required if we are to face the challenges currently posed against global food production systems.

14

The relation between the farmers and their plants is the read thread of this thesis, in Chapter 2 I
therefore address the concept of hybridity since that is foundational for how relations are viewed
in this particular context. Hybridity – based on the notion of entangled relationships – also constitute the basis for the structure of the thesis, which will be further clarified in Chapter 3. In the
same chapter I will also explain my thoughts regarding the chosen method, which is semistructured interviews. I will also take the reader through the process of interviewing through to
the handling and analysing of the empirical material. This process is what led me up to constructing a model (p. 28) that depicts how the chapters are connected to each other.
After the ‘methodologies’-chapter, Chapter 4, 5 and 6 – which are named ‘memory’, ‘identity’
and ‘reciprocity’– follow. These chapters are a thematic presentation and analyses of the material
that I collected through my interviews. The themes clarify and tie together the different motives
that the farmers have provided in order to explain their choices regarding their farming with heritage plants. The different sections of the chapters range from topics such as the importance of
anecdotes, to self-image, skill and soil care. Together they show how the themes are closely
linked and that many of the motives unite the respondents when it comes to thoughts and ideas.

15

Background and conceptual framework

This chapter traces some concepts and terms that are important for forthcoming discussions and
of extra significance when it comes to situating this thesis in a wider context. As we shall see,
current debates on biodiversity, food security and seed conservation are directly connected to
how we view and handle heritage plants. I will also explain why the two terms biocultural heritage and biocultural refugia are useful when it comes to understanding and investigating not only
the plants, but also their relation to the farmers and the surrounding farming practices. The chapter starts with a brief introduction to the history of agriculture in Sweden. Different methods of
farming is a recurring subject in upcoming chapters, since heritage plants are often cultivated by
farmers that have chosen other ways of farming than the conventional ones. In order to understand the different approaches to farming today, some history is necessary. I will also address
some other aspects related to farming that will be discussed in this thesis. Agriculture generally
refers to both the cultivation of crops and the rearing of livestock (Grigg, 1974), but herein lies
the focus on the history of crop cultivation in Sweden.

A short history of agriculture in Sweden
Compared to hunting and gathering, agriculture is a practice that has been around for a brief
moment in time. Nevertheless, the spread of agriculture has been both swift and forceful over the
millennia. Crops, plants and seeds have been on the move ever since people, around c. 10 000
BCE, began domesticating wild plants to better fit human needs (Fowler, 2013). Plants migrated
together with people across continents and cultures, in the process coming into contact with different environmental conditions and various human needs and tastes. This process has led to the
development of thousands of cultivated plant varieties adapted to different local conditions and
farming practices (Fowler, ibid). Cereal cultivation seems to have existed in Sweden for around
6000 years and most of the cultivated cereals originate from the area called the Fertile Crescent
in the Near East. The earliest Swedish cereal findings consist of naked barley and hulled wheats
(Wiking Leino, 2017). During the course of the first millennium BCE and for another 1000
years, hulled barley was the most dominant cereal crop in Sweden, later in time came rye, oats,
and wheat (Pedersen and Widgren, 2011). During the 16th and 17th centuries buckwheat was introduced as a new crop (Myrdal, 2011). Apart from cereals, peas are one of the oldest cultivated
plants in Sweden, particularly grey peas, that have been cultivated throughout the entire country
since the Iron Age16. Other for Sweden common food staples such as potatoes were introduced
from the Americas in the 17th century17 but had their significant breakthrough later, in the early
1900s (Gadd, 2011).
Apart from changes in crop cultivation, the agricultural systems in Sweden (based on the country
borders of today) have also transformed over time, which has had a major impact on the physical
landscapes. Around 4000–3800 BCE a more systematic agriculture was introduced in Sweden.
During this time period grain cultivation and animal husbandry spread across the southern parts
of the country and later in the northern parts of Sweden (1500–1000 BCE) (Welinder, 2011).
Early farming techniques consisted of slash-and-burn agriculture and meadow agriculture. The

16
17

sprakochfolkminnen.se/matkult/baljvaxter/arter.html.
sprakochfolkminnen.se/matkult/potatis/potatisens-historia.html.
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former involves cutting down trees and burning them to clear space but also to take advantage of
the nutrients that are released into the soil after burning and ploughing. Meadows were used as a
complement to the cultivated areas since grazing areas and winter feed (hay) were required for
the animals (Granstedt, 2012).
Up until the early 19th century various field systems were used for crop cultivation around the
country. Depending on what area different rotation patterns were practised, ranging from so
called one-course (continuous cropping) up to four-course rotation or more. The number refers to
the relation between when and how fields were farmed and when they lay fallow (unused). A
two-course rotation means that the field would be used for crop cultivation one year and then lay
fallow the next and so on. Most common were two- and three-course rotation and often fallow
strips and cultivated strips lay side by side in the same field (Gadd, 2011). It was often the plants
chosen for cultivation that decided which system was in use. The chosen system affected how
nutrients were retained in the soil and also the growth of different earth-bound pests. If one and
the same crop is grown continuously in one field this will over time attract soil-pests connected
to that particular crop. To circulate crops at irregular intervals is therefore a way of preventing
the pests from adapting (Gadd, 2011; Wiking Leino, 2017).
During the 1750s the system with smaller strips and fields started to be replaced when Sweden
moved towards a more consolidated farming through land reforms called ‘storskiftet’. The inspiration came from British enclosures and the process included a redistribution of small strips to
make larger continuous fields. This was done mainly to create a more efficient farming structure.
Further reforms (‘enskifte’ and ‘laga skifte’) and more radical consolidations followed during the
ensuing decades, leading to a complete restructuring of the Swedish countryside. By 1880, instead of being part of villages, most farms were more spread out from each other and situated on
their own coherent blocks of land. This is the type of farm-structure that is largely present to this
day in Sweden (Gadd, 2011).
In this brief overview there are two events in Sweden’s agricultural history worth paying extra
attention to since they have significance to some of the upcoming discussions in this thesis. The
first event has to do with crop rotation and took place from around 1800 and onward. It paved
the way for a more uniform cultivation system. During this period the agricultural revolution,
which had spread over Europe, began to significantly affect farming in Sweden. Farming gradually became more efficient as a result of the land reforms and technological advancements, but
also due to socio-economic and institutional changes in society and the introduction of new crops
such as the potato (Gadd, 2011). This led to Sweden going from being a net importer of grains to
an exporter. Important to this increase in production were changes in crop rotation, the older
rotations gradually disappeared and were replaced by a new system which gave the entire country a more uniform way of practising farming. To practice this type of convertible husbandry
entailed integrating the cultivation of grass crops (animal fodder) and grain crops in a continuous
rotation, instead of having fallow fields. The increased fodder production on arable land also led
to more intensive animal husbandry and subsequently to an increased dairy production (Gadd,
ibid). Some of the grass crops included in the cultivation were legumes, such as clover, which
fixes aerial nitrogen to the soil (in other words they fertilise the soil). This was a break from the
former more uniform cultivation, which also led to decreased pests, parasites and diseases due to
the crop variation. During this period Sweden experienced an overall transition from hunger to
food security and between 1800 and 1950 Sweden’s population grew by 200 per cent, from 2.3
to 7 million (despite large emigrations from rural Sweden). This agricultural increase took place
before the breakthrough of synthetic fertilisers and chemical pesticides, which had their major
entry in farming on a global scale during the 1950s (Granstedt, 2012).
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The second important event worth keeping in mind is the implementation of a new agricultural
policy adopted in 1947 by the Swedish government with the aims of rationalising and modernising the agricultural sector. One of the policy goals concerned efficiency and prescribed that
small and supposedly financially unsuccessful farms should either be shut down or taken over by
larger units. Small-holdings were now considered to be obstacles to Sweden’s industrial development. Although the process towards more large-scale farms was very slow in the years following the policy implementation, it reshaped the perception of a desirable farming structure
(Flygare and Isacson, 2011). During the 1960’s agricultural policies became further oriented
towards efficiency. The overall rationale was focused on large-scale production units and farmers were being made to be ‘managers’ rather than workers. Farms that could not finance the purchase and maintenance of the machinery required to conduct large-scale farming, which was
seen as most efficient, were considered too small and unprofitable, and thereby slated for closure. During the 1980’s several deregulation processes started in Sweden, from the beginning
agriculture was not included under this deregulation scheme but was still under political control.
This however changed during the following years, and in 1991 Sweden was the first European
country to adopt a new agricultural policy stating that food production should be seen as any
other production and therefore be regulated by the free market forces. Something that has further
affected agriculture in Sweden is the country’s membership in the European Union. The membership was effected in 1995 and led to Sweden implementing the EU’s Common Agricultural
Policy (CAP). The CAP affects many aspects, ranging from food prices to farm subsidies, and its
implementation meant that Sweden’s national agricultural policy ceased to exist (Flygare and
Isacson, ibid).

Conventional versus ecological farming
As I mentioned various approaches to farming will be discussed in this thesis. Here, the interviewees all have one thing in common, they practise different degrees of ecological farming and
that is therefore a fundamental part of their practice and the choices that they make.
Today the words ecological and organic are often used synonymously, but there is a difference
between certified organic farming and ecological farming in the sense that ecological agriculture
is not a specific formal method but rather a movement. From the beginning ecological agriculture in Sweden was called ‘alternative farming’ and it emerged as early as during the 1950s as an
alternative to conventional agriculture – hence the name (Granstedt, 2012). The first couple of
decades ecological agriculture was marginal, though it gained a little more popularity during the
1980s. The term ‘alternative farming’ referred to most of the practices that were not conventional such as organic, biodynamic, biological etc. What that they had in common during the emerging years was a criticism against conventional farming (Sobelius, 2003). In 1986, the Nordic
chapter for IFOAM (International federation of organic agricultural movements) formulated this
definition of organic agriculture: “Organic agriculture is a self-sustaining and sustainable agroecosystem that is in balance. The system relies, as far as possible, on local and renewable resources.” (Granstedt, 2012, p. 75). In 1985, the main certifying organ for organic farming in
Sweden, KRAV, had also been founded providing a certification for products for the food market (Sobelius, 2003). Today, in Swedish, the term ‘ekologisk’ (ecological) is used to refer to organic produce. To avoid confusion I will therefore use the term organic going forward.
As is discussed by some of the respondents, the division between conventional farmers and organic ones are not always easy to make (see the ‘identity’-chapter), and the range of variation
within the two systems is also broad. In 1981 Josef Dlouhý wrote a doctoral thesis that compared
what was then called alternative farming to conventional farming. Dlouhý (1981, p. 8) listed the
major differences between conventional farming and alternative farming in a simple overview:
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Table I: Compilation of the general differences between conventional and the – then called – alternative farming.

Conventional farming
1. Quantity is prioritised
2. Economic profitability is put before
biological-ecological balance
3. Large specialisation and one-sided crop
rotation
4. Mostly uses inorganic fertilisers
5. Chemical pesticides are being used

Alternative (organic) farming
1. Quality is prioritised
2. Biological-ecological balance is put before
financial demands
3. Un-specialised operation and a variation in
crop rotation
4. Uses organic fertilisers
5. The farming practices shall be performed in
a way so that the system it in itself can prevent
pests, diseases and weeds

This short and simplified compilation is useful for this thesis since it corresponds very well with
the respondents’ general ideas of what constitutes the two different systems and how they themselves describe their practices. To refer strictly to two different systems is a simplification, however some of the informants tend to define themselves in contrast to ‘conventional farmers’ and
in those discussions they often refer to a division of practices comparable to those listed above.

Biodiversity, food security and heritage plants
In contemporary discussions regarding agriculture there are certain terms that often occur and
two of those terms are biodiversity18 and food security. These two concepts are deeply intertwined and are sometimes referred to as twin goals (Barthel et al., 2013a), they are also fundamental to this thesis. Food security is considered one of the major challenges of our time since
the world population continue to grow and need to be fed in a sustainable way. At the same time
there is concern regarding the loss of biodiversity in and around the production of food (Barthel
et al., ibid). Here heritage plants enter the picture since they provide an important opportunity for
agricultural diversification.
The current state of biodiversity for food and agriculture (BFA)19 is that it is declining on all
scales and levels all over the world (FAO, 2019). There are several contributing factors behind
this decline; some general ones are climate change, population growth, the industrialisation of
agriculture and food processing, overexploitation and overharvesting. Growing populations have
also lead to urbanisation and deruralisation that in turn leads to a loss of the traditional
knowledge and the small-scale low intensive agricultural practices often required to maintain
biodiversity within agriculture (FAO 2018, 2019). Another concern linked to this is that current
agricultural systems are considered unsustainable partly due to the low diversity within the systems (FAO, 2019). The lack of agricultural biodiversity or agrobiodiversity can be illustrated by
the fact that only five crops20 – rice, wheat, maize, millet and sorghum – provide over half of the
human food. Not only is that a small number of species, it also represents a narrow genetic base
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The wider discussions on biodiversity gained speed in June 1992 during the United Nations Conference on Environment and
Development – known as the Rio Earth Summit – when the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) was opened for signatures (cbd.int/history/default.shtml).
19
Encompasses all biodiversity that somehow contributes to any aspect of agriculture and food production, from domesticated
plants and animals to forests, aquaculture systems and also wild species harvested for food (FAO, 2019).
20
“Globally, there are almost 400 000 plant species, of which just over 6 000 plant species have been cultivated for producing
food. Of these, fewer than 200 plants were the sources of global food production in 2014, with only nine – sugar cane, maize,
rice, wheat, potatoes, soybeans, oil palm fruit, sugar beet and cassava – accounting for over 66 percent of all crop production.”
(FAO, 2018, p. 15). The report “Food in the Anthropocene: the EAT – Lancet Commission on healthy diets from sustainable
food systems” (2019) points towards the same problem, focusing on a different set of figures: “of more than 14 000 edible plant
species, only 150–200 are used by humans with only three (rice, maize, and wheat) contributing to 60% of the calories consumed
by humans” (p. 21).
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resulting in vulnerable production systems that puts both food security and nutrition at risk
(FAO, 2018, Willett et al., 2019). Apart from heritage plants having been identified as playing a
key role within food security since they can provide us with a broader range of crops, they are
also often associated with alternative small-scale farming systems and organic agriculture, which
means that they contribute to diversity in food production systems (Camacho Villa et al., 2005).
Since heritage plants are genetically diverse they are also considered to be resources securing
genetic material21.

Plant and seed conservation
The discourse surrounding the conservation of crops for the sake of preserving biodiversity took
shape during the early decades of the 20th century and has since evolved. In the 1960s, contemporary with the Green revolution, when agriculture was transformed in a major way, agricultural
science experts started to acknowledge the need to preserve crop genes for the future, which subsequently led to the growth of gene banks and genetic plant engineering (Wincott, 2018). The
conservation of plant genetic resources is often divided into two over-arching categories. When
seeds are preserved in genebanks, seed vaults or other similar instances, it is called ex situ conservation (Wincott, ibid). The Svalbard Global Seed Vault22, which opened in 2008, is one such
an example, another one is the Kew Gardens Millenniums Seed Bank23. The other category is
called in situ conservation and mainly consists of farmers/growers who save seeds and collect
and cultivate plants that have often been grown on their farms for a longer period of time (Nazarea, 2005; Fowler, 2013). The people involved in farming with heritage plants are in other words
also involved in conservation, although they do not always think about it that way, something
that I noticed during my interviews. Some of the practices that we will encounter in the upcoming chapters are part of this on-going in situ conservation.
The concept of in situ conservation, which is now the ideal of biodiversity conservation, has
been questioned historically, mainly because it is often done by farmers who go about their daily
lives without actively stating or thinking that they are involved in a conservation process (Nazarea, 2005). No one was questioning that those who collected and cultivated plants were sustaining agricultural biodiversity, but the question has been whether they were also involved in conservation? The answer to this depends on the requirements one poses on conservation – should it
be for instance intentional, quantifiable and replicable? Nazarea (ibid) suggests that such requirements on conservation are contra-productive and instead proposes two different categories
of conservation: conservation in effect and conservation by design. Where the latter is more intentional and formal and the former of a more local and informal nature, sometimes the two categories overlap and sometimes they do not, they are no matter what considered to be important
complements to each other.
Many of the stories told through this thesis are concrete examples of conservation and it has been
more and more acknowledged that the best people to preserve traditional plant varieties often are
the farmers and local inhabitants themselves and their efforts are today well acknowledged
(Nazarea, 2005; Fowler, 2013). This is also the reason why conversations with the people who

21
Genetic resources are defined under Article 2 of the CBD as “genetic material of actual or potential value”. ‘Genetic material’
is in turn defined as “any material of plant, animal, microbial or other origin containing functional units of heredity.”
(cbd.int/convention/articles/default.shtml?a=cbd-02; FAO, 2019, p. 10).
22
The Global Seed Vault initiative stems from the International Treaty on Plant Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture
(ITPGRFA), which was opened for signatures by national governments in 2001. The Treaty aims at establishing a multilateral
system for plant genetic resources that can be accessed and shared globally. Shortly after, the Government of Norway was encouraged by Biodiversity International (then IPGRI) to consider the establishment of a global facility at Svalbard with the idea
that the permafrost on Svalbard would be good for seed storage. This was also welcomed by the FAO and in 2004 the Norwegian
Government committed to fund and establish the Svalbard Global Seed Vault (seedvault.no/history/).
23
The world’s largest wild plant species genetic resource. Aims at conserving 25 per cent of the world’s plant species by 2020
(kew.org/wakehurst/whats-at-wakehurst/millennium-seed-bank).
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live with and off these plants are important. However, as I have realised during my interviews
their knowledge is largely tacit, which makes it very difficult to pass along such knowledge
through conversation.

POM and the Seed Call
In Sweden, the Programme of Diversity of Cultivated Plants (Programmet för odlad mångfald –
POM) is a practical example of a plant and seed conservation project. POM was founded by the
Swedish government in 2000 with the aim of implementing the aspects of the CBD framework
concerned with the biodiversity within the cultivation of plants and crops24. The overall purpose
of POM is the conservation and use of traditional cultivated plants with a particular focus on
CBD article 8j25 and 10c26. Article 8j highlights in situ conservation with a focus on local and
traditional knowledge and 10c puts forward the importance of protecting traditional knowledge
in order to achieve sustainable use and practices27.
The first step of the POM was to do an inventory and this was initiated in 2002 with the public
Seed Call where gardeners and growers from all over Sweden responded and sent in their seeds.
The seeds did however not come alone, with them followed letters and photographs entailing
often detailed descriptions about when and how the plants were grown, together with personal
stories about the history and origins of the particular plant (Nygårds and Wiking Leino, 2013).
Examples of these stories will be presented in the ‘memory’-chapter. The inventory phase of the
POM lasted between 2002 and 2010, after that all the collected plant samples have been analysed
and described from both a botanical and molecular point of view. Since 2016 all the collected
and evaluated seed samples are stored at the Nordic Gene Bank (NordGen) from which they can
be requested by anyone (Nygårds and Wiking Leino, 2013).

Soil and biodiversity
Soil was a recurring subject throughout all of the conversations that I had with the respondents,
soil therefore deserves its own headline (discussion on soil will occur again in the chapter called
‘reciprocity’). Soil is directly connected to biodiversity and in relation to agrobiodiversity soil
(or soil organisms) is sometimes labelled as associated biodiversity, together with for instance
pollinators. The world’s soils are threatened by things such as erosion, loss of organic carbon
and nutrient imbalances. Soils are therefore frequently mentioned in relation to agrobiodiversity
and food security as we are completely dependent upon soil to have a functioning agriculture
(FAO, 2019). There is much that can be said about soil and the different processes surrounding it
and I will only touch upon this subject here in order to provide the background necessary for
upcoming discussions.
A planted field can be compared to a young ecosystem. Cropland depends on human labour in
order to survive and thrive since cropland (in northern Europe) that is left unattended will eventually become forest. Like any other ecosystem, cropland can have various degrees of ecological
versatility. If there is a great variation of species it is more likely that changes, such as pest invasions, are less destructive towards the system as a whole (Granstedt, 2012). The organic part of
the soil is called humus and it is made up of decaying plant material. This process is what makes
24

slu.se/centrumbildningar-och-projekt/programmet-for-odlad-mangfald-pom/om-pom/.
Article 8 is named ‘In situ conservation’ and 8j states that contracting parties should: “respect, preserve and maintain
knowledge, innovations and practices of indigenous and local communities embodying traditional lifestyles relevant for the
conservation and sustainable use of biological diversity and promote their wider application with the approval and involvement
of the holders of such knowledge, innovations and practices and encourage the equitable sharing of the benefits arising from the
utilization of such knowledge, innovations and practices;” (cbd.int/convention/articles/default.shtml?a=cbd-08).
26
Article 10 is named ‘Sustainable Use of Components of Biological Diversity’ and 10c states that contracting parties should:
“Protect and encourage customary use of biological resources in accordance with traditional cultural practices that are compatible
with conservation or sustainable use requirements;” (cbd.int/convention/articles/default.shtml?a=cbd-10).
27
slu.se/centrumbildningar-och-projekt/programmet-for-odlad-mangfald-pom/om-pom/kort-om-kulturvaxter/.
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fertile soil a renewable resource. It is the organic matter in the soil that feeds soil life and therefore plays an important part when it comes to plant nutrition and plant health (Montgomery,
2017). The soil also consists of worms, bacteria, fungi and small animals that are at constant
work to break down plant material. For this process to go on, there has to be a sufficient supply
of new plant material. When humus is thoroughly broken down it becomes mulch which constitutes the main part of the organic substance in cropland, and which will determine the fertility of
the soil. In soils used to cultivate food crops, a mulch content of at least three per cent is desirable28. The quality and composition of the humus/mulch is affected by the original plant material
and the ability and composition of all the microorganisms and worms at work in the soil
(Granstedt, 2012; Montgomery, 2017).
In the history-section I referred to the structural changes that influenced Sweden’s agricultural
system. As the reader might recall, changes in land use and crop rotations resulted in higher
yields. An important part of this rotation was, as I have also mentioned (p. 17), to have years
with a leguminous ley (a mixture of grass and legumes) that supplied nutrients to the soil. Legumes, such as clover and lucerne, have deep root systems that form a symbiosis with the mycorrhiza (fungi in the soil). These root systems provide the soil with nutrients and after harvest they
remain in the soil and serve to benefit the crops that follow in rotation (Granstedt, 2012). The
mycorrhizal funghi will together with the soil microbes also provide the plants with nutrients,
which means that these systems transport nutrients in two directions. The main reason for farmers not to till or plough the land is to avoid damaging and disturbing the mycorrhizal fungi. Intense ploughing can also make land vulnerable to erosion (Montgomery, 2017).
It is apparent that what we choose to cultivate, together with crop rotations and how we till – or
not till – the soil will have a direct effect on its composition (Montgomery, 2017). To make
choices regarding soil work requires knowledge and experience, therefore the actions that farmers can take in order to care for their soil is something that most of the respondents have given a
lot of thought, as we shall see.

Biocultural heritage
Heritage plants and the small-scale farming systems they are often connected with, are part of
our biocultural heritage. In the same way that biodiversity and global human food security are
subjects of concern, there is a worry regarding the erosion of cultural landscapes. In the wake of
this increasing concern, the concepts biocultural diversity and biocultural heritage have attracted
attention (Eriksson, 2018).
The term biocultural heritage offers many definitions, a broad one is that the concept encompasses phenomena that might occur when humans interact with their environment. This interaction is often practice-driven and can be understood through different aspects connected to those
practices, such as local knowledge and memory (Ekblom et al., 2019). Since biocultural heritage
is an important part of the overall human cultural heritage its archive is often ‘out there’ and very
much alive in the form of meadows, pastures, forests and so on29. In this sense, biocultural heritage carries stories about human practices that are constantly around us, often without us thinking
or even knowing about it. Different aspects of both memory and knowledge will reappear
throughout the upcoming discussions as well as the stories surrounding our farming practices.
The concept of biocultural heritage not only incorporates and integrates the cultural and biological aspects of the landscape, but also allows for the exploration/investigation of the diffuse zone

28
The mulch levels have decreased in Sweden since the middle of the 20th century. In some parts of the country they are below
three per cent (2.jordbruksverket.se/webdav/files/SJV/trycksaker/Pdf_ovrigt/p7_19.pdf).
29
raa.se/kulturarv/landskap/biologiskt-kulturarv/det-har-ar-biologiskt-kulturarv/.
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where so-called culture meets so-called nature (see for instance Hinchliffe, 2007, for an introduction to this discussion). What is often strived for, when studying biocultural heritage, is to
gain a deeper understanding regarding how humans, through mutual processes between themselves and their environment, shape landscapes. To understand this is essential when it comes to
facing the challenges posed by current and future issues linked to biodiversity and sustainability
(Ekblom and Lindholm, 2019).
How we might continue constructive interaction with, and cultivation of, our surroundings is
clearly connected to how we practise agriculture. Here the term biocultural refugia can be applied. This term will occur again in the last chapter of this thesis in order to further frame and
discuss the respondents’ practices. The term biocultural refugia is used by Barthel, et al. (2013a,
b) in order to describe “areas that harbor place specific social memories related to food security
and stewardship of biodiversity” (p. 1142). To construct farming systems on the basis of diversity has historically been a way for farmers to build resilience and biocultural refugia are places
where diversity as an agricultural strategy can be visible in the landscape. The background towards the creation of this term is to enable discussions regarding how certain places – ‘refugia’ –
can be useful when it comes to both food security and biodiversity conservation within landscapes that are used for food production. The main idea is that a place can – and should – support
both sufficient food production and biodiversity at the same time, since both goals as mentioned
(p. 19) cannot be achieved in isolation from one another (Barthel, et al., 2013b). Refugia is a
term taken from ecology and is described as shelters for a defined biota where different species
have found shelter during difficult times (stress, climate change, forest fires etc.) (Barthel, et al.,
2013a).
As I have mentioned, memory is a central aspect of biocultural heritage and within biocultural
refugia social memory plays an important part. Social memory is a wide concept and something
that exists within different communities and is maintained in various ways, through practices,
rites, religion and so on. A sub-category of social memory is stewardship memory which is useful when it comes to describing what is going on when humans make decisions regarding which
practices to apply within agricultural systems (Barthel, et al., 2013a). Stewardship memory will
reappear again in the final chapter of this thesis.
Before moving on, I would like to point out that even though the term heritage has historical
connotations, it is not something static since the meaning and value that people ascribe to different cultural manifestations is constantly changing. The concept of heritage will never be valueneutral and that must always be taken into account (Eriksson, 2018). Heritage as an idea may
also entail various aspects in different parts of the world and the way that, for instance, heritage
plants are framed in public discourse matters when it comes to understanding how these common
resources should be viewed and approached (Wincott, 2018). In addition, there are aspects of
biodiversity, heritage and memory that could and should be problematised as there is an overhanging risk that romanticised and nostalgic ideas regarding heritage and nature get reproduced
with these terms. When discussing memories and heritage one must therefore be aware of this
and that the heritage field should be treated as a dynamic one. This implies acknowledging that
landscapes are always changing but also consist of both cultural and ecological memories, each
of which have significance when it comes to incorporating historical knowledge in order to plan
and act for the future. Working with the heritage concept has nothing to do with trying to freeze
a moment in time, but is more about being responsive to changes (see for instance Ekblom and
Lindholm, 2019 and Marris, 2011). This is worth remembering for later discussions in general
and for the final chapter in particular.
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Hybridity
The last concept that I will address in this chapter is hybridity. Hybridity refers to how all existing elements constitute different hybrid forms. An element (a party, an object or a thing) can in
this case be anything, from humans to non-humans to plants, machines and nation-states. What
matters is that relations occur all the time and that these connections somehow re-configure the
involved parties (Hinchliffe, 2007).
Hybridity is connected to the discussions in this thesis on two levels. First the traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) that constitutes the knowledge base of biocultural refugia can be described as a dynamic and hybrid knowledge as it consists of constant practise and adaptive processes (see further discussions on TEK in Barthel et al., 2013b and Iuga et al., 2017). This hybrid knowledge is part and parcel of the niches created by, in this case, farmers. The concept of
human niche-construction has been used to understand different practices, such as land-use and
management and the process of domestication of plants and animals (Eriksson, 2018; Eriksson et
al., 2017). Niche-construction in this thesis is considered to be a process based on entangled relationships. This means that the term domestication is not used to describe humans taking control over other species but is rather to be seen as a drawn-out process based on symbiotic relationships (Eriksson et al., ibid). This is shown through the fact that humans and domesticated
species have often been dependant upon each other for survival over a very long time and the
foundation of that survival is a mutual relationship (Barthel, et al., 2013b). This process involves
parties learning and adapting to the needs of the other (Puig de la Bellacasa, 2015).
Second, the thematisation of the chapters is based on a conceptualisation of the relationships
between these themes as being intertwined (see Fig. 2, p. 28). Just as the themes are intertwined,
so are the farmers with their plants (as we shall learn) and since hybridity aids when it comes to
depicting relational geographies (Hinchliffe, 2007) it is a useful thought-model for this thesis as
a whole. When it comes to relations in a hybrid world, to focus on differences in degree rather
than differences in kind (see Hinchliffe, ibid) may be helpful. When ’differences in kind’ are
replaced by ‘differences in degree’ we are able to also view agency (I will return to agency in the
‘reciprocity’-chapter) as something that is distributed across the entire spectra of all the different
entities that exist in this world (Connolly, 2011). Further, these differences are best understood
as differences that are made in practice since everything is always in the process of making a
world for itself (Hinchliffe, ibid). The world is, in this context, seen as a place where a multitude
of worlds articulates themselves differently (Barad, 2007).
We humans may have difficulties relating to all the other worlds that exist alongside ours, such
as different plant worlds. Even though most people have at some point cared for a plant, we do
not fully understand them. Plants have been evolving for much longer than humans and their
abilities are completely different from ours, which sometimes make their complexity difficult to
appreciate (Pollan, 2001). How plants practise their plant world is something that we can only
try to grasp from our limited perspective. This is important to keep in mind in order to not simplify the foundation of our relationship to plants. But before we go further into the relations between the farmers and their plants, I will in the next chapter explain my methodologies.
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Methodologies

Having presented the concepts and current debates that have inspired me in shaping this thesis,
and that also situate it in a wider context, it is now time to explain my methodology for designing the interviews and thematising the results. In this chapter I will describe my choices regarding these methods and discuss participant selection as well as the analytical process. I will also
introduce a conceptual model that depicts how I have designed the themes for the upcoming
chapters and how I see their interactions. In the same way as the concept of biocultural heritage
is based upon entangled relationships (Ekblom and Lindholm, 2019), so are both the structure
and the overall reasoning of this thesis and the model is my way of showing this to the reader.

Semi-structured interviews
As stated in the introduction the aim of this thesis is to find out how farmers – who have chosen
to grow different heritage plant varieties – motivate their choices and how they explain and contextualise their practices. Interviews were therefore the designated choice of method from the
very beginning of this study. During the process of interviewing, I further realised how important
the farmers’ own experiences are when it comes to understanding something as complex and
political as agriculture. What further motivated this type of documentation is the acknowledged
importance of bridging the gap between biology and cultural history in connection to heritage
plants (Wiking Leino, 2017). The bridging of this gap is also part of investigating the different
aspects of biocultural heritage.
The interviews that I conducted were semi-structured. This is the most widespread interviewform within human and social sciences (Brinkmann, 2014) and it seemed like the best choice to
me. Semi-structured interviews were also preferable giving that I knew I had one planned interview per respondent. This can be compared to the more unstructured interviewing that can be
done when the researcher has plenty of time, for instance, during fieldwork or if the researcher
knows that he or she will interview the respondent on several occasions. But with cases such as
mine, when you have a more limited amount of time, the semi-structured interviews are often the
best option as they allow for some freewheeling while at the same time being based on an interview guide (Bernard, 2011). The interview guide is there mainly to make sure that the researcher
will leave the conversation having covered what he or she came to address in the first place.
However, the interviewer does not have to feel too attached to the interview guide and can focus
on those aspects of the conversation that seem most relevant in relation to the interviewee
(Brinkmann, 2014).
I used a guide with predefined questions that I had constructed in relation to the aim of this thesis
(these questions were written in Swedish but can be viewed in a translated version in the appendices). I formulated the questions in an open way in order to allow for the respondents to use
their own descriptions and to develop on their own personal experience. It was obvious to me
that I, due to lack of time, needed to make sure that the conversations would follow my main
questions. However, during the interviews I let the conversation flow freely and would steer it
back to the questions only if I thought that we travelled too far away from the things that I had
planned to discuss.
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The participants
I conducted eight interviews and I found the first three participants through Nordisk Råvara (see
p. 8). The other five interviewees I located through friends and acquaintances. The requirement
for selection of interviewees was that the participant is growing one or several cereals or vegetables that fit the description of a heritage plant variety (see p. 10), and also that they were growing
them on a larger scale than for just self-supply30. I selected interviewees on the basis of a geographical spread of people, coming from different parts of Sweden and I also selected for some
diversity when it came to what type of plants the interviewees were growing, including both cereals and/or legumes (peas and lentils).31
I visited the participants on their farms during a period of time stretching from October 2018 to
February 2019. Seven of the farmers live in Sweden and one lives in Norway. The interviews
were conducted in Swedish. Any quotes from the farmers presented in the following chapters are
my own translations from Swedish to English. The conversations were most often held over
some coffee at the kitchen table of the respondent’s farm and they normally lasted around 1,5–2
hours. I took notes during the interviews and also recorded the conversations. In the beginning I
was a little hesitant as to whether my use of the recorder would be disturbing, but after talking
for a few minutes none of the respondents seemed to care much about it. If we still had time after
the interview, I asked the respondent to show me around the farm so that I could get a glimpse of
their daily work environment.
Right before I conducted the interviews the respondents were shown a letter explaining the aims
of my thesis, the purpose of the interviews and also how the information would be used. The
letter also contained my contact information and they were given the possibility of contacting me
with questions at any time. After reading through the information the interviewees signed a consent form saying that they had received sufficient information about the study. Through the consent form they also agreed to being recorded and they were given the freedom to withdraw from
the study at any time, or to deny answering specific questions (information letter and consent
form are written in Swedish and attached in the appendices). The participants were also asked
whether or not they wanted to be anonymous (none of the interviewees have asked to be anonymous). The quotes used in this thesis have been cleared over the phone or via email with each
respondent. The respondents could choose whether they felt that it sufficed to just see their own
quotes or if they wanted access to the entire text where they were quoted.

The ethnographic content analysis
In analysing and presenting the interviews, the question became how I would approach my material in a manner that would let the respondents ‘speak for themselves’. In addition, I knew that
simple units of analysis, such as the frequency of selected words, would not suffice for the overall purpose of the thesis since that would require larger units of description. Even though content
analysis (CTA)32 does allow for larger units of analysis, such as themes (Prior, 2014), a subsection of the CTA – the ethnographic content analysis (ECA) – was a more suitable way for me to
approach the material. Despite not having performed ethnographic fieldwork in the sense of a
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An exception to this is the family Eliasson/Jarl that grow ’Solberga gråärt’. They provide seeds to those who are interested and
to the Swedish seed company Runåbergs fröer, but they have no large-scale commercial distribution at this point due to lack of
time and resources.
31
The respondents will be introduced when they appear throughout the following chapters and they are also listed under ‘references’.
32
CTA is an approach that can facilitate ways to systematically integrate qualitative and quantitative modes. What one if often
looking for when it comes to the CTA are units of analysis. These units can be everything from words to sentences to themes and
they are a means through which the researcher can compile and interpret the material (Prior, 2014).
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longer fieldwork or participatory study (Shagrir, 2017; Vine et al., 2018), my study is of an ethnographic nature, I therefore decided that the ECA was the best approach. One characteristic of
the ECA is that the researcher is involved in the process in both a reflective and interactive way.
This description of the ECA also illustrates the researcher’s involvement in the qualitative interviews, which means that the entire process from data collection to analysis is based on interaction and reflection (Altheide, 1987). This mode of working was both useful and necessary for my
research process, since an element of change has been part and parcel of my procedure. Certain
categories and topics constitute the knowledge background from which I formulated the initial
questions for my interviews. These categories have since then evolved throughout the entire process from interviews through to interpretation, systematisation, thematisation and analysis. This
is all in line with the ECA and its research goal of discovery (Altheide, ibid).
When it came to approaching the rather substantial material that I had amassed through the interviews, the ECA guidelines were helpful. In the process of going through the interview material I was open to a gradually evolving reasoning and to the emergence of new thoughts, ideas and
categories. In the same way in which I have been flexible while conducting the interviews, I
have likewise been flexible when it comes to going through and interpreting the material. After
having listened to and transcribed the interviews I had decided that I would begin by reading
through the material and at the same time start looking for any patterns, without necessarily forcing connections. I realised early on that I wanted to organise the material thematically in order to
be able to present the results in a graspable way. After the initial read-through I proceeded towards thematising the material by writing down headlines under which I started to sort the material. These headlines were then arranged into broader themes.
The ECA also draws on and collects narrative data (Altheide, 1987). This was important to me as
this thesis is narrative to its nature and attempts to present information in a guided way, that still
allows for discovery on behalf of the reader. Apart from the ECA key word ‘discovery’, another
central term within the ECA is comparison, meaning that the researcher should be open to the
fact that unexpected categories may emerge at any time (Altheide, ibid). For me this has meant
that I have tried to be as responsive as possible as to what has emerged during my interviews and
when transcribing the conversations.

Heritage plants and their farmers – a hybrid model
To further work with the themes I decided, as mentioned, to construct a model based on my understanding of the relationship between farmers and their heritage plants. The themes were defined based on my own conceptual thinking around heritage plants and biocultural heritage, informed and revised through the conversations with the farmers. The model presented here also
explains how I consider the themes that form the basis of the coming chapters are connected.
Since the ECA aims at not forcing the material through narrow compilations (Altheide, 1987),
theory should be applied the same way. Tuan (1991) writes that theory, when dealing with human experience, can be very helpful when it can “hover supportively in the background” (p.
686), which is what it does in the up-coming chapters. In the same manner as the model stems
from the concept of hybridity, so do many of the concepts and theories I have used to reflect on
the results from the interviews. The concept of hybridity here depicts how everything that the
respondents say is somehow interrelated and also how the relations between a farmer and his or
her plants constantly form new entities.
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Figure 2: Heritage plants and their farmers, own model.

As the model shows there is no clear-cut division between the themes as they are interconnected,
which is why I have drawn them as the corners of a triangle. The interviewees differ when it
comes to particular aspects but have much in common when their answers are related to larger
issues. This will become more evident as the chapters unfold. The circle surrounding the triangle
is named biocultural refugia since this previously introduced concept enables me to take a both
closer and wider look at these farmers and their practices. Just as the circle holds the themes together so does the final chapter that is named ‘biocultural refugia’. But before we end up in the
final chapter we will move on to the next chapter where I take a closer look at certain aspects of
memory connected to the participants and their practices.
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Memory

Memory is part and parcel of the everyday practice of many of those who farm with heritage
plants. The notion of a certain plant’s history can be an important part of explaining why someone has chosen to farm with that particular variety in the first place. At the same time as memory
is so present in the everyday of the farmers so that it is taken for granted, it can also appear to be
an abstract concept. Through connecting memory to some different practical examples I will in
this chapter explain how our common memory – in the shape of stories – can function as motivation and also how and why heritage plants work to reinforce memory through place and body
memories. I begin the chapter with seedsaving, which is a practice based on memory that is also,
as established, the basis for plant conservation and subsequently biodiversity.

Seedsavers
The work done by Nordisk Råvara (see p. 8) may be viewed as an example of how seeds kept in
gene banks (in this case NordGen) can become more accessible. The mentioned heritage legumes ‘Gotlandslinser’ and ‘Rättviksärt’ (a grey pea variety from the Rättvik area in the province
Dalarna) are examples of heritage varieties that are now made available through the work of
Nordisk Råvara and some of the farmers associated with them. In the case of the lentils from
Gotland, Nordisk Råvara received a small amount of ex situ conserved seeds from NordGen that
was amplified by a farmer in the south of Sweden. Then, with the help from Mari Håkansson and
Jörgen Thomson, Nordisk Råvara started to cultivate the lentils at a larger scale on Gotland. In
other words, Nordisk Råvara and the farmers turned ex situ conservation into in situ farming and
agrobiodiversity conservation.
One of the respondents in this thesis, Jonny Jones, lives in Rättvik and is growing ‘Rättviksärt’
for Nordisk Råvara. In doing so he carries on a long local legacy33 that was almost lost and for
decades kept alive only by Bengt and Brita Eskils, also from Rättvik. We know by now that if
seeds are to exist – in gene banks or elsewhere – someone has to cultivate them and pass them on
and the story behind the ‘Rättviksärt’ is an example of this. From the 1950s and onward the
Eskils couple were the only known people who continued to grow the local pea variety and for
this they have received recognition and attention, for instance through the POM-award ‘Guldärtan’ (the Golden Pea) in 2005. The award was instituted to credit people, who through their persistent work in different ways have contributed towards keeping the Swedish plant heritage
alive34.
Bengt and Brita Eskils are no longer with us, but the stories about them are, and these stories are
told in the POM publications Klint Karins kålrot och Mor Kristins böna – om fröupprorets kulturarv (2013) and Vi odlade till husbehov (2005). When I visited Jonny Jones at his farm just
outside Rättvik I also met briefly with Bengt and Brita Eskils’ daughter Monica Sommarström,

33
In 1961 the Rättvik parish published a series covering the history of the area. In the section on agriculture the local grey pea
variety is mentioned. The section tells the story of how grey peas had been grown in the Rättvik area since at least 1552 when
part of the documented church tax (‘tionde’) was paid in peas. The cultivation of grey peas in Rättvik increased over the years, up
until around 1850 when estimations state that around one per cent of all the peas grown in Sweden came from Rättvik. During
the early 20th century the pea farming decreased drastically in the area, probably since the cultivation was considered a bit troublesome and time-consuming and people started growing more cereals instead (Rättvik Del II Natur Näringar, 1961).
34
slu.se/centrumbildningar-och-projekt/programmet-for-odlad-mangfald-pom/om-pom/utmarkelsen-guldartan/.
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who lives at the Eskils’ small family farm not far from Jonny Jones. I asked Monica Sommarström what she remembered about her father (it was Bengt Eskils who did the sowing and
harvesting of the peas) and the pea that he persisted on growing year after year. Monica Sommerström said that she believes that her father, who was very active in the local community,
heard sometime during the 1950s, that the ‘Rättviksärt’ would most likely disappear from the
area as no one was cultivating it anymore. She remembers that her father took this very seriously
and decided that he would make sure that the ‘Rättviksärt’ did not dissapear. She also recalls that
she and her siblings thought that he was a bit eccentric:
“He just kept on sowing and harvesting the peas every year, but we never really talked
about it. It was something that was just part of our lives. From what I know he was not
seeking any confirmation regarding whether he was doing something important or not, he
just kept on doing it. The confirmation came much later. He did, however, always say that
it was important to maintain and preserve things and he for instance collected old farm appliances and other historical objects. He never explained why, it was just something that he
said was important.”35
The story about Bengt Eskils illustrates how he was a true ‘seedsaver’ in the sense that Nazarea,
(2005, p. viii) uses the term. Aside from its literal meaning the word refers to someone who –
often in the margins – without any formal organisation or large plan, saves and passes along heritage seeds and plants. These seedsavers share some common traits; they are committed and persistent, often find creative ways of doing things and always keep on going regardless of whether
anyone gives them credit for their actions. Through saving and exchanging seeds, they are maintaining and producing the biodiversity that is vital to us all. In this sense these seedsavers are
through their daily practices ‘doing biodiversity’ (Nazarea, 2005, 2006).
Bengt Eskils passed away in July 2018 at the age of 89, but before his death he got to experience
the first harvest of the peas for Nordisk Råvara at Jonny Jones farm in 2016. According to Bengt
Eskils’s daughter Monica Sommarström he was touched to see the ‘Rättviksärt’ being grown
again on a somewhat larger scale. Not long after that first harvest, the Eskils family received
their very own bag of commercially packed Rättvik peas from Nordisk Råvara. Monica Sommarström told me that she cooked them according to the packaging and served them under almost ceremonial conditions. But apparently Bengt Eskils just laughed and said he did not want
any, for him peas were mainly used as flour to bake soft flatbread with.

Historical interest
When Nordisk Råvara first contacted Jonny Jones, he already knew about Bengt Eskils and his
peas. He had sometimes thought about the pea and wondered who would take over the cultivation of the ‘Rättviksärt’ after Bengt Eskils. One of the reasons behind Jonny Jones deciding that
he would start growing the peas for Nordisk Råvara was that he wanted to make sure that the
peas would still be cultivated and not just sit in a gene bank. For Jonny Jones ex situ conservation is not enough, he believes that heritage plants should be farmed and eaten. Jonny Jones also
states another reason for wanting to grow the peas, something that he has in common with some
of the other respondents, which is an historical interest. In Jonny Jones’ case, this interest is
largely connected to the history of the area around Rättvik:

35

Monica Sommarström (personal conversation, 2018-11-07).
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“To grow these peas is both fun and educational for me. If you are at all interested in local
history, as I am, you find that the pea from Rättvik shows up quite often in older writings.
Carl von Linné, for instance, encountered them during his travels36 and wrote about
them.”37
To find out more about a plant’s history, in the way that Jonny Jones has done, seems to give
some of the participants more motivation. The local heritage lentils ‘Gotlandslinser’, that was
mentioned before, are grown by Mari Håkansson and Jörgen Thomson who live at Mickelgårds
farm on Gotland. For them, the lentils became the gateway to learning more about the local history. Documentations38 show that lentils were grown on Gotland up until around the 1930’s. The
variety that is once again back in cultivation on the island, originates from Gotland according to
NordGen39. Before they started to grow lentils Mari Håkansson and Jörgen Thomson had not
been giving them much thought, but now they recall that Jörgen’s Thomsons grandmother had
memories of eating lentil soup when she grew up. After starting to experiment with growing the
lentils, the couple have also had to face another part of the lentil’s history, which is that they can
be difficult to harvest and handle after harvest. This appears to be the reason the lentils might
have disappeared from Gotland in the first place, once agriculture became more mechanised.
Before the lentils were harvested and sorted by hand40, which is very time-consuming. Their
stems are short and rather fragile so they are demanding to handle during harvest. The lentils
also have to be cultivated together with another crop in order to get support when they grow.
Historically the lentils were often planted together with oats, which is what Mari Håkansson and
Jörgen Thomson are doing today. They are however both harvesting and sorting them mechanically, which has not been done before. Mari Håkansson explained to me how they handle this:
“We have realised that the most difficult part is to separate the lentils from the oat kernels
once they are harvested. But, we have just purchased an old Swedish sorting machine of
the brand Thermaenius from 1935, which works fantastically well for fine-sorting! We
have invested in the infra-structure required to sort the lentils because we have realised that
we would like to create a hub for ‘gotländsk’ lentil-cultivation here at our farm.”41
Not only did the lentils awaken Mari Håkansson’s and Jörgen Thomson’s interest in the history
of the lentils on Gotland, they are, in other words, also hoping for a more large-scale lentilcultivation on Gotland, something that they had never considered before they started growing
lentils themselves.
One of the respondents, Börje Ström, runs a small farm together with his wife Lena Ström in
Järvsö in central Sweden where they grow heritage cereals, amongst others an old local barley
variety. During our conversation, Börje Ström talked much about his historical interest, which
turns out to be part of practically everything that he does on his farm. From using older farming
techniques to spending his free time going through old estate inventories from the farm. He told
me that one of the reasons he is going through these inventories is that he is interested in finding
out more about the economy of the farm during the 19th century. He wants to understand how
36

The book Carl von Linnés Dalaresa (1984) can be described as a diary of Linnés travels through the province Dalarna, where
Rättvik is situated, conducted during the year 1734. Here he lists some of the most common crops in Rättvik and he mentions the
grey pea as being one of those.
37
Jonny Jones (interview, 2018-11-07).
38
Gotlands läns hushållningssällskap minnesskrift (1791–1941, p. 283). Also in lists sent from Gotlands ’landshövding’ (governor) to the king between 1817–1855, available at: scb.se/sv_/Hitta-statistik/Historisk-statistik/Sok-publikationer-efteramne/?Statistikserie=Fem%C3%A5rsber%C3%A4ttelser+Gotlands+l%C3%A4n+1817-1855. Other sources is similar to this
recorded oral statement from 1936 where the respondent for instance remember that many farms on Gotland had a small plot of
lentils and how they used to eat them mainly in soup-form: sprakochfolkminnen.se/matkult/baljvaxter/linser.html.
39
Confirmed by Gunnar Backman, Nordisk Råvara.
40
Mari Håkansson told me this and it has been confirmed by information received by Lena Nygårds, who worked with POM.
41
Mari Håkansson (interview, 2018-10-17).
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they could afford to build such large houses before forestry had begun in the area. His investigations so far tell him that grain cultivation gave the farm owners a solid income. However, he is
not only going through the inventories out of curiosity, he also enjoys the idea of sharing the
information with others and believes that it is important to pass on his knowledge:
“This farm has its records saved at the local archive and through that I have access to three
estate inventories from 1811, 1822 and 1834. Last year I ‘translated’ them to modern Swedish so that others can understand what they say. I know all the old words that they used
for different tools and appliances.”42
Börje Ström explained that it is important that he, who still knows the meaning of the old expressions in Swedish, have them documented so that people in the future can also understand what
these lists are saying. Börje Ström does not seem to like the idea of things falling into oblivion.
Another of the interviewees, Johan Swärd lives in Brandu in Norway, 48 miles north of Oslo
with his wife Kristin Swärd. Johan Swärd heard about old cereal varieties for the first time during the late 1990s and he became immediately intrigued due to his historical interest as he explains it:
“I have always been interested in cultural history so when an acquaintance of mine started
talking about heritage cereals I wanted to try to cultivate them. I had already grown some
older vegetable varieties so I knew it worked very well.”43
Johan Swärd’s venture into the world of heritage cereals was through rye, and not just any rye, it
was the ‘tuvråg’, today also called ‘svedjeråg’ in Swedish (Finnish rye in English). Johan Swärd
is nowadays well familiar with the history of this kind of rye, which is associated with the Finnish slash-and-burn-agriculture ‘huuta’ (called svedjebruk44 in Swedish). This type of rye seemed
to grow well even in the slightly acidic ashes from conifers, and due to its success, this method
spread out north and east from the southeast of Finland (Karelia), from where it originates. The
rye came to Sweden with immigrating Finnish people towards the end of the 16th century. The
‘svedjeråg’ has an unusually large amount of seed heads per plant and also many kernels per
seed head, something that has contributed to making it a subject for legends, in the manner of the
popular speech: “you only need a handful of ‘svedjeråg’ grains in order to survive for ever”. Its
legendary qualities has led to a large amount of Swedish heritage rye cereals broadly being
called ‘svedjeråg’ today, even though they might be another type of rye. However, there are varieties currently cultivated that stem from one particular type of ‘svedjeråg’ found in Grue
Finnskog, close to the border between Norway and the Swedish province Värmland. This rye
type has been genetically verified as most likely being genuine ‘svedjeråg’.45 This is the variety
that Johan Swärd is cultivating and he tells me the story about how it was found by Per Martin
Tvengsberg, who was a local historian living in Hamar, Norway:
“In the early 1970s Per Martin Tvengsberg came across this old building, which had been
used for seed-drying, dating back to the early 1900s. He suspected that it might contain
seeds from the last known Finnish rye slash-and-burn cultivation in Norway so he searched
through the entire shed and finally after taking up the floor boards he found nine seeds out
of which seven germinated. He then started to cultivate these seeds with the help of the local church garden in Hamar and managed to build up a decent supply out of which I obtained around a decilitre that I started to cultivate from during the late 1990s.”46
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Börje Ström (interview, 2019-02-06).
Johan Swärd (interview, 2019-01-18).
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This type of agriculture was introduced in the paragraph on the history of agriculture in Sweden (Chapter 2).
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The information in this paragraph was told to me by Johan Swärd and confirmed through Wiking Leino (2017).
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Johan Swärd (interview, 2019-01-18).
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That Johan Swärd’s rye originates from Grue Finnskog is not only something that he finds captivating due to his historical interest, but he also considers it important to maintain the cultivation
of this rye variety in order to keep its history alive. Thus, Both Johan Swärd and Börje Ström in
the interviews spoke about how they actively want to contribute to maintaining cultural history
by passing on practices, traditions and memories. Below I will continue to expand on memory
but also relate it closer to the everyday practices of the farmers.

Place and body memories
Apart from an interest in history and the historical facts and stories regarding the heritage plants,
other more abstract features of memory and remembering surfaced during the conversations that
I had with the farmers. I call them ‘place and body memories’ and they are deeply intertwined in
the sense that they reinforce each other and seem to provide people’s existence with a sense of
meaning. Body memories that are actualised in connection to the cultivation and consumption of
heritage plants are what can be called sensory memories. Sensory memories refer to how something is perceived through any of the senses, which is sight, smell, touch, taste, and hearing
(Lawless and Heymann, 2010).
Nazarea (2005) argues that heritage plants have great significance when it comes to sense of
place, and based on the conversations I have had with some of the respondents, this seems accurate. For example, the brothers Lars and Lennart Eliasson talked about how their very local variety of the grey pea has been cultivated in the area where their family farm (which dates back to
the 17th century) is situated, since at least the 16th century. In Lars and Lennart Eliasson’s views,
the continuation of this cultivation is ‘necessary’ since they would otherwise be taking something vital away from ‘their’ place.
There are several different ways to define place. In the context of this discussion, place refers to
both a location, a certain area on a map for instance, but also to a locale, meaning a place where
someone or something resides (Malpas, 2018). Synonymous to reside is to dwell, which is a concept that represents how our existence in this world is a manifestation of all the ways that our
lives are interwoven with past and present lives, and with all the components of our environment. To dwell in the world is to move with the world (Ingold, 2000). Our ‘dwelling place’ or
‘locale’ is also often connected to our everyday practices (Escobar, 2001), the concept place is
therefore multi-dimensional. For instance, ‘Rättviksärt’ in Rättvik has a rather straightforward
place-connection in the sense that Rättvik can be pointed out on a map. But Rättvik is also the
place where both Bengt Eskils and Jonny Jones dwell(ed) and this gives a more profound meaning to Rättvik as a place for them, in the simple sense that it is the place that they call(ed) home.
When we call something ‘home’ we are often quite sure of what that place is and means to us,
dwelling therefore becomes an action with meaning since it helps us draw mental boundaries
around a certain place (Adams, 2017). To give meaning and definition to the space around us is
also what turns abstract space into a place (Tuan, 1977). Rättvik as a place is thus both an objective (such as a geographical structure) and a subjective (individual or social) construction at the
same time (Malpas, 2018). Through this definition we understand how place memory is not just
an abstract reference to history, but an activity that when combined with bodily experiences,
gives us profound place memories that are based on experiences from practices, activities and
attachments. One concrete example of how these parts can interact comes from Börje Ström who
was introduced above.
Börje Ström grew up in the same area (Järvsö) where his farm is located and he learned most of
the aspects of local, traditional farming while growing up. Older plant varieties are part of the
traditional system, so to grow heritage plants is a natural extension of Börje Ström’s farming
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practices. On the farm a local barley variety is grown. This barley has not yet had its exact origins verified, but NordGen is about to examine them47. The barley variety is named ‘Flätsbokorn’
(barley from Flätsbo) and derives from a small area called Flätsbo near Järvsö where Börje
Ström’s aunt had a farm and where he spent a lot of time helping out while growing up. The
farm burned down in 1980 when the aunt was running an errand and only a few buildings outlasted the fire, amongst those was a small shed used to store seeds to be used in difficult times.
Some years after the fire, in the early 1990s, Börje Ström’s uncle, who hade bought the farm,
cleaned out the old shed and swept up everything in there – which was basically a mix of grains,
dirt and rat feces – and put it in a bag. He gave the bag to Börje Ström, who he knew was interested in planting the seeds that he had found. Börje Ström knew that this was an old barley variety and he also knew that this shed had stood unused since the Second World War, which meant
that the seeds were probably as old. Fortunately, many of the seeds still germinated and Börje
Ström has been growing this barley variety ever since he got the seeds from his uncle. The fact
that ‘Flätsbokorn’ is an old barley variety gives them a certain appearance and this led up to a
certain event that Börje Ström told me about:
“Because it is an old variety it looks different from the modern, awnless48 ones. The seed
heads are large and heavy due to their long awns so they bend down in a special way when
they are maturing. This past summer an 85-year-old man showed up here at the farm, he
had seen my barley-field when he was cycling by and felt compelled to talk to the person
who grew them. He had recognised them from his childhood and the sheer sight of them
had made him so happy.”49
This is a description of a sensory memory occurring in a place that constitutes the basis for that
particular experience, in that the 85-year-old man grew up in the area. Place and memory are
connected through the body, so when the body remembers in a particular place, there is a reinforced feeling (Casey, 2000), as seems to have been the case here. The body is the literal container for memories and place is a container for the body. But not only can a place contain bodies, it can also contain experiences and for that it has an intrinsic memorability – place is a placeholder for memories and how familiar a place is perceived will affect what we remember. A
source for a certain set of memories can also be temporarily forgotten until that day when it occurs again (Casey, ibid), as in the case with the ‘Flätsbokorn’ and the 85-year-old. For the old
man, to see ‘Flätsbokorn’ once again grow close to the area where he had lived his whole life,
just like they did in his childhood, presumably triggered a cascade of memories. Heritage vegetables, cereals and fruits are in that sense both container and vehicle for place-based memories.

Memory banking
The personal stories and anecdotes generated through POM (see p. 21) and from the farmer interviews presented here might appear mundane, but in fact – when studied more closely – they
reveal deep and intimate relationships between humans and plants. The stories are often about
certain practices or how a particular vegetable was cooked and eaten and they are also connected
to the recently discussed historical interest that many of the farmers have. The anecdotes can also
be seen as a means to create relations with the plants. When talking about someone or something
the person or entity inevitably means something to you. This meaning does not have to be said
out loud, the story in itself is often proof enough. The stories reinforce the bond between the
grower and the grown and they constitute the foundation for the constant reciprocal exchange
between farmers and their plants. The reciprocal relationship and exchange between the farmers
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To make long story short, Börje Ström thought that his local barley variety had already been mapped by NordGen but when I
made some enquiries it turned out that NordGen had not received the seed sample from Börje Ström. When he heard about this
he decided to send them a new sample and I we are yet to receive information regarding this sample’s DNA.
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The awns are the ‘hair’, or bristle, extending from the seed heads.
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Börje Ström (interview, 2019-02-06).
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and their plants will be further discussed in the chapter called ‘reciprocity’. Here I will focus on
the importance of ‘storytelling’ in relationship with heritage plants.
Lars Eliasson grow ‘Solberga gråärt’ (an old local pea variety) and ‘Solberga böna’ (a broad
bean) on his old family farm in Kode north of Gothenburg. Lars Eliasson is often told that he,
together with his late brother Lennart Eliasson and Robert and Anna-Karin Jarl50, is managing a
living cultural heritage on the farm as he and his brother have always maintained many old traditions, practices and appliances. Lars Eliasson believe that this is something that happens rather
naturally since the brothers learned to take care of things on the farm from their father as they
grew up. To pass on traditions has been part of the upbringing on the farm over the generations
and Lars Eliasson told me one example of how this took place:
“During the winters they would sort out the pea and bean harvest by hand. They would sit
in the kitchen, old and young together, with a sheet between them to keep the peas from
rolling away. The old people would tell stories to the children, so they learned a lot that
way. Old people have a tendency to say the same thing over and over and children love to
hear the same thing over and over, so it was a good match. I believe that a lot of traditions
lived on that way.”51
The tradition of storytelling seemed to be a great part of Lars and Lennart Eliasson’s lives. I got
a first hand experience of this during our conversation since they told me so many different stories it was almost difficult to keep track of them all!
I have mentioned how certain heritage plants are named after the place where they have been
grown, such as the ‘Rättviksärt’, ‘Solberga gråäart’ and ‘Flätsbokorn’. But some of the plants are
also named after the person who saved and cultivated the seeds. This tradition is part of the creation of the stories around the plants and it is something that makes the plant even easier to relate
to and remember. The names serve to, in an easy way, remind people of the plant’s history. In
Sweden, many of these names have been officially verified through POM, one such example is
the name of the swede (a turnip), named ‘Klint Karins kålrot’. Klint Karin, with the family name
Persson, was a woman who lived on a small farm in Delsbo in the province Hälsingland in Sweden. Sometime during the 1940s she found some roots on her field that were different from the
turnips the family grew for the cows. She saved these roots and then started to cultivate them and
they turned out to be a well-tasting swede that became popular within the family. Karin Persson
and subsequently her son, continued to cultivate the plant throughout their lives. After both Karin Persson and her son had died the cultivation of the swede ceased for a while, but it was later
picked up by other family members and the swede plant is now known by its caretaker’s name
(Nygårds and Wiking Leino, 2013). To orally or in writing pass on these stories is part of what
Nazarea (2005) refers to as memory banking. Memory banking is what we do when we talk
about and document everything surrounding the cultivation of heritage plants. Photographs are
often part of the documentation. On the pictures people might be standing in the middle of a field
in Kansas or next to a small kitchen garden in the south of Sweden. What is significant for these
pictures, and what they have in common, is that they depict people who are often posing for the
camera together with their plants. The plants are not anonymously depicted in the background;
instead they often seem to be the reason for taking the picture in the first place and not seldom,
there is a look of pride in the faces of those who are portrayed, as in the picture on the next page.
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Figure 3: The Gustavsson family depicted standing nicely dressed up in a sea of cabbage in front of their home
outside Västerås in Sweden. The picture is private and taken sometime during the early 1920s. It can be seen on the
cover of the book Klint Karins kålrot och Mor Kristins böna – om fröupprorets kulturarv (2013). Use of photograph
approved for research purposes.

Anecdotes are also a vital part of memory banking, and as I have mentioned I heard many stories
through the interviews, such as this one told by Lars Eliasson:
”Our father used to eat dried peas almost like it was candy. When he went to church on
Sundays he always had some peas in his pocket. He would put them in his mouth and suck
on them until they softened and he could chew them. Almost as though it was a chewing
gum!”52
Stories or little anecdotes in the manner of this one might be frustrating for a researcher due to
their abstract and intangible nature. How are they helping us in terms of our research questions,
and how could they possibly be connected to our motives for growing heritage plants? But, for
many of the farmers the stories become important since they can create a sense of meaning and
contribute in establishing a connection between the plants and the grower. Even though the stories may be intangible they are attached to the plants that in turn pave the way for another – tangible – landscape (Nazarea, 2005). Tangible, not only because the plants grow somewhere, but
also because they carry memories with them. It is these types of stories that are a vital part of the
living archive that is our biocultural heritage (see p. 22). Stories therefore become significant to
those who are interested in understanding in situ conservation (Nazarea, ibid). Through naming
and storytelling we turn objects and places into something familiar, through what, Tuan (1991, p.
686) has called “the casting of a linguistic net”. In other words naming and storytelling, in Tuan’s words, gives us a sense of place, and as we know by now place is fundamental to the relationship between humans and plants.
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Identity

Identity is a concept with many dimensions, some of which were brought up during the interviews that I conducted. These examples stem mainly from the relational aspects of identity and
also highlight the importance of self-image for the participants. Self-image matters for the participants when it comes to making decisions regarding farming practices – practices that are in turn
connected to their heritage plants and how they view themselves as farmers. Often during our
conversations the participants described what they would not do in their practice, by explaining
how other farmers might do something and then say that they would act differently. To use
means of difference in this manner is a common way of defining identity (Woodward, 1997). In
addition, people who have grown up in areas where consumption of heritage plants can be linked
to the local cultural heritage will often connect this to their own identity (Camacho Villa et al.,
2005). This is clearly the case with for instance the brothers Lars and Lennart Eliasson who have
taken care of the practices and tools surrounding the cultivation of the ‘Solberga gråärt’ their
entire lives and that I introduced in the previous chapter. In this chapter I will give more examples of how identity can be linked to the farming with heritage plants.

Us and them
As mentioned in Chapter 2, the interviewees have one thing in common, which is that they practice organic farming to different degrees. I noticed during the interviews that the notion of there
being two major farming systems is often used by the farmer as a departure point for defining
which type of farmer he or she is. If one identifies as being an organic farmer then the use of, for
instance, pesticides can become absolutely impossible, since that would mean crossing a line that
is both mental and physical. This line of identification was something that Mari Håkansson expressed:
“My husband Jörgen has said to me that if someone told him that we would have to start
spraying our fields with pesticides he would rather quit farming altogether.”53
Some of the participants have noticed that older cereals do not fit into the conventional system as
they are not adapted for conventional farming in the first place. The usual chain of events for
most of the participants is that they already practiced some degree of organic farming. They then
somehow came in touch with heritage plants and decided that they wanted to try them, since they
had heard that these plants are often robust and well equipped for an organic system.
Another one of the respondents, Adam Arnesson, lives at Jannelunds farm located in Mullhyttan
outside the city Örebro, 124 miles west of Stockholm and grows both older cereal varieties and
heritage legumes such as a pea variety called ‘Retrija gråärt’(originating from Latvia). Adam
Arnesson found out about heritage plants and cereals about four or five years ago. Until then,
according to his story, he had not really heard of them. Adam Arnesson believes that the reason
for the lack of knowledge of heritage plants is that discussions within farming cycles are often
dominated by other topics, such as revenue or which pesticides to use and so on. But based on
the little he had heard of heritage plants he wanted to try to farm with them. As Adam Arnesson
explains it:
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“I got to know that these older plants are better equipped for organic farming since they are
not adapted to grow with the pesticides and fertilisers often used within conventional farming. Heritage cereals stand taller, have longer awns, more leaves and much deeper roots,
which make them naturally stronger and more resilient towards drought and weeds.”54
This type of description of heritage plants (particularly cereals) was given by several of the respondents and it was also, as the reader might remember, introduced in the section on media
coverage in Chapter 1.
Some of the respondents were careful to underline that there is a range of farmers that would not
fit into either of the two definitions of conventional and organic farming (see p. 19) as defined by
Dlouhý (1981). Some of the respondents also said that they thought it was unfruitful to pose these systems against each other. However, the interviewees often ended up describing themselves
as being part of the ‘organic team’55. Some interviewees also related how they had experienced
some disagreements with other farmers when it comes to discussions surrounding different farming approaches. Many of the conversations on farming practices thus were centered on the comparison to others.
I discussed this issue with the respondent Per-Olof Larsson, who lives at Lögens mill and farm,
located outside Lysekil on the Swedish west coast north of Gothenburg. We talked about what
motivates people to switch to organic farming in the first place, and he suggested that there are
two main reasons for those who go from conventional to organic. The first one is the farmer who
switches for economic reasons (to receive subsidies). The second reason is when farmers switch
to organic farming because they believe in the methods. Per-Olof Larsson also added that he
does not like to pose the two farming types against one another since he does not want to contribute to any type of polarisation. That aside, when you switch practice, new processes will inevitably lead to new experiences, which in turn might affect your motivation. One simplified
example of this is that if you use inorganic fertilisers and pesticides as part of your practice you
have the possibility to call a salesperson as soon as you get a weed or pest problem in order to
find out what you need to buy to get rid of the problem. If you are an organic farmer you cannot
do that. Per-Olof Larsson explained how he has experienced some of the challenges involved in
organic farming:
“You might hear some people say that organic farming is more risky than conventional
farming since the means of control against for instance pests are different. But that risk or
insecurity can also provide you with more freedom for trial and error. For me this learning
process has been both challenging and stimulating. Nothing can be done by routine and
that has forced me to be constantly alert and interested in my practice. And that, I believe,
is a strong motivational factor in whatever you do.”56
Per-Olof Larsson’s quote exemplifies how, for instance, the rules to which you must adhere in
order to use the KRAV label might be a gateway towards discovering other things. A farmer
who changes direction will face new and different challenges and, all of a sudden, this farmer
might find him- or herself with a new set of motives when it comes to the daily practice.
Lotta Carsbo Niklasson and Curre Niklasson live in the Näs County on the island of Gotland and
grow heritage cereals such as spelt and emmer wheat. They talked extensively about their experiences when it comes to the differences between conventional and organic farmers and they
often ended up describing them as two ‘types’. Their descriptions seem almost taken directly
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from Dlouhý’s table (p. 19). Lotta Carsbo Niklasson and Curre Niklasson agree on, that when
they meet with conventional farmers, they tend to talk mostly about finances and technical aids.
Lotta Carsbo Niklasson mentioned how important the choice of words is in this context:
“Some of these conventional farmers have been taught to call themselves ‘producers’ and
‘entrepreneurs’ instead of farmers. Words are easily exchanged and instead of saying pesticides you start using the term ‘plant protection’ and so on.” 57
Lotta Carsbo Niklasson went on to explain that if you spend time in different contexts where you
use a different set of words to describe the same things it might be hard to find common ground
once you are about to have a conversation. She also added that she finds it misleading to replace
the word ‘pesticides’ for ‘plant protection’ as that would mean giving positive connotations to
something that many people consider to be a negative phenomenon.
Lotta Carsbo Niklasson and Curre Niklasson both said that when meeting with other organic
farmers the conversations touch upon completely different subjects, they talk about soil health,
animal welfare and care in general. They mention that, of course, they also have to talk about
money, since they need to make a living like everyone else. But as Lotta Carsbo Niklasson expressed it, if they were to have a conversation regarding pigs the conventional farmer will talk
about ‘efficient handling’ whereas the organic pig farmer will talk about what the pig needs –
how the pig will get the best possible life. In light of these experiences, Lotta Carsbo Niklasson
believes that a contact and exchange between organic and conventional farmers is unusual since
they have little in common. However, this distance between farmer types is not something that
all the interviewed farmers agree on. Mari Håkansson is careful to tell me that she and Jörgen
Thomson have friends who practice conventional farming and that they still have a fruitful exchange. Though there are also differences, for instance, as Mari Håkansson exemplifies when
some of these conventional farmer friends start talking about which pesticide to use, she can just
“sit back and relax” since that has nothing to do with her.
Curre Niklasson suggested that one problem with this experienced division between different
farmers is that most people will only seek out information that will confirm that what they are
doing is right. For that reason, Curre Niklasson explained, it is difficult to abandon a practice
that has been done in a certain way for several years since that would mean that you might have
to acknowledge that you did something wrong during all those years. Another important reason
for sticking to old ways – if you are a conventional farmer – according to Curre Niklasson, is
that it might be very difficult to try something else as most farmers are under economic pressure.
If you are confined to a conventional system with heavy machinery and debts, you are not likely
to take any chances and try something different. Curre Niklasson thinks that those who are unfamiliar with organic farming practices are sceptical of what the organic farmers do on their
farms:
“From our perspective we often get a sense that others are wondering what we are doing.
They are almost surprised that it seems to be working well since they do not believe in organic farming in the first place. There are a lot of prejudices against organic farming, that
it is difficult and risky are two of those.”58
Through what Lotta Carsbo Niklasson and Curre Niklasson said I got a sense that when others
are wondering what they are doing, they are not always curious in a positive way, it is more as if
they are questioning Lotta Carsbo Niklasson’s and Curre Niklasson’s practices. However for the
couple it seems that this scepticism make them even more motivated to stick to their thing.
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Thoughts on information bias have occurred more than once during the conversations. Johan
Swärd suggested that another problem with prejudices against organic farming is that people are
only repeating what they have heard many times, instead of trying to acquire relevant information. He mentioned the example of people who say that organic farming cannot feed the entire
population and he thinks that they are misinformed:
“They rely on the same old arguments since they are fed through their information channels and therefore believe that conventional farmers are the ones who feed the world. I am
not better myself considering I do not take part of their channels either since it does not
provide me with the information that I need in order to practice my type of farming.”59
Lotta Carsbo Niklasson and Curre Niklasson also mentioned that they, just as Johan Swärd said,
no longer take part of the information channels that they believe do not give them what they
need, such as the more general information coming from the federation of Swedish farmers
(Lantbrukarnas riksförbund, LRF).

Politics, economics and creativity
As mentioned earlier (in Chapter 2) politics after the Second World War increasingly tended to
favour large-scale and specialised agriculture and this presumably put more pressure on the
farmers. Thoughts regarding farm size surfaced during some of the conversations that I had with
the respondents. Even though Sweden’s agricultural structure in comparison with other parts of
the Western world can still be considered small-scale (Flygare and Isacson, 2011), those who
talked about farm sizes conveyed that they generally experience – from economic and political
directions and also from farmer associations – that bigger is better, mainly for economic reasons.
There is a sense that this idea is still lingering and that it might be hindering a higher diversity of
farm structures and sizes. Those who do not want to conform to the larger system seem to feel as
if they are going against the mainstream. This feeling will also contribute to form the farmer’s
identity. Some of the participants talk about different aspects of farm structure and economics in
connection to political decisions. There is a feeling that bureaucrats who know nothing about
farming are sometimes making decisions over the farmers’ heads. The reason that this point is
relevant in this chapter is because – for those who are dissatisfied – the fact that they are trying
do to something different seems to work as motivation for them in their practice. The importance
of using your own head when it comes to making decisions came up in many of the conversations that I had with the participants. The feeling of working against larger structural forces can
create the self-image of being an underdog, in other words contributing to the construction of
one’s identity.
No matter the opinions interviewees hold on agricultural politics, I discern creative and tenacious
undercurrents in some of the descriptions given by them. None of the respondents called themselves outright creative, but I would say they all are in one way or another. They often have to be
resourceful to make ends meet. Adam Arnesson is very innovative when it comes to sales and
marketing. For instance, he started to sell meat on Twitter a few years ago and through the Twitter marketing he established a customer network. He has also given different farm structures a lot
of thought since he sees this as a requirement to build financial stability:

59

Johan Swärd (interview, 2019-01-18).

40

“If you want to run a smaller family farm you cannot go the usual way. Let us say you
have sheep that you just want to sell on to the slaughterhouse, you might need to have at
least 500 sheep to make ends meet. We could not and did not want to do it the usual way
since we want to run a diverse and small-scale farm both when it comes to the animals that
we keep and the crops that we grow. This means that we have to take command over the
whole chain ourselves, from our farm to the customer.”60
Another respondent who has given structure and finance some thought is Jonny Jones. Around
10 years ago, Jonny Jones used to be a local municipal council representative in Rättvik and took
matters into his own hands, following his logic of taking control of the whole production to consumer chain. He believed that the all the kitchens in the municipality should use locally produced
food as much as possible and he was therefore part of starting something called ‘återtagningsprojektet’ (the retake-project). He tells me that they succeeded quite well since the food is not more
expensive than before, it is just of a better quality. On top of that, it does not have to travel far
and will stimulate the local economy. An additional benefit, according to Jonny Jones, is that it
is more fun for those who work in the kitchens since they get to cook with real ingredients instead of heating up ready-made food from plastic containers. Other municipalities have shown
interest in this model, but Jonny Jones told me that they have not really succeeded:
“Local representatives from other parts of the country have been here to learn from this
project, but they haven’t been able to make it work on their own. I think the problem is that
the local politicians lack the knowledge and energy that it takes to pull a thing like this
through. Maybe it took someone like me, with one foot in politics and one foot in farming,
to succeed.”61
This quote from our conversation is an example of how Jonny Jones sometimes felt that people
making decisions that will affect farmers might not always have sufficient experience or
knowledge to make those decisions in the first place.
Feeling as an outsider can stir up emotions that can be used as motivation in the everyday practice. Börje Ström has many negative memories concerning farmers who have been shut out from
the farming community due to the fact that they did not want to conform. He remember when,
during the 1960s, people in the area who did not want to modernise their farm and use synthetic
fertilisers, were considered weird since they did not want to “hop on the wagon of progress” as
he expressed it. Börje Ström has a rather gloomy outlook when it comes to the future of farming
but he is still motivated and energised by what he thinks is important:
“I believe in keeping alive and spreading the type of traditional farming knowledge that I
possess. But I seem to provoke some people. I have been to gatherings with other farmers
when I have rarely been spoken to. They have asked what I was doing there since ‘I was
not a real farmer’. Their way of doing things is mainstream and supported by the general
politics so I guess that they feel special or something.”62
When Börje Ström reminisced on how other farmers have treated him he seemed a bit disappointed, but he still sounded very confident and determined when it comes to how he wants to
handle his farm. He also expressed a want towards more people being open to a larger variety of
farming practices than just those who he feels are being backed up by the establishment.
Part of the creativity that runs through the participants’ practices are ideas regarding what farmers should do and produce for others – how they should contribute to society. The word ‘values’
is recurring frequently in these discussions and seems to be an important guiding star when it
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comes to decision-making. Adam Arnesson thinks that a lot of the choices that farmers make
have to do with self-image and for that reason focus has to shift if farmers are to produce more
than just food:
“We have to shift focus from being proud of producing a lot of food to also creating other
values. To be a farmer should include producing things that we all need in order to be able
to live, such a biodiversity.”63
Agreeing with Adam Arnesson when it comes to focusing on other values, Per-Olof Larsson
suggested that we use the word ‘cultivation’ instead of the word growth. In saying this, Per-Olof
Larsson implied that we should not produce more and more, but instead shed a light on (the cultivating of) other values such as taste, nutrients, biodiversity and so on. Size, growth and requirements regarding volume are problematic areas according to many of the respondents. Lotta
Carsbo Niklasson reasons, along the same lines, that the focus on revenue becomes too dominant, leading to us ultimately forgetting about other important issues:
“We should find a way for farmers to show how nutritious the food is that they produce,
not only how much they produce.”64
Börje Ström also talked about how economic value risks overshadowing everything else. He
believes that people who ask him how much money he makes or how large his harvest is are
asking him the wrong questions. He thinks that they should instead ask him how his farming is
contributing to what is sustainable for society over the long-term. Diversity of systems and practices is an important part of how the participants view farming in general and themselves in particular. This is exemplified by something that Per-Olof Larsson said:
“The farming system of today is only a small parenthesis in the history of the earth. In
Sweden we have practiced so-called modern and commercial agricultural for less than a
hundred years. But what have we really achieved during these past decades? I say we have
a big responsibility resting on our shoulders and I am not sure we are taking it seriously
enough.”65
This quote exemplifies that Per-Olof Larsson thinks a lot about what role individuals can play in
the bigger picture. For him it is important to be able to say that he, through his practices, is doing
his best to take responsibility.

The social aspects
At the start of this chapter I stated that identity is a complex concept. Not only does it provide us
with a sense of location in the world but it also functions as “the link between us and the society
in which we live” (Woodward, 1997, p. 1). As a farmer you spend a lot of time working and
thinking about farming. It is not a regular job that you can you punch out of when the day is
over. For that reason, finding like-minded people seems to be of vital importance. Some of the
respondents explain how important other farmers with similar beliefs have been. These colleagues have provided the inspiration, joy and a sense of purpose over the years. For many farmers it also becomes important to be acknowledged by others outside the farming community.
Some of the respondents have been farmers for 30 years or longer and some of them were early
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adopters of organic farming practices. During recent years they have noticed how more and more
consumers have become interested not only in their products but also in how they run their farm
and in their knowledge – they are receiving recognition for their hard work. Per-Olof Larsson
related to me how he was considered a “complete idiot” when he started farming full time during
the 1980s and wanted to do it organically. People thought that he would never make it financially. He admits that it has not always been easy:
“In the beginning we couldn’t even sell our products as organic as the demand was too
low. But suddenly, during the early 2000s things began to happen. I believe it was this TVshow where a Danish woman baked bread with a heritage wheat variety. People started
calling us and wanted to buy flour from old cereals. She was an early trendsetter, and since
then the interest has continued to grow through chefs, bakers and the media. Those who
cook professionally want access to good produce and that has spread on to the consumers
as well. Today the demand for our products is even larger than we can cater for.”66
The demand is actually now so high so that Per-Olof Larsson no longer has to worry about logistics. People come to his farm to buy their flour and grains. He does not have to spend any time or
money on marketing since people know about his products through word-of-mouth. This is a
situation that he could never have imagined when he started farming. This shift also shows how
consumers can contribute towards change.
In the introduction, I mentioned that heritage seeds are not owned by anyone in the same way as
the modern varieties, which often belong to seed companies. This fact is also contributing to the
social aspect of farming with heritage seeds since those involved in this type of farming often
form their own communities in order to facilitate seed exchange (as in the earlier mentioned Allkorn example on p. 11). Some of the farmers that I interviewed brought up how they feel about
seed companies who own modern seed varieties. In their view seed companies own the farmers,
which makes the farmers’ choices narrower compared to if you could farm with whichever seeds
you felt like trying. The opinion was that this in turn contributes to large mono-cultures, decreased diversity and less food security. Curre Niklasson brought this up in relation to farmers’
difficulties in India67 and talked about how, since nobody owns the heritage varieties, farmers can
do whatever they want with them, but also about how ownership is something that can cause
problems:
“It can be problematic when farmers are accused of stealing from seed companies if for instance a modern variety has bred with an old variety. In India there are groups fighting
against the seed companies for the farmers’ rights to own their own seeds. They want to
promote small-scale farming where the farmers are independent and free to make their own
decisions.”68
What Curre Niklasson refers to here is connected to issues such as the 2018 merger between the
world’s largest seed company Monsanto and the pesticide producer Bayer69. I mention this to
exemplify how these discussions are both local and global at the same time, as Adam Arnesson
pointed out: “heritage seeds are a part of all cultures, there are seedsavers everywhere.”70
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Planet-caretakers
Even though the respondents are different and would not necessarily classify themselves as being a certain type of farmer, some of their motives could be grouped and denominated. In dealing
with issues regarding landowners’ and farmers’ relationship to their land, Stenseke (1997, p.
108, my translation) worked with three categories in order to define how different farmers related to their land. The first category is the ‘entrepreneur’, who operates almost completely from a
business-oriented perspective. The next category is called ‘traditional farmers’, for them the land
is not viewed solely as an area of economic interest, but neither do they see themselves as stewards of the land either. The third and last category is called the ‘landscape-caretaker’, these are
landowners who often have a relationship with their land, for them other values are premiered
before the economic aspect, and in addition, they believe that they should take care of their environment.
It does not take the most attentive reader to understand that the farmers that I have interviewed
would generally end up in the third category. A couple of them also have one foot in the second
category, but none of them has said anything that would put them in the first one. Adam
Arnesson told me something that made me draw parallels with Stenseke’s study. He grew up on
an organic farm (the same one that he manages now) and when he was younger his parents
talked about how their farming contributed to the biodiversity in and around the farm and that
you could see diversity through things such as the soil, the flowers and the pollinators. But it was
not until he was a bit older that he began to give this practice, and way of seeing the world, some
more thought:
“I could appreciate what my parents were talking about, but it was not until I was around
17 or 18 that I realised that I might be interested in farming myself. That was also when I
had the first thoughts leading up to me calling myself a ‘planet-caretaker’ today. How we
treat this piece of land has effects that go beyond just this farm. To view myself in the light
of that responsibility gives me motivation and that is why I proudly give myself that label.”71
When Stenseke wrote her dissertation, Adam Arnesson was only seven years old but today he is
referring to himself as a ‘planet-caretaker’, which is apparently very similar to the third category
used by Stenseke. I perceive him as a progressive farmer in the sense that he has given his practice a lot of thought and that he tries to find new ways when it comes to both farming and how to
communicate what he believes in. Maybe now, some 20 plus years after Stenseke’s dissertation
the world is ready for more self-proclaimed ‘planet-caretakers’? That could perhaps be a possible route forward in creating new farming practices that are moving away from the dichotomy of
conventional versus organic. I will discuss this more in the final chapter.
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Reciprocity

In this world all relations can be called ‘ecological’ (Ingold, 2000), which means that the social
relations between humans are only one sub-set out of all the possible relations that are out there,
including those of plants and humans. The name of this chapter is reciprocity as it is the term
that best characterises the relationship between the farmers and their plants. The reciprocal exchange between farmers and plants is constant and built on several different aspects, some of
which have already been brought up in previous chapters. In this chapter I will give examples of
how the perceived positive properties of the plants contribute to the strengthening of the farmerplant relationship. I will also explain in which way certain skills are part of maintaining the practices that contribute to the exchange between the plants and their caretakers.

Agency
A concept that is connected to hybridity, and which can also be seen as a marker of how the
world and its relationships are viewed, is agency. In this thesis, agency is not translated into acting with human intent (see example of this view in Hornborg, 2017). Instead agency should be
seen as something that embraces us from all around and constantly reveals and articulates itself
in ways that we cannot always grasp (Pickering, 1995). When the farmers talk about their plants,
they do not refer to them as agents. However, what they say about them makes me consider the
plants as agents in the reciprocal relationship that they have with their farmers. This contributes
to a wider perspective on agency that I find necessary if we want to live in a sustainable and vital
world72. One example of this comes from Johan Swärd who talked about his variety of ‘svedjeråg’ for a long time, he even found it difficult to stop:
“The ‘svedjeråg’ is really something extra. Since I have been cultivating it for many years
I have gotten to know its remarkable properties first hand. I could talk about it forever!”73
Johan Swärd said this while laughing. But the meaning behind his words is quite profound. As I
mentioned in Chapter 2, humans’ relationships with domesticated species are often based on a
mutual dependency. Johan Swärd illustrates this here in the sense that ‘svedjeråg’ has properties
that make it attractive to humans and these properties are not just there for us to ‘harvest’, but are
instead part of forming a two-way relationship that should not be disregarded. I suggest that the
farmers are, together with the plants, involved in something that Pickering (1995) calls a dance
of agency. In this ‘farmer-plant dance’ the farmer might try something new in order for the
plants to thrive. The farmer then has to take a step back and watch what happens as the plant
‘makes a move’. And so it goes, back and forth in this dance where it is rather impossible to say
who leads and who follows.
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My plants are special
As mentioned heritage plants are generally considered to have properties that set them apart from
other plants. These attributes are often brought forward by the farmers as something that motivates them in their practice. But they may also be seen as properties that feed and reinforce the
mutual bond between plant and farmer. When the farmers talk about what is special with their
plants they not only highlight things that are good for humans, but also that the plants are reliable
and resilient. A recurring statement from those who grow heritage cereals is that they outlasted
the dry summer of 2018 thanks to their deep roots (mentioned in the section on media coverage
in the introduction and in the previous chapter). Per-Olof Larsson talked about his harvest and
some of the plant properties:
”The old cereal varieties that I grow take good care of themselves since their deep roots
and long awns make them strong. As far as I know, people in the area who grow conventional cereals got much lower harvests this summer. But my heritage cereals grew tall and
strong thanks to their roots. According to my experience they are very stable and demand
very little. A dry year such as the last one will yield about as much as any other year.”74
The resilience of the plants seems to also mean that the yield of the cereals is stable, also in the
so-called ‘good years’. This is not considered a bad thing by the farmers, from the conversations
I have had, I get the sense that the stability contributes to giving the plants character. Johan
Swärd grows a heritage wheat variety called ‘Dala lantvete’ and he talks about it as though it is a
bit obstinate in a most charming way:
“It does not matter what happens, if it is a good or a bad year, it is always the same. I
talked to some Danish farmers to whom I have given seeds and they told me that they believe that ‘Dala lantvete’ is completely yield-resistant. It doesn’t matter what you do, you
cannot really affect it!”75
Other properties that are mentioned are connected to acclaimed benefits for those who eat heritage plants and vegetables. It is as though these heritage plants are described as faithful and rewarding all the way through the chain from grower to consumer. One aspect that came up on
several occasions in the conversations was gluten sensitivity and some of the respondents gave
examples of people they know who usually have problems with eating gluten, but have no problems when eating heritage cereals. When conversing on this problem, Curre Niklasson referred
to the long history of eating cereals, speculating around what the problem might be:
“The problem is fairly new and it is connected to the modern varieties. There are different
kinds of gluten and the synthetic fertilisers used together with conventional varieties favours the kind of gluten that we are sensitive to and it does not help that they add even
more gluten in industrial baking. People who have experienced problems with gluten can
often eat bread baked with heritage cereals.”76
However, not only humans are helped by eating heritage cereals and vegetables. Lars and Lennart Eliasson told me how they often feed their beans and peas to the animals in order to
strengthen their intestinal tracts:
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“We recently had a little ram here that had some problems with parasites in his belly. He
was so tiny, almost like a little cat. We put him on a bean diet over the winter and then he
grew strong and healthy!”77
To hear the farmers describe the different positive properties that their plants have is like listening to someone talking about an individual that they care deeply for. They are not always perfect,
but provide a healthy and challenging variation in life, and that is what makes them so lovable in
the end. Johan Swärd’s eyes are almost sparkling when he talks about his plants:
“Not only had I noticed that the heritage cereals worked very well in the organic farming
system that I have built up on this farm, the bread was also incredibly tasty. So the whole
process has, from the beginning, been marked by pleasure for me.”78
Growing plants include many different activities and Ingold (2000) points out that “growing
plants and raising animals are not so different, in principle, from bringing up children.” (p. 86)
The production process that the farmer is involved in can be described as a growing process rather than a making process since plant cultivation and livestock rearing involve a system of constant reproduction where both humans and non-humans are kept alive. The term ‘growing’ here
becomes a metaphor for the on-going process of maintaining life (Ingold, ibid). The way the
respondents describe the work they do, suggest to me that this description is rather on point and
that they are indeed growers who rear plants.

Skills and tacit knowledge
The term “drawing in” can illustrate the workings of a reciprocal relationship and is used by Ingold (2000, p. 314) when he describes how hunter and gatherer societies through their techniques
and tools minimise the distance between themselves and the so-called nature. Instead of trying to
control and master nature they are drawing nature closer. When tools are used in this context,
they are delivered by personal force which makes the technical relations part of the social relations and therefore part of the ecological relations. I find this example useful since I am able to
recognise many of the farmers in this type of ‘drawn in’ practice. Skill is further to be seen as
part of a social system, not something that is held by an individual in isolation. The farmers’
skills are constituted by the whole system of relations that are formed around them in their environment (Ingold, ibid). This complexity of relations may make it difficult to pin down the exact
parameters of a certain skillset. A farmer is surrounded by many different elements, not only the
so-called natural elements that are constantly shifting but also all the practical elements. When
Lars and Lennart Eliasson explain how they sow the peas and beans we encounter, in a short
paragraph, several aspects of this ‘skill-system’, ranging from humans, to plants, to animals, to
machines and very specific techniques:
“We sow our peas together with beans since the peas grow very tall and need support when
they grow. We have a special sowing machine that feeds the seeds a certain way in order
for the beans not to get stuck as they are quite large. We tried using a newly fabricated machine, but it broke down almost immediately, thus we are very attached to our sowing machine that is over a hundred years old! Before the machine was pulled by a horse but now
we use a four-wheeler instead. A tractor would be too heavy and pack the soil too much,
but the four-wheeler is light enough.”79
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In order to perform their daily practices the farmers possess a variety of skills and many of them
are founded on tacit knowledge. One example of this is that Lars and Lennart Eliasson never
measure the distance between the seeds, they just know instinctively how far apart they should
plant them. Tacit knowledge can be difficult to explain and pass on to others since it is often
acquired by experience and practice. If this type of knowledge is to be transferred it often requires a personal and focused commitment from the person who wants to acquire the knowledge
(Sobelius, 2003). Börje Ström talked about this when I tried to get him to explain his farming
practices in more detail:
“I have never followed any schedules or used any templates; I just always know what to
do. I grew up surrounded by people who practiced small-scale agriculture so my
knowledge is just there, it is not something that I reflect upon.”80
Different practices can also be described as externalised or internalised. This can be explained
through an example in the history of human technicity: the move from a hand-tool to a machine.
From one point of view this change could be depicted as a move from the simple to the complex,
but it also describes how the producer has moved from the centre to the periphery (Ingold, 2000).
This shift means that we are now often externalised in relation to our different production processes. Let us say that you are completely externalised and only need to press a button in order to
get something done, then someone can tell you to do that without explaining any further. But if
you are the actual ‘machine’ yourself then the knowledge has to be internalised. This example
highlights why internalised knowledge requires a certain experience in order for it to be transmitted. In their daily practice, most of the farmers shift between these two different modes. Two of
the respondents have their own mills and when they explained the process of building the mill
and the subsequent use of it, they described a relationship where the farmer is both an external
and an internal factor in relation to these processes. When Per-Olof Larsson started farming he
would go to a mill in the area to ground his flour, but after a while he began wondering what it
would be like to have a mill on his own farm and decided to build one:
”We started buying old mill parts around 1990. It took around six years to finish the mill.
During this time we learned how to maintain and use a mill. I got to know a man that knew
everything there is to know about mills, he was an old miller that traded mill parts. Unfortunately he has passed away and I am not anywhere near him when it comes to knowledge.
It is also difficult for me to maintain the mill today, I cannot just order spare parts from a
catalogue, it has to be the right stuff.”81
Skilled practice “entails qualities of care, judgement and dexterity” (Ingold, 2000, p, 353), something that corresponds to many of the respondents’ actions and also how they describe them.
Though the farmers do not use those actual words to describe themselves or their activities, they
describe their practices in a fashion that leads me to draw the conclusion that part of their motivation for growing heritage plants is to perform their practice in a certain way. It is a craft that
they take pride in. This pride in the craft is connected to aspects that have been previously discussed, such as the type of farming system with which one is involved, but also, that some plants
require certain type of care in order to thrive. This care also becomes a reward for the farmer,
something that tells him or her that they have succeeded in their efforts. This pride in the craft is
closely and intimately connected with maintaining and building up the soil, something that I
learned is important (in varying degrees) to every farmer with whom I spoke. As I mentioned in
Chapter 2, the conversations on soil were frequent and often lengthy, soil therefore receives its
own narrative.
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Soil relations
When it comes to the cultivation of plants, soil is literally the foundation for the farmer’s practice and it therefore becomes a relationship of great significance. The reciprocal exchange that
the farmers have with their plants is completely dependent upon the soil. During one of the conversations Curre Niklasson raised his voice and said – as though he had just had an epiphany:
“We are ‘jordbrukare’ and that is a beautiful word!”82 In Swedish the term ‘jordbrukare’ directly
translates into ‘soil cultivator’. This was my second interview and it turned out that soil would be
a recurring subject throughout all of the conversations. The farmers talked about various things
such as: how to practice farming that promotes fertile soils, how soil should feel and look like,
how much work it requires to take care of the soil and how little people in general seem to care
about soil. Inspired by the farmers’ interest in soil, I attended a full day seminar83 on soil life and
soil health and through this I came to further understand the need to interact with soil – to touch
it and smell it in order to learn more about it. Thoughts about soil and what the farmer can do in
order to improve the soil seem to occupy the minds of the respondents and as the interviews progressed, I realised that I myself could not stop thinking about soil either.
How we manage our agriculture will affect the soils directly. When it comes to practices and
knowledge, we have the ability to maintain soil fertility but also to create it. The viewpoints on
soil as a resource can differ greatly between farmers. Most of the respondents had a similar approach to soil, saying that they as farmers have a great responsibility when it comes to caring for
the soil on a long-term basis. But some of the farmers pointed out that this view is not something
that they share with the wider mass of farmers. They argue that many farmers are running a
short-sighted, soil-depleting type of farming. Decisions regarding crop rotations and soil improving work require both knowledge and skill and according to some of the respondents choices
regarding how to rotate the crops can reveal something about the farmer. Some farmers had the
opinion that those who do not rotate crops and in other ways work with the soil are not involved
in creating a viable system and are therefore not skilled or sufficiently dedicated farmers.
When I visited Johan Swärd he talked much about humus and pointed out that it is a complex
process to understand how to work as a farmer in order to contribute to stable humus in the soil.
The way Johan Swärd sees it, synthetic fertilisers made farmers lose focus on the natural processes going on in the soil. Johan Swärd however experience a change in the attitude towards
soil, as natural processes are now coming back as an important topic for discussion amongst
farmers. According to Johan Swärd the soil on his farm was completely destroyed from too
much tilling and the use of synthetic fertilisers and pesticides when he and his wife took over in
1990. He has since then spent an enormous amount of time and work in order to create a healthy
environment for the microorganisms in the soil using organic material and crop rotation. He explains his initial thoughts on the soil when they took over the farm:
“I wanted to farm in a way that would make room for the microorganisms in the soil to do
their work without too much interference. I have a background in forestry and I was therefore well aware of the fact that plants and trees can grow very well without fertilisers.
What they need is access to a varied range of organic material and I decided that I would
provide this material to my fields.”84
Today the soil on Johan Swärd’s farm is more fertile and has increased its regenerative ability,
but as one can understand this type of soil improving work is no quick fix. One of the other respondents, Jonny Jones, talked about the patience and care needed and believes that it is his responsibility as a farmer to work with a good crop rotation in order to cultivate both cereals and
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lay in a balanced manner. Jonny Jones told me how they in Rättvik practiced crop rotation from
early days since they had their peas. The peas as other legumes are natural nitrogen fixators and
therefore provide the soil with nutrients. The fertile soils in that area is due to the work of farmers over hundreds of years and Jonny Jones now has this feeling that short-sighted and imbalanced farming is slowly leaching the soils around him. This concern is common among the respondents and many of them refer to deteriorating soils as the most alarming challenge for society as a whole. Johan Swärd, for instance, talked about how the amount of mulch in the soil is
decreasing on a global scale and that we are also damaging the soil through intensive use of large
and heavy machinery. In his words we try to counteract this by increasing the input through synthetic fertilisers, but Johan Swärd believes that this is the wrong way to go. Soil improving work
takes time and farmers under economic pressure do not have that time, something that leads to
short-sighted actions. To amend this short-sightedness, Johan Swärd thinks that land and agricultural policies have to radically change to contribute to soil-improving work and he also has visionary ideas suggesting that the land should belong to everyone:
“Land should be owned by everyone and then some people will be assigned to manage it.
These people will be obliged to manage the land in the best possible way since all our lives
depend on it. In that scenario farmers are required to produce enough food while at the
same contributing to not only maintaining the soils, but to improving them.”85
Through these suggestions Johan Swärd turns soil into a political subject, which is called for
since soil is a renewable resource whose condition could mean the difference between life and
death to us all.
Sobelius (2003) studied perceptions of soil and agriculture and formulated seven different ‘categories’ that described how his interviewees perceived soil. One of Sobelius’ categories is called
‘Soil as a subject in a mutual existence’ (p. 129, my translation) and it corresponds rather well to
how many of the farmers that I interviewed talk about soil. In this category soil is viewed as
something living, which means that the soil cannot be handled in a reckless manner. Soil is
something that you dwell together with and the relationship between human and soil is characterised by a reciprocal exchange. Curre Niklasson talked about how he and Lotta Carsbo Niklasson
spend a lot of effort creating a good basis for the plants through taking care of the soil:
“We strive for balance in our soil and we can affect this through the choice of crops. What
we want is a porous soil with a lot of worms and a good microenvironment since that is a
soil where the plants thrive.”86
This care-oriented work done by the Niklasson couple opens up for a more relational interaction
with soil, since care will affect the soil in a way that in turn affects those who care for it and also
others (Puig de la Bellacasa, 2015). When the soil is taken care of it takes care of the plants and
therefore ultimately the farmer. Through the conversations with the farmers I have realised how
this process is something that most of them respect deeply. Some of them also bring forward a
feeling that perhaps there is an increasing interest in soil, not just among farmers. As an example
of this growing interest in soil they mention the film ‘Sista skörden’ (The last harvest) from 2017
that was shown on Swedish public television. The film sheds a light on the intricate interplay
between the soil systems, plants, humans and all other life on earth and how unsustainable farming practices are steadily eroding the soils all over the world. In the upcoming (and final) chapter
we will see how some of the respondents’ concerns regarding the future are turned into action.
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Biocultural refugia

In this thesis a biocultural refugia (explained in Chapter 2) is both a literal and figurative melting
pot where all the threads come together and from which we can draw ideas regarding the future
of farming. Based on their care of heritage plants and through related practices, all the farmers
whom I have interviewed are part of different on-going ecological relations in a hybrid world.
Through these relationships they create their own ‘place-bound realms’, or niches (see p. 24). In
this concluding chapter I will refer to these place-bound realms as biocultural refugia87. As stated, the aim of this thesis is to find out how the respondents motivate their farming choices and
how they view themselves as farmers. The preceding chapters in this thesis have shown that
there are many different ways to engage with heritage plants and also various motives for choosing to farm with these plants. In this final and concluding chapter I will explore some aspects of
what can be learned from the participants based on their incentives and practices.

Fear of loss
An element that has been an implicit part of many of the conversations that I have had with the
farmers is a fear of loss. Many of them feel that someone should continue cultivating heritage
plants or else we will lose them. This may become almost a mission in itself and the actions that
the respondents have taken to preserve certain seeds can, as previously mentioned, be described
as ‘conservation in effect’ (see p. 20). To fear the loss of heritage plants is justifiable, in that
when biodiversity is lost within agricultural ecosystems it also often means that the ecosystem
services surrounding agricultural production – such as soil fertility – become less resilient
(Barthel, et al., 2013a). Not only do we lose actual plants, we lose other pieces of the systems of
which they are part.
When I began doing my initial research, I had an informal conversation with one of the POM
(see p. 21) project managers. Before we parted ways he mentioned that he is practically kept
awake some nights contemplating all the seeds that have been lost forever. He also thinks about
all the seeds that they did not manage to collect through the Seed Call – seeds that are still out
there forgotten in cupboards, on the brink of going stale forever and that will probably never see
the light of day since no one alive today knows about them. A sense of loss is also reported in
some of the academic literature. Carolan (2011) met a woman who, for many years, had grown a
particular variety of tomato that she had inherited from her great-grandmother. After one bad
growing season she lost all of the seeds and was not able to find them again. She explains how
she felt as though she had lost ‘a part of herself’ and that she would give almost anything to find
some of those seeds so that she could grow that tomato once again. Nazarea (2005) also tells
stories about loss, how completely powerless some people who have lost a certain plant variety
feel. It is as though they experience their whole foundation in life getting shaken. These stories
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resonate with the ones that I have encountered. Just think of Bengt Eskils and the ‘Rättviksärt’
(p. 30) that he cultivated his entire life, only to make sure it survived. As his daughter Monica
Sommarström said to me, he could not really explain why he cultivated the peas year in and year
out, he just had to do it. These emotions should not be underestimated, as they could be a major
driving force and motivation behind maintaining crop diversity.
When the range of biodiversity narrows, we are also more likely to accept a lower level of biodiversity, as we may not be familiar with what a truly diverse plant cultivation could look like
(Carolan, 2011). Our shared memories are affected when diversity narrows. That is why people
not only fear the loss of seeds, but also the loss of the tacit knowledge that is so difficult to
transmit. Knowledge regarding how agriculture and land is managed is crucial when it comes to
dealing with these issues. In many cases it is a certain type of place-based knowledge that ensures that agricultural landscapes are managed in a sustainable way. Therefore, to maintain agrodiversity also means to maintain a diversity of agricultural practices. Thus, we need to recognise
that the loss of knowledge is as problematic as the loss of species (Barthel, et al., 2013b).
The loss of tacit knowledge could result in people occasionally having to reinvent the wheel all
over again when they want to cultivate certain heritage varieties, which might require particular
knowledge (see discussions on biodiversity and loss in Chapman and Brown 2013; Jordan, 2015
and Carolan, 2011). How we are able to transmit a lifetime worth of knowledge and experience
is a question that some of my respondents talked about. Many of them are older and do not have
much energy left for hard labour, but it is not always obvious who will take over – and this worries them. Seeds can be stored for a while but should be kept in cultivation if they are to survive
over the long-term. One of the respondents, Johan Swärd, has spent years multiplying the
amount of seeds of a large variety of heritage cereals so that he can also share them with others.
Someone ought to continue that work when he is gone.
As we know from the ‘reciprocity’-chapter passing on certain skills connected to agricultural
practices is not easy. Those who take over must also somehow acquire knowledge through practical experience. An important part of doing that is to both map and safeguard the different practices through ‘memory banking’ (see p. 34), but that is not enough. I experienced this myself
when I asked Börje Ström to explain some of his practices to me. As I brought up in the former
chapter, he found it difficult since he knew instinctively what to do. Also, remember the discussion on in situ versus ex situ conservation in Chapter 2. To simply conserve seeds ex situ will not
suffice if no one knows what to do with them. Here the participants play an important role, their
farms – or biocultural refugia as I want to call them – are areas containing constant practice and
experimentation. In this sense, it is not the size of the place (the farm) that matters, but instead
how particular places are able to showcase a wide variety of solutions.

The gateway to diversity
Apart from contributing to conservation in effect, fear of loss can be an igniting spark. One of
the respondents, Mari Håkansson, talked about how awful she thinks it is that children these days
seem so worried about the future, something that she has perceived through discussions regarding climate change in the media. This motivated her to try to be creative and positive even
though they sometimes face difficulties on the farm, such as heavy rainfalls during the summer
of 2017 and then severe drought the following year. Mari Håkansson and Jörgen Thomson are
now – inspired by their new cultivation of ‘Gotlandslinser’ – gowing a wider variety of crops
since that will give them a more resilient “cultivation-portfolio”, as Marie Håkansson expressed
it. They were already cultivating different vegetables on a larger scale and now they have, aside
from the lentils, also tried some heritage cereal varieties. It seems as though the introduction of
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heritage plants with their often-experienced special properties (see p. 13 and p. 46) awakens a
particular interest. Once you successfully try something new, it paves the way for an interest in
trying other heritage plants, as explained by some of the informants. This contributes to the sort
of diversification required if we are to work towards the twin goals of agrobiodiversity and food
security within the global food production systems. For Johan Swärd the ‘svedjeråg’ was the
starting point that led to him actively cultivating around 15 heritage cereal varieties, for Börje
Ström it was the ‘Flätsbokorn’, for Adam Arnesson it was a rye called ‘Petkus’ that opened the
door to other heritage plants, and so the list goes on.
This experimentation also includes practices. In the ‘memory’-chapter, I discussed how Mari
Håkansson and Jörgen Thomson are using both old and new machines when it comes to sorting
out the lentils after harvest and how they combine old cultivation methods (to grow lentils together with oats for support) with newer harvest techniques. These factors are what have led
them to now having developed the first documented more large-scale cultivation of lentils on
Gotland. Other examples of how heritage plants might contribute to new practices come from
Per-Olof Larsson and Johan Swärd who both ended up building their own mills (p. 48) since
they wanted to be able to take care of their grain in the best possible way on their own farms.
Johan Swärd installed a German Zentrofane cyclone mill that grinds a very fine whole grain
flour (called ‘virvelmjöl’ in Swedish). Not only is Johan Swärd preserving heritage cereals, he
and others like him are also preserving some of the knowledge and techniques that are associated
with them.

New old solutions
In the same way as our view on agency affects our actions in this world (p. 45), so does our view
on time. In an article published in the daily newspaper Dagens Nyheter (2019, April 5) historian
Anders Ekström illustrates how our perspectives on time are changing when we realise that perhaps history is not a neat and ordered stream of events that all add up to the present. Instead, we
realise how our time is attached to different events and processes in a constant stream of interaction over multiple temporalities all at once. Something that happened yesterday might have an
effect on today, while processes from a very distant past are surfacing at the same time. We find
ourselves living in so-called modern times at the same time as we are living in geological times
(Ekström, 2019, April 5). This is all familiar reasoning to an environmental historian (see discussion in for instance Sinclair et al., 2017). It is however interesting that the conversation has
found its way to Sweden’s largest daily newspaper. The reason why I bring Ekström’s article up
here is because how we view the order of time is relevant for the discussion of farming practices.
As I mentioned in the introduction to this chapter I see the concept of biocultural refugia as a
means for imagining the farming of tomorrow. In relation to this I want to underline that biocultural refugia is not used here in the sense of trying to find ways to preserve the past. Rather, I am
interested in how a great variety of practices tested under many different conditions can be used
as a library, or better yet, a laboratory for finding those innovative and versatile practices required to keep up with the constant changes in food production (Barthel, et al., 2013a). If we
compare biocultural refugia to a library we also know what happens with the books and their
contents if the library disappears – they will most likely be forgotten. Traditional ecological
knowledge (see p. 24) relies on practical knowledge and place-specific experiences to exist and
biocultural refugia sets the stage for how TEK is transmitted – through a mix of ecological processes, relations and actions. This mix is what guides people forward in their management of
agro-ecosystems (Barthel, et al., 2013b).
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The topic of progression over time is naturally questioned in connection to biocultural refugia.
This happens when practices that have been considered ‘historical’ or ‘traditional’ are suddenly
viewed with new eyes in the search for sustainable food production. The practices that some of
the farmers I have interviewed use are not new but they become something else in a contemporary context. This process shows that the linear notion of progression is too simplified (Barthel et
al., 2013a). Here the example of how Mari Håkansson and Jörgen Thomson are cultivating, harvesting and sorting their lentils is a good illustration. These practices are timeless as they are
always created in time based on current needs and possibilities, but for the sake of the discussion
we can call them new old solutions.
So-called historical practices, when properly understood and applied, can be well suited to contemporary needs. Once again, tacit knowledge proves to be important since practical habits are
often built up through experience and over time. In that sense ‘old’ solutions can be helpful in
order to approach new farming challenges in a diversified manner (see Montgomery, 2017;
Barthel, et al., 2013a, b and Granstedt, 2012). This also means that one practice is not necessarily considered to be better than the other, it is how we transmit and use them that matters. The
process through which we do this can be described as a ‘reconfiguration of practices’ (Puig de la
Bellacasa, 2015). If we study agricultural practices globally we will soon realise that there is no
“one-size-fits-all-farms answer” (Montgomery, 2017, p. 24). Instead, the implementation of
‘new old practices’ first and foremost requires a change in thinking (Montgomery, ibid).
As I mentioned in Chapter 2, soil care and crop diversity are now on the agenda and this provides acknowledgement to farmers who have already been working with these aspects as part of
their farming for a long time, such as Börje Ström, Johan Swärd, Per-Olof Larsson and the Carsbo Niklasson couple. Farmers have been considered as outcasts for thinking differently but eventually, as in the cases of these respondents, the rest of society begins to understand the benefits
of what they are doing. When for instance soil care comes into focus we automatically shift our
anthropocentric gaze and take into account that we live in a multispecies world where the search
for future economic value cannot be the single driving force behind our actions. In the discussions regarding soil that I had with many of the farmers this became evident. Soil is absolutely
vital for food production, but soil cannot provide us with what we need unless we provide the
soil with the things that the soil requires in order to be regenerative. Johans Swärd experienced
this first hand when he and his family took over a farm with a soil that was not in a good state (p.
49). Many of the farmers also talked about producing other values than money or a lot of cheap
food products (p. 42). This is an example of how the farmers can provide education to consumers
regarding food as something else than just some sort of fuel that we need in order to maintain the
machinery that is our body.
The need for shifting perspectives has already revealed itself (in many parts of the world)
through something called ‘the efficiency trap’, which refers to how the intensive industrial model
has led to us reaching the limit for how much yield we can receive from an increased input. The
use of synthetic fertilisers and pesticides do lead to higher returns initially, but the yields diminish over time. At the same rate as yields are lowered, problems such as soil depletion and biodiversity loss accumulate, making this sort of production a dead end for food security and biodiversity conservation (see discussions on the efficiency trap in Barthel et al., 2013a and Montgomery, 2017). Adam Arnesson gave one example of how the efficiency trap might work when
he shared his thoughts regarding farm structure (p. 41). Instead of increasing the amount of
sheep (which would be impossible for the small family farm to handle on their own) they decided that a lower amount would in fact be more efficient in relationship to both care and financial
aspects. Similar discussions I had with the respondents exemplify how alternative thinking paves
the way for alternative farm structures necessary for the diversification that we need.
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The possible tension between the demand for increased productivity and sustainability is something that could be alleviated through biocultural refugia since these places are means of mobilising different farming practices required to meet the needs of a changing world. Biocultural refugia are often based on small-scale farming and that is relevant since it has become apparent that
the intensification that we have relied upon for decades now will not suffice for a sustainable
food production. Instead, we need several options going forward (Barthel et al., 2013a). Diversified smallholders such as those interviewed for this thesis cannot only provide local and regional
food security with less erosion of biodiversity, but evidence also shows that “productivity per
unit of land is inversely related to farm size” (Barthel et al., ibid, p. 1148). This means that organic smallholders worldwide can contribute to an increased and more sustainable global food
production. I write organic here since the term implies a certain set of practices which will be
required if the soils are to regenerate on their own. But as I mentioned in the ‘identity’-chapter,
a more dynamic range of farming practices will hopefully move us away from the dichotomy of
conventional versus organic, and instead open up for all sorts of creative solutions based on several levels of diversity. Realising this is important to many of the respondents, for instance PerOlof Larsson who wanted to have discussions regarding crop diversity and soil care without falling into tiresome debates regarding organic versus conventional. He considers these discussions
to be counter-productive, since they often aim at proving someone wrong instead of focusing on
how all farmers might contribute to a more vital and sustainable food production system.

Ordinary and extraordinary
Nazarea (2005, p. 67) describes how many of the farmers and seedsavers that she has met
throughout the years are “ordinary and extraordinary at the same time”. I borrowed this quote for
the title of this thesis since I think that it captures an important aspect of the farming practices
that I have encountered through the respondents. The farmers that I have interviewed are ordinary in the sense that they, alongside other farmers of their kind, carry on with their daily practices simply because it is their line of occupation. However, they are at the same time extraordinary since they through their ordinary chores contribute to creating a web of diversified practices
that are vital not only to themselves, but also to other humans and non-humans. This also shows
how there is power in practice. Farmers might not be able to affect all the circumstances surrounding the production and consumption of food today, but they constantly make choices regarding how they do things on their farm and this will in turn spread as ripples on the water.
I have written about place as a container for memories (p. 34), in the same manner biocultural
refugia is a place that is a container for a specific set of social memories connected to practices
that maintain agrobiodiversity. As mentioned in Chapter 2, two important aspects when investigating and mapping biocultural heritage are knowledge and memory. Biocultural refugia are
places showcasing how place-specific stewardship memories (see p. 23) can tell us something
about how social-ecological systems can be organised (Barthel, et al., 2013a). When it comes to
agricultural production these places are not mainstream, they are “out-of-the way” places (Nazarea, 2005, p. 153) that harbour possibilities. Places where seeds are not just a means of procuring
food, but where seeds are carriers of memories and stories. And as I have shown in the
‘memory’-chapter these ‘placestories’ are a link between past and present, but also between people and their surroundings. Knowledge regarding farming is passed on within social networks
through memory carriers such as tools, landscape features, written accounts, rituals, seed selection and sowing practices and so on (Barthel, et al., 2013b). The heritage plants are as we now
know often locally adapted and are carriers of stories and memories since they have been cultivated by several generations, sometimes in the same place. In this sense heritage plants are an
excellent example of what a memory carrier is. Handled in the right way they can serve future
generations of farmers and consumers.
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Some sort of future is always ahead of us no matter how we experience time, but each given
moment opens up a new opportunity when it comes to how we are going to face it. All of the
participants, to varying degrees, expressed some sense of worry about the future of farming.
They wonder how we are going to feed a growing population in a sustainable way. But they also
try to focus on what they can do in their own capacity to counteract the problems that they face.
Nazarea (2005) wrote something that made me think of the farmers I have interviewed: “Many
of us grope for something that we can accept from our ancestors and pass on to our children
without apology.” (p. 97) The word apology is key here. The farmers feel that they do not want
to apologise to future generations and that it is important for them to try their best in order to
pass something on. Remember how Per-Olof Larsson said that there rests a major responsibility
on our shoulders (p. 42) since our farming practices can have crucial long-term effects.
We need to turn towards these positive examples showing that there are several possibilities out
there. As much as the farmers need to be motivated in their daily work, consumers need to be
motivated too. What should be clear by now is that there is not a single solution regarding the
problems connected to the globally decreasing agrobiodiversity and threatened food security,
however the farmers that I have interviewed all represent different examples of a more diversified way of farming that we need in order to sustain, not only ourselves, but all other entities that
constitute this planet. The heritage plants that are being grown by the farmers that I presented in
this thesis – and by others – will not feed us all, but they have proven to be important for the
farmers in motivating them to always do better in their daily ‘plant-weaving’ practices, something that should not be underestimated. The heritage plants and their farmers also teach us that
‘new’ is not always better and that ‘old’ can guide us into the future.
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Conclusion and continued research

Over the last 50 to 60 years it has become more and more apparent that agriculture plays a crucial role in a number of complex issues ranging from land use to population growth and climate
change. The intensive large-scale and energy dense farming systems with irrigation, inorganic
fertilisers, pesticides and genetically modified plants have huge negative environmental effects
and the awareness of these negative consequences for agrobiodiversity and food security is high
(Flygare and Isacson, 2011). Despite this knowledge, system changes in agriculture seem to be
happening very slow. However, these pressing environmental issues have led to an increased
interest in agrarian history since that will provide us with more insight regarding, for instance,
land-use systems and different farming practices (Myrdal and Morell, 2011).
Agrarian history is important in giving us examples of alternative practices but so are also the
people who have made different choices affecting present farming practices – such as those who
farm with heritage plants. My aim in this thesis has been to explore how a selection of farmers
who grow heritage plants explain and motivate their choices and, in extension of their choices,
how they seem to view themselves as farmers. Through this farmers’ knowledge about practices,
plants and soil has also been brought forward. This is connected to the broader questions regarding agrobiodiversity and food security. For the sake of both these issues there is an acute need to
map the biology of the heritage plants as well as the practices and histories connected to the cultivation of these plants (Wiking Leino, 2017). This mapping, I believe, is part of the road towards understanding how agrobiodiversity occurred and how it can be maintained.
As this thesis has presented, how the interviewees motivate their choices and describe their practices can be explained by issues ranging from the experienced positive properties of the plants, to
self-image further on to interest in politics, soil care and biodiversity. Added to that, it is often
the stories and memories connected to their plants that give the farmers a sense of meaning in
their everyday practice. Through the nurture of plants and memories the farmers contribute to the
active conservation of agrobiodiversity. Montgomery (2017) suggests that we are now at the
brink of a fifth88 agricultural revolution. What this fifth revolution might look like is yet to be
chiselled out, but it does entail not only ‘new old farming practices’, such as conservation agriculture89, but also a new type of farmer. This farmer is the one that merges both old and new
knowledge into a new set of regenerative practices. The farms in this scenario, be they big or
small, high-tech or low-tech, conventional or organic, will most likely have a common focus on
bringing eroded and depleted soils back to life – as that is of crucial importance if we are to feed
more people (Montgomery, ibid). The conversations that I have had with farmers can help us
depict the biocultural refugia that showcase examples of how agriculture can (and needs) to be
practiced. If we consider smallholder farms as areas with potential for being biocultural refugia
we need to look more into how these farming systems might look like. Future research should
therefore focus on the study of practical examples that will provide further insight into the potential that lies in a diversity of possible farming systems.
88
The first revolution took place when we first began farming, the second includes different types of improving measures – such
as crop rotation – and started at different points in history around the world, the third is known to us as the industrialisation of
agriculture and the fourth one is the Green revolution (Montgomery, 2017).
89
Conservation agriculture rests on practices that are not new but that were pushed aside during the industrialisation of agriculture. Conservation agriculture can be applied anywhere on both organic and conventional farms and rests on three principles: 1)
Minimum disturbance of the soil; 2) To grow cover crops and allow for crop residue to cover the soil and therefore contribute to
the mulchbuilding-process in the soil; and 3) To use diverse crop rotations (Montgomery, 2017).
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Respondents
Adam Arnesson, 29, lives at Jannelunds farm located in Mullhyttan outside the city Örebro, 124
miles west of Stockholm. Adam Arnesson grows both older cereal varieties and heritage legumes, such as a pea variety called Retrija gråärt (originates from Latvia). He is a part of the
Nordisk Råvara grower network. The visit took place January 14, 2019.
Curre Niklasson, 64, and Lotta Carsbo Niklasson, 64, lives in the Näs County on the island Gotland located outside the Swedish east coast. They grow heritage cereals such as spelt and emmer
wheat. The visit took place October 18, 2018.
Johan Swärd, 67, Brandbu, Norway, situated 48 miles north of Oslo. Johan Swärd runs the farm
together with his wife Kristin Swärd, 62. Johan actively grows around 15 heritage cereal varieties and has built up his own small mill. The visit took place January 18, 2019.
Per-Olof Larsson, 65, Lögens mill and farm, located outside Lysekil on the Swedish west coast
north of Gothenburg. Grows different older varieties of wheat, rye and barley. Per-Olof Larsson
has built his own mill on the farm and his daughter Anna Wilhelmsson has recently started to be
more involved with taking over some of the work at the farm. The visit took place February 11,
2019.
Börje Ström, 70, runs a small farm together with his wife Lena Ström, 70, in Vik, Järvsö in the
middle of Sweden and grows heritage cereals, amongst others an old local barley variety. The
visit took place February 6, 2019.
Mari Håkansson, 58, and Jörgen Thomson, 56, Mickelgårds farm in När on Gotland. They grow
Gotlandslinser (old local lentil variety from Gotland) for Nordisk Råvara. The visit took place
October 17, 2018, and I met with Mari Håkansson since Jörgen Thomson was busy with the harvest.
Jonny Jones, 53, Masesgården in Rättvik, Dalarna County. Jonny Jones grows Rättviksärt (a
very old pea variety from the Rättvik area) for Nordisk Råvara. The visit took place November 7,
2018.
Robert Jarl, 41, live together with Anna-Karin Jarl, 43, on a small family farm in Kode, close to
Gothenburg. They grow Solberga gråärt (an old local pea variety) and Solberga broad bean together with Lars Eliasson, 82, and Lennart Eliasson, (Anna-Karin Jarl’s father) who passed away
shortly after the interview. During the visit I talked to Robert Jarl and to Lars and Lennart Eliasson. The visit took place February 11, 2019.
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Appendices

Translated interview guide
How long have you been farming?
Describe what you do here on the farm today (all practices).
What type of plants are you cultivating and for what purposes? Which of these plants are heritage plants?
How long have you been farming with heritage plants?
What was the reason behind you starting to farm with heritage plants?
Describe your general opinion on heritage plants.
Tell me what you know about the history and properties of the (those) heritage plants that you
farm with here.
Describe your general farming process from sowing to harvesting and so on. Does it differ when
it comes to farming with heritage plants, in that case how is it different?
What parts are involved in the farming process? Machines, other humans etc.
Are there factors that contribute towards making the farming process easier alt. more difficult for
you? This can be anything from rules and regulations to other practical manners and so on.
Do you market your products and in that case how?
Are there others actors involved in your process (distributors, buyers etc.)?
Where you affected by the dry summer of 2018 and in that case how?
How, in your opinion, do you think that other farmers who do not farm with heritage plants view
the farming with these plants?
Do you think that you have any responsibilities as a farmer? If you do, what are those?
How do you view the farmer’s role in society today and in the future?
How do you view your farming activities in relation to the future? Do you have any particular
plans?
How do you view the development of the farming with heritage plants in Sweden now and in the
forthcoming time?
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Information letter and consent sheet
Informationsbrev till forskningsdeltagare i masteruppsats
Jag heter Rebecca Öhnfeldt och läser masterprogrammet i global miljöhistoria vid Uppsala universitet. Jag samlar in underlag till min masteruppsats och kommer som en del i det arbetet att
genomföra ett antal intervjuer. Genom arbetet med masteruppsatsen planerar jag att undersöka
vissa aspekter av odlandet av kulturarvsgrödor.
Information om studiens intervjuer
Intervjuerna syftar bland annat till att ta reda på mer om hur intervjupersonen ser på grödorna,
processen och sin roll som lantbrukare i dagens samhälle. Det här är aspekter som är relevanta
för forskningsfältet miljöhistoria som bland annat handlar om att studera hur människor på olika
sätt interagerar med sin livsmiljö.
Forskningen bedrivs av mig som student vid institutionen för arkeologi och antik historia vid
Uppsala universitet. Intervjuerna beräknas ta en till två timmar och resultatet kommer att diskuteras i min masteruppsats. Deltagaren kan om den önskar få ta del av resultaten innan uppsatsen
publiceras. Deltagaren kan också när som helst välja att avsluta sitt deltagande och kan även avböja att svara på frågor. I den händelse det blir aktuellt kan deltagaren komma att få svara på
följdfrågor efter det att intervjun har genomförts. Om deltagaren inte vill delta med sitt namn kan
pseudonym användas, alternativt att deltagaren är helt anonym. Intervjuerna spelas in och det
inspelade materialet kommer inte att delas med någon annan.
Tack för att du vill delta och tveka inte att ställa eventuella frågor till mig!
Rebecca Öhnfeldt
0708 854540
rebecca.ohnfeldt@gmail.com
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Medgivandeformulär till forskningsdeltagare i masteruppsats
JA

NEJ

Jag har läst informationen om studien

r

r

Jag har fått möjlighet att ställa frågor om studien och
mitt deltagande i den

r

r

Jag är medveten om att jag kan välja att avböja att svara på vissa
frågor eller dra mig ur studien om jag vill

r

r

Jag är medveten om att den information jag delger kommer att bli
publicerad i en masteruppsats och därmed kommer att vara allmänt
tillgänglig

r

r

I den händelse det blir aktuellt är det ok att mitt namn används

r

r

I den händelse det blir aktuellt är det ok att använda
mina direktcitat i uppsatsen

r

r

Jag går med på att bli inspelad under intervjun

r

r

Jag går under dessa premisser med på att delta i studien

r

r

Ort:

Datum:

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Namnunderskrift deltagare

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
Namnunderskrift forskare/intervjuare
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