
Nikolay Vavilov arrived in what was then known as Abyssinia just before Orthodox 
Christmas in December of 1926, less than a year after his strange benefactor, Vladimir 
Ilyich Lenin, had died. Before Stalin's bureaucracy began to exert new pressures upon 
him, Vavilov worked with relative freedom, although his first request to undertake a 
major expedition was initially rejected. Once he argued that undertaking another major 
expedition would „continue to the prestige of the USSR,“ his request was granted, so 
Nikolay spent several months preparing to direct a rather large entourage through the 
Ethiopian highlands and on to Eritrea. In addition to scientists and translators, twelve 
other men – mostly bilingual Abyssinians – would accompany him.

Perhaps Ethiopia was Vavilov's most excellent adventure. Nikolay was certainly not the 
first European explorer to set foot in the country, but he was the first Russian biologist to 
travel there, and he did so by train and mule-back. While his expedition may not have 
been as outright dangerous as several others occurring around the time, he still had to 
travel with rifles, revolvers, and spears to protect his group from crocodiles and thieves; 
to overcome the panic of market vendors who feared that he had the „evil eye“; to escape 
from late-night encounters with leopards; and to recover from both malaria and typhus, 
the latter of which nearly put him in his coffin.

Though neither the first nor the most perilous, the trip was easily the most productive of 
scientific expeditions to Ethiopia up until its time, in terms of its success in gathering 
seeds for future selection and use, in generating ideas that might help his country r others 
achieve food security, and in awakening recognition of Ethiopia's unique biocultural 
heritage. Earlier explorers such as Pedro Paéz, Richard Burton, and John Speke had 
sought fame by being the first to describe the headwaters of the Blue or the White Nile, 
while others sought to rescue the legendary Ark of the Covenant from Ethiopia's Emperor 
Menelik and his lineage. However, the European, Russian, and American public found 
Vavilov's quest for unusual seeds in Abyssinia just as exciting, such that his remarkable 
„discoveries“ there gave the Ethiopian highland region its reputation as one of the more 
distinctive centers of crop origin and diversification on the planet. Vavilov's expeditions 
were regularly covered by the Russian, European and American press, as well as being 
widely celebrated among the diplomatic and scientific corps stationed in Ethiopia. 
Perhaps most important, the attention gave Ethiopians the pride and the inspiration to 
undertake a far more lasting effort toward conserving crops in-situ than anyone of 
Vavilov's generation could have imagined possible in any country.

Thus Vavilov's place in Ethiopian history has been less heroic and more catalytic 
compared to that of Sir Richard Burton and his contemporaries, who are regularly 
referred to by travel guides in Ethiopia as „opening up“ certain regions to scientific 
discovery. In fact, Vavilov's work helped to inspire a later generation of Ethiopian 



agricultural scientists like Melaku Worede, conservation biologists like Tewolde Berhan, 
and thousands of Ethiopian families who stuck with their „farmer's varieties“ after 
attempts to lure them away to high-input hybrids after the famine of the 1980s. To the 
bafflement of most agricultural scientists and many experts on hunger alleviation, the 
total acreage devoted to indigenous crops like teff has increased in Ethiopia since the 
devastating social and ecological effects of the 1980s famine abated. However, nearly 2.5 
million Ethiopians abandoned their homes and farmlands during the drought, and 
despite food aid as well as hybrid crop seeds given for planting, tens of thousands died 
during that famine. For those survivors who chose to return to their fields, the most 
drought-adapted of their native grains gained renewed popularity. While the famine may 
have been triggered by drought, it was horribly aggravated by political struggles that 
kept available food out of the hands of many of the hungry. Fortunately, since adequate 
rainfall returned in the late 1980s, the acreage planted to adapted crops like teff has 
increased by more than a half million hectares.

Teff is the millet-like cereal used to make Ethiopia's national dish, enjera – an enormous, 
delicious crepe on which dozens of different vegetables, sauces, and condiments are 
placed. Over the long haul, Ethiopian farmers clearly gained more resilience in their 
crops by using a diverse mix of locally adapted teff varieties than by investing in hybrids 
seeds and fertilizers imported from other regions.

When, in 2006, I first visited the Ethiopian Institute of Biodiversity Conservation, which 
harbors one of the first great seed banks ever to be supported in a developing country, I 
was reminded of the inspiration that Ethiopian scientists and policy makers have gained 
from Vavilov's example. Ethiopia's interest in protecting its own seed heritage has been 
linked by some historians to an incident in the 1950s, when cross-bred barleys from 
Ethiopia saved the entire California barely crop from a yellow dwarf virus, allowing 
millions of dollars to be made in California without any substantive benefits returned to 
Ethiopia. To keep such events from becoming commonplace – perhaps at the expense of 
their won people's welfare – Ethiopian scientists and policy makers opted for more 
control of their own resources. Begun three decades before my visit and initially known as 
the Ethiopian Plant Genetic Resources Center, the institute now works to foster the 
conservation and local use of crop, livestock, medicinal, and microbial diversity. The 
institute's staff is acutely aware that it may not be politically correct for institutions in 
African countries to feature so prominently in their offices photos of „a great white 
explorer,“ but Vavilov's significance at the institute is not so much his own fieldwork as 
the affirmation that the work of the Ethiopian field scientists to keep their crops 
conserved in-situ is of global importance.

As they walk you around the institute's hallways, the staff points out photos of Vavilov's 
own hand-drawn map of his route through Somalia, Abyssinia and Eritrea – the latter 
two being uneasily bound together as Ethiopia – and of Vavilov famously posing with the 
young but already charismatic Abyssinian leader Ras Tafari (from whom the 
Rastafarians take their name), later known as Emperor Haile Selassie. Other photos on 
the wall were taken by Vavilov himself at the open-air markets in addis Ababa, Harer, 
and Gonder, where he realized that hundreds of the crop varieties he was seeing – land 



reaches belonging to severely dozen crop species – were known only in Ethiopia. „What is 
so interesting about the diversity of crops in Ethiopia is that so many are endemic, found 
only here,“ commented Melaku Worede, the Ethiopian agricultural scientist who 
formerly directed the Plant Genetic Resources Center. „And what makes Ethiopia so 
special that way? We have so much topographic diversity that somewhat isolates farmers 
in one place from those in other places, for we have a dissected landscape with a broad 
elevation range.“

The dissected landscape not only fosters the isolation of crop varieties, but also isolates 
wild species. It might well be argued that Ethiopia is really two countries – or three if you 
include the periodically contested lands of Eritrea. The highlands of Ethiopia are now 
identified by biogeographers as the eastern as the eastern Afro-montane center of 
diversity. The rest of Ethiopia is considered part of the broader Afro-tropical center of 
diversity, which encompasses the Horn of Africa: the latter includes the coffee-growing 
lowlands of the south and east as well as the “bottom floor” of the Great Rift Valley. Has 
incredibly rich in the diversity of food crop species, whereas the highlands are more 
renowned for their diversity of locally adapted grain and legume varieties. Like Vavilov's 
expedition, my travels would be largely in the Ethiopians highlands, where roughly 5,200 
species of wild plants have been found, 555 of them clearly identified as endemics. The 
Afro-montane region of Ethiopia also harbors 680 bird species and some 193 kinds of 
mammals as well.

In addition to the many factors that contribute to fostering the wild biodiversity in 
Ethiopia, conservation biologist Dr. Tewolde Berhan reminded me of a factor that has 
fostered the diversification of crops in the Ethiopian highlands of the north: human 
culture over thousands of years and adaptations of plants to that long history.

Dr. Tewolde did not overlook the great diversity of more tropical crops, such as coffee, in 
the southern lowlands, where the wild flora has remained far more diverse than the 
anciently farmed highlands. He simply wanted to remind me that cultural influences on 
the Ethiopian flora indeed run deep, for some of the oldest remains of human existence 
have been found in the Great Rift Valley and on the coastal plains. Archaeologists suggest 
that cereal crop agriculture in Ethiopia may be fifteen thousand years old. That would 
suggest that this region became a center of domestication for crops some three to five 
thousand years earlier than similar regions on other continents.

From his extensive readings in physical and cultural geography, Vavilov deduced that this 
highly dissected, anciently inhabited land had something special to offer. More intuitively 
– or fortuitously perhaps – he selected a route from the lowlands ot the highlands that 
afforded the best opportunity imaginable for collecting a remarkable range of samples of 
Ethiopia's crop diversity, especially of cereals, over a rather short period of time. From 
one field between Gonder and Aksum, he collected “thousands of ears” of a peculiar 
awnless hard wheat, which he called “a first class disocery”. Hundreds of thousands of 
seed samples were collected by his expedition and then shipped back to Russia fo 
revaluation and conservation. The progeny of some of those collections actually made it 
back to Ethiopia's seed bank decades later.



While Vavilov was out seed hunting, he realized that durum wheat had not evolved in 
Egypt as others had supposed. Instead, it had begun to diverge from other wheats in the 
Ethiopian highlands before spreading northward to Egypt and eastward to Oman. In 
fact, Vavilov's travels across Abyssinia made him rethink many of the geographic patterns 
that had been accepted by botanists since the de Candolles' era. It also made him more 
intent on physically mapping where he collected various seeds, so that other 
biogeographers might build on his work.

Worede later chuckled at the uncanny ability of Vavilov to pinpoint areas of high diversity 
as we looked at Vavilov's hand-annotated map together. “it is a curios fact that so much of 
the total diversity of Ethiopia's small grains can be found along the very route that 
Vavilov chose, “ he commented. “His seed samples – of cereals, at least – were remarkably 
representative of Ethiopia as a whole.”

I decided that I should follow – to the extent that the current infrastructure of roads and 
bridges allowed – the same route that Vavilov took through a portion of the highlands 
between the Great Rift Valley and the Blue Nile Gorge. I invited gardener-photographer 
and longtime friend David Cavangnaro along for the ride. We would try to visit the very 
same grain, vegetable, and spice markets that Vavilov had been lured to some eight 
decades before us. 

Vavilov's first impressions of the highlands are still helpful to any novice trying to shape a 
mental image of the vastness of this rich landscape; he came from the port of Djibouti, 
French Somalia, on the coast of the Red Sea, after making his way by steamer from 
Alexandria, Egypt, via the Suez Canal and wrote the following:

On the 27the of December of 1926, I rode on the train into the interior of Abyssinia … 
passing through the Somalian savanna with its spares acacias, the train approached a 
mountainous area. Here, the steep climb began. The Abyssinian plateau rises above the 
Somalian savanna like a castle. The ascent became increasingly steep. Two locomotives 
were needed just to pull a few cars.

There the primary agricultural area of Abyssinia is situated at altitudes between 1600 and 
3000 meters....The train stopped at the station of Dire Dawa, at a distance of about fifty 
kilometers from Harer, the first major rural center along my route. Although I had not 
yet reached Addis Ababa, I decided to stop there  [in Harar and Dire Dawa] to begin my 
investigations. I did not know what lay ahead, nor how I would be received by the 
government. And so, with the help of acquaintances I had gotten to know during our 
voyage [down the Red Sea] together, I was able to organize a small caravan that in the 
course of a few days explored this impressive area for plant materials that we might 
collect.

Vavilov did not use the term caravan loosely, for he had brought more than fifty men with 
him as his entourage. A pack train of donkeys, horses, and other easts of burden was 
purchased to carry food, gifts, firearms, plant presses, and photographic and 



meteorological equipment through a range of habitats, from freezing mountaintops to 
subtropical swamplands at the bottom of the Nile gorge. Ethiopian officials insisted that 
Vavilov take rifles, pistols, and chains – not simply to deal with any highwaymen who 
might try to rob him but also as a means of quelling any mutiny within the troupe of mule 
skinners and porters he had hired. Vavilov's journals lament that he was spending far too 
much time attempting to manage all the wage workers he had enlisted and too little time 
in making seed collections himself. Of yourse, sometimes he was communicating through 
three or four different languages – Russian to Italian to Amharic to some tribal dialect 
that had yet to be recognized by linguists, let alone written down. Exasperated by the 
chain of translators he had to employ, he began to study Amharic on his own in order to 
get closer to the traditional agricultural knowledge of the Abyssinians.

With that newly acquired skill, he made a beeline for the ripened fields of grain nestled 
into the slopes of the Great Rift Valley, rather than going first to the Abyssinian capital to 
gain letters of support from bureaucrats in Addis Ababa. There in the high, dry 
countryside, he saw the many locally adapted grain varieties being harvested and 
threshed through the use of rather ancient techniques and technologies unlike those he 
had seen closer to Harer: “Everything seemed to be totally different here in the highlands, 
for all of the crop varieties turned out to be definitively endemic,” he remarked. “I had 
happened to arrive at a most appropriate time. The crops were still standing; the harvest 
had just begun.”

David Cavagnaro and I were just as fortunate, for the harvest of wheat, barely, lentils and 
teff had begun just as we arrived in Ethiopia in January of 2006. In every direction we 
were driven from the capital city by our Ethiopian hosts we came upon patchworks of 
grain fields that were being harvested that very day. We visited with entire families and 
their work crews, who were singing as they hand-harvested their grain with sickles and 
scythes. Brahaman oxen, horses, and donkeys circled around threshing floors where the 
wheat was separated from the chaff, and gangs of boys with pitchforks and shovels tossed 
the seeds high into the air, winnowing the chaff from the grain. Nearby, older women sat 
tending babies plopped down on tarps, scooping teff and wheat and barely and yellow-
brown, green, and even orange-red lentils into burlap bags, pottery vessels, plastic jugs, 
and wicker baskets. The entire highlands seemed tinted with ambers, beiges, rusts, and 
pale yellows as field after field dried down enough to offer its yield to be gathered, 
gleaned, and cleaned by human hands.

Looking carefully at such harvest scenes – for they have scarcely changed in the years 
since he visited the highlands – Vavilov realized that each tawny field of ripened grain was 
not a homogeneous mass of a single cereal cultivar but a panoply of intermixed strains of 
grain that formed a resilient polyculture. He was intrigued; he wrote “that the fields 
display such an incredible mixture of varieties. It was necessary to collect hundreds of 
seedheads just to obtain a representative sample of the botanical composition of a single 
field.”

Melaku Worede reminded me how many studies by Ethiopians themselves have 
confirmed Vavilov's hunch about on-farm variation: “As you know, farmers tend to mix 



seeds... they are great experimenters, great promoters of diversity.... [To understand how 
this diversity arose] we must take into account that the farmers' very methods of crop 
selection enhance landrace diversity because they have so many criteria that they are 
selecting for … maturation time, stalk height, seed color, flavor and texture, and so on....”

David and I quickly became accustomed to the fact that few if any of the wheat or barely 
or teff fields we ambled through were likely to be monocultures. A recent field study of 
samples of teff from six northern and central regions of Ethiopia bears that out. Just as 
no two platters of vegetables and sauces on enjera are alike, no two teff fields are alike. At 
least, that's what researchers from the Debre Zeit Agricultural Research Center found 
when they tracked some fourteen morphological traits in the admixtures of teff strains 
found in particular fields across a range of elevations in six regions. They documented 
extremely wide variations of those traits within each field population they sampled – more 
variation, in fact, than had been presumed to exist between regions or between elevational 
zones. The field populations of teff were highly variable for traits such as grain and stalk 
weights, seed yield gleaned from main stalks versus side stalks, and number of days from 
planting to ripening. Such mixtures give teff populations considerable capacity to respond 
to varying conditions, from drought to cool, wet seasons; from winds to still weather; and 
from manure-fertilized to nutrient-limited soils.

Although he was – by training and inclination – a wheat and barely man, Vavilov fell in 
love with teff and with several other crops unique to Ethiopia, as well:

For the first time, I saw some of the special endemic plants of Abyssinia...such as the 
peculiar grain called teff, a particular kind of small millet that produces a first-class flour 
used for flat-cakes in Abyssinia.... There are also a new oil-producing plant with black 
seeds called ramtil or noog...[and] special varieties, or perhaps species, of pepper grass, 
and a special, tall-growing safflower, as well as a unique late-ripening sesame....

That oil-producing noog is also employed in the making of enjera.  For several days, we 
played a game of geographic hopscotch, trying to retrace the path of Vavilov's caravan 
from market to market, from Ankober and Debre Birhan overlooking the Great Rift 
Valley on the eastern edge of the highlands, to Addis Ababa in its south-central 
stronghold, and northward through Debre Libanos and Fiche, where one crosses the Blue 
Nile Gorge on the way up to Gonder and the monumental ruins of the Axumite Empire.

Each market was different in scale, size, and antiquity; some now found themselves as 
sideshows to railroad tracks or paved highways, whereas others remained shows unto 
themselves, situated in the shade of the leafy canopies of tall trees, One open-air market 
looked for all the world like it belonged under the mythic “tree where man was born,” for 
its vast and ancient canopy seemed to stretch out in every direction to shelter an entire 
community of traders and buyers who had come in from all reaches of the gorge.

The road to Ankober had been partially paved and its route straightened since Vavilov's 
era, but the town still teetered on a dissected volcanic ridge, as if one great wind might 
hurl it into the abyss of the Great Rift Valley. As Vavilov described it, it was “one of the 



former capitals of the country...a few hundred low houses, solidly constructed of stone, sat 
snugly on the ground.”

Ankober was where Vavilov's caravan at last left the acacia-studded lowlands behind, 
topping out nearly three thousand meters above the bottom of the Great Rift.

Ethnobotanist Leah Samberg has documented as many as fifty different crop species 
being grown for food and forage along such gradients, from highland plateau to river 
bottom. Some ridges edging the highlands are unterraced and so unbelievably steep that 
any draft animals used to plow them had to be tethered to trees on the ridge tops to keep 
them falling into the abyss. Yet the ridges were covered with golden-stalked grains, gray-
green lentils, fuzzy dark green fava beans, or dark brown earth that had been recently 
polwed and manured. These patches of earth were edged with fencerows of towering 
eucalyptus trees or hedges of arborescent aloes and proteas, salvias, prickly pears, tree 
euphorbias, and thistles. Within each farmhouse complex, there was inevitably a neatly 
stacked pile of cow manure patties used for fuel, a mound of hay shaped like a bread loaf, 
another of wheat and barely straw, a pen for livestock, and several storage sheds.

At last, we located the Ankober market that Vavilov had visited; it had moved at least two 
kilometers from a nearby ridge into the heart of town since his time and was now situated 
across from the bus depot. As it was closed for the holiday being celebrated as we arrived, 
David and I found an ecolodge, where we were each given a conical thatched-roof hut to 
sleep in. The lodge overlooked the original market site used through most of the early 
twentieth century. We were invited up the ridge from our huts to eat in a beautifully 
crafted longhouse, where we sampled the same honey wine and barley beer that Vavilov 
had shared with the headman of the village.

The next morning in Ankober, David and I wandered over to the new market, which 
comprised some thirty-six stands tha sell all manner of fruits and vegetables every 
Tuesday and Saturday morning. The list of produce did not vary much from the 
inventory that Vavilov would have seen: durum wheat, teff, barley, corn, peas, favas, and 
lentils; sugar cane, peaches, bananas, oranges, melons almonds, and lemons; chili 
peppers, tomatoes, cucumbers, pumpkins, green onions, carrots, lettuce, radish, potatoes, 
and tobacco. Although many of the species originated elsewhere, their landrace varieties 
were peculiarly localized. 

We wondered where all the spices could be found but soon learned that they are often sold 
in separate specialty markets set up in the cities or at junctions along ancient routes 
where traders from different elevations and language families periodically congregate. 
The larges market at a major crossroads is in Addis Ababa, where hundreds of booths 
sprawl across many blocks on the western edge of the city amid shanty towns of recent 
refugees from the countryside. Vavilov found it to be “of enormous interest... [for} 
farmers arrived there early in the morning from all directions, bringing their grain to sale 
in shawls and bags which they spread out to market... This kind of exhibition made it 
possible to survey withing a short time what was cultivated in the country and what the 
rural inhabitants based their lives upon.” (217)



Still lacking much insight into the dried herbs and endemic oilseeds of the highlands, 
David and I traveled northward toward the Blue Nile Gorge. There, Vavilov spent several 
days traveling forty kilometers a day on a road connecting Muka Xurii, Debre Libanos, 
and Fiché, one that this men and donkeys found to be “tolerable, although merely a trail.” 
North of there he ran into leopards, crocodiles, and hippopotamuses, and he began to see 
an increasing number of locally unique varieties of lentils, chickpeas, peas, and vetches as 
the mosaic of agricultural habitats became more heterogeneous. In recent years, some of 
the very same legume varieties that he first collected and and described have been 
relocated by the staff of the Institute of Biodiversity Conservation or by the institute's 
collaborators from the organization now known as Bioversity International. Other 
legume varieties, particularly some peculiar forms of field peas, have never been 
encountered by another scientist since Vavilov's first expedition there. As commercial 
varieties have been introduced from Europe, North America, and Japan, many local 
varieties appear to have simply disappeared and may now be lost to humanity.

Debre Libanos, one of Vavilov's stopping places, was a pilgrimage point for Ethiopian 
Christians. There, around the sacred artesian springs flowing out of the cliffs overlooking 
the Blue Nile Gorge, local residents claim that a number of miracles have occurred over 
the centuries. It is also a place where gelada baboons cluster in large numbers on forest 
ledges above the gorge; according to the same locals, these herds will occasionally raid a 
homestead garden for its melons, bananas, and papayas. As we descended endless 
switchbacks from the plateau above the gorge, we could see the towers of the cathedral 
well ahead of us but did not catch a glimpse of the market until we were nearly on top of 
it. There can be little doubt that it has remained in the same spot where Vavilov found it, 
for it sprawled beneath a tree so tall, with such a spacious, shady canopy that it served as 
a refuge for any weary traveler passing its way. If it was not, in fact, “the tree where man 
was born,” it certainly seemed like the tree where man and woman first traded seeds and 
healing herbs.

Beneath that canopy, there were no neatly framed vendors' stands as in Ankober; instead, 
a mob of herb traders showed their wares on shawls and blankets and baskets spread out 
before where they sat on the hard-packed clay. Each vendor sat in the midst of many 
multicolored piles, which he or she guarded from incidental “sampling” by visitors 
walking by.

Perhaps “walking” is not the appropriate word for how buyers had to maneuver among 
the many vendors; the vendors' wares were so thickly packed beneath the tree that one 
had to almost tiptoe between the displays so as not to stumble or fall into anyone's 
carefully sculpted conical piles of turmeric, chili powder, or cumin.

At last we saw the shiny black seeds of noog piled high, next to other oilseeds such as 
peppergrass and sesame. Next to the many colors of ground cumin and chili pepper were 
brilliant golden piles of ginger, as well as masses of intact, sinewy ginger roots. One 
woman hand-roasted and weighed various grades of Ethiopian wild and domesticated 
coffees right before our eyes, while another sold various colors and textures of sea salt 



nested in pale brown paper containers, each looking much like a scoop of vanilla ice 
cream in a sugar cone. There were countless medicinal herbs, as well as crystallized 
globules of Ethiopian myrrh and “false” frankincense. Surrounding all the herbalists 
were huge piles of blue Hubbard squash, papayas, onions, Swiss chard, kale, mustard 
greens, and pomelos.

I was reassured that we found such a timeless marketplace; of course, it now has 
vegetables from the New World as well as the Old, and plastic and fiberglass containers as 
well as pottery jars and baskets. Yet the cultural context of this vernacular trading was 
much the same as it had been for centuries. Regardless of the changes in the rest of the 
world, these traders had managed to maintain some modicum of continuity with their 
predecessors, sustaining one of the world's most celebrated cuisines. For the moment, 
regional tradition was holding its own against globalization. No Wal-Mart could offer 
what this one-tree, one-stop shopping place could offer as it stood watch over the 
tributaries of the Nile.

Back in Addis Ababa, I had the chance to ask our Ethiopian colleagues how they 
perceived the way their country had changed since Vavilov's visit. Melaku Worede 
reflected in particular on changes since he founded the seed bank now integrated into the 
Institute of Biodiversity Conservation. Since that time, he has witnessed more grassroots 
seed conservation efforts through his role as international advisor to Seeds of Survival 
(SoS), which today is one of the larger non-government organizations in Africa dedicated 
to the conservation of on-farm agrobiodiversity through promoting farmers' varieties. He 
slowly made his way, leaning on a cane, into the garden to have tea with David and me. 
Once he began to speak, it was clear that he had a uniquely rich perspective on changes in 
Ethiopia's management of agrobiodiversity.

Early in his career, Dr. Melaku had accomplished genetic research using some of Vavilov's 
concepts to guide the search for unique plant material to use in crop improvement. When 
the International Plant Genetic Resources Institute – now Bioversity International – 
selected Ethiopia as the number one developing country where a world-class gene bank 
was needed, he was among the those who facilitated financial support from te West 
German government to found the Ethiopian gene bank in 1976. He not only trained 
Ethiopian scientists in the lab and field work associated with genetic conservation, but 
also mobilized them during the drought of the 1980s, when threats to traditional 
agrobiodiversity loomed on the horizon of the Abyssinian highlands. At the same time, he 
and his former students fostered some new grassroots approaches through Seeds of 
Survival, pioneering the kind of farmer-centered conservation strategies that luminaries 
like Vandana Shiva, Winona LaDuke, and Kenny Ausubel began to promote decades 
later.

All of Dr. Melaku's previous work had perfectly positioned him to deal with the impact of 
the 1984-85 famine, which seriously threatened Ethiopia's remaining reserves of farmers' 
varieties of traditional seeds. A numer of development agencies and multinational 
corporations used the drought and famine as apertures through which they introduced 
packages of high-yielding hybrid varieties, herbicides, and other technologies to replace 



local varieties requiring fewer inputs. For example, the Sasakawa Global 2000 
development agency of Japan introduced hybrid maize varieties in a package with water-
conserving mulches an dthe herbicides Lasso and Roundup. Unfortunately, that effort has 
been plagued with many of the same problems that caused the failure of earlier 
agricultural development efforts. As Seth Shames of Eco-agriculture Partners has 
demonstrated, few of the Ethiopian farmers offered the package could afford the added 
costs of the hybrid seed and the herbicides, which negated the additional income derived 
from modest increases in their corn yields. The dilemma posed by farmers lured into 
trying such package during drought years is that by the time they realize that a high-
yielding variety might cost them more than it is worth, they have abandoned the time-
tried seeds of their local varieties.

As the famine triggered by drought, war, and politics began to ring the death knell for 
tens of thousands of Ethiopians, the Dergue government, which had replaced Haile 
Selassie, realized that its native crop resources were under great stress. It encouraged its 
Plant Genetic Resources Institute to collaborate with Seeds of Survival to conserve what 
they could of Ethiopia's unique food diversity. Rather than simply locking away rescued 
seeds in the institute's gene bank for later use, the collaborative effort invested in on-farm 
conservation and improvement of indigenous crops by the rural communities themselves. 
As Dr. Melaku affirmed to me and David, “We realized that we should do more 
conservation through on-farm use of these crop resources. But first we had to identify the 
values that guided the selection of seeds by farmers.... Farmers are very smart, they know 
what they want....We just had to understand their logic,m their traditional means of 
community-based seed saving and exchange.”

Dr. Melaku and his colleagues soon discovered that despite the seed scarcity crated by 
drought-induced crop failures, many farmers had buried caches of seeds in the ground for 
future use, as their local traditions had guided them to do. Those as well as other farmers 
exchanged seeds up and down the steep elevational gradients of their region, which 
offered them more resilience in the face of a fluctuating climate. Rather than ignoring 
such traditional practices, Dr. Melaku and his students encouraged them, documenting 
their efficacy during times of stress. Working with the farmers who chose to remain on 
the land rather than fleeing to the cities for relief, SoS gradually developed and extensive 
network of on-farm seed conservation sites that eventually involved some thirty thousand 
rural families.

Perhaps the most interesting strategy devised within this era was planting in one field a 
diverse admixture of several farmers' varieties with different physiological tolerance and 
other adaptive responses among them. In almost all plots where such admixtures have 
been tracked across several years, their yields through time have been found to be higher 
and more stable than those of any single so-called high-yielding variety.

These admixtures or polycultures of various grains have recently taken on additional 
significance, for an extremely virulent strain of wheat stem rust has arrived in Ethiopis 
recently, after first being spotted in Uganda in 1999. The strain of black stem rust known 
as Ug99 has spread across East Africa, finding most wheat varieties grown in 



monoculture susceptible and leaving their sowings a withered, tangled mass of seedless 
stalks. The first line of defense proposed by pathologists from developed countries is a 
fungicide, but most poor farmers in Africa can afford neither the chemicals nor the 
equipment to employ them. Accordingly, New Scientist has reported the billions of people 
may be at nutritional risk should the the “wheat super-blight” continue to spread; Nobel 
laureate wheat breeder Norman Borlaug conceded that “this thing has immense potential 
for social and human destruction.”

Ethiopia's extant grain diversity may ultimately be a better line of defense against such 
rusts, as a team of Swedish and Ethiopian scientists documented with another virulent 
rust – leaf rust – that typically infests Ethiopian tetraploid wheats. The team found 
tremendous differences among landraces in severity of infection, survivorship, grain 
weight, and overall yield. Both partial resistance and tolerance to leaf rust were found in 
Ethiopian landraces, even though they had all formerly been dismissed as being equally 
vulnerable.

More important, perhaps, is that Ethiopian farmers seldom grow only wheat; they also 
grow barely and teff, which are not bothered by Ug99's virulence. By shifting the mix of 
grain species they grow – and, as they have done in recent years, increasing the plantings 
of teff relative to those of wheat – Ethiopian farmers can employ several viable strategies 
for resilience not found among monocultural wheat farmers. Of course, only time will tell 
whether they have enough resilience to reduce the probability and severity of another 
major famine, but such famines are newer entirely the result of drought or plant disease.

The recent history of Ethiopia reminds us that social and political factors can override the 
cultural and agricultural resilience found in a multi-cultural society such as that in the 
highlands north of Addis Ababa. Even in Vavilov's time, saving diverse seeds may have 
been of paramount importance in providing a greater buffer against future famines, but 
any political regime change can radically affect society's capacity to equitably distribute 
available cereals and legumes so that it can feed itself. The tenacity shown by Ethiopian 
farmers and scientist in maintaining their diverse seed stocks is heroic, but it does not 
stem from a romantic impulse. They are well aware that outside political and economic 
pressures as well as internal struggles may arise again, potentially disrupting the stability 
of the Ethiopia food system. People must be prepared for such disruption, and rely on 
their crop mixes as one of many strategies for such disruption, and rely on their crop 
mixes as one of many strategies for maintaining resilience.


