
Calm permeates the early morning 
air at Mer-Girl Gardens, a pictur-
esque five-acre organic farm in 

La Villita. A peaceful and harmonious 
environment, the direct result of well-
cared for soil, and the time and patience 
it takes to search for what works best to 
cultivate this particular piece of land. 
Bees happily buzz around the poppies. 
Rows of onions and salad greens glisten 
with dewdrops in the field. 
 Ron Boyd speaks with a reverence of 
the earth, of the interconnected play of 
pollinators and plants, of the blessing of 
abundant water in our often-parched 
desert landscape.
 “This is our sustenance of life, this is 
what feeds us, houses us, creates every-
thing we have,” Boyd said. “You know, 
soil, and it’s getting treated like dirt. In 
the last years we’ve really run the gamut 
of what works here. I’ve farmed all my 
life in a lot of different places.”
 Boyd said every time he comes to a 
new location, a farmer has to find out 
what works best for that specific place. 
How does the soil and water act? 
 Boyd operates Mer-Girl Gardens with 
his wife Debora. They have participated 
in various agricultural endeavors, from 
farmers markets to their own version of 
CSA (Community Supported Agricul-
ture)
 Boyd defined the co-op as a cash 
transaction with trust.
 “A farmer in springtime says, ‘Here’s 
what I’m going to have. I’ll bring you a 
box of odds and ends every week and 
you’re going to pay now.’ (It’s) a sub-
scription that kinda says you’re going to 
take a risk with me.”
 Boyd said whether the harvest is large 
or small, the consumer can participate. 
It’s a win-win because it brings the con-
sumer closer to the farm and gives the 
farmer start-up money in the spring.
 Boyd set up his community program 
a little differently, by selling $100 of 
their own currency for $80. People 
would invest at the start of the season, 
buying at a 20 percent discount currency 
that they could then use to spend at the 
market later that year.
 “You could spend that money on 
whatever you want,” Boyd said. “If you 
didn’t want a box of kohlrabi, you could 

get the tomatoes instead. And if your 
family was coming, you could get extra, 
or if you were out of town, you didn’t 
get any.”
 Boyd said every year he tweaks the 
system. However, today most of the 
crops grown at the farm go for seed har-
vests, with contracts for beans and Glass 
Gem corn seeds, among others, this 
year.
 Boyd describes the Glass Gem corn, 
and how this new-on-the-market type of 
corn is a novel twist on seed selection. 
He said the Glass Gem is the result of, 
“a fella in Oklahoma (who) took all his 
favorite Indian corns, painted corns, and 
crossed them long enough to get this 
vibrant flint corn (for popcorn or po-
sole), a bit translucent in the kernels, 

really beautiful.”
 The Glass Gem is a beauty, with a 
rainbow of hues, each kernel a different 
color, almost too pretty to eat. Boyd said 
the price for seed corn is much higher 
than that for corn processed for food, 
five times higher, in some cases.
 Many of the crops grown on Mer-Girl 
Farms (for seed or other uses) are un-
usual or ancestral varieties, some with a 
modern spin on them, like the Glass 
Gem corn. Much of the bean crop is 
made up of tepary beans. They’re small, 
lentil-like, drought hardy, native to the 
Southwest, perfectly suited to grow in 
our area, yet relatively unknown com-
pared to some other varieties of beans 
commonly grown here.

Plurk
 The Boyds have interns occasionally 
at Mer-Girl, and people who come for a 
couple hours or a few days to work, 
helping with a harvest or other needed 
activity. But Boyd enjoys his job and life 
and describes it as “plurk,” a comibina-
tion of the words play and work.
 “Being a boss, you have people to do 
the things that I want to do. I love every-
thing I do here,” Boyd said. 
 Gordon Tooley owns Tooley’s Trees 
in Truchas (profiled on page C1, May 
28). He’s known Boyd many years and 
confirms Boyd’s favored work style: 
hands on and solo. Tooley said farmers 
all have about the same amount of time 
and he speaks of people who hate their 
jobs all their life, then retire.
 “You gotta love life,”  Tooley said. 
“Love what you do. You only get one 
chance.”
 Tooley said Boyd’s hat and heart are 
comparable in size: large. Those assess-
ments are well established at the farmers 
market.
 “I just can’t say enough kind things 
about him,”  Tooley said.
 The two have worked together over 
the years collecting wood for grafting 
and selling bare root trees. Tooley said 
Boyd took to grafting well, and talks of 
the similarities between grafting trees 
and producing seed. Both activities are 
preserving the genetic material, Tooley 
said, and it’s evident how important the 
preservation of particular strains of 
plants or trees is to both men, indeed, 
important to all of us and future genera-
tions.

 “Once they’re gone, they’re gone,” 
Tooley said.
 However, with grafting or seed you 
can protect that and keep a species go-
ing. Grafting trees allows for an identi-
cal genetic clone, so you get the desired 
characteristics of the parent tree. The 
same goes for open pollinated seeds. 
They will produce true-to-type offspring 
as long as only one variety of related 
plants is grown in a given time.

Seed selection
 For example, Boyd is currently grow-
ing corn (and other types of crops), but 
will grow only that one type of corn in a 
specific growing season to avoid cross-
pollination between types. This ensures 
the seed produced from the crop will 
produce plants that exhibit traits of the 
parent plants, and have the bonus of be-
ing strengthened and adapted to our 
particular environment. Less-hardy 
plants will die and not contribute to the 
genetic variety for the area. The selec-
tion of seed is truly survival of the fittest 
in action.
 Many of the crops and trees grown at 
the farm are relatively unknown, ancient 
counterparts to the popular varieties 
grown today. Of the 100-plus varieties 
of apples grown on the property, very 
few, if any would have commonly rec-
ognized names that are regularly found 
in the grocery store. Boyd said he’s in-
terested in the old time varieties, and 
this interest obviously carries over from 
the apples to pretty much everything 
else planted on the farm.
 The Boyds began going to market 
with over 70 varieties of tomatoes. 
Looking down just one row of the salad 
greens, you can find a variety of kales 
and lettuces, some planted for the first 
time this year-testers to see how well 
they do, and enable selection of those 
specific plants that fare the best. Others 
are time-tested favorites, strong and 
well-adapted to our environment.
 Einkorn and emmer, “grains of the 
Egyptians,” Boyd calls them, are rela-
tively new additions to the farm, despite 
ancient origins.
 “I don’t know (much about these 
plants yet),” Boyd said. “We’re gonna 
learn. What’s the planting sequence for 
this ancient wheat? Harvest time, pest 
problems? I’d like to see some fields of 
it. But first I’ll learn a little about it. 

There are a lot of details about ancient 
food that have been forgotten. So we’ll 
learn some more.”
 Last year, the main seed crops har-
vested from Mer-Girl were onions and 
cucumbers.
 “So 50 pounds of onion seed is all 
over America, and that feels really 
good,” Boyd quips. “I like to keep my 
head in the dirt – things going on that I 
don’t have much control over or faith in. 
Here, I have about 40 percent control of 
what goes on. But that works. Put my 
head in the dirt, and everything works 
better.
 “Over the years, we’ve both saved a 
lot of seed,” Boyd said, of himself and 
his wife. “But saving seed alone is just 
part of the picture. Then there’s what 
seed is it, what have we done to strength-
en the seed?” 
 It turns out quite a bit of selection, 
both natural and human-helped, is in-
volved in which plants are allowed to go 
to seed. Boyd uses some of the follow-
ing practices in spacing his plants for 
seed production:
	 •	Spacing	for	plants	grown	for	seed	is	
different from growing for product. 
There is a diversity in the same seed 
sprouted at the same time, but a different 
outcome;
	 •	Select	good	spacing	that	works,	but	
not so far apart plants wilt on a hot day;
	 •	 Seek	 consistency	 in	 sizes,	 things	
that don’t bolt (go to seed) too fast;
	 •	Genetic	diversity	is	a	benefit,	but	if	
limited to one aspect of that seed, it 
would probably be vulnerable. Leaving 
the “little guy” in there, once in a while, 
keeps the genetic pool healthy.

Seed Cooperation
 We walk by some kale going to seed. 
The seed from these plants will be used 
for micro greens, but Boyd notices one 
of the plants is covered in aphids. He 
won’t use the seed from that plant, as it 
is displaying a characteristic of being 
particularly susceptible to aphid attack. 
Other plants, with little or no aphids, are 
displaying the more favorable character-
istics of being more resistant to aphids.
 Most of the companies that Mer-Girl 
provides seeds to are primarily con-
cerned with seeds that have been spe-
cifically acclimated to the southwest. 
For example, Native Seeds/SEARCH is 
a non-profit whcih will benefit from the 
return of seeds grown at Mer-Girl Gar-
dens at the end of the season.
 Native Seeds/SEARCH website 
states, “The nonprofit mission of Native 
Seeds/SEARCH is to conserve and pro-
mote arid-adapted crop diversity to 
nourish a changing world. We work 
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Johnny Appleseed of La Villita

Ron Boyd stands in early morning sunlight at his La Villita farm. He's surround-

ed by poppies and snapdragons in a  field of wild flowers. Raspberries are growing

(SUNfoto by Robert Eckert)
behind the flowers. Boyd grows many plants, some for the fruit or produce but most

of his plants are used for seed, which is sent all over the world.

(SUNfoto by Emma Eckert)
Ron Boyd holds ears of Hopi Turquoise corn. The first six seeds were a gift from 

a friend 30 years ago. Boyd grew the corn for many seasons and took it back to 

Hopi land, where the young men he encountered there had never seen it before.

“Upon this handful of soil our survival depends. Hus-

band it and it will grow our food, our fuel, and our shelter 

and surround us with beauty. Abuse it and the soil will 

collapse and die, taking humanity with it.”

From Vedas Sanskrit Scripture – 1500 BC

Story by Emma Eckert

See 'Without' on page C2



within the southwestern United 
States and northwestern Mexico 
to strengthen regional food secu-
rity.”
 Boyd will use seeds provided 
by Native Seeds/SEARCH to 
grow plants and subsequently 
harvest the seeds, and return 
three times the amount initially 
provided to the non-profit. In this 
way, it is a seed bank, and allows 
for hardy, selected plants that do 
well in the southwest to be dis-
tributed over larger areas. The 
seeds distributed to Native Seeds/
SEARCH are focused on the 
southwest. While they provide 
seeds to any area, the company 
wants growers in the southwest.
 “Environment Determines 
Genetic Expression. EDGE,” 
Boyd said. “Southwest plants in 
the Northwest will have a com-
pletely different genetic expres-
sion.”
 Seeds will mature in the field 
on the plant, and most fruit from 
seed producing plants will be left 
on longer than you would nor-
mally leave them when you are 
harvesting to eat that same food. 
This is to ensure that the seeds 
are fully mature and developed.   
After the plant has matured and 
produced seeds, the seeds must 
be harvested and stored in a way 
that is best to keep the germina-
tion rate high: typically in a cool, 
dry, dark place. Boyd uses diato-
maceous earth to mix in with 
some of the seeds to keep insects 
at bay. He has stored some of his 
seeds for many years and suc-
cessfully grown plants from 
them. Some of the multitude of 
poppy plants growing around the 
property this year germinated 
from seeds 30 years old.

Seed types
 There are also differences in 
types of seeds, and what kind of 
plants will grow from each one. 
Seed source is very important – 
you want to keep the seeds ‘true,’ 
or, as Boyd said. “If you’re sell-
ing a seed, it needs to be pretty 
true to what you thought you 
bought.”
 The resulting plant grown 
from the seed should be very 
similar or identical to the parent 
plant that produced the seed. 
Boyd elaborates on this.
 “Around World War II, uni-
versities and the idea of agricul-
ture began to shift a lot more 
(moving toward) bigger popula-
tion, more mechanization and the 
study of seed became hybridiza-
tion, which works well,” he said. 
“Hybridization is taking the 
qualities of this one and the qual-
ities of this one and, as nature 
does (different from genetically 
modified organisms) helped it 
cross-pollinate to make a new 
plant. Strictly a little bit of hu-
man assistance on a natural pro-
cess.”
 Hybridization provided dis-
ease resistance, Boyd said. It 
gives vitality to the seed.
 Open pollination, where it oc-
curs naturally results in stronger 
seed.
 “If all that time had been dedi-
cated to open pollinated seeds 
we’d have a stronger seed bank 
of open pollinated seeds,” Boyd 
said. “Open pollination, to me, is 
a little stronger, because you can 
save that seed and put it back in 
the ground. Hybrid you can’t. 
You can, but you’re gonna get 
the ancestors out of it. You’re not 

going to get that (same) prod-
uct.”
 Developing open pollinated 
seed, every time it’s planted 
makes it better each time. Better, 
simply by roguing out what’s 
weak, or the bugs seem to like it 
a lot, Boyd said.
 Ten thousand years ago, they 
(ancient Mesoamericans) started 
working with a small grass, teo-
sinte, Boyd said. Now it’s corn.
 “Open pollinated, roguing, se-
lection,” he said. “That’s how all 
of our food system came to be 
what it is. It feels really good to 
be a part of. I like food. And I 
think seed, water and soil. I 
mean, food is good, let’s start 
with the bottom end of it and 
make sure it’s working.”

Storage and tests
 Depending on the type of 
seed, wet or dry, additional steps 
to preserve the seed for planting 
in subsequent growing seasons 
may have to be taken. For ex-
ample, wet seeds, such as toma-
toes, squash and cucumbers, 
have to undergo an additional 
fermentation process that chang-
es the enzymes within the seed to 
allow germination. This is a nat-
ural process that would happen 
over the winter, had the fruit 
containing the seeds fallen to the 
ground and been left there. To 
replicate this process, the entire 
fruit is placed in a bucket and al-
lowed to ferment, where the vital 
seeds will sink and the hollow 
seeds will float. The viable seeds 
can then be removed and dried 
for storage.
 The seeds that leave the farm 
on wholesale contracts have to 
pass a series of tests, implement-
ed by the USDA or various con-
tractor companies to ensure the 
viability or rule out genetically 
modified contamination of certi-
fied organic seeds. Bakers Creek, 
one of the companies Boyd 
works with, asks for ten pounds 
of the corn seed before it’s com-
pletely dry so they can run test-
ing. Any sign of genetically mod-
ified contamination, and they 
won’t buy the seed, though Boyd 
doesn’t see genetically modified  
contamination in his area as an 

imminent threat.
 The seeds also have to pass a 
germination test before they can 
be put on the market. Most US-
DA requirements for germination 
rates are 75 percent or better. The 
germination rate for the onion 
seeds Boyd harvested last year 
was 97 percent, and the cucum-
ber seeds had a germination rate 
of 100 percent. The cucumber 
seeds went to Hobbs Family 
Farm in Avondale, Colo.

Organic seeds
 Hobbs Family Farm focuses 
on organically grown, open pol-
linated seeds with specific biore-
gional requirements. Dan Hobbs, 
from Hobbs Family Farm lists 
Boyd as an inspiration of his, and 
sings Boyd’s praises, with his 
growing skill and attention to 
detail at the top of the list. Boyd 
has “a natural way with plants,” 
Hobbs said – both literally and 
figuratively, attesting to Boyd’s 
expertise with plants, and the or-
ganic methods he uses.
 The 100 percent germination 
rate achieved by Boyd’s home-
made pickle cucumber seeds is 
practically unheard of in the in-
dustry, Hobbs said.
 “I enjoy working with him,” 
Hobbs said. “He’s a great grow-
er.”
 Hobbs Family Farm mostly 
sells seed to individual farmers, 
though Hobbs did say they cur-
rently also have a rack of seeds 
for sale at Cid’s Natural Market 
in Taos.
 All of the seeds they provide 
are organic, from “organic farms, 
but some are not certified. We 
have described these operations 
in our product list as “uncertified 
organic,” reads the Hobbs Farm 
website.
 There are varying levels of 
importance of being classified as 
“certified organic.”
 “What can we do with certi-
fied organic?” Boyd said. “At 
farmers market nobody pays any 
attention to certified organic. But 
certified organic benefits us in 
the seed business.”
 Those benefits don’t include a 
larger choice of seed, yet. Con-
ventional seed has a much larger 

variety, but farmers like Boyd are 
working to change that. Right 
now, you have to source out cer-
tified organic seed, Boyd said. 
Because he is so deeply involved 
in the area of sourcing organic 
seed, he can find unusual variet-
ies and grow them to distribute 
them to the companies, thus en-
suring the spread of these high 
quality, acclimated organic seeds. 
 Because the farm’s roots lie in 
the practice of sustainably grow-
ing organic crops, some uncon-
ventional methods have been un-
dertaken since its inception. To 
improve the soil, in the early 
years of the farm, cover crops 
were planted for six or seven 
years – whatever seed was cheap 
was planted and then turned un-
der into the soil.
 Boyd said diversity in the field 
is important. There is a beauty 
and balance in keeping things 
mixed up.
 “Diversity keeps other critters 
coming at it,” Boyd said.

Busy bees
 They keep hives of bees on the 
property to assist with beneficial 
pollinator populations. He talks 
of monocrops – a single field of 
one crop, surrounded by dirt. The 
farm offers great living spaces 
for many insects, both pest and 
beneficial, so it is important to 
become aware of the life-cycles 
and times during the year when 
certain insects proliferate, and 
hopefully be ahead of it.
 Looking at a cherry tree, Boyd 
notices a tiny insect on one of the 
branches.
 “There’s a white fly, and white 
flies can bring diseases,” he said. 
“White flies are not… well, it’s a 
balance. Hopefully, while the 
birds are here they’ll take them, 
too, and everything will be OK.”
 Organic-friendly pest control 
is utilized at Mer-Girl Gardens, 
such as kaolin clay sprayed on 
the fruit trees, and ‘biodynamic’ 
farming techniques introduced 
by Rudolf Steiner, a German sci-
entist known for his form of 
‘premium organic’ agriculture.
 CDs and shiny strips of mate-
rial hang from the cherry trees – 
a deterrent for the birds, who still 

were enjoying many of the high-
er cherries on the trees. Some 
crops, like cucumbers and 
squash, are planted late, after the 
normal time for certain bugs to 
invade, to try and avoid squash 
bug infestations. The most or-
ganic way to keep control of 
pests, Boyd said, and makes a 
pinching motion with his fingers 
– squish ‘em.

Sustainability
 Organic farming and sustain-
ability seem to go hand in hand, 
and the correlation between the 
two seems especially strong at 
Mer-Girl Gardens.
 “I think sustainable farming 
that depends on fossil fuels,” 
Boyd said. “I don’t know what 
the future brings, but if our food 
system is dependent on fossil fu-
els, for sure we’re in trouble.”
 He shows off his ‘triketor,’ a 
three-wheeled bike frame set up 
with removable and adjustable 
attachments to cultivate the field.
 “I love tractors, but I don’t 
need a tractor,” Boyd said. “I 
don’t want compaction on my 
soil. I don’t want all the prob-
lems that come with a machine. 
And I love machines, but I think 
there’s other ways to do it.”
 The push for sustainability 
and away from fossil fuels ex-
tends further than the unusual 
cultivation mechanisms at Mer-
Girl. Boyd has also built a water 
wheel that sits on the acequia 
and hydropower pumps water up 
to his garden.
 “I think I could develop a 
wheel that could irrigate the 
place, short of electric,” he said.
 The house and surrounding 
fields back up to the largest ace-
quia in New Mexico: eight miles 
long, and “you can put a canoe in 
it,” Boyd said. “Here we have all 
the water we can use. Take it 
when you need it, turn it off 
when you’re done.
 This is an exception in New 
Mexico. Boyd has the benefit of 
access to a huge waterway, and 
so few people still utilize it, he 
has the near-unprecedented abil-
ity to use just about as much 
water as he wants. It is appropri-
ate that the meaning behind the 
farm name, Mer-Girl is “the wa-
ter-bearer to us in the desert, she 
brings the water.
 Boyd has farmed on two other 
acequias in New Mexico and 
said in those cases “whiskey’s 
for drinking, water’s for fight-
ing.”
 Boyd picks up a board and 
places it across the acequia; he 
repeats this process several 
times: rebalse – to raise the water 
up to get it in your gate. The con-
crete work was done in the 1940s, 
with the intention of setting a 
wheel in it, for the molino, the 
grinder.
 Traditionally, molinos were all 
along the acequia. These places 
are where the community came 
and gathered. Meeting places 
where wheat and corn were 
brought to the molino for grind-
ing, Boyd said.

Traditional
 Boyd recalls some Hopi tur-
quoise corn seeds a friend had 
given to him 30 years ago. He 
planted those seeds for many 
seasons and then took it back to 
Hopi land, where the young men 
there had never seen it.
 “Traditional doesn’t happen 
around here anymore,” he said. 

“Traditional was corn, beans and 
squash. And it means feeding a 
tiny (amount of people) - a 10th, 
a 20th, a small portion of the 
people around here now. “
 It seems nothing is wasted or 
taken for granted on the farm. 
When salad greens are thinned 
out – selecting the strongest, best 
suited plants to leave to produce 
seeds, thus passing on their 
strength and vitality to the next 
generation – the young leaves are 
eaten in salads or taken to market 
for others to enjoy.
 For the garlic to produce larg-
er bulbs over the winter, the light 
green, curly scape at the top must 
be removed. Boyd insists the 
scapes make great pesto, and as 
he snaps one off the growing 
plant, the odor of garlic fills the 
immediate vicinity. Garlic bulbs 
two inches or larger are desir-
able, but smaller bulbs are gath-
ered and taken to market, or the 
even smaller ones are ground up 
into garlic powder, the quality 
unmatched by anything you can 
find in the grocery store.
 The efforts it takes to farm 
organically and sustainably are 
not always the easier path to 
take, but for Ron and Debora 
Boyd, the extra care pays off, and 
feeling like maybe you’re mak-
ing changes that could impact 
future generations positively is 
rewarding in and of itself.
 Certified organic is a funny 
definition, Ron Boyd said. It’s 
hard for him to farm convention-
ally, with synthetics because he 
doesn’t agree with the process. 
Keeping up with organic certifi-
cation means he must take a lot 
of notes and maintain records of 
everything he puts in the field.
 Boyd maintains there are some 
who farm organic because they 
believe in it. But there’s a differ-
ence these days about who farms, 
why, depending on their mort-
gage.
 “Because part of sustainable 
farming is in your hip pocket,” 
he said. “If it ain’t working here,” 
Boyd pulls out his wallet, ”it 
ain’t sustainable. Organic takes 
work, it takes more effort.”

Gospel seed
 Boyd speaks of the change, 
the shift in who is farming (or 
not).
 “One hundred years ago, ev-
erybody had a handful of seed,” 
he said. “Everybody here for sure 
had a handful of seed. In fact, if 
you had a 10-pound bag of beans 
over there and everyone was get-
ting hungry (you would say), 
‘We will not eat that. We’ll put 
that back in the ground so we can 
have some food for next year. We 
might be a little bit hungry now, 
but seed is the beginning.’ No 
seed, nothing’s gonna happen. 
You say, ‘Food’s nice.’ Seed’s re-
ally good.”
 Boyd climbs onto his triketor 
and rides off, down the sunlit 
drive. He’s like a modern day 
Johnny Appleseed. Seeds grown 
in this small piece of land in the 
stretch of La Villita travel all 
over the southwest and beyond.
 Who knows? Maybe there is a 
bit of Mer-Girl Gardens growing 
in your neighborhood too: the 
cucumber plants your neighbor is 
growing, or the onion seeds you 
planted in your yard this year.
 Gordon Tooley says, “Every 
valley and town has its own mi-
croclimate. It’s important that 
every bioregion has a Ron Boyd.”
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Ron Boyd places a plank across the acequia, forcing the water to rise high enough to reach his head-
gate. Behind him is a waterwheel he built, that uses the flowing water from the acequia to provide power 
to pump water up to the gardens.
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