The Living Museum of Hope
"Behind the closed doors of a humble farmhouse lay forty forgotten seed varieties. How one family's quiet defiance sparked a movement that fed an entire valley."
[image: ]In the village of Kalada, fifty-eight-year-old farmer Gobinda Mahanta works on his 5-acre farm. He sees himself not just as a landowner, but as someone responsible for protecting the land and traditional farming methods.
For a long time, small farmers in the Dhenkanal area faced constant worry. Many felt forced to rely on expensive hybrid seeds that required heavy chemical fertilizers and pesticides. Farming became a costly risk with seed vendors, leaving families in debt and dependent on shop supplies. Despite all the expense, chemical farming often did not yield enough food, forcing families to buy rice from the market for half the year.
Gobinda decided he would not use heavy chemicals on his land. His journey changed when his family joined the "Seed Mother" Programme run by an organization named i-Concept Initiatives (ICI). Believing that traditional crops handle changing weather much better, Gobinda stopped buying hybrid seeds and turned back to native varieties.
"The commercial market makes us gamble with our lives," Gobinda says. "But native seeds do not need heavy chemicals to grow. They are naturally suited to survive. By using them, we secure our family's future."
On his 5 acres, Gobinda created a practical model for natural farming. He brought back traditional paddy varieties like Kala Kadamba, Agni Sara, Athagadia, Chingudi Dhana, Latamahu, and Saruchinna. He also grew ragi and pulses together on the same plot and built bamboo frames for climbing vegetables. To save money on fuel and electricity, he set up a pedal pump for irrigation, which requires only one hour of pedaling a day—a task his granddaughter compared to riding a bicycle.
His family stopped buying store chemicals completely, making their own organic fertilizers like Jeevamrut and compost. They also turned two rooms of their home into a "Seed House," storing over 40 varieties of traditional seeds in clay pots. Their main rule was simple: "Whatever we eat, we save its seed."
Gobinda wanted to help other struggling farmers in the area. Working with ICI, he became a master seed grower and distributed starter seed kits to over 200 farmer families across 20 villages. By sharing these native seeds directly, he helped local families avoid buying expensive hybrid seeds and relying on corporate sellers.
Today, Gobinda’s home produces enough rice to feed his family for the entire year, while also growing clean, chemical-free produce to sell locally. Other farmers frequently visit his farm to learn about native seeds and low-cost farming.
Recently, a local Desi Seed Festival was held, bringing together 500 farmers to celebrate traditional seeds. Reflecting on his journey, Gobinda says with pride:
"Earlier, I used to buy vegetables from the market—now the market buys vegetables from me. I have saved forty kinds of seeds. After sharing them across twenty villages, I feel like a father to this community."
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