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By now we’re all familiar with stories of how a youngster's drive and determination transform a passion into a successful business. For some, that’s the promise of America. 

In our lifetimes, such people have become rich with the seed of an idea for a personal computer or an operating system or a social media platform that makes us anything but social. But in 1874, for Budd D. Hawkins, the seed of the idea was…seeds.

At age 14, this industrious young Reading resident ventured to Boston and purchased his original seed stock from Coburn and Washburn. He started his business selling door-to-door but realized that there was more potential for selling seeds in stores. 

The company letterhead stated that the Budd D. Hawkins Seed Company was established in 1879. Budd was 20. After a while, according to a Vermont Life article, the bright packaging appeared in over 1000 stores in New England and New York.

Despite the success, The Budd D. Hawkins Seed Company was not a 19th-century Apple or Microsoft. It ran its operation out of what is now known as the Amsden House or the 1815 House, which is on the corner of Routes 106 and 44. According to the the magazine article, it employed as many as 15 people in January and February to pack the seeds. Once the seeds were either shipped out by parcel or freight, things got quiet again until the summer. Around July, employees of the company would hit the road and collect unsold seeds (the seed company worked on consignment). 

Budd D. Hawkins died in 1935. In the Historical Society Archive are several letters and telegrams from companies like Waldo Rohnert Co. from Gilroy, California, the Chas. C. Hart Seed Co. of Wethersfield, Connecticut and the Jerome B. Rice Seed Co. of Cambridge, New York—all likely competitors—extending their condolences to the family.

That family included Elmer (“Red”) Hawkins who took over the company. He ran the business until 1952, when it was acquired by the Hart Seed Company, which is still in business today.

If you go into any garden center, you’ll see that there are dozens of companies selling seeds. Entry into that market would be tough for a resident of Reading today. While we’re checking our tomatoes and corn and beets at this time of the year, is there some aspiring youngster in our town with the seed of an idea for a business of his or her own that could mimic the homegrown success of Budd D. Hawkins?

