
Marta Swain 
Our Ecosystem, Ourselves 

I was blessed with a propensity to love nature as a world I wanted to understand intimately.  Sensing 

the inherent connection early, I was forever enthralled by the brilliance of a system that supports me 

and the infinitude of life forms with whom I share the planet. This passion directed my course which 

taught me the beauty of reciprocity and value of partnership.  

With parents actively involved in environmental and social issues, I recognized how they were 

connected.  In 5th grade, I initiated newspaper recycling and gained perspective on the meaning of 

global community from the inspiring work of Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., and P.O.W. Raymond 

Visotysky, whose bracelet I wore. Race riots and assassinations of Kennedy and King were 

incomprehensible violations of life.  I disrespected an 8
th

 grade biology teacher’s unwillingness to 

support my request for our class to regard the ecological implications of social practices causing 

eutrophication of the lake a stone’s throw from our classroom, despite the stink of fish floating to their 

death bytoxic levels of fertilizer washed from lawns of unsuspecting property owners; my interest in 

science was crushed. Fortunately my awe of nature buoyed a life long desire to explore its principles 

and designs.  A year later, I began internship at WMEAC that continued throughout high school.  This 

gave me the opportunity to “politic” in Lansing on important issues. I experienced the exhilarating 

exercise of advocacy face to face with legislators for and against our efforts to protect health and 

resources. Working with my parents to help pass the Bottle Bill in Michigan required perseverance 

against powerful lobbies which resulted in immense gratification. A year later I was living in Boston 

where the Governor teamed with the bottle industry to foil similar efforts of conscientious citizens. 

 

My first career was dedicated to encouraging observation, inquiry and interpretation of how nature 

works.  I developed a methodology called Interplay that engaged people of all ages in exploring the 

interdependence of personal, social and ecological well-being. For 18 years, I elicited people’s 

immense propensity to see and be part of the solution.  

 

A fatal car accident in 9
th

 grade spared my life and reinforced my passion to learn and live to make the 

world a better place. The important role of art during my long convalescence seeded a lifelong 

appreciation for arts, creative process and commitment to internships under practicing artists that 

provided my education with pivotal pollination.  

 

A summer course of study through Rhode Island School of Design with mentors including 

Buckminster Fuller prompted a move to Nantucket Island, to help establish a School of Design & the 

Arts.  Interplay was adopted to teach “Art and Design in Nature”. My primary livelihood was shell-

fishing, giving me new appreciation for sustainability. Respecting limits and knowing the ecosystem in 

which we existed was how we survived, in direct partnership with nature.  

 

Opportunities to apply important lessons to real life had been missing from my education. The desire to 

make them available to others prompted me to bring it home.  Returning to Michigan as WMEAC's 

Educational Programming Specialist/Artist-in-Residence, I designed and implemented community 

service projects for participants to recognize connections between social and environmental systems, 

issues and solutions. Service Corps and Americorps youth were engaged to conceive and propose 

strategies for crime prevention and economic development, use arts and design to build community and 

raise awareness of environmental issues including non-point source pollution & green space 

development. Participants cultivated capacity to understand the interdependent nature of personal, 

social and ecological well-being,  



For the next 10 years, I traveled extensively, facilitating Interplay for over seventy diverse business 

and educational organizations throughout United States and abroad.  

 

Interplay introduced the concept of sustainability to thousands of local & global community members, 

inviting them to regard and apply to their own life the simple definition of sustain: “to support with 

necessities or nourishment”.  I learned far more than I taught, cultivating capacity for critical thinking 

and creative problem solving through exercises and dialogue around the question of “What sustains 

you?” Hundreds of workshop/consultations instilled in me forever the faith that people are capable of 

brilliance not unlike nature itself. Interplay helped participants create a context for understanding and 

interpreting sustainability and the ecological principles that support it, laying foundation and building 

capacity to understand development of a sustainable society. 

 

Serving on the Board of the Green Institute business incubator, located in Minnesota’s largest, most 

culturally diverse and economically challenged neighborhood, I helped capacitate leadership capacity 

in disadvantaged community members. I was also involved in urban and rural land use issues in the 

Twin Cities, a fastest growing region of the country, and commuted to Michigan often to share “notes” 

with members of Grand Valley Metropolitan Development Blueprint Process.  

 

I returned to Grand Rapids and worked with 11 others around a table for 12 months to establish Local 

First. My agenda was to encourage and support local business invested in promoting social and 

ecological well-being. The realistic potential for this more comprehensive goal was supported by over 

60 other communities represented at the first National Conference of Business Alliance for Local 

Living Economies in Portland, Oregon where I represented West Michigan.  

 

In 1994, I experienced epiphany while “under the influence” of Paul Hawken’s Ecology of Commerce, 

and learned that cotton, the “fabric of our lives” was one of the world’s most heavily pesticide treated 

and water intensive crops.  I researched alternatives and discovered industrial hemp-- a resource 

uniquely suited to support a sustainable economy/triple bottom line (and exercise critical thinking 

capacity!) Mistruth about cotton, political sabotage of hemp, and unaccountability of the apparel 

industry compounded my concern about how ignorance and people's choices support social injustices 

of the apparel industry, as pervasive as racism with many parallels. My career in sustainability 

education had proven people’s capacity to make better choices when informed and given the 

opportunity. Hawken’s work convinced me that business could be as brilliant a venue as education to 

improve personal, social and ecological well-being. I decided it was time for the shopping experience 

to credit the customer with respect and capacity to apprciate better apparel as part of the solution. 

 

I decided to see the extent to which a boutique named Hemp Goods, in the “Bible Belt” of the 

Midwest, could inform and inspire people about choices that demonstrated more “conservative” use of 

resources and respect for people. With no experience in business, retail or the apparel industry, I 

invested $400 into the finest sustainably manufactured apparel I could find. After glowing reviews 

from discerning people, I opened in May 1996. Business bloomed. I was promised 3 X’s more space in 

our prime location but delays required management of inventory in 1/3 space for seven months. On 

December 1 we were evicted to make room for one of the world’s largest drugstore chains with whom 

my landlord was dealing. 

 

In 2005, we became Clothing Matters, to reflect developments of many new fibers and processes in the 

world of sustainable apparel, and invite regard of issues. 

 

After 15 years in the apparel “field” exploring the psychology, sociology and ecology of what we wear, 

still wowed by what a piece of clothing can do and be, we celebrated with the essence of Interplay 



printed on our premium T-shirts:  

You are a Miracle 

We are Nature~ 

All of Us and Them, 

Interdependent 

 

Clothing Matters is a social capital venture that invites, informs, inspires and engages people to 

discover how satisfying an investment in apparel can be. It serves diverse and discerning clientele who 

consider what their dollars do when it comes to the clothing they put on their bodies and how it impacts 

local and global communities, the environment, and the people who make it possible.  

Having chosen to develop a business dedicated to sustainably manufactured apparel in West Michigan 

(near young nieces & nephews) vs Berkeley, Boston, or many other places I’ve called home, I’m 

challenged by the extent to which apparel--the everyday act of what we wear--is strangely missing 

from sustainability conversations, classrooms, curricula & conferences.  As pioneers and national 

leaders in the industry of sustainably manufactured apparel, we persevere,  patiently managing a world-

class collection for men & women featuring over 100 designers—local, regional, domestic, 

international—committed to responsible practices & policies.  Sine inception, all our decisions have 

been guided by sustainability principles (The Natural Step).  

Our primary mission to increase conscious commerce and awareness of what dollars do has hosted 

interest from thousands of individual customers spanning five generations.  We invite inquiry and 

encourage informed investments into products that people can feel good in and about. A favorite use of 

our world class collection of is a studio for observation, inquiry and interpretation of sustainability 

principles.  

In 2010, Clothing Matters tripled sales of products designed and hand-made in Michigan compared to 

five years prior. Thanks to diverse, discerning and deserving clientele we’ve had the honor to serve, 

Michigan may be the most sustainably dressed region in the nation. 

 


