The 16% Ohara Institute for Social Research Cinema Forum

Online Screening of the Documentary Film by Helga Merits:

The Paradox of Seabrook Farms

Shattered Dreams. Restored Hope
Released: 2024. Duration: 85 min.

Director: Helga Merits. Camera: Amaré Becker-Wheatley. Editor: Ranno Kasemaa

Screening Date and Time (via Zoom):
The 9% of December 2025, from 17:00 to 19:30 (UTC+9)
Guest Speaker: Helga Merits
The booking deadline is 13:00 on the 8" of December 2025
(Booking is required)
Applications can be submitted via the following link:
https://forms.gle/sbGpAAqZHHQUvRAp7 .

The screening will last 85 minutes, followed by a guest speech by Helga Merits and an

open discussion. The total duration of the event will be approximately 2 hours and 30

minutes. The film will be screened with English subtitles. A Japanese/English interpreter

will be present for the discussion.

https://www.meritsproductions.com/




About the Film (Written by Rikako Shindo):

The film is set at Seabrook Farms in New Jersey, US, shortly after the Second World War. Spanning 54,000
acres and employing around 4,000 people, this vast estate also housed one of the nation’s largest frozen-
vegetable-processing facilities. Charles F. Seabrook personally managed the entire operation. Recognised in
American business history as a pioneer of agribusiness, Seabrook was hailed as one of the great success stories
of American capitalism and earned the nickname ‘the Henry Ford of the farming world’. However, behind
this illustrious corporate history lies a dark past: Following the attack on Pearl Harbour, Seabrook accepted
Japanese Americans interned in the US, as well as war refugees from Estonia and Latvia, into his farm through
arrangements with the US War Relocation Authority. He then exploited them in ways indistinguishable from
forced labour in internment camps, reaping substantial profits. Those who had journeyed to the US from
distant lands, dreaming of success in a land of freedom, were profoundly disillusioned when they encountered
American society’s justification for such inhumane discrimination. Opinions on Seabrook’s management of
his farm remain divided to this day, and his legacy is still unresolved. All workers on the farm, including
foreign labourers of various nationalities and African Americans who were subject to the infamous Jim Crow
laws, were treated equally. They were housed with their families, and many children were born on the farm,
where they were offered guaranteed access to education. Recreational activities based on the workers’
respective ethnic cultures and religious beliefs were also permitted. The older generation diligently saved
their modest wages for future independence, dreaming of the day their children would enjoy equal rights in
the US. Living and working together in barracks under harsh conditions seven days a week, mutual
understanding and solidarity gradually developed among the workers, transcending ethnic and racial barriers.
Based on meticulous archival research, Director Helga Merits interviewed over fifty individuals, including
survivors of the internment and their families as well as the farm workers’ Japanese and Estonian descendants.
The resulting film raises profound questions about structural issues within American society, such as racial
discrimination and economic development, which remain relevant to this day. The film premiered in March
2024 and was part of the 2024 Boston Baltic Film Festival. Since then, it has been screened across Europe
and North America, primarily in the US, Estonia, and the Netherlands.

About Director Helga Merits:

Helga Merits, a documentary filmmaker, graduated in philosophy from the
University of Amsterdam. Subsequently, she worked as a journalist for
newspapers and radio stations in the Netherlands and Belgium. Captivated by
the expressive potential of moving images and sound, she went on to establish
herself as a documentary filmmaker. Her father was a refugee who was forced to
flee Estonia during the Second World War, eventually reaching the Netherlands.
Merits’ debut work, Kallis Paul (English title: Dear Paul, 2007), which depicted

her father’s life story, won the Theodor Luts Prize — Estonia’s film award. In the

years since, Merits has produced numerous other documentary films. The recurring central theme of her work

is the lives of people displaced from their homelands by war.

Ohara Institute for Social Research/Hosei University

oharains@adm.hosei.ac.jp
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