
farmstead /// in the garden

Saving seeds involves learning when and how 
a crop forms its seeds, as well as how to collect, 
clean and store them. Here’s some good advice  
for beginning seed savers, as well as a few tips 
worth reviewing by the veterans among us. 
B Y  F E R N  M A R S H A L L  B R A D L E Y

 m START WITH EASY CROPS. Generally speaking, it’s easy to save 

seeds from self-pollinating crops, such as home-garden beans, lettuce, 

peas and peppers, as well as dill and cilantro in the herb category. These 

crops are self-contained—the pollen (sperm) and eggs that form the seeds 

usually come from the same plant—and genetics don’t change much from 

one generation to the next. When you plant saved seeds from a self-

pollinating crop, chances are good the resulting plants will have the same 

characteristics (appearance, flavor, disease resistance, etc.) as the parent 

variety you started with.

 m ADD CHALLENGE WITH CROSS-POLLINATORS. Incorporate more of 

nature’s wonder by working with cross-pollinating varieties of such crops as 

squashes, pumpkins and cabbage. With cross-pollinators, bees and other 

insects transfer pollen from flowers on one plant to flowers on another plant. 

Here’s the challenging part: If you grow two different varieties of summer 

squash, for example, you’ll need to hand-pollinate individual blossoms using 

pollen of the same variety. Plus, you’ll need to tape or clip those blossoms 

closed to prevent busy bees from accidentally introducing pollen from the 

second variety. Although this sounds complicated, it’s a fun project, and with 

a little practice, you’ll get good results.

 m AVOID HYBRIDS. Hybrid vegetable varieties are produced by 

deliberately cross-pollinating two different parent plants. While it’s fine to 

continue growing your favorite hybrid varieties for eating, for seed-saving 

purposes, choose open-pollinated (OP) varieties (which, incidentally, can 

be self-pollinated or cross-pollinated). When you save seeds from hybrids, 

the offspring usually won’t resemble the original variety, and they may be 

much less productive or not taste as good. Seed packet and seed catalog 

descriptions should tell you whether a variety is OP or a hybrid.

 m SEEK OUT THE STRONGEST SEEDS. Healthy plants produce healthy 

seeds and stressed plants produce weak seeds. Collect seeds only from 

plants that haven’t suffered from moisture stress or pest and disease 

problems. You can also sort strong seeds from the weak as you clean them. 

Believe it or not, weak seeds float in water and healthy seeds sink because 

they’re heavier.

 m KEEP STORED SEEDS DRY. As a seed saver, your goal is to prevent 

seeds from germinating before you’re ready to plant them, which could be 

months (or years) after you first collect them. Always dry seeds thoroughly 

before you package them. Store them in a cool, dry spot.  

Save the strongest seeds, and when it comes time 

to plant next spring , you’ll have a great start.
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 m For more seed-saving resources, visit 

myFarmLife.com/seedsaving. Also, see 

Saving Vegetable Seeds (Storey, 2014) by Fern 

Marshall Bradley, an illustrated, step-by-step 

guide that shows how to save seeds from 20 of 

the most popular vegetable garden plants.
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