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It’s that time of year when plant and seed catalogs are making their way to your mailbox.  I 
don’t know a gardener who doesn’t enjoy sitting down with their catalogs to start planning for 
spring!  Those glorious pictures of flowers and perfect vegetables make every gardener dream 
of the growing season ahead.  Every catalog description makes all the plants sound so 
wonderful that it can be hard to choose what is best for your garden.  It helps if you are familiar 
with the terminology that catalogs use.  Most catalogs have legends so check those out first, 
but some words can still be confusing.  The following are some of the terms that you may 
encounter. 
 
Somewhere in the plant’s description you may find 
the term hardiness zone.  The USDA has defined 13 
hardiness zones that are based on the average annual 
minimum temperature during a 30-year period.  By 
knowing your hardiness zone you can choose plants 
that are more likely to survive the winter in your area.  
Many catalogs have a hardiness zone map or you can 
find your zone by entering your zip code at 
planthardiness.ars.usda.gov.  
 
The word cultivar comes from the term cultivated variety.  A cultivar name is often presented 
as the variety name after the genus and species in garden catalogs.  A cultivar is basically a 
cultivated variety with specific traits and when reproduced the plant retains its distinguishing 
characteristics.  A seed-grown cultivar can be either a hybrid or open-pollinated. 
 
Hybrids are the result of a cross between two or more known varieties.  They are often denoted 
as F1 (first generation) or F2 (second generation).  This often gives the plant a trait such as 
bigger flowers or more vigor.  If you collect seeds from a hybrid, the resulting plants will not 
necessarily have the same characteristics as the parent plants.  To collect seeds that will come 
“true” you should look for open pollinated varieties.  Open pollinated varieties remain fairly 
consistent, producing seed that will grow into plants more or less like their parent plants. 
 
Heirloom seeds are usually open pollinated varieties that have been grown and passed along 
for many years.  Someone saved the seed because it may have had distinctive coloring, was 
very flavorful or their grandparents grew it.  If you want to grow some history, try an heirloom 
plant. 
 
Determinate and indeterminate are words often associated with tomatoes.  They refer to how 
large the plants get and how they grow.  Determinate plants will grow to a set size then stop 
growing.  They tend to be more compact and bushy, do well in cages and are good choices for 
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smaller gardens.  The fruit tends to ripen at the same time.  Indeterminate plants require 
staking as they just keep getting taller over the summer.  They will provide an extended harvest 
as they will continue to bear fruit until killed by frost or disease. 
 
“Days to maturity” or “days to harvest” tell you approximately when you can expect to start 
harvesting after putting plants in the garden as transplants.  If you sow seeds directly in the 
garden, start counting after the seed germinates.  Plant maturity is meant to give you an idea of 
when the plant will set fruit or flower.  This helps give the gardener an idea of how long their 
growing season needs to be. 
 
Treated seeds have been coated with a fungicide or insecticide to increase the seed’s ability to 
sprout without rotting or being attacked by insects in the soil.  It is common to add a color to 
the treatment to distinguish them from untreated seeds. 
 
Disease resistant plants prevent or greatly reduce infection by pathogens.  The term disease 
resistance does not mean that the plant is completely immune to disease, but instead refers to 
a plant’s ability to minimize infection by the pathogen.  No cultivar is resistant to all diseases. 
 
Some vegetables will include codes referring to disease resistance, such as V, F and LB.  Some of 
the main ones to look for on tomatoes are V (verticillium wilt), F (fusarium wilt), LB (late blight), 
AB (early blight) and TMV (tobacco mosaic virus). 
 
Almost all catalogs have plants listed as “new.”  These plants may be new to the industry this 
year or they may just be new to that company.  Award winners are often designated by terms 
such as AAS (All America Selections), PPA (Perennial Plant Association) or Fleuroselect 
(international organization for the ornamental plant industry). 
 
Before you start diving into the catalogs, it is good to have a plan or garden design to follow.  It 
is way too easy to be enticed by the pretty photos and glowing descriptions, ending up with 
way more seeds or plants than you have space for.  Look for traits that are important to you 
such as fruit size, flower color, plant height, drought tolerant or high yield.  Flavor is often the 
most desired trait in vegetables, while color is often the most desired trait for flowers. 
 
If you are trying something new, do a little investigating before you order.  Since seed catalogs 
are shipped across the country some plants may not do as well here as in other areas.  Many 
plant and seed catalogs also include a wealth of information on cultural practices as well as 
useful tips which can make for an interesting winter read. 
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