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Collecting and storing seeds from your own garden can be a fun and 
inexpensive way to add plants to your garden.  The heirloom varieties 
we have today are a result of someone saving those seeds every year 
and then passing them on.  Seed saving involves identifying which 
plants are the best to save seed from, harvesting seeds at the right time 
and then properly storing them.  Seeds can be saved from a wide 
variety of plants - vegetables, herbs, perennials, annuals, biennials, 
bulbs, ornamental grasses and even trees and shrubs. 

 

Not all plants are worth saving seed from.  Plants that have male and female flowers, like corn and vine crops, 
tend to cross-pollinate, which makes it difficult to keep the seed strain pure.  Vegetables that are biennial, such 
as carrots and beets, can be challenging to save seed from.  You need to either leave them in the ground or 
store and replant them so that they can flower the second year. 

 

It is not recommended to save seeds from vegetables or flowers labeled “hybrid.”  Hybrid plants come from 
crossing two specific varieties, combining traits of the parent plants.  Hybrid plants will produce viable seed, but 
plants grown from that seed will not be like the hybrid parents.  Rather they will be a new combination of the 
plants that were initially crossed.  Instead look for “open-pollinated” varieties.  These plants set seed which 
grows into plants that are very similar to the parent plant. 

 

When saving seed, always harvest from your best plants.  During the growing season look for plants with the 
traits you want to propagate.  Tag those plants so you remember to save their seed.  Rogue out any plants with 
undesirable characteristics.  When it comes time to harvest seed, look for disease-free plants with qualities you 
desire.  Traits to consider are hardiness, overall vigor, disease and insect resistance, flower form, size and color, 
fragrance, flavorful vegetables, heavy fruit set and long storage life. 

 

Always harvest mature seed.  Some seeds will continue to ripen after they are picked.  With flowering plants, 
seeds are mature when the flowers have faded and the petals have dropped.  Plants with pods are ready when 
the pods are brown and dry and the seeds rattle.  As seeds ripen they usually turn from white to cream colored 
or light brown to dark brown.  Plants with exploding seed heads need to be checked every couple of days.  Place 
a bag over them and shake.  Ripe seed heads will explode releasing seeds into the bag.  Collect seed on a sunny 
day if possible so that the seeds are dry. 

 

For plants that bear seed in a fruit, you may need to leave the 
fruit on the plant a week or two beyond when you would 
normally pick it for eating.  But do not let the fruit rot.  
Cucumbers picked ready to eat do not have ripe seed and they 
will not germinate if saved.  Winter squash and pumpkin seeds 
can be collected at the same time as the fruit is harvested.  It is 
usually best to wait until the end of the season to save fruit for 
seed.  Plants setting seed tend not to continue fruit production. 



 

After seeds are harvested they need to be removed from the plant material and cleaned.  Any plant debris left 
around the seed can harbor insects, disease or moisture that can spoil the seed.  A sieve can be used to remove 
chaff and litter.  Even if seeds look dry when you collect them, spread them out on newspaper or screens for at 
least a week.  Seeds from fleshy fruits need to have all the remnants of the pulp removed from the seed.  The 
pulp contains chemicals that inhibit seed germination.  Once seeds are completely dry they can be put into 
envelopes. 

 

The majority of seeds must be stored dry.  There are exceptions such as oaks, walnuts and magnolias.  Label 
your seed packages with the seed type, variety and the date you collected them.  Place seed packets in a tightly 
closed jar or other container and place it in a cool (32 to 41 degrees F is ideal), dry location.  The container 
should not be air tight but it should be securely closed.  A small amount of silica-gel desiccant added to each 
container will absorb moisture from the air and help keep the seeds dry.  The refrigerator is a good place to 
store seeds as the temperature does not fluctuate.  Seeds can also be stored in the freezer but they must be 
completely ripe and very dry.  Most seeds can be stored for at least a year and still be viable. 

 

Seed saving is a good way to propagate many native plants.  When collecting seed from the wild keep good 
records of what, when and where you are collecting.  If plants are not on your property get permission from the 
landowner to collect the seed.  Only take seed from large groups of plants and never take all of the seeds from a 
wildflower colony.  Leave enough behind so that the plants can reseed themselves.  If you are afraid you may 
not get to the plant before the seeds drop (or the birds get them), you can tie a small cheesecloth bag over the 
ripening seeds.  That way they can still get light and air while they continue to ripen. 

 

Give seed saving a try.  By collecting seeds from your best plants you can carry on those desirable traits.  You 
never know, you may even come up with a new, unique variety. 

 

Resources for this article include:  “Seed Sowing and Saving” by Carole B. Turner, University of Illinois, University 
of Minnesota, The Royal Horticultural Society and Oregon State University. 

 


