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Seed catalogs have been arriving in the mail nonstop and 
seed displays are starting to pop up at local stores.  When 
you are looking at the bright pictures of perfect vegetables 
and flowers it’s very easy to go home with more than a few 
seed packets.  Seed packets are loaded with a lot of 
information to help you successfully grow that particular 
plant.  Most of the information is pretty straight forward 
but there may be some unfamiliar terms.  Here is a short 
primer on how to read a seed packet. 

 

On the front of the seed packet you will usually find the 
name of the seed company, the price, the amount of seed 
by weight (usually in milligrams or grams), a picture of the flower or vegetable and the name of the plant.  
Normally there will be a common name, such as “beet” along with a varietal name, like ‘Merlin.’  You may see 
the word “heirloom” on the seed packet.  That term is usually applied to flower, vegetable and fruit varieties 
that were being grown before World War II.  Heirloom varieties are open-pollinated which means that you can 
collect the seeds and you will get plants very similar to the plants that you collected the seed from. 

 

The information on the back of the seed packet can vary.  Some seed companies include a lot of information, 
including their address, website or a phone number.  You may find a color coded map of the United States to 
show you when you can transplant seedlings to the garden.  Some companies are even adding QR codes for 
smartphone users. 

 

On the bottom seal is normally where you can find the “Packed for” date.  This is the year that the seeds were 
packaged.  It will read something like, “Packed for 2016.”  If you don’t use all of your seeds in the year that you 
bought them, this will also tell you how old the seeds are.  Seeds can be saved but improper storage conditions 
will reduce the viability of seeds, meaning that fewer seeds will germinate.  Some seeds just have a shorter life 
than others and should not be saved year to year. 

 

Most seed packets have a table that gives planting information.  Planting depth tells how deep to place the seed 
in the soil.  This is critical as planting too deeply can delay germination or cause the seed to not germinate.  If 
you sow your seeds too thickly you will need to thin them out to the recommended spacing.  You can use a 
scissors to snip out crowded seedlings.  This will give the remaining plants room to develop properly without 
disturbing the roots.  

 

“Days to Germination” tells you how long (under normal conditions) it will take seeds to emerge from the soil, 
whereas “Days to Maturity” means days to harvest.  This can be either planting seed directly in the garden or 
transplanting indoor-started seedlings to the garden.  Vegetables require a certain amount of days to maturity 
so make sure your growing season is long enough. 

 

Packets will also note seed spacing requirements, height and spread at maturity, growth habits (i.e., bush, pole, 



determinate, indeterminate) and cultural considerations (sun, shade).  Some packets will tell you when to start 
you seeds indoors.  This is usually “x” number of weeks before the last frost.  Basic information on how to start 
seeds indoors may also be given. 

 

One of the areas full of information is the plant description.  The name of the plant and possibly the botanic 
name are given.  You may also see the word “hybrid”, F1 or F2.  Hybrids are the result of crossing two known 
parent plants to get the resulting child.  They are often grown for specific traits like flavor or size.  Hybrid plants 
tend to grow better and produce higher yields than the parent plants. 

 

Flower seed packets usually provide information about the plant such as flower color, fragrance, height and 
bloom times.  Vegetable descriptions may contain information on how tall the plant will grow, how big the fruit 
will get, when to harvest and how to use the plant (i.e., canning, freezing, or fresh).  Look for traits that are 
important to you. 

 

Seed packets often contain tips or suggested uses for the plant.  Flower packets may tell if the blooms make 
good cut flowers or if the plant will do well in a container.  Some vegetables packets even have suggestions for 
how to cook with it or if that veggie is perfect for salads or kabobs.  A few even list nutritional information and 
what vitamins that vegetable is a source of.  The country of origin is also usually listed at the bottom of the 
packet. 

 

Seed packets contain a wealth of information so keep them as a reference for future care and harvesting.  If you 
aren’t great at record keeping, having the seed packets will help you remember what you grew last year, the 
name of your favorite tomato or that new squash you tried that everyone raved about. 

 

Resources:  Penn State, University of Vermont Extension, Michigan State University Extension, Burpee and 
University of California Cooperative Extension. 

 

  


