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SEED SAVING 101 

By Master Gardener Volunteer Mary Nisley  
 
‘Seed saving’ is a shorthand term for the process of growing plants, allowing them to flower and 
set seeds and then collecting the mature seeds to save for planting the following year. The first 
farmers started seed saving millennia ago, though it is a process that is unfamiliar to many 
gardeners today. It is just too easy to buy your seeds and plants. 
 
There are rewards to saving seeds. First, you are planting seeds you grew yourself. You know 
how it was grown and handled and exactly how old the seed is. A gardener who produces seeds 
will understand the entire life cycle of the plant. There is the satisfaction of a skill gained and 
used. 
 
The novice seed saver should start with annual plants that are open-pollinated. Annual plants 
complete their entire life cycle in a single year. Open pollinated plants breed true. Don’t try 
growing the seeds saved from hybrid parent plants unless you enjoy experimentation. 
 
To produce seeds a flower must be pollinated. If a plant has perfect flowers – i.e. each flower 
contains both male and female parts, it may be self-pollinating. Peas, beans and lettuce are all 
self-pollinating. Other plants require pollen from a partner to set seed. The pollen can be carried 
by an insect such as bees or moths, or it may be wind-blown. Corn and spinach are wind-
pollinated. Insect pollinated vegetables include all squashes, cucumbers and melons, and most 
members of the cabbage family. 
 
No matter how a plant is pollinated if you want to produce true to type seeds varieties must be 
isolated from others of the same type. Even self- pollinated plants can out-cross. I once grew 
two varieties of open-pollinated, heirloom pole beans side by side. One variety produced green 
beans and the other blue beans. Although I saved the seeds from the green variety, the 
resulting plants produced bluish beans. Yes – the two varieties had cross-pollinated. Varieties in 
the same family can be isolated by time or by space. For seed saving my two pole bean 
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varieties should have been planted at least 10’ apart and 20’ apart would have been better. 
Alternately I could grow only one variety each year. 
 
With the heat of June, many annual plants turn their efforts to reproduction, producing flowers 
then seeds. In the vegetable garden greens bolt: they stop producing new leaves and devote 
their resources to producing flowering stems. Greens initially produce a rosette of leaves on a 
short stem. When the rosette starts developing a pyramidal shape, the plant is bolting. Wait and 
you’ll see flowers. 
 
When seed saving, allow only the best plants to set seed. The chosen 
plants should be vigorous and disease free. Your other selection 
criteria will depend on your goals, and could include size of bloom, 
color, taste, fruit size, etc. 
 
Lettuce 
 
I am saving the seeds of three varieties of open pollinated lettuce. 
Because lettuce seed is viable up to 5 years I save the seeds of only 
one variety each year. That provides variety isolation by growing them 
at separate times. Although I’m growing several lettuce varieties, I 
allow only my chosen variety to flower and set seed each year. All other 
varieties are harvested before they bolt. 
 
Which lettuce plants do I use for seed production? The plants that 
bloom last. Any lettuce plant that starts bolting at the first sign of heat 
or drought gets eaten fast. I don’t want to propagate those traits. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
I allow lettuce seed to mature on the plant 
until the fluffy tops show. Then I snip off 
the dried flowers and continue drying 
the seed on a plate in a low humidity 
area.  
 
Eventually I break open the dried 
flowers with a fingernail and rub out the 
seed onto a plate.  Pick out and discard  
the bigger pieces of debris. Then out-
side, on a breezy day, pick up and slowly  
drop the seed above the plate. The wind 
will blow away the chaff, while the 
heavier seed falls to the plate. 
 

 
 

Bolting lettuce is spectacular in the garden 
but do not try to eat it. Its taste is very bitter. 
 

Individual lettuce 
flowers look like 
miniature dandelions. 

Lettuce seed has fluffy 
parachutes to help it 
disperse. 
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Mustard greens 
I grow a single variety of mustard greens, ‘Red Giant’. The 
last plants that bolt are allowed to set seed. 
 
Bolting mustard grows a branching flower stalk 3-4’ tall. The 
yellow flowers produce seed in small pods. Collect the dry 
pods before they shatter i.e. open up and drop the seeds. If 
mustard is allowed to drop its seeds in the garden, you may 
get a fall crop with sufficient rain, and you will definitely get 
a spring crop. Mustard seems to sprout anywhere, 
including hard-packed dirt paths and the cracks of my 
driveway. Luckily, it is also easy to weed out. 
 
Mustard seed is easy to 
harvest from the dry pods. 
Hold the pods over a bowl and 
roll them between your fingers. 

 
Beans and Peas: 
 

Bean and pea seeds are easy to collect. Seed 
savers should note that when a bean or pea plant 
is allowed to mature its seeds, flowering will slow 
or stop. Pods should be allowed to dry on the 
plant. The 5 beans on the left are perfect for eating 
raw or cooking. As the seeds develop the pods get 
tough and fibrous. The seeds are immature as long 
as the pod shows any green. 
 
Harvest bean seed 
when the pod is 
completely dry and 
the seeds have 
their mature color. 
 

Wildflower Mixes  
Master Gardener volunteer Linda DiGasper writes: “I had annual 
flower mixes (one red, yellow, blue) that I seeded a few years ago 
and each year I have collected various seeds from the flowers that 
self sow. This is an annual pincushion flower, Scabiosa 
atropurpurea. I take whole flower heads and put them in an 
envelope. I use those yellow/orange packets (coin envelopes 2”x 
3.5”) sealed, labeled and stored in a box that I keep in the garage 
over winter, in case they need to be cold stratified. They dry well 
and I have had no moisture issues. In spring, I sow them in seed 
trays converted from takeout containers/mushroom packages or 
sow directly in the ground.” 

 The dried seeds of 
Pincushion flowers. 

Mustard is a spicy green that 
can be added to salads, or used 
like spinach with eggs. 
 

Heirloom Rattlesnake green beans. 

Annual pincushion flower, Scabiosa atropurpurea 
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Linda brings up a good point: all saved seeds should be labeled with their name and date of 
collection. 
 
Joyce Tomaselli writes “I have some perennials whose spread I like to encourage. They are 
mostly natives. In autumn I take the seed heads of the summer bloomers such as Bugbane 
(Actea racemosa) Joe Pye Weed (Eutrochium purpureum) and New York ironweed 
(Vernonia noveboracensis ), scatter them where they’d naturally occur and cover them with 
leaves. Nature takes it course and the seeds often germinate.  

 
The spring blooming plants set 
their seeds much earlier. I 
harvest the seeds, save them 
in paper bag in a cool dry 
place, then sow them similarly 
in fall. I’ve had really good 
success with winter aconite 
(Eranthus hyemalis) which is 
not a native but is still a favorite 
of mine - it blooms so early”  
 

Only a few simple tools are needed to start seed saving: 
 Snips or hand pruners to remove dried pods and flowers, 
 Brown paper lunch bags can be used to hold snipped pods and flowers. The bags 

should be labeled with the contents and date. 
 Coin envelopes can be used for the cleaned seed. 

Get started with seed saving by planting open-pollinated, self-pollinating plants! 
 
For lots more information visit www.seedsavers.org. Click here for their seed saving chart which 
is a goldmine of information. 

 

 

DAMN THE VOLCANOES! 
By Master Gardener Volunteer Nancy Swanson  

 
There's a volcano epidemic in Dutchess County.  Drive around and you'll see them everywhere.  
They are those cone-shaped figures at the base of landscaped trees, potentially deceased 
trees.  The epidemic is known as volcano mulching because the mulch is spread at the base of 
a tree in the shape of a volcano, often about 12 inches high and spread about 24 inches.  The 
problem is that over time volcano mulching can kill the tree.  Now that spring has arrived you 
may be eager to purchase a tree to enhance your landscaping.  Before planting you should be 
aware of the concept of volcano mulching. 
 
Volcano mulching may have started with hired landscapers.  When I first noticed volcano 
mulching I assumed landscapers knew some secret about its benefits.  Other homeowners may 
have thought likewise, causing the practice to proliferate, but scientists have taught us 
otherwise.   

Photos courtesy of the authors.  

http://www.sedsavers.org/
https://www.seedsavers.org/seed-saving-chart
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If you came of age in the 20th century you probably 
don't remember seeing volcano mulching.  It wasn't 
"a thing" as they say. but has become popular in 
the 21st century.  Subdivisions developed and 
homeowners realized that their properties looked 
nicer and were more valuable with trees.  After 
investing in a tree, homeowners wanted their trees 
to be well cared for and kept healthy.  Mulch was 
known to be beneficial to garden plants so why not 
use it with trees?  Mulch piled up at the base of a 
tree would last longer than a thin layer.  It looked 
neat.  It established a perimeter around the tree to 
keep the mower or weed whacker from getting too 
close to the tree possibly injuring it, and it looked to 
others as if the homeowner was maintaining his 
property well, being a good neighbor.    
 

So what's the problem?  The exterior of the trunk of the tree is bark, right down to where the 
roots flare out into the soil where the tree is planted.  Bark's reason for existing is to protect the 
tree.  It needs light and air to do that job.  Deep mulch keeps light and air from reaching the bark 
and holds moisture against the bark.  These conditions can damage the bark, causing splitting, 
disease, cankers caused by fungi or bacteria, insect infestation, root rot, and ultimately tree 
death.  Diseased trees have the potential of falling unexpectedly, sometimes causing damage to 
houses, other property, people or pets.  Additionally, adventitious roots, which can grow from 
the bark into the mulch, do not contribute to tree growth. 
 
However, mulching around the base of the tree is beneficial just as long as the mulch doesn't 
touch the bark and is no deeper than 4 inches.  Any deeper would smother the tree roots, 
keeping them from acquiring necessary water and air.  Actually the ideal model for soil at the 
base of a tree is the forest floor, which is covered 
with dead leaves and other organic matter which 
slowly break down into the soil.  Thus for the 
homeowner, ground wood chips or composted 
leaves make good mulch.  Bark chips are not as 
valuable since bark does not contain many nutrients. 
The root flare should be visible after mulch is 
applied.  Mulch helps retain moisture for the roots, 
discourages weeds, provides nutrients and limits the 
mowing distance from the tree. If the mulch should 
get matted, it should be fluffed up with a rake so that 
water and air can pass through.  Mulch can also 
indicate the border beyond which heavy equipment 
should not go as that can crush the roots, 
contributing to the demise of the tree. 
 
As you plan your mulching this year, think about what Taylor's Master Guide to Landscaping 
said, healthy trees are the most valuable plants in your landscape. 
 



June 2021 Page 6 
 
 
 

EGYPTIAN WALKING ONIONS 
By Master Gardener Volunteer Emeritus Sandee Richey 

 
Three years back, a patient of my daughters’ brought a bag of little treasures into the office for 
my daughter. With what proved to be a gift for me as well.  What laid inside the bag were little 
clusters of bulbils. Bulbils from her patient’s thriving garden crop of Egyptian Walking Onions.  
 
Upon arriving home at days’ end my daughter quickly changed into garden clothes, donned her 
gloves and got to work, no play, in her garden planting her new gift. She was so pleased that 
someone had thought to share her garden gift and too it had brought about a conversation 
about the pleasures of walking onions. Which was something my daughter had not ever heard 
of before.  
 
Within weeks, the bulbils began to shoot strong healthy green shoots that she sparingly snipped 
when in need of a chive-like treat. By late Spring and into early summer heavy hollow spikes 
emerged, growing up to two feet in height. And then comes the most unusual part. The tops of 

the tall spikes begin to form their cluster of bulbils 
which increase in size and weight throughout the 
season until their supporting stalks can no longer 
support the top growth and the stalks bend until the 
bulbils reach the ground. In time the bulbils throw 
roots into the soil and the cycle of life continues for 
the incredible walking onion!  
 
I had not ever heard of walking onions. Which I 
found astonishing. So watching my daughter’s 
onions grow was fun. My daughter was pleased to 
be able to introduce me, the old experienced 
gardener, to something new. Walking onions have a 
long history. It is thought to be originally native to 
India or Pakistan. And most likely introduced to 
Europe by Romans. Known as walking onions, top 
set onions or tree onions, this unusual perennial is a 
cross between 
Allium cepa (the 
cultivated onion) and 
Allium fistulosum 
(the Welsh onion).  

 
I found them so intriguing. I later bought some bulbs through 
burpee. They were actually hard to find. They were in limited 
supply and did not come in the condition and quality I would 
have expected. I did think them expensive. But once 
established, they should be in your garden forever. I did plant 
what I received in the mail and they did come along in time. My 
daughter later scolded me for not taking some of her bulbils to 
start a bed of my own.  
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These onions can be planted just about anytime your soil can be worked but if you help the 
bulbils establish themselves in fall, by planting them individually 1-3 inches deep and about six 
inches apart in prepared garden soil, free of weeds, you will increase next year’s crop many 
times over.  
 
These little treasures are Hardy in zones 3-9, requiring full sunlight. Ideally, they prefer good 
garden soil with lots of organic matter with a ph of around 6.5 and good drainage. They will 
tolerate less than ideal conditions, but your crop may be stunted in heights or bulb size. If you 
have such an outcome, make adjustments by top dressing with compost and/or drainage 
adjustments and next year’s crop will be even better.  
 
They are not fussy. Try growing in garden beds, raised beds or pots in a sunny location near the 
kitchen door. Watering should simulate about 1” of rain weekly. But if they are overlooked during 
drought, expect the leaves to die back to the ground, they will most likely shoot up new growth 
in Spring. The onions do benefit from mulch for weed control.  
 
Expect few problems growing walking onions but it is possible thrips could show up. These are 
tiny fly-like four winged insects with sucking mouth parts. An application of Neem oil should help 
if you encounter this problem.  
 
If your plants do not have enough air circulation, over watered and/or not enough sunlight, poor 
drainage or in poor health, you may see fungal diseases. Fungal diseases are commonly found 
in soil. But if you take preventative measures to avoid any of the above, including water the 
ground, not overhead onto the leaves and mulch to avoid splashing that could transmit 
pathogens from the ground to the green leaves, you should have success. Always follow good 
gardening practices, to maintain healthy plants and your walking onions should thrive.  
 

 
 
 
 
Harvesting...all parts of this plant are edible. Spring greens, bulbils, and bulbs beneath the 
ground. Some folks have thought the bulbs a bit stronger or spicier, but I have not had this 
experience. If you love onions, these are wonderful to have on hand. And I find that those that 
don’t love onions enjoy having these in the garden because sometimes you need just a bit of 
onion but would prefer not to buy a whole bag that may go to waste.  
 
So find a friend with some bulbils to share. Buy them as I did and share with others once 
established. I Love having Egyptian Walking Onions. I hope you will too.  
 

 

Photos from Wisconsin Horticulture Division of Extension 
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ARTICLES OF INTEREST 
Pandemic Vegetable Gardening Series by Cornell Horticulture Chair, Steve Reiners. 
New Pest of Boxwood – Box Tree Moth – discovered in New York 
National Wildlife Foundation Native Plant Finder 
Plan ahead to water new plants this summer 
 

  UPCOMING EVENTS 
 
Saturday, June 5, 10 am, Millbrook Library online, “Home Composting” by CCEDC Master 
Gardener Volunteer Cathy Lane. For more information, visit https://millbrooklibrary.org/ 
 
Sunday June 6 – Saturday June 12, New York Invasive Species Awareness Week (ISAW) 
Learn something. Do something! View information about ISAW at this link. For more information 
and many local events go to Lower Hudson  PRISM.org Events   
 
Tuesday, June 15, 10 am Stanford Free Library online, “The Power of Purple” by CCEDC 
Master Gardener Volunteer Chis Ferrero. For more information, visit www.stanfordlibrary.org 

Saturday, June 26, 11:30 am – 1:30 pm, Beatrix Farrand Garden National Pollinator Week 
Bioblitz free in-person event. To RSVP and learn more, click here.  

SUBMIT UPCOMING EVENTS 
Would you like information on an upcoming gardening event to be shared in this newsletter?  
Send an email to Joyce Tomaselli jdt225@cornell.edu by the 25th of each month to be included 
in the next month’s newsletter. Please include the date, time, location, a short description, cost 
and contact information for more details.  
  

MONTHLY ID QUIZ 

  
This tree, native to Pennsylvania and to the 
south is Gleditsia triacanthos, honey locust. 
Seen at Bowdoin park, its thorns are quite 
remarkable.  

These fuzzy growths are on an oak tree. Do 
you know what they are?  

https://cals.cornell.edu/school-integrative-plant-science/school-sections/horticulture-section/outreach-and-extension/pandemic-vegetable-gardening
https://www.morningagclips.com/usda-confirms-presence-of-box-tree-moth/
https://www.nwf.org/NativePlantFinder
https://www.morningagclips.com/be-prepared-to-water-your-new-plants-this-summer/
https://millbrooklibrary.org/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yB_1fRspDh8
https://www.lhprism.org/view/events
http://www.stanfordlibrary.org/
https://www.beatrixfarrandgardenhydepark.org/events/2021/6/26/national-pollinator-week-bioblitz-free-event
mailto:jdt225@cornell.edu
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LOWER HUDSON PRISM ECO QUEST 
 
The Lower Hudson PRISM EcoQuest is a scavenger hunt-style challenge to find and document 
an invasive plant or animal (and their native counterpart!). It asks volunteers to take and share 
photos via iNaturalist, an easy-to-use mobile app that instantly connects you to thousands of 
other citizen scientists. Each month a new challenge is announced. To learn more and get 
involved go to https://www.lhprism.org/invasives-strike-force-ecoquest-challenges. There are 
many other good resources on the website including iNaturalist and Seek tutorials 
 
 

ANNOUNCEMENTS 
Due to COVID-19 our office is not open to the public. We not accepting soil or diagnostic 
samples to be brought to the office without prearrangements. Please email Samantha Vacchio 
at sv453@cornell.edu for forms and instructions.  
 
 
 

Need Soil pH Testing? Need Lawn or Plant Diagnosis? 
Have any gardening questions? 

 
The Horticulture Hotline, (845) 677-5067 is staffed on Wednesdays, 9 to noon. Diagnostics 
questions can be left for Joyce Tomaselli at 845-677-8223 ext. 134. Written questions can be 
submitted to our website at www.CCEDutchess.org/gardening. Click on Contact Us and select 
the topic of Gardening. Questions can also be emailed to Joyce Tomaselli at 
jdt225@cornell.edu. If a photograph is included, please ensure it is focused and as close up as 
possible.    
 
HELP SPREAD THE DIRT! Please forward a copy to anyone you think might be interested. To 
be added or removed from our e-mail list, or submit upcoming gardening events, contact Joyce 
Tomaselli at jdt225@cornell.edu, www.ccedutchess.org  
 
 

 
 

 
 
Websites mentioned in Dutchess Dirt are provided as a courtesy to our readers. Mention of these websites does not imply 
endorsement by Cornell University, Cornell Cooperative Extension or by the author.  
 
 

 

  

Cornell Cooperative Extension is an employer and educator recognized for valuing AA/EEO, Protected Veterans, and 
Individuals with Disabilities and provides equal program and employment opportunities. 

The programs provided by this agency are partially funded by monies received from the County of Dutchess. 

https://www.lhprism.org/invasives-strike-force-ecoquest-challenges
https://www.lhprism.org/resources
mailto:sv453@cornell.edu
http://www.ccedutchess.org/gardening
mailto:jdt225@cornell.edu
mailto:jdt225@cornell.edu
http://www.ccedutchess.org/

