
 

Seed saving 
Humans have saved seeds for countless generations, for enjoyment, necessity, satisfaction and for 
top results in the garden. If you save seeds from your best performing plants, you know you’ll be 
optimising results next season as you’ll have plants that thrived in your own microclimate. It also 
saves money and food miles on your dinner table plus you will most likely have more success with 
your own saved seeds than those you buy from commercially bought packets simply because they 
are fresh and will therefore have a higher germination rate.  

Letting vegetables go to seeds means your garden bed may look messy for a while, but it provides 
important food for pollinators as well as creating seed. You really only need one plant for seed 
collection, so most of your crop can be removed to begin soil preparation for the next season’s 
crops. You could also consider starting seedlings in pots whilst you wait for old plants to finish 
seeding if they are in the way.   

• Save seed from your best plants.  
• When choosing leafy and root vegetables, select the one that is the last to go to seed so you 

avoid selecting for bolting plants.  
• When selecting root vegetables, also scrape a little soil away and ensure it has a thick root. 

For fruiting vegetables, select seeds from the best fruiting plants.  
• Choose disease free, healthy plants – especially important for capsicum and tomatoes as 

diseases can be carried in their seeds.  

Many vegetables are insect pollinated, but others use wind or self pollination. It’s important to get 
to know which are which so you can avoid hybridisation before seed collection. Some vegetables 
are prone to hybridising (crossing with a similar species), if you wish to avoid this, plant only one 
variety of each vegetable, make sure they flower at different times, or cover the flowers in insect 
excluding bags and hand pollinate with a paintbrush and collect seed when the fruits ripen.  

More tips 
 

Don’t Bother Saving Seeds of Hybrid Varieties 
 
Seeds denoted on the package as “F1” are hybrids, meaning two varieties have been bred with one 
another (cross-pollinated, that is) to produce a third variety with a combination of traits from each 
“parent.” If you were to save seed from this hybrid offspring and plant it, each seed would grow 
into a plant with a random combination of the traits found in the gene pool of the original parents, 
which rarely produces something you’d want to eat. The only way to reproduce the hybrid “true-to-
type,” as plant breeders say, is to cross the two original parents. That’s a big part of why most seed 
savers stick with old-fashioned heirloom varieties, which by definition are not hybrids. 

Save Seeds from the Best Plants 
To save seed is to participate in the process of natural selection. If you save seed only from the 
biggest tomato of the bunch and replant them year after year, you’ll eventually end up with seeds 
that produce plants on which all the tomatoes are bigger. The same holds true for almost any other 
trait. Want tomatoes that ripen earlier? Save seed from the first fruits to ripen each year. Want 
disease resistant plants? Then definitely don’t save seed from those that are disease-infested. This 
is essentially what professional plant breeders do. You don’t need to get too scientific about it, but 
as a rule of thumb, only save seed from your healthiest, most robust, tastiest plants. 
 



Seed Saving Can Be Tedious 
Bean seeds are big and easy to remove from their pods. But this is the exception rather than the 
rule. Carrot seeds, for example, are no bigger than a baby flea and easily disappear into the nearest 
crack or cranny as you try to knock them loose from their seed heads. Plants hold their seeds in an 
array of husks, pods, capsules, and other coverings, which are often not easily removed. This 
process varies depending on the species in question, but typically involves threshing (separating 
the seed from the plant) and winnowing (separating the seed from its hull). If you’re collecting 
only a very small quantity of seed, you’ll probably perform these tedious tasks by hand, but 
specialised tools are available for processing larger quantities. 

Seed Saving Can Be Stinky 
Seed that develops in a wet, fleshy fruit (tomatoes, melons, and cucumbers, for example), as 
opposed to a dry seed head or pod (the case with most greens, herbs and legumes), often requires 
extra steps to extract. Such seed is typically encased in a gooey substance, from which it is not 
easily removed. The best way to remove the goo, is to put it in a jar or bucket with a bit of water 
and let the concoction rot for a bit. The fermentation process dissolves the goo and improves the 
germination rate of the seed. You then strain the seeds from the stinky liquid and dry them. 

Seeds of Some Crops Are Easier to Save Than Others 
Seeds are the products of pollination, the botanical version of sex. Some crops are self-pollinators, 
which means individual plants are fertilised by their own pollen. These crops, including beans, 
peas, tomatoes, peppers, and cauliflower, are among the easiest to save because you don’t need 
special botanical knowledge to ensure that the seeds grow out true-to-type. 

Plant Sex Makes Things Complicated 
It’s with cross-pollinating crops – those that need pollen from a neighbouring plant in order to set 
seed – where things get complicated. This group includes cucumbers, corn, squash, pumpkins, and 
melons. If you have more than one variety of the same cross-pollinating vegetable (a butternut 
squash and acorn squash, let’s say) growing in close proximity, pollen from one will inevitably end 
up in the flowers of the other, resulting in seeds that are a mutant hybrid of both varieties. Seed 
savers employ various strategies to prevent this, ranging from growing different varieties on 
opposite ends of their property (pollen only travels so far on the wind or via insects) to placing 
plastic bags over some flowers to exclude unwanted pollen (you must then use a paintbrush to 
pollinate them with pollen from the same variety). Another option? Simply grow only one variety 
at a time of these particular crops. 
 
Seeds Aren’t Viable Until Fully Ripe 
Just like picking the perfect tomato, you have to wait until seed is fully ripe before you harvest it – 
if picked from the plant too soon, the seed will not germinate. As explained above, optimal seed 
maturity is usually later than optimal crop maturity. Bean and pea seeds are not ready until the 
pod is brown, dry, and beginning to split open. This is true of any seed that grows in a pod, which 
includes most greens. Corn seed should be allowed to dry on the cob in the field. Some vegetables, 
including cucumbers and eggplant, should not be picked for seed until they are overripe and 
beginning to shrivel up and rot. 
 
Well-Dried Seed Is Viable Seed 
In order to preserve seed for future plantings, it must be thoroughly dry. Drying out is essentially 
the final stage of ripening, and ensures that the seed does not become mouldy while you’re waiting 
to plant it next year. Wet seed, once it has been extracted from its fermented goo, must be spread 
out to dry on screens in a warm location, ideally with a light breeze from a fan to hasten the 



process. Most other types of seed may be dried while still on the plant, but if the weather turns wet 
and cool before that can occur, you’ll need to bring them indoors to finish the process. To 
determine if seed is sufficiently dry, push a fingernail into it – if it gives, it’s not yet ready. 
 
Proper Storage Is Important 
Dried seed should be placed in paper envelopes or seed packets labelled with the name of the 
variety and the date it was harvested. To ensure longevity, keep the seed packets in mason jars in a 
cool dark place. Any seed stored this way should remain viable for at least a few years, though 
some crops may keep for a decade or more. 

Adapted slightly from https://modernfarmer.com/2018/07/seed-saving-101-10-things-to-know-if-you-want-to-start-
saving-seeds/ 

Specific vegetable saving processes 

Tomatoes  

Fermenting tomato seeds before storage improves germination and removes several seed borne 
diseases.  

• Simply scoop out seeds and place in a jar with a cup of water.  
• Screw on the lid, shake and leave on your kitchen counter or window sill (somewhere you 

will see it every day!).  
• Shake daily for a few days until scummy, then decant the scum and water – viable seeds 

sink.  
• Drain the seeds in a sieve, then dry completely on paper towel for at least a week.  

Capsicum Seeds 

• Let your peppers fully ripen on the plant. Once they are ripe and starting to 
wrinkle, remove the peppers from the plant. 

• Open the peppers and remove the seeds. 
• Spread the seeds out on paper towels to dry. 
• Once the seeds are completely dry, place them in an envelope and store them in a 

cool, dry spot for the winter. 

Saving Seeds from Peas and Beans 

• Let the pods stay on the plant and ripen until they start to turn brown and are dry 
(this could take up to a month past when you would pick the pods for eating – 
you’ll hear the seed rattling inside). 

• Remove the pods from the plant and lay them out on a tray to dry, inside the house. 
• Let them dry for at least two weeks, then shell the pods. 
• Alternatively, you can shell the pods when you are ready to plant the seeds next 

spring. 



 

 



 

 

 



 

 



 


