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As backyard gardeners across Appalachia gather the last tomatoes, peppers, and beans of the 
season, there’s often a bittersweet feeling. The baskets are full, the shelves lined with jars, and 
yet there’s a thought lingering in the back of the mind: how do we make sure that prize tomato or 
perfect row of beans shows up again next year? One of the best answers lies in a tradition as old 
as gardening itself—saving seeds. 
 
Saving seeds doesn’t just stretch the gardening budget. It allows gardeners to carry forward the 
very traits that worked so well this season, whether that’s flavor, disease resistance, or sheer 
productivity. It also keeps heirloom varieties alive and, over time, adapts plants to the quirks of a 
gardener’s particular patch of soil and climate. The key is knowing how to choose, collect, and 
store those seeds so they’re ready to grow when spring rolls back around. 
 
The first decision is which plants to save seed from. Open-pollinated and heirloom varieties are 
the way to go, since they reliably produce plants similar to their parents. Hybrid seeds don’t 
always come true to type, meaning the next generation can be unpredictable in taste or growth 
habit.  
 
Next comes a little understanding of how plants pollinate. Some vegetables, like tomatoes, 
beans, peas, lettuce, and peppers, mostly pollinate themselves. They rarely cross with other 
varieties, which makes them a safe bet. Others, such as squash, pumpkins, cucumbers, melons, 
and especially corn, are pollinated by insects or wind and can easily cross with neighbors. If 
you’ve ever ended up with an odd-looking ear of corn, you’ve seen this happen. To keep those 
varieties true, gardeners need distance from other types or use simple barriers like mesh bags 
over blossoms. 
 
Once you’ve picked your candidates, it’s time to choose the best examples. Look for plants that 
are vigorous, healthy, and free from disease. Saving seed is a little like matchmaking. You want 
the strongest parents so the next generation has the best chance. Don’t collect from plants that 
struggled or showed signs of pests and disease, even if they produced a decent harvest. 
 
Seeds also need to be fully mature before they’re harvested. That usually means leaving them on 
the plant longer than you would if you were picking for the kitchen. Beans and peas should stay 
on the vine until the pods rattle and turn brittle. Tomatoes, cucumbers, and peppers should be 
fully ripe. Peppers should turn red or orange, cucumbers go yellow, and tomatoes should be at 
their peak or even a little overripe. 
 
The cleaning step depends on the type of crop. For fleshy fruits like tomatoes, a short 
fermentation helps clean the seed and removes substances that can keep them from sprouting. 
Scoop the seeds and gel into a jar of water and let them sit for a few days, stirring occasionally. 
Good seeds sink, while the pulp and non-viable seeds float and can be poured off. For dry crops 
like beans and peas, simply break open the pods, then separate seeds from the chaff by hand or 
with a little winnowing. 
 



No matter the crop, seeds need to be dried thoroughly before storage. Spread them in a thin layer 
on a screen or breathable surface in a cool, well-ventilated space for about a week. Stirring now 
and then helps keep them from clumping and ensures even drying. This step is easy to rush, but 
it’s one of the most important. Moisture left in the seed can lead to mold and ruin your efforts. 
If you’re curious about how viable your seeds are, a simple germination test can tell you. Place a 
handful on a damp paper towel, roll it up, and keep it warm. In a week or so, you’ll know 
roughly what percentage are ready to sprout. A low germination rate doesn’t always mean the 
seed is useless. It just means you may need to plant more heavily in the spring. 
 
Storing seeds the right way makes all the difference. The rule of thumb is cool, dark, and dry. A 
glass jar with a tight-fitting lid is perfect, especially if you add a packet of silica gel or dry rice to 
absorb moisture. A refrigerator often provides the right environment, but make sure containers 
are airtight and allow them to come to room temperature before opening so condensation doesn’t 
form on the seeds. Hot sheds and damp basements are the worst places to store seed and can 
drastically shorten seed life. 
 
Don’t forget the labels. A jar full of mystery seeds may be a fun surprise in the spring, but it’s a 
gamble most gardeners would rather avoid. Note the variety, the year, and any special details you 
want to remember. Some seeds, like tomatoes, beans, and lettuce, can last for years if stored well. 
Others, such as parsnips, onions, and parsley, are short-lived and should be planted the following 
season. 
 
Seed saving is more than a thrifty gardening trick. It’s a way to deepen the connection between 
gardener and garden, to pass along favorite varieties, and to let plants adapt to Appalachian soils 
and seasons. As you harvest those final crops, consider setting a little aside for next year. That 
perfect tomato you loved this summer could be waiting to delight you again—if you tuck its 
seeds safely away this fall.  Until next time, keep “workin’ th’ dirt!” 
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If you have a question for the Master Gardeners, submit them to us on our website 
at www.netmga.net. Click the link at the top of the page, “ASK A MASTER GARDENER” to 
send in your question. Questions that are not answered in this column will receive a response 
from a Master Gardener to the contact information you provide. 
 

https://nam11.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.netmga.net%2F&data=05%7C01%7CTinaH.Pasquale%40eastman.com%7C01ea9ad268494258a67108da9be61567%7C9b50c80f103b4433a91cb4b06c507387%7C0%7C0%7C637993709920976364%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=CvNgxdI7yzOXWvXRMLgaEaYMlQQ%2BHFQP40ODo38uiGI%3D&reserved=0

