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There is change in the air and it comes at a certain 
pace. On the one hand the increase in food prices 
during the last year and then the ever greater 
interest in healthy eating and quality food is see-
ing many people taking into their own hands the 
growing of vegetables in gardens and allotments 
to ensure they get just what they want. This is a 
very encouraging move and a healthy one at that. 
At present less than 2% of the Nation is involved in 
food production on the land producing just 60 % of 
our needs. The rest of our food is imported.
 Moving gradually into the new Millennium one 
may sincerely hope that farming and food production 
methods will make a much-needed change from the present 
industrial environmentally unfriendly model to a wholistic 
more sustainable common sense model. 
 Central to all crops though belong the seed and the 
seed as with farming has taken a particular journey since the 
latter half of the last century.
 During the last 3-4 decades many small and family 
seed companies have had to sell out to larger companies be-
cause of competition so that the thousands of seed varieties 
available are now owned by a much smaller number of com-
panies. These companies hold the key to our food supply, the 
seeds for our crops and we have entrusted their development 
and production to them as a matter of cause. 
 Also during this time of about 45 years, the seed 
industry has gone from breeding good open pollinating 
varieties to breeding predominantly F1 hybrids. In the mid 
1960s vegetable varieties were from 100% open pollinated 
seed stock, now in many cases just 10 – 20 % of varieties on 
the market are from open pollinated seed stock. This is good 
economy for the companies making growers more depend-
ant on them but it has increasingly removed possibilities for 
growers to grow and adapt varieties to suit their own location 
should they choose to do so. The saving of F1 hybrid seed 
from hybrid plants give unreliable results if any with the lat-
ter being primarily regeneratively dead ends. In other words 
the F1 will produce but not reproduce satisfactorily. 
 But where the commercial gardener is mostly tied 
into a situation beset by commercial pressures, (too much 
competition) the home and allotment gardener is freer. 
When choosing varieties many home gardeners prefer the 
open pollinators because they give a longer harvesting period 
and the fl avour is often superior. By choosing the open pol-

linators, seed companies are obliged to keep growing them. 
At a meeting that I attended a few years ago of a number of 
UK seed companies, one of the companies (Kings seeds) 
stated that about half of their seeds were sold to home and 
allotment gardeners pointing out that their custom were as 
important to them as the commercial vegetable and fl ower 
growers.
  Seed saving is a very old practice and when pon-
dering one’s own crops in the garden or the allotment what 
can one realistically hope to save seeds from?
 The most obvious or easiest ones are the crops 
which fl ower in the fi rst year, the annuals. (s)Beans, (s)peas, 
(s)tomatoes, (s)lettuces, (c) squash, (c)courgette, (c)herbs, (c) 
fl owers. 
 Plants propagate either through crossing with 
others, cross pollinating or with them selves, self pollinating. 
A number of species do a bit of both. A few tips, 1) Choose 
always the best, strongest and healthiest looking plants for 
seed, never the fi rst that bolts and goes to fl ower, like lettuce 
or spinach. The longer a plant waits before bolting the more 
use one has of it for cropping and when saved for seed will 
exhibit those traits in the next generation. 2) Colour, shape, 
size and if possible fl avour can all be included in the selec-
tion. 3) Earmark or label your plants well for seed when the 
time comes, so that fruits are not harvested by others for the 
table.
 Choosing what to save seed from will depend on 
how close crops are to neighbouring crops of a similar kind, 
which fl ower at the same time. If there is plenty of space and 
no other crops near by one can do a lot. For the sake of sim-
plicity saving seed is most easily done using self-pollinating 
varieties. These are tomatoes, peas, french beans, lettuce and 
endive. That means 2 different varieties of the same species 
can grow close to each other (7 feet apart) without crossing. 
Easily done even when the neighbour is also growing the 
same species. The seed will then remain pure. 
 Harvesting: Peas and beans are left to ripen on 
the plants, then brought indoors to dry completely, then 
threshed (shelled). With tomatoes the best, healthiest plant 
is chosen and labelled and the fi nest fruits are left to ripen. 
Before they drop they should be picked and pulped and left 
to ferment in their juice plus a bit of water for three days, 
stirring every day. Then the bits on top sieved off and the 
seeds rinsed in clean water. Save the seeds, which fall to the 
bottom, as they will be the best. Dry on a plate (not paper,  
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as they stick) and store and label the seeds well. Lettuce and 
endive fl owers need to be protected from the rain. Once the 
seeds are ripened (starting to fall off) harvest carefully into a 
clean paper bag and store in a cool dry place.
 The semi cross and self pollinators are runner 
beans, broad beans, pepper plants(capsicums) and auber-
gines. These require longer distances between them to 
keep them pure. Runner beans 150 meters. Broad beans at 
least 250 m. Pepper plants 50 m minimum, aubergines 50 
m. There is of course a way to over come these diffi culties 
which is,

1) To devise light frames using very fi ne netting placed 
over crops to keep the insects out. Instead the insects, 
usually in the form of blow fl y larvae’s are placed inside 
the frame and allowed to hatch and pollinate the fl owers. 
The netting should be kept on till the fruits start to show. 
This is simple enough with broad beans, peppers and 
aubergines. With runner beans more netting is needed.

2) Grow the crop either very early or very late so the 
fl owering takes place at a different time from neighbour-
ing varieties and grow in a block or group rather than one 
long row and pick/earmark the bottom fruits from the 
centre plants for seed. Also if fl owers and other fl owering 
crops are grown between two varieties it may be possible 
to retain pure seed. It is important to bear in mind that 
in order to maintain genetic diversity of the semi cross 
and self pollinators and more so with the pure cross pol-
linators a minimum number of plants must have grown 
together to exchange pollen to carry all their characteris-
tic traits. A minimum number of 12 - 15 are acceptable. 
Saving fewer plants for one year can work but doing that 
over many years will lead to inbreeding depression where 
too many valuable characteristics become excluded.

 
Harvesting, Runner and broad beans need the same proce-
dure as the peas and french beans. Peppers and aubergines 
should be picked when fully ripe with aubergines left to 
mature still off the plant for several days before the fruit is 
pulped and left to sit for a day before the seed is extracted. 
Similar procedure as with tomato. Seeds from peppers can 
be removed from their pith soon after harvesting when the 
fruit is ripe. Then dried further and stored in envelopes. 
 The cross pollinators like leeks, onions, car-
rots, parsnips, beetroots, all cabbage and brassica varieties, 
squash, courgette, fennel and others require long isolation 
distances, but again with a cage netting situation, seeds can 
be produced even if others of the same kind fl ower nearby. 
With the root crops the best specimens are saved and dug up 
in autumn with tops cut at 1 inch above growing point and 
stored, then reselected in February as some may deteriorate 
on the way. Carrots, parsnips and beetroots get replanted 

into the ground 12“ apart 2’ between rows with just the top 
sticking out and no compost given. The same goes also for 
onions. Leeks are selected in the ground and earmarked and 
can either be left in the ground during winter or dug up and 
healed in some where else. In March place plants into the 
ground 12” apart, 2’ between rows where they will be all 
summer.
 Harvesting: With carrots, parsnips, beetroots, 
several harvests may be necessary, cutting umbels and stems 
with a pair of secateurs when seed is ripe and leave to dry 
in a warm place. Then thresh when possible and label and 
store the seed in envelopes. Onions and leeks may also need 
to be harvested several times as the ripening is happening in 
stages. Cut seed heads when ripe into a paper bag and leave 
to dry in a warm dry place. Thresh when possible and label 
seeds carefully storing in envelopes. 
 Cabbage and broccoli plants are earmarked in the 
autumn or spring depending on varieties, then left to go to 
fl ower and seed. Harvest seed pods when the fi rst pods begin 
to open (shatter). Cut entire stems and place in paper sacks 
to dry further indoors. Thresh when possible and remove all 
debris through using sieves.
 Most seed varieties can last several years if they are 
stored well. However, onion only for 2 years and parsnip for 
1 year.  
 From a Biodynamic point of view the preparations 
are used as normal. Using the planting and sowing calendar 
the crops should be planted or transplanted on a warmth 
constellation as it is the seed that is to be harvested. When 
harvesting one should choose Earth signs as it is the root 
impulse one is aiming for in the seed. With leaf crops one is 
aiming for a water constellation, with fl owers, air constella-
tion and with fruit a warmth constellation. 
 Seed growing is a rewarding thing to do and it 
brings one closer to the particular plants that normally only 
get prepared in the kitchen. To follow and take the crops to 
their full cycle is a great way to learn about of food plants 
and developing valuable skills which can be passed on to 
others. ■

For further reading about seed saving see Seed to seed by Su-
zanne Ashworth or Back garden seed saving by Sue Stickland. 
Both available from the BDAA
About the issues on F1 hybrids see article ‘ A seedy business 
indeed’  


