
Seed Library
Seed Saving Guide
Tomato Seeds
Tomatoes are self-pollinating and produce seed the same season as planted. You only need a few 
fruit to get started. This makes them ideal for the beginning seed saver. 

Isolation Distance: Separate varieties by 10 to 50 feet.
Population Sizes: A single tomato plant can produce seed.
Assessing Seed Maturity: Tomato seeds are mature when the fruit is ready to eat. 5-10 plants are 
recommended to maintain variety.
Harvesting: Squeeze out the pulp and seeds into a container. Leave the container to sit for at least 
24 hours in a warm (80 to 90°F) spot out of direct sunlight. The pulp will ferment. This process 
allows the tomato seeds to separate from the gelatinous coating that covers them. Viable seed will 
sink to the bottom, and dead seeds will float. When a small amount of mold begins to form, pour off 
the floating solids and dead seeds and thoroughly rinse the sunken seeds in running water. Once 
thoroughly cleaned, seeds can be placed on a a coffee filter and left to dry for 5 to 7 days. 

Storage: When stored in a cool, dry place, tomato seeds will remain viable for 5 to 10 years.

Bean Seeds
Saving bean seeds can be as simple as collecting the mature beans left on the vines at the end of 
the season, shelling them, and storing them. 

Isolation Distance: Separate varieties by 10-20 feet. 
Population Sizes: Save seeds from at least 1 plant.
Seed Maturity: Only save seeds from healthy plants. Harvest the bean seeds when they are very 
hard and their pods are dry and brittle. Mature seed pods will have begun to fade in color. 
Harvesting: The fruits of bean plants split open at maturity, but the pods of most varieties of 
common beans can be left on the plant to dry fully without fear of losing seeds to shattering. If 
harvested prior to the pods turning tan and papery, the pods should be allowed to dry on screens 
until the seeds become too hard to dent with a fingernail.  
Cleaning and Processing: When the bean pods are completely dry, break them open to release the 
seeds. Separate the seeds from the chaff. 
Storage and Viability: Store beans in a cool, dark, and dry place and always keep them in an 
airtight container. Bean seeds can live three to four years.

Eggplant Seeds
Saving eggplant seeds is easier to do if you have a food processor or blender on hand.

Isolation Distance: Separate varieties by 300-1,600 feet.
Population Sizes: Save seeds from at least 1 plant. When maintaining a variety over many 
generations, save seeds from 5-20 plants. 
Seed Maturity: Eggplant generally change color, taking on a yellow or brownish cast, and their 
glossy skins become dull when ready to harvest. Ripe fruits easily separate from the plant when 
pulled. To avoid rotting keep off ground or harvest and store inside until mature.
Harvesting: Pull ripe fruits from plant.
Cleaning and Processing: Peel and cube mature eggplants and process in a food processor 
with a small volume of water to make a slurry of seeds and flesh. If seed damage occurs, a dough 
blade can be used instead of a chopping blade. After blending, pour the seed slurry into a larger 
container and add more water. Agitating the watery mash will dislodge seeds from the pulp and 
allow the viable seeds to settle to the bottom of the container. Repeated pouring will remove most 
of the pulp and any immature seeds. The mature seeds that remain can then be transferred to 
a strainer and rinsed with a strong stream of water. Immediately after rinsing, seeds should be 
spread in a thin layer on screens or coffee filters to dry in a warm, well-ventilated space. You 
can also cut flesh into thin pieces and allow to soak overnight if you do not have a blender/food 
processor.
Storage and Viability: Store eggplant seeds in a cool, dark, and dry place in an airtight container. 
Seeds will remain viable for 4-6 years.

Sunflower Seeds
Saving sunflower seeds is great for planting the next year or enjoying as a snack!

Isolation Distance: 800 feet - 1/2 mile
Population Sizes: Save seeds from at least 5 plants to get viable seed. When maintaining a 
variety over many generations, save seeds from 20-50 plants.
Seed Maturity: Once the sunflowers have died back completely and the backs of the blooms are 
brown, it’s time to harvest. The seeds will be plump and somewhat loose.
Harvesting: Cut the stalk with sharp scissors or pruners, about one foot down from the flower 
head, and place in a container that can catch any loose seeds.
Cleaning and Processing: Bundle your sunflowers together with twine in bunches, then hang 
them upside down in a warm and dry area for 4-5 days. Get a bucket and rub the sunflower heads 
so that the seeds fall into the bucket. Place the seeds in a colander and rinse thoroughly. Remove 
any unwanted plant parts or debris. line a cardboard box with paper towels or newspaper, and 
spread the seeds evenly in a single layer, leaving space between each seed. Allow to dry out 
overnight.
Storage and Viability: Store in an airtight glass or plastic container. For seeds that will be stored 
for only a season, place the container in a cool, dark location like the refrigerator. Most sunflower 
seeds will last for up to a year when stored in the fridge or freezer. Those stored short term, such 
as in the pantry, should be used within 2-3 months.



Carrot Seeds
Carrots can be a fun challenge for beginning seed savers. Gardeners need to watch out for their 
ability to cross-pollinate with wild carrot, or Queen Anne’s lace. Carrots also require a period of cold 
before they set seeds, so seed harvest happens in the second year of growth.

Isolation Distance: Separate varieties by at least 800 feet-½ mile in their second season of 
growth.
Population Sizes: To ensure viable seeds, save seeds from at least 5 plants. 
Vernalization: Carrots must be dug up before the first hard frost and vernalized in storage. Do not 
wash them. Trim tops down to just above the crown being careful not to cut the crown of the plant. 
Carrot roots can be stored in perforated plastic bags or a ventilated container. If using bags, evenly 
disperse wood shavings around the carrot roots. In containers, line the bottom of the container 
with wood shavings, clean sand, or dry leaves, and then alternate each layer of carrots with a thin 
layer of your storage medium. Cut off bad roots before storing and again before replanting. In the 
spring, roots should be removed from storage. Each plant should be set with 6-18 inches between 
plants, in rows 24-48 inches apart. Set plants to the same depth in the soil as when they were dug. 
Staking is recommended. 
Seed Maturity: Carrot seeds turn from green to tannish brown. Fully mature seeds detach from the 
plant. 
Harvesting: Seed heads are harvested by cutting the stems several inches below the umbels. The 
harvested material should be moved to a well-ventilated space that is protected from rain for further 
drying for 5-14 days. 
Cleaning and Processing: Carrot seeds can be separated by rubbing the seed heads in your 
hands or against a fine mesh screen. Dislodge the seeds into a container by gently brushing the 
tops of the seed heads.
Storage and Viability: Store carrot seeds in a cool, dark, and dry place in an airtight container. 
Carrot seeds can be expected to remain viable for up to six years.

Pepper Seeds
Saving pepper seeds is simple to do – make sure to follow the isolation distances between 
varieties.

Isolation Distance: Separate varieties by 300 to 1,600 feet.  
Population Sizes: A single pepper plant can produce viable seed. To maintain a variety’s diversity 
over time, save seeds from 5 to 20 pepper plants.  
Seed Maturity: Peppers are mature when they begin to soften.  If frost threatens before the 
peppers mature, pull entire plant and hang in cool, dry location.  
Harvesting: Once peppers are completely ripened, cut around the top of the pepper and use the 
stem as a handle to twist out the core. Use the tip of a knife to flick out the seeds; rinse and dry 
seeds. Take extra precautions when processing hot peppers. 
Cleaning and Processing: Allow seeds to air-dry on newsprint, coffee filters, or screens for 
several days. When a test seed can be cleanly snapped in half, seeds are dry enough for storage.  

Storage and Viability: Store seeds in a cool, dry place for up to three years.

Lettuce Seeds
Lettuce is one of the easiest to save seeds from. Let the plant bolt, flower and produce seeds and 
then collect your seeds. A single lettuce plant can produce over a thousand seeds!

Isolation Distance: Separate varieties by 10-20 feet.
Population Sizes: Save seeds from at least 1 plant. 
Seed Maturity: Seeds develop on each branch in turn over an extended period. When the flower 
head is fluffy and dry, the seeds are ready to be harvested.    
Harvesting: Hold a paper or plastic bag near the plant and every day shake the flower head into 
the bag until most of the ripened seed is harvested. This process is more efficient than hand-
picking seeds from separate flowers and can be started when about one-third of the seed heads 
are mature. It can be repeated every week or two until the desired quantity of seeds has been 
collected.   
Cleaning and Processing: If seeds were gathered by hand-harvesting or shaking plants, there 
should be relatively little chaff. Lightly rubbing the gathered material together between your hands 
or against a screen should detach the seeds from their pappuses without damaging the seeds. 
Storage and Viability: When stored under cool, dry conditions, lettuce seeds can remain viable for 
six years.

Pea Seeds
Saving pea seeds is easy-peasy! They produce in one season and are mostly self-pollinating.

Isolation Distance: When saving seeds from peas, separate varieties by 10-20 feet.
Population Sizes: A single pea plant can produce viable seed. To maintain a variety’s diversity 
over time, save seeds from 5-10 plants.
Seed Maturity: Pea seeds are ready for harvest when they are hard and their pods dry out and 
start to turn brown on the vine and shrink.
Harvesting:  If pea pods are not completely dry before the first frost, pull the plants up, root first, 
and hang them in a cool, dry location until the pods are brown and dry. When the pea pods are 
completely dry, break them open to release the seeds.
Cleaning and Processing: Pick the brown pods from  
the vines and remove the seeds. Separate seeds from  
the chaff.  Seeds require about six weeks of air-drying.
Storage and Viability: Store peas in a cool, dark, and  
dry place in an airtight container. Pea seeds will live  
3-4 years.

If you have any questions 
about the Seed Library, 
please feel free to 
contact Adult Services at 
321.4014 x 4 or visit  
dtdl.org.


