
@ReclaimSeedNYC 
 

Seed Catalog Glossary and Recommended Vendors 
 

Cross-Pollinated vs Self-pollinated  

Cross-pollinated plants (also called 'outcrossers') are those who prefer, and are 
sometimes physiologically required, to have their flowers fertilized by a plant other than 
themselves in order to maintain healthy genetic diversity and avoid inbreeding 
depression.  
Advantage: In the case of squash, you can eat the male flowers while the female 
flowers swell to become your zucchini  
Disadvantage: Because they love to cross with each other, seed savers often 
hand-pollinate outcrossers to be sure they're saving zucchini and pumpkins, rather than 
zucchini-pumpkins  
 
Self-pollinated plants (also known as 'selfers') have evolved to pollinate themselves 
while still maintaining genetic diversity and avoiding inbreeding depression. 
Advantage: Self-pollinated plants are much easier to save the seeds of, with 
confidence they haven't crossed. 
Disadvantage: Some selfers, like tomatillos, are self-incompatible so you'll need more 
than one plant to harvest fruit. 
 

Days to Maturity  

'Days to Maturity' (DTM) helps us know when to expect our harvest. The number 
refers to the days you'll most likely wait after a seed or transplant is planted in your 
garden until you are harvesting it. 
In the case of direct-sown lettuce, '52 days' refers to days you'll wait after sowing its 
seed in the soil. 
In the case of tomatoes and other plants that must be transplanted, DTM refers to the 
days you'll wait after transplanting that seedling into your garden, rather than when you 
started them indoors. 
There are many factors involved, from fertility to Zone to heat units to planting date. 
Choosing varieties produced by seed companies closer to you will give you a more 
accurate DTM than purchasing from companies in another bioregion. 
Advantage: DTM is a great way to compare between varieties. It can also help make 
your harvests more continuous with little extra effort: For example, sowing dwarf (52 
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DTM) and full-size peas (64 DTM) on the same day is a pretty genius way to use DTM 
to plan for abundance  
Disadvantage: There are just SO many variables. While DTM is invaluable, it just won't 
give you a precise prediction of harvest dates. Don't expect DTM to be totally accurate 
and you'll be a much happier gardener. 

Determinate vs Indeterminate vs Semi-Determinate vs Dwarf 
These terms refer to the growth habit of fruiting crops that may require trellising, most 
often tomatoes but sometimes peas, beans, cucumbers and others. I'll be describing 
them as tomatoes.  
Determinate varieties are more stout in stature, require less trellising and produce a 
heavy fruit set over a relatively short period of time. These plants sequentially grow all 
their leaves followed by their flowers, followed by their fruits, followed by their seeds. 
They tend to be more compact, so can be good choices for container gardens or when 
you have space limitations. Determinate varieties are also a great choice when you 
want to harvest lots of fruit all at once for freezing or canning! Pay special attention to 
the Days to Maturity (DTM) when choosing determinate varieties so you can spread out 
your harvest by planting some early, mid and late season types. 
Advantage: If you grow tomatoes to put up tons of sauce and salsa, you want lots of 
tomatoes all at once. This is why determinate tomatoes were selected. Tip your hat to 
our seed saving and plant breeding ancestors. 
Disadvantage: If phenomenal flavor is why you grow tomatoes, you'll have to try a lot of 
determinate tomato varieties before you find one. 
 
Indeterminate varieties tend to grow continually over the course of the season, making 
fruit continuously, producing leaves, flowers and fruit simultaneously. These plants tend 
to grow larger, developing longer vines that require some form of trellising support. 
Indeterminate tomatoes generally also benefit from some pruning. Many (though not all) 
heirloom tomato varieties are indeterminate. 
Advantage: If you want tomatoes that will continue producing all season, look no 
further. 
Disadvantage: If your season is super short or your garden super small, you may want 
to experiment with other types of tomatoes that will fruit earlier. Cherry tomatoes are the 
exception: Though indeterminate, they will produce a ton of fruit, early on til the end, if 
they have tons of disease resistance like Chiapas, Coyote and Summer's Sweetheart. 

GMOs (Genetically Modified Organisms) 

First things first: You won't unintentionally plant genetically modified (GM) seeds in your 
garden. I love how my friend Angie describes this: "Many seed companies expressly 
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advertise that they are GMO-free, which is true, but much like advertising dairy-free 
apples or nut-free potatoes." Indeed, many different techniques (all requiring labs and 
genetic manipulations which would never happen in nature) constitute GM and to sow 
them you must first sign a stack of serious paperwork.  
The most common misconception I hear about GMOs is this: While it's true DNA is 
constantly transforming ('modifying') itself all the time, with or without humans, the 
'modifications' performed to create a GMO would never happen in nature, with or 
without humans. Never.  
Advantage: Multinational corporations profit.  
Disadvantage: Genetic diversity is considered a resource to exploit and patent. 
Monoculture of the mind, as Vandana Shiva so aptly voiced, is more deeply entrenched 
in our thinking than we'll ever know.  
For now, just one final notion: While it's true no seed company will sell a gardener a 
packet of GM seed, many large companies that sell non-GMO packets to gardeners 
own other companies that sell GMOs at scale to commodity growers. So when you're 
tempted to ask, "are these seeds GMO-free?" instead ask, "is this company owned by a 
larger company that sells GMO seeds?" While all companies can satisfy you on the 
former, you may be surprised how few can satisfy you on the latter.  

Heirloom or Heritage Seeds 

Technically, an 'heirloom' or 'heritage' variety is simply an open-pollinated variety that 
has been saved for more than fifty years. To broaden the term, heirloom varieties often 
have great cultural significance to particular people and particular place, sharing much 
more of a story than any fifty-year timespan. 
Advantage: If you love story, cultural connection and flavor, heirloom varieties are holy 
grails unto themselves. Also, new OP varieties are like new books, new songs: They're 
constantly being dreamed into existence and, done well, they'll become classic 
heirlooms one day.  
Disadvantage: As OPs, heirloom varieties require selection to maintain relatively 
uniform expression as well as genetic diversity. As seed has moved from a commons to 
a commodity, this selection work has been largely neglected for many decades. As a 
result, many heirlooms are not as productive or uniform as they could be. 

F1 Hybrids 

F1 Hybrids are the first generation of two very specific varieties which serve as parents, 
called 'parent lines.' Once those two separate 'parent line' varieties are crossed, the first 
generation of their progeny are called 'F1 Hybrids' which acknowledges their F1 or 'first 
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filial' nature, Latin for 'first son or daughter.' The subsequent generations, do not grow 
true to type, especially if the parent lines were  
Note: Making an F1 Hybrid is simply the careful control of a perfectly natural process, 
without gene insertions or cross-species manipulations. F1 Hybrids are thus 
fundamentally different from GMOs.  
Advantage: If you need uniformity, F1 Hybrids have been developed for you. Increased 
yield, consistent harvest dates, disease resistance: F1 Hybrids are designed to dial in a 
specific trait that.  
Disadvantage: F1 Hybrids are often the result of patented parent lines, continuing the 
culture of patenting life while removing growers from access to the source of their seed. 
F1 Hybrid seed does not grow true to type, making growers even more dependent on 
seed as an input.  
 

Landraces 

Landraces are the diverse genetics that tell the story of wild plants becoming 
domesticated. They express much more diversity than most varieties in seed catalogs, 
but are becoming more domesticated as humans select and save their seeds. They are 
often profoundly adapted to place, the deepest heirloom of heirlooms. 
Advantage: You will (almost) always have a harvest. No matter what flood or drought, 
pest insects or high winds may batter your crop, the genetic diversity inherent in a 
landrace will allow some plants to survive, even if some do not. They are immensely 
resilient. 
Disadvantage: Most of us have never heard of landraces because they cannot 
efficiently be harvested by machine. Landraces were thus left behind in heartbeat by 
industrialized agriculture in the last century and a half.  
 

Natural  

There are no regulations around the terms 'natural' and 'all-natural,' so there consider 
them meaningless marketing jargon, because they are. 

Open-Pollinated (OP) Varieties  

Open-pollinated (OP) varieties are those whose seeds, when saved, grow 'true-to-type' 
and look very similar to their parent plants. Contrast OPs with F1 Hybrids, whose seeds 
do not grow 'true to type' and express much more diversity than their parent plants.  
OPs are increasingly becoming patented, as seed companies try to recoup the costs of 
developing and maintaining them. You'll see such patented OPs labeled as PVP (for 
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Plant Variety Protection) and as even more protected UP(Utility Patents). How to 
respectfully develop and share OP varieties is one of the most challenging 
conversations in the seed world.  
Advantage: OP seed can be saved (unless it's patented) and is easier to adapt to your 
garden and bioregion, as a result. 
Disadvantage: Since OPs are less profitable than F1 Hybrids, seed growers are not 
being paid to select them rigorously. As a result, they've become much less uniform and 
often less productive, making OPs less favorable than F1 Hybrids in our food system. 
Among other things, this encourages multinationals to control more and more of our 
food system and beyond. 
 

Organic (USDA Organic) Seed 

Certified organic seed is saved from certified organic plants.  
Advantage: If you want to grow a more abundant garden with less inputs 
(chemical/miracle gro fertilizer, herbicides, pesticides), organic seed will thrive in such 
conditions more than conventional seed. 
Disadvantage: Organic standards are becoming less stringent as the market increases 
for organic products and industrial interests control the supply. Which is just another 
reason to source your seeds from organic seed companies who focus on growing their 
own seed and sourcing from other small growers. 

Pelleted Seed 

Increasingly, many small seeds are being pelleted, or coated with quickly decomposing 
material that allows them to be picked up easier, whether by hand or by machine, to be 
sown at more even rates. Make sure you're getting certified organic pellets to ensure 
there are no fungicides, pesticides or other chemical additives.  
Advantages: Pelleted seeds are so much easier to sow at any even rate, especially by 
hand. 
Disadvantages: Pelleted seeds are much more costly than un-pelleted seed. 

Treated vs Untreated Seeds 

Treated Seeds have been coated with a chemical agent to help protect against 
common pathogens. Often a fungicide has been applied to help keep seeds and 
seedlings from rotting or damping off in cool, damp soil. Seeds may also have been 
treated with insecticides to kill off insects that tend to feed on seeds or young plants. 
Treated seeds are not suitable for certified organic use. 
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Untreated seeds have not had any synthetic chemicals applied to them. Certified 
Organic growers are required to use untreated seed.  
 

Vernalization 

Winter is the 'vernal' season and 'vernalization' is the time required for a seed to 
experience below-freezing temperatures, or winter, before it germinates. Most 
domesticated seeds require no vernalization. Some domesticated flowers, like 
echinacea, and many wild species very much require vernalization, like milkweed. 
Fruition Seeds and many other seed companies will curate this vernalization for you, so 
you don't have to think twice, you can simply sow them. 
 
Adapted from: “Heirloom, Hybrid, GMO: Fruition's Glossary of Essential Vocab Demystified + a Story” by 
Petra Page-Mann, Fruition Seeds Blog, 1/18/2019 
https://www.myfruitionseeds.com/blog/heirloom-f1-gmo-essential-seedy-vocab-demystified 
 

 
Recommended Seed Companies 

 
Fruition Seeds, New York 
Hudson Valley Seed Company, New York 
Turtle Tree Seed, New York 
Truelove Seeds, Pennsylvania  
Johnny's Selected Seeds, Maine 
Southern Exposure Seed Exposure, Virginia 
Fedco, Maine 
Harris Seeds, New York 
High Mowing Organic Seeds, Vermont 
Row 7 Seed Company, New York 
Experimental Farm Network, New Jersey 
Seed Savers Exchange, Iowa 
Kitazawa Seed, California 
Sow True Seed, North Carolina 
Homowo African Heritage Seed Collection at Old Salem Museums and Gardens, North 
Carolina 
Lakeview Organic Grain, New York 
Indigenous Seed Initiative, Texas 
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https://www.myfruitionseeds.com/blog/heirloom-f1-gmo-essential-seedy-vocab-demystified
https://www.fruitionseeds.com/
https://hudsonvalleyseed.com/
https://www.turtletreeseed.org/
https://trueloveseeds.com/
https://www.johnnyseeds.com/
https://www.southernexposure.com/
https://www.fedcoseeds.com/
https://www.harrisseeds.com/
https://www.highmowingseeds.com/
https://www.row7seeds.com/
https://www.experimentalfarmnetwork.org/
https://www.seedsavers.org/
https://www.kitazawaseed.com/
https://sowtrueseed.com/
http://www.oldsalem.org/core-initiatives/seeds-with-stories/
http://lakevieworganicgrain.com/
https://www.indigenousseedinitiative.org/shop

