SeedEx - APS Seed Exchange

Instructions and Tips for Harvesting, Cleaning, and Shipping Seeds

You do not have to be a botanist or expert gardener to share seed of your favorite
penstemons with other members of the American Penstemon Society. The demand for
seeds among members is higher than ever. The more we contribute, the more we can
access. Presented here are simple instructions to help you through the process.

Collecting Seeds
You can collect seeds either from your garden or from the wild.

Timing: The ideal time to collect seeds is when the capsules are dry (tan to brown) but have
notyet split open. Collection at this stage will provide a maximum quantity of high-quality
seeds. If optimal timing is not possible, you can obtain quality seeds from the point when
capsules are hard but still slightly green, to the point where only a few seeds remain in the
opened capsules.

Collection Quantity: Seed for the exchange is valuable in any quantity. However, greater
quantities of seed will benefit a greater number of members. Your goal should be to collect
and contribute at least two hundred seeds of any one species/cultivar. If possible, you
should strive to provide two thousand or more seeds. Guesstimating the number of seeds
in a batch of harvested stems is a challenge. Species and cultivars express extreme
variation in seed productivity. As a rule of thumb, plan to harvest 5-10 entire stems of
plants that produce a high number of capsules per stem, and a correspondingly higher
number of stems for those plants with fewer capsules.

Harvesting: Clip off and harvest entire inflorescence stems. For garden collections, you
may harvest all stems from any given plant. For collections from the wild, harvest only one
stem from any given plant, then move to other plants to complete your harvest.
Immediately after harvest, thoroughly document the collection. Make a tag that includes
species, description of exact location (include GPS coordinates, if possible), date of
collection, and a brief description of the plants. Keep the tag attached to the seed through
all steps of seed preparation.

Drying: Put the harvested stems in a paper bag (or other container that provides good air
flow). Place the cut stems upside down in the bag. Place the bag in a warm, dry place for at
least one week. To minimize damage from insects that feed on seed in storage, after the
stems dry, place the bag in a freezer for several days to kill most if not all those unwanted
insects.



Cleaning Seeds

The SeedEx manager is usually willing to help clean donated seeds. However, shipping
seeds that are already relatively clean will help the manager concentrate on the important
task of filling seed orders from members. Here are tips for cleaning seeds before shipment:

Minimize chaff: Crushed leaves and small, broken pieces of capsules are the most difficult
materials to separate from seed. As you begin cleaning seed, minimize the amount of chaff
mixed with the seeds. Depending on capsule dehiscence characteristics, two strategies
can be employed to minimize chaff. 1) For plants with capsules that open during the drying
process, simply turn the stems upside down in the drying container and shake the seeds
out of the capsules. Try not to crush the dried leaves in the process. This will leave you with
seeds that need minimal finish work. 2) Seeds from plants whose capsules do not open
during the drying process are more difficult to keep clean. The trick is to break open the
capsules in such a way that the shell pieces remain larger than the seeds. One way to do
this is to strip all capsules from the stems, place them on a flat surface, place a small
piece of wood over the capsules, and gently strike the board with a hammer. After most
capsules have split open, place them in an enclosed container and shake them vigorously
to separate the seeds from the broken capsule segments. Use screens to separate the
loose seeds from the split capsules as described in the next section. If unbroken capsules
remain after screening, repeat the splitting process.

Screening: You can purchase tools of varying complexity and cost to screen penstemon
seeds. Commercial soil screens or specialized seed cleaning screens are expensive but
effective. To minimize cost, look for kitchen strainers with a range of screen hole sizes. The
key to effective screening is to employ two screens (if you are cleaning multiple species,
you will likely need a range of screen sizes that correspond with seed size) — one with holes
just barely large enough to allow the seeds to fall through and one with holes just small
enough that seeds stay on the screen while letting fine chaff fall through. Pass the seeds
over the two screens multiple times. When using the large-diameter screen, shake with a
side-to-side motion. This will retain long thin pieces of chaff on the screen surface.

Using Air to Remove Light Chaff: Although screening removes a significant portion of chaff
from seeds, some chaff is the same size as the seeds and remains as a contaminant. If this
chaffis lighter than the seed, you can use moving air as a separation technique. Two
methods are effective: 1) use your breath to light blow on the seeds as you slowly pour
them from hand to hand. Just in case you blow too hard and scatter the seeds, work above
a surface that will catch the seeds and allow you to start over. 2) Slowly pour the seeds
through moving air from a fan set at slow speed. Place a series of containers from the fan
outward to catch the seeds and chaff. Keep the seeds from the containers that catch most
seeds with minimal chaff. Do not fret if you lose seed while air cleaning. Seeds that blow
away easily are often “lights”, meaning not viable. Eliminating lights will improve the quality
of the seed.



Shipping Seeds

Your goal regarding preparation for shipping should be to ensure the seeds arrive at the
SeedEx manager’s address properly identified, contained, and undamaged.

Seed Packets: You have options for packaging your seed in preparation for shipment.
Examples include coin envelopes, glassine envelopes, small reclosable plastic bags
(doubled), small plastic bottles, etc. Choose containers that do not allow seed to leak out.
When using envelopes, overlay all flaps and joints with tape.

Labeling: Include in your packet label the following: your name, pentstemon
species/cultivar, whether the collection is from a garden or the wild, all location and
description information you documented at harvest. To avoid loss of the label, write
directly on the container or attach the label using a permanent technique.

Shipping: To minimize seed damage, enclose the seed in a padded envelope. Send your
contributions to the SeedEx manager using the address provided in the SeedEx section of
the APS website.



