Save Seeds for the Squash, Gourd, Melon, Pumpkin and Cucumber Family

By Marc Rogers

Pick one of the above you feel confident growing and grow it for seed.

1. Don’t worry about crosses between any combination of cucumbers, squashes, and melons.   They won’t happen.   You won’t raise any squmelons or melocumbers, despite what some old gardener may tell you.   The so-called Melon Squash is a variety of Cucurbita moschata.

2. Crosses WILL occur between varieties of each vegetable.   Thus, two varieties of cucumbers will cross, this is undesirable if you are saving seed.

3. Don’t worry about crosses if you are growing crops to eat, not for seed.   The female, or pistillate, blossoms will dominate, so all of the acorn squash (for example) on a single plant will be the same for eating purposes, even though some of the blossoms were pollinated from male acorn squash blossoms, and others from male zucchini squash blossoms.

Start out understanding the difference between squash and pumpkins, since this is where much of the confusion begins for the seed grower.   There are just a few simple rules to learn; then you’ll feel that superiority that can come when you understand what few others have mastered.

SQUASH (cucurbita spp.) Annual.  Monoecious (having separate male and female blossoms on the same plant).   Cross-pollinated by bees.
What about crosses between pumpkins and squash?  Is there any easy-to-learn rule that just can’t be forgotten?  Unfortunately, no.  They don’t divide simply and logically, such as all winter squash in one group, all summer squash in another, and pumpkins in a third.


Instead there are four species (you omany find only three listed in older reference books), and here are their easily recognized characteristics, and the best-known varieties of each species:

1. Cucurbita maxima.   Vines 15 to 20 feet long.   Huge leaves.   Stem is soft, round, and hairy.   Long growing season.   The numerous varieties include Buttercup, Hubbard, Delicious, and Hokkiado.

2. Curcurbita moschata.   Large leaves and spreading vines.   The smooth, five-sided corky stem flares out as it joins the fruit.   Butternut is the classic and most common example of this species.   (A new Butternut bush variety lacks the characteristic spreading vines.)

3. Cucurbita pepo.   Both bush and long-vined.   Stem is five-sided.   Branches, too have five sides, and spines.   All of the familiar summer squash fall into this species, including Zucchini, Yellow Crookneck, Vegetable Spaghetti, Acorn, Lady Godiva, White Bush Scallop, Cocozelle, and the common pumpkin.

4. Cucurbita mixta.   This species formerly was lumped with Cucurbita moschata, and has similar characteristics.   The most familiar variety is the Green-striped Cushaw.

The varieties within each of these species WILL cross.   Research has shown that there is also some crossing between varieties of different species, specifically


C. pepo and C. moschata


C. pepo and C. mixta


C. moschata and C. maxima

In your home garden, do not raise more than one variety from each species.   

In a large planting, a distance of 500 feet is usually enough to prevent crossing.   Separate as far as possible varieties of different species if there is some chance of crossing, as indicated in the previous paragraph.

If you wish to raise two or more varieties of a particular species, or if your over-the-fence neighbor raises them, there is a method you can use to insure the purity of the seed you harvest.   IT IS HAND POLLINATING !

This procedure involves protecting the female blossom both before and after hand-pollinating, and protecting the male blossom until it has been used for pollination.

Male and female blossoms from the same plant may be used since the squashes do not lose vigor when inbred in this way.

Identifying the male and female blossom is simple.   The female bud has the beginning of the squash- a miniature fruit that is really an ovary- at its base, while the stem of the male bud is longer and leads directly into the bud.

The buds that will open the following day (the ones you want to use) will have a definite orange color, rather than only green.

Select six or so female buds for your first effort, identifying them on a sunny afternoon.   Place a paper bag over each one, marking an “F” on the bag so that it will be plain to you the following day that this is one of the female buds.   The non-plastic bags used by supermarkets for pints of ice cream are ideal for this work, since they are heavy and thus will endure the dews and even the rains of several days.   Tie (but not tightly over the stem), staple (but not through the stem), or paper-clip the bag in place, close enough so that no exploring honeybee will find her way into it.   Protect an equal number of male buds.   The same type of bags can be used, or, because the bud needs to be held closed only overnight, you can simply slip a rubber band over the end of the bud, holding it shut.   In the past, I have tried using twine, and it worked fine, although tying it without damaging the bud was more of a problem.

On the following morning, pick one of the male blossoms that you have fastened shut with a rubber band.   Carry it to one of the covered female blossoms.   Uncover the female blossom, and remove its petals.   Take the rubber band off the male blossom and remove its petals.   You will see the stamen and its pollen.   Gently rub this stamen against the stigma of the female blossom so that the pollen clings to the stigma.   Discard the male blossom, and cover the female blossom again with the paper bag.   Leave it in place for about four days.   After removing the bag, mark the stem of the female blossom in some way so that the right squash can be found at harveset ing time.   A bright ribbon tied loosely around the stem is one way to do this.

Repeat this process for each female blossom.   This is one of those simple procedures which can be done much more quickly than it can be described., so don’t be talked out of trying it by the detail given here.

The squash and pumpkin plants should be watched during all periods of growth, so that any with undesirable traits can be rouged out.

The seed of the winter varieties and pumpkins is mature when the squash or pumpkin is mature and ready for harvesting in the fall.   The summer squash, however, must grow far beyond the harvesting stage, until it has reached full growth and has hardened.   If you have raised zucchini squash, and one hid under the heavy foliage and grew to a huge size, you have grown zucchini to the proper size for seed.

Squash for seed should be harvested in the fall, at about the timei of the first frost.   Because the squash will keep for many months, there is no urgency about removing the seeds.   It’s a good job for the early winter.   Cut the squash in two, but avoid slicing through the central seed cavity.   The seeds and the moist material around them can be removed with a large kitchen spoon.   Place all of this material in a large bowl, ad some water, and work the mixture through your fingers.   The seeds will separate gradually.   Wash them again.   Then spread them out on paper or screens to dry.   Give them up to a week of drying, moving them about daily so that they do not remain in small, wet piles, retaining the moisture.

Once dry, the seeds can be kept in a sealed jar.   It’s a good idea to che3ck them two or three weeks after placing them in the jar.   If there is no sign of moisture, spread the seeds out again for further drying.   After all the trouble you’ve gone to, this is not the time to take a chance on spoilage.

As always, be sure to label the container with the variety of seeds and the year of growing.   You may remember- and then again, you may not.

PUMPKINS
        All directions for squash apply to pumpkins.

CUCUMBER

        Cucumbers will not cross with melons or squashes, but will cross with other varieties of cucumbers.   The home gardener thus may grow any other vegetables in the garden, and still raise cucumbers for seed, provided that he or she raises only one variety of cucumber.   Because bees pollinate the cucumber blossoms, commercial seed growers strive for a distance of at least a mile between varieties.   The home gardener  should be concerned about any other varieties within one-quarter mile, but will probably get an undesired cross only if a neighboring garden is growing a different variety.   Some method of cooperation, such as growing the same variety, can usually be worked out with the neighbors.

The length of the growing season may be a problem for some gardeners in cold climates.   Cucumbers for eating can be raised in 60 to 70 days, with planting started after all danger of frost is past.   But, the growing season for seeds must be at least five weeks longer to produce the ripe, yellow cucumbers that will have mature seed.

The careful gardener will watch the growth of the cucumber plants through all stages of development, and rouge out any that are not strong and healthy, or that show any undesirable characteristics.
If there is any danger of undesirable crosses, cucumbers can be hand-pollinated using the method described for squash.

It’s easy to tell the male from the female blossoms.   Each plant will have both.   The female, or pistillate, flowers are not in groups, as are the male, or staminate, flowers.   Beneath the female flower, there is a tiny growth that looks like a small cucumber.   This is the ovary.

If you have raised cucumbers, you probably know that there are white-spined varieties, grown for slicing, and black-spined varieties, grown for pickling.   The former will be a yellowish-white when mature, while the latter will be much darker, from golden to brown.   Any cucumber that does not follow this rule should not be saved for seed.

I have found that cucumber vines are blackened by the first fall frost, and that this makes the selection of cucumbers to be saved for seed an easy task, since suddenly all of the cucumbers are very visible, no longer hidden beneath the green leaves.   I select half a dozen cucumbers from as many plants and mix the seeds of all together, even though this gives me far more seeds than I need.   If you have hand-pollinated and marked certain cucumbers, these of course will be the ones you use for seed.

Split the cucumber lengthwise, then scrape out the seeds and the pulp surrounding them.   A spoon will do the job.   Dump this mixture into a large glass bowl, then let it sit and ferment in the kitchen for about five days, stirring it at least once a day to discourage any mold from forming.

By the end  of the five days, most of the seed will have separated from the pulp and will be down at the bottom of the bowl.   Retrieve several of the seeds and rub them between your fingers.   You should discover that their slippery coating has been lost in the fermentation process.

The top layer of pulp and underdeveloped seeds can now be removed, leaving the good seeds at the bottom of the bowl.   These can be washed by filling the bowl with water (not hot water), letting the seeds settle to the bottom of the bowl, then pouring off the water.

Spread the seeds on paper towels or a screen, separate them as much as possible, then let them dry, either inside or out in the sun.   Shake them around occasionally, so that they do not cling together and thus retain moisture.

MUSKMELON (Cucumis melo, Reticulatus Group).   Annual.   Monoecious (having separate male and female blossoms on the same plant).   Cross-pollinated by bees.

Growing muskmelons for seed follows most of the instructions for growing cucumbers.
There are two major differences.

1.  The muskmelon likes warm weather, even more than does the cucumber, and may demand a longer growing season.

2. When the muskmelon is ready to eat, the seeds are mature.   This of course means that the elon can be eaten and enjoyed after the seeds and pulp have been removed.

Follow the instructions for “cucumber” for isolation, rouguing, seed production and harvesting, and for separating seeds from the pulp.

WATERMELON

(Citrullus lanatus).   Annual.   Monoecious (having separate male and female blossoms on the same plant).    Cross-pollinated by bees.

This melon is grown only in the warmer areas of the country, although the growing area has pushed northward with the development of new, hardier varieties and the use of greenhouses to start plants.   The watermelon will cross with citron fruit and other varieties of watermelon, but NOT with muskmelons, cucumbers, squashes, or pumpkins.   The ideal isolation distance is a minimum or one-quarter mile.   Watermelon can be pollinated by hand, as described under Squash.

As with muskmelons, the seeds of watermelons are mature when the melon is ready to be eaten.   There are several methods that can be used to determine this.   One is to check under the watermelon, where it rests on the soil; if this area has turned from white to yellow, the melon should be ripe.

Extracting seeds from watermelon should be a pleasant family effort.   The larger the group of participants, the better.   Provide several chilled watermelons, cups or bowls for the black seeds and  trash containers or compost buckets for the rinds.   Serve slices of watermelon until everyone feels sated, or until the desired number of seeds has been obtained.   The fastidious will wash these seeds.   In any case, be sure to dry them well.  

