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American Vegetable Seed Industry-
A History

The first commercial seedsman in the 
United States generally is believed to have 
been David Landreth, who started his busi­
ness in Philadelphia in 1784. Previous to this 
time, all garden seed was imported from Eu­
rope and sold by general merchants or in­
dividuals with an interest in horticulture. An 
advertisement that appeared in the Boston 
Gazette in February of 1719 might be cited 
as an example: “ Fresh garden seeds of all 
sorts, lately imported from London to be sold 
by Evan Davies, gardener, at his house over 
against the powder house in Boston” . Na­
thaniel Bird, a book seller in Newport, R.F, 
sold garden seed at his shop in 1763.

The Shaker communities in western Mas­
sachusetts and eastern New York entered the 
vegetable seed business in about 1790, and 
the community at New Lebanon, N.Y., be­
came especially well-known for high quality 
seed. At first, the Shakers sold purchased 
seed as well as seed they produced, but, be­
cause purchased seed was often of inferior 
quality, several Shaker communities agreed 
in 1819 henceforth to sell only their own 
seed. This agreement stated in part, “ We 
will not hereafter put up or sell any seeds to 
the world which are not raised among be­
lievers.” The Shakers were an ingenious 
people, with many inventions to their credit, 
including the paper seed packet or envelope. 
The seed packet made it possible for seeds­
men to merchandise seed in individual retail 
units, rather than bulk in cloth bags or other 
containers.

Several methods were used to sell garden 
seeds in the 19th Century. The wooden seed 
box that was filled with rows of paper en­
velopes was a common sales container. These 
boxes served equally well as shipping con­
tainers and as store counter display racks. 
Itinerant peddlers sold seed door to door in 
rural areas, and mail order catalogs became 
increasingly popular after their introduction 
around 1825 or 1830. In most cities, there 
were seed stores or agricultural warehouses 
where farmers and gardeners could purchase 
a wide variety of agricultural supplies and 
implements in addition to seeds.

Seed catalogs deserve special considera­
tion. At first, catalogs were very plain, but 
after 1870, increasing attention was given to 
cover design, and engraved cuts were added 
to illustrate particular cultivars. Colored cat­
alog covers appeared around 1875 to 1880, 
and shortly afterwards, color also was uti­
lized on one or 2 inside pages. Brilliantly 
colored catalog covers depicting beautiful 
flowers and attractive vegetables were used 
by almost every seed company that engaged 
in the mail order business during the 1890’s.

This latter period and the early years of the 
20th Century could be called the golden age 
of seed catalog art. For rural Americans liv­
ing isolated lives in the days before the tele­
phone, radio, and television the annual arrival 
of seed catalogs with their tempting illustra­
tions of the newest cultivars was awaited ea­
gerly each year.

The writers and illustrators of late 19th 
Century seed catalogs were not always con­
cerned with truth in advertising, and exag­
gerated claims were not uncommon. The 
Maule catalog of 1880 shows several men 
harvesting onions, each the size of a bowling 
ball. The catalogs often featured “ new” or 
novelty items, which is probably a reflection 
of the fierce competition that existed in the 
industry.

Before 1800, most individuals saved much 
of their own seed, and trading seed with rel­
atives and friends was a common practice.

Continued on back cover

Fig. 1. An exaggerated advertisement in Maule’s 
Catalogue showed an onion with a 5-6 inch 
diameter.

CAULIFLOWERS

Fig. 2. An exaggerated advertisement appearing 
in Maule’s 1887 Annual Catalogue shows a curd 
of cauliflower filling a wooden chair.
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SWEET MOU NT A IN .

PEPPERS.
NEW GOLDEN DAWN.
—A ll re p o r ts  from  th o se  
w ho  lm ve te s ted  G olden  
D aw n h a v e  boon o f flic  
m ost favorab le charac­
ter. In  s h ap e  it re sem b les  th e  Hull Nos< 
ex cep t th a t  i t  is a  l i t t le  m o re  p o in te d  on lh< 
en d  ; in co lor, it is a  b e au tifu l go lden  yellow  
w h ich , as all w ill recogn ize , is a  ve ry  d is  
tin e tiv e  fea tu re . I t  is v e ry  sw eet, no t tin  
s ligh test, su sp ic io n  o f a fiery  flav o r ab o u t it 
a n d  w ith a l v e ry  p ro d u c tiv e . P k t. .  10 e!s. 
o 40 cts.: l.j' lb., s i .10.

SWEET SPANISH.—T he e a r lie s t : v e r \  
m ild  an d  p le a sa n t. P k t.,  10 c ts.; oz., .‘iO cts.
1 . lb.. >1.00.

LARGE BELL,OIt BI LL NOSE.-It is
e a r ly ;  b r ig h t  red  in c o lo r; v e ry  m ild . P k t.  
10 c ts .; oz.. .‘50 c ts .;  ^  lb., $1.00.

SWEET MOUNTAIN.—L arg er a n d  of 
m ild e r  f lav o r th a n  above. P ro d u c tiv e  an d

I v e rv  d e s irab le . P k t . ,  10c.;oz.,B5 c .:1 , lb . .*1.10. 
LONG R E D  CAYENNE.—T rue. P k t . ,  
¡0 els.; oz., SO cts.; 1 , lb., $1.00.

SPANISH MONSTROUS.—1Tlic largest  
Pepper o f  a ll, except R uby K in g . Kro- 

j «¡uently  g ro w s s ix  in c h e s  long  a n d  tw o  in*
! d ie s  th ic k .  P k t. ,  10 c.; oz.. 10 e.: x \ lb., >1.10.

NEW OXIIEART P E P P E R __T h is  is a
I hot p e p p er t h a t  a ll m y  c u s to m ers  w h o  w ill 

try  it, I am  c e r ta in ,  w ill like. It is one o f  
the very best for p ick les, b e in g  >f m e d iu m  
size a n d  h e a r t-s h a p e d . It w ill p leasi you .

, P k t..  10 c ts.; oz., .‘50 els.: % lb ., $1.00.
NEW  RUBY K IN O .—The largest and  
best o f  a ll. See c u t on  .‘id co v er p a g e ; a lso  
fo r 18E7 S pec ia ltie s . P k t.,  If» els.; oz.. 50 c ts.

Fig. 3. Of the peppers described in Maule's 1887 Annual Catalogue, several are still on the market 
today.
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Thomas Jefferson’s garden book relates how 
important this practice was for gardeners of 
that time. As inexpensive, commercially- 
produced seed became available, the custom 
waned. Much of the vegetable seed sold dur­
ing the early years of the 19th Century was 
imported from Europe, and although its im­
portance declined, imported seed was a fac­
tor throughout the century.

One of the early centers of commercial 
seed production in America was the lower 
Connecticut River Valley, which was rec­
ognized for high quality onion seed as early 
as 1750. The towns of Wethersfield and 
Southport gave names to onion cultivars 
grown even to this day. Almost all domes­
tically produced seed was grown in the east­
ern part of the country until after 1875, when 
the industry began to shift westward to dry 
climates conducive to the production of high 
quality, disease-free seed.

To assure quality and varietal purity, mar­
ket gardeners frequently raised a major share 
of their seed requirements. They commonly 
developed improved strains adapted for local 
conditions. For example, the cabbage culti- 
var Early Jersey Wakefield, considered to be 
the best early cabbage for the area around 
New York City, was selected from the Eng­
lish cultivar Early Wakefield by the Newark, 
N. J. market gardener, Francis Brill. Surplus 
seed produced by market gardeners often was 
sold to commercial seedsmen, and because 
they developed expertise as seed growers, 
some market gardeners became seedsmen 
themselves. Peter Henderson of Jersey City, 
N. J., and W.W. Rawson of Arlington, 
Mass., were 2 such individuals.

When new cultivars or selections were de­
veloped, seedsmen sometimes attached a 
prefix that identified the line with the com­
pany. Henderson’s ‘Bush Lima’, Burpee's 
‘Golden Self-blanching celery’, Ferry’s ‘Ex­
tra Early Tom Thumb pea’ are examples. 
The name of a company seed farm, such as 
Fordhook (Burpee), Bloomsdale (Landreth), 
or Moreton (Harris) was sometimes attached 
as an alternative means of identification. In­
dividuals who developed a distinctive culti­
var occasionally attached their names 
(‘Skillman’s Melon’ or ‘Darling’s Early Sweet 
Com’), and sometimes the town of origin 
was used as a prefix (Irondequoit or Hack­
ensack melons).

Both large and small seed companies ex­
isted during the last part of the 19th Century. 
The large seedhouses employed plant breed­
ers, operated extensive trial grounds, and 
marketed seed over a large sales territory. At 
the other end of the scale was the seedsman 
who hired only one or 2 workers and who 
marketed his seed in a relatively restricted 
geographical area. One seedsman fitting the 
latter description was Irving Folsom of Ray­
mond, N.H. Apparently, Folsom carried on

Fig. 4. Advertised in Maule’s 1887 Annual Catalogue as “ the largest cabbage in cultivation,” yet 
with “ delicate and fine flavor.”

m a u l e ’s  m am m o th  s u g a r .

MAULE’S MAMMOTH SUGAR.—N ot on ly  
th e  la rgest eared , b u t «also one of th e  v e ry  
sweetest c orns k n ow n . R ipens  a little  a fte r 
th e  E verg reen , an d  for c a n n in g  purposes is 
p a rtic u la r ly  profit able. Ears frequently w eigh  
il pounds and over. Y our garden  w ill he 
incom ple te  w ith o u t it. P k t., 1") ets.; p in t, *10 cts.

NEW  CORY.—A week to 10 days  ea rlie r th a n  
a n y  o th e r. See page 1. P ack ets  15 cents.

Fig. 5. Maule’s Catalogue also advertised a 3-pound ear of com, ‘Maule’s Mammoth Sugar.”

A  SING LE E A R  W O R T H

$ 25.00
Oct. 1st, 1 ^ 7 . How7 large can MAULE’S 
MAMMOTH SUGAR be g r o w n ’ W h o­
ever sends me the largest ear the com ing  
sum m er w ill be entitled  to $*¿5.

a general farming operation in addition to 
being a seedsman, for he indicated in his 
1883 journal that he raised chickens and 
sheep, sold peaches and strawberries, and 
kept a cow. A few entries from his journal 
may be of interest:

“ January 29: Printing seed papers 
(packets). It is a cloudy warm day.

February 23: Filling beet and parsnip 
papers. About 6 inches of snow fell last 
night.

March 19: Filled 97 seed boxes. A 
lamb was born this eve.

May 18: Setting Danvers carrots, on­
ions, and beets. Cow had a heifer calf.

July 18: Threshed flat turnip seed. 
Haying.

August 8: Cut spinach seed. Very dry 
weather.

September 1: Cut part of the onion 
and carrot seed. Threshing beet seed.’’

R o b e r t  F. B e c k e r  

New York State Agricultural 
Experiment Station 
201 Hendrick Hall 
Geneva, NY 14456
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Fig. 4. Advertised in Mau/e's 1887 Annual Catalogue as "the largest cabbage in cultivation," yet 
with "delicate and fine flavor." 

:'IIAL"LE':-; ) I Ai\D lOTII SUGAH. 

MAU LE•S JIIAJIIJIIOTH SUGAR.-Not on ly 
1h e l ar,!!e~t f'nrPd, hut n l sn nnr of the , ·~ry 
tiw eetf"Ht <'Orll lil kno,vn. Ripf'ns n little nft<"r 
the E,·er:!TCPn, and for c-nnning rmrpn~es is 
part l<•nlarly profltnhlP. EarH f'r f" ttne ntly ,v~l~h 
3 po111ul~ 111ul o , ·t>r. Your ~ardPn wi ll he 
incomplete without it. Pkt .. li;r·1s .: pi11t.:mc-ts. 

NE,\T C'ORY.-A week to 10 rlavs f'Hrli('r t:uu1 
a n y other. Sec page l. Packt.•fs i:; r•Pnts. 

A SINGLE EAR WORTH 

$25.00 
O ct. l 1tt, 1 Qliil 7 . 1-fffn' large can JtIAULE'S 
lUA 1U lUOTII St:GA R h e ~ro ,vn l "7"ho­
e,·er se n.els nu• th e JR.rfi't>St. t>a1· the con1lng 
s 111nn1t> r ,,·tll b e t·ntltlt·d to S ·t r. . 

Fig. 5. Maule' s Catalogue also advertised a 3-pound ear of com. 'Maule's Mammoth Sugar." 

a general farming operation in addition to 
being a seedsman, for he indicated in his 
1883 journal that he raised chickens and 
sheep, sold peaches and strawberries, and 
kept a cow. A few entries from his journal 
may be of interest: 

"January 29: Printing seed papers 
(packets). It is a cloudy warm day. 

February 23: Filling beet and parsnip 
papers. About 6 inches of snow fell last 
night. 

March I 9: Filled 97 seed boxes. A 
Iamb was born this eve. 

May 18: Setting Danvers carrots, on­
ions, and beets. Cow had a heifer calf. 

July I 8: Threshed flat turnip seed. 
Haying. 

August 8: Cut spinach seed. Very dry 
weather. 

September I: Cut part of the onion 
and carrot seed. Threshing beet seed." 

ROBERT F. BECKER 

New York State Agricultural 
Experiment Station 
201 Hendrick Hall 
Geneva, NY 14456 
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