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In the United States, at the beginning 
of the XIX century, there was a young 
man called Johnny Appleseed. He was 
poor, and spent his time walking from 
one place to the other, always looking 
for a job. He used to carry a few ap-
ples in his pockets and, after eating 
one of them, he would carefully plant 
the seeds in a nice place, filled with 
light, fertile land, and humidity.

Back those days, when people 
were moving to the West, the gov-
ernment was giving pieces of land to 
settlers willing to be farmers, and he 
planted seeds thus creating a garden 
of trees, hundreds of small young 
trees that he used to sell for a few 
cents to farmers. Afterwards he began 
to plant groups of apple trees in a few 
pieces of land, little gardens protect-
ed by a fence so that the hungry cat-
tle wouldn’t eat them. Sometimes he 
asked a neighbour for help: he asked 

him to take care of his trees, went 
away and came back one year later. 
He didn’t have a home and some-
times he slept in the countryside, 
even in the snow. Tens of thousands 
of apple trees were planted by him 
along the roads and the streams in 
Pennsylvania, Ontario, Ohio, Indiana 
and Illinois. All thanks to a simple 
movement: planting a seed. They say 
that he wore poor clothes and that he 
took care of all the animals he found 
on his way. His only wealth were the 
fields where he planted seeds, but 
thanks to this he got a lot. When he 
died, he left to his sister a field with 
more than fifteen thousand trees.

Maybe you can also be an Apple-
seed, in order to do that, it is impor-
tant that you get to know one of the 
most wonderful and astonishing nat-
ural structures, a door to enter into 
life: seeds.

Johnny 
Appleseed
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by itself. First of all the seed protects 
it, so that it can survive the hardest of 
times: seasons where you record ex-
treme temperatures, too cold or too 
hot; or the absence of rain. But is also 
accomplishes something even more 
important: it allows the germ to travel 
and get away from the mother plant, 
the one that created the seed, so that 
it will have more opportunities to 
survive.

So that, each seed is a clever pro-
tection and spreading mechanism. 
A seed does not contain too much 
water, so that it is lighter. When con-
ditions get better, that means when 
the seed has found an habitat where 
it can grow, then it absorbs water, the 
germ gets bigger and it becomes a 
young plant. If you give it a little time, 
it will mature, produce its own seeds, 
and keep the life cycle going.

When did the seeds  
first appear?

The most ancient plants, that 
were like contemporary seaweed, 
moss and fern, had no seeds. They 
would throw their gametes outside, 
without giving them any protection 

nor food. The gametes would swim 
on the water until they found each 
other. This is why seaweeds, moss 
and ferns are able to reproduce only 
in watery or particularly damp areas.

The first plants that produced 
seeds appeared more or less 360 
million years ago. Dinosaurs came 
later, approximately 230 or 240 mil-
lion years ago, and the human being 
arrived much later, about 2 million 
years ago. An asteroid brought the 
end of dinosaurs and of many other 
species, but it couldn’t destroy plants 
for this reason: they had seeds. Seeds 
allowed them to hold on until the sit-
uation went back to normal.

The first plants carrying seeds 
were gymnosperms. Gymnosperm 
means “naked seed”, because it is not 
contained inside of a piece of fruit. 
The pine, whose seed, the pine nut, 
hides in couples beneath the scales of 
pine cones, is an example of gymno-
sperm plant.

Afterwards, there came plants 
whose seeds are placed inside of 
a piece of fruit, like the melon, the 
cherry tree or Johnny’s apple trees. 
These are more evolved plants and 
are called angiosperms, this means 
“seed inside of a container”.

A seed is an outer space cap-
sule, a simple and yet sophisticated 
container sent out to the world, that 
contains a living being. The living be-

ing is a “baby plant”, the germ that, 
inside of the seed, is surrounded by 
food, because everything in it is ready 
to help this little germ until it can live 
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capsule 
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obtain water and mineral salts, thus 
being able to grow towards the sky, 
to produce leaves and to become a 
mature tree carrying a lot of apples.

Now you know the three basic 
parts of a seed: the coat or testa, the 
reserve material that creats the coty-
ledons and the embryo. It is all con-
tained in this little drop of life. Lao 
Tse, a famous Chinese philosopher 
who is believed to have lived 2,600 
years ago, said: “Who is able to see 
things in a seed, this is the real ge-
nius”.

A huge variety 
of seeds

Trees tend to produce seeds that 
are bigger than herb seeds. But this 
doesn’t mean that the bigger a plant, 
the bigger the seed. The most gigan-
tic creature that lives in our planet, 
the sequoia called General Sherman, 
83 meters tall, 1,385 tons heavy, was 
born out of a seed whose weight was 
6 milligrams, a lot less than a sunflow-
er seed. 

The smallest seeds we know 
belong to orchids. They look like 
dust particles, and in just 1 gram 
you can find millions of them. They 
are so small that they barely contain 
reserve material. When they sprout, 
the new little plant -scientists call it 
plantlet- has to become a mushroom 
parasite, in order to get the food it 
needs until it is able to make photo-
synthesis by itself.

The biggest seeds belong to a 
palm tree called coco de mer of sea 
coconut. One of its seeds can weigh 
up to 23 kilograms! I’m sure you are 
thinking that since it is so heavy, it 
won’t be able to travel far from the 
tree it came from. But the truth is that 
this seed knows an amazing trick: it 

BROAD BEAN SEED

To whatever kind they belong, plants 
that produce seeds are the most pop-
ular plants in the world, the most evo-
lutionary successful.

Would you like 
to know how a seed 

looks like?

You can check it by yourself. Cut an 
apple in two. Inside it you will find a 
few seeds that we normally call pips.

You will notice that in the first 
place they present a thin dark brown 
skin, called testa or seed coat.

If you take it out, underneath you 
fill find some sort of pip. By sticking 
your nail into it, it will part into two 
parts: these are the two cotyledons, 
two structures that look like pulpy 
leaves, and are full of nutrients.

However, if you take a closer 
look you will notice that they are not 
exactly identical. On the side of one 
of them you will find a small protu-
berance. This is the plant embryo 
and, even if it is incredibly small, it 
already contains the beginning of a 
root and of a stalk. It is ready to send 
out a root that digs into the ground to 

GYMNOSPERM

ANGIOSPERM
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is able to produce send out a struc-
ture, some sort of tube that digs its 
way into the ground (at a depth of 30 
to 60 centimetres), and grows there 
as if it were a mole digging a tunnel. 
This tube, or “rope” can be even 10 
meters long, because the seed con-
tains a lot of reserve material. When 
the distance from the original tree is 
big enough, then out of the end of 

the rope there sprouts a new palm 
tree.

Even if a bigger seed possesses 
a few advantages, for instance it con-
tains more nutrients, it is extreme-
ly expensive to produce, and hard 
to scatter. In general, evolution has 
preferred plants that produce many 
small seeds instead of plants that 
produce few big ones.

SEA COCONUT SEED


