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This view shows how our bulb beds have changed with the season as the low growing early spring bulbs are 

replaced with larger stemmed more lush plants. For the first time this year one group above has added an entirely 

new intermediate phase to our aim of perpetual planting but more of that later as first I want to talk seeds. 



 
Erythronium sibericum seed pods 

A question that has fascinated me is when is the best time to collect seeds from bulbs and when and how you should 

sow them? Like most of my plant questions I find the plants give me all the answers if I just make observations and 

draw the correct conclusions. The group of Erythronium that includes dens-canis, caucasicum, sibericum and 

japonicum differ in many ways from the Western North American species and no more so than in everything to do 

with the seeds. The first difference I observed is the way the stems behave when the plant has been fertilised. In the 

Western North American (Westerners) species the stem stays rigid and erect holding the seed capsule aloft but in 

the dens-canis group the stems flop over so the capsule lies on the ground. The capsule then just slowly 

disintegrates, shedding the seeds.  

Another question I had was does it make 

any difference if the seed is still green or do 

I have to wait until the capsule opens or 

disintegrates. I discovered that the seed 

receives all it needs from the parent before 

the capsules start to change colour ï all that 

happens then is the plant cuts off nutrients 

and moisture so the stem, capsule and seeds 

start to dry out and eventually the capsule 

opens or disintegrates to allow the seed to 

disperse. 

My method now is once I see a capsule has 

fully swollen I will collect the stem 

complete with seed capsule ï the pictures 

below show green and yellow capsules but 

the seeds are all fully developed or more 

correctly - as fully developed as they need 

to be when they part from the parent plant.  

I believe that many bulbous seeds continue 

to develop for some time, 4 to 6 weeks, after being shed from the plant and for this reason I advise that you do not 

store them in a refrigerator, as is often suggested, because the cold will arrest the continuing development of the 

seed. In my experiments bulb seeds placed in a fridge immediately on collection gave very poor germination while 

those kept in ambient temperatures for 6 weeks gave a high percentage of success. If you want to store seed for the 

longer term you can place them in the fridge after the six weeks have passed. 



  
Erythronium sibericum seed pods above and seeds below 

 
Another important difference between the Westerners and the dens-canis group is that the latter have elaiosomes ï 
fleshy attachments to the seeds that have evolved to attract ants and other insects to aid dispersal of the seeds. This 

dispersal strategy gives me major clues to how and when to sow the seeds. I sow these seeds immediately on 

collection and leave the seed pots in the open. Ant dispersal would suggest that it is best to sow the seeds deeply but 

I have not yet come to a definitive conclusion on this aspect as it is taking me some years to complete my trials 

comparing whether it is best to sow on the surface or deeply ï all being well I hope to have that answer next year. 


