Long-term Storage of Lily Seeds

Gene Mirro 

Oregon Wild Lily Sanctuary 

The two key words in lily seed storage are COLD and DRY. Properly stored seed will retain its viability for over 10 years. In this article, we will concentrate on non-exotic methods that are workable and effective for the amateur grower. 

Why COLD? A lily seed is a living organism, completely dependent upon its stored food supply. A cold seed has a very low "burn rate". Lily seed stored in a hot, humid environment (like a potting shed in summer) may last a few months. Seed stored at room temperature may last 18 months. A refrigerator will extend storage life to several years. But for long-term storage, the freezer is the clear choice, with seed life stretching to 10 years and longer. 

Why DRY? A dry seed has a very low level of chemical activity. A dry seed is much less vulnerable to fungus attack, especially if the seed is to be stored in an airtight container. If the seed is to be frozen, it MUST be dry. If moist seed is frozen, the moisture in each cell expands as it freezes, rupturing the cell walls and killing the cell. 

Now let's translate our theoretical goals into a step-by-step procedure. 

1. Collect and clean ripe, brown seed. 

2. Dry the seeds: place seeds in uncovered containers in a safe, dry well-ventilated location out of direct sun for about 2 weeks, preferably at room temperature and with a relative humidity of less than 70%. Don't forget to label your containers. Stir occasionally. 

3. Package the seeds. Small lots can go into coin envelopes or the like. Label each envelope. Place all your small envelopes into an airtight container, such as a widemouth canning jar. Large lots can go directly into airtight containers. Place an identifying label INSIDE each airtight container, since labels on the outside can deteriorate or be damaged in handling. 

4. Place your airtight containers in a cool basement, refrigerator, or freezer. If you will be re-opening the container frequently, I do not recommend freezer storage. The freezer should be used only for undisturbed long-term (6 months or more) storage. 

5. Retrieving the stored seed: DO NOT OPEN THE AIRTIGHT CONTAINER UNTIL THE SEED IS AT ROOM TEMPERATURE. This may take 20 minutes to an hour. Cold seed will condense and absorb moisture out of warm room air. If the seed is then returned to an airtight container for storage, serious losses may result. If you accidentally let stored seed get damp, let it dry for 2 days before returning it to storage. 

When handled properly, seed may be frozen and defrosted many times without damage. 

Some growers use dessicants in their seed storage containers. Dessicants are chemicals like calcium chloride which absorb moisture out of the air. It is known that excessive drying of seeds will result in reduced viability. Therefore, I would recommend caution in the use of dessicants or any other extreme form of drying. Freezer storage gives excellent results without dessicants. 

The above procedure cannot be applied indiscriminately to other types of seed. For example, many large, fleshy tropical seeds will be killed if they are frozen. Many seeds, such as maple, oak, and chestnut, are killed if they are frozen or dried. Before storing seed of non-lily species, seek the advice of a horticultural authority. 
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