March 22, 2000

Penstemon Germination Database Notes/ Explanation

I agree completely with your approach.  I suggest deleting all hybrids, cultivars, subspecies and varieties.

The Habitat and Habit information is based on a chart in Peter James & David Way’s book The Gardener’s Guide to Growing Penstemons. I think it would be well to ask for their consent to use the material in this form.

“C.S. Germ” column

Number of weeks in cold stratification between 34° F and 45° F (1° to 7°C), I suggest using 40° F. in the database.  “L” means light required for germination so seed should be just covered or pressed into the soil surface. “Sc” means scarify seed.  Where there are two time periods it means that new seed does not require stratification but old seed does.  I would simplify by deleting the “0w” period.

I suggest some default strategies keyed to “Native Habitat” for those cases where the species strategy is unknown or untested.

Alpine: Sow just covered 8 wks at 40° F, germination @ 40° F under light.”

Dryland, dry upland, plains: “Store seed @ 70° F in a non-humid environment for 6 months.  Sow just covered 8 wks at 40° F, germination @ 60° F under light.”

Other native habitats: “sow just covered 8 wks @ 40° F, try germination at 50° F under light for four weeks, if no germination move to 60° F”.

Yr. 2 Germ. Column
This indicates that saving sown but ungerminated seed until the next year is worthwhile.  I suggest deleting toe column and including in a general explanation.

Color column
B = Blue

Vi = Violet

V = color varies

L = Lavender

R = Red

Pi = Pink

P = Purple

S = Scarlet

W = While

Y= Yellow

O = Orange

Cr = Cream

Proposed General Introductory Note
While seed of many Penstemon species germinates easily, others are more difficult.  Generally the species from the Eastern United States germinate easily and can even become weedy in the garden.  Species from alpine, desert, or other regions where the climate is harsh have evolved in a way so that germination only occurs when conditions are right.  Germination inhibitors must be removed by exposure to long periods of dry conditions, moist cold stratification or periods of temperature variation.  What the gardener must do is to try to simulate the conditions found in the native habitat between the time seed is set and germination occurs as closely as possible.  You should expect germination to be irregular and occurring over a long period of time for many species.  If seed has not germinated by May then allow the flat to gradually dry and store in a dry place until the next year.  Germination can often occur in the second or third year.

I recommend a planting mix of 50% perlite and 50% vermiculite.  While many strategies will give good result, I prefer to sow seed in containers in December and place them outdoors in a place protected from animals under a floating row cover.  This method provides an easy way to get temperature variation and cold stratification without a lot of extra work.  If you live in a dry area you may need to provide water when the weather allows.  I have found that most germination occurs at temperatures below 70° F so if germination has not occurred before tomato planting time, it probably won’t occur that year

