
Some notes on the art of seed collection 

The most important part of a plant’s life is the ‘final’ seed dispersal, the scattering of seeds that 
ensure they will disperse far and wide and thrive. To ensure that this happens seeds come in an 
amazing variety of shapes and sizes, often endowed with specialized features that help them move 
away from the parent plant. While collecting seeds – for nurseries or just for fun – it is imperative 
that one understands the features of the seed one is after. In this note I intend to share a few 
experiences from seed-collection trips in Bastar, Chhattisgarh. 

 

Karla fruit (Cleisthanthus collinus) and their examination 

While collecting the fruit of karla – these are eaten by parakeets – we were glad to find that many of 
the trees had mature fruit. We gathered a sack-full very soon when one of us noticed a very tiny 
needlepoint-sized hole in one of the fruit and decided to check how it was within. He broke it open 
and saw that the seeds had been eaten up, that the fruit was only an empty shell! Examining more 
of the fruit in the sack we found, to our dismay, a similar state of affairs: all the fruit had that tiny 
hole and were useless. Imagine that we hadn’t noticed this...... We later discovered that if a fruit was 
defective on a tree the entire crop of that particular tree was useless: the infection affected the 
entire tree. So we moved on in search of a tree with good fruit and managed to find some trees with 
good fruit and, breaking some of them open, found that they contained healthy seeds.    

 

A species of Dioscorea (yam) 



Winged fruit such as those in yams usually have paper-thin seeds that can fly in the wind; the fruit 
itself splits to release the seeds when the days turn warmer as spring gives way to summer. Even 
though most yams are grown from the tubers the seeds too are capable of germinating and far 
easier to transport than the tuber. A variation of the splitting fruit is in the pela (below) whose fruit 
dehisces lengthwise and lets the seeds blow away in the gentlest breeze. While collecting these it is 
inevitable that many seeds are lost if the fruit have already split; the best way to collect the seeds 
are to judge the exact time when the seeds are ready within the unsplit fruit and take them home.  

 

Pela with fluffed seeds (Holarhenna antisyentrica) 

Some seeds that are encased in a hard fruit are difficult to gather. This is so because it is quite 
difficult to judge when the seeds mature; if the wait is until the fruit splits open and scatters the 
seeds, usually winged and thin, the process of looking for them in the leaf-litter of a summer forest is 
cumbersome.  An example of this difficulty is the moka. While looking for its seeds we needed to 
climb the trees and drop the fruit, split them and examine the fruit. They turned out to be immature 
and we had to abandon them for the moment. However, on an open rocky patch, the fruit had just 
dehisced and we found the fruit on the ground with the seeds intact. A close resemblance to the 
moka with regard to seed dispersal is the titasala, a Chionanthus. 

 

Moka fruit on the tree and on the ground (Schrebera swietenioides)  



 

Chionanthus ramiflorus  

Most legumes tend to have pods that are dehiscent, splitting to release their seeds in various times 
of the dry season. Admuki (Bahunia vahlii), gangori (Xylia xylocarpa), the various Desmodiums, etc., 
all fall into this category. Some of them, such as the pods of gangori dehisce with small ‘explosions’ 
that resound in the summer forest, literally shooting their seeds away from the tree. One would do 
well to know precisely when to go and pluck the fruit when the seeds are mature but still contained 
in them. Another plant of this family with easier fruit is the sonorli (Cassia fistula); the fruit is loved 
by bears and carried far away by them. The thulameri (Erythrina suberosa), usually found on rocky 
ground, has a very thorny trunk and branches, making it quite impossible to climb up for the fruit 
before they dehisce. This is a problem we have to face and have no option but to gather the seeds 
from the ground, one by one. But it’s worth the effort when the tree blooms, the bright red flowers 
a wonderful sight, attracting a variety of birds to it.   

 

Thularuk in fruit (Erythrina suberosa) 



But ideally one would like fruit (and seeds) to fall straight down to the ground so that they can be 
collected without a hassle. And this too occurs with some species such as the gajurla (Melia dubia), 
the gorra (Bridelia retusa), the gumdi (Gmelina arborea), etc., all of which rely on animals for their 
dispersal. Some, like the jamun that also falls in this category, are sweet and sought after by many 
animals and birds, including humans. In such cases the concern is the ‘intactness’ of the fruit as they 
tend to get eaten or at least bitten into, and the viability of the seeds (as some of them many not 
germinate even if a couple of weeks too late). More about other seeds later. 

  

Gorra (Bridelia retusa) 

Good luck with this year’s seed collection!! 

 


