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Jerry Larson with Double Harvest in Haiti asked us what varieties of citrus might
come true from seed. I checked with Dr. Carl Campbell at the University of Florida
Extension research center. Carl has given me many in-depth, insightful answers to
tropical fruit questions sent by several of our readers. He said that a great number
of citrus trees will come true from seed. There is a way you can tell by examining a
few seeds from the tree. Peel off the outer and inner seed coat. If the seed is
polyembryonic, i.e. has many embryos, it will come true. I asked what it would look
like if it were polyembryonic. Carl said that the various embryos would be
convoluted upon each other. If it is mono-embryonic there will be one embryo with
two distinct cotyledons. Almost any sweet orange will come true from seed, as well
as key limes, grapefruit, tangerine and tangelo. Two varieties that will not come true
from seed are temple and pomelo.

What are the advantages and disadvantages of growing citrus from seed when that
is possible? One obvious advantage is that it is much less labor intensive to simply
sow citrus seeds and eliminate the grafting step. Another advantage is that the
seedling will most likely be free from viruses that sometimes get into the budwood
that is used for grafting large numbers of trees. I asked Carl about reports that non-
grafted citrus trees live longer, up to twice as long, as grafted trees. He said that this
can be true, depending on the number and kinds of disease organisms that may be
present in the budwood. If one uses certified disease-free budwood, and if there are
no microorganisms present that we don't even know to look for yet, then there
should be no difference in the longevity of the trees.

One advantage to grafting is that one can combine the best traits of the above
ground part of the tree with the best adapted rootstock for the particular soils and
conditions of the area. A seedling will tend to grow upright, tending toward a single
trunk, and becoming quite thorny. A grafted tree will be more highly branched. The
seedling tree will not fruit for 6-7 years, contrasted to 3-4 years for a grafted tree.
The earlier fruiting of the grafted tree is partly responsible for the more highly
branched form of growth. Apparently the weight of the fruit after about 3 years
bends the branches and causes new buds to begin growing, resulting in a more
highly branched tree. But not all of the reasons for the differences between
seedling and grafted trees are known.

If you live in an area where citrus is not a major crop but would like to introduce it,
you might consider trying some of the polyembryonic seeds. If you are more
adventuresome, in a few years also plant some accepted rootstock varieties for
grafting using budwood from the new trees you have introduced. If you prefer to
start with a Florida variety rather than a good local variety, and want only a few
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seeds, we can at times provide them. If you want larger amounts, we have located a
supplier, Lawrence Reed at Holm Citrus Seed Co., who routinely ships overseas.
Seed currently sells for $30 per pound plus air-freight. He can proved phytosanitary
certificates if you so request and include your full address and phone number. I
asked about the danger of introducing a new disease. He said this does not appear
to be a problem with citrus seed. There has never been an instance where a citrus
disease has been proven to have been introduced by seed. They are sending me a
one page guide to help select seed for rootstock. I will send you a photocopy upon
request. If you have money on deposit with us, we will be glad to place orders for
you.

I asked Dr. Campbell to proof-read the above. He added that in some of the
polyembryonic citrus, some of the embryos are of gametic origin and therefore do
not come true. The percentage varies by species and variety.
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