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Note: At this point the project is still early in development and any ideas, etc. written herein are subject to change.

Introduction

This is a project that was conceived in the autumn of 2008. After having collected a number of Cypripedium species and hybrids over the years, I decided to start a breeding program with some of my established plants. The 2009 season will be host to my first attempt. Over the winter of 2008-2009 I am testing some methods of in-vitro seed propagation with some tropical orchids.

Goal/Purpose

I am doing this not only for personal pleasure, but to help increase the number of artificially propagated Cyps on the market, and decrease the average price. I want to make these plants more readily available to gardeners and at more reasonable prices. I also believe that artificial propagation, as well as good breeding (as in hybridization) are important to taking the strain off wild populations, which continually suffer from over-collection. I will donate the products of this project to members of the Edmonton Naturalization Group and the Edmonton Horticultural Society (through the spring perennial exchange), and I will sell some plants at Orchid Society of Alberta meetings and donate to OSA raffles. I intend to distribute mainly large seedlings and especially mature or near mature plants (ideally strong seedlings would be donated and mature plants would be sold). This is a long-term project that will take some years to be fully realized, but I expect that some young material will be ready for distribution by the spring of 2011.
An additional goal of this project is to spread knowledge of these wonderful, native plants to people, including their history, cultivation and propagation techniques, and their nature as plants. Each plant sold/donated would ideally be accompanied by an information package outlining these things.

An Introduction to Orchid Propagation by Seed

Orchid seeds are generally in the form of very fine, dust-like particles. The seed typically consists only of the embryo and the seed coat, with no endosperm (food reserve) for the young plant to feed off of. In order to germinate and develop into a plant, then, the embryo requires nourishment from an outside source. This is in the form of a mychorrizal fungus, which forms a symbiotic relationship with the seed, nourishing it as it develops. It is impossible to germinate orchid seeds without either the proper fungus or an environment that mimics it. In the early days of orchid breeding, nurserymen sprinkled the seeds into the growing media around the mother plant and hoped that the fungus was present. Sometimes it was, and a few seedlings were yielded, but usually results were quite poor. This method of germination is called symbiotic germination, and it is still used today by some.  Apparently some orchid species (particularly a number of terrestrial ones such as Bletilla) respond better to this method than others. However, for any type of orchid the best method is asymbiotic germination, where seeds are sown in-vitro (in the lab). The seeds are sown under sterile conditions, onto a sterile growing medium that mimics the fungus, providing the developing seed with nourishment. This must take place in a sterile environment because contaminants such as fungi and bacteria will readily cultivate on this medium as well, and much faster than the seedlings, before long overtaking and killing them. While this sounds complicated, it can be done in the home with care, practice, and patience, and a surprisingly large number of hobbyists do it. One can make a homemade sowing medium or buy one pre-mixed from a specialty source and mix it on the stove (I will experiment with both). Media are agar-based and the seeds are sown onto it in a glass container such as a jar, flask, or test tube. While in Cypripediums symbiotic germination can take up to 14 years (perhaps even more in some cases) to yield a mature plant, asymbiotic germination will take only 4-6 years, and there is a much higher germination rate. 
Many Cyps on the market are wild-collected specimens. Such plants are weakened and are not likely to survive in the average garden. Artificially propagated plants, however, are stronger and much more adaptable to garden conditions. They are also generally more robust and more vigorous, especially in hybrids. Let’s leave wild plants where they belong, and grow plants that were made for gardens!

Progress/Results
This section will be updated soon.
