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Fremontodendron mexicanum (F.), the Mexican Flannelbush, is a rare species in San Diego 
county, found mainly around Otay Mountain, just north of the border about 15 miles from the 
ocean. It is a shrub growing to about 15' height, and producing bright 3" yellow flowers in late 
spring and early summer.  

How to germinate Fremontodendron mexicanum 

The key to germinating Fremontodendron mexicanum is to penetrate the seed coat to allow it to 
hydrate. Once hydrated, it quickly germinates at room temperature. 

1) Sand one end of the seed, just enough to penetrate the impermeable outer coat of the seed, but 
not through the entire seed coat. Fig. 2 illustrates an acceptable amount of sanding. Fig. 3 may be 
too much.  

2) Soak seeds in water at room temperature until they hydrate. This takes typically 1-4 days, 
depending on how you sand the seeds. Not all the seeds will necessarily hydrate. Check the seeds 
daily and remove them when they are obviously larger than un-hydrated seeds. Fig. 3 shows that 
hydrated seeds are visibly bigger than un-hydrated seeds.  

3) Stratify1 hydrated seeds at room temperature, and they germinate in about a week. When 
radicles appear, transplant the seeds to a pot.  

Figs. 4-6 show how Fremontodendron seedlings grow. 

Hydration and germination 

Hydration is the key to germinating these seeds, but the seed's hydrophobic coat naturally resists 
hydration. Nothing happens to seeds soaked seeds in water for a month. However, once seeds 
hydrate, most of them (>80%) germinate in less than a week. When a seed hydrates, the increase 
in size is obvious. The weight of a hydrated seed roughly doubles, and the diameter increases 
about 25%. 

Germination depends on the temperature of stratification. At room temperature, germination 
takes about a week and most of the seeds germinate. Seeds stratified at 80°F germinated in just 3 
days. Cool temperatures (i.e. 55°F) slow germination and increase seed mortality from 
pathogens. 

The only effective method I have found to penetrate the seed coat is to sand it. Emory [1] 
suggests hot water treatment followed by months of stratification to get these seeds to germinate. 
However, I treated a batch of seeds with hot water2 then soaked them, and non hydrated, even 

                                                 
1 Stratification consists of keeping seeds in a moist environment at a controlled temperature. The author places seeds 
in small plastic food storage containers on top of a mixture of sifted organic material with about 20% clay topsoil. 

2 Standard hot water treatment consists of pouring a few inches of water at 180°F over seeds in a styrofoam cup and 
leaving them to soak overnight. 



 

 

after a long soak. Stratified seeds just sat there. Later I sanded a few seeds, and they germinated 
normally, so the hot water had not k8illed the seeds, but it did nothing to encourage them to 
germinate.  

Fremontodendron commonly grow in and around sand washes. Some propose that when water 
runs through the washes, seeds abrade, which allows water to penetrate. The seeds then hydrate, 
and germinate. With this in mind, I tried abrading Fremontodendron seeds in a rock tumbler. I 
ran the tumbler with sand, sandstone, and granite pebbles. I ran the tumbler for weeks. The result 
was always the same: the seeds remained impermeable. If a rock tumbler cannot penetrate the 
seed's impermeable layer, then it is not likely that brief rainstorms could either. 

Joyce Schlaechter [2] told me that recent fires were followed by profuse growth of new 
Fremontodendron mexicanum on Otay Mountain, so these plants are fire followers. While it is 
possible the plants simply take advantage of bare dirt, they may also respond to heat or chemical 
cues. Perhaps this could led to an easier means to germinate the seeds.  

 

 

Figure 1. Fremontodendron mexicanum seeds. 
Left: a radicle has just emerged. Right: an 
untreated seed with a diameter of about 3 mm.  

A hydrated seed's diameter increases by about 
25%, and the weight doubles. For both seeds, 
the funiculus is on the right. Radicles emerge 
on the end opposite the funiculus.  

 

Figure 2. A lightly sanded seed showing a thin 
impermeable layer on the outside of the seed 
coat.  



 

 

 

Figure 3. A more heavily sanded seed has been 
penetrated through the seed coat. Penetrating 
this deeply can produce radicles with square 
tips.  

 

Figure 4. Seedling begins to emerge from a 
white "sheath" around the cotyledons.  

 

Figure 5. Cotyledon leaves a week after 
germination. 



 

 

 

Figure 6. A 4"Fremontodendron at four 
months age.  
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