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Xylococcus bicolor, or Mission Manzanita, is a common chaparral shrub in San Diego Country. 
Like its relatives, the true Manzanitas, it has a smooth reddish brown bark, and it tends to be 
evergreen even during hot summer months. They grow slowly and survive fire by resprouting. 
Xylococcus is most common in San Diego County and northern Baha California.  

Xylococcus was originally considered a Manzanita, but it was later separated into its own genus, 
Xylococcus , which it occupies by itself. Xylococcus is truly unique, and old growth Mission 
Manzanitas form some of the most beautiful stands of small trees you can find in the chaparral’s 
elfin forest. 

Xylococcus has drawn a lot of attention in recent years because there have been few observations 
of Xylococcus seedlings. Some express doubt that Xylococcus is capable of reproducing from 
seeds any more. However, Xylococcus seeds are clearly viable. If you separate seeds from the 
stones, a large fraction will germinate in a few weeks.  

Xylococcus seed structure 

Xylococcus and Manzanita both produce similar looking berries, which they can hold on the 
plant for a long time. Xylococcus seeds remain on the plant for a long time, 1.5 years or more. 
Manzanita and Xylococcus berries are roughly the same size, and they both have a thin edible 
flesh surrounding a stone with up to 5 seeds. A key difference is the construction of the stones. 
Manzanita stones tend to cleave into five separate hard-shelled seeds, shaped like orange 
sections. Xylococcus seeds are more difficult to break apart, but when they do break, they tend to 
cleave in planes through the center of the seeds, releasing them.  

Extracting seeds 

The first step to getting the seeds out of the berries is to remove the berry's outer fruit. The 
easiest way to do this is to place Xylococcus berries in a blender with water and let it run. This 
can take a while because the fruit is also relatively tough. A blender does not appear to do any 
damage to the stones. When the stones are mostly free of flesh, rinse them and let them dry.  
Seeds can hang on the plant for more than a year, and these seeds are more likely to break apart 
in a blender.  

The next step is the hard part. Xylococcus stones (Figs. 1 and 2) are hard and brittle. I break them 
open with sharp, pointed wire cutters. The stone’s cleavage planes are visible if sufficient outer 
flesh is removed (Fig. 1). Cutting along these planes seems to produce the largest number of 
undamaged seeds (Fig. 3).   

Soaking the stones in water for a few days softens the stone, which makes them less brittle. 
However, the softened stones deform more before they break apart, and the deformation 
produces more damage to the seeds. Dry stones, which are hard and brittle, release the most 
intact seeds. 

Stratification 



Xylococcus seeds germinate in a few weeks when stratified at 55°F, but they germinate more 
slowly and at a lower rate at 45°F and not at all at room temperature. Before stratifying them, 
soak them in dilute hydrogen peroxide (0.3%) and copper soap. These reduce losses to pathogens 
and the soaking accelerates germination by a few days.   

Seeds are stratified by laying them on top of a moist germination media consisting of sifted 
potting soil (Fig. 4). Seeds are kept at a controlled temperature in a refrigerator in small plastic 
containers. Thermoelectric wine coolers could do this job. Seed germination was signaled when 
radicles appeared (Fig. 5), at which point individual seeds were moved to pots.  

Seedling growth 

Cotyledons lift out of the soil in a few weeks (Fig. 6), and in another week or so a thin sheath 
falls off (Fig. 7) and the cotyledons open up. True leaves emerge a few weeks later (Fig. 8). In 
two months (Fig. 9), seedlings are about 5 cm tall. 

Xylococcus seedlings are delicate, and I have had trouble getting them to grow. I have 
germinated hundreds of seedlings with only a few tens that have grown as many as six true 
leaves.   
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Figure 1. Xylococcus stones. 
The bottom two stones show the 
berries' attachment points. The 
opposite ends (top two stones) 
present visible cleavage lines.  

Figure 2. Broken stones. The 
bottom left is a horizontal 
section showing five seeds. 

Cavities in the other three are 
where seeds were released. 

Figure 3. Xylococcus seeds. 
Seeds fall easily out of 

broken stones. The blue line 
is 10 mm long. 

  

 

Figure 4. Seeds stratifying on 
top of some potting soil. 

Figure 5. A seed with an 
emerging radicle. 

Figure 6. Seedling rising 
above the soil.  

 



   
Figure 7. The cotyledons are 

surrounded by a sheath, which 
falls off in a few days.  

Figure 8. Seedling with the 
first true leaves, one month 

old.  

Figure 9. Seedling with fifth 
set of true leaves, about two 

months old. 

 

  

 


