CREATING YOUR OWN POLLEN BANK
HAROLD KOOPOWITZ
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Press the pouch down and tear it off.
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There are different ways of collecting and storing
pollen, but I am only going to detail my method. As the
old saying goes, there is more than one way to skin a
cat, so feel free to experiment, but the method below is
what works for me.
I buy empty gelatin capsules; you can buy these at
pharmacies or health food stores and online at Amazon.com. Capsules come in different sizes, usually 0,
00 or 000. The triple zero is the largest size, and this is
what I prefer. The capsule has two parts, a larger bottom container portion and a shorter upper or cap part.
The cap fits over the lower portion and it is easy to slip
on and off so one can access the capsule many times.
Because the walls of the capsule are made from watersoluble gelatin, one must be careful to handle them
only with dry hands, and one must avoid getting them
wet or moist.
I write on the capsule with alcohol-soluble ink with
(and strongly recommend) a Sharpie® “industrial super permanent ink” marker (available from Amazon.

HE ABILITY TO STORE POLLEN allows an
orchid hybridizer increased freedom for choosing parents of a cross. Without a pollen bank,
the breeder is limited to only using two plants that are
in flower simultaneously. Orchids do not bloom every year, and even if they are dependable performers,
there can be a wide disparity in their normal flowering times. For example, I breed mini paphiopedilums.
The smallest flowers, based primarily on Paphiopedilum
charlesworthii and P. henryanum and their hybrids, start
to flower in September and October in my region. My
peak season, however, for insigne-type slippers is January, by which time the early minis have already faded
from the scene.
Storing pollen is easy and convenient, and I wonder
why so few people do it. Paphiopedilum pollen will
stay viable for at least four or five years in your refrigerator. One does not need to freeze it. Pollen from other
orchid genera can be stored similarly, but the longevity
of those is often shorter than that of slipper orchids.

The column with an anther on the side.
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not positioned properly, it can be flipped with a wooden toothpick, and then you can press the pollen against
the wall. This process can be repeated on both sides of
the column to retrieve both anthers, and you can store
both pollen masses in the same or each in a separate
capsule if you wish.
You must remove the fleshy anther wall because it
can develop a fungus that will destroy the pollen. First,
press the anther wall against the capsule wall and, using a flat toothpick or a micro-spatula, smear the waxy
pollen on the capsule wall. The pollen will form a yellowish film on the capsule wall. Then remove the fleshy
part of the anther from the capsule. Replace the capsule
cap and write the orchid’s name and any other data you
want to record directly on the exterior of the capsule.
Store the pollen capsules in a small plastic box and
place in a refrigerator (your kitchen refrigerator can be
used, if you have room) to prevent the pollen from becoming moldy. Modern refrigerators circulate dry air
which is ideal, and the pollen must be exposed to that
dry air so be sure that the container you use does not
have an airtight lid or drill holes in the lid to allow the
free movement of air. If you use a container with a tight
lid, then add a desiccant such as fresh silica gel or Dri-
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com). The pens come with different size points, and I
like the “extra fine point.” With the super permanent
marker, I have no trouble writing the name or a code
directly on the capsule, and I also include the year the
pollen is collected. Make sure you replace the cap on the
pen when it is not in use because they dry out quickly.
Remove the pouch from the flower to harvest the
pollen. It can usually be torn off with your fingers or
sliced off with a sharp blade. Once the pouch is removed, the column bearing the stamens can be easily
seen and accessed. The slipper orchids, unlike most
other orchids with one stamen, have two stamens, one
on each side at the base of the column. The part of the
stamen containing the pollen is called the anther. Each
anther is comprised of two parts: an outer fleshy wall
and an inner mass of sticky or waxy pollen.
Take an empty gelatin capsule and remove the cap,
and (here is a hint based on my experience) place the
transparent cap where you can easily find it. The bottom portion of the capsule is flexible, so gently squeeze
it to make the aperture narrower; the capsule is used
as a scoop to tear off the anther using an upwards motion. When you have torn off the anther, position the
sticky pollen against the capsule wall. If the anther is

Close up of an anther. Note the glistening pollen.
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Position the capsule around the anther
and scoop the anther into the capsule.
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erite®. A word of warning: vegetable and meat compartments are designed to contain moist air so do not store
the pollen in those compartments.
It is quite easy to build up a large collection of pollen, and that creates a problem. You don’t want to have
to sort through a few hundred capsules to find one specific pollen. I solve this partially by placing up to ten
capsules in unsealed, small, paper envelopes known as
coin envelopes available in stationery stores; the paper
allows moisture to pass through. I write either the specific name of the pollen on the envelope or the type,
e.g., standard whites, Maudiae-types, multiflorals. This
system makes it easier to locate a specific type of the
pollen. Do not store the envelopes in plastic bags because they trap moisture.
A question arises about freezing the pollen which is

possible; however, every time the freezer door opens
and the cold air flows out, the temperature of the pollen
rises. You can avoid this by storing the pollen in small
thermos flasks with the contents on a label on the flask.
I routinely freeze and store non-orchid pollen that is viable for several years if frozen. Experience shows that
pollen viability deteriorates rapidly with the number of
freeze-thaws to which the pollen is exposed. Whether
this is also true of orchid pollen, I do not know, but because the pollen stores so well in a normal refrigerator I
do not feel there is a need to freeze it.
Pollen banks give you great freedom for selecting
which crosses to make and allow you to exchange or
give pollen to other enthusiasts. It is worthwhile creating your bank if you want to be a serious orchid breeder.^

Envelopes with capsules.
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Capsule after the anther wall is removed,
the pollen smeared on the wall, and capsule labeled.
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Anther in the capsule.

Storage box with holes in the lid for air movement.
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