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before they sink. Fruits of the tree
Parinari glaberrimum often journey
from the South Pacific to northern
Queensland, but never establish in

Some kinds of seeds are so well Australia, probably because the seeds
designed they can float for two- die before completing their journey.
and-a-half years or more. Tropical beach seeds sometimes ger-

minate well outside their climatic range.
Sir Joseph Banks was once sent a draw-

ing of a Nicker Nut plant grown in
l H E A M AZ I N G Ireland, and Matchbox Beans (Entada

phaseoloides) cast up in New Zealand

have been germinated and grown in
VO I A E F glasshouses. Nicker Nuts from the trop-
ics sometimes sprout on heaches in
S E A B E A N S southern Queensland but the shrubs do
not last long, probably because the tem-

perate winters are too cold.
Because their seeds are such doughty
travellers, seashore plants are often
BY TIM LOW remarkably widespread. Many of the
plants  that characterise tropical

MONG THE MOST REMARK-

able of all world trav-
ellers are the seeds of seashore plants.
Their voyages on the open oceans are
the stuff of legends. Coconuts (Cocos
nucifera) have found their way up to the
fiords of chilly Norway, and Nicker Nuts
(Caesalpinia bonduc) from the West
Indies have crossed the North Atlantic
Ocean to reach Spitzbergen, hundreds
of kilometres inside the Arctic Circle.

In Australia, tropical Nicker Nuts
sometimes wash up on our southern
shores, and one was collected on
Macquarie Island in the sub-Antarctic.
Coconuts have reached southern New
South Wales and Western Victoria.
Moreton Bay Chestnuts (Castanosper-
maum australe, produced by a riverine
rainforest tree) have journeyved from
eastern Australia to New Zealand. As
well, our northern shores receive many
international seed visitors from Asia and
the South Pacific. Captains Cook and
Bligh and other mariners found barna-
cle-encrusted Coconuts on northern
beaches long before the palms were cul-
tivated here. Some of these Coconuts
would have come from villages on the
islands of Torres Strait, but others no
doubt journeyed here from much
farther away.

Some Kkinds of seeds are so well
designed they can float for two-and-a-half
years or more, but eventually they lose
buoyancy. In deep-sea trenches near
Puerto Rico the sunken seeds of Sea
Almonds (Terminalia catappa) and man-
groves have been found below 7,500
metres of water. Seeds often die long

The largest pods in Australia are probably

the enormous ‘beans’ of the Matchbox Bean,
growing a metre or more long. The hard seeds
were sometimes hollowed out to store
matches, hence the name.
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So widely spread are the seeds of the
Goat’s-foot Convolvulus, it can be seen
growing on tropical and warm temperate
beaches throughout the world. The shoots
and taproot of this creeper are edible.

Australian beaches, including Goat's-
foot Convolvulus (Ipomoea pescaprae),
Beach Bean (Canavalia rosea), Sea
Fanflower (Scaevola taccada) and
Nicker Nut can be seen on beaches
throughout most of the tropics. The
tropical seashore flora is the most cos-
mopolitan in the world.

When such seeds appeared in Europe
long ago, they inspired myths and leg-
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ends. Columbus was supposedly driven
to discover America by the sight of sea-
borne Matchbox Beans. In 16th-century
Cornwall, sea seeds were attributed to
underwater trees, and in the Hebrides in
the 18th century, peasants wore Nicker
Nuts as amulets to ward off the evil eve.
The Crucifixion Bean (Merremia dis-
coidesperma) was especially revered
because of its cross-like pattern.

In Florida collection of heach seeds
became a serious hobby, and around the
turn of the century some jewellers spec-
ialised in polishing the seeds—known
as ‘sea beans—to a high lustre. In
Australia, beachcombers often keep
Matchbox Beans as souvenirs of tropical
holidays. These giant beans, looking like
chocolate-coated biscuits, were the
remarkable oceanic travellers in David
Attenborough's “The Secret Life of
Plants”. They are borne in dangling pods
up to 1.2 metres long.

The floating seeds of seashore plants
are often very hig—size being no barrier
to oceanic travel—and some contain
enough starch to be worth harvesting as
food. All around the tropics, Sea
Almonds and Coconuts are gathered
and eaten. Coconuts, being one of the
world’s biggest seeds, are especially
important, as a single seed is large
enough for a meal. Aboriginal groups in
northern Australia exploited a wide
range of seashore seeds and pods,
including the Grey  Mangrove
(Avicennia marina), Orange Mangrove
(Bruguiera gymmnorhiza), Velvel Bean

Part of a prized collection of beach seeds,
gathered over a 12-month period at Cape
York. The smaller grey seeds are Nicker Nuts.

(Mucuna gigantea), Matchbox Bean and
Beach Bean (none of which is edible
raw). Unripe Beach Beans were also a
food of Captain Cook during his sojourn
at Endeavour River, although the raw
seeds poisoned Governor Phillip near
Botany Bay.

If you would like to know more about
seashore seeds, consult the chapter on
flotsam in Alan and Joan Cribb’s book
Plant life of the Great Barrier Reef and
adjacent shores. These hardy travellers
of the open oceans deserve our admira-
tion and respect. Long may they sail the
open seas. ll
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