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Sea Beans — World Travelers

by Cathie Katz

Sea purse (Dioclea reflexa)

Thirty years ago when I was a
young and clumsy beachcomber, I
found one of my first sea beans stuck
between my toes after I stumbled into
the sea wrack. What was it? Where
did it come from? Looking like a
miniature hamburger, this brown and
black lump seemed to have drifted in
from another planet. Other sea beans
I later found looked like gray marbles
and some looked like smooth globs of
tar. All were as hard as Brazil nuts. I
knew they weren't shells or stones as
other beachcombers suggested, but I
always found them mixed in the sea
wrack with the other beach treasures.
Did that mean they came from the
sea?

Years later when I finally came
across an out-of-print copy of World
Guide to Tropical Drift Seeds and Fruits
by Charles R. Gunn and John v. Den-
nis, 1976, (now being updated), I
learned that these pretty seeds came
from vines and trees in rain forests
and tropical countries. When the
seeds fall from their parent plants
into waterways such as the Amazon,
they drift into ocean currents where
they float, sometimes for years, until
they wash onto shores thousands of
miles away. Some drift into the giant
whirling eddy of the Sargasso Sea
and float with the Sargassum weed
for years before drifting to another
continent. all sea beans are buoyant,
which allows them to drift in seawa-
ter for long distances.

The Gulf Stream carries more than
100 species of drift seeds to Florida's

Hamburger bean (Mucuna spp.)

coast. Some of the most common are
(above from left) sea purse (Dioclea
reflexa), hamburger bean (Mucuna spp.),
sea heart (Entada gigas), and sea coconut
(Manicaria saccifera). Sea coconuts can
grow in pods of two or three as shown
here.

Two of the species that commonly
grow on Florida's coast are the bay bean
(Canavalia rosea) and the sea pearl or

Sea heart (Entada gigas)

Sea coconut (Manicaria saccifera)

nickernut (Caesalpinia bonduc), shown
below with their pods.

I've seen these two species of sea
beans growing in sandy soil around
Cape Canaveral, and I've watched as the
hard seeds fall from their pods into the
Port Canaveral inlet ... and float out to
sea, perhaps to drift to another conti-
nent. Gray nickernuts have been re-
ported on northern European beaches

Gray nickernuts (Caesalpinia bonduc), two in a pod.
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since 1605 (by French botanist Clusius).
I've also found a few yellow nickernuts
(Caesalpinia major) and a few chocolate-
brown nickernuts (C. pulcherrima), but
still not much is known about these two
colorful drifters.

Charles Darwin and Christopher
Columbus used sea beans to study the
world's currents. The sea heart suppos-
edly inspired Columbus to find new
land in the West. In the Azores, the sea
heart is called Fava de Colom (Columbus'
bean).

The seeds inside the hard outer
shell can remain viable for many
years. I've been able to sprout several
species; they grow easily and quickly
indoors, but outside they die when
temperatures drop below about 50° F.

I grew one from seed and within
a year it was taller than my house.
Every time I walked by, it reached
out to scratch me with its razor sharp
tiny spikes. It was the meanest plant
I ever had, but it kept burglars away.
When it grows on the dunes, it keeps
humans from trampling on the dune
plants.

Although I don't grow them any-
more since the vines can take over
my house, I still collect the ones I
find each Fall and polish them in a
rock tumbler. Since they've brought
me such good luck (as legend says
they will), I now pass them on to
friends to carry the message of their
exciting journey and their good luck.

Cathie Katz moved to Melbourne Beach
in 1983, and has designed and illustrated
a 1995 calendar for the Environmental
Advisory Board of Melbourne Beach and
has written and illustrated The Nature
of Florida's Beaches from Melbourne
Beach to Canaveral National Sea-
shore .
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