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Polygonum uvifera L.

General Description.—Seagrape, also known as seaside grape, bay grape, uva de playa or uvero in Spanish, raisin de la mer in French, and several other common names, is a large, low-branching shrub or small tree with thick, smooth branches and a stout trunk. It is a coastal, tropical species easily recognized by its large, thick, nearly circular leaves and long, grapelike clusters of edible, purple fruits. 

Range.—Seagrape is widely distributed along the Atlantic, Caribbean and Pacific coasts of the American tropics and subtropics between 25( N. and 10( S. latitudes (Parrotta 1994). It is believed to be native to southern Florida, the Bahamas, and the West Indies, and is currently naturalized on both coasts of Mexico from Sinaloa and Veracruz southward through Central America and South America to northern Peru and northeastern Brazil. It has been introduced as an ornamental and seashore windbreak species in Hawaii and several tropical countries in the Asia-Pacific region (National Research Council 1983). 
Ecology.—Seagrape is one of the first species to colonize sandy and rocky shores within its natural range, and is rarely found at any great distance from sea coasts (Little and Wadsworth 1964, Adams 1972). It is a drought-hardy, salt-tolerant species that grows in areas receiving between 500 and 1500 mm of rainfall with a dry season of up to 8 months (Von Carlowitz 1986). Its best growth occurs on well-drained loamy sands that are slightly to moderately alkaline in reaction. It can, however, tolerate rocky, calcareous soils and soils derived from igneous rocks, provided they are freely drained (FAO 1982). A light-demanding species, seagrape often forms dense thickets on sand dunes, and is typically associated with a number of other shrub, vine and tree species. While most commonly found in dune shrub formations, it does occur farther inland in coastal woodland formations up to 150 m in elevation in the Caribbean and elsewhere in its tropical and subtropical American range (Stoffers, 1956, Craig 1984, Gooding 1974). Throughout its range, it is susceptible to attack by a number of defoliating insect species, as well as leaf, stem, and root pathogens, though none appear to pose a serious threat to the species (USDA 1960, Spaulding 1961, Chellman 1978, Martorell 1975, National Research Council 1983, Parrotta 1994).

Reproduction.— Flowering and fruiting in seagrape usually begins when trees are 6 to 8 years old. Its small (5 mm across), fragrant, greenish-white, male and female flowers, borne on separate trees, form terminal and lateral clusters 10-23 cm in length. Flowering and fruiting may occur throughout the year, although flowering is generally concentrated between January and August and fruiting between March and October in its native Caribbean range (Little and Wadsworth 1964, Parrotta 1994). The flowers are pollinated by bees and other insects. The elliptic or egg-shaped fruits, measuring about 2 cm in diameter, are grouped in clusters resembling bunches of grapes. The fruits ripen approximately 2 months after flowering. The ripe, purple fruits contain a single, hard, elliptic seed about 1 cm long surrounded by an edible, tartly sweet pulp and a thin, fleshy covering. Fresh seed weights range from 1,000 to 1,400 seeds/kg, based on collections in Puerto Rico (Parrotta 1994). The fruits are consumed by a variety of birds that help to disperse the seeds. Natural reproduction is generally good on open coastal sites, although seedlings do not tolerate shading or competition from grasses and herbs. In the nursery, seagrape can be propagated from seed in light-textured, well-drained soils; no pretreatment is required to break seed dormancy. Seeds should be sown on or near the soil surface. Germination takes place between 18 and 50 days after sowing, and reach plantable size (15 cm tall) 4 to 5 months after sowing. It can also be propagated vegetatively by air-layering, ground-layering, and grafting, though mature wood cuttings are most commonly used to produce rooted cuttings for mass propagation of selected cultivars (FAO 1982, Parrotta 1994).

Growth and Management.—Growth rates in seagrape are strongly influenced by wind exposure; on exposed sites, heights typically increase from the windward to leeward edges of stands. On a less exposed coastal site with sandy soils receiving an annual rainfall of approximately 1500 mm in northeastern Puerto Rico, average heights of 0.9 and 2.9 m were recorded for 1- and 3-year-old plantings (Parrotta 1994). No information is available on growth rates of older trees. Under optimal conditions seagrape can attain a height of 8 to 18 m and a stem diameter of 45 to 60 cm (Record and Hess 1943). Being shade-intolerant and susceptible to competition from grasses, herbs and other woody species, planted stands should be regularly weeded until they are taller than competing vegetation.

Benefits.—Throughout its range, the wood is used as firewood and for making charcoal. The reddish-to dark-brown heartwood, distinguished from the light-brown sapwood in larger trees, is hard, close-grained, and used in turning and occasionally for furniture, inlay work and cabinetry (Gooding 1974). The edible fruits can be eaten raw, used in preserves, or fermented like grapes to make wine. The flowers yield abundant nectar, and the resulting honey is of good quality, light amber in color, with a spicy flavor (National Research Council 1983). The astringent red sap exuded from the cut bark, known commercially as West Indian or Jamaican kino, was formerly used for tanning and dyeing (Little and Wadsworth 1964, Uphof 1968). The astingent roots and bark have been used in traditional medicine in Puerto Rico and elsewhere in the Caribbean (Liogier 1990). Seagrape’s tolerance of saline soils and sea spray has made it an excellent and popular choice for ornamental plantings and coastal windbreaks. It prunes well and makes an attractive hedge.
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