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Double coconut - A unique giant palm 
from Seychelles. 

The double coconut is a unique palm endemic to the Seychelles islands. These 
palm trees can live up to 1,000 years and bear the largest fruits and leaves in 
the entire plant kingdom. The plant is very slow growing as the palm seed takes 
2 years to germinate and double coconut fruit is reported to take 6-7 years to 
develop. The palm possesses a unique water harvesting system as the la rge 
leaves catch water and channel it to their stalks, or petioles, which are scoop­
shaped like rain gutters and in this way, soil beneath the palm is kept moist while 
the distant soils are drier. Various fruit parts are used in traditional systems of 
medicine besides other use of palm-products. Traditionally, there was a practice 
of presentation of double coconut as a gift among the members of royal family as 
a symbol of prosperity. Until recently, the double coconut fruit-seeds were traded 
illegally due to high demand in the international market. Due to habitat loss and 
over-collection, the double coconut palm is considered endangered by IU CN Red 
List of Threatened Species. In India, the 125-year-old female double coconut tree , 
the lone specimen in India is dying and scientists are trying to save th e palm as 
well as its maturing fruits. 

TH E Co co-de-Mer pa lm Lodoicea maldivica, com monly 
known as sea coconut, dou ble coconut or love nut is a 

unique pal m endemic to Seychelles. As the nam e implies 
the nu ts of double coconut look like two coconut joined 
together, side by side . T he importance of th is pa lm comes 
from the fact that it bears the larges t and the heaviest seed 
in the plant kingdom . T hey have an extremely slow life 
history, and the longest surviving pal m is estim ate d to be 
more th an 350 years old . 

T he genus Lodoicea is one of the four palm genera 
in the subtribe Lataniinae of th e tr ibe Borasseae. I t is a 
monotypic genus once Widespread to two small islands 
namely Praslin and Curieuse in Seychelles but no w 
persists in on ly four ma in semi-connected populations 
at Vallee de Mai , Fond Peper, and Fond Ferdinand on 
Praslin, and also on Curieuse Island due to re introduction. 
These palms form th e major flora of the pa lm forest in 
these islands, surviving th rough th eir innate mec han ism 
of water harvesting. 

T he pa lm is d ioecious, with the male plant growing 
25-35 m tall and the females shorter with an approximate 
heigh t of 20 m. The male inflorescen ces are massive , 
catkin-like spikes 1.2-1.8 m long and 8-10 em wide and 
are usually unbranched . These spikes are packed with 
male flowers which are spirally arranged clusters of 60-70 
flower s within deep pit -like structures formed by leathery 
modified bracts . The fema le spikes are sim ilar in size to 
those of the male and bear 5-13 flowers of about 5 em in M ole Inflorescence of Lodoiceo moldivico 
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Seed of Lodoicea maldivica Hal f hus ked dou ble coconut Freshl y dehusked seed of 
with seed Lod oicea maldivica 

diamete r. The m atur e inflorescences of double coconu t 
have the aroma of ho ne y and these flowers are pollinated 
by ende mic lizards like gecko which inhabits the na tur al 
habita t o f the palms. Pro bably pollination by wind and 
rain are also imp ortan t. 

The massive fru it of do uble coconut is repo rted to take 
(j-t years to develop. The fruit is b ilobe d, fla ttened , 40 
to 50 em long, ovoid , and pointed . At matur ity, the fruit 
weighs about 25 kg, the largest fru it in the plan t kingd om. 
O nly on e seed per fru it usually develops to matur ity. T he 
seed is composed mostly of a huge store of hard, white 
endospe rm, though a substan tial part of the seed volume 
is tak en up by a ce ntra l hollow. T he size of the seed is 
around 2 ~ em by 30 em , an d the fresh weigh t of seeds 
va ries from 0.5 to 13.4 kg. 

T he seed s appear to have no mechan ism for dispersal, 
as the heav y nuts sink in wate r and the fl attened shape 
preve nts it from ro lling off to a lon g-distance through 
the sea . T his might be the reason why the palms are 
found in very limited natural habitats an d the name sea 
cocon ut. T he tough fi b rous mesocarp is impor tant in 
allowing the seed to fall unharmed, even upon a rock. 
In na tural populations, fem ale trees typi cally bear 2-9 
developi ng nuts across several in fl orescences at a time 
though cultiva ted trees ca n bear as many as 60 nuts. 

A do uble 
coco nu t s ee d 
m a y t ake u p 
to two y e a r s to 
germ in ate. Dur ing 
se ed germi natio n , 
t h e apex of the 
cot yled on remain s 
within the seed and 
develops into a vast 
hau storium wh ich 
g ra d ua lly b reak s 
down and absorbs 
the endo sperm over 
a period of up to 

four years. Like other bo rasso id palm s. the species exhibits 
remot e, non-ligu lar germ inatio n, in whi ch the plumule 
develops a t some distan ce from th e see d because of the 
Formation o f an extended cotyledon ary axis sometim es 
referred to as the ' rope ' with its tip com prising a cavity 
con taining the embryo. T he emb ryo sits in the sinu s 
betwee n the two lobes. At first, the axis exhi bits a positive 
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Ge rm in at ing shoot of 
Lodoicea maldivica 

geotropism so that the embryo is buried to depth and then 
it ex ten ds horizontally in the soil, with the resu lt that the 
seedling becom es estab lished from th e see d itself. 

i\ re markable feature of young p lants is the eno rm ous 
size of the ir leaves and the grea t length of their petioles, 
these be ing especially elongated when gr owing benea th 
the canopy. A new leaf is produced pr oxi mately every 
260 days. Th e large lea ves catch water an d channel it to 
thei r stalks, or peti oles, which are scoo p-shaped like rain 
gutters. The water runs down each gu tter to the base of the 
petio le, which is split wher e it atta che s to the tru nk. This 
is a un ique wa ter ha rvestin g system for the palm, which 
keep s the soil beneath the palm moist while the distant 
soils are drier. The palm leaves form a h uge funne l that 
in tercep ts any nut rient-rich detritus on the leaves (pollen, 
dead flowers , bird faeces and more) which is flushed to 
the base of the tru nk when it ra ins . In thi s way , Laodicea 
improv es its nu trient supply and that of its d ispersal 
limi ted offspring . Despite growing in nut rient-poor soils of 
SeycheJles, the palm maintai ns a high level of repr oductive 
func tion and producing vege tative tissues with ve ry low 
nutrient co ncen tratio ns. Investing so little into the foliage 
means the palm has mo re to invest in its fruit. Another 
remarkable th ing abo ut the palm is that, it seem s to be 

Leaf petiole of an adult palm 
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Seedli ng of Lodoicea maldivica 

unique in the plant kingdom in caring for the see dli ngs 
after the y germ ina te. Seedlings ben efit from growing in 
the shado w of the par ent, because the y have access to 
the more nutritious soil the re. In incre asingly h umid 
conditi on s on Sey chelles, strong selection for plants with 
the talles t seedlings happens and such see dling s establish 
successfully under the low ligh t condi tions. As a result , 
ju venile plants can reach a height of 15 m and hold their 
foliage in the fore st canopy. This cap acity to produce such 
an en ormous juvenile pl an t is rel ated in part to the large 
foo d reserves in the seed. 

Economic all y , Co co -d e-Mer nuts a re the mo st 
valu able in the world . There were incidents of double 
coconut given as a wedding gift by the gove rn men t of 
Seychelles to the UK he ir to the throne and his wife, the 
Duke, and Du ch ess of C am bridge . It is long con sidered 
an antid ote to var ious poi sons. The fruits are mad e use 
of in Ayurvedic med icin e like kashaya mridha sanjioini 
gulika, sidha medicines for d iab et es, vomiting, and also 
in traditional Chinese med icine . In historical herbal texts 
like 'Ambonese Herbal' of the 17th cen tur y, there is me ntion 
of Lodoicea as a rem ed y for treating stomach ache as well 
as acidi ty or bilious casting up of the stomach . The male 
inflorescen ce as well as the nuts themselv es have spawned 
a wid e range of commercial products such as beverages 
and pe rfumes. Various parts of double coconut were 
trad itionally used by the inha bitan ts of Pr aslin Island, 
its leaves be ing made into thatch (sewn also with thread 
made from the veins of the leaves), baskets, hats and mats , 
trunk into furn iture, cra tes and wa lking sticks, husk into 
rope, and nuts into uten sils and vessel s for water storage 
or liquor man ufac ture. The indumen tum of the young 
leaves was used for wound dr essing and stuffing pillows 
while the jelly found ins ide immature nuts was considered 
a delicacy. The ripe fruits contain a tough endocarp , used 
to make the spots on dom inoes. There has also bee n a 
tradition of making kamandals (drinking vessels) from the 
double coconut by bisecting the shell and it was believed 
that those who con sume water from the se kamandals will 
be pr otect ed from poi soning. Subsequently, sadhus started 
us ing kamandals and it got its place in religi ous ri tuals . 

Lodoicea maldioica is categorized in the IUCN Red List 
of Threaten ed Sp ecie s as endangered status to which it 
wa s recent ly upgrad ed . The major threat to the spe cies 
is long-term over -exploit ation of the nuts, whi ch has a 

Ad ul t pal m with f ru its 

Significant detrim ental effect upon natural recruitment and 
rege ne ra tion . Th e trees, which may live for up to 1000 
yea rs, are estim ated to tak e a cen tur y to reach full size 
and fur ther 25 years to reach reproductive age . The n uts 
are harvested and sold as sou ve nirs , fetchin g p rices of up 
to $400 for a poli shed spe cimen or $65 per kg for the 
kernels alone . The species has been protected and the nut 
trade legally controlled since 1995, but po aching continues 
to represent a seve re con str a int upon regeneration in the 
wild . Fire is ano the r majo r thr eat that has repeat edly 
impacted the Pr aslin Island populati on . T hese threats are 
compounded by the highly res tri cted distribution of the 
sp ecie s, du e largely to th e fac t that the nu ts are too heavy 
to roll uphill and also tha t the y sink in wa ter, rendering 
successful disper sal lim ited. 

The nuts of Coco -de-Mer, retrie ved from the sea, 
were in demand lon g before it was kn own that they came 
from Seychelles. Po tentates par ticularly interested in thei r 
p resumed aph ro disia c properties paid huge sums for the 
nuts. On the Maldive Islands, the king had e. 'elusive 
rights to all double coconuts washed ashore. In the East 
Indies, a hand was often sev ere d from tho se who did not 
surrender a newly disco vered nu t to the loc al rul er. T he 
European nobles in the sixteen th century often had shells 
of the se nu ts pol ish ed and decora ted with valuabl e jewels 
as coll ectibles for their pri vate galle ries . 

In Ind ia, onl y on e specimen tre e of Lodoicea maldioica 
exists and is maintained at Ach ar ya J aga dish C hand ra 
Bose Indian Botanic Garden (AJ CBIBG), Botanical Survey 
of India (BSI), Kolkata, West Ben gal. T he see ds obtained 
from Seychelles in 1894 were used to raise the palm . The 
plant grew into a femal e palm and successful artificial 
poll ination was carried out in August 2013 with th pollen 
obtained from Non g Nooch Tropical G arden , T hailand . 
At pr esent, the 125-year-old female double coconut tree , 
the lon e specim en in India is dying and scientists are 
tryin g to save the palm as well as its matu ring fru its to 
extract the seeds. 
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