
Mermaids Purses as Dispersers of Seed 

Dtrrir~g the surnrner 1969 the shores of Strrtsey II'ABLL; 1 
were regularly searched and records made of the ,S~erlr from r n ~ r m a i d  pr19 \ P )  of 1 1 1 ~  \It(l(e 
driltirlg diaspores. T h e  results o1)tainecl indicated liclla O c ~ f i ,  
that rather few seeds were tarried by sea c u r r e i ~  ts "2 &I 

Y1 

during the summer months. I t  was ho~ \~eve r ,  w - 5 
U O P, 

notecl that during May a number of "mermaids' 2 Y1 5 - L. p) 

8 " a  
purses", the capsulated egg of the sltate Rnlcr. 8 k 5 -3 

L 
Oafi.r, drifted ashore. When these were inspected 2 Yd vI & G? 

a number of seed were obseivecl attached to the 1 A g l o b ~ l ~ n  re t ) (? l~  (1.) I$e'l[lv* (; 

- 
rought outer surface of the "purses". T h e  chit i-  

- Plaltt 8 
9 - - 

12011s material of the purser was somewhat shedd- 
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- - 6 
ecl irito thin bristles which the seeds stuck to. - - I 

Some ol the seed were hairy which even in- 6 - - 

creased the adhesion effect. T h e  seed cliscoverecl (j I : l ~ r n ~ l \  (11e71(lr111s 1, 

or] the purses Tvere identified and counted. They Agrol'yl 0" 1 etuply 5plkelri 
- P~l(~lll11l ~l l~~il~11ll l  (7y11. ~ ~ 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 ~ 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 )  I 

are listed in table 1 according to species and 
I ~ l ~ , l l l l l s  (lT(,l 1 

quantity o f  seed per puuse. 0 A ~ I  olqwon te1)r.n s 1 

10 1.1) i ~ l u \  ~ I ~ ~ I Z ~ I ~ I I \  1 ~lnlndtulc L~I I?OI ) \ I \  

Exc e ~ t  for one infertile l rui t  o f  (:at  ex the seed I 1  AsTOl")>'T~))l r ~ ' f I P ? l \  I 

found attacheel to the merl~iaicl purses were a11 
of grass species, ~vhicli are common in It eland. 
These Tvere A g t  opyron t epen \, E1yrr~rr.c aren- 
a t z r r . ~ ,  Phlerbrn ~ o r n r r ~ 7 r t a t r i m ,  and A l o p r t r l ? z t \  

genitrdotru, However, only E l y r n l i ~  (nrena?irl.r is 
found growing on  the rmaller islands ol the 
Westrnail archipelago (Fridriksron and Johnsen, 
1967). But  all are found growing on the largest 
island, Heimaey (Johnsen, 1939) as well as 011 

the mainland of Iceland. All but  P h l e r i r n  t om-  
ml~~at lrrn  are, for exarnple, found on the south- 
err1 coast near the village Stokkseyri (Fridrikrsoli 
et al. 1970). 

I t  must be presumed that the seeds and purses 
got in contact on some neighbouring coast, lvhere 
the seed got attached, anel where lroin they were 
disr~ersed to Surtsey by the "rnerm;lid purses". 

T h e  shortest possible distzui~ce ot dispersal for 
this collection of seed, ~vh ich  were attached to 

12 - - 3 
I3 L:‘/)IIII 11,s nre?rtr~iri.\ 2 
14 Agro$)yrorr rej)e~~,s  35 
- I : ' ~ ~ I I I I I , S  ctrel~arircs 3 
15 Agrol>)~ro?, repens I 

I6 - - 2 

17 - - I 
- Aloper~rrr~s geizic11lrtlr1,s I, .  1 

18 Agrof~yroir I . ~ ~ ) P I I S  4 
1') - - 4 
- k;lyl~r 11s n r e ~ ~ n r i ~ ~ s  2 
20 A g ~ ~ 1 I ) ~ r o n  repells 4 
21 - - 18 

- Cnrex sp. 1 irifcrtilc seed 
22 Agropyi.orz ref1e1r.s 1.1 
- 61yit1~is crre7rrtritis 4 
- Alopecur11.s ge11icrlln111.s I 
29 A g r o & ~ ~ o ? ~  ref~errs 3 
- I:'ly1?11rs (irennrirrs 7 
- A1ofierrtrrt.s genicr~la11l.s I 

Total 1ium1,cr o f  seecls 131 

Avcl.;ige nutnbel. of seed per purse 5-6 
- 

the purses, is that Iron1 Heimaey to Surtsey, * s0111e of t l ~ e  A g t o j ~ ~ ~ ~ o ~ ~  seed lesclnble ttlnt of A. ilnrhy- 

clistarlce of 20 km. c c j i ~ Z r 1 1 1 ~  (I.ink), but they ale prob,~l)ly ‘111 A .  lebens (1.) Beauv. 



Mctrnaicl pulses from Surtsey covcrccl with serd. 

i\ mertriaicl purse fro111 Surtsey, covcrctl with seed. 



I t  has long been known that fishes may eat seed 
and thus take part in their dispersal. Darwin 
already experirrlented with feeding seed to fish, 
and some seed are used as bait to lure fish with. 
O n  the other lland, it is not previously known 
that fish eggs can also act as dirpersers 01 seed. 
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