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Abstract 

On 13 September 2017, LMN discovered an intact Persian Walnut Juglans regia L. 

measuring 39mm total length and 30mm maximum diameter stranded on Fanore Beach, Fanore 

Mor, County Clare (53.119653
o
N 9.288190

o
W), on the Atlantic coast of western Ireland. On 9 

March 2019, LMN discovered another intact specimen of J. regia measuring 41mm total length 

and 29mm maximum diameter stranded at Goilin, Carrowntedaun, Lahinch, County Clare 

(53.119959
o
N, 9.288165

o
W). The specimens represent the first known records of stranded J. 

regia walnuts from Irish maritime shores. The occurrence and possible provenance of stranded 

J. regia walnuts on Irish and other North Atlantic maritime shores is reviewed. 
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Introduction 
The Persian Walnut (Juglans regia L.) is one of the most economically important trees 

cultivated worldwide, primarily for its nutritious nuts and high-quality hard-wood timber 

(Boriss et al., 2006; Taha and Al-Wadaan, 2011; Smith, 2020). During 2018, total global 

production of in-shell walnuts amounted to 3.66 million tonnes. Although 53 countries 

contributed to total world production, the top five accounted for 81.5%: viz. China (43.3%), 

U.S.A. (16.7%), Iran (11.2%), Turkey (5.9%) and Mexico (4.4%) <http://www.fao.org/faostat/ 

en/ #search/walnut>. California accounts for 99% of the U.S.A.’s J. regia walnut production, 

centred in the Sacramento and San Joaquin valleys (Hartshorn, 1999; Boriss et al., 2006; 

Bernard et al., 2018). The main production states in Mexico include Chihuahua, Sonora, 

Coahuila, Durango and Nuevo Leon. 

It is generally accepted that after the last glaciation, J. regia survived in almost completely 

isolated stands in central Asia (Aradhya et al., 2007; Dong et al., 2017; Mu et al., 2017; Vischi 

et al., 2017; Bai et al., 2018; Zhang et al., 2019; Song et al., 2020), and that ancient humans 

subsequently dispersed the species both eastwards across Asia and westwards to Europe via 

trade and cultural expansion (Pollegioni et al., 2014, 2015, 2017).  
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J. regia was introduced to the U.K. during the late 1600s (Kerr, 1993; Hemery et al., 2005; 

Johnson and More, 2006), and to the Americas by Spanish missionaries during the late 1700s, 

where it thrives in sub-tropical regions of Chile and California (Tomás, 2000). One of the 

oldest walnut trees in Ireland, a massive specimen of J. regia growing in the grounds of Saint 

Mary’s Priory, Tallaght, Dublin, where it is colloquially known as Saint Maelruan’s Tree, is 

thought to have been planted around 1760. Although the tree was struck by lightning during 

1795 and split into several parts, it survived, and after 260 years still produces nuts in 

abundance (Zucchelli, 2016) (Plates 1-3). Several varieties, cultivars and hybrids of J. regia are 

well established under ambient conditions in the National Botanic Gardens in Dublin (Anon, 

2017).  

The Persian Walnut is a large long-lived monoecious tree, reaching a maximum height and 

crown width of 35m and 900m
2
 respectively, a trunk diameter and circumference of up to 3m 

and 11.5m respectively, and a deep rooting system extending down to 6–7m and 12m laterally, 

characteristics which impart significant drought and stress tolerance. Walnut trees grow 

primarily in a humid temperate climate so that those found in tropical latitudes are restricted to 

rather high altitudes with good rainfall, while those found in arid regions are restricted to the 

canyons of streams (Manning, 1957; Wani et al., 2014, 2016). 

The fruit is drupe-like and spherical, with a green, dehiscent pericarp (husk), which releases a 

single nut (endocarp) when mature. The hard light brown oblong nut, round in cross section, is 

covered with shallow irregular grooves, and measures 30-50mm in length and 25-30mm in 

width; the apex is short and minute-pointed, and the base flat or tapered. The nut contains an 

edible kernel (seed) covered with a thin, yellow to brown papery layer (pellicle) (Gunn and 

Dennis, 1999; Molnar et al., 2011). 

 

Persian Walnuts Juglans regia stranded on Irish and NW European maritime shores 
On 13 September 2017, LMN discovered an intact Persian Walnut Juglans regia L. 

measuring 39mm total length and 30mm maximum diameter stranded on Fanore Beach, Fanore 

Mor, County Clare (53.119653
o
N 9.288190

o
W), on the Atlantic coast of western Ireland. On 9 

March 2019, LMN discovered another intact specimen of J. regia measuring 41mm total length 

and 29mm maximum diameter stranded at Goilin, Carrowntedaun, Lahinch, County Clare 

(53.119959
o
N, 9.288165

o
W) (Plates 4-5). The current specimens represent the first known 

records of J. regia walnuts stranded on Irish maritime shores. The occurrence and possible 

provenance of stranded J. regia walnuts on Irish and other North Atlantic maritime shores is 

reviewed. 



Bulletin of the Irish Biogeographical Society Number 44 (2020) 

 

 

 104 

Discussion 
Although Persian Walnuts are generally thought to be naturally dispersed by gravity and 

animals (Ridley, 1930; Grimshaw, 2003; Van der Ham, 2012), and for millennia by humans 

(Pollegioni et al., 2014, 2015, 2017), they usually have good floatation properties, and some 

may also be dispersed by water (hydrochory). However, hydrochorously dispersed walnuts are 

unlikely to be viable because they are not completely waterproof; the sutures between the two 

halves of the nut eventually allow the penetration of both fresh and salt water, thus killing the 

seed (Gunn, 1968). Nevertheless, during flood conditions, some walnuts are inevitably carried 

down rivers and out to sea where they drift in ocean currents for various periods of time before 

either sinking or stranding.  

The maximum reported floatation period for J. regia walnuts under test conditions in sea 

water is 15 months (Gunn and Dennis, 1999; Nelson 2000; Perry and Dennis, 2010). Although 

it is generally considered that stranded J. regia walnuts were probably discarded locally, 

considering the estimated time interval for passive eastward long-range dispersal of drift objects 

from south-eastern U.S.A. to Western Europe, ranging from at least 14 to 18 months (Quigley et 
al., 2016), and the long-term potential floatation properties of J. regia walnuts (15 months), it is 

conceivable that some specimens could have originated somewhere along the eastern coast of 

North America, and passively drifted via the Gulf Stream and North Atlantic Drift to western 

Ireland and/or other NW European shores. 

In the NW Atlantic, J. regia walnuts are not uncommonly found stranded on maritime 

beaches in the Gulf of Mexico, including the Yucatan Peninsula (Mexico), Texas, and south-

eastern Florida (Gunn, 1968; Gunn and Dennis, 1999; Gunn et al., 1984; Sullivan, 2004; Perry 

and Dennis, 2010). Stranded J. regia walnuts have also been reported from California, on the 

Pacific coast of the U.S.A. (Ebbesmeyer, 1977).  

In the NE Atlantic, stranded J. regia walnuts are commonly found along the Dutch coast but 

are generally considered to be either of local origin or discarded imported walnuts (Brochard 

and Cadée, 2005; Van der Ham et al., 2013). Cadée (1996, 1997) discussed the human factors 

and palaeontological implications that need to be considered when interpreting the potential 

provenance of stranded non-native drift seeds. Stranded ‘walnuts’ were reported from the 

Norwegian coast during the early 1880s, but Alm (2003) considered that these may have been 

stranded tropical Sea Hearts (Entada gigas L.).  

Paul Gainey (pers. comm.) remarked that over the years he had spotted at least five J. regia 

walnuts stranded on the north coast of Cornwall (U.K.), mostly from Perranporth and at least 

one from Gwithian Sands. He also related that over the last 5-6 years Chris Easton had seen 

three specimens at Perranporth, most recently during June-July 2020. Over the same period, 

Tracey Williams recorded a stranded specimen near Newquay. On 13 March 2019, Terena 
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Hillary discovered two specimens stranded at Perranporth, along with several tropical seeds, 

including two Grey Nickar Nuts (Guilandina bonduc L.), one Horse-Eye Bean (Mucuna sp.), 

and two Morning Glory (Ipomoea-type) seeds. On 21 March 2019, Terena Hillary recorded 

another stranded specimen of J. regia at Perranporth, along with three G. bonduc, one Mucuna 
sp., two Ipomoea-type seeds, three E. gigas, one Starnut (Astrocaryium sp.), and one Violet Sea 

Snail (Janthina janthina (L.)). The stranding of three J. regia walnuts in Cornwall and another 

in County Clare over a two week period during March 2019 suggests that these four walnuts 

may have arrived in U.K. and Irish waters around the same time. The co-occurrence of several 

species of tropical drift seeds along with three J. regia walnuts in Cornwall during March 2019 

strongly suggests that all of these disseminules may have originated from the same general 

region in the western tropical Atlantic. 

Despite several years of regular beachcombing along the County Clare coast, LMN has only 

recently found two specimens of stranded J. regia walnuts. Similarly, Rosemary Hill and Sabine 

Springer (pers. comm.) have never found any stranded specimens either in the southwest 

(County Kerry) or on the north coast of County Clare respectively. Dan Minchin (pers. comm.) 

recalled having occasionally found stranded J. regia walnuts on the Irish coast during the 1990s. 

Although the dearth of published records from the Irish, U.K. and other NW European countries 

may be related to a lack of recording effort, it  is more likely due the perception (possibly 

erroneous), that all stranded J. regia walnuts were locally discarded. 

Although it is possible that genetic analyses may reveal the origin of stranded walnuts, they 

are unlikely to explain the mechanisms as to how they arrived on maritime shorelines, perhaps 

several thousand miles from where they were originally growing. Considering the widespread 

cultivation and international trade in J. regia, it is possible that stranded J. regia walnuts could 

be derived from many different regions in either the Old or New World. However, considering 

their long-term flotation properties, it is possible that some walnuts stranded on NW European 

shores may represents true trans-Atlantic drifters, most likely from the Atlantic coast of Mexico, 

the world’s fifth largest producer of J. regia walnuts. If genetic techniques revealed that the 

Fanore walnuts were of Mexican origin, it might lend some support to the peregrine hypothesis, 

but they still may have been imported into Ireland from Mexico and discarded locally. 

At least twenty two extant species of walnut (Juglans) are currently recognised worldwide 

<www.theplantlist.org>. Four species of stranded walnuts have now been recorded from Irish 

maritime shores: Jamaican Walnut (J. jamaicensis C. DC.), Black Walnut (J. nigra L.), White 

Walnut (J. cinerea L.), and Persian Walnut (J. regia) (Quigley et al., 2016, 2020; Quigley and 

Minchin, 2019; Quigley and McNamara, 2020; this paper). The Japanese Walnut (J. ailantifolia 
Carrière) and California Black Walnut (J. californica S.Watson) have also been recorded from 

the Dutch coast (Van der Ham et al., 2013, 2014).  
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PLATE 1. General views of Saint Maelruan’s Persian Walnut Tree (Juglans regia) in the 

grounds of Saint Mary’s Priory, Tallaght, Dublin, Ireland, 2 July 2019. Photographs 
©
 D. T. G. 

Quigley. 
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PLATE 2. General views of Saint Maelruan’s Persian Walnut Tree (Juglans regia) in the 

grounds of Saint Mary’s Priory, Tallaght, Dublin, Ireland, 2 July 2019. Photographs 
©
 D. T. G. 

Quigley. 
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PLATE 3. The fruit of Saint Maelruan’s Persian Walnut Tree (Juglans regia) in the grounds of 

Saint Mary’s Priory, Tallaght, Dublin, Ireland, 2 July 2019. Photographs 
©
 D. T. G. Quigley. 

Top: Walnut fruits. Bottom: Predated walnut fruits and nuts. 
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PLATE 4. Persian Walnut (Juglans regia). Left: Fanore Beach, Fanore Mor, County Clare, 13 

September 2017. Right: Goilin, Carrowwntedaun, Lahinch, County Clare 9 March 2019. 

Photographs 
©
 Liam McNamara. 

 

 
 

PLATE 5. Persian Walnuts (Juglans regia) from County Clare. Left: apical view. Middle: 

lateral view. Right: basal view. Photographs 
©
 Liam McNamara. 


