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Sesbania punicea (Cav.) Benth. 

Common Name: Rattlebox; purple sesban
Synonymy: Daubentonia punicea (Cav.) DC., Piscidia punicea Cav.
Origin: South America
Botanical Description: Deciduous, woody shrub or small tree to 3 m 
(10 ft) tall (possibly to 5 m; 16 ft) with a widely branched, spread-
ing crown; young stem tips with silky white hairs. Leaves alternate, 
even-pinnately compound, to 30 cm (12 in) long, often drooping; 
petioles to 2 cm (0.8 cm) long; leaflets 10-12 pairs per leaf, oblong 
to elliptic, to 3 cm (1.1 in) long and 1 cm (0.4 in) wide; margins 
entire, bases tapered, tips rounded with a small pointed tip; leaflet 
stalks usually pubescent. Flowers showy, pea-like, to 2.5 cm (1 in) 
long, sepals reddish, petals red orange, borne on long, axillary clus-
ters of 5-30 flowers. Fruit a four-winged pod, dark brown or red-
dish brown, oblong, to 8 cm (3.1 in) long, with a sharp, beaked tip; 
containing 4-8 flattened, reddish brown, kidney-shaped seeds.
NOTE: Distinguish from other Sesbania species by its bright red 
flowers.
Ecological Significance: Widely cultivated as an ornamental and  
collected in Florida as early as 1927 (MOBOT). Naturalized in over 
15 conservation areas across Florida (Gann et al. 2001, FLEPPC 
2002), and common along roadsides and in wet ditches. Also colo-
nizes wet pinelands, mesic hardwood forest edges, and upland dis-
turbed sites (FLAS, FTG, Gann et al. 2001). Dense monocultures 
reported from swampy areas in Jennings State Forest and Shingle 
Creek Preserve, and along freshwater rivers in Hamilton County 
(FLEPPC 2002). Invades natural areas from Topsail Hill State Park 
in the Panhandle to Bahia Honda State Park in the Florida Keys 
(FLEPPC 2002). Spread throughout South Africa in just over 25 
years; noted as weedy by 1966 and rapidly invading native vegeta-
tion, forming dense thickets in forests, agricultural areas, wetlands, 
and along riverbanks (Hoffmann and Moran 1988). By 1985, it was 
one of the most significant weeds on the African Cape, forming 
impenetrable monocultures of “densely shaded woodlands” with 
interlocking canopies, and excluding all other plants from the un-
derstory (Hoffman and Moran 1988). Dense stands obstruct wa-
ter flow in rivers, especially during flooding, and cause erosion 
and destruction of streambeds (MacDonald and Richardson 1986, 
Hoffman and Moran 1988). Three weevils introduced for biocon-
trol in South Africa have reduced populations and slowed invasion 
rates dramatically (Hoffman and Moran 1998). Considered a highly  
invasive species in tropical regions of the world (Binggeli et al. 1999) 

and prohibited in South Africa and parts of Australia (Csurhes and 
Edwards 1998, Henderson 2001). Produces nitrogen-fixing root 
nodules (Rana and Krishnan 1995) that may alter soil nutrient dy-
namics and confer an advantage over native species (Cronk and 
Fuller 1995). Seed extracts cause strong allelopathic effects which 
may explain formation of dense, monocultural stands in natural 
vegetation (van Staden and Grobbelaar 1995). Unpalatable to many 
herbivores (Cronk and Fuller 1995) and all parts of the plant are 
toxic, especially the seeds (Duncan et al. 1955, Powell et al. 1990)
Distribution: Herbarium specimens documented from 40 counties 
throughout Florida (Wunderlin and Hansen 2002). Also reported 
from Hamilton, Martin, Monroe, Osceola, and Walton counties 
(FLEPPC 2002). Naturalized in 11 states from Florida to central 
Texas and northward to North Carolina (Reed 1964), and recently 
found in California (USDA NRCS 2002). A serious weed in South 
Africa, Lesotho, and Zimbabwe, and weedy in Mauritius (ILDIS 
2002). Targeted for removal from commercial production by FNGA/
TBWG growers associations (FNGA 2001).
Life History: Fast growing, reaches reproductive maturity in two 
years, and produces abundant seed (Hoffman and Moran 1998), 
however trees only live 10-13 years (Hoffman and Moran 1991). 
Thrives in moist or mucky areas, slow-moving water, bogs, wet-
lands, and damp sandy loam. Produces adventitious roots when 
lower stems are flooded (Vandaveer 2002). Tolerates full sun to 
partial shade, is moderately salt tolerant, and will withstand brack-
ish water (Bezona et al. 2001, Knox and Black 2000). Hardy to 
-12.2°C (10°F) and may withstand short, hard freezes. Seeds are 
highly viable and germinate rapidly (Graaf 1982), however they are 
short-lived and may decay within 3-4 years (Graaf and van Staden 
1984). Seeds may remain viable and dormant in soil for 2 years or 
more due to hard, protective coating; seed coat-induced dormancy 
is broken by fluctuations in environmental factors, especially tem-
perature and moisture (Graaf and van Staden 1987). Germination 
rates of 96% in dry-stored seeds; germination increased at 30-35°C 
(86-95°F); greater temperature fluctuation led to higher germina-
tion; seeds buried to 20 cm (8 in) were still viable (78% germina-
tion) after 12 weeks (Graaf and van Staden 1987). Seeds are water 
dispersed (Hoffman and Moran 1998); buoyant pods may spread 
long distances along watercourses and threaten riverside vegetation 
(Cronk and Fuller 1995).
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