
INTRODUCTION. 

Velvet beans (1) are an extremely vigourous annual 

legume, the vines often reaching a length of f if ty feet .  The 

leaves are tr ifoliate,  with leaflets rhomboid ovate in shape and 

up to eight inches long. The flowers,which,  according to variety 

may be white or purple,  are borne in groups on long pendant 

racemes.  There are two main types of pod; one being covered with 

dense black velvety hair ,  as in the Florida variety;  while the 

other type has the pod covered with white brist ly hairs,  causing 

an intense irr itat ion of the skin in handling.  As an example of 

the lat ter  type we have the Chinese variety.  The pods of different 

varieties vary in length from two to six inches;  and also in shape,  

some being regular in form whilst  others are club shaped. The 

seed may be a flattened oval ,  or almost spherical  in shape,  and 

may be black,  brown, white or mottled in colour.  The roots are 

mostly surface roots with a main taproot about a foot long, al l  

the roots being well  supplied with nodules.  The crop is  remarka -

bly free from both fungus and insect  attack.  

I t  is  thought that  the velvet bean is  a native of India 

for cult ivated varieties of different species have been found in 

that  region. The Florida velvet bean (Stizolobium deeringianum) 

was introduced to Florida some t ime before 1875. By 1890 the 

plant was used to some extent for green manure in ci trus orchards 

in Florida.  Though there are now many cul tivated variet ies the 

common name 'velvet  bean'  is  used for al l .  The growing import­

ance of the crop may be Judged by the fact  that  the U.S.A. in 

1914, grew less than 1,000,000 acres,  whilst  in 1917 over 

5,000,000 were grown. (2).  Since Stizolobium is  primarily a 

tropical  crop, there are great  possibil i t ies for this crop in the 

tropics,  especially in regions where animal manure is  unobtaina­

ble,  and the whole of the requirements of the soil  for organic 

matter and ni trogen are obtained by the use of leguminous green 



manures (3).  Belling (4) at  the Florida Experimental  Stat ion 

has produced some early maturing variet ies and has worked on 

the occurrence of s teril i ty in the crop. That,  so far  as is  

known, has been the only work on improvement of the crop, when 

i t  was taken up at  the Imperial  College of Tropical  Agriculture 

in 1924 with the following objects in view:-

(1) To investigate as far  as possible the method of 

inheritance of various factors.  

(2) To breed out pure l ines,  from which types could be 

selected with a view to improvement of velvet  beans as a cover 

crop, as a green manure crop, as a fodder crop and last ly as a 

foodstuff.  

Shortcomings of present variet ies and possible l ines of 

Improvement.  

For whatever purpose grown, any improved type must be 

free from st inging hairs,  for with st inging hairs labour trou­

bles immediately arise.  Apart  from this st ipulation,  improved 

variet ies will  differ according to the purpose for which they 

are grown. 

(a) As a cover crop. 

The object  of growing a cover crop is  to smother weeds 

and to prevent leaching by keeping the ground covered.  To 

achieve these objects any cover crop must germinate evenly and 

rapidly,  and must grow quickly in the init ial  stages in order 

to outdo competi t ion from weeds.  When m ature the crops must 

possess large leaf area,  thus completely shading the ground; 

and also must not defoliate unti l  the pods are r ipe.  Present 

variet ies tend to germinate slowly and "move" s lowly in the 

init ial  stages,  necessitat ing one or two hand weedings before 

they take command of the situat ion; they also shed their  leaves 

two or three weeks before the pods are r ipe.  


