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Widgeon Grass (Ruppia maritima) is an aquatic vascular plant (Ruppiaceae) which has been the source for rare balls of plant
material found at the shores of lakes on four continents. In North America, the lakes involved were in North Dakota, Oregon,
and now northern and southern Saskatchewan. The formation of the balls has not been observed in nature, but similar balls
have been produced in other studies with Posidonia or Turtle Grass (Hydrocharitaceae) fibers under the wavelike action in a
washing machine. Our samples are from a saline lake in southern Saskatchewan (49oN), and an over 40-year-old sample from
an unknown lake north of the boreal transition zone (52oN). Comparisons of the plant material with herbarium specimens
confirm that the balls are almost entirely comprised of Ruppia maritima, with minor items including invertebrate animal parts,
sand pebbles and feathers. The context in which the material was found is consistent with the proposition that they are formed
by Ruppia inflorescences breaking apart, drifting to near shore due to wind and being rolled into balls by wave action.
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sts to a wide-
spread, even if rare, occurrence of these balls. The
names also attest to a degree of fascination; a curiosity
likely enhanced by the unpredictable occurrence of
these structures in nature.

Sample Sources
Our collection includes six balls of plant material in

two sets. One set was located at Sandoff Lake (49°00'N,
104°18'W) in the Lake Alma Upland within the Mis-
souri Coteau of south-central Saskatchewan. Sandoff
Lake is a 1 km

2
saline lake in a hill-and-dale landscape.

Sandoff Lake has no above-ground outflow, and lies in
the Missouri-Mississippi River drainage (Fung et al.
1999). As is typical of many saline lakes, it is probably
fed through ground water in addition to runoff and
springs visible on the lake’s shore. Sandoff Lake goes

eum in Regina (RSM
Accession 17443).

Results and Discussion
More than 50 plant balls were first found on 6

July 2001 by JKS along the southeastern shore of
Sandoff Lake (Figure 1) where the prevailing winds
are northwesterly. The balls were scattered in a band
approximately 3 m wide and 100 m long, at the high
water mark where the pebbly shore merges with short-
grass prairie. The balls were still present, although more
encrusted in salt, on 30 June 2003. Their position in a
single layer, similarity in salt or algal coverage and
slightly compressed form suggests that only one genera-
tion of such balls occurred during the three years. Their
position at the upper reaches of the shore suggests that
the balls may have been washed there during strong
winds but not returned to the lake with the receding
water during calmer weather. A walk around the lake re-
vealed two sets of balls on the east but none on the west
(primarily upwind) shore.

Analysis of the material in the two sets of balls
showed that they were composed mainly (greater than
95%) of Ruppia inflorescence stems, peduncles, and

114


