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Introduction: The Seed That 

Flies Like a Helicopter 

Every autumn, maple trees release thousands of winged seeds. Each 

one, called a samara, consists of a heavy seed at one end and a thin, 

single wing. Dropped from a branch, it falls briefly, then begins to 

spin. Within moments it is rotating steadily, descending slowly like a 

tiny helicopter and drifting on the wind away from its parent tree. 

The maple seed has no engine, no controls and no brain, yet it 

achieves stable, slow descent automatically. This is autorotation: the 

same principle that lets a helicopter land safely after engine failure, 

and that kept the autogiros of the 1920s and 1930s in the air. 

For engineers, the maple seed suggests a family of very simple flying 

machines: single-winged drones that spin as they fly, passive descent 

devices that deliver sensors or packages gently, and controlled 

descent systems for payloads dropped from aircraft or balloons. This 

volume explains how maple seeds fly, the physics of autorotation, the 

history of autorotating aircraft and monocopters, and how to design 

autorotating micro-drones. 

How this book is organized 

Chapters 1 and 2 cover maple seed flight and structure. Chapter 3 

explains the physics of autorotation. Chapter 4 surveys the history of 

autorotation and monocopters. Chapters 5 to 7 cover translation, 

design and control. Chapter 8 presents ten design concepts. Chapters 

9 to 12 cover testing, failure modes, approval and a design workbook. 

Figures for real seeds and machines are rounded and typical. 

Worked numbers are illustrations unless a source is named. 
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Chapter 1: How Maple Seeds 

Fly 

Seeds that travel 

Plants cannot move, so many rely on wind to spread their seeds. 

Winged seeds have evolved independently in many plant families: 

maples, ashes, sycamores, pines, and tropical trees such as those of 

the dipterocarp family. Some have one wing, some two or more. 

Single-winged seeds like maple samaras typically autorotate. 

The descent 

When a maple seed falls, it goes through three phases: 

• Initial fall. The seed drops and begins to tumble. 

• Transition. Aerodynamic forces on the wing start it spinning. 

• Steady autorotation. The seed spins steadily, descending at a 

nearly constant, slow rate. 

In steady autorotation, maple seeds typically descend at around a 

metre per second or less, depending on the species and the individual 

seed. Falling slowly lets the wind carry them further from the parent 

tree. 

The leading-edge vortex 

Why does a maple seed produce enough lift to fall so slowly? 

Research by David Lentink and colleagues, published in Science in 

2009, found that a stable leading-edge vortex forms along the 

spinning wing of maple seeds, greatly increasing lift — the same 

mechanism that helps insects, hummingbirds and slow-flying bats. 

The spinning motion keeps the vortex attached across the wing. 

Stability 

A maple seed spins stably without any control. Its heavy seed at the 

root, its wing shape and its pitch angle combine to produce a self-
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correcting motion: if disturbed, it returns to steady autorotation. This 

passive stability is the most remarkable thing about the samara from 

an engineering viewpoint. 

Chapter takeaways 

• Winged seeds evolved for wind dispersal; maple samaras 

autorotate. 

• Steady descent rates are around a metre per second or less. 

• A stable leading-edge vortex boosts lift. 

• Autorotation is passively stable. 
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Chapter 2: Structure of a 

Samara 

Mass distribution 

The seed — the heavy part — sits at the root of the wing. The wing 

itself is thin and light. This concentrates mass near the axis of 

rotation, with a long, light lifting surface extending outward. 

Wing shape 

The wing is thicker and stiffer along its leading edge, where a vein-

like structure runs, and thinner toward the trailing edge. It is slightly 

twisted and set at an angle so that as it spins, the airflow meets it at a 

lifting angle. 

Coning 

As the seed spins, the wing tilts slightly upward from the horizontal 

plane, forming a shallow cone. The angle balances centrifugal force, 

which pulls the wing outward, against lift, which pushes it upward. 

Helicopter rotor blades cone in the same way. 

Variation 

Seeds vary in mass, wing size and shape, even on the same tree. This 

variation produces a range of descent rates and dispersal distances. 

Chapter takeaways 

• Mass is concentrated at the root; the wing is long and light. 

• A stiff leading edge and slight twist set the lifting angle. 

• Coning balances centrifugal force and lift. 


