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TABLE 4. GASTRIDIUM VENTRICOSUM: LAST KNOWN RECORDS IN VICE-COUNTIES,

1823-1979

Habitat Year

1824
1823
1882
1886
1893
1907

SourceLocationVice-county

Pembs.
E. Norfolk
Hunts.
Caems.
E. Kent
Merioneth

1916
1922

Selkirks.
Scilly

E. Cornwall 1928

1936
1937
1939

Surrey
S.W. Yorks.
N. Essex

45 ? J. L. Knapp, 8RIST arable
27 Gillingham & Cley Smith (1824) arable
31 Monks Wood, Abbots RiptonA. Fryer, OXF arable
49 Aber A. Ley, 8M waste
15 Staplehurst E. S. Marshall, 8M, 8RIST, OXF arable
48 Aberdovey D. A. Jones, in MS Flora of waste

Merioneth, NMW
79 Galashiels I. M. Hayward, OXF waste
1b Old Town, St Mary's H. Downes, in Thurston & Vigurs roadverge

(1922)
2 Nr. St Austell railway W. Tresidder, in Thurston waste

station (1929)
17 By the Way & Arun Canal J. E. Lousley, RNG arable
63 Brocodale Woods, Wentvale W. A. Sledge, herb. W.A.S. woodland
19 Gosfield C. E. Hubbard, K, OXF, herb. arable

E. C. Wallace
20 Near Cowheath Wood, S. Phelp, in Dony (1967) arable

Bayford
4 Northam Burrows Wright (1949) waste

18 West of Hadleigh Castle E. C. Wallace, K, OXF, herb E.C.W. grassland
26 Lakenheath J. E. Lousley, 8M waste
16 Chattenden Wood F. Rose, MNE woodland
13 Between Crawley & HorshamB. Welch, 8M arable
36 Eywas Harold Common F. M. Day, K waste
37 Evesham C. W. Bannister, 8M waste
35 Near Raglan E. K. Horwood, B.R.C. field record arable
38 West of Alcester M. Clarke & J. Kiernan, WAR arable
25 Clapper Farm, East Bergholt P. H. Raven & J. F. M. Cannon, 8M grassland
30 Ampthill H. J. M. Bowen, K waste
1 Trelissick Gardens, B. E. M. Garratt, no voucher, wall

King Harry Margetts & David (1981)

1946Herts.

1948
1950
1952
1954
1954
1955
1958
1958
1960
1961
1%2
1979

N. Devon
S. Essex
W. Suffolk
W. Kent
W. Sussex
Rerefs.
Worcs.
Mons.
Warks.
E. Suffolk
Beds.
W. Cornwall

years there have been very few reports of G. ventricosum but an understanding of the native site
has been developing while the arable colonist has been disappearing. Apart from the last
remaining arable colonist stronghold in the Lymington area, where this grass has been known for
over 100 years, there has been only one recent report of an arable colonist: "arable between
Preston and Osmington, Dorset", B. Marcan, 1972 in 8M. This record from arable land was
adjacent to a cliff path where H. J. M. Bowen recorded a native site in 1955. The improved
technology of cereal production has by its crop density made it impossible for this grass to continue
to thrive in the cereal habitat (Trist 1983). The modem study of the native habitat has led to
increased observation within areas where sites have previously been recorded. While there are still
relatively few known sites, this grass can be found with large populations.

The last known records of G. ventricosum from 25 vice-counties over the period 1823-1979 aregiven in Table 4. .

CUMAUC INFLUENCE ON PLANT POPULAUONS
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TABLE 5. ANNUAL RAINFALL AVERAGES FOR 1941-1970 TAKEN FROM THE NEAREST
APPROPRIATE RAIN GAUGE STATION TO THE GASTRIDIUM VENTRICOSUM SITES AND

ADJUSTED FOR ALTITUDE DIFFERENCE

Rain Gauge StationLocation

Average
Annual Rainfall

mm
Altitude

m
Site Site Altitude

m

The Grange, Somerton
Chapel Cleeve
Oakfield Road, Clifton
Panorama, Swanage
Rea Barn Road, Brixham
Penmaen

32
27
61
37
50
87

752
793
851
906
950

1178

N. Somerset
S. Somerset
Avon Gorge, W. Gloucs.
Dorset
S. Devon
Gower Peninsula. Glam.

south-facing rocky habitats, prone to desiccation. The 'rocky habitat' is common to most of the
known native sites and, as the grass has continued to survive in this habitat, it is some indication of
its ability to withstand dry conditions. This is further exemplified by Lovatt when he comments that
long droughts and high temperatures, causing moisture deficit, kill out competitors to the
advantage of G. ventricosum: the resulting bare ground provides an opportunity for the survival of
more plants in the following season. However, where this grass is associated with scrub, a dry year
may have some affect on other grasses and herbs but not very much effect on scrub seedlings and
the increase in G. ventricosum plants in the following year, encouraged by bare ground, may be
temporary. In the end, the advance of scrub defeats this grass, not by deprivation of moisture but
by crowding out and excessive shade, in fact by the loss of essential open habitat.

Lovatt in the same paper says "that lack of rain is the most important weather factor but long
periods of sun and high temperature are also required". The question of amounts of rain and
periods of sunshine has to be related to the seasonal demands in the development of the plant. It is
the relative absence of rain in a hot dry summer which gives the right conditions for good seed
production and some amount of rain in the autumn to encourage germination.

If the climatic conditions for seed production can be met, then the extreme exposure of native
cliff habitats, which are frost free, can be tolerated, and if rabbits are present, the loss of some
seedlings by grazing or disturbance is compensated by grazing control of other plants and seed
burial.

If a grazing site is abandoned, such as is the case at one Somerset site, and runs to scrub, long grass
and herbs, the chance of existing populations surviving in later years will not only depend on climatic
influence but on grass and scrub control by man and animal. At the same site in 1980, there was a
colony of 18 G. ventricosum plants spread over 30m2 on a steep slope with broken ground and with
2m high thorn scrub creating a fair amount of shade. At an adjacent site 35 m along the slope where
the grass was much shorter, the herbs smaller and there was no scrub, there was a colony of 70 plants
in 0.25 m2. This discussion follows the conditions required for the maintenance of a population, give
or take the annual differences caused by 'climatic influence': a good or poor seed year. It does not
explain the very wide annual variations in populations which occur.

Of 22 native sites, all but three are less than 1 km from the sea and this affinity appears as a
strong feature in the habitat requirement of this grass. Two of these three sites are in the Avon
Gorge, and both are 8 km from the sea. One of the Somerset sites that probably represents the
eroded remains of a cliff, is now some 20 km from the sea. It is of interest to consider tnat in
Britain, G. ventricosum is probably at its northern limit in the south-west and prefers a mild coastal
habitat. By contrast, in early July 1983, the author found this grass at Le Chateau Bonaguil in Lot-
et-Garonne which is c. 100 km from the tidal estuary of the R. Garonne. This surprise is explained
if we turn to Rouy (1913) who records a wide distribution "dans une grande partie de la France".

Table 6 gives population estimates of G. ventricosum at 24 native sites in Britain. The causes of
the variation in populations from site to site are mapifold.
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TABLE 6. POPULATION ESTIMATES AT 24 NATIVE SITES OF GASTRIDIUM VENTRICOSUM IN
BRITAIN

Estimated
number of

plants YearLocality v.c

1980
1981
1981
1982
1980
1980
1980
1980
1980
1980
1980
1980
1982
1982
1981
1982
1980
1980
1980
1980
1980
1980
1981
1983

34
9
9

10
41
41
34
9
9
5
9

41
5
5
9

41
9
6

41
41
9
9
9
3

4
15
20
20
20
25
25
25
30
45
65
80

100
100
100
100
110
150
155
330
730
870

1000+
1000+

Clifton B
Dorset F
Dorset G
Is. of Wight
Gower D
Gower E
Clifton A
Dorset A
Dorset J
S. Somerset A
Dorset I
Gower C
S. Somerset B
S. Somerset C
Dorset B
Nr. Bridgend
Dorset H
N. Somerset
Gower B
Gower A
Dorset D
Dorset C
Dorset E
S. Devon

CONSERVAllON

The conservation status of G. ventricosum is generally satisfactory. Most sites are off the beaten
track, often in areas of rough walking, and have some difficulty of access, which would deter the
average rambler. It can therefore be said that public pressure is not a problem.

The Dorset sites are wardened and the rabbit is allowed to survive and act to advantage as a
grazier. Sites with encroaching hawthorn and those with gorse do present a threat to habitats, but
some control is being exercised. At the Somerset sites, in the absence of livestock grazing, animal
droppings and inorganic fertilizers, the phosphorus status is lowered and unchecked hawthorn and
dog rose is encouraged. However, at one site, some action has been taken recently by the County
Trust for Nature Conservation and plans are in hand to control scrub at another.

Gorse is a frequent associate of G. ventricosumbut, on the coastal habitats of the Gower, there
has been a time-honoured custom of burning the gorse annually or at least every 2-3 years. An
additional control is the fact that sites are on shallow soils over rock, so that growth height and
total cover is checked. Also in the Gower, there is control of reversion to rough grazing by sheep.
On one of the Dorset sites, a large ungraz~d enclosure has three colonies of G. ventricosum
associated with gorse. The latter is to be controlled and cattle grazing re-introduced.

The small colony on a cliff face in the Isle of Wight is probably made up of colonists from a
native site further back on the slopes, not yet found. The site is in danger of wind and wave erosion
and no action can be taken.
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