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Southwest Dartmoor Downs

The Southwest Dartmoor Downs comprise a relatively well-defined area of flat topped unenclosed commons

that together form a necklace of sites around the southwestern margins of Dartmoor, roughly from Tavistock to

Ivybridge. They are locally known as ‘downs’, but in reality, the visitor will find a mosaic of acid grassland,

heathland and scrub, and certainly none of the more traditional chalkhill grasslands that go by this name in

south-central and Southeastern England.

There is no doubt that the downs have been, and continue to be, rather overlooked by botanists and

conservationists, by-passed in favour of the altogether loftier moorlands of Dartmoor proper, that rise to the

north and east. Yet they are not the overgrazed areas of degraded heathland, overrun with day-trippers from

Plymouth, of botanists’ perceptions, but instead are botanically, geologically and geomorphologically distinct,

and support a fine lowland grass-heath flora to this day.

One man who clearly recognised their importance, botanically-speaking, was Thomas Richard Archer Briggs

(1836-1891), who for the whole of his life was a ‘single minded and kind hearted’ resident of Fursdon,
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Eggbuckland: the downs were on his doorstep, and must have been a favourite stamping ground of his. It was

he who recorded so many of the grass and heathland species for which the area remains of considerable

importance today, adding most notably Plymouth Pear Pyrus cordata as new to the British flora from

hedgebanks in and around the former Buckland Down.

The bulk of the downs are clothed in a mosaic of dry acid grasslands and dry and humid heath, with a dense

scattering of scrub and patches of Bracken Pteridium aquilinum. Grasslands and incipient heathland

predominate, and support the usual range of common acid grassland species, such as Bristle Bent Agrostis

curtisii, Pill Sedge Carex pilulifera, Heathgrass Danthonia decumbens, Purple Moor-grass Molinia caerulea and

Tormentil Potentilla erecta. In National Vegetation Classification terms, such grasslands fall within the U1, U3

and U4 categories, with the Sweet Vernal-grass Anthoxanthum odoratum sub-community of the Pteridium

aquilinum – Galium saxatile Bracken – Heath Bedstraw community (U20a) under Bracken stands. Such

grasslands have doubtless been derived, at least in part, from H4 Ulex gallii – Agrostis curtisii Western Gorse –

Bristle Bent heathland, which itself survives locally within the area. These grass-heath mosaics might be

dismissed as being commonplace and dull, yet here they have supported, and in many cases continue to

support, a rich assemblage of rare and declining species. 

Relatively fertile acid grasslands support Lesser Butterfly-orchid Platanthera bifolia, in moderate quantity in

grass under Bracken in at least four separate places at the northern end of Roborough Down, Field Gentian

Gentianella campestris, in two adjacent spots until recently, and, rarely, Soft-leaved Sedge Carex montana. The

high levels of grazing benefit a number of key species. Apart from in the New Forest, Chamomile

Chamaemelum nobile is perhaps more abundant here than anywhere else in Britain: its associates, Allseed

Radiola linoides and Chaffweed Anagallis minima, also occur, but more rarely. Eyebrights deserve particular

mention. The British and Irish endemic English Eyebright Euphrasia officinalis subsp. anglica is abundant, whilst

the altogether more local Vigurs’ Eyebright Euphrasia vigursii persists as a small population on Roborough

Down, one of the four or five colonies of this species surviving in Devon today (Hodgson & Baldock 2006). 
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The Southwest Dartmoor Downs. (Reproduced by permission of British Wildlife Magazine.)
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Roborough Common.

The more heathy vegetation supports a scatter of colonies of Pale Dog-violet Viola lactea, whilst both Petty

Whin Genista anglica and Heath Fragrant-orchid Gymnadenia borealis have been recorded in the not-too-distant

past and may still survive. Older records of species that might just persist include Mountain Everlasting

Antennaria dioica (possibly lost to airfield construction) and Bladderseed Physospermum cornubiense (perhaps

lost owing to destruction of commonland fragments, and now apparently extinct in Devon). Taken as a whole,

this is a remarkable list of declining grass-heath species, and includes a notable number of UK Biodiversity

Action Plan priority species.

Dartmoor is girdled by scrub roughly up to the 350-400 m contour, and the Southwest Dartmoor Downs,

situated well below this threshold, are perhaps too-well-clothed in the usual scrub species of acid, well-

drained soils, with abundant Hawthorn Crataegus monogyna, Alder Buckthorn Frangula alnus, Rowan Sorbus

aucuparia and Gorse Ulex europaeus, and may in part be responsible for local losses of rarer plant species, such

as Shoreweed Littorella uniflora and Field Gentian. However, two scrub species deserve particular discussion,

as they are important and rare features of these low-lying downs.

Devon Whitebeam Sorbus devoniensis has been recorded from roughly seven spots since 1864, and today up to

30 trees are known from at least four sites centred on the southern half of Roborough Down: it is otherwise

known only from Culm Measures of North Devon (and adjacent Cornwall), and in and around the commons

of the Haldon range of hills, southwest of Exeter. Of equal interest was the discovery of a spiny and shrubby

pear ‘in three or four spots in a hedge between Thornbury and Common Wood, Egg Buckland’ in 1865, by

Archer Briggs, and later identified as Plymouth Pear Pyrus cordata, a species new to Britain. It was

subsequently identified in a few sites within a small district of East Cornwall, and more recently to the

southwest of Truro. The tree still survives in its original locality on two less-than-salubrious hedgebanks
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within suburbia, not far from Plymouth’s former international airport. As for its origins here, and indeed in

Southwest England as a whole, it is difficult to say (Jackson 1995): it could be a long-standing introduction, but

the surviving Plymouth site falls within the former extent of long-lost Buckland Down, before enclosure,

cultivation and subsequent urban development destroyed the Down’s other documented interests. Could it

have originally been a species of scrubby unenclosed commonland like S. devoniensis, which fortuitously made

the leap from scrub to hedgebank when the downs were enclosed?

Seepage and valley mires, typical of the lower-lying parts of Dartmoor, occur to a limited extent, covering a

few hectares at most, and include species such as Oblong-leaved Sundew Drosera intermedia and White Beak-

sedge Rhynchospora alba that are relatively rare on the highest mires of the Moors. They might not merit

mention in this account were it not for the remarkable discovery of six plants of Irish Lady’s-tresses Spiranthes

romanzoffiana in a small site at the northern end of our downs, in July 1957. The discovery represented a first

for England, and this typically North American species is otherwise known within Europe only from western

and northern Ireland and on the west coast of Scotland. The orchid reached its peak here during the latter half

of the 1980s, with 22 flowering spikes recorded in 1986, and 18 plants – three flowering – in 1988, but for

visitors a trip to pay homage was always a hit-and-miss affair, as the plants were invariably eaten or trampled

by ponies, or devoured by slugs. Sadly, the last well-documented sighting was of four flowering plants on 29th

August 1993. Perhaps this species has been a victim of excessive summer grazing, inadequate winter grazing,

or even simple visitor trampling. Throughout its range in Britain and Ireland it is notoriously fickle in its

appearance even at the best of times, so it is just possible that it lingers on here, waiting, again, to shock an

unsuspecting visitor.
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The site of Irish Lady’s-tresses Spiranthes romanzoffiana at Whitchurch Down.
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Mention must be made also of the developing mire communities in older, small-scale china clay pits, within

the Lee Moor china-clay country. Wetland communities have developed on the oozing sides and waterlogged

bases of these pits, and are currently at a fine stage of succession, with an abundance of pools, seeps and bare

oozing clay. They are notable for their extensive populations of Marsh Clubmoss Lycopodiella inundata, perhaps

more abundant here than anywhere else in England outside the New Forest.

In addition to the pits and lakes of the china clay quarries, open water occurs at the margins of some of the

streams, along old leats, and in, often tiny, seasonally-flooded hollows and ruts scattered thinly across the

plateau commonlands. The last mentioned habitat is of particular importance, both as the most natural habitat

for Shoreweed Littorella uniflora in the Dartmoor area (where it is a more typical feature of manmade

reservoirs, leats and pits) and for its populations of Fairy Shrimp Chirocephalus diaphanus. The latter species is

currently recorded from both Crownhill and Roborough Downs, and represents a ‘signature’ species defining

these low-lying, heavily grazed commonlands. The man-made waterbodies within former clay pits in the

smaller-scale older clay quarries are additionally important for their large populations of Spring Quillwort

Isoetes echinospora.

Finally, note must be made, if briefly, of the deep, wooded valleys incised by rivers cutting down to the

lowlands. Such areas typically support Sessile Oak Quercus petraea woodland and are noted for their richness

of ferns, including both Tunbridge and Wilson’s Filmy-fern Hymenophyllum tunbrigense and H. wilsonii. Of

considerable importance is the diversity of lichen species here, including many Nationally Rare and Scarce

species. For the vascular plant-hunter, Lily-of-the-valley Convallaria majalis and the northern Stone Bramble

Rubus saxatilis await rediscovery; the latter species is extremely rare in lowland England.
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The site of Marsh Clubmoss Lycopodiella inundata at Cadover Bridge.
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From the early records made by Archer Briggs and others over 130 years ago, no fewer than 49 UK

Biodiversity Action Plan, Nationally Threatened, Rare and Scarce species have been recorded from the overall

area (though not all exclusively on the open, unenclosed heaths and grassland), together with a further 30

species rare and local in Devon. A series of geological and geomorphological reasons appear to lie behind this

development of the vegetation, and their distinctive and rich flora.

An overriding feature of the downs is the large extent of semi-natural vegetation at a low altitude compared

with the bulk of Dartmoor: these downs are low and flat topped for a good reason, for they represent the

highest of the wave-cut platforms of South Devon, formed when Dartmoor was an island, lapped by waves up

to roughly the 210 m contour round the Moor. From a botanical point of view, this has resulted in the

development of heathland, mire and grassland vegetation with lowland as opposed to upland characteristics.

Such lowland heathlands within the vicinity of Dartmoor, however altered by excessive grazing, are rare.

Geology also plays a key role in allowing the distinct downland flora to develop. Much of the area lies not on

the granite (typical of the bulk of Dartmoor), but on free-draining Devonian shales and slates (probably

explaining why mire systems are rare here). Furthermore these shales and slates lie within the Dartmoor

aureole, the ‘doughnut’ ring of country rock that encircled the mass of cooling igneous granite, and was

severely baked and metamorphosed in the process. Further mineralisation took place as water, superheated by

the cooling granite, was forced along vents within these adjacent, older Devonian rocks, leading to the

formation of important mineral deposits. Copper, tin and tungsten are amongst the hugely important deposits

that have been mined for centuries around our downs, and indeed further westward into Cornwall. Finally,

around Lee Moor, the deep-seated granites themselves were subject to the effects of superheated water, leading

to their kaolinisation, the ‘decomposition’ of the feldspar element of the granite, to give the major kaolin

deposits – and resulting china clay extraction landscapes – of Lee Moor and St Austell. Such weakened granite

deposits were themselves prone to erosion by the higher sea levels, and accordingly areas around Crownhill

Down are low lying, and provide an interesting contrast, botanically-speaking, to the Devonian downs. In

short, the diversity of rocks within the Southwest Dartmoor Downs area, including significant areas of

mineralisation and kaolinisation, has allowed the development of a more diverse flora than we see across

much of Dartmoor. But all is not well. Taken as a whole, the accounts of species detailed in Archer Briggs’ flora

paint a picture of a very rich flora, with many species occurring in good quantity. Carex montana is now

confined to a few small areas and Gentianella campestris was last seen in 1996. Today, most of the rarer species

take some searching out, and are clearly not the widespread plants of past centuries. Whilst some sites have

been destroyed since Archer Briggs’s day (such as Bickleigh and Buckland Downs), and the current heavy

cloak of scrub must in part explain some losses, it is clear that changes in commonland management are

largely to blame. Briggs’ flora was published in 1880, coincidentally the same year that Blackface sheep were

introduced onto the moor. This new, hardy breed of sheep could be depastured across Dartmoor throughout

the year, and their continued nibbling has most probably reduced heather cover, created a more uniformly

short and continuous cover of grass (without the open patches and niches created by the trampling of heavier

stock), and has selectively grazed out palatable species. Whilst this analysis remains speculative, it does seem

likely that Archer Briggs was documenting the last years of the downs under their earlier regime of seasonal

cattle grazing, and the change to sheep has led to the impoverishment we see today.

More worrying still are the imminent threats of mineral extraction around Hemerdon Ball and Smallhanger

Waste, close to Crownhill Down. As this account is written in 2015, china clay extraction looks set to expand

into the former, small-scale china clay pit complex of Smallhanger Waste, with its magnificent population of

Lycopodiella inundata, together with Isoetes echinospora and Littorella uniflora (not to mention Fairy Shrimps

Chirocephalus diaphanous and Devon’s richest assemblage of dragonflies). Roughly 20 hectares of old clay pit

will be destroyed. Additionally, with sharply rising mineral prices, it is has become economic to reopen the

Hemerdon Ball mine for tungsten: whilst the mine itself will result in relatively little damage, the dumping of

mining waste across ca. 80 ha of open commonland of Crownhill Down is causing exceptional destruction at

the time that this account is being written.

In recent years, the Southwest Dartmoor Downs have perhaps not received the botanical study – nor formal

protection – that they deserve, all-too-often passed by in favour of the more famous classic plant sites, or the
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more remote, less-peopled wilderness of Dartmoor proper. Taken as a whole, their flora remains rich, and

whilst they are unquestionably more impoverished than in the late 19th century, one suspects that there are

new populations of many declining species still waiting to be found.

Andy Byfield
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