THE VEGETATION OF DARTMOOR
OR the more part the commoner plants and those which most
influence the scenery of the moor are herein referred to; and
necessarily this chapter must be concerned rather with ecology1
than with species botany.
One outstanding conclusion follows from the consideration of the
vegetation of this area—a dominant species is not necessarily dominant
where it finds the conditions best suited to its growth; if, that is to say,
we regard soil and climate only. It will be best suited to its surroundings,
but its surroundings may not be those which suit it best.
For every desirable habitat there are countless competitors and the
more vigorous and prolific species crowd out the lesser and weaker.
Of two plants, both suited to moderately dry ground, both capable of
growth in neutral soil, and both best served by these conditions, one
may be the more vigorous in dry and neutral soil but may be incapable
of enduring long continued soil saturation or acid soil; the other may be
by no means as well suited by wet as by dry ground, or by acid as by
neutral soil, and yet capable of making growth where the soil is both
wet and acid. Ousted by its vigorous competitor from the dry and
neutral ground it may well take refuge in a bog, where it may even
become the dominant plant. Endurance counts; a species which cannot
grow where there is lime in the soil has its opportunities restricted; a
species which neither needs lime nor is troubled by its presence has
larger opportunities; it may be driven to occupy a limestone area, not
because vegetatively it derives any advantage, but solely in escape from
overcrowding.
It thus follows that, while imitating the natural habitat is for garden
purposes a safe policy, it is not always the best. All plants in a well-kept
garden are allowed full room for development and are spared the
immediate competition of overcrowding. Soil conditions and climate
then become the determining factors and it may be found that the best
conditions are not those under which the plant is normally found.
In my own garden in Plymouth there appeared a species of Carex
which normally affects distinctively wet situations. It grew in a peat bed
side by side with Calluna vulgaris, a heath with a distinct preference for
1 See also Harris (1938) and the relevant parts of Tansley (1939). (Ed.)
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moderation in the matter of moisture. Both species flourished, and the
Carex became the finest specimen that I have ever seen. Again, that
typical bog plant Menyanthes trifoliata (Buckbean) will grow and flower
in loam in a pot, with no more care than that it shall be kept reasonably
moist; although in nature it is found only where its feet are in running
or constantly changing water.
Ostnunda regalis (Royal Fem) is perhaps best suited by a constantly
wet situation, and affects both peaty and sandy soils; it appears to love
shade. But it will grow well in full sun. I have taken it from an old
macadamized road. I have known it as a hedgerow plant, and it grows
4 to 5 ft fronds in my garden, where the ground is never more than
reasonably moist.
As far as Dartmoor is concerned, excepting for the moment such of
the commons as he off the granite and on the metamorphic aureole, the
presence or absence of any species is determined in the first place by the
degree of moisture in the soil, and in the second place by competition.
It is notable that where a true vacancy occurs, as where the turf has been
lifted for ‘vags’ for fuel, the first immigrants to reoccupy the land are
often ultimately ousted by other species. The race is always to the swift,
but the battle ever to the strong.
Of trees, Dartmoor has, and has ever had, but few. There are three
small areas of oak-wood, Wistman’s Wood, Piles Copse and Black
Tor Beare [these form the subject of the following chapter (Ed.)].
The conditions at each of these woods reach the limit of severity which
Quercus pedunculata can endure, yet, stunted and storm-tortured as they
may be, the oaks not only fully occupy the sites, but maintain their
woods with young trees. Each wood occupies a clitter of boulders, and
the shelter afforded to the seedlings alike from storm and grazing
animals has rendered possible their growth. Very certainly there are
here no best conditions for growth, but there is opportunity, how
ever limited, and the one plant of our native arboral which was fitted
has seized that opportunity. There are a few associated mountain ashes,
willows and hollies, but these are guests and dependants. Probably were
these ancient woods destroyed they would be ultimately renewed. Miles
from the nearest adult oak one often finds on the open moor a seedling,
whose fate for lack of shelter and from the presence of grazing animals
is but a short life.
Where, by some happy chance, the acorn falls in shelter, as at Shaver
combe in the Plym Valley, an occasional tree is to be found. Probably
with so heavy a seed as an acorn birds are the distributors. Winged
seed such as that of the sycamore may be distributed by the wind: there
have been two sycamores at Shavercombe. Hollies and mountain ash
have their seed distributed by birds through whose intestines they pass
unharmed, and similarly the hawthorn.
The highest placed Dartmoor oak grows on ground 1,530 ft above
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sea level at Black Tor, over the West Ockment. Hard by there is a
mountain ash at an elevation of over 1,600 ft; while on the north slope
of Yes Tor there grows, at an elevation of 1,420 ft, a hawthorn bush,
the trunk of which girths 10 in., and the height of which is 9 ft: in some
years it is covered with blossom.
In this survey it is impossible to discuss fully the other species of trees
and shrubs on Dartmoor, the various willows, the birches, and in the
lower valleys an occasional alder. The birch does appear to have been
somewhat wider spread in past days, and the remains of dwarf birches are
at times found in the peat bogs at some little distance below the surface.
The two species of Furze, Ulex europaeus and Ulex gallii are well
represented to-day, although greatly restricted by man’s interference.
There is nothing easier or more tempting to burn, and the manner in
which the unrestricted growth of either species will monopolize what
might be useful dry pasture affords good excuse for the burning. At
the same time, in the days when the Dartmoor pony was of value
the preservation of a reasonable amount of furze was important. The
younger growth is a good fodder, and is resorted to by the ponies in
times of snow, nor do they confine themselves to the younger growth,
but crushing the furze by beating it with their hooves they render much
of the riper greenstuff edible. At one time the green furze, after being
crushed, was used as fodder.
The furze has from prehistoric times been subject to restriction by
its use as a fuel, giving the quick heat which its companion fuel the peat
cannot.
Both species of furze affect the drier land, and fail where there is
permanently moist soil. Although able to withstand the ordinary
severities of a Dartmoor winter neither species is absolutely hardy, and
exceptional frosts cause heavy mortality. Thus Briggs states that the
frost of the severe winter of 1869 killed to the ground much of both
U. europaeus and U. gallii on Roborough Down, and he cites Polwhele
to the effect that the furze on all the commons of Devonshire suffered
much by the severe winter of 1794-5, nearly three-fourths being killed.
U. europaeus is a plant of rapid growth, a bush grown from seed in a
Plymouth garden, although lightly pruned, reached a height of 8 ft in
ten years, and was of an equal diameter.
At places the remains of furze bushes will be found at some little depth
below the surface of the peat bogs, for example near Ducky Pool in the
Erme Valley, evidence that dry pasture has been replaced by peat. Such
change in the soil conditions appears to have been rare and restricted.
Genista anglica, the Needle Furze, a dwarf ally of the last named
species, is found only in wet situations and is rare. The one Dartmoor
station which I personally know is Okehampton Park.1
1 It is otherwise recorded from the parishes ofWidecombe and Bovey Tracey

(Flora of Devon). (Ed.)
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The heath family is represented by four species; of these the Heather,
Calluna vulgaris, is most prominent, both from its luxuriant growth
where undisturbed and from the area which it covers. It is a plant which
prefers the drier soils, but can endure considerable constant moisture,
and sends isolated skirmishers even over the margins of some bogs.
None the less, a luxuriant growth of heather indicates dry lands. The
colour of the flowers varies greatly, from an occasional rich crimson to
a dull lilac, while white-flowered plants are not rare. These white sports
would appear to seed true in many instances.
The largest patch of white heather which I have seen was growing on
Brown Heath in the Erme Valley, and had an area of at least 7 sq. yds.
The year after I found it it was destroyed by swaling.
Swaling, or burning, the heather is an operation which is practised to
excess. The idea is to destroy the large bushes, which may grow to be
knee deep, and to encourage young growth both of heather and of
grass. The effect, especially where the ground is as moist as heather can
well endure, is too frequently to create a waste of burnt twigs; and on
some such wastes no effective growth of vegetation may establish itself
even within as long a period as twenty years.
In swaling, the heather is lit to leeward and the flames work up the
wind, it thus follows that even a slight breach in the continuity of the
growth may put a stop to the further spread of the fire. The sparks are
blown back over the area already burnt. Even a sheep track may suffice
to check the spread of the flames. Pl. 19A shows a narrow track on
Langstone Moor, Petertavy, with, on the left a burnt area, and on the
right a relatively short growth of unburnt heather.
Exceptionally severe frosts are apt to destroy even well-grown heather
bushes. Of the heaths Erica tetralix, the Cross-leaved Heath, is by far
the most prominent; it grows only on wet or boggy ground, and in
vades the actual bogs. White-flowered plants are rather common. The
flat hill-tops, where the water hangs but true peat bogs do not form,
are its favourite ground.
Erica cinerea, the Fine-leaved Heath, prefers dry ground; it occurs
sporadically, where conditions are suitable, over the whole area of
Dartmoor, but its finest development is to be found off the granite on
the steep hillsides of metamorphic rock, such as the slopes near Fingle
Bridge. At times it is well developed on the stony ‘burrows’ left by the
tinners, an area near Chalk Ford on the Mardle being especially notable.
White-flowered plants are comparatively rare but very pure in colour
when found.
Erica ciliaris (Dorset Heath) has not been found on the open moor,1
but occurs in small quantity in its immediate vicinity. This is a plant
1 A locality has long been known in the parish of Manaton “well out on
Dartmoor at 1,250 ft elevation” (Flora of Devon). (Ed.)

68

DARTMOOR

with a preference for moist ground, but quite capable of establishing
itself under drier conditions.
It has been said, by those who should know better, that the wild
Thyme, Thymus serpyllum, is not a Dartmoor plant. In fact there is
scarce a border common on which it will not be found; at places in
great profusion, as for instance along the track from Downtown Gate
to the Lyd near its confluence with the Doetor Brook. It is not, how
ever, confined to the borders, but is found here and there in the heart
of the moor, its principle need, a thoroughly dry spot, being often
secured by growth on the surface of a boulder.
The Whortleberry, Vaccinium Myrtillus, needs for its best develop
ment soil which is at all times moist, but not continuously wet. It can,
however, withstand any degree of drought which is possible on Dart
moor, and it may be the dominant plant on areas where drought is at
times extreme and prolonged. On the tongue of altered slate which
stretches from Gutter Tor past Ditsworthy Warren to Shavercombe,
the whortleberry and the Reindeer Moss, Cladonia sylvatica, form an
association covering many acres, and defying alike the extremes of wet
and drought. But for its best and most satisfying development the
whortleberry needs protecting boulders, between which it often grows
to a height of 3 ft, where the soil never dries completely, and the shelter
is ample. At Dick Wheel (or Well) Pits, in the valley of the Doetor
Brook there are such conditions; and the country folk come from far to
pick the whortleberries, which are carried away by the gallon. An open
woodland will sometimes afford almost as good a location, and a very
prolonged season. In Buckland Woods, near Awsewell Rocks, on
5 December 1921, Mr. John Amery, my wife and myself found a fine
crop of berries, of excellent size and perfectly ripe (Pl. 20).
The country folk always speak of‘Hurts’, to the vast amusement of
many whose speech has been polluted by literary English. But, as usual,
when the schools seek to correct the countryman’s speech, the schools
are wrong. If ever there was an uninformed deviation from the path
of verbal rectitude it is the word ‘whortleberry’, the Saxon form was
Heorotberie, or Heortberie, Hart berry.
Eriophorum angustifolium and E. vaginatum, with associated mosses,
but not with Sphagnum, are the dominant plants of the bog land, and
the bulk of the peat is derived from their remains. These Cotton-grasses
cover large areas which are rarely seen by the ordinary visitor to Dart
moor.
The cotton-grasses are at home at any elevation which Dartmoor
reaches. See Pl. 19B for a view of the cotton-grass association on Snow
don, at an elevation of 1,600 ft. Constant saturation of the soil they
endure perfectly; on the other hand the surface of some bogs becomes
very dry in exceptional seasons; this drought the grasses endure also.
The cottony fibre attached to the seed of Eriophorum supplies a very
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perfect means of dispersal, but there would seem a possibility that un
equal dispersal should result from a prevailing wind direction. Since
the prevalent winds of Dartmoor are from the west the great majority
of the wind-borne seeds must pass eastward. There are no considerable
areas of cotton-grass to the west of the moor in the in-country, and
hence there should be a tendency toward the depletion of the cottongrass associations on the west, which can only receive seed during
periods of easterly weather, and a repletion on the east toward which
the drift is so much more frequent. There is some evidence to this
effect.
It must not be considered that bogs on which Eriophorum grows are
barren and useless from an agricultural standpoint. Certainly they bear
the one crop which is possible to them and cannot be made to yield
arable land, out with the exception of actual mires the surface is largely
capable of safely supporting the weight of grazing animals, and the
sheep, at least, have no objection to cotton-grass and its associates as a
green crop.
The bogs are directly dependent upon the rainfall for their moisture,
and Dartmoor rainfall is a very variable quantity. Thus in nine years’
records from the valley of the Upper Yealm there has been one Feb
ruary in which only 0.05 in. of rain fell in 29 days, and in one Novem
ber 20.12 in. of rain fell in 30 days. The rainfall for the month ofJune
has varied between 2.09 and 7.43 in., and for the month ofJuly between
1.12 and 8.48 in. On longer periods of years more extreme variations
have been recorded elsewhere.
The mires, on the other hand, are fed by springs or streams, and their
water supply is far more reliable. It is in the mires that Sphagnum may
be found in quantity. It is true that small patches of this moss will es
tablish themselves at any place where standing or slow-moving water
exists, such as in the turf tyes1 from which peat fuel has been taken;
these being below the general level of the bogs are to some extent fed
by seepage and are nearer permanent saturation than is the surface.
Thus it is that Sphagnum is a danger signal, indicating ground un
safely soft to an unknown depth. None the less there are places where
the moss grows in very shallow water flowing slowly over relatively
hard and even sandy ground.
As far as Dartmoor is concerned the Buckbean, Menyanthes trifoliata,
is also confined to the mires, and to shallow pools which occupy de
pressions. It is sometimes associated with Sphagnum, growing up
through the moss, which it overtops. A mire where buckbean and
Sphagnum are associated lies a short distance south of Aune Head on
the right bank of the river, at an elevation of 1,450 ft.
The commoner species of Rush, Juncus conglomerates and J. effusus,
1 Channels or other depressions from which the turf has been removed:
originally a mining term. (Ed.)
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present some problems. Both will grow wherever the ground is per
manently moist beyond the ordinary, although in merely moist patches
of pasture J. conglomerates will be the form far more frequently found.
And both species will grow with their roots submerged. In really wet
ground either may be the dominant species in any small area, while, a
few yards off, the relative numbers may change. The conditions which
favour the growth of one species rather than of the other have not been
discovered, perhaps outside factors are not concerned, and it is merely
a case of the first comer, of whichever species, having obtained a start
in the race.
On the whole J. conglomerates comes nearer being a true amphibian.
Near the Wallabrook, on Huntingdon Warren, J. conglomerates is to be
found growing luxuriantly in a marsh, but more luxuriant yet is its
growth on the summits of the rabbit buries, which are mounds of peat
soil raised with intent to give dry conditions for the rabbit burrows.
Similar instances occur elsewhere on the moor, so that it would appear
that the opportunity afforded by light, well broken, peat soil, even when
aerated by rabbit burrows, may outweigh the loss of moisture involved
in such a roothold.
All the larger rushes have most substantial root systems, sufficient in
any ground to uphold the heaviest man. Hence a mire can be safely
crossed where the rushes grow sufficiently close, each to each, to be
covered in the stride—so only you do not slip off the supporting root,
the balance on which may prove to be precarious.
It is dangerous to generalize as to any family of plants, but it may per
haps be safe to assert that no British fem can five with its roots in stag
nant water. Most, but not all, need constant moisture. The Bracken,
Pteris aquilina, grows well in a dry ground, but secures its constant
moisture by means of a deep root-system. The depth of its roots places
it at a disadvantage as compared with surface-rooting plants when the
level of constant saturation of the soil is shallow. Hence its specialization
to meet dry surface conditions is fatal to it in wet ground. Wherever
bracken grows upon the moor, there will be found dry, light soil. Even
in the woods, where surface moisture is prevalent, the subsoil must be
fight and unsaturated if bracken is to grow.
It is interesting to note how even the most flourishing colony of this
fern cuts out abruptly against anything approaching wet ground.
With full exposure on the open moor the bracken is usually rela
tively dwarf, not much exceeding 3 ft in height. There are exceptions.
Some years ago I crossed the area of Berry Pound on the slopes of
Hamildon, and, although the exposure is open, for some considerable
part of the traverse I was unable to see over the ferns, which means,
since my eyes are 5 ft
in. above ground level, that the bracken was
between 5 ft 6 in. and, probably, 6 ft in height.
In woods 6 ft in height is at times exceeded. There is a curious feature
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that those plants of bracken which have bifid or trifid terminations of
their fronds are hardly ever found except in woods and their immediate
neighbourhood.
Another fem which will grow well in open and fully exposed
situations is the Male Fern, Dryopteris Filix-mas. This is certainly a
common member of the woodland flora, but it also flourishes on the
open moor, demanding only the presence of boulders for the protection
of its roots against disturbance by the hooves of grazing animals. The
fronds of the plants which grow in the open are of a yellower green
than those from the woodland.
At one time the Royal Fem, Osmunda regalis, grew on the banks of
our moorland streams, irrespective of any woodland shelter, but for the
more part restricted to elevations not much exceeding 800 ft above sea
level. All that has changed: it is now found only in woods, except for a
rare straggler, and even then chiefly in woods which are difficult of
access or from which the public is excluded.
The woodland specimens have ever been the finer: in old plants the
caudex with its frond scars attains some height, and the fronds starting
from this vantage point may reach 8 ft or more above ground level.
I well remember one such plant, which grew in ‘Stuggy Mash’ (I pur
posely do not further identify the locality) and under the fronds of
which my father, who was over 6 ft tall, could comfortable stand. As
has been written earlier, such conditions are not essential to healthy
and free growth, but actual drought is fatal. In western Ireland Osmunaa
is often grown as a fence; and in Cornwall it is still relatively common,
but I will name no localities. The Royal Fem has three enemies: frost
and drought which limit its range, and man who threatens its exterm
ination. The plants which I myself grow have all been taken from
situations where drought must ultimately have proved fatal.
At the other extreme of fem life stand the Filmy Fems, Hymenophyllum tunbridgense, and H. peltatum (Wilsonii). The hand of man has
been heavy against these also; but the eyes of man happily overlook
many luxuriant growths. Their habitat is generally stated as—amongst
moss in damp and shady places. This is accurate but not exhaustive;
mossy rocks and mossy tree trunks are alike favoured, and rocks con
stantly wet with spray or seepage are most favoured. But I have also
found the fems in clefts in the summit rocks of tors, where shade was
constant, but moisture failed at times. If these two alleged species are
really distinct, then, from my own observation, there are hybrid forms.
The Wall Rue, Asplenium Ruta-muraria, and the Scaly Spleenwort,
Ceterach officinarum, are both ferns which can endure drought, and are
better without constant moisture. In my experience they are, on Dart
moor, found only on old walls. The Wall Rue occurs, for example, on
the south face of Belliver Bridge; and the Scaly Spleen wort on the
ruins of the old blowing-house at Eyelesboro. Now ruins, especially
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ruins of buildings the masonry of which has been set in lime mortar,
are rare on the moor; and both these ferns have a preference for lime.
It is, therefore, a tribute to the success of spores as a means of plant
dispersal that these fems should occupy many widely separated stations,
with no intervening colonies of their kind.
Of the true mosses, whose name is legion, two only need be men
tioned, the first because it is a marked feature of the ground covering,
the second for its beauty and interest.
Polytrichum commune, the common Hair Moss, grows on the wet
heaths, but more especially where the ground is wet but hard; associated
with Juncus conglomerates it forms the cover of many acres, and one
might correctly speak of moss-and-rush moors as being at least as well
defined as grass moors, heather, bracken, or cotton-grass moors. It is
mainly a plant of the valleys, but not confined to them. The largest of
our British mosses, it forms carpets of great depth; one author asserts
that the depth of several feet is attained on Dartmoor, but I imagine
that he did not carry a rule.
In comparison the Luminous Moss, Schistostega osmundacea, is very
small, its frond-like growth rarely exceeds slightly over half an inch in
height, and is delicate in the extreme. In place of growing boldly in the
open it seeks some cave, a rabbit hole will serve, or the wall of an ill-lit
stable, some place where none but feeble light can penetrate; but from
this dark background it shines with a beautiful green luminosity. It has
been said that it avoids cavities which have a south exposure, but this
is incorrect, any cavity which is sufficiently deep to exclude all but
feeble light serves it equally well, and one of the finest displays that
I have seen was in an old potato cave at Yellowmead, Sheepstor, the
entrance to which faced due south. Moisture is essential, so that build
ings in which it is found must be not only dark but also damp. The
luminous effect is due entirely to reflected light. The protonema of the
moss develops cells with lenses which concentrate the feeble light upon
the chlorophyll granules; these absorb such wave lengths as serve their
purpose, reflecting back the remainder in the direction of its source. The
little cells with their lenses can move to meet a varied direction of the
light. I have grown the moss for several years, and have at times so
moved it that the effect has been the same as that which would have
been produced by moving the light source through an angle of 45°.
The luminosity is then no longer apparent, but within twenty-four
hours it is fully re-established.
There is a liverwort which, to a somewhat less degree, is also
luminous. At first I thought that this plant was also lens-bearing, and,
indeed, I photographed thread-like growths with globular expansions,
much like threaded beads. But I have grown the liverwort for some
years and have not succeeded in finding any further such growths
associated with it; their nature is a problem for further inquiry.
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I have, however, noticed that when the atmosphere is near saturation
the tiny leaflets of the liverwort become closely bedewed with droplets
of water. Visually these have much the same effect as the lenses of
Schistostega, and the plant shines from its dark recess with a soft
luminous radiance. There is good reason to believe that on merely pass
ing notice it has often been wrongly identified as Schistostega. The drop
lets of water may very possibly play a part in the economy of the plant
closely comparable to that of the lenses of the moss.
Two species of Lycopodium are to be found on Dartmoor. Of these
L. clavatum, the Common Club-moss, is to be found on the dry moors,
and is generally distributed, although with wide gaps in the distribu
tion. Until recent years it has never been plentiful, but during this
century it has increased considerably in one locality, but not generally.
L. Selago, the Fir Club-moss, is a plant of wet and boggy ground; its
habit of growth contrasts with that of L. clavatum which is procumbent
and trailing, whereas L. Selago is erect and branched, holding itself, as
it were, above the moisture of the ground. Selago is very rare on Dart
moor, but fairly widely distributed.
I have heard it said that the Reed-mace was formerly plentiful at
places, but I have seen no more than one small colony, and that has
now disappeared. It grew near the Tavistock—Princetown road. Un
fortunately, having found it, I thought it safe to leave to the next day
its photographing; the next day came and so did some tripper who cut
all the flowering stalks, and doubtless took them for the decoration of
his, or her, sty. Thus it comes that I am not certain as to the species, but
as far as I can recollect it was probably Typha latifolia,
I have placed this plant out of order, because I desired to close with
the warning, which may have already been read between the above
lines, that as regards any rare or unusual plant to disclose its locality is
to secure its destruction.
Three garden plants are of interest, from their hardiness and from
being occasionally found as ‘escapes’. These are Spiraea salicifolia, the
Willow-leaved Spiraea; Aconitum Napellus, Monkshood; and Mimulus
guttatus, Monkey Musk. Both the Spiraea and the Monkshood are
grown in gardens in and around Princetown, and are quite hardy at
an elevation of 1,400 ft. S. salicifolia grows as a hedge plant at Rundle
stone, and elsewhere. Mimulus is found in the streams and in miry places
near streams; a few years ago it flourished in the Blackabrook, below
Ockery, at an elevation of 1,200 ft.

Plate 19

A. Swaling checked by track. Langstone Moor.

B. Cotton-grass Moor. Snowdon, 1,600 ft. O.D.

Plate 20

Whortleberry in fruit, photographed 5 December 1921.
Awsewell Rocks, near Ashburton.

