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REGINALD GEORGE STAPLEDON

1882-1960

R e g i n a l d  G e o r g e  S t a p l e d o n , born  22 Septem ber 1882, a t L akenham , 
N ortham , near Bideford, cam e o f a  long line o f N orth  D evon landow ners 
an d  farm ers; a  fam ily trad ition  linked them  w ith W alter de S tapeldon 
(1261-1326), Bishop of Exeter and  founder o f Exeter College, O xford. His 
g randfather, Jam es S tapledon, o f Bideford, had , however, like m any o ther 
m en o f D evon, broken aw ay from  the land  and  becam e a m aster m a rin e r; 
his father, W illiam  (1829-1902), d id  likewise, sailing his own barque from  
A ppledore and  included am ong o ther enterprises m uch gun runn ing  to South 
A m erica. T he log survives o f an  adventurous voyage in  1852 to A ustralia 
w here m ost o f the crew deserted to take p a r t in  the gold rush. H e was capable 
an d  forceful, vehem ent in  condem ning the bad  conditions under w hich 
shipowners expected the ir captains and  crews to sail, very observant and  w ith 
an  alm ost poetic appreciation  o f n a tu re— traits w hich reappeared  m arkedly 
in  young George. Shortly after the Suez C anal was opened in  1869 he set 
up  a  shipping agency in  Suez and  P ort Said; it prospered and  b rought him  
w ealth , the friendship o f de Lesseps, and  the confidence o f the C anal com ­
m unity . All this necessitated long absences from hom e, and  w hen finally 
he re tu rn ed  he was sm itten by a stroke which kept him  bed-ridden for some 
years before he died in  1902. Perhaps for these reasons he seems to have little 
d irect influence on G eorge’s developm ent.

T he outstanding  influence o f G eorge’s childhood was his m other, M ary , 
d augh ter o f W illiam  C libbett, the last builder o f wooden ships in  A pp ledore ; 
a  m an  of pronounced literary  tastes and  strong character who obstinately 
refused to abandon  wood for iron or to tu rn  off his workpeople— and  he died 
penniless, b u t owing nothing. M ary  was very beautifu l; she had  h ad  little 
form al education  and  was largely self ta u g h t; she was an  enthusiastic adm irer 
o f D arw in, H uxley and  o ther advanced thinkers o f the tim e and  becam e an 
agnostic: free thinkers they were then  called. George was devoted to her 
and  she to h im ; she h ad  am ple leisure, a  staff to relieve her o f household 
duties, and  some social isolation resulting from  the fact th a t she was her 
husband’s second wife, the first having been her sister, and  such m arriages 
were no t m uch approved in  those days. Like her husband she was a g reat 
lover o f na tu re  and  took George botanizing over B raunton Burrows, then 
floristically rich ; she took him  also for long drives in  the byeways o f their 
a ttractive district, and  gave him  a small garden  w here he grew flowers and 
fru it for her, in friendly com petition w ith the gardener who, like m any others 
o f his tribe in  those days, was som ew hat o f a poet and  a  philosopher. For
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George it was an idyllic ch ildhood; he becam e and rem ained a keen gardener, 
and  his fam iliarity w ith the famous golf course a t W estward H o ! m ade him  
la ter a keen golfer. His happy relations w ith his m other lasted all through 
her long life. She died in 1928 at the age of 86.

His father had  ten ch ild ren : two sons and a daughter by the first wife, and 
four sons and three daughters by the second: George was the nin th , and  the 
youngest of the boys. None of his brothers took up an academ ic career, bu t 
all led useful and  successful lives: the eldest becam e M anaging D irector of a 
large shipping firm  in Liverpool and his son O laf is the well-known w riter; 
another was a successful land agent; a  th ird  was a solicitor in C alcu tta; and  
a fourth entered the Arm y and becam e a full Colonel. T here was no family 
trad ition  of any ancestral scientist on either side.

In  1890 a t the age of eight he w ent as day boarder to the U nited  Services 
College a t W estward H o! a private school founded by a group o f Arm y 
officers for their sons: R udyard  K ipling had  been a pupil and  presum ably 
had  m ade it the setting for Stalkey &  Co.* Conmell Price, whom  Stapledon 
describes as a great headm aster, and  who had  started the school in 1874, had  
still four more years of service, b u t George was too young to come under his 
direct influence— though one of his Speech D ay phrases was never fo rgo tten : 
‘always the late starters are the best enders.5 George found the masters ‘a 
d rab  lo t5, he was not conscious of deriving any benefit from them , he gained no 
distinctions and after he left in 1900 to go to Cam bridge he had  to spend a 
year w ith a ‘cram m er5 in London to make sure of passing the entrance 
exam ination.

In  O ctober 1901 he entered Em m anuel College and  took geology, chemis­
try  and botany for the N atu ral Science Tripos. But he developed no en thu­
siasm for any of these subjects. H e was, of course, well off and  under no com ­
pulsion to work hard , being intended for the fam ily business; like others in 
sim ilar circumstances in those days he was there to develop poise and acquire 
the arts of gracious living. H e was m ildly interested in geology bu t no t in 
chem istry or botany, although he attended lectures by M arshall W ard  
and  A. C. Seward, who was his tutor. H e records th a t ap a rt from a certain 
am ount of golf and  of botanizing he was somewhat bored and  he was not taken 
very seriously: indeed he relates th a t Seward treated  him  ra th er as a joke. 
In  the Tripos he got a second class and w ent down in Ju n e  1904, undistin­
guished and not conscious of any m arked influence of any of his teachers.

T hree m onths later he entered the family firm on the Suez C anal and  was 
well trained  in the keeping of detailed and accurate records, which proved 
invaluable to him  in la ter years. But he was not happy; in fact he hated  it; 
he retained only one pleasant m em ory: a holiday in the Lebanon where he 
d id  some geologizing. After two years he decided he could stand it no longer; 
his grandiose ideas o f business expansion were not encouraged, the clim ate 
did  not suit him , and he w anted to go back to Devon and grow fruit. V ery
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* T he school was later am algam ated w ith the Im perial Service College, Windsor.

 D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 h
ttp

s:
//r

oy
al

so
ci

et
yp

ub
lis

hi
ng

.o
rg

/ o
n 

30
 A

pr
il 

20
24

 



wisely his fa ther agreed : in  1907 he becam e a pupil on a large fru it farm  in  
K en t. I t  was an  interesting period. W ye College h ad  for some 13 years been 
m aking scientific studies o f fru it problem s an d  the best o f the growers were 
showing a lively in terest there in ; S tapledon clearly felt the  stirrings for he 
relates ‘it  was there I suddenly cam e to life an d  realized th a t I  was really  a  
po ten tia l scientist’. H e w rote for advice to his old College tu to r, Professor 
Sew ard, w ho advised h im  to re tu rn  to C am bridge and  take the d ip lom a 
course in  A griculture. This he did  in  O ctober 1908. T he course then  norm ally  
lasted two years, b u t as the first year was devoted m ainly to the pure  sciences 
w hich he h ad  already  taken in  his T ripos he was allow ed to proceed d irect 
to  the second year lectures. I t  was a youthful vigorous school and  m uch good 
scientific w ork was being done. T . B. W ood, who h ad  devotedly tended  it 
since its sm all beginnings in  1894, h ad  a t long last in  1906 been appo in ted  
Professor o f A griculture and  was in troducing  in to  the science of an im al 
nu tritio n  new  concepts based on Em il Fischer’s work on the proteins, G ow land 
H opkins’s studies o f the vitam ins, and  K ellner’s calorim eter m ethods o f 
investigation. R . H . Biffen, u n d er the stim ulating influence o f W . Bateson, 
was applying M endelian  concepts to the breeding o f w heat and  h ad  a lready  
p roduced  his fam ous variety  L ittle Joss; while F. H . A. M arshall was con­
tinu ing  investigations on anim al reproduction  w hich he h ad  begun under 
Cossar E w art in  E dinburgh . O n  the U niversity farm  experim ents on seed 
m ixtures for grassland begun by T . H . M iddleton  were still continued, as 
w ere S. F. A rm strong’s pasture surveys.

But w hatever m ay have been S tapledon’s hopes and  anticipations before 
he cam e to C am bridge none o f this appealed to him . H e was of course m uch 
above the average student age, being now 26, w hich w ould ham per student 
intercourse though  it d id  no t prevent friendships w ith a few who afterw ards 
rose to distinction. O thers, however, found him  ‘very ord inary , w ith an  annoy­
ing trick o f arguing  w ith anybody and  propounding  odd and  often absurd 
theories to the senior people as well as criticizing the ir teaching m ethods’, 
as one of them  wrote. Looking back years afterw ards he him self considered 
his tim e a t C am bridge ‘a  ra th e r colourless in te rlude’; forestry (‘which I  
read  as a bye-play’) was the subject th a t most appealed  to h im : the reader 
was D r H enry, an  am using and  eccentric Irishm an  ‘whose enthusiasm  
thrilled  m e’, and  he w rites: ‘I  was m uch m ore deeply influenced by (him) . . .  
th a n  by any o ther professor, teacher, or m aster under w hom  I h ad  ever 
sa t.’ Excepting D r H enry, he wrote, ‘I  m ade no inspiring contacts w ith m y 
professors and  teachers.’ N either a t school nor a t the U niversity h ad  form al 
class instruction seemed to do m uch for h im ; he felt he gained m ore from  his 
m other’s m ode o f self education. H e took his D iplom a in  Ju n e  1909 an d  left 
C am bridge, undistinguished, and  having apparen tly  m ade as little im ­
pression as w hen he had  gone dow n five years earlier. But although he did 
no t realize it a t the tim e, C am bridge h ad  given him  two gifts o f vital im por­
tance for his fu ture w o rk : its technique for analyzing botanically  the herbage 
o f a  field, w hich he could modify to suit his requirem ents; and  an  ecological

Reginald George Staple don 251

 D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 h
ttp

s:
//r

oy
al

so
ci

et
yp

ub
lis

hi
ng

.o
rg

/ o
n 

30
 A

pr
il 

20
24

 



outlook, which he m ay have derived from  D r H enry, as his first ecological 
references dealt w ith woodlands.

Im m ediately after leaving Cam bridge he proceded to the Royal A gricul­
tu ral College a t Cirencester where he had  been appointed Assistant in  the 
D epartm ent of N atu ral History, which included botany, zoology, and  geology. 
T he H ead  of the D epartm ent, J .  R . Ainsworth Davies, who was also Princi­
pal of the College, had  long been Professor of Biology a t the U niversity 
College of Wales, Aberystwyth, in  the days w hen th a t title included those 
three subjects. They had  now grown beyond th a t stage, and  Ainsworth Davies, 
w anting to split off botany, set it up  as a new departm ent which was handed  
over to Stapledon. His first assignment was to help the Forestry D epartm ent 
(then his chief interest) by exam ining the ground flora of their experim ental 
field, b u t he was quickly a ttracted  to the field experim ents o f E dw ard K inch, 
the Professor of Chemistry.

Years afterwards Stapledon said th a t he owed the beginning of his interest 
in  grassland to K inch, the outstanding figure on the staff a t th a t tim e, and  
the type of m an to w hom  Stapledon would certainly be draw n. H e was a  
native of the region, born  61 years earlier a t Faringdon only 18 miles away, 
soaked in  knowledge of country lore and  m uch else— £ask K inch5 was usually 
the answer to a difficult question— ‘a fascinating com panion on a country 
w alk5 as one of his pupils, Lord Bledisloe, described him , also a keen gardener. 
M ellowed by a great sorrow in early days, w hen after a year o f happy  m ar­
riage he had  lost his young wife, he was deeply interested in his students 
and  young colleagues and  always ready to help them . H e had  first come to 
the College in 1869 as Assistant in the Chem ical D epartm ent, b u t left four 
years la ter for a short spell in London; then  in  1876 he w ent to Ja p a n  as 
Professor of Chemistry a t the Im perial College of Agriculture, K om aba, 
Tokyo. W esternization was only ju s t beginning: he had  known the old J a p a n  
and had  brought back w ith him  some examples of Japanese a rt and  crafts 
which he delighted to show his visitors. H e had  returned  to Cirencester in  
1881.

H e was well versed in  the R otham sted investigations and  had  in  1888 
started a repetition on a smaller scale of the Park Grass experiments on the 
m anuring of perm anent grass for hay, the same treatm ent being given year 
after year to each plot so th a t the effects were cum ulative. A t R otham sted 
not only were weights of hay taken, b u t botanical analyses were m ade also. 
H itherto  this had  been im practicable a t Cirencester and  K inch now asked 
Stapledon to undertake it.

This was the beginning o f his association w ith grassland.
A t K inch’s suggestion he w idened the scope of his enquiries by analysis 

of the herbage of other Cotswold pastures,* and  fortunately for him  the two 
seasons in which he did this were sharply contrasted, 1910 being fairly norm al

* H e used a  modification of the Cam bridge m ethod. A fram e one foot or alternatively six inches 
square was laid on the grass, and  note was taken of the num ber of different species and  their names, 
or the num ber of individual plants or of tillers of each species. T he sam pling was systematic, not 
infrequently 100 would be m ade in a field.

252 Biographical Memoirs
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w hile 1911 was exceptionally ho t and  dry. Several im p o rtan t generaliza­
tions em erged from  these observations. E ach o f the hay  plots h ad  developed 
its characteristic flora, as a t R otham sted , the species m ost favoured by the  
trea tm en t having  repressed those less favoured. This effect o f com petition 
h ad  already been discussed by A. D . H all. T h e  flora finally established 
rem ained  unchanged  so long as the conditions rem ained unchanged, b u t it 
shifted to a new  equilibrium  if  the conditions altered.

These two factors, com petition, an d  the dom inating  effects o f environm ent 
(including  treatm ent) explained several w ell-known observations. C om peti­
tion  affected no t only the com ponents o f the flora, b u t also explained w hy 
poor grass lands carried  far m ore species o f plants th an  rich ones: no th ing  
could  grow very vigorously and  therefore any p lan t arising from  seed blown 
in  h ad  a chance o f survival, while on the richer grass land  the favoured 
species grew so vigorously th a t only equally  vigorous in truders could hope to 
succeed. S tapledon found some tw enty  to th irty  species on the good grass 
lands, b u t on the poor land  he found over sixty.

But he was far m ore interested in  the ecological problem , the effects o f 
environm ent in  determ ining  the vegetation type. T he first requirem ent was 
ability  to classify the types, and  he thought he could do this if  he h ad  suffi­
cien t bo tan ical analyses, the species in  each case being classified in  the usual 
ecological groups: dom inant, sub-dom inant, etc. In  n a tu ra l hab itats there 
was good correlation betw een association and  environm ent; he w anted  to 
find ou t w hether it existed for grassland, an  association created  artificially 
an d  then  for a  period o f years left undisturbed except by the grazing anim al 
— the history of most o f our perm anen t grassland. ‘I t  only needs to be proved5, 
he w rote, ‘th a t the flora o f an  area is essentially a  function o f the environm ent, 
an d  th a t chance is no t a  serious disturb ing  factor, for ecology to becom e a  
very im p o rtan t econom ic su b je c t. . .  a knowledge of the one affords m ateria l 
for accurate  deductions concerning the o ther.5 Years la ter he expanded this 
them e in  connexion w ith his visit to A ustralia. In  these associations he though t 
the weeds w ould be particu larly  useful as diagnostic agents.

T he most im p o rtan t of these observations, however, was m ade in the ho t 
d ry  season o f 1911. T here  were heavy casualties am ong the sown grasses in  
the pastures, b u t unsown indigenous plants o f the same species h ad  survived 
m uch  better. O ne grass in  p articu lar a ttrac ted  his a tten tion : H ard  fescue 
( Festuca duriuscula). In  the 1913 paper he w rites: ‘I t  is probable th a t, if  large 
am ounts o f seed from  the endem ic variety  could be collected, results as 
satisfactory as those recently obtained  by the use o f wild D utch  (i.e. white) 
clover m ight be forthcom ing.5*

T he search for indigenous varieties, and  their utilization for the production

Reginald George Staple don 253

* J . Agric. Sci. 1912-1913, 5, 129-151. T he reference is to D. A. G ilchrist’s dem onstration a t Cockle 
Park  from 1906 onw ards of the striking superiority of wild white clover over the cultivated varieties. 
Years afterw ards S tapledon declared th a t he had  ‘avidly absorbed’ G ilchrist’s ideas which, as his 
study of grassland extended, stim ulated his interest in the difference betw een the indigenous strains 
o f grasses and  clovers and  those im ported  from the C ontinent and  Com m onw ealth, (v. Cecil Pawson, 
Cockle Park Farm, 1960, p. 27.)
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o f im proved varieties of grasses and clovers, becam e the m ain purpose o f 
the great Welsh P lant Breeding Station th a t he la ter built up. T he num erous 
observations of records provided him  with m aterial for several im portan t 
papers.*

H e was obviously happy a t Cirencester. H e was m uch liked by the students 
and  mingled w ith them  a good deal, jo ining in their tennis, concerts and  other 
activities: ‘he seemed too young’, one of them  wrote, ‘to be regarded as a don 
to be revered’. H e would p u t up a notice to the effect th a t on Sunday after­
noon he was going for a country walk and any student th a t would like to jo in  
him  would be welcome. These walks becam e very popular and  the students 
were greatly impressed by his power of keen observation, ‘w ith his eyes on 
the ground to identify every blade of grass, even when not in  flower’.

H e stayed three years a t C irencester: they were the crucial years of his life: 
it was there th a t he found his life’s work. H e had  been a late starter, b u t he 
came w ithin the spirit o f his old H eadm aster’s w ell-rem em bered dictum  
and  was one of the best enders.

A m uch w ider field opened up for him  w hen C. Bryner Jones, Professor 
of A griculture a t the University College of Wales, Aberystwyth, obtained a 
g ran t from the Board of A griculture for the appointm ent o f a botanical ad ­
viser. S tapledon was chosen. His m ain task was a botanical Survey of C entral 
W ales: this was expected to take several years. H e had  also to advise the far­
mers on botanical m atters, and  to devote not more than  100 hours per 
session to teaching in College. There was as yet no D epartm ent o f Agricul­
tu ra l Botany, and  for adm inistrative purposes he was to act under the direc­
tion of the Professor of Agriculture, bu t in m atters of research the Professor o f 
Botany had  to be consulted. T he salary was to be £200  per annum  for the 
first two years, rising thereafter to not less than  £300. H e took up his duties 
in  O ctober 1912.

H e proceded energetically w ith the botanical survey. F ortunately  for him  
O . T . Jones, then  Professor of Geology, and  a group of students were engaged 
in  a geological survey of the region. Stapledon cam ped w ith them  and m ade 
long expeditions on foot into the hills, collecting m any sod samples which in  
the evenings he tore to pieces, identifying and counting the plants, then 
calculating the percentage th a t each species contributed to the total. Like 
some other biologists of his dayf he was not strong in  m athem atics, and  his 
com panions were sometimes am used a t seeing him  use the m ultiplication 
table in these operations. These and his earlier analyses laid  the foundation 
of his unrivalled knowledge of the herbage plants, and  also provided for the 
first time a basis for the classification of grass lands which he had  been seek­
ing. His maps of the distribution of his vegetation types* showed distinct

* Sci.Bull. Royal Agric. Coll. No. 2, 29-36, 1910 and  No. 3, 34-43, 1911; Agric. Sci. 5, 129-151, 
1912-13, and  6, 490-511, 1914 (effect of m anures).

t  Especially the seniors. G ilbert would not allow the use of logarithm s a t R otham sted and some 
of the older geneticists distrusted the incursion of statistical science into their subject. Bateson m uch 
preferred the ‘sieves of a  trained judgement*. (Pres. Address Brit. Assoc. Section D, 1904.)

t  H e described some of these in ‘P lant communities of farm  land*. Ann. Bot. 30, 160, 1916.
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Reginald George Stapledon 255
correlations w ith the geological m aps, the governing factor being apparen tly  
the w ater relations.

These expeditions b rough t h im  in to  con tact w ith the W elsh hill farm ers 
w hom  he soon learned  to like, and  they  liked him . But he found the ir 
agricu ltu re deplorable. O ats were the chief crop, b u t the sorts grown, he de­
clared, w ould be classed by m ost agriculturists as weeds. T he o ther crops 
w ere poor, too. P a rt o f the trouble arose from  the very poor quality  o f the  
seed supplied. H e w ent thoroughly  in to  this question and  produced a scathing 
rep o rt on the local seed trade , w hich led to a speedy im provem ent.

M any  of the hill grazings were very poor,*  carry ing  on the average no 
m ore th an  one sheep to the acre even in  sum m er. H e resolved to im prove 
th a t, and  in  collaboration w ith Abel E. Jones he published in  1916 the first 
o f  a  series o f studies w hich continued th roughout his w orking life.

In  1914 he becam e acquain ted  w ith one o f Professor Y ap p ’s H onours 
Botany Students, T . J .  Jenk in , who, quite independently  o f S tapledon’s 
work, h ad  based his H onours Thesis on some interesting observations he h ad  
m ade on the changing flora o f a sown pasture on his fa ther’s farm  in  
C arm arthensh ire . H e h ad  noticed the superiority o f self-sown indigenous 
Festuca duriuscula over the com m ercial variety  and  h ad  suggested th a t it  
should be cu ltivated  to provide a seed supply for farm ers. As S tapledon had  
in  his 1913 pap er been th inking  along the same lines (except th a t his sugges­
tion was the collection o f the wild seed) he proposed to Jen k in  th a t they should 
jo in  forces and  produce a jo in t p aper on indigenous plants in  relation to h ab i­
ta t  and  sown species. This appeared  in  1916, and  is one o f the most im por­
ta n t on the subject.f T he com m ercial foreign varieties m ay give better yields 
for a  few years, b u t they are sooner or la ter ousted by the indigenous varie ties; 
it is therefore better to start w ith these, or even simply to m ake the conditions 
m ore favourable for them  w hen they will m ore speedily develop of the ir 
ow n accord— an alternative th a t he h ad  advocated in  his 1915 lecture to  
the A gricultural E ducation  Association b u t discarded la ter w hen the im ­
proved varieties o f grasses an d  clovers becam e available. A list of the plants 
th a t should be studied is given.

This investigation was the beginning o f a collaboration, which, w ith a short 
b reak  early in  the 1914-18 w ar, lasted all o f S tapledon’s working life.

A t first the w ar h ad  no t interfered w ith S tapledon’s activities, b u t by the 
end  o f 1916 the food situation was becom ing desperate and  a special Food 
Production  D epartm en t was set up  to increase the hom e o u tp u t to the u t­
most. S tapledon was seconded from A berystw yth and  m ade D irector o f the 
Official Seed Testing S tation long in tended b u t never yet established, 
now, however, to start operations in  the D epartm en t’s offices. I t  was badly  
needed, as supplies o f seed presented difficulties; it proved so useful th a t in  
the first year some 14000 samples were tested.

T he Food Production D epartm ent was disbanded w hen the w ar ended

* Described in The sheep walks of mid Wales, chief types of vegetation, A berystw yth, 1914.
t  J.Agric. Sci. 8, 26-64, 1916.
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(Novem ber 1918), b u t the Seed Testing Station was retained. Stapledon, 
however, returned  to Aberystwyth, a ttracted  strongly by a new develop­
m ent. In  the struggle for more home-grown food the Welsh farmers had  been 
severely handicapped because the m odern im proved varieties of crops th a t 
served so well in the lowlands were unsuited to their higher altitudes and  
higher rainfall. A great benefactor of the College, Sir Laurence Philipps 
(later Lord Milford) gave £10000  for the establishm ent of a W elsh P lan t 
Breeding Station and an  endow m ent of £1000 a year for the first ten years. 
S tapledon was appointed D irector and  his college post was raised to an 
independent Professorship.

Before taking up the appointm ent he visited D enm ark and Sweden in 
com pany w ith R . H . Biffen and  a few others to see their w ell-equipped 
stations for seed control and  p lan t im provem ent, and  he m ade some useful 
contacts, notably w ith Turesson, whose studies of the wild grasses and  
dicotyledons of Sweden had  shown th a t one and  the same species m ight be 
found in som ewhat modified forms in different environm ents while still re­
m aining in  the same m orphological taxa. This work was then  attracting  
considerable attention am ong botanists.

O n  returning to Aberystwyth in 1919 in his new dual capacity he found 
there was no room  in  the College. A new building was out of the question, 
b u t a disused foundry in the town was bought, gutted  and converted to pro­
vide accom m odation for the A gricultural Faculty, and  here his new D epart­
m ent was housed for a num ber of years. L and was acquired about two miles 
outside the town for the P lan t Breeding Station. W ork began in M ay 1919, 
the staff consisting of Stapledon, one research assistant, and  somewhat later, 
a  gardener from Kew. These slender resources were, however, soon augm en­
ted : the Developm ent Commission recognized the S tation as being eligible 
for their grants on condition th a t its work on grass and herbage plants should 
not be restricted to Wales. This was agreed and in 1920 expansion began. 
As Senior Scientific Officer he appointed T . J .  Jenk in ; the ju n io r staff was 
built up from students, m any of whom  like M artin  and Iorw orth  Jones cam e 
from small Welsh farms, a fertile source of good hum an m aterial. Stapledon 
had  the gift of choosing his staff well and  inspiring in them  a deep sense of 
loyalty and his own vivid enthusiasm  for the work they had  undertaken.

H aving selected a m an he assigned him  a section of the work, discussed a 
program m e w ith him , and left him  to get on w ith it, though being always 
ready w ith help and advice. T he m ethod answered well; it produced men 
who today are leaders in the particu lar branches in which they had  started 
a t the Station.

T he initial program m e of work fell into two broad divisions: a search for 
possible new crops to diversify and enrich the ra ther m eagre systems of 
farm ing practised in W ales; and  the im provem ent of crops already grown. 
T he search for new crops yielded little resu lt: none of those tried proved more 
useful than  those already cultivated. O n  the other hand  the efforts a t crop 
im provem ent were highly successful. T hree groups were investigated:

256 Biographical Memoirs

 D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 h
ttp

s:
//r

oy
al

so
ci

et
yp

ub
lis

hi
ng

.o
rg

/ o
n 

30
 A

pr
il 

20
24

 



Reginald George Stapledon 257
grasses; clovers and  lucerne; and  cereals w ith some green fodder crops. 
T h e  w ork on cereals soon p roduced  results. I t  was chiefly on oats, being 
m uch  the m ost im p o rtan t arab le crop in  W ales, occupying nearly  h a lf  the 
cultivated  land , and  was in  charge first o f G. V . B. M arq u an d , and  then  
o f E. T . Jones who la te r becam e D irector o f the S tation. T he varieties o f 
Avena sativa and  A. strigosa used by the W elsh farm ers were poor, b u t reason­
ably  to le ran t o f the ir conditions. T here  was already  an  established technique 
for selecting and  breeding  cereals, and  after some years o f tria l and  error 
new varieties were produced, each m ore productive and  better suited to its 
app rop ria te  conditions th an  the older sorts. These were well received a t the 
tim e and  two varieties o f w hite w inter oats, am ong the first available to 
farm ers, proved very popu lar in  E ngland ; b u t they have now been super­
seded by the new  varieties b red  a t the S tation.

Clovers and  grasses, however, were entirely novel subjects for p lan t breeders 
and  new  techniques were required . T he m ethods suitable for cereals were no t 
directly  applicable to grasses because, while cereals are self fertilized, grasses 
are in  the m ain  cross fertilized, the pollen usually being carried  by w ind. 
Some varieties,* however, have a  certain  degree o f self fertility and  some 
plants are m ale sterile.

T he first step was to m ake a collection o f as m any p lan t types o f the w anted  
grasses and  clovers as could be found. W ith in  any lim ited and  long undis­
tu rb ed  ecological environm ent the m ajority  o f the population  was expected 
to be ecotypical. A  wide range of genes w ithin a  species w ould be found 
only over a sufficiently large range o f contrasting ecological habitats. T he 
collection h ad  begun m odestly in  1915 w hen samples o f the fine-leaved fes­
cues were collected and  studied. But the program m e was quickly w idened. 
Both S tapledon and  Jenkins travelled widely to survey grasslands, often taking 
small sam ple sods as they w ent; they d id  this also w herever either o f them  
found on a long undisturbed  site an  interesting specim en of one of the dozen 
grasses and  clovers they in tended  to study .f These samples were sent to 
A berystw yth, the p lan t or tillers teased ou t and  p lan ted  first in boxes of 
sterilized soil, then  transp lan ted  in  rows each o f ten plants two feet apart. 
These were then  divided in to  two sections: one was cu t each year for hay 
and  afterm ath , the o ther was cut m onthly to sim ulate the effect o f the 
grazing anim al. O bservations were m ade on characters o f agricultural 
im p o rtan ce : h ab it o f grow th (leafy or stem m y), length o f growing season 
(time of flowering), w inter hardiness, ra te  of m ortality, susceptibility to 
disease; in selected cases T . W . F agan o f the A gricultural D epartm ent deter­
m ined the m ineral constituents and  nitrogen content of the leaves.

T he collection becam e enorm ous. S tapledon called it a Vast m useum ’

* A t first these were called ‘strains’, b u t as the w ord ‘variety’ was already in use for o ther plants 
it was la ter adopted  for herbage plants. T he Welsh P lan t Breeding Station also uses the word 
‘cu ltivar’.

t  Cocksfoot, T im othy, M eadow fescue, Perennial rye grass. T all oat, T all fescue, Crested dog’s 
tail and  R ough stalked M eadow  grass. T he two last nam ed were given up  after a  few years, partly  
because they showed less variation than  the o ther species.
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and  the num ber of observations was colossal. In  one investigation on red 
clover R . D. W illiams writes th a t he had  m ade individual observations on 
ten different characters in 30000 seedlings over a period of three years.* 
S tapledon’s train ing  in recording in  his father’s counting house a t Suez 
m ust have proved invaluable. I t  was of course m agnificent m aterial for an  
ecologist; A. G. Tansley naturally  becam e very interested and  although not 
a frequent visitor he gave m uch valuable help over m any years, which 
Stapledon thankfully acknowledged. As an  Associate M em ber o f the British 
V egetation Com m ittee he m et other ecologists and  w idened his own interest 
in  the subject: his paper on Cocksfoot ecotypes in relation to the biotic |  is 
one of the classics of agricultural botany. Turesson cam e also from Sweden 
and  spent a week in  the early days: ‘O ne long stim ulation’ is S tapledon’s 
record. Bateson’s visit was an  unforgettable ev en t: ‘H e thrilled all of us . . . 
generous of his appreciation and  of critical advice.’ These visits helped to 
break down the isolation he m ight otherwise have felt; he took little active 
p a rt in the work of scientific societies and  rarely attended scientific meetings. 
A visit to the U nited  States in  1923 gave him  the opportunity  o f seeing 
som ething of their work on p lan t breeding, b u t it was an  oppressively ho t 
sum m er and he was unable to com plete his program m e.

D uring the 1920’s British agriculture was passing through long periods of 
depression and  as usual the p a rt of the farm  th a t suffered most was the 
grassland. M uch of it was in  a deplorable condition and  Stapledon felt th a t 
im provem ent was desperately needed. H e was particu larly  anxious abou t the 
hill grazings and unceasingly sought methods of im proving them . H e repeated­
ly acknowledges valuable help and  facilities given him  by two enterprising 
landowners, M r S. M . Bligh of Cilmery Park, Builth Wells— ‘A very volcano 
of ideas and  a pioneer practitioner in the a rt of land  im provem ent’ Stapledon 
called him — and Capt. Bennett Evans, who owned m uch land in the 
Plynlim m on hill region. Beginning w ith the high land  already in cultivation, 
b u t where the grass was in very poor condition, S tapledon had  for several 
years investigated two general methods of im provem ent. O ne, the ecological 
m ethod, was to make the conditions as favourable as possible for the better 
herbage type so th a t it could readily develop. Given tim e it would come 
autom atically, the indigenous varieties being widespread. W ild white clover 
and  a few of the grasses, notably  rye grass, wiere the desirable basis and  the 
requirem ents for clover satisfied the grasses. A dressing of phosphate, either 
basic slag or m ineral phosphate (as Somerville’s m uch publicized ‘M anuring  
for M utton ’ experiments had  shown) and in some cases lime, together w ith a  
good harrow ing, often sufficed. But it was quicker and better to plough up  
and reseed, J and  from the outset he had  tried to devise suitable seed mixtures. 
Early experiments w ith clover seed im ported from various countries showed 
the superiority of the indigenous varieties and this proved generally true of

258 Biographical Memoirs

* Bull. Welsh Pl. Breed. Stn. Ser. H . No. 2. 1927. 
t  J .  Ecol. 16, 71-104, 1928. 
j  J.Min. Agric. 32, 15-25, 1925.
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Reginald George Stapledon 259
grasses also. T h e  num erous trials w ith  seeds m ixtures m ade from  1915 on­
w ards were sum m arized in  1925.*

T h e  h igher land , an d  lan d  th a t could no t be ploughed, was to rn  up by 
heavy harrow s or o ther devices an d  then  sow n:! ‘scratching5 S tapledon 
called this process, b u t it was ra th e r m ore th an  th a t and  requ ired  powerful 
tractors, as also d id  the strong ploughs w hen it was decided to use them . 
These experim ents were all on a sm all scale; they showed w hat was possible, 
though  no t w hat was p racticab le from  the econom ic po in t o f view.

U nfortunately  early  in  1926 he suffered a serious breakdow n in  health , 
an d  his half-bro ther, w ho was C ha irm an  o f the Blue Funnel Line, a rranged  
for h im  and  his wife to m ake the long sea voyage via the Cape to A ustralia 
an d  N ew  Z ealand, and  to stay there for some m onths. T hey  sailed a t the 
end o f F eb ruary  and  d id  no t re tu rn  till m id-N ovem ber, the College having 
given h im  a y ea r’s leave o f absence.

I t  was for h im  a  particu larly  interesting tim e to visit New Z ealand. For 
long the n a tu ra l fertility o f the soil h ad  been failing, and  by the early  1920’s 
the  position h ad  becom e very serious. E. Bruce Levy h ad  been appoin ted  
to find ways o f im proving the grasslands and  had  already  done valuable 
work, m ainly  on ecological lines. S tapledon fully recognized the im portance 
o f these factors, b u t insisted (and he could insist w ith g reat vigour) th a t 
‘s tra in ’, or as it is now  called ‘varie ty’, could outw eigh the ir significance and  
even nullify the agronom ic value o f any  soil im provem ent. ‘H e led New 
Z ea land ’, writes Bruce Levy, ‘to a  thorough realization of the significance o f 
strain  an d  pedigree in  herbage plants, and  set in  m otion intensive strain  
trials o f agronom ic strains o f grasses and  clovers . . . S tra in  and  pedigree 
in  herbage seeds in  New Z ealand have been am ong the m ost im portan t 
factors in  our developm ent o f m arginal lands and  in  the surer and  fuller 
intensification o f our grassland farm ing systems.’ So im pressed was the 
D ep artm en t o f A griculture w ith the possibilities thus opened up th a t S taple­
don was asked to send ou t one o f his staff to continue the trials. This he was 
able to do la ter, and  he chose one o f his ablest young colleagues, W illiam  
Davies, J to w ork as P lan t G eneticist a t the Palm erston N orth  Research 
S tation, w here he did  such good work th a t on the occasion o f the 7th In te r­
national G rassland Congress in  1956 the U niversity of New Z ealand conferred 
upon  h im  its H onorary  D.Sc. degree.

But if  S tapledon gave m uch to New Z ealand he also received m uch. In  
the rich dairy  districts o f the N orth  Island  he saw m ore intensive m anagem ent 
o f grassland th an  anyw here in  Britain. Instead  of having the grassland in 
large fields each open for grazing over the whole area for the whole season it

* Advisory Bull. Univ. Coll, o f Wales, w ith W illiam  Davies, who was p u t in charge of this work in 
1923.

t  S tapledon m ade m uch use of the cleanings o f wild w hite clover seed : sufficient clover was left 
to establish the p lan t and  the foreign seeds w ould usually do no harm  even if the resulting plants 
survived on the hills, while some, e.g. Lotus corniculatus, w ould be useful (v. the 1915 lecture).

J Now D irector of the G rassland Research Institu te, H urley, M aidenhead. After two years in New 
Z ealand  he spent a  year in A ustralia to inspect the grassland experim ents in each State and  report 
thereon to the Com m onw ealth Council of Industria l and  Scientific Research.
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was divided into small paddocks each grazed only when a t full vegetative 
growth, then fertilized and  rested till full growth was again attained . This 
effect of resting and grazing in enhancing productiveness interested Staple- 
don greatly and was further studied a t Aberystwyth w hen he returned.*

In  A ustralia he saw the various stages in the conversion of the native flora— 
the stable climax vegetation— into the unstable transient forms th a t dom ina­
ted the countryside. ‘No knowledge’, he wrote, ‘could be m ore essential to the 
national exploitation of a country than  a proper appreciation of the relation­
ships— successional relationships— of the different types of vegetation to each 
other and to the varied soil and  clim atic conditions which ob ta in .’ This 
knowledge would facilitate the conversion of the natu ra l vegetation into a 
more desirable type and indicate ways of m aintaining it.

W hat impressed him  most in this journey, however, was the enormous 
potential b u t unrealized value of the grasslands of Australia, New Z ealand 
and such of the South African veld as he had  seen during  the ship’s stay a t 
Cape Town. None of these countries had  a properly equipped grassland 
research station, and  he recom m ended th a t one should be established on 
generous lines like the Svalof S tation in Sw eden; also th a t in each country 
proper agrostological surveys should be m ade.!

H e returned  to England m uch im proved in health  and found a lively 
interest in agricultural developm ent both a t home and in the Com m onwealth. 
T he first Im perial A gricultural Conference had  been held in W estm inster 
H all in O ctober, and  was ju s t ended; its recom m endations had  included the 
establishm ent of Im perial A gricultural B ureauxJ for the dissemination of 
inform ation on their respective subjects to agricultural departm ents th rough­
out the Com m onwealth. O ne of these dealt w ith grass and forage crops, and  
was to be located a t the P lant Breeding Station w ith Stapledon as D irector. 
His proposal for the establishm ent of a great research institute was not 
accepted, however.

A t home he found a greater interest in grassland than  ever before. T he 
M inistry’s cam paign for its im provem ent was being vigorously prosecuted 
and  he thought the tim e was ripe for him  to issue a book on the subject for 
the guidance of farm ers; to widen its scope he collaborated w ith J .  A. H anley, 
one of the most experienced A gricultural Advisers of the time. They wrote 

Grassland,its management and improvement (Oxford U niversity Press, 1927). I t  was 
well received, b u t the depression of the early 1930’s disheartened farmers and 
they lost interest; when finally the tide turned  the Second W orld W ar was 
on, and  reprinting was impossible.

U nfortunately in 1928 he had  another nervous breakdow n the effects of 
which lasted a long tim e: nevertheless he continued to work as m uch as he 
possibly could. M eanwhile some of the plants in the S tation’s collection

* J . Min. Agric. 34, 201-212, 1927. M artin  Jones and  Iorw orth Jones, Bull. Welsh PI. Breed. Sta.
Ser. H . No. 11. 1930. . ,

■f A tour in Australia and New Zealand: Grassland and other studies, Oxford Um v. Press, 192o, also
papers in J . Min. Agric. 34, 1927.

J L ater renam ed Com m onwealth A gricultural Bureaux.
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ap p eared  sufficiently prom ising to justify  extended farm  trials, and  by 1930 
selections o f grasses, clovers, and  oats were being tested th roughou t B ritain.

S tapledon realized th a t selection alone w ould no t provide the range of 
characte rs w an ted ; com binations o f characters were requ ired  w hich could 
b e  ob ta ined  only by breeding. F ortuna te ly  the search for suitable techniques 
h a d  been successful, after w hat he described as ‘eleven years o f tria l and  
e rro r5, and  the first results were published in  1931.* Follow ing his usual p rac ­
tice he h ad  alio ted the grasses mostly to T . J .  Jen k in , the clover to R . D. 
W illiam s, an d  kept Cocksfoot ( Dactylis ) for himself. H e chose 
Cocksfoot because in  the A berystw yth region it occurred m ore com m only 
th a n  any o ther grass in  m ore or less well-defined ecotypes, it was also m ore 
h ighly  self fertile th an  most o f the o ther local grasses, and , as one o f the most 
persistently leafy o f grasses, it had  high agricu ltu ral value. I t  soon appeared  
th a t the pure  line technique was unsuitable, there being too m uch heterozy­
gosity. Recourse was therefore h ad  to mass hybrid ization . A bout 30 desirable 
paren ts w ere selected from  the ‘vast m useum 5, they were selfed, some 200 
‘quintessential p lan ts5 were selected from  the progeny b u t no t em asculated, 
they  were enclosed together in  conditions in tended  to exclude foreign pollen, 
an d  a t the p roper tim e shaken by a sim ple m echanical device to ensure 
d istribu tion  o f the pollen. In  each generation  there was re-selection, and  non- 
conform ing plants were rejected. T he m ethod was frankly em pirical and  
subjective, ‘largely selection and  tria l on w hat w ould now be term ed poly­
cross lines5, a colleague described it.

S tapledon was no t interested in  genetics or cytology. A t the outset he dis­
claim ed any in ten tion  of aim ing a t genetical purity . This he considered 
m ig h t be necessary for crops like w heat th a t have to be processed, b u t no t for 
forage crops w here the difference betw een higher and  lower pu rity  is chiefly 
a  difference in w eight per un it area  ra th e r th an  in quality . M any  generations, 
he  w rote, w ould be needed to a tta in  com plete genetic purity , whereas a 
70 per cent pu rity  could be a tta ined  m uch sooner and  w ould represent a g reat 
advance on existing varieties o f grasses. I t  was no t th a t he was satisfied w ith 70 
per cent p u r ity : he was im bued w ith a deep sense of urgency, the pressing need 
to im prove the grasslands of the country , especially in the hill districts, and  
as the new varieties were a g reat advance on those then  in use he w anted  to 
get them  out to the farm ers as quickly as possible. Like some other very success­
ful p lan t breeders he had  a clear vision of w hat he w anted  to produce, and  
the artis t’s in tu ition  to guide his choice o f in itial m aterial.

T he m ethod is open to the objection th a t some degree of heterozygosity is 
inevitable, rendering  the variety  liable to instability : indeed a t one tim e 
there was a b lu rring  of the differences betw een certain  varieties, b u t this 
was rectified by reconstructing them . His judgem en t had , however, been so 
good th a t his first strain  o f Cocksfoot to be distributed, S. 26, developed 
from  five plants found in  a  gorse brake in Devon, and  p u t on the m arket in 
1937, still retains its popu larity  as do two la ter ones, S. 37 and  S. 143.

* Bull. Bur. PI. Genet. Aberystwyth, 3, 1931. R .G .S ’s section is on pp. 35-45.

Reginald George Stapledon
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W hile Stapledon was producing the Cocksfoot varieties, T . J .  Jenk in  was 
working on Perennial Ryegrass (Lolium perenTim othy, and  o ther grasses 
w ith equally successful results: some of his strains, especially S. 23 rye grass, 
are still very popular. His technique, however, differed from th a t of S taple­
don, being based on genetic principles.* So also was the technique of R . D . 
W illiams who produced the very valuable S. 100 white clover and  S. 123 
red clover.

Considerable tim e elapses between the production of a new variety a t a  
P lan t Breeding Station and the appearance of its seed on sale to farm ers. 
For the m arket, o f course, it m ust be produced in tons. Grasses being cross- 
fertilized, w ith w ind as the carrier of the pollen, special care has to be taken 
to avoid contam ination during  their m ultiplication. A nything from 12 to 16 
years m ay elapse between the first crossing and  the m arketing o f the resulting 
new variety; for the two clovers ju s t m entioned the interval had  been 17 
years: from 1920 to 1937.

Stapledon did not w ait for this final stage: having got sufficient seed o f  
these better varieties of grasses and  clovers for experim ental purposes he was 
anxious to organize a large-scale dem onstration com bining all the m ethods 
of im provem ent of hill grazings th a t had  proved effective in his num erous 
trials. H e drew  up an  am bitious scheme estim ated to cost £20000 , a large 
sum in those days and far beyond anything the G overnm ent would provide. 
H e and  the College Principal, H . S tuart Jones, sent a  letter to The Times 
pointing out th a t large areas of grass in our country now regarded as in ­
evitably derelict could, by these new methods, become an  asset of imm ense 
im portance, and  appealed for funds to show the way. T he letter was published 
on 11 Ju ly  1932: soon cam e the response by Sir Ju lien  C ahn who generously 
offered £3000 a year for seven years. A lease was taken of a hill farm  near 
Devil’s Bridge w ith grazings up to 1350 ft altitude, and  some 2500 acres o f 
sheep walk up to 1850 ft altitude, m uch of the herbage being of the very poor 
M olinia-N ardus type w ith Nardus-Fescue in the drier places and rushes 
in  the w etter parts. T he custom ary procedure was to keep the sheep on these 
walks during the sum m er, b u t to remove them  during au tum n and  w inter, 
those ready for m arket being sold, the in-lam b ewes and  some others trans­
ferred to lower lying fields on the farm  and the weaker ewe lam bs boarded  
out on lowland farms between O ctober and  early April. This was a costly 
and  often unprofitable business, and  Stapledon sought to im prove the 
cropping system of the arable p a rt of the farm  so th a t it could carry  m ore 
sheep in w inter, thus reducing or elim inating the cost o f boarding out. His 
further object was to make the sum m er grazing more profitable.

Moses Griffith, A gricultural Adviser for M erionethshire, and  a good far­
mer, was p u t in charge; work began in  M arch  1933, and  yielded striking 
results,! which Stapledon intended should be seen. H e had  a wonderful gift 
of presentation. From  the road one saw on the hillside a great patch  of green

* Described by him  in Bull. Welsh PI. Breed. Stn. Ser. H . No. 2. 1924. T he m ethod was devised in  
1921.

f R eported in J . Roy. Agric. Soc. 97, 33-53, 1936, and Welsh J . Agric. 1935 and 1937.
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Reginald George Stapledon 263
herbage do tted  w ith  sheep happ ily  grazing, surrounded  by the dark  w ild 
forsaken vegetation  to w hich, how ever, they  occasionally h ad  recourse 
ap p aren tly  in  search o f some n u trien t no t adequate ly  provided by the plants 
sown. W hen Sir Ju lie n ’s gift was exhausted the scheme was financed by the 
M inistry  o f A griculture till 1947 w hen it cam e officially to an  end. T he work 
still goes on, how ever, the land  being now  included in  the M inistry’s 
E xperim ental H ill Farm .

T h e  inform ation  ob ta ined  has w ide and  lasting value, and  w ith S tap ledon’s 
o th e r w ork and  th a t o f his colleagues it has provided m ost o f the techniques 
now  em ployed by farm ers for up land  reclam ation. By the irony o f fate the 
grass varieties he him self p roduced  d id  no t tu rn  ou t to be the most suitable 
for the purpose: the really  pivotal grass, according to P. T . Thom as, the 
presen t D irector o f the S tation, is ano ther o f its p ro d u c ts : Je n k in ’s rem arkable 
S. 23 rye grass; this, T hom as states, has been responsible for m ore grassland 
im provem ent on the hills th an  all others p u t together. But S tap ledon’s in ­
fluence and  advice stim ulated reclam ation  o f large areas o f hill land  during  
the w ar, m uch  o f w hich still rem ains greatly  im proved: no tab le exam ples 
are  on the K erry  Dolfor hills and  the Shropshire hills in  the Bishop’s Castle 
an d  C lun areas.

M eanw hile the experim ental plots a t the P lan t Breeding S tation, always 
in teresting  to scientists, were becom ing increasingly interesting to farm ers, 
an d  m any cam e from  far and  wide to see th e m : usually in  groups. S tapledon 
him self frequently  dem onstrated  to them . A t this he was unrivalled. ‘Dressed 
in  country  tweeds w ith plus four stockings o f unusual hue an d  a woollen sw eat­
e r  round  his w aist in  the m anner o f a cricket um pire’, as a  colleague des­
cribed  him , carry ing  a  shooting stick used sometimes as a  rest, sometimes 
w aved abou t as a  pointer, holding his audience spellbound by his vivid 
descriptions and  his am azingly infectious enthusiasm . I t  even happened  a t 
tim es th a t the char-a-banc due to take the p a rty  hom e a t 6 p .m . w ould be 
kep t w aiting two hours or m ore because he was still w illing to continue. 
O n  occasion for large groups a t C ahn  H ill, w here he h ad  taken to riding, he 
w ould dem onstrate m ounted  on a W elsh pony arm ed w ith a trum pet-shaped  
m egaphone, a  striking unforgettable figure w ith his finely m oulded features 
a n d  g reat shock o f h a ir: he m ust often have rem inded his W elsh hearers o f 
a  crusader o f old calling them  to battle  in  tones as near to the hwyl as a  Saes 
can  ever get. A nd indeed it was a crusade he was lead in g : an  end to the pover­
ty  o f the hill farm ers and  a better life for them  through  m ore productive 
grassland.

Im provem ent o f the grasslands, however, was no t the only object for 
w hich he was cam paigning. Like m any others in  those days sensitive to the 
beau ty  of the countryside, he w anted  to stop the devastation th a t was then 
proceeding a t an  appalling ra te  as the result o f very heavy w artim e losses o f 
sons and  fortune sustained by the county families who had  long been its 
custodians. H e deplored the growing estrangem ent o f the mass o f the people 
from  the countryside, their failure to recognize its beauty, the ir desire to speed
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through it as quickly as possible, indifferent to the sprawl of the towns and  
the unsightly erections being p u t up in w hat had  been attractive little m arket 
towns and  villages. In  1935 he wrote The land now and tomorrow (Faber & 
Faber) telling of some of the atrocities he him self had  seen, of the unnecessary 
village poverty due to the neglect of our agriculture, and  in glowing term s 
setting forth w hat ru ra l Britain could be like if  changes now quite p racticable 
were m ade. But this would require w idespread appreciation of the ethical, 
aesthetic and  social values of a highly efficient agriculture and  a w ell-cared- 
for countryside. His rem edy was to bring the tow nsm an into the country and  
to set up  N ational Parks, where a model village, model farms and ru ra l 
crafts would show the best of country life to the tow nsm an visitor; and  
rowing, fishing, riding and  simple golf (he despised the m odern costly ‘super 
golf5) would show him  its pleasures.

T he book had  a wonderful recep tion : repeated reissues were called for, an d  
it m ust have played an  im portan t p a rt in stim ulating public interest in the 
countryside. T he idea of N ational Parks was of course no t new : it had  been 
discussed for m any years, and  the Addison Com m ittee of 1929 had  studied 
it in  detail and  recom m ended certain  areas as em inently suitable. T h eir 
idea, however, was entirely different from Stapledon’s : it was to leave w ild 
natu re  in tact in all its pristine beauty allowing no interference by m an, 
and  it was this, and  no t Stapledon’s conception, th a t was adopted w hen the 
N ational Parks Commission was finally established in  1949.

T he book has the strong personal interest of revealing the m an m ore fully 
th an  any other of his w ritings; it brings out the streak of poetry in  his na tu re , 
the visionary’s disregard of the practical difficulties th a t would have benum ­
bed most others, b u t which had  seemed to m elt away before his robust en­
thusiasm.

T hen  in  1935 came another breakdow n in health  which m uch reduced 
his activity for m any months.

L ater on the M inistry of A griculture wishing to intensify the grassland 
im provem ent scheme asked Stapledon in O ctober 1938 to do a lecture to u r 
of England and  Wales, and  also w ith W illiam  Davies and  three assistants 
to m ake a  detailed survey of the grass lands. His them e for the lectures was 
th a t the grass now treated  as perm anent should be regarded as a crop an d  
m ade to play its p a rt in  the rotation. Instead of being left down indefinitely 
it should be ploughed up and  followed by a highly productive sequence o f  
arable crops. W hen its tu rn  came the ley should be broken up before it began 
to deteriorate— though he realized th a t while it rem ained it im proved the  
physical condition of the soil and  increased its productiveness. C ountry  
wisdom on the m atter was sum m ed up in the old couplet:

M ake a pasture, break a m an;
Break a pasture, make a m an.

For this he substituted the slogan ‘Take the plough round the farm 5. As some 
60 per cent of the farm ed land of England was in perm anent grass the task o f
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Reginald George Stapledon 265
persuading  farm ers to b ring  it under the plough was form idable, b u t this d id  
n o t deter h im : even the renow ned fatting  pastures o f Leicestershire and  N o rth ­
am ptonshire were to be ploughed up. This, however, was too m uch for the 
stolid coun trym an : from  tim e im m em orable it h ad  been held th a t to break 
these up  w ould be alm ost a  sacrilege. A com prom ise was necessary, b u t 
S tapledon estim ated th a t some th ree-quarters o f the perm anen t grass could 
advantageously  be replaced by arab le grass. Ley farm ing, he m ain tained , 
should form  the basis o f our agricu ltu ral policy, and  he h ad  m ade this the 
subject o f his Presidential Address to the A gricultural Section of the British 
Association earlier in  the year.*

M eanw hile the grassland survey was becom ing increasingly im portan t, 
for w ar was th rea ten ing  and  if  it should break  ou t the survey w ould form  
the basis o f the inevitable ploughing up  cam paign to increase the area  under 
corn. I t  was a  rem arkable undertak ing  and  the m ost extensive ever m ade.f 
T here  were three operations: (1) zoning, based on the know n relation  be­
tw een bo tan ical com position and  colour; (2) classifying, based on q u a lita ­
tive assessment o f the herbage o f indiv idual fields w ithin  sam ple blocks; 
(3) botanical read ing  on a few random ly  distributed  fields w ith in  each area : 
this provided a com m on standard  for the surveyors concerned.

T he survey showed th a t m ore th an  9 m illion acres o f perm anen t grassland 
w ere ‘a standing rep roach’ b u t ‘fit for the p lough’. M uch of it h ad  been 
ploughed up  and  m ade productive in  the first w ar, b u t during  the post-w ar 
depression h ad  deterio rated  or even becom e derelict. T he idea th a t the grass 
should com e into  the ord inary  ro tation  was o f course well know n an d  was 
com m on practice in the no rth  and  west o f the country, b u t the new  herbage 
plants p roduced a t the S tation had  greatly  w idened the possibilities. By sowing 
one field w ith a late developing ley and  ano ther w ith an  early developer it 
becam e possible to extend the grazing season w hich on cu rren t practice 
h ad  lasted some six m onths only. This problem  of extension is still being 
studied by W illiam  Davies and  his colleagues a t the G rassland Research 
Institu te  a t H urley ; he is optim istic enough to believe th a t i t  can ultim ately 
be extended to cover the whole year.

W hen w ar broke ou t in  O ctober 1939 S tapledon wished to have a large 
scale dem onstration o f ley farm ing as a m eans o f rehabilita ting  the extensive 
areas o f heavy clay soil then  m ore or less derelict in the lowlands ju s t as the 
C ahn  H ill scheme had  dem onstrated the possibilities o f reclaim ing waste 
hill land . T he M inistry  o f A griculture agreed, and  provided funds for a 
G rassland Im provem ent S tation a t D rayton, near Stratford-on-A von, on a  
derelict 500-acre farm , m uch of it on heavy Lower Lias c lay : ‘the epitom e o f 
all th a t is w rong w ith ru ra l B ritain’ was S tapledon’s description. J Tw o o ther 
equally  dispiriting farm s were included in  the scheme, 1300 acres o f poor

* L ater expanded into a  book The plough up policy and ley , F aber & Faber, 1939. In  order
further to popularize the system he and  W illiam  Davies la ter (1941) w rote a  Penguin book entitled  
Ley farming.

t  M im eographed in  61 parts in 1940.
X J . Roy. Agric. Soc. 109, 17-27, 1941. T he program m e of work is given here.'
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m oorland in Staffordshire, and  1000 derelict acres on the Cotswolds. Staple- 
don was in charge of all of these, and  the changes he effected a ttrac ted  large 
parties of farm ers; he also did m uch lecturing to large farm er audiences 
besides retaining his post a t Aberystwyth. H e was fortunate in  securing 
W illiam  Davies’s help, for w ar-tim e difficulties w ith labour and  transport 
m ade the com bined tasks very heavy, grossly overtaxing his strength.

In  1942 he felt no longer justified in retaining the D irectorship o f the 
P lan t Breeding Station in view of the long absences necessitated by his work 
for the M inistry from 1938 onwards and the im probability  o f any relief. 
H e therefore resigned so as to be freer to continue his ley farm ing dem on­
strations.

A t the end of the w ar in  1945 his work ceased and he retired  into private 
life. Not, however, to rest and recoup. As w ith other scientific workers o f 
those days the pre-w ar pension arrangem ents were quite inadequate to m eet 
the rising costs of post-war years and there followed a period when he had  to 
do some journalism . In  1947, however, Messrs D unn’s Farm  Seeds of 
Salisbury invited him  to become their Scientific Adviser and, later, one of 
their Directors. This brought him  back to his favourite occupation in  very 
congenial circumstances. Messrs D unn’s were old friends; they had  been 
am ong the first to recognize the im portance of the S tation’s work and to dis­
tribu te  the new varieties of grasses and clovers to farmers. So long as his health  
allowed he worked very happily  w ith them .

T hen  began the pitiful tragedy of his last years. In  1952 he had  a serious 
operation, and  from then on to the end he was rarely  free from illness: 
angina, kidney trouble, bronchitis each w inter, M eniere’s disease, and  then, 
greatest affliction of all, stone deafness for the last three years o f his life. All 
com m unication w ith him  had  to be by writing. To the end, however, his 
m ind rem ained unclouded, restless and  critical as ever. His interest in 
agriculture w aned b u t was replaced by a wide range of o thers; am ong them  
poetry, philosophy, psychology and  education. H e left twelve large note 
books full of com ments and  ideas on w hat he had  read. Proust, Rilke, K irke- 
gaard , O rtega, A rthur Koestler, du C hardin, were am ong his favourite 
authors which he enjoyed discussing w ith a new-found friend whose visits 
used to lighten the tedium  of his long and often painful illness.

H e died on 6 Septem ber 1960. T ributes to his work poured in from farmers 
an d  m any others. T he B.B.C. organized a program m e on the Welsh Service 
T rem em ber Stapledon’, and  eight m onths la ter another one on the H om e 
Service, in each o f which a group of speakers took part. Some of his friends 
have established a M em orial T rust to ensure th a t his m em ory shall be 
perpetuated.

Few m en in his generation left a greater m ark on the countryside of Britain 
than  he did. Before he began his work grass had  been the Cinderella am ong 
cro p s: it could tolerate neglect and  in bad  times was the first to get it. G reat 
stretches of perm anent grass had  a woebegone appearance, and  produced only 
a  fraction of w hat was possible: it was a th ing  ap a rt from the cropped land.

Biographical Memoirs
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Reginald George Stapledon 267
H e m ade it possible to effect a com plete in tegra tion  in  all b u t the d rier eastern 
parts  o f the country , thus considerably changing the landscape of the farm  
and  giving the greatly  increased yields o f grass th a t have been so im p o rtan t 
a  factor in bringing  ab o u t the recen t m arked increase in  o u tp u t o f m ilk an d  
m eat. His w ork on the reclam ation  o f hill land  shows how large areas o f the 
5 J  m illion acres o f rough grazing in  E ngland  and  W ales could, if  and  w hen the 
need arises, be m ade m uch m ore p roductive; it has also enabled m arginal 
lan d  to be kept in  cultivation w hen otherwise it m ight slip back and  becom e 
d e re lic t: counteracting , in short, the tendency o f the boundary  o f cultivation 
to  drop  fu rther dow n the hill.

T he varieties o f grasses and  clovers produced  a t the S tation  have proved 
o f g rea t value no t only in  the British Islands b u t in  A ustralia, New Z ealand, 
South  Africa and  elsewhere.

His scientific work lay in  the border land  o f ecology and  the agricu ltu ral 
g roup o f applied  sciences, especially o f the new  applied  science o f grassland 
agronom y of w hich he was one o f the chief founders, system atizing m uch 
scattered  and  fragm entary  em pirical knowledge and  build ing it up  in to  
a  new  subject w hich, infused by his successors w ith m odern  principles o f 
genetics and  cytology, promises to a tta in  great im portance. H e h ad  an  
unrivalled  knowledge o f the grasses and  o f the ir properties, and  the gift o f 
intuitively  finding a short cu t to the solution o f a problem  th a t otherwise m ight 
have requ ired  long investigation. His ecological outlook enabled him  to link 
up  the grass and  the land , and  to ensure a sound practical outcom e from  his 
labours.

R ecognition in  abundance cam e to him  from  widely different quarters. 
H e was early aw arded  the H onorary  M em bership o f the H igh land  and  
A gricultural Society and  the Swedish and  old Czechoslovakian Academies 
o f A gricu ltu re; in  1932 he received the C.B.E. and  in  1939 he was in  rap id  
succession m ade a  m em ber o f the A thenaeum  under R ule 2, elected a Fellow 
o f the Royal Society on the first application  by his sponsors, was aw arded the 
G old M edal o f the R oyal A gricultural Society for distinguished services to 
A griculture, and  was given a knighthood. U nfortunately , however, overwork 
and  strain  h ad  again  incapacita ted  h im  and  he was unable to go to Bucking­
ham  Palace to receive the accolade: it was bestowed by Letters Patent. 
U niversity honours cam e la te r: after the w ar the Universities o f N ottingham  
(1951) and  o f W ales (1952) each conferred upon him  the H onorary  degree 
o f D octor o f Science. T he U niversity o f D urham  h ad  in  1958 offered its 
honorary  D octorate o f Science which unhappily  he could no t accept, as 
by th a t tim e he was unable to m ake the jou rney  to Newcastle w here it w ould 
have been conferred.

H e had  the gift o f being able to pick ou t as colleagues young m en of m arked 
ability to aid  him  in  his work and  o f reta in ing  their loyalty and  affection for 
life. In  this he was helped by his abiding interest in  young people. S tarting  
w ith only one assistant he b u ilt up  w ith the ir aid a g reat research station 
w ith an  enviable and  world-wide repu ta tion  and  which has tra ined  a

 D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 h
ttp

s:
//r

oy
al

so
ci

et
yp

ub
lis

hi
ng

.o
rg

/ o
n 

30
 A

pr
il 

20
24

 



268
succession o f young scientists doing valuable work in  their subject in  m any 
parts of the Com m onwealth.

H e was no t interested in  College organization as such, nor in  Faculty  or 
Senate m eetings; indeed he seemed com pletely oblivious of any regard  for 
academ ic procedure or regulations, and  was often ra ther a  rebel, b u t a 
likeable one. N or did he take m uch p a rt in  meetings of scientific societies 
except the Grassland Society of which he was one o f the founders and 
its first President: its first Congress was in  1937. ‘Grass and  grassland, and  
yet m ore grass and  grassland5 as he p u t it, were the subject o f his labours; 
and  gardening, golf, and  la ter riding his relaxations. Y et he was no dull 
recluse: his love of the countryside, his vigorous enthusiasm  for it, the 
visionary and  poetic elements in his character w ith a touch of Peter P an ; 
his intense dislike of pretentiousness and  injustice com bined w ith his gift 
of racy description m ade him  a good com panion popular alike w ith students 
and  staff in  the College— ‘Stapes5 he was to them — and brought him  a wide 
and  varied circle of friends outside.

In  his ‘Personal notes5 he w rote: ‘No obituary  notice of myself would be 
com plete w ithout reference to the constant help I have received from m y 
wife.5 She was Doris W ood, only daughter of Thom as W ood Bourne and  of 
Jessie Bourne. T hey were m arried  in  1913. H aving no children she was able 
to devote herself w hole-heartedly to him  and  his work, which she equipped 
herself to follow; always, too, she sedulously guarded his uncertain  health . 
T hey were inseparable com panions. His extensive agricultural tours were 
almost invariably by car and  she always drove, he never. Tow ards the end 
he estim ated th a t she m ust have driven him  some 700000 miles, often over 
very difficult m oorland trackways, to almost inaccessible places. In  prefaces 
to his books he describes her variously as his dictionary, his ready reckoner, 
on occasion his C ahn H ill dem onstrator. I t  is certain  th a t w ithout her aid 
he could never have achieved anything like w hat he did.

Science has its unsung heroes, and  the world will never know w hat it owes 
to the m others and  wives of its scientists.

E. J o h n  R u s s e l l

Biographical Memoirs
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