
An Island Mystery: Seabirds May Provide the Clue

to Luxuriant Herbage

J P Goodwin

Farmer and Stockbreeder September 14th 1948

Islands of the West Wales Coast have long been known to be the resting and
breeding places of vast flocks of seabirds, and only in recent years has more
attention been given to their farming possibilities. One of them is Skomer
standing out in the Atlantic three miles from the Pembrokeshire mainland and
here Mr and Mrs T R Codd are farming chiefly rearing fat cattle which reach
super special grade without even a handful of feed beyond the herbage of the
island.

There has been much conjecture concerning the reason for cattle doing so
well there, for Skomer appears to be just a hump of rock of about 800 acres
offering little visible means of subsistence to cattle. There are no trees, no
shelter from the great winds of the West and South West, and conditions
seem wholly unsuited to beef production. Yet four heifers, to take one
example, yielded their owner over £50 each above their purchase price after
about 18 months stay on the island, and did it only on the keep they found for
themselves.

Greener herbage

The Pembrokeshire AEC are undertaking research to find the cause of the
thriftiness of stock placed on this island. The herbage is greener than that on
the mainland and there is luxuriance of vegetation contrasting sharply with
that on other parts of Pembrokeshire. Skomer’s vegetation consists mainly of
Nardus, fescue and Yorkshire Fog, bracken and heather. There are also
many plants commonly regarded as of low nutritive value such as sorrel,
bladder campion, and woodsage on which the cattle eagerly graze, and which
must possess some beneficial qualities yet undiscovered.

Soil analyses have so far provided no explanation, but recently samples of the
grass and weed growth under scientific examination have revealed the
presence of a specially luxuriant form of sorrel and campion in particular; so
luxuriant indeed, that the examining botanist, knowing nothing of their origin,
hazarded the opinion that they appear to have been stimulated by the
droppings of sea birds.

The cattle, which Mr Codd introduces from time to time across the narrow but
dangerous Jack Sound to his lonely farm are constantly in search of these
weeds growing on the ledges of the cliffs which fall from 300 ft sharply into the
sea. The animals loose their footing and tumble headlong beyond hope of
rescue. So high are his losses of stock by such causalities that he is seeking
an alternative plan for farming this 800 acre herbage covered rock for
adequate fencing is out of the question since six or seven miles of the stoutest



fencing around the island would be required to give adequate protection to the
incautious cattle.

A beginning has been made with sheep in what is called ‘The Neck’ of
Skomer, the eastern portion of 75 acres, separated from the rest of the island
by a narrow strip of land which can be and is effectively fenced off. Ewes and
followers numbering about 130 are already on this portion from which they
have eliminated the ragwort and grazed the vegetation down to a verdant
smoothness. Losses among these sheep through falls are very low, and some
means may be devised of extending the flock of Kerry Hill ewes and their
crosses to the main part of the island.

Transport to and from the island is of course the prime and constant problem.
Mr and Mrs Codd convey all their output and all their supplies by small boats.

The Only Building

Sometimes the weather forbids the launching of a boat for days on end. And
the only road is a rough affair of rough stones on the bare rock climbing to a
height of several hundred feet by a zig-zag route to the farmhouse- the only
building- standing at the highest point. Yet they succeeded last year in
ploughing 30 acres for potatoes, cereals and rape for the first time, it is
believed, for many years, and 16 acres seeded out were cut for hay this
season.

It is believed that Skomer could make a substantial contribution through its
natural fertility and the renewal thereof by the droppings of the myriad of birds
in spring, to the national larder.


