
The P i o n e e r  S p e c i e s  o f  V a s c u l a r  P l a n t s  i n  S u r t s e y ,  

C a k i l e  E d e n t u l a  

S t u r l a  F r i d r i k s s o n  
U n i v e r s i t y  R e s e a r c h  I n s t i t u t e ,  R e y k j a v i k  

The f i r s t  s p e c i e s  o f  h i g h e r  p l a n t s  t o  c o l o n i z e  t h e  new 

v o l c a n i c  i s l a n d  o f  S u r t s e y  was d i s c o v e r e d  on  J u n e  3 r d  1965 .  

S m a l l  s e e d l i n g s  o f  C a k i l e  e d e n t u l a  were found  growing  upon 

t h e  sandy  b e a c h  n o r t h  o f  t h e  s m a l l  l a g o o n  on t h e  i s l a n d .  On June  

8 t h  a n  e x p e d i t i o n  d i s c o v e r e d  some 20 a d d i t i o n a l  s e e d l i n g s  o f  t h e  

same s p e c i e s  g rowing  a p p r o x i m a t e l y  5 0  m e a s t  o f  t h e  p r e v i o u s  l o c a t i o n .  

The p l a n t s  were  a l l  g rowing  i n  a  m i x t u r e  o f  t e p h r a  a n d  de-  

c a y i n g  seaweed (Ascophyl lum nodosum),  which  e v i d e n t l y  formed a 

s u i t a b l e  medium f o r  t h e  g e r m i n a t i o n  and  g rowth  o f  t h e  young p l a n t s .  

The p l a n t s  had grown f rom s e e d  t h a t  a p p a r e n t l y  had b e e n  washed 

a s h o r e ,  p o s s i b l y  a l o n g  w i t h  t h e  s eaweed ,  wh ich  m i g h t  a c t  a s  a  f l o a t ,  

a i d i n g  d i s p e r s a l  o f  s e e d  by o c e a n .  

The s e e d l i n g s  o f  t h e  p i o n e e r  c o l o n i s t s ,  however ,  d i d  n o t  

m a t u r e ,  b u t  succumbed a  few weeks l a t e r  u n d e r  a  shower o f  a s h e s  

c a r r i e d  f rom t h e  v o l c a n i c  c r a t e r  o f  S y r t l i n g u r  l o c a t e d  NE o f  

S u r t s e y .  The f a l l  o f  f r e s h  t e p h r a  f rom t h i s  s a t e l l i t e  v o l c a n o  t h u s  

d e l a y e d  t h e  c o l o n i z a t i o n  o f  h i g h e r  p l a n t s  on  S u r t s e y  . ( F r i d r i k s s o n  

1965 a ,  1965  b ) .  

I t  was n o t ' s u r p r i s i n g  t o  f i n d  C a k i l e  a s  t h e  f i r s t  s p e c i e s  o f  

v a s c u l a r  p l a n t s  t o  grow i n  S u r t s e y ,  and  t h u s  becoming a  p i o n e e r  

p l a n t  i n  t h e  p o s s i b l e  f u t u r e  s u c c e s s i o n  o f  t h e  c o a s t a l  r e g i o n  o f  

t h e  i s l a n d .  Seed o f  C a k i l e  had p r e v i o u s l y  b e e n  found  d r i f t e d  a s h o r e  

i n  S u r t s e y  b u t  when t e s t e d  it d i d  n o t  show any  s i g n  o f  g e r m i n a t i o n  

( F r i d r i k s s o n  1 9 6 4 ) .  I t  was however ,  assumed t h a t  t h e  s e e d  would n o t  

be  g r e a t l y  a f f e c t e d  by t h e  s a l i n i t y  o f  t h e  s e a ,  a s  C a k i l e  is  a  



c o a s t a l  s p e c i e s  hav ing  seed  w i t h  a  t h i c k  c o r k  c a p s u l e ,  which pro-  

t e c t s  i t  and k e e p s  it f l o a t i n g  f o r  a  c o n s i d e r a b l e  l e n g t h  o f  t i m e .  

I t  had even been s u g g e s t e d  by Love and Love (1947,  1956) t h a t  

C a k i l e  was one o f  t h o s e  s p e c i e s  found i n  I c e l a d  which c o u l d  have 

been c a r r i e d  by ocean  c u r r e n t s  t o  t h e  c o u n t r y  from t h e  c o a s t  of 

America. T h i s  a s sumpt ion  was based on t h e  a u t h o r s 7  c y t o l o g i c a l  

s t u d i e s ,  which i n d i c a t e d  t h a t  t h e  European C a k i l e  ( s p .  mar i t ima)  

i s  d i p l o i d  compared t o  t h e  t e t r a p l o i d  ( s p .  e d e n t u l a )  o f  America, 

t h e  Azor I s l a n d s  and I c e l a n d .  

The d i s c o v e r y  o f  t h e  p i o n e e r  p l a n t  i n  S u r t s e y  shows t h a t  

l i v i n g  C a k i l e  s e e d  is  b e i n g  d i s p e r s e d  over  such  d i s t a n c e s  a s  between 

S u r t s e y  and some C a k i l e  c o l o n y ,  t h e  n e a r e s t  b e i n g  on  a n  i s l a n d  20 km 

away. A t e s t  of  t h e  v i a b i l i t y  of  C a k i l e  seed  a f t e r  immersion i n  s e a  

wa te r  f u r t h e r m o r e  s u p p o r t s  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  d i s p e r s a l  o f  s u c h  

l i v i n g  s e e d  o v e r  s t i l l  g r e a t e r  d i s t a n c e s .  (See F r i d r i k s s o n ,  t h i s  

r e p o r t ) .  
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