
Lithops schwantesii subsp. gebseri was first collected
in 1960 by Walter Gebser on a farm some 70km

south of Maltahöhe in southern Namibia.  This new
Lithops taxon was much sought after by enthusiasts
and collectors of Lithops especially during the first two
decades after being discovered.  Owing to the frequent
collection and thus large-scale removal of these plants
from their natural habitat, their population quickly
dwindled during the 1970s and early 1980s.  A severe
drought during the latter part of the 1980s and some
changes in farming practices in the area caused the last
few plants to disappear from their natural habitat by
about 1992.
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Thanks to a grant from the BCSS Conservation Fund, the future of this Lithops now seems
secure.  Photos by the authors.

Fig. 1  The hillside habitat of Lithops schwantesii subsp. gebseri strewn with ferruginous sandstone boulders in November 2016 before
rain fell in the area

Fig. 2  Lithops schwantesii subsp. gebseri plants with well-
formed seed capsules in the UK facility from which seeds were
obtained



During a study on the biology and ecology of
Lithops schwantesii in southern Namibia (Earlé
et al, 2016a & 2016b), a large number of colonies of
L. schwantesii were visited to collect data.
Although it was known that L. schwantesii subsp.
gebseri had not been seen in habitat for about
25 years, their known habitat on Estorffdank farm
was visited on several occasions to search for them.
The precise information obtained from the farmer
and farm workers, who were resident on the farm
when the plants were plentiful in habitat,
pinpointed the exact location of the former colony
(Fig. 1).  Some 50 man hours in total were spent
searching for the plants but without success. 

An idea to reintroduce these plants into their former
habitat was formulated by the Lithops Research and
Conservation Foundation (website currently under
renewal) together with the very enthusiastic and
helpful current farm owners.  The aim was to
reintroduce the first plants in either 2017 or 2018, or
as soon as the drought in the area that had lasted
from 2013 onwards, was over.  Preparation work for
the reintroduction of these plants started during the
2013 and 2014 flowering seasons in the UK, when
the isolation of individual flowers and careful hand
pollination of the L. schwantesii subsp. gebseri plants
in our UK collection produced seeds believed to be
of pure origin (Fig. 2).  About 500 of these seeds
were sown in the Lithoparium nursery at Alte
Kalköfen Lodge during April 2015.  Just over 400
seedlings were grown from this initial sowing and
230 of them were replanted about 15mm apart in
‘growing-on’ trays or individually in plug-plant
trays during May 2016.  A second batch of seeds was
sown in May 2016.

The original habitat of these plants is in an area
close to gathering pens and a water-point for the
grazing sheep of the farmer.  It was thus decided
that the chosen reintroduction area should be
fenced to protect them, at least in the initial stages
of the project.  An area of 50×50m (2,500 square
metres) of the habitat where they were known to
have occurred was marked out in November 2016
(Fig. 3).  In January 2017, good rain fell on the
farm, indicating that the five year drought in the

Fig. 3 (top)  One of the corners of the area to be fenced was
marked in November 2016 with white flags

Fig. 4 (middle)  The animal-proof fenced area around the
chosen introduction site after completion in April 2017 and
good rain in the area

Fig. 5 (bottom)  The farm road to the reintroduction site in
the distance on Estorffdank farm
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area had broken and everything was put into place to
start the fencing of the chosen area.  However, before
the fencing work had begun, more heavy rainfall in the
area was experienced when a thunderstorm dumped
80mm of rain in the area within a few hours.  Large
areas around the reintroduction site were washed away
during the thunderstorm but the chosen area was
largely unaffected.  An animal-proof fence was
completed in early April 2017 (Fig. 4) and after
another 40mm of rain had fallen over several days, just
after the fence was completed, perfect conditions
prevailed.  On an overcast and unusually cool morning
we drove the 250km to Estorffdank from our base at

Alte Kalköfen Lodge near Bethanie to begin the
reintroduction of Lithops schwantesii subsp. gebseri
into its former habitat.  Due to the recent good rains in
the area, the vegetation, mostly perennial grass but also
some annual herbs, was well established on the farm
(Fig. 5).  Twenty-two locations within the fenced area
were selected.  These locations appeared to be suitable
places where the young plants could be planted around
or in between rocks.  The planting stations were each
marked with an iron dropper (a piece of metal used in
fencing as can be seen in Figs. 6 and 8) topped by an
eye-catching coloured plastic ball and an aluminium
tag with a randomly punched number (Fig. 6).

It was easy to plant the young Lithops in the sandy
substrate between the large red-brown ferruginous
sandstone boulders.  The soil was still damp about 1cm
below the surface due to a light rain shower a few days
earlier.  By planting the young plants close to rocks,
under rocks or near vegetation, they were well
protected from direct sunlight during some part of the
day at least (Fig 7).  If a plant was not protected by the
shade of a rock or other vegetation some loose grass
was placed over it to protect it in the initial stages of
establishment.  Ten young Lithops schwantesii subsp.
gebseri plants were planted around each of the
numbered droppers, and the position of each was also
marked by a short piece of fencing wire pushed into
the ground close to the plant.  As these pieces of
fencing wire often proved to be difficult to find

Fig. 6  A marked planting station with eye-catching coloured ball
and numbered tag.  Notice the young plant at the base of the
rock with a wire marker in place

Fig. 7  A young Lithops schwantesii subsp. gebseri plant nestled
in the shade of a large rock and close to other vegetation with a
wire marker after planting

Fig. 8  A location marker and brightly coloured markers
indicating the location of individual plants
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amongst the vegetation, colourful pieces of pipe
cleaners such as those used in art work were later
attached to the wires (Fig. 8). 

After the 221 plants were settled into their habitat, they
were watered with rainwater from a nearby dam that
had filled up during the earlier rains.  For the first eight
weeks following their planting, the young plants were
watered twice weekly and then once weekly for a
further four weeks, before being allowed to dry out
completely and go into their ‘rest’ period for the
winter. 

A month after the initial
planting, we again visited
the area to monitor it
(Fig. 9).  Of the 221 plants
initially planted, 25 (11.3%)
either could not be found,
had been damaged severely
by predators or were in
poor condition, mostly
because they had been
pulled out of the ground
(probably by mice).  It is
likely that these 25 plants
will not survive the
reintroduction.  How ever,
the large majority of the
plants were in good
condition and seemed to
have taken well to their
new environment (Fig. 10). 

The initial reintroduction of Lithops schwantesii subsp.
gebseri on Estorffdank seems to have been very
successful.  We were very fortunate that near perfect
conditions prevailed before and after their
reintroduction, which greatly enhances the chances of
the individual plants.  The population as a whole, as
well as selected individual plants will be monitored for
at least the next 10 years.  During this period several
more batches of Lithops schwantesii subsp. gebseri will
be introduced into the area during periods of
favourable environmental conditions. 
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Fig. 9  Two of the authors (HM &
JR) monitoring the young plants
one month after reintroduction

Fig. 10  A young Lithops schwantesii subsp. gebseri plant a month after
reintroduction.


