History of Ballast in Bristol

Ballast was used to stabilise merchant sailing ships, usually stones, earth, shells along with the seeds native to the area where they had been collected. On arrival the ballast was unloaded and in many cases the stowaway seeds germinated. Seeds from ballast may germinate even after 200 years and they bear witness to a complex world history often presented in a more orthodox way. 
 
References to ballast in the Port of Bristol exist from 1680, with a regulation prohibiting discharge. The post of Ballast Master was created in 1700, and there is further evidence into the 1800s of this role. There is also mention of a Ballast wharf, even a ballast lane in Avonmouth. Botanist Cecil I. Sandwith mentions sites where plants from North America, Africa and continental Europe have been found on ballast unloaded in Wapping Quay, Grove Quay, and between Avonmouth and Shirehampton.
