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Article

R
ecording the occurrences and 
distributions of species has long 
been and will doubtless remain the 
cornerstone of field bryology. We 
read about these records annually 

in lists of new vice-comital records, and the 
BBS’s Recorders for mosses and liverworts review 
the most significant of these discoveries in a few 
paragraphs in their annual reports, accompanied 
by a report from the Recording Secretary. Yet 
these three annual reports are tantalizingly brief. 
In my opinion the bryological community would 
be better served by more informative reports that 
interpret the most surprising of recent records, 
telling readers why these records are interesting 
and how they fit into a general view of our 
natural environment.
 Accounts of how these bryophytes came to 
be found would also enliven their reporting. 
Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote in his essay Nature 
(1836), “All the facts in natural history, taken 
by themselves, have no value, but are barren like 
a single sex. But marry [them] to human history, 
and [they are] full of life.” As Rudyard Kipling 
explained in The Elephant’s Child (Just So Stories, 
1902):
 I keep six honest serving men
  (They taught me all I knew);
 Their names are What and Why and When
  And How and Where and Who.
 At present, bryologists only read about what, 
where, when and who. But how and why 
were these bryophytes discovered? Providing 
information about the circumstances in which 
these discoveries were made is not mere gossip, 
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discovered by adventurers who are willing to 
search. The Bruchia, Leptodontium and the two 
Bryum species have southern distributions, so 
tongues may wag about global hotting. 
 The Dialytrichia, two of the Grimmia species, 
Seligeria, Sematophyllum, Tortella and Tortula 
schimperi were first collected in Britain many 
years previously, but not recognized at the time 
as distinct, for they much resemble other species, 
as do the two Schistidium species, both of which 
came from Caledonian localities. The genus 
Schistidium was poorly understood until the late 
20th century, and further discoveries probably 
await us within this genus. The Timmia lives 
in brackish swamps, which is not only a rare 
habitat, but perhaps also hitherto neglected by 
bryologists. In view of our Atlantic climate, it 
seems surprising that ‘new’ mosses should so 
comprehensively outnumber ‘new’ liverworts. 
Perhaps this reflects the greater state of flux in 
the taxonomic treatments of mosses, compared 
with liverworts. 

(c) New to England, Wales, Scotland or Ireland
Bronze medals can be awarded to a further 
32 species, of which only six are liverworts. 
In addition to the species already mentioned, 
England gained Anomodon attenuatus and 
Grimmia tergestina. A. attenuatus grows beside 
flowing water, and numerous other uncommon 
species were also found anew in and beside 
moving or still water during the decade, raising 
the suspicion that these habitats may be as 
bryologically neglected as arable fields and stone 
roofs.
 Wales won the liverwort Pedinophyllum 
interruptum and the mosses Ephemerum 
hibernicum, Physcomitrium sphaericum, Pottiopsis 

(b) New to the British Isles
Next in the pecking order, the liverwort 
Athalamia hyalina and 20 additional mosses were 
added to the British and Irish bryoflora during 
the decade – Arctoa andersonii, Bruchia vogesiaca, 
Bryum apiculatum, B. valparaisense, Dialytrichia 
fragilifolia, Grimmia anomala, G. dissimulata 
and G. muehlenbeckii, Hypnum cupressiforme var. 
heseleri, Leptodontium proliferum, Orthotrichum 
acuminatum, Schistidium flexipile, S. helveticum, 
Seligeria campylopoda, Sematophyllum substrumu-
losum, Timmia megapolitana, Tortella bambergeri, 
Tortula inermis and T. schimperi. Of these, the 
Arctoa, Tortula inermis and Athalamia live in 
the Scottish Highlands, where the hills probably 
still harbour bryological secrets waiting to be 

 In addition to short-term reviews, longer-term 
overviews may also help set current states of 
knowledge in a longer historical perspective, and 
the article below is an example of what I imagine 
that many members of our Society might wish to 
read.
 I would also like to have mentioned which 
districts have been comparatively well-recorded 
recently, and which remain relatively neglected, 
but this information has not been published.

Categories of discovery

(a) Species new to science 
These are the sexiest discoveries, and the 
years 2000–2009 saw Bryum dyffrynense (a 
bulbilliferous species in the B. dichotomum 
group), Ephemerum hibernicum and Lophocolea 
brookwoodiana described as novel species. The 
Bryum and Lophocolea closely resemble other 
species in their respective genera, which may be 
why they had been previously overlooked, while 
the Ephemerum was doubtless overlooked until 
recently because it is minute.

but enriches our understanding of these 
discoveries. What are the people who make 
these discoveries doing better than other folk, 
and what does this tell us about how to look and 
search more productively in future? 
 I am therefore sure that BBS members would 
welcome and enjoy reading extended reviews 
that are written in the same vein as the equivalent 
column in British Wildlife. Every year, Sam 
Bosanquet writes three informative accounts 
summarizing notable bryological discoveries for 
subscribers to British Wildlife. Yet most of these 
readers are unlikely to be as interested in bryology 
as BBS members, so it is disappointing that 
members of the BBS presently have to make do 
with much briefer equivalent reports. With three 
issues of Field Bryology appearing each year, the 
Recorder for mosses, the Recorder for liverworts, 
and the Recording Secretary might each write 
an account for successive issues of our bulletin, 
providing a detailed and informative overview 
of significant recent discoveries, and explaining 
why they are significant and how they may be set 
in a wider context. Or alternatively, the system 
of ratifying and databasing new records might 
be overhauled, with each referee responsible for 
forwarding vouchers to the national bryological 
herbarium at Cardiff (BBSUK), and copying the 
records to a ‘Recording Supremo’ who would  
then have more time to assess records and write  
summary reviews for publication in Field Bryology.
 Facts are not information, and information 
is not knowledge. We have to translate facts 
into knowledge if we wish conservationists and 
politicians to take notice of and act upon our 
discoveries and their significance. These people 
receive information about many other groups 
(birds, insects, flowering plants, etc.) and will 
only be able to use bryological information if 
they can fit it into a wider understanding of the 
environment.

v Bruchia vogesiaca (top) and Tortula inermis 
(bottom). Michael Lüth

, Bryum dyffrynense. Des Callaghan



14 FieldBryology No101 | May10 FieldBryology No101 | May10 15

Developments in field bryologyDevelopments in field bryology

discovered by adventurers who are willing to 
search. The Bruchia, Leptodontium and the two 
Bryum species have southern distributions, so 
tongues may wag about global hotting. 
 The Dialytrichia, two of the Grimmia species, 
Seligeria, Sematophyllum, Tortella and Tortula 
schimperi were first collected in Britain many 
years previously, but not recognized at the time 
as distinct, for they much resemble other species, 
as do the two Schistidium species, both of which 
came from Caledonian localities. The genus 
Schistidium was poorly understood until the late 
20th century, and further discoveries probably 
await us within this genus. The Timmia lives 
in brackish swamps, which is not only a rare 
habitat, but perhaps also hitherto neglected by 
bryologists. In view of our Atlantic climate, it 
seems surprising that ‘new’ mosses should so 
comprehensively outnumber ‘new’ liverworts. 
Perhaps this reflects the greater state of flux in 
the taxonomic treatments of mosses, compared 
with liverworts. 

(c) New to England, Wales, Scotland or Ireland
Bronze medals can be awarded to a further 
32 species, of which only six are liverworts. 
In addition to the species already mentioned, 
England gained Anomodon attenuatus and 
Grimmia tergestina. A. attenuatus grows beside 
flowing water, and numerous other uncommon 
species were also found anew in and beside 
moving or still water during the decade, raising 
the suspicion that these habitats may be as 
bryologically neglected as arable fields and stone 
roofs.
 Wales won the liverwort Pedinophyllum 
interruptum and the mosses Ephemerum 
hibernicum, Physcomitrium sphaericum, Pottiopsis 

(b) New to the British Isles
Next in the pecking order, the liverwort 
Athalamia hyalina and 20 additional mosses were 
added to the British and Irish bryoflora during 
the decade – Arctoa andersonii, Bruchia vogesiaca, 
Bryum apiculatum, B. valparaisense, Dialytrichia 
fragilifolia, Grimmia anomala, G. dissimulata 
and G. muehlenbeckii, Hypnum cupressiforme var. 
heseleri, Leptodontium proliferum, Orthotrichum 
acuminatum, Schistidium flexipile, S. helveticum, 
Seligeria campylopoda, Sematophyllum substrumu-
losum, Timmia megapolitana, Tortella bambergeri, 
Tortula inermis and T. schimperi. Of these, the 
Arctoa, Tortula inermis and Athalamia live in 
the Scottish Highlands, where the hills probably 
still harbour bryological secrets waiting to be 

 In addition to short-term reviews, longer-term 
overviews may also help set current states of 
knowledge in a longer historical perspective, and 
the article below is an example of what I imagine 
that many members of our Society might wish to 
read.
 I would also like to have mentioned which 
districts have been comparatively well-recorded 
recently, and which remain relatively neglected, 
but this information has not been published.

Categories of discovery

(a) Species new to science 
These are the sexiest discoveries, and the 
years 2000–2009 saw Bryum dyffrynense (a 
bulbilliferous species in the B. dichotomum 
group), Ephemerum hibernicum and Lophocolea 
brookwoodiana described as novel species. The 
Bryum and Lophocolea closely resemble other 
species in their respective genera, which may be 
why they had been previously overlooked, while 
the Ephemerum was doubtless overlooked until 
recently because it is minute.

but enriches our understanding of these 
discoveries. What are the people who make 
these discoveries doing better than other folk, 
and what does this tell us about how to look and 
search more productively in future? 
 I am therefore sure that BBS members would 
welcome and enjoy reading extended reviews 
that are written in the same vein as the equivalent 
column in British Wildlife. Every year, Sam 
Bosanquet writes three informative accounts 
summarizing notable bryological discoveries for 
subscribers to British Wildlife. Yet most of these 
readers are unlikely to be as interested in bryology 
as BBS members, so it is disappointing that 
members of the BBS presently have to make do 
with much briefer equivalent reports. With three 
issues of Field Bryology appearing each year, the 
Recorder for mosses, the Recorder for liverworts, 
and the Recording Secretary might each write 
an account for successive issues of our bulletin, 
providing a detailed and informative overview 
of significant recent discoveries, and explaining 
why they are significant and how they may be set 
in a wider context. Or alternatively, the system 
of ratifying and databasing new records might 
be overhauled, with each referee responsible for 
forwarding vouchers to the national bryological 
herbarium at Cardiff (BBSUK), and copying the 
records to a ‘Recording Supremo’ who would  
then have more time to assess records and write  
summary reviews for publication in Field Bryology.
 Facts are not information, and information 
is not knowledge. We have to translate facts 
into knowledge if we wish conservationists and 
politicians to take notice of and act upon our 
discoveries and their significance. These people 
receive information about many other groups 
(birds, insects, flowering plants, etc.) and will 
only be able to use bryological information if 
they can fit it into a wider understanding of the 
environment.

v Bruchia vogesiaca (top) and Tortula inermis 
(bottom). Michael Lüth

, Bryum dyffrynense. Des Callaghan



16 FieldBryology No101 | May10 FieldBryology No101 | May10 17

Developments in field bryologyDevelopments in field bryology

comparisons may be meaningful, as the  
Home Counties, for example, cannot match 
the bryodiversity of districts on the Atlantic 
seaboard.

(e) Spotty mapping
Adding dots to distribution maps may be least 
prestigious in the world of recording, but while 
these maps are interesting they are merely 
tools for us to use. We have become addicted 
to assessing species in terms of dots appearing 
on and disappearing from distribution maps; 
some people even use such maps to ‘prove’ 
that distributions are consequences of climate, 
geology, etc. These maps may be products 
of years of painstaking work in the field, but 
they are not works of unimpeachable scientific 

 It would be both interesting and instructive 
to know which counties acquired most new 
records between 2000 and 2009. Did those 
improvements occur because there had been 
initial room for improvement, or because of 
increased recording effort during that period,  
or both? Which districts are best recorded? 
Which ‘improved’ most during the last decade? 
And which counties fared worst, either because 
most species that were likely to occur there  
had already been found and vouched, or because 
little or no effort had been made to extend the  
list, or both? Which regions lack any or many 
records of common species that are likely to  
occur there? And which districts have seen least 
recording recently? Note that regions would  
have to be ‘weighted’ in order that such 

caespitosa, Schistidium helveticum (after its 
discovery in Scotland), S. pruinosum, Seligeria 
oelandica, S. patula, Sphagnum riparium, 
S. skyense and Tortella densa. 
 Of these, the Ephemerum had only recently 
been described, and S. skyense became more 
widely recognized by a few bryologists, so 
are examples of bryologists developing an 
appropriate ‘search-image’ or picture in their 
mind’s eye of what to look for and expect. The 
Physcomitrium also turned up in Ireland (see 
below), and these discoveries are a consequence 
of bryologists examining wet soil beside still 
water. The Pottiopsis proves (as if further 
proof were needed) that ‘well-recorded’ sites 
may nevertheless still harbour surprises, and 
bryologists should not suppose that nothing 
further remains to be discovered in such places. 
Schistidium pruinosum (like S. helveticum and 
S. robustum) was doubtless overlooked because 
the genus had been poorly understood in Britain 
until recently.
 Scotland gained Gymnocolea acutiloba, 
Leiocolea rutheana var. rutheana, Pallavicinia 
lyellii, Lophozia herzogiana and Tortula freibergii, 
and is the only country for which more liverworts 
than mosses were added to its known bryoflora, 
although rediscovery of Grimmia elatior for the 
first time since the 1870s might reasonably be 
regarded as ‘right up there’. 
 Ireland acquired the remaining 16 of 
the 32 species: the mosses Amphidium lap-
ponicum, Bryum gemmiparum, B. knowltonii, 
Calyptrochaeta apiculata, Ditrichum cornubicum, 
D. plumbicola, Grimmia anomala, Kiaeria 
falcata, Meesia uliginosa, Paludella squarrosa, 
Physcomitrium sphaericum, Scopelophila catar-
actae, Sematophyllum substrumulosum, Sphagnum 
skyense and Tortula canescens, and the liverworts 
Cephaloziella nicholsonii and Riccia rhenana. 
Ireland remains much less well known bryo-

logically than England, Wales or Scotland, even 
after the greatly increased amount of recording 
there in the last few years (which is why half the 
‘new’ species were found in Ireland). This high 
proportion of new records from Ireland will 
probably continue for many years to come if the 
recent increase in recording there is sustained. 

(d) New vice-comital records
The first decade of the 21st century saw 4,650 
first records of species in vice-counties (or first 
vouched records for more than 50 years). Nearly 
40% of these records came from Ireland. Even 
without counting this unprecedented effort in 
Ireland, however, more than twice as many new 
vice-county records were made in the first decade 
of the 21st century as in the 1990s. 

, Tortella densa. Michael Lüth , Tortula freibergii. Des Callaghan
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(i) Increasing species
As with the first swallow of the year, harbinger 
(we hope) of better weather to come, species 
that are or appear to be extending their ranges 
tend to attract more attention than those 
which are becoming less common or whose 
distributions are contracting, or both. Many 
epiphytes are now being seen in districts where 
years ago one would not have thought to look 
for or expect to find them. The tiny liverworts 
Cololejeunea minutissima, Colura calyptrifolia and 
Microlejeunea ulicina may be taking advantage 
of an altered climate as well as less polluted 
air, while species of Orthotrichum and Ulota 
have spread eastwards across the country, and 
Platygyrium repens is now locally plentiful in the 
Midlands. And to what extents have the alien 
species Campylopus introflexus, Orthodontium 
lineare, Lophocolea bispinosa and L. semiteres 
continued to spread and consolidate? It would 
be useful to see statements (say, every 5 years) 
and distribution maps about these species in 
Field Bryology. 
 On the other hand, some species that appear to 
have ‘spread’ recently were probably overlooked 
in years gone by. Sanionia orthothecioides is now 
known to be (rather than ‘has become’) quite 
widespread around the Scottish coast, we have 
learnt that Amblystegium radicale favours reed-
swamps as well as loitering around tussocks of 
Molinia (neither habitat being much favoured by 
bryologists), and Sematophyllum substrumulosum 
has been and doubtless also continues to be 
overlooked as Rhynchostegium confertum or a 
Hypnum. The Sanionia has Sandy Payne to thank 
for much of our better understanding of its 
British distribution, but will it ‘stop spreading’ 
when Sandy retires from the field? Similarly, 
Harold Whitehouse developed a keen eye for 
spotting Bryum mildeanum, but no new sites for 
this rare moss have been found since his time. 

species anew; what were formerly regarded 
merely as varieties may become ‘split’ into two 
or more species. This happened recently with 
Conocephalum conicum, which for centuries had 
successfully evaded taxonomic controversy, but 
now finds itself jostling for space in herbaria 
alongside C. salebrosum. Likewise, Dialytrichia 
fragilifolia paired off from D. mucronata, Tortella 
bambergeri split from T. tortuosa, and Tortula 
schimperi from T. subulata. 

(g) Taxonomic oblivion
Conversely, subsequent study and reflection 
may cause naturalists to realize that what they 
previously thought were distinct species are 
merely forms of the same species, wherefore 
names sink into synonymy. Brachythecium 
appleyardiae disappeared into the unforgiving 
embrace of Scleropodium cespitans, Bryum 
lawersianum and B. neodamense became forms of 
B. arcticum and B. pseudotriquetrum respectively, 
while Hygrohypnum luridum gobbled up Pictus 
scoticus. 

(h) Evidence of absence – or absence of  
evidence?
Just as birdwatchers are more entranced by the 
arrival of summer migrants each year than by their 
departure, bryologists also pay more attention 
to first records than last. Conservationists do 
get hot under the collar about rarities that are 
decreasing in abundance or distribution or both, 
but appear to take little notice of commoner, 
widespread species that seem to be decreasing. 
Whereas conservationists recognize the demise of 
Orthodontium gracile as cause for concern, does 
anyone care that Brachythecium velutinum and 
Pohlia nutans seem less common in some districts 
than formerly? If they are indeed becoming less 
frequent, what are the likely causes? 

accuracy. Instead they are a paradigm with 
pathological limitations, one which burnishes 
our explorations with a diaphanous veneer of 
scientific respectability. Many blank 10 km 
squares in the distribution maps of the 3-volume 
Atlas do not indicate boundaries or gaps in 
occurrence, but gaps in our understanding of the 
distribution of species – markers of ignorance 
rather than absence. Really, does anyone still 
seriously suppose that all this endeavour is 
leading inexorably to some wonderful new law 
of biogeography?
 These distribution maps are valuable, however, 
provided we acknowledge their limitations. How 
many new dots have appeared as a result of whose 
efforts in which grid-squares since the start of 
2000? As for vice-counties, which squares have 
become best recorded (weighted to take account 
of species that might reasonably be present, but 
have not been recorded), and which seem to 
be most in need of further attention? Which 
10 km grid-squares lack many of the species that 
might be expected to occur there because they 
occur in several contiguous squares? None of the 
questions posed in the paragraphs above can be 
answered by reading the annual reports of the 
Recorders for Mosses or Liverworts, or of the 
Recording Secretary. Indeed, ‘known unknowns’ 
can be as interesting as ‘known knowns’. What 
don’t we yet know about the occurrences and 
distributions of bryophytes? For instance, readers 
of Field Bryology may be interested to hear 
about which Scottish hills and lowland districts 
are under-recorded and therefore regarded  
as potential sites for surprising discoveries in 
future.

(f) Splits
When naturalists examine organisms in greater 
detail, they notice more and smaller differences. 
These encourage them to distinguish very similar 

n Lophocolea bispinosa (top – Des Callaghan ) and 
Bryum mildeanum (bottom – Michael Lüth).
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(i) Increasing species
As with the first swallow of the year, harbinger 
(we hope) of better weather to come, species 
that are or appear to be extending their ranges 
tend to attract more attention than those 
which are becoming less common or whose 
distributions are contracting, or both. Many 
epiphytes are now being seen in districts where 
years ago one would not have thought to look 
for or expect to find them. The tiny liverworts 
Cololejeunea minutissima, Colura calyptrifolia and 
Microlejeunea ulicina may be taking advantage 
of an altered climate as well as less polluted 
air, while species of Orthotrichum and Ulota 
have spread eastwards across the country, and 
Platygyrium repens is now locally plentiful in the 
Midlands. And to what extents have the alien 
species Campylopus introflexus, Orthodontium 
lineare, Lophocolea bispinosa and L. semiteres 
continued to spread and consolidate? It would 
be useful to see statements (say, every 5 years) 
and distribution maps about these species in 
Field Bryology. 
 On the other hand, some species that appear to 
have ‘spread’ recently were probably overlooked 
in years gone by. Sanionia orthothecioides is now 
known to be (rather than ‘has become’) quite 
widespread around the Scottish coast, we have 
learnt that Amblystegium radicale favours reed-
swamps as well as loitering around tussocks of 
Molinia (neither habitat being much favoured by 
bryologists), and Sematophyllum substrumulosum 
has been and doubtless also continues to be 
overlooked as Rhynchostegium confertum or a 
Hypnum. The Sanionia has Sandy Payne to thank 
for much of our better understanding of its 
British distribution, but will it ‘stop spreading’ 
when Sandy retires from the field? Similarly, 
Harold Whitehouse developed a keen eye for 
spotting Bryum mildeanum, but no new sites for 
this rare moss have been found since his time. 

species anew; what were formerly regarded 
merely as varieties may become ‘split’ into two 
or more species. This happened recently with 
Conocephalum conicum, which for centuries had 
successfully evaded taxonomic controversy, but 
now finds itself jostling for space in herbaria 
alongside C. salebrosum. Likewise, Dialytrichia 
fragilifolia paired off from D. mucronata, Tortella 
bambergeri split from T. tortuosa, and Tortula 
schimperi from T. subulata. 
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Conversely, subsequent study and reflection 
may cause naturalists to realize that what they 
previously thought were distinct species are 
merely forms of the same species, wherefore 
names sink into synonymy. Brachythecium 
appleyardiae disappeared into the unforgiving 
embrace of Scleropodium cespitans, Bryum 
lawersianum and B. neodamense became forms of 
B. arcticum and B. pseudotriquetrum respectively, 
while Hygrohypnum luridum gobbled up Pictus 
scoticus. 

(h) Evidence of absence – or absence of  
evidence?
Just as birdwatchers are more entranced by the 
arrival of summer migrants each year than by their 
departure, bryologists also pay more attention 
to first records than last. Conservationists do 
get hot under the collar about rarities that are 
decreasing in abundance or distribution or both, 
but appear to take little notice of commoner, 
widespread species that seem to be decreasing. 
Whereas conservationists recognize the demise of 
Orthodontium gracile as cause for concern, does 
anyone care that Brachythecium velutinum and 
Pohlia nutans seem less common in some districts 
than formerly? If they are indeed becoming less 
frequent, what are the likely causes? 

accuracy. Instead they are a paradigm with 
pathological limitations, one which burnishes 
our explorations with a diaphanous veneer of 
scientific respectability. Many blank 10 km 
squares in the distribution maps of the 3-volume 
Atlas do not indicate boundaries or gaps in 
occurrence, but gaps in our understanding of the 
distribution of species – markers of ignorance 
rather than absence. Really, does anyone still 
seriously suppose that all this endeavour is 
leading inexorably to some wonderful new law 
of biogeography?
 These distribution maps are valuable, however, 
provided we acknowledge their limitations. How 
many new dots have appeared as a result of whose 
efforts in which grid-squares since the start of 
2000? As for vice-counties, which squares have 
become best recorded (weighted to take account 
of species that might reasonably be present, but 
have not been recorded), and which seem to 
be most in need of further attention? Which 
10 km grid-squares lack many of the species that 
might be expected to occur there because they 
occur in several contiguous squares? None of the 
questions posed in the paragraphs above can be 
answered by reading the annual reports of the 
Recorders for Mosses or Liverworts, or of the 
Recording Secretary. Indeed, ‘known unknowns’ 
can be as interesting as ‘known knowns’. What 
don’t we yet know about the occurrences and 
distributions of bryophytes? For instance, readers 
of Field Bryology may be interested to hear 
about which Scottish hills and lowland districts 
are under-recorded and therefore regarded  
as potential sites for surprising discoveries in 
future.

(f) Splits
When naturalists examine organisms in greater 
detail, they notice more and smaller differences. 
These encourage them to distinguish very similar 

n Lophocolea bispinosa (top – Des Callaghan ) and 
Bryum mildeanum (bottom – Michael Lüth).
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neatly prepared collection of mosses in the 
Potteries Museum herbarium in Stoke on Trent. 
This collection came to the museum as part 
of the very extensive herbarium of E.S. Edees, 
for many years the Staffordshire vascular plant 
county recorder and author of the only complete 
Flora of the county.
 This collection consists of 32 numbered pages 
of specimens together with a title and contents 
page and three blank pages at the end. Bound in 
blue cloth, it is titled in gold British Mosses and 
ascribed to R. de G. Benson, Pulverbach, Salop, 
Feb. 1897 (Fig. 1). Each page has a number of 
pressed moss specimens with identifications 
and, in some cases, a location (Fig. 2). The 
specimens are arranged according to the order 
in the then standard beginner’s bryophyte text –  
the first edition of Dixon’s Students Handbook 
of British Mosses. The collection is accompanied 
by a letter to the intended recipient of the book, 
unfortunately not named (Fig. 3).

R
ichard de Gylpyn Benson (1856–
1904) was a 19th century solicitor 
and amateur botanist from Pulver-
bach, Shropshire. Unfortunately, 
he was forced to retire from legal 

practice because of ill health and turned his 
attentions to the study of plants in order to occupy 
himself. His first love was mosses, and he wrote  
one of the first accounts of these plants in 
Shropshire and accumulated a large bryophyte 
herbarium now housed in the Natural History 
Museum, London. His higher plant herbarium is 
an altogether smaller affair and is in Shrewsbury 
Museum.
 Unlike the average gentleman naturalist, how- 
ever, Benson may have supplemented his income 
by preparing botanical material for sale and I 
have recently discovered evidence for this in a  

Richard de 
Gylpyn Benson’s 
‘British Mosses’
Mark Lawley’s recent article on de Gylpyn Benson 

(Lawley, 2009) reminded Martin Godfrey of the 

bound set of bryophyte exsiccatae which he found 

in 2006 in the herbarium of the Potteries Museum in 

Stoke. The purpose of this article is to give details of 

this book and its specimens and illuminate a poorly 

known corner of the history of bryology.

n Fig. 1. (top). Title page.

n Fig. 2 (bottom). Example of a specimen page (p. 10).

Causes and consequences of burgeoning levels 
of recent recording
 The majority of these new records are 
consequences of increased recording in Britain 
and Ireland by people who have recently had 
more time available for pursuing their interest, 
rather than of recently increased suitability 
of our islands for a greater number of species. 
Nevertheless, bryologists are themselves still too 
rare for anyone to be sure that a particular species 
of bryophyte is or is not becoming commoner 
or rarer, or more or less widespread, and no one 
can be sure that absence of evidence really does 
constitute evidence of absence until far more 
people have begun recording bryophytes. 
 Increased interest in field bryology has 
stimulated other developments during the first 
decade of the 21st century. In publishing, for 
example, the BBS’s members’ magazine Field 
Bryology has become much more alluring, with 
many colour photographs and other pleasing 
features to attract and retain the interest of field 
bryologists. Additionally, Mosses and Liverworts, 
a general natural history of bryophytes has been 
published in the New Naturalists series, and 
2010 saw publication of the BBS’s Mosses and 
Liverworts of Britain and Ireland: a Field Guide. 
All these publications have stimulated and 
sustained increased interest in and enthusiasm 
for field bryology, and hence in the amount of 
recording and our understanding of species’ 
occurrences and distributions.
 At the same time, the number of local 
bryological groups has almost trebled. This 
unsung development is vitally important for 
encouraging beginners in the field, for they 
may be happy to attend local day-meetings, but 
reticent about travelling hundreds of miles to 
longer national meetings, only to be daunted 
by the prospect of meeting strangers who know 
much more bryology than themselves. 

 While identifying species and mapping their 
distributions will doubtless remain cornerstones 
of field bryology for many years to come, two 
additional projects brought new dimensions to 
al fresco activity during the decade 2000–2009. 
The survey of bryophytes on arable land created 
a mass of records that would not otherwise 
have come into existence, and also significantly 
increased our understanding of their abundances, 
environmental preferences, etc. However, more 
than 5 years after the project ended, we still 
await a summary of the project’s findings, and 
I wonder whether (and fear that) this protracted 
delay between effort and reward may deter bryo-
logists from participating in similar projects in 
future. 
 The second, longer-running and extant project 
is to investigate the ecological requirements and 
environmental preferences of many common 
species of bryophytes. A similar project in the  
1950s foundered, but with more BBS members 
half a century on, the new BRECOG (Bryophyte 
Ecology Group) initiative will enable us to 
better know the often subtle differences in how 
various species pass their lives. Perhaps these eco-
logical studies may wean us off our addiction 
to mapping species’ geographical distributions 
at the expense of all other interests. But as with 
general recording (and as might have been with 
the arable bryophyte project), ecological findings 
must be regularly reported in a style of writing 
that would not look out of place in a broadsheet 
newspaper.
 I do not believe that we will achieve and main- 
tain a high level of interest in recording – or in  
reports of that recording – until we possess more 
rounded accounts of bryological discoveries: the 
how and why, as well as what, and where, and 
when and who.

Mark Lawley (e m.lawley@virgin.net)




