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perhaps for his human qualities that he would 
have most liked to be remembered.
 Charles Robin Stevenson was born on 17 April 
1942 in Aberdeen, the son of James Stevenson, 
a Scot, and his wife Lavinia Antonia (née 
Turkington), of Irish heritage. His father worked 
in shipping and the family moved frequently in 
Robin’s early years, from Aberdeen to Glasgow, 
Falmouth, Belfast and Genoa before eventually 
ending up in Twickenham. Robin left Hampton 
Grammar School to study A-level geology at 
Kingston Technical College. He stayed there to 
do a degree, and then spent another three years 
“pretending to do research”, in his words, only 
discovering his true metier when he started 
teaching A- and O-level pupils at the local FE 
college. Robin’s next job was teaching in a college 
in Sunderland, where he met and married his 

Robin Stevenson, who died on 22 
June 2019, made a very distinctive 
contribution to the study of British 

bryophytes. Though he did much routine 
recording of his home patch of Norfolk and the 
nearby Fenland, this was not his major interest. 
He once bemoaned the fact that the majority 
of bryophyte books, “although  useful  for  
identification  purposes,  do  not provide  much  
that  makes  you  actually think” (Stevenson, 
2006) and the investigations he embraced with 
most enthusiasm were thematic projects with a 
strong analytical component. In pursuing these 
he demonstrated a gift for debunking accepted 
generalisations by painstaking fieldwork, 
sometimes coupled with historical research. He 
was also a very good friend to many bryologists, 
who were constantly amused by his mordant 
view of the world around him, and a generous 
supporter of students and others who were 
embarking on bryological studies (Fig. 1). It is 
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rFig. 1. Jill Kowal and Robin Stevenson discussing 
Leiocolea at Scarning Fen, Norfolk, September 2013. 
Julia Masson.

teaching in 2002 he worked part-time on surveys 
of vascular plants and bryophytes and was able to 
devote much more time to his unpaid botanical 
studies. There were very few years from the mid 
1980s onwards when Robin did not publish at 
least one bryological paper. He covered a wide 
range of topics in over seventy articles which 
ranged from slight notes to substantial studies. I 
have tried to summarise the main themes below.
 Robin was first named as the Norfolk 
& Norwich Naturalists’ Society (NNNS) 
bryological specialist in 1987–88 and he was 
therefore the natural choice to cover both 
Norfolk vice-counties when the BBS appointed 
its first Regional Recorders in 1991. He published 
checklists of Norfolk’s mosses and liverworts 
(Stevenson, 1992, 1993), bringing the county 
lists into line with the BBS census catalogues and 
eliminating the unvouched species which had 

wife Wendy. It was at Sunderland where he first 
became interested in bryophytes, joining the 
BBS in 1980. 
 By the time that his first bryological paper 
had appeared in The Vasculum (Stevenson, 
1981) Robin had moved to King’s Lynn in 
West Norfolk. Wendy had been offered a job 
in Isle College, Wisbech, and Robin moved 
with her and took up a teaching post in the 
Norfolk College of Arts & Technology, later the 
College of West Anglia (Fig. 2). It was when he 
arrived in King’s Lynn that Robin met the local 
bryologist Richard Libbey, who had introduced 
him by 1983 to the bryological excursions led 
from Cambridge by Harold Whitehouse. Robin’s 
interest in bryophytes developed rapidly under 
the influences of these two enthusiastic mentors. 
For many years his bryology was perforce a spare-
time activity, but after his early retirement from 
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to Robin as its bryophytes and he loved quirky 
old inscriptions and  unorthodox modern 
memorials – none of us bryologising with him 
in a Fenland cemetery in 2014 have forgotten 
his delight at a recent gravestone embraced by a 
large plastic chimpanzee. 
 Robin was more aware than most of us of 
the international bryological literature and he 
realised that studies of the urban bryophytes in 
southern and eastern Europe had led to several 
generalisations which had not hitherto impinged 
on the consciousness of British bryologists. In 
his next major study he tested these against his 
detailed recording in King’s Lynn, recruiting 
Mark Hill to help with “the sums”, as he referred 
to statistics (Stevenson & Hill, 2008). The title of 
their paper, “Urban myths exploded”, indicates 
that several of the generalisations, especially that 
the urban bryoflora was impoverished, did not 
apply to the Norfolk town. A paper on garden 
bryophytes, another under-studied subject, arose 
from this interest in King’s Lynn (Stevenson, 
2008) and with Frances Schumann he wrote 
an account of the flowering plants of the town 
(Schumann & Stevenson, 2011).
 By 2004 Robin had embarked on what 
was his most remarkable study, a survey of 
the bryophytes of East Anglian orchards. He 
suggested that the Cambridge group visit a 
disused orchard at Rummer’s Lane, Wisbech, 
in December 1999, and it might have been 
this that sparked his interest. Conservationists 
valued ‘traditional orchards’ as a rich habitat for 
wildlife and contrasted them with species-poor 
modern orchards. Robin was able to show that 
this view, which had been developed in western 
England, was certainly not true (as it had been 
assumed to be) in East Anglia. Here, where fruit 
was grown for the table rather than for cider 
production, commercial orchards had only been 
planted after the advent of the railway and were 

been accepted in E.L. Swann’s publications. He 
discussed changes in the county’s bryophyte flora 
(1994a), before compiling the bryophyte section 
for A Flora of Norfolk (Beckett et al., 1999). 
He also reported the discovery in the county 
of Lophocolea semiteres (Finch et al., 2000) and 
Plagiothecium cavifolium (Stevenson & Strauss, 
2001) and the rediscovery of Tomentypnum 
nitens (Masson & Stevenson, 2014) in national 
journals, as well as detailing numerous other 
discoveries in the NNNS Transactions from 
1986 onwards. Appropriately, Des Callaghan 
has recently named a Physcomitrium hybrid from 
West Norfolk as P. × stevensoni. 
 With his geological training it is not surprising 
that Robin was called upon to identify subfossil 
bryophytes and this work led to the discovery 
of Loeskypnum badium in material from a Late-
glacial site in Kent (Preece & Stevenson, 1993), 
the first record of this calcicolous moss from 
the British Pleistocene. He was also co-author 
of several purely geological papers on Norfolk 
topics (e.g. Hoare et al., 2002a, b; Stevenson 
& Giles, 2013) and he was endeavouring to 
complete two more during his final illness.
 While recording for the Flora of Norfolk 
Robin became interested in the bryology of 
churchyards, and he developed this interest after 
its publication. His Presidential Address to the 
NNNS, “Moss and other grave matters” (2003) 
was based on records he had made in 258 Norfolk 
churches and concentrated on the ecology of 
the churchyard flora. He was one of the first 
to survey churchyards systematically and in his 
paper he expressed his surprise that they had not 
been studied more intensively. He realised that 
Rhynchostegiella tenella could be found behind 
grass at the base of oolite tombstones (Stevenson, 
1994a) and this led to a massive increase in the 
records of this species in East Anglia. However, 
the human side of churchyards was as interesting 

orchard alone (Stevenson, 2016). His data were 
used to examine differences between cultivars 
(Stevenson et al., 2017) but sadly he was never 
able to find anyone to do the complex sums 
needed to examine local (tree to tree) patterns 
of colonisation and spread, another topic he 
wished to investigate. Characteristically he 
formed excellent relationships with the managers 
of the orchards; the small orchard in which he 
found Pterigynandrum in Cambridgeshire was a 
particular favourite as he was always invited by 
the owners to join them for tea and cake at the 
end of the day.
 With his sociable nature Robin became one 
of the most regular attenders of the Cambridge 
bryological excursions (Fig. 3) and indeed 
acted as co-leader between 1995 and 2009. 

treated with all manner of chemicals which 
effectively eliminated bryophytes (Stevenson & 
Rowntree, 2009). However, with the decline 
of commercial management the trees had been 
colonised by a rich assortment of species. In his 
surveys of orchards in West Norfolk and adjacent 
Cambridgeshire Robin discovered a suite of rare 
epiphytes including Hypnum cupressiforme var. 
heseleri, new to Britain (Blockeel & Stevenson, 
2006) and Leptodon smithii, Orthotrichum 
obtusifolium, O. pumilum, O. rupestre, O. 
speciosum and Pterigynandrum filiforme. On 
innumerable winter days Robin carried out 
painstaking tree-by-tree surveys, recording 1168 
trees in Cambridgeshire (Preston & Hill, 2019) 
and almost certainly many more in Norfolk – 
he recorded over 500 pear trees in one Norfolk 

rFig. 3. Robin Stevenson, diverted by a tiny pumpkin on an 
excursion to Whitegates near March, December 2014. Vasee 
Vinayagamoorthy.
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Hodgetts reports, a huge asset to the first Uganda 
trip, being much more experienced than the rest 
of the party in tropical travel. He took time to 
engage with African students, locals and anyone 
else he happened to meet - he was, for example, 
always keen to talk to stallholders in markets 
and to do some friendly bartering. Everyone he 
met was instantly put at ease through his urbane 
charm and humour.
Robin organised the BBS Spring Meeting at 
East Dereham in 1986 and he wrote it up in 
characteristic style (Stevenson, 1987). He helped 
Richard Fisk organise the Spring Meeting in 
2003, based in Rushall on the Norfolk/Suffolk 
boundary, and in 2010 he and Jonathan Graham 
organised a Spring Meeting at Newark-on-Trent 
in order to record a very underworked area of 
South Lincolnshire and East Nottinghamshire. 
The report of this meeting ends with a photo of 
Robin collapsing into a tree suffering, he told 
us, from Cumulative Moss Fatigue (Graham 
& Stevenson, 2010). His other services for the 
BBS included several years as proof-reader for 
the Journal of Bryology and he was instrumental 
in helping Eustace Jones publish his key to the 
genera of African hepatics by typing a manuscript 
which “had become complicated by many 
additions and amendments” (Jones, 1990).
 Everything in Robin’s retirement was, as he 
said, “hunky-dory until I discovered I had a 
prostate”. In his last couple of years he was 
increasingly debilitated by the effects of prostate 
cancer, and when it became clear that it was 
terminal he began to arrange for the disposal 
of his bryological effects in a remarkably 
straightforward and realistic manner. He 
eventually needed care in a nursing home where 
he appeared to be very well looked after, though 
when Jonathan Graham and I visited him he told 
us in a stage whisper that “they call it a nursing 
home but it’s really an open prison”. The only 

His journey from King’s Lynn to the venue was 
usually the longest but he invariably arrived 
before anyone else and had started recording by 
the time other members of the party arrived. For 
a memorable period he drove what he called “the 
mighty Lada”, a cheap car which I suspect he was 
forced to abandon by the ridicule of his King’s 
Lynn friends (his less car-conscious bryological 
friends would scarcely have noticed it). In the 
field he adopted the role of shop steward – or 
perhaps the dour Scot Private Fraser of Dad’s 
Army. And, like Private Fraser, he was never 
more entertaining than when he was grumbling, 
capable of enlivening even the dullest day with 
a string of witty complaints. “No-one has ever 
accused me of doing anything heroic” he would 
announce (rather ironically, when you consider 
the scale of his orchard fieldwork). On occasions 
of major celebrations he would bring a cake 
cooked and decorated by Wendy, and after the 
rare excursions held within striking distance of 
King’s Lynn we were sure to be invited back for 
tea.
 Robin also managed to do some bryology on 
the numerous adventurous holidays he took 
with Wendy. On such trips, Robin advised, 
“some thought needs to be given to which 
tasks to volunteer for: gathering firewood, for 
instance, offers opportunities for bryologizing 
which scraping potatoes does not” (Stevenson, 
1994b). Characteristically, he recommended 
that amateur bryologists could best contribute 
to tropical bryology by targeting under-recorded 
habitats such as dry, urban or suburban areas 
rather than making a bee-line for rain forests or 
montane regions. Robin took part in the first 
BBS Tropical Bryology Group trip to Uganda in 
1996, working in Bwindi Impenetrable Forest, 
and took the lead on the collections of Frullania, 
identifying most collections successfully, as well 
as helping with Malawi specimens. He was, Nick 
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thing that distressed him in his final illness was 
that Wendy found it impossible to cope with 
the situation and relapsed into alcoholism, 
which was to lead to her death on 1 July 2019, 
little more than a week after Robin’s. They had 
consecutive funerals at Mintyn Crematorium, 
King’s Lynn, on 19 July. Robin is greatly missed 
and his death leaves a gap in the ranks of the East 
Anglian bryologists which it will be impossible 
for anyone else to fill.
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he appeared to be very well looked after, though 
when Jonathan Graham and I visited him he told 
us in a stage whisper that “they call it a nursing 
home but it’s really an open prison”. The only 

His journey from King’s Lynn to the venue was 
usually the longest but he invariably arrived 
before anyone else and had started recording by 
the time other members of the party arrived. For 
a memorable period he drove what he called “the 
mighty Lada”, a cheap car which I suspect he was 
forced to abandon by the ridicule of his King’s 
Lynn friends (his less car-conscious bryological 
friends would scarcely have noticed it). In the 
field he adopted the role of shop steward – or 
perhaps the dour Scot Private Fraser of Dad’s 
Army. And, like Private Fraser, he was never 
more entertaining than when he was grumbling, 
capable of enlivening even the dullest day with 
a string of witty complaints. “No-one has ever 
accused me of doing anything heroic” he would 
announce (rather ironically, when you consider 
the scale of his orchard fieldwork). On occasions 
of major celebrations he would bring a cake 
cooked and decorated by Wendy, and after the 
rare excursions held within striking distance of 
King’s Lynn we were sure to be invited back for 
tea.
 Robin also managed to do some bryology on 
the numerous adventurous holidays he took 
with Wendy. On such trips, Robin advised, 
“some thought needs to be given to which 
tasks to volunteer for: gathering firewood, for 
instance, offers opportunities for bryologizing 
which scraping potatoes does not” (Stevenson, 
1994b). Characteristically, he recommended 
that amateur bryologists could best contribute 
to tropical bryology by targeting under-recorded 
habitats such as dry, urban or suburban areas 
rather than making a bee-line for rain forests or 
montane regions. Robin took part in the first 
BBS Tropical Bryology Group trip to Uganda in 
1996, working in Bwindi Impenetrable Forest, 
and took the lead on the collections of Frullania, 
identifying most collections successfully, as well 
as helping with Malawi specimens. He was, Nick 
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thing that distressed him in his final illness was 
that Wendy found it impossible to cope with 
the situation and relapsed into alcoholism, 
which was to lead to her death on 1 July 2019, 
little more than a week after Robin’s. They had 
consecutive funerals at Mintyn Crematorium, 
King’s Lynn, on 19 July. Robin is greatly missed 
and his death leaves a gap in the ranks of the East 
Anglian bryologists which it will be impossible 
for anyone else to fill.
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