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Tony Smith, who has died in north Wales at the age of 77 was one the leading British 

bryologists in the second half of the 20th century.  He is best known for his comprehensive 

and well-loved Moss Flora of Britain and Ireland (1978, 2nd edition 2004).  This was the first 

full moss flora since the Student’s Handbook of Dixon and Jameson (3rd edition 1924).  His 

mentor, E.F. (“Heff”) Warburg, had planned a British flora with Alan Crundwell, but Crundwell 

generally preferred detail to the wide synoptic sweep, so that when Warburg died in 1966, the 

project was rapidly abandoned.  Smith joined the botany department at Bangor in 1963 and 

was encouraged by Paul Richards, then head of department, to take on this major project.  

Tony did this with aplomb, benefiting from his marriage to the artist Ruth Williams, who did 

most of the illustrations.  On the way, he solved many taxonomic problems, for example that 

of the bulbiliferous Pohlias.  His student Keith Lucas demonstrated that elongate bulbils were 

produced not only by Pohlia proligera and P. andalusica, but confusingly also under some 

environmental conditions by P. annotina and P. flexuosa. 

His sorties with Mark Hill into numerical taxonomy were perhaps less successful.  There was 

no clear biometric distinction between Ulota crispa and U. bruchii, and in spite of the many 

differences between these taxa, he came to the conclusion that they should be treated as 

subspecies.  Further work, this time with Michael Proctor, using a scanning electron 

microscope, demonstrated subtle peristome differences that are qualitative and not 

quantitative.  In a more conventional area, he encouraged Mark Hill with his studies of 

Sphagnum, inviting him to write an account of the genus for his flora. 

Tony Smith was born in Somerset in 1935, educated at St Andrew’s School in Singapore, and 

went up to Lincoln College Oxford in 1955. There he studied botany and soon acquired his 

enthusiasm for bryophytes from Warburg.  He went on to complete a doctorate under Warburg 

on infraspecific variation in Melampyrum pratense.  In 1960 he moved to the University 

College of Swansea, where he stayed for three years.  He subsequently published a bryophyte 

flora of Glamorgan (1964).  By the standards of modern bryophyte floras this was a relatively 

slight publication, but it was typical of its time and a useful product of his brief period at 

Swansea. 

In the late 1960s Tony largely gave up field work after falling into a diabetic coma on a 

student excursion.  This was a great loss, and it meant that his species accounts lack the easy 

familiarity with mosses in the field that is such a feature of the Student’s Handbook.  Time not 

spent on fieldwork was devoted to many other projects.  The largest of these was the 

bryophyte mapping scheme, which began in 1960 and culminated in the BBS’s bryophyte atlas 



(1991-4).  For the atlas’s 30-years gestation, Tony was BBS Mapping Secretary, a task to 

which his temperament was not ideally suited.  He worked best on a one-to-one basis with 

other researchers, and was less good at networked research.  At times, he got bogged down in 

detailed extraction of data, a task that he should have delegated to lesser mortals.  The 

eventual outcome was a happy one, but he was sometimes glum about the project in its 

middle years. 

While the moss flora and the mapping scheme were the central pillars of his work, he had 

many other bryological interests.  He made cytological studies.  He edited the Journal of 

Bryology (1978-1992).  He edited an excellent compendium on bryophyte ecology (1982).  He 

wrote a liverwort flora (1990), which served as a useful gap-filler until Jean Paton’s (1999) 

magnum opus came along.  He was for many years referee for Grimmia, a genus that 

continues to baffle experts as well as beginners.  He richly deserved the warm applause that 

greeted his election to BBS Honorary Membership in September 1994. 

His diabetes was severe and unstable.  He lost one eye to it.  The other eye was saved by 

laser treatment at the 11th hour but was far from perfect.  As a result he was rarely seen at 

BBS meetings and was hardly known to younger members of the society.  He was, however, a 

good correspondent, maintaining his bryological output until 2008 when he had heart surgery.  

British bryology owes a great deal to his enthusiasm and doggedness.  The moss flora and 

bryophyte atlas are his lasting monuments, and we celebrate his life, which has contributed so 

much to bryology not only in Britain but widely on the European continent. 
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