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ST BRODY, THE FLORA OF WESTON 1856, AND AN OVERLOOKED EARLY 
RECORD OF SOMERSET GRASS  

On the very ground around the Gully,  Durdham Downs, being walked by members of the BNS today 
as I write (2 April 2006), three Victorian botanists, flora writers all, met in July 1867 (see notes in a 
copy of Swete’s Flora Bristoliensis in the Birmingham University herbarium, and St. Brody’s 
Gloucestershire herbarium at Gloucester Museum). W.H. Purchas, a clergyman, co-authored a Flora of 
Herefordshire in 1889. Dr Thomas Bruges Flower, a medical man “much attached to the study of 
botany”, issued the first Flora of Wiltshire in parts between 1857 and 1874. Dr Gustavus St. Brody 
(1828-1901), an itinerant teacher of science and languages, published a small Flora of Weston in 1856, 
150 years ago this September. Pages 88-95 of J.W. White’s Flora of Bristol give warm memorials of 
Babington, Flower and St. Brody. 
 
In the report of the Society’s Botanical Section for 1905, written a hundred years ago, White first 
issued his account of the “very smart bit of work” by which G.C. Druce (himself the author of a 
handful of County Floras) came to find Koeleria vallesiana, Somerset Grass, at Uphill, after matching 
Dillenius’s 1726 manuscript of a west country botanical tour, and his specimen collected at the time.  
 
This rare grass of dry limestone turf was of course not mentioned in books on the British or local flora 
at the time. White noted that the grass had been collected by a friend on Worle Hill, but was 
mislabelled Koeleria cristata. He also noted how the grass “is indeed readily recognisable at any 
period by its curious root stock…each shoot is separately enveloped at the base in a fine fibrous 
network”.  
 
St. Brody’s Flora is mainly an identification guide of the local plants “for use by the young”, based on 
the plants coming into flower each month. Localities tend to be brief, but, like Swete’s Flora published 
two years earlier, personal records are carefully distinguished from reports. It was issued in small 
numbers and currently sells for around £100. White praised St Brody’s later work in Gloucestershire 
but regarded some records in the Flora of Weston as “doubtful…obviously hasty and questionable” 
although he was able to confirm some in the due course of time. 
 
I cannot match the species descriptions with those in three standard floras of the day, and therefore 
accept that St. Brody prepared them himself. As he says, with only a few exceptions, “no species has 
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been described which has not been found and minutely examined by myself”. Turning to Koeleria 
cristata, July, page 147, he reports it as not common, but it “grows on Weston (i.e. Worle) Hill, near 
the quarries”. This is the correct (south facing) side and plainly the drier habitat preferred by the rare 
species (both occur on Worle Hill). He describes the roots forming “a dense tuft of downy fibres” (my 
emphasis). Although he states that the leaves are hairy at the margin, which is more like the common 
K. cristata, the locality and the apparently original description make it clear that St. Brody had indeed 
seen and examined Somerset Grass.  
 
White noted with some regret that St. Brody’s Somerset herbarium could not be found, presumably 
because, “so nomadic a person would not be very likely to burden himself with baggage of that kind”. 
I was unable to find time to compile a catalogue but my guess is there may be fifty or more St Brody 
Weston specimens at Bristol Museum, on distinctive flimsy sheets with small labels, mixed in with the 
specimens of other collectors. The St. Brody plants came from Gloucester Museum in the mid-1960s 
when they cleared out some “Non-Glos” herbarium material. I have a note of one, Scirpus 
(Bolboschoenus) maritimus from Weston. I also recall a Weston specimen marked as Poa bulbosa; the 
Flora of Weston describes it growing in sand on the sea-shore. White dismissed all local reports as 
probable errors but since 1979 it has been found in several places on the Somerset coast as far north as 
Berrow and it can be abundant.  
 
Perhaps after 150 years, it is time to give the young St. Brody and his Flora of Weston more credit. If 
there is a specimen of Koeleria in his Somerset herbarium, I bet it turns out to be K. vallesiana. 
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