
Plate 325  Blandfordia Nobilis 

Alooides polyanthes 

Aboriginal (Cadigal) name: Gadigalbudyari 

Common name: Christmas Bells 

Botany Bay, Australia, 28th April – 6th May, 1770 

 

The plant was originally named Alooides polyanthes by 

Joseph Banks and Daniel Solander in 1770 because of its 

similarity to the African genus Aloe.  

Sydney Parkinson, in his colour notes accompanying the sketch described the plant as 

follows: “The top of the flower yellow which suddenly turns scarlet & this turns darker 

towards the base of the flower & into a deep red on the stalks among the flowers & at 

the top dirty purple the bractea stain’d w’red the leaves grass green turning white at the 

bottom the stile pale yellow green.” (1770) 

The plant was first described and named formerly in 1804 by the botanist James Edward 

Smith in the publication, Exotic Botany. He named the plant Blandfordia nobilis in 

honour of George Spencer-Churchill (1766-1840), Marquis of Blandford, later Duke of 

Marlborough. Interestingly, Smith’s description was based on dried specimens sent 

from Sydney, Australia by the colonial surgeon, John White. It is unclear whether Smith 

was familiar with Parkinson’s description and notes or with Banks’ and Solander’s 

original specimens as the name he chose bears little attention to the attributes of the 

plant and mostly to honouring the Marquis of Blandford. 

Blandfordia nobilis is now generally described as a flowering plant endemic to New 

South Wales, Australia, and as a tufted perennial herb of the Lily family, with thick 

fibrous roots and one of only four species in this eastern Australian group. It has narrow 

linear leaves up to 75cm long and between three and twenty, large drooping, cylindrical 

to bell-shaped flowers. The flowers are 20-30mm long and brownish-red with yellow 

tips. Flowering occurs from late spring to summer and is followed by the fruit. 

Blandfordia nobilis entered cultivation in Britain in 1803 along with Blandfordia 

grandiflora which has larger flowers. The characteristics of the four species of this 

genus, seemingly, caused some confusion at the time especially where individual 

specimens were concerned. The plant and its flowers have great resilience to heatwaves 

during which the flowers do not fade. This is a natural device to aid the free scattering 

of seeds. It is on record that Blandfordia nobilis was in cultivation in England and readily 

available from the Fulham nurseries of Whitley, Brame & Milne, c.1818 where plants 

grown from seed first flowered. 



The originator of the name Blandfordia nobilis, Sir James Edward Smith (1759-1828) was 

an English botanist and founder of the Linnean Society. He was the son of a wealthy 

wool merchant and studied medicine at Edinburgh University. He moved to London in 

1783 and became a friend of Sir Joseph Banks. Banks was offered the entire collection 

of books, manuscripts and specimens belonging to the Swedish natural historian and 

botanist Carl Linnaeus following the death of his son Carolus Linnaeus the Younger. 

Banks declined this offer and Smith bought the collection for £1000. The collection 

arrived in London in 1784 for Smith, who was elected a Fellow of the Royal Society in 

1785. He went on to found the Linnaean Society in 1788, becoming its first President, a 

post he held until his death in 1828. Following his death, the Linnaean Society bought 

the Carl Linnaeus Collection and Smith’s own collection for the sum of £3000. 

A key person in the story of Blandfordia nobilis, John White (1756-1832) was a naval 

surgeon who became the Chief Surgeon to ‘The First Fleet’ which established a convict 

colony at Botany Bay. In addition to his medical duties, White was greatly interested in 

the natural history of Botany Bay, keeping notes and sending dried specimens to James 

Edward Smith in England, one of which was Blandfordia nobilis. 

Another key contributor to the story of Blandfordia nobilis was John Sims (1749-1831). 

He was an English physician and botanist. In 1766, he moved to London and worked at 

the Surrey Dispensary as a physician. He was the first editor of Curtis’s Botanical 

Magazine (1805-1826) following the death of the founder, William Curtis, and a founding 

member of the Linnaean Society. Sims’ contributed to the Blandfordia nobilis story as 

he produced illustrations of the plant under the title ‘Christmas Bells’. 

Finally, Blandfordia nobilis is the subject of a Christmas Song, ‘My Little Christmas Belle’ 

published in 1909 by Joe Slater (1872-1926) with lyrics by Scottish entertainer Ward 

McAlister (1872-1928). (see below) 

Robert Parkinson 

 

Sources 

Blandfordia nobilis. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blandfordia_nobilis 

Blandfordia nobilis.   https://hortuscamden.com/plants/view/blandfordia-nobilis-sm 

Blandfordia nobilis.   https://www.anbg.gov.au/gnp/gnp3/blandfordia-nobilis.html 

George Spencer-Churchill, 5th Duke of Marlborough. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/George_Spencer_Churchill,_5th_Duke_of_Marlborough 

James Edward Smith.   

https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=James_Edward_Smith&oldid=982438976 

White, John (1756-1832).   https://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/white-john-2787/text3971 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blandfordia_nobilis
https://hortuscamden.com/plants/view/blandfordia-nobilis-sm
https://www.anbg.gov.au/gnp/gnp3/blandfordia-nobilis.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/George_Spencer_Churchill,_5th_Duke_of_Marlborough
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=James_Edward_Smith&oldid=982438976
https://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/white-john-2787/text3971


John Sims (taxonomist)   https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Sims_(taxonomist) 

Whitley, Brame & Milne.  Referred to in ‘The Indigofera filifolia complex (Fabaceae) in 

Southern Africa by J.K. Jarvie & C.H. Stirton, Botholia, 17, 1: 1 to 6, (1987), P.5. 

 

 

"My Little Christmas Belle" (1909 Slater and McAlister) 

Listen to the song https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Th2NRJvCPRA 

Twas Christmas time when first we met,  

And deep in love we fell 

And that is why I call her now  

My little Christmas belle 

Beneath a bough of mistletoe  

I kissed her on the sly 

And when she blushed and hung her head  

I told her with a sigh 

My little Christmas belle,  

My love to you I’ll tell 

You are tonight my heart’s delight,  

A dream of magic spell 

The little birds that coo coo  

Remind me just of you 

At Christmas time  

My little Christmas belle 
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