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James F. Maxwell: Classic Field Botanist, Inimitable Character
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ON 12 MAY 2015, THE WORLD LOST A ONE-OF-A-KIND TROPICAL

BOTANIST WHEN JAMES F. MAXWELL PASSED AWAY in Rayong Pro-
vince, Thailand, doing what he did best: collecting botanical spec-
imens. Max—as he was known to everyone—was a New York-
born American of Irish descent who graduated from Ohio State
University in 1967. In 1969 he was stationed in Thailand while in
the U.S. Army Military Police corps. He remained in Southeast
Asia, permanently establishing in Thailand with the exception of
an 8-year hiatus in Singapore (1976–1984) where he obtained an
M.Sc. degree in botany at the National University of Singapore,
and to serve as a curator of the herbarium at the Singapore Bota-
nic Gardens. Over his 45-year career, Max helped establish her-
baria at Prince of Songkla University, Bangkok Biotech, Chiang
Mai University Pharmacy and Chiang Mai University Biology
herbarium (CMUB). Today, CMUB is the third largest herbarium
in Thailand, containing upwards of 40,000 specimens, the vast
majority of which are the result of Max’s individual research
efforts or as a botanical expert on numerous projects requiring
floristic surveys. He was widely regarded as one of the best bota-
nists in continental SE Asia. He was an expert on the Melastom-
ataceae, and revised numerous genera in the family. Background
research by one of us (LSW) indicates that he described at least
184 new species and varieties of plants in his career. Much of his
fieldwork was conducted in forest habitats that were poorly col-
lected but rapidly disappearing in Thailand, Cambodia, and Laos.
His botanical surveys were published in various forms including
taxonomy notes and new species records, but he was perhaps
best known for his vascular floras, and taxonomy-based vegeta-
tion descriptions (e.g., Maxwell 1974, 1995, 2000, 2006, 2007,
2009a,b, Maxwell et al. 1995, 1997, Maxwell & Elliott 2001).
Importantly, Maxwell led efforts to reconcile the numerous
accounts of vegetation in Thailand, and develop a synthetic vege-
tation classification for the Kingdom (Maxwell 2004). Of course,
his fieldwork amassed a huge inventory of specimens, which he
shared with overseas herbaria. His specimen-numbering system
makes it difficult to calculate exactly how many specimens he col-

lected. But having collected for 45 years and anywhere from 600
to >1000 specimens per year it is clear that he was one of the
‘big hitters’ (sensu Bebber et al. 2012), contributing tens of thou-
sands of specimens to herbaria around the world including Thai-
land, Cambodia, Kew, Leiden, Paris, Harvard, Aarhus, California
Academy of Sciences, Singapore, and Edinburgh (Fig. 1).

Maxwell’s passing leaves a major void that will be difficult to
fill. He was a classically trained and active field-based botanist, a
member of an already small but essential scientific community
that appears to be on the decline (Prather et al. 2004). In the sev-
eral decades that we knew him, Maxwell was outspoken in his
concern about the declining value placed on field botany and the
associated loss of ‘competent’ taxonomists. His Vascular Flora of
Ko Hong Hill, Songkla Province, Thailand (Maxwell 2006) is the first
complete flora of a location in Thailand (describing all 637

FIGURE 1. James F. Maxwell (1945–2015) pressing a specimen of Aglaia

lawii (Wight) Sald. ex Rama. (Max coll. No 15–70) in Samkos Wildlife

Reserve, Cambodia on his 70th birthday, 9 March, 2015. (Photograph by Ida

Theilade).
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species present), and is especially notable because it presents the
first key to the plant families of Thailand. And, in typical Max-
wellian fashion, he used the occasion of publication to advocate
for classic botany while criticizing the ascension of new technolo-
gies:

It is envisioned that this flora will serve as a model for stu-
dents interested in learning plant taxonomy properly and for
putative professional botanists who have strayed into com-
puter dependence or molecular studies, at the expense of
alpha botany, to restore their careers. No aspect of computer
or molecular technology can be used as a substitute for dedi-
cated field work, diligent herbarium research, and competent
production of keys, descriptions, and other observations.
(Preface, page iv)

As is apparent from the above passage, Maxwell held well-
founded convictions, but tended to raise eyebrows delivering his
opinions—even those that many would agree or at least sympa-
thize with. This duality was a fundamental part of Max’s nature,
and one that appealed to those who knew him well. He was uni-
versally recognized as a superbly talented, hard-working botanist
who earned the professional respect of everyone for the high
quality of his collections and unparalleled knowledge of Thai
plant species. And yet, everyone who worked with him had to
learn how to not be offended by his occasional tactlessness. As
written by his colleague Stephen Elliot, he was a ‘character of
contrasts. . . a friend, as well as the most interesting and yet
annoying colleague I have ever had the privilege of working with.’
Those who remained long-time colleagues and friends of Max
learned to value his underlying motivation, which was to promote
honest work and practice proper botanical techniques, and to
instill this philosophy in his prot�eg�es. He was, thus, both a master
botanist and a serial offender.

Max’s attitude and personality are revealed by perhaps the
most entertaining and mischievous example of his strict adher-
ence to professional botanical practice while at the same time
being deliberately and gleefully offending. Commissioned to con-
duct botanical inventories of soybean fields of Thailand, Max,
with his customary rigor, completed the surveys for the mono-
graph ‘Weeds of Soybean Fields in Thailand’ (Radanachaless &
Maxwell 1994). Upon review, the funder requested that the
monograph include an index of common English names for all
the weeds encountered. Unfortunately, the vast majority of weeds
had no English common names. To resolve this dilemma, Max
conducted ‘informal brainstorming sessions’ with colleagues,
friends, and visitors to the herbarium, with discussions occurring
opportunistically on weekends while enjoying evening drinks.
These sessions ultimately yielded English names for all species,
which were imaginative, hilarious and profane, and categorically
unfit to print; yet somehow, they did find their way into print.
And yet, as Max has reminded us, it was professionally sound
and fulfilled the requirement of the funder for permanent and
‘official’ English common names for those species. Indeed, only
Max could have crafted such a spirited yet botanically valid solu-
tion to this dilemma.

The passing of J. F. Maxwell is more than the loss of a tal-
ented botanist, unique character, exceptional mentor to hundreds
of students, and great friend to many. It is a quiet but powerful
reminder of the critical importance of traditional botany to
science. While we should welcome the technological advancements
that are opening new doors to discoveries of evolutionary relation-
ships, uncovering heretofore unstudied ecological processes and
heralding a new era of inquiry with Big Data, let us not fall into
the trap of believing that traditional field identification skills and
collection-based science are becoming outdated or deserve
reduced priority. To the contrary, field botany and collections-
based science remain ever more relevant as habitats disappear and
that material is lost forever. Properly collected specimens will
remain in our museums and herbaria long after those who col-
lected them are gone. Especially for readers of Biotropica who are
in the early stages of their careers, this fact bears particular impor-
tance. The contribution of herbarium specimens to the world will
far outlive the collectors, and will pay dividends for unknown
numbers of future scientists; herbarium specimens live long, pros-
perous, important lives. James Franklin Maxwell is gone, but his
lifelong collection efforts will remain for the coming centuries.
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