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Obituary

Obituary— James Franklin Maxwell, 1945–2015

On 12 May 2015 we lost one of the most dedicated and 
talented—I should also say indefatigable—naturalists of 
the region. James F. Maxwell, or “Max”, died apparently 
of a pulmonary failure in the forest while working on a 
project in Rayong Province, Southeast Thailand. He was 
doing what he loved to do, and what he was known to be 
best at. He would have wanted to die that way, as would 
many of us who love nature. 

 Maxwell came to Thailand in 1968 (the same year 
I did) while an enlisted man in the U.S. Army Military 
Police Corps, and was stationed at Sa  ahip (which had a 
B52 bomber base during the Vietnam War) in Southeast 
Thailand. By curious coincidence, I was also serving in the 
U.S. Army at the time (in the Medical Service Corps) and 
did  eld research in Southeast Thailand. Max, who had a 
bachelor’s degree in botany from Ohio State University, 
developed a secret interest in collecting plants at that 
time. It soon became a compulsive life-long occupation, 
and after he was discharged from the army, he se  led for 
a while in Sa  ahip, living with a Thai woman—a former 
Likay performer—and rapidly became an expert on the 
 ora of the Southeast Thailand. His  rst botanical papers 

were on the  ora of the Sa  ahip area. He fell in love with 
the plants of Thailand and never wanted to return to the 
USA. I didn’t actually meet Max until 1974, after I had 
exited the army, worked in the USA for a while and then 
returned to Thailand to teach at Mahidol University. 

 I distinctly remember the days, May 22–23, whose 
events are carefully recorded in my  eld notes in India 
ink, with a map and sketches of new plants I learned. I 
was on a visit to the Khao Khieo Wildlife Sanctuary in 
Southeast Thailand to see some captive gibbons, and I 
ran into Max, who was inspecting the plants there. The 
next morning I walked with him on a trail through the 
forest, asking what was this and that, and taking notes. 
He pointed out to me Ardisia solanacea, Ficus  stulosa, Phy-
lanthus colinense, Vitex limonifolia, Gigantochloa albociliata, 
Terminalia bellirica and others. After my botany lesson, I 
headed up the mountain to search for pileated gibbons. 
I guess he was impressed that a zoologist could be so 
interested in learning about plants.

 After this encounter Max and I became good friends, 
and I invited him many times to come on my under-
graduate ecology  eld trips to study forest, beach, man-
grove and other vegetation. In fact, I designed most of 
my ecology exercises as vegetation study and sampling 
exercises just to take advantage of Max’s unique ability 
and insatiable desire to identify and collect every plant 

around. All of the university students loved Max, with 
his saucy and often irreverent comments, and because he 
really enjoyed what he did and made it fun for all.

 Max was a one-o   character whose frank and honest 
opinions were entertaining and refreshing to those who 
befriended him. However, he was not universally liked 
by forestry and university o   cials who were made 
uncomfortable by what they perceived as a lack of proper 
respect and decorum. His friends, however, just accept-
ed this as part of Max and never took any o  ence. But 
students and colleagues alike respected Max most for 
his inexhaustible energy for  eldwork and dedicated 
commitment to his work. Throughout his life he never 
wavered from his mission of  lling up herbaria with 
his meticulously collected and annotated specimens. 
Plant systematists throughout the world know Maxwell 
through his collections with detailed notes for which I 
have heard many appreciative comments. 

 When I  rst met Max he was working in the Depart-
ment of Agriculture Herbarium located on the campus of 
Kasetsart University. After 1975 he held a series of other 
jobs, mostly at herbaria which he built up. He received 
a M.Sc. degree in botany from the University of Singa-
pore in 1978 and was curator of the Gardens Herbarium 
of Singapore from 1980 to 1984. Returning to Thailand, 
he worked in the Prince of Songkla University (in Hat 

Fig. 1 James Franklin Maxwell “Max” in Chiang Mai, June 
2006 (© Greg Ballmer).
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Yai, southern Thailand) 1984–1987, Faculty of Pharmacy 
of Chiang Mai University (CMU) 1987–1991, and then the 
Department of Biology at CMU from 1992 until he died. 
In Chiang Mai he lived with his wonderful loving wife, 
Sai Jai, who made sure he had clean ironed shirts to wear 
on campus. Most of Max’s shirts bore the stains and tears 
of a dozen years of sweaty  eldwork.

 Max built up the CMU (Biology) herbarium into a 
uniquely valuable collection that served students and 
faculty in the biology department, as well as people in 
other institutions and foreign countries needing botani-
cal help. He was given the top  oor of a building to house 
it and manage it, but was paid no salary, even though 
he served on dissertation commi  ees and collaborated in 
numerous research projects, especially the Forest Resto-
ration Research Unit (FORRU), which depended heavily 
on Maxwell’s extensive knowledge and collections of the 
 ora of Doi Suthep–Pui Mountain. In a way, the Biology 

Department and CMU took advantage of Max by not 
o  ering him a position and salary: he was expected to 
support himself with outside jobs and consulting work, 
which he fortunately found no shortage of. That was the 
deal, and Max had to accept his situation, although he 
resented not having any formal recognition or remu-
neration for all his contributions. In any event, no o   cial 
could “  re” Max from his position, or lack thereof, if they 
had wanted to.

 I worked with Max on several major projects which 
also helped support him. One was an inventory of teak 
forests in Mae Yom National Park as part of a brief World 
Bank assessment of the ecological e  ects of the proposed 
Kaeng Sua Ten Dam in northern Thailand. More recent-
ly, Max  nished the collection and identi  cation of the 
 ora of the Mo Singto forest dynamics plot in Khao Yai 

National Park, which will be published soon. Without 
Max, this work could not have been completed with such 
perfectionism and professionalism. Jim LaFrankie, who 
worked on most of the tropical Asian plots for the Center 
for Tropical Forest Science (CTFS) for many years, once 
remarked that the Mo Singto plot was probably the best-
collected and vouchered plot in the network. Although 
the Mo Singto plot is by no means the most species-rich, 
this is still quite a compliment for which credit can be 
given to Maxwell. There are no “unidents” (unidenti  ed 
species) among the trees on our plot except for one Poly-
althia species for which we are still awaiting a botanical 
description and name by an expert on this group. 

 Maxwell was considered by many to be the best 
general expert on the  ora of Thailand, and perhaps 
also most of Laos and Cambodia, with which he became 
involved in later years. Max made a great contribu-
tion to the establishment of the National Herbarium 

of Cambodia in the Royal University of Phnom Penh. 
On his frequent visits he was always presented with a 
large collection of specimens for identi  cation, which 
he worked through with characteristic enthusiasm and 
humour. Max’s identi  cations were considered to be 
reliable, because he kept up with the literature and also 
consulted many other experts from Europe and the USA 
who were specialists on particular genera. Max was also 
quick to correct his identi  cations when he obtained new 
information. He insisted that the names be corrected on 
all lists (which was quite impossible for lists that had 
already been printed or published). He was conservative 
in his use of names, however, sometimes refusing to give 
up old names, especially if newer revisions were based 
on molecular evidence or newer cladistic methods. Max 
did not trust molecular evidence, which resulted in many 
friendly arguments between us over names of Khao Yai 
plants in e-mails and during our late-night “drinka-
thons”. It became clear that Max did not believe in evolu-
tionary taxonomy, preferring to stick with the traditional 
classi  cation based on simple morphological similarity, 
and refusing to let go of such names as the now-obsolete 
“Gu  iferae”.

 The last project that engaged Max, carried out by 
the Faculty of Environment of Mahidol University, 
was a comparison of woody plants regenerating in an 
abandoned rubber plantation with those growing in a 
nearby logged and somewhat degraded primary forest, 
in Rayong Province. This project was supported by the 
Petroleum Authority of Thailand (PTT) on or near their 
property. My role was to establish and implement the 

Fig. 2 Max preparing a plant collection in the  eld at Phnom 
Samkos Wildlife Sanctuary, Southwest Cambodia in March, 
2015 (© Ida Theilade).
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sampling protocol and his was, as usual, to collect and 
identify all the plants. Max jumped at the chance to do 
more work in the Southeast near his original stamp-
ing grounds. Aided by his former student and assistant 
Jang (Onuma), he was able to complete the exercise, but 
exerted himself too much on his second and last  eld 
trip. Those who worked with Max know that he would 
not call it a day until he was forced to by rain, darkness, 
or a completely full plant press.

 As our later drinkathons wore on and Max became 
high on Thai whisky, he would become more vocifer-
ous in his complaints that my herbarium at BIOTEC 
was becoming disorganized and my assistants were not 
carrying out his instructions properly. But Max taught 
me and my assistants many important things during 
the times we were together. Here are some lessons we 
learned:

1. Without good voucher specimens and well-run 
herbaria, the  ora of an area will never be known 
properly, no ma  er what methods are used in iden-

ti  cation or classi  cation. (Max taught all my  eld 
assistants and I how to collect and properly annotate 
specimens).

2. Accurate identi  cation of plants is vital to ecological 
work, and without their correct names, no research 
on plants has much validity.

3. Collection and identi  cation of plants is the most 
time-consuming part of establishing a large plot, and 
is a continuing e  ort. Documenting the local  ora 
cannot be carried out by botanists that have become 
administrators who spend most of their time si  ing 
at desks: it requires dedicated  eld botanists.

4. A person’s true worth is not measured by his or her 
degree, position or dress.

5. Say and do what you think is right and don’t be 
concerned about what others think of you.

Warren Y. BROCKELMAN, Ecology Lab, Bioresources Tech-
nology Unit, BIOTEC, 113 Science Park, Paholyothin Road, 
Klong 1, Klong Luang, Pathum Thani Province, Thailand.




