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Plant Distribution Reports 
New records and significant distribution reports for New Mexico plants should be documented by complete 

collection information and disposition of a specimen (herbarium). Exotic taxa are indicated by an asterisk (*), 

endemic taxa by a cross (+). Comments [in brackets] are the editor’s. 

— Jim McGrath  [20 Robin Court, Edgewood, NM] 

Rosa obtusifolia Desvaux (Rosaceae, round-

leaf rose):  San Miguel County:  Lime 

Canyon, about 500 ft south of Montezuma 

below Peterson Reservoir, edge of old 

paved highway, population in general area 

of Lime Canyon contains arching stems to 

3 m tall, the stems are as much as 1.5 

inches thick with very stout (and painful!) 

thorns, dense shrubby vegetation 

containing these shrubs was absent or 

minimal in this area of Lime Canyon in 

1961 as shown by an aerial photo, 6700 ft, 

9 June 2010, Jim McGrath 948 (MO). Det 

by Walter H. Lewis.  [first report for NM] 

 

— Schenk & Hufford  [see  Schenk & Hufford 

(2010) in Botanical Literature of Interest for locality 

information] 

Mentzelia filifolia Schenk & Hufford  

(Loasaceae, narrow-leaved blazingstar):  

McKinley County.  [first report for NM] 

Mentzelia longiloba J. Darlington subsp. 

longiloba  (Loasaceae, dune blazingstar):  

Hidalgo County.  [first report for NM] 

Mentzelia longiloba J. Darlington subsp. 

chihuahuaensis Schenk & Hufford  

(Loasaceae, dune blazingstar):  Hidalgo 

County.  [first report for NM] 

+Mentzelia sivinskii Schenk & Hufford  

(Loasaceae, Sivinski’s blazingstar):  San 

Juan County.  [first report for NM] 

 

— Hartman & Larson  [see Hartman & Larson 

(2011) in Botanical Literature of Interest for locality 

information] 

+Cymopterus spellenbergii Hartman & 

Larson  (Apiaceae, Spellenberg’s spring-

parsley):  Rio Arriba and Taos counties.  

[first report for NM] 

 

— Chick Keller  [4470 Ridgeway, Los Alamos, NM 

87544] 

Eriophorum gracile W.D.J. Koch ex Roth  

(Cyperaceae, slender cottongrass):  Colfax 

County:  Vermejo Park Ranch, W105°

19'30" N36°57'36", wide sloping wet 

meadow fed by retreating snow field, with 

Eriophorum scheuchzeri, 12,650 ft, 12 

August 2011, Chick Keller 3356 (UNM).  

[first report for NM] 

 

— Russ Kleinman  [25 Oxbow Drive, Silver City, 

NM 88061] 

Crumia latifolia (Kindberg) W.B. Schofield  

(Bryophyta, Pottiaceae):  Grant County:  

Black Range, Railroad Canyon 100 yards 

up the trail from the parking area, just past 

the first creek crossing, on wet river rock 

along the stream, 7100 ft, 19 Nov 2011, R. 

Kleinman 2011-11-19-1 with R. Felger 

(NMCR).  [first report for NM] 

 

— Richard Worthington  [P.O. Box 13331, El 

Paso, TX 79913] 

Leskea angustata Taylor  (Bryophyta, 

Leskeaceae):  Eddy County:  Guadalupe 

Mts, near end of FSR 540 in uppermost 

branch of Big Canyon (T26S, R21E, sec 

22, NW 1/4) (32 Deg 02.053'N, 104 Deg 

47. 47.623'W) 7000-7100 ft, on oak bark, 7 

Jul 2010, R.D. Worthington 36146 (UTEP, 

COLO). Det by W.A. Weber  [first report 

for NM] 

Orthotrichum cupulatum Bridel  

(Bryophyta, Orthotrichaceae):  Otero 

County:  Sacramento Mts, north wall ridge 

of lower Cathy Canyon near junction with 

Brown Canyon., 6 Aug 2007,  R.D. 

Worthington 34920 (COLO, DUKE, 

UTEP).  Det by W.A. Weber.  [Ed:  The 

following specimens of this species have 

also been located] :  Torrance County:  Los 

Palos Canyon near Tajique, Cibola 

National Forest,on moist diffusely lit 

boulder in moist canyon, with Quercus and 

Pinus ponderosa, 1 Sep 1970, D.H. Norris 

17766 (UC);  McKinley County:  On moist 

(Continued on page 2, Plant Reports) 
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Botany is the natural science that transmits the knowledge of plants. 

— Linnaeus 

diffusely lit sandstone outcrop on vertical cliff in Juniperus 

and Quercus forest, in canyon along road about 1 mile north of 

Quaking Aspen Campground, Cibola National Forest, about 

2300 m, 12 June 1993, D.H. Norris 81609 (UC).  [first report 

for NM] 

Orthotrichum pellucidum Lindberg  (Bryophyta, 

Orthotrichaceae):  Eddy County:  Guadalupe Mts, near south 

end of For. Serv. Road 540 at switchback on south ridge above 

Middle Fork Big Canyon, complex conifer and oak woodland, 

on limestone, shaded rockface, 7100 ft (2160 m), 12 July 

2000, R.D. Worthington 30142 (COLO, NMCR, UTEP).  Det 

by W.A. Weber  [first report for NM] 

Pohlia obtusifolia (Bridel) Koch  (Bryophyta, Mniaceae):  Taos 

County:  Sangre de Cristo Mts, upper Long Canyon Trail, 

11,050 ft, 21 July 2004, R.D. Worthington 32653 (COLO, 

DUKE, NMCR, NY, UNM, UTEP).   Det by W.A. Weber.  

[first report for NM] 

Sisyrinchium chilense Hooker [including S. ensigerum E.P. 

Bicknell and S. scabrum Cham. & Schltdl.] (Iridaceae, sword-

leaf blue-eyed-grass):  Eddy County, Guadalupe Mts, Sitting 

Bull Canyon 0.1 mile above Sitting Bull Falls, 4900 ft, (T24S, 

R22E, Sec 4, SE 1/4), 26 May 1983, Ferguson 314 (UTEP);  

Sierra County, Black Range, Kingston, picnic area on east side 

of town along Percha Creek, 6200 ft, (T16S, R8W, sec 18), 30 

Jun 1985, R.D. Worthington 13308 (UTEP);  Otero County, 

Sacramento Mts, along Rio Penasco 3.5 miles east of junction 

with NM 64 and 164 (T17S, R12E, Sec 17), 8000 ft, open area 

near spring and stream, 10 Jul 1980, R.D. Worthington 6197 

(UTEP). All det by G. Nesom  [first report for NM] 

Tuerckheimia svihlae (Bartram) Zander  (Bryophyta, 

Pottiaceae):  Eddy County, Guadalupe Mts, near end of FSR 

540 in uppermost branch of Big Canyon (T26S, R21E, sec 22, 

NW 1/4) (32 Deg 02.053'N, 104 Deg 47.623'w), 7000-7100 ft, 

on rock, 7 Jul 2010, R.D. Worthington 36147 (UTEP, COLO). 

Det by W.A. Weber  [first report for NM] 

 

David Lee Anderson [Environmental Stewarship, Bldg 163, White Sands 

Missile Range, NM 88002] 
Ficus carica Linnaeus  [Moraceae, common fig]:  Doña Ana 

County:  In old garden at Love Ranch in the WSMR/NASA co

-use area on the north end of Quartzite Mountain, San Andres 

Mountains, only one sprout found, 14 May 1996, David Lee 

Anderson 6810, with Gretchen Norman, Mona Lamoreaux & 

Aaron Hicks;  Same locality:  19 June 1997, David Lee 

Anderson 7095, with Jeanne Dye, Carol Finley & Phil Zwank;  

Between Zebra Site and San Nicholas Spring in deep arroyo 

on east facing slopes of Bennett Mountain, San Andres 

Mountains, two trees surviving, one of them forming a huge 

multi-stemmed clone, 2 June 2000, David Lee Anderson 7646, 

with Neil McCarthy, Debbie Houde-Nethers, Laura Myers & 

Robert Taylor.  (all in the herbarium of WSMR)  [first reports 

for NM] 

 

— William R. Norris [Dept. Natural Sciences, Western New Mexico 

University, Silver City, NM 88061] 
Carex gynocrates Wormskjold ex Drejer  (Cyperaceae, northern 

bog sedge):  Taos County:  Sangre de Cristo Mts, Wheeler 

Peak, west slope on peaty, grassy edge of stream in wet 

mountain meadow, 10650 ft, 16 July 1971, F.J. Hermann 

23996 (RM);  Sangre de Cristo Mts, Carson National Forest, 

Goose Creek Trail #65, along creek, about 3.5 miles south of 

Red River, boggy area with stunted Picea, Dodecatheon, 

Carex species, and Eriophorum, 9700-1150 ft, 12 July 2006, 

J.E. Larson 8072 (RM).  [first report for NM] 

Carex limosa Linnaeus  (Cyperaceae, mud sedge):  San Miguel 

County:  Sangre de Cristo range, Stewart Lake, northeast of 

Cowles, in bog, 29 July 1950, R.J. Fleetwood 9652 (UNM).  

[Reported by Martin & Hutchins (Flora of New Mexico), but 

questioned in later work, including FNA; this verifies this 

species’s occurrence in NM, and vindicates M&H’s report.] 

Carex tetrastachys Scheele  (Cyperaceae, Britton sedge):  

Socorro County:  Bosque del Apache National Wildlife 

Refuge, near San Antonio, unknown collector no. 153 (NMC).  

Det by F.J. Hermann (as Carex tetrastachys subsp. 

brittoniana), by M.C. Fritts, and by W.R. Norris.  [this 

confirms the report of this species by Martin & Hutchins 

(Flora of New Mexico), but questioned by later workers.] 

Carex vesicaria Linnaeus  (Cyperaceae, bladder sedge):  Cibola 

County:  Cibola National Forest, Natural Lake, west of 

Lookout Mountain, 18 July 1981, D.A. McCallum 1188 

(UNM).  [Reported by Martin & Hutchins (Flora of New 

Mexico), but questioned in later works, including FNA; this 

verifies this species’s occurrence in NM, and vindicates 

M&H’s report.] 

 

— Kelly Allred  [Range Science Herbarium, Dept. Animal & Range 

Sciences, New Mexico State University, Las Cruces, NM 88003] 

Anomobryum julaceum (Bridel) Schimper  (Bryophyta, 

Bryaceae):  Sandoval County:  Cuba Ranger District, Santa Fe 

National Forest, along highway 126 about 25 miles east of 

Cuba at Calaveras Canyon, R2E, T20N, section 27, 8350 ft, 16 

Aug 2001, James R. Shevock 21099 (CA, UC).  Det by J.R. 

Shevock.  [first report for NM] 

Brachythecium rotaeanum DeNot.  (Bryophyta, 

Brachytheciaceae):  Bernalillo County:  Sandia Mts, 1 Nov 

1935, Ikenberry 5 (MO);  Santa Fe County:  Sangre de Cristo 

Mts, Santa Fe Nat. For., Dalton Canyon, near end of For. Ser. 

Rd 123, 7600 ft, W.R. Buck 39761, 39769 (MO);  Taos 

County:  Rio Hondo Canyon, 10 June 1938, no collector 

(NY100250502)  All det by M. Ignatov.  [first report for NM] 

Distichium inclinatum (Hedwig) Bruch & Schimper  

(Bryophyta, Ditrichaceae):  Taos County:  Sangre de Cristo 

Mts, Long Canyon, 1/4 mile north of junction with Rio Hondo 

(Plant Reports, continued from page 1) 
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Canyon, 1 mile north of Twining, 16 July 1979, W.L. Baker 

2011 (DUKE)  Det by L.E. Anderson.  [first report for NM] 

Drepanocladus longifolius (Mitten) Brotherus ex Paris  

(Bryophyta, Amblystegiaceae):  Rio Arriba County:  Brazos 

Canyon, edge of pond, 8 Sep 1914, P.C. Standley 11210 (NY).  

Det by J. Zarnowiec.  [first report for NM] 

Eurhynchium hians (Hedwig) Sande Lacouture  (Bryophyta, 

Brachytheciaceae):  Grant County:  Pinos Altos Mts, 0.5 miles 

south of Cherry Creek Camp, ravine, 24 April 1947, 

anonymous 2805 (MO).  [this validates reports of this taxon by 

Conard & Redfearn (1979) and Grout (1928-40), for which no 

specimens were known.] 

Hymenopappus radiatus Rose  (Asteraceae, rayed 

hymenopappus):  Grant County:  Gila National Forest, bottom 

South Percha Creek, weed/grama community in clay loam on 

a level slope with Bromus, Lycurus, June grass, Geranium, 

Senecio and browse, scattered abundance, distributed in upper 

woodlands & ponderosa pine communities, 7000 ft, 21 Aug 

1916, W.R. Chapline 628, USFS Accession 480045 (RM).  

Det by R. Hartman.  [this validates an original report by 

Wooton & Standley for which no specimens were known]. 

Plagiomnium ciliare (Müller Hal.) Koponen  (Bryophyta, 

Mniaceae):  Catron County:  Willow Creek, Gilita 

Campground, 17 Aug 1938, L.N. Goodding 98 (NY);  Santa 

Fe County:  Santa Fe Nat. Forest, Sangre de Cristo Mts, 

Dalton Canyon, near end of Forest Service Road 123, moist 

forest along stream, 7600 ft, 11 Aug 2001, W.R. Buck 39757 

(NY).  [first report for NM] 

Plagiomnium medium (Bruch & Schimper) T. Koponen  

(Bryophyta, Mniaceae):  Sandoval County:  Valles Caldera 

National Preserve, Rodondo Creek, seep at top of Rodondo 

Creek drainage, on found on rotting wood and at the fallen 

rotting trunk of Alnus tenuifolia, 9527 ft, 20 July 2010, Kirsten 

Romig 313.1 (NMCR, NY) Det by Bill Buck.  Santa Fe 

County:  Santa Fe Ski Basin, N35º 47' 45" W105º 48' 11", 

spruce-fir coniferous forest, on wet rocks in spring and creek, 

10300 ft, 5 Aug 2010, Kelly Allred 10205 (NMCR).  [first 

report for NM] 

Platydictya subtilis (Hedwig) H.A. Crum  (Bryophyta, 

Amblystegiaceae):  Grant County:  14 miles north of Silver 

City, Pinos Altos Mts, along Cherry Creek, bark, base of 

hardwoods, 2225 ft, 7 Nov 1985, H.A. Crum 24607 (NY).  

[first report for NM] 

Platygyrium repens (Bridel) Schimper  (Bryophyta, Hypnaceae):  

Otero County:  Sacramento Mts, conifer forest along steep 

slopes along hwy 82 a few miles south of Cloudcroft, just 

north of the entrance road to Snow Canyon Ski Area, 15 June 

2000, W.D. Reese 18589 (MO).  [first report for NM] 

Pohlia tundrae Shaw  (Bryophyta, Mniaceae):  Santa Fe 

County:  Sangre de Cristo Mts, Santa Fe Nat. For., Tesuque 

Peak, end of road to radio towers from Aspen Vista Picnic 

Area, 11900 ft, 10 Aug 2001, C.J. Cox s.n. (DUKE);  same 

locality:  J. Shaw 11524, 11526, 11527 (DUKE);  same 

locality:  W.R. Buck 39744 (NY).  [first report for NM] 

Viola macloskeyi F.E. Lloyd var. pallens (Banks ex Gingins) 

C.L. Hitchcock  (Violaceae, white violet):  Rio Arriba County:  

0.5 mi. WNW of Lagunitas Lakes area, N36.88065344° 

W106.3295433, semi-open edge of wetland fringing pond, 

10,500 ft, 19 June 1998, Jim McGrath 72 (UNM).  Taos 

County:  Vermejo Park Ranch, along an unnamed stream 0.2 

mi E of lower Twin Lake; 2.1 air mi ENE of Costilla 

Reservoir dam, N36°53'1.1" W105°14'40", 9767 ft, 30 June 

2007, Ben Legler 5329 (RM).  [initially reported by Wooton & 

Standley, but then considered absent from NM; this verifies 

this species for the state] 

(Plant Reports, continued from page 2) 

Outcomes of the 2011 Botanical Nomenclature Section at the XVIII International 
Botanical Congress 

 

James S. Miller, Vicki A. Funk, Warren L. Wagner, Fred Barrie, Peter C. Hoch, & Patrick Herendeen 
 

PhytoKeys 5: 1–3 (2011); www.phytokeys.com 

 

Abstract:  The Nomenclature Section held just before the 18th International Botanical Congress in Melbourne, Austral-

ia in July 2011 saw sweeping changes to the way scientists name new plants, algae, and fungi. The changes begin on 

the cover: the title was broadened to make explicit that the Code applies not only to plants, but also to algae and fungi. 

The new title will now be the International Code of Nomenclature for algae, fungi, and plants. For the first time in his-

tory the Code will allow for the electronic publication of names of new taxa. In an effort to make the publication of new 

names more accurate and efficient, the requirement for a Latin validating diagnosis or description was changed to allow 

either English or Latin for these essential components of the publication of a new name. Both of these latter changes 

will take effect on 1 January 2012. The nomenclatural rules for fungi will see several important changes, the most im-

portant of which is probably the adoption of the principle of “one fungus, one name.” Paleobotanists will also see 

changes with the elimination of the concept of “morphotaxa” from the Code.  
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Botanical Literature of Interest 

Davis, M.A., and 18 others. 2011. Don’t judge species on their 

origins. Nature 474 (9 June 2011):153-154.  

[Conservationists should assess organisms on environmental 

impact rather than on whether they are native or exotic] 

Drew, L.W. 2011. Are We Losing the Science of Taxonomy? 

BioScience 61(12):942-946. 2011.) 

Geltman, D.V., R. Riina, P.E. Berry, & J. Peirson. 2011. 

Typification and synonymy of the species of Euphorbia 

subgenus Esula (Euphorbiaceae) native to the United 

States and Canada. J. Bot. Res. Inst. Texas 5(1):143-151. 

Graham, A. 2011. A Natural History of the New World: The 

Ecology and Evolution of Plants in the Americas. 
University of Chicago Press. 387 pp. 

Hartman, R.L. & J.E. Larson. 2011. Cymopterus spellenbergii 

(Apiaceae), a new species from north central New 

Mexico. J. Bot. Res. Inst. Texas 5(1):33-40.  

Jarnevich, C.S., P. Evangelista, T.J. Stohlgren, & J. Morisette. 

2011. Improving national-scale invasion maps: tamarisk 

in the western United States. Western North American 

Naturalist 71(2):164-175. 

Kim, C. & Choi, H-K. 2011. Molecular systematics and 

character evolution of Typha (Typhaceae) inferred from 

nuclear and plastid DNA sequence data. Taxon 60

(5):1417-1428. 

Knapp, S., J. McNeill, & N.J. Turland. 2011. Changes to 

publication requirements made at the XVIII 

International Botanical Congress in Melbourne –– What 

does e-publication mean for you? Phytoneuron 2011-46: 1

–6. Published 14 Sep 2011. ISSN 2153 733X 

Romaschenko, K., P.M. Peterson, R.J. Soreng, O. Futorna, & A. 

Susanna. 2011. Phylogenetics of Piptatherum s.l. 

(Poaceae: Stipeae): Evidence for a new genus, 

Piptatheropsis, and resurrection of Patis. Taxon 60

(6):1703-1716.  [ahh, the more things change...] 

Schenk, J.J. & L. Hufford. 2010. Taxonomic novelties from 

western North America in Mentzelia Section Bartonia 

(Loasaceae). Madrono 57(4):246-260. 

Schenk, J.J. & L. Hufford. 2011. Phylogeny and taxonomy of 

Mentzelia Section Bartonia (Loasaceae). Syst. Bot. 36

(3):711-720. 

Schuster, T.M., J.L. Reveal, & K.A. Kron. 2011. Phylogeny of 

Polygoneae (Polygonaceae: Polygonoideae). Taxon 60

(6):1653-1666.  [submergence of Polygonella into 

Polygonum] 
Sennikov, A.N. 2011. Chamerion or Chamaenerion 

(Onagraceae)? The old story in new words. Taxon 60

(5):1485-1488.  

Sigel, E.M., M.D. Windham, L. Huiet, G. Yatskievych, & K.M. 

Pryer. 2011. Species relationships and farina evolution in 

the Cheilanthoid fern genus Argyrochosma (Pteridaceae). 
Syst. Bot. 36(3):554-564. 

Small, E. 2009. Top 100 Food Plants. NRC Research Press, 

Ontario, Canada. 656 pp. 

Smith, G.F. & E. Figueiredo. 2011. Conserving Acacia Mill. 

With a conserved type: What happened in Melbourne? 
Taxon 60(5):1504-1506. 

Turner, B.L. 2011. Biological status of Hedeoma 

drummondii, H. reverchonii (Lamiaceae) and closely 

related taxa. Phytologia 93(2):174-180. 

Turner, B.L. 2011. Taxonomy and distribution of Senecio 

parryi (Asteraceae). Phytologia 93(3):341-345. 

Turner, B.L.. 2011. Systematic study of the Dalea 

nana complex (Fabaceae). Phytologia 93(2):181-184. 

Turner, B.L. & M. Martinez. 2011.  Systematic reassessment of 

the North American Physalis viscosa complex 

(Solanaceae). Phytologia 93(2):260-269.  

Voshell, S.M., R.M. Baldini, R. Kumar, N. Tatalovich, & K.W. 

Hilu. 2011. Canary grasses (Phalaris, Poaceae): 

Molecular phylogenetics, polyploidy and floret evolution. 
Taxon 60(5):1306-1316. 
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[Editor’s note: The recent publication in BioScience of “Are We Losing the Science of Taxonomy” (Drew, L. BioScience, 61(12):942-946. 2011.) 

prompts the reappearance of Duane Isely’s short story, below.] 

 

 

THE DISAPPEARANCE 
 

by Duane Isely* 
 

Reprinted from TAXON 21(1): 3-12, FEBRUARY 1972 

 

Summary1 

The role of taxonomists - in the total social structure as well as the academic subculture - is evidenced by their disappearance. 

 

On March 22, 1973, 2:05 a.m. (eastern standard time), an unusual event occurred. In fact, one without precedent. Then and 

there vanished to the last man and woman all taxonomists, all of their works, and previous work of their ken; likewise the tools of 

their trade.  

It is necessary to qualify in several ways. This fateful visitation extended completely across biology, animal and plant science 

alike. Herein I recount only some of the tremors within and extending from the plant sciences. The tribulations accruing as a conse-

quence of the parallel zoological amputation were of a similar nature. Again, qualifications. Not all taxonomists were taken; a few 

(at least as to professional title) remained. These lonely survivors were certain of the numerical and chemotaxonomists plus scat-

tered experimental biosystematists. Apparently these were individuals whose primary professional passions - largely of instrumenta-

tion, the elegance of mathematics, or perhaps comparative biochemistry - lay outside of systematic biology. Perhaps one inquires 

"Was it then the 'traditional', 'classic', 'alpha', 'anachronistic' taxonomists who were thus abruptly and perhaps properly removed 

from the world?" No, the scythe was much broader. Many taxonomic brethren who were preponderantly cytotaxonomists, chemo-

taxonomists, and who were otherwise deeply concerned with the most modern idiom, no longer came to their desks. In fact, the 

mortality was yet more inclusive; there were considerable inroads among other disciplines including conspicuous fatalities in ecolo-

gy, systematic anatomy, genetics, evolutionary biology, agriculture and from among the enthusiastic amateurs. It seemed as though 

the hand (Divine - or otherwise) responsible for this event searched the souls of all, programmed for a particular combination of 

attributes, and performed the removal, regardless of external markings.  

The nature of the identifying attributes was analyzed repetitively from all angles. It was evident that the diagnostic key charac-

ters included: those who write and (or) use systematic revisionary treatments, botanical floras and popular expositions on the kinds 

of plants; those who know the names of plants and where they grow, who can render technical identifications  of plants; those 

whose research tools in part, or entirely, were the herbarium, the field, the library; those concerned with the whole plant and its rela-

tionship to its habitat, and its genealogical fellows; those whose emotions concerning these organisms and their environment had 

usually both aesthetic (often admitted only with qualifications) and intellectual bases. 

 

The event 

 

It is not directly germane to my subject to detail the nature of the disappearance and of public reaction. But a cursory review is 

desirable as a means of placing subsequent scientific repercussions in context.  

The event was apparently world wide and simultaneous in occurrence. It was, of course, immediately emblazoned in incredu-

lous headlines in newspapers in the United States, and the north European countries. In the orient, no formal announcement was 

made in several countries, but it may be that the number of individuals concerned was so small that the occurrence was attributed to 

some ingenious and unusual foul play. In the Soviet Union, the only initial information reaching the Western World was of some 

personnel problems within the Botanical Institute of the Komarov Academy of Sciences. Within a few weeks, however, formal 

statement was made of the same situation as in the rest of the scientific world. 

The above assertion that the event was simultaneous cannot be entirely established. Owing to the early morning time in the 

United States, many of the disappearances were not recorded until some hours later. But all chance observations apparently coincid-

ed. For example, a night watchman in a large eastern University went into the herbarium at 2:00 a.m. for a routine key punch. All 

was in order when he walked in. When he turned around from manipulation of the key, the herbarium cases had disappeared. He 

was on sedatives for a week. There was the case of the woman from a midwestern University whose husband disappeared under 

circumstances in which his absence was immediately obvious. In her agitation, she knocked the clock off the bedside table; it broke 

and the mechanism remained at 1:05, equivalent, of course, to 2:05 eastern standard. All observations were equally confirmatory. 

 

The social aftermath 

 

The proportion of the nation's population and material goods which were affected was infinitesimal; thus no immediate physical 

(Continued on page 6, The Disappearance) 
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emergency ensued. But the psychological impact resulted almost in national panic. Naturally, the unknown nature of the agency, or 

powers responsible for this happening and the implied possibility that the same thing (or something more calamitous) could occur 

again, independent of any known cause and effect, evoked trepidation. The subject was heatedly (even hysterically) discussed on 

the street, in the churches, the academic towers, and the halls of government. Numerous study committees erupted in universities, 

industry, and in Washington. Congress established an emergency government commission - with a new hot line to the White House 

- endowed with broad investigative powers. 

The reasons for the selection of this particular professional group was as obscure as the agency of elimination. Taxonomy be-

came a byword to millions of people who had never heard the term before; taxonomists by their absence achieved a level of notorie-

ty antithetical to their previous role in the scientific community. There was much speculation concerning taxonomists as individuals, 

as a cultural group, and as a profession with a view towards discerning the reasons for their extirpation. Several church groups, seiz-

ing upon the taxonomist's role in the teaching of evolution, envisaged a situation of Divine retribution and warning; their member-

ship increased tenfold within a year. 

 

Withdrawal symptoms in the universities 

 

The readjustment of the scientific community to life without taxonomists initially created only minor problems. After recovery 

from the initial shock, there was much competition within institutions for positions and physical facilities. There was no attempt to 

refill taxonomic positions as such for the simple reason that there were no qualified applications. Thus, it was necessary to drop 

nearly all taxonomically oriented courses from university offerings. There was local pressure to continue certain popular plant iden-

tification or spring flora courses, but, by and large, other botanists who were reasonably qualified were loath to attempt endeavors in 

this apparently dangerous field; there were, in any event, no reference or teaching guides available for such courses, these having 

gone the route of their authors. The greater problems in some institutions revolved around personnel to teach beginning botany, 

biology, morphology, and ecology courses since many of these had previously been manned by professors of taxonomic affiliation. 

Intra-institutional competition for the physical space vacated by taxonomists developed rapidly: offices, herbarium rooms, la-

boratories, and the vacant shelves in libraries. The extensive space formerly occupied by some of the larger herbaria proved a major 

boon to overcrowded departments and institutions. For example, the vacant herbaria in four universities were eventually allotted in 

the following manner: a dance studio for physical education for women, storage for the physical plant department, a plant physiolo-

gy laboratory, a file room for the registrar's office. 

The plant science disciplines adjusted reasonably well to the withdrawal of their herbarium colleagues and there was some fa-

cetious discourse to the effect that while the plant identifiers had been reasonably ornamental frills, they were scarcely essential to 

the orderly growth of biology and agriculture. Certain disquieting symptoms were, however, quickly evident. Many workers, espe-

cially in the applied sciences, found themselves continuously handicapped by the loss of reference texts treating plant classification, 

distribution and identification. There was minor panic among veterinarians because there were few who knew poisonous plants in 

the field, and there was but little reference material to which to turn. A massive effort to prepare some kind of an identification man-

ual was soon started, but difficulty was experienced in finding a group with the qualifications to undertake the endeavor. 

Among the basic plant sciences, the teaching and research of the ecologists was subject to most obvious handicaps, first, be-

cause of a serious inroad in their number, and the need for determination of many wild species. The students in all areas, however, 

experienced recurrent incidents of uncertainty concerning the identity of the organisms they were working with or writing about, 

and the interpretation of literature in relation to current work. 

But most of these annoyances and limitations remained just that; or solutions were gradually worked out. Others evolved into 

situations of institutional and national importance. A few examples: 

 

What is this plant? 

 

The identification of plant specimens soon constituted a public service embarrassment. Starting as an irritant, it rapidly became 

a major source of exasperation to both the public and to the plant scientists. As soon as six months after the disappearance, Time 

magazine carried a facetious article: "Botanists: the non-plant scientists". A conscientious extension horticulturist with the Agricul-

tural College of a state university offered an interpretation of the furor.  

"You see, people who are interested in plants - house plants, weeds, wild flowers, trees - or are concerned with them in busi-

ness, are constantly submitting flowers, leaves, pieces of stems, seeds for identification. Even before this happened, I answered 

about 900 identification requests a year - and I get about 2-3 times that many now. I can identify about two-thirds of the things that 

come in fairly easily, common ornamentals, wild flowers or weeds. Previously I could do a lot better than this - but now I receive a 

lot of the less common or technical stuff that used to go to the botanist. I don't know these plants, and I no longer have any of my 

taxonomic books. So I have troubles. Often so-called specimens are fragmentary. Some look as if the guy had carried the sample in 

his overall pockets for six weeks before putting it in the mail. Some I can name to genus but don't know which species. Used to be I 
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could look some things up, or I'd check with the plant taxonomist for help with the stinkers. He also got lots of this kind of stuff to 

handle even though it really wasn't part of his iob: but he was used to it and he would always help me if he was around. d r if he 

wasn't in, and I had some time and hunches, I'd go into the herbarium and see if I could match the specimens. Now, I don't have any 

help, no good books, no nothing. And I get a hell of a lot more of this junk! Why? Well. the university over at Cedar City doesn't 

have an agricultural college like we do. And no people who know; common or economic plants. Their two taxonomists are gone. 

and the botany department refuses all identification requests. I guess they have to. I don’t think most of their people would know the 

difference between a geranium and poison ivy. So they tell the public to send stuff over here; we get it all. Sure the papers are yell-

ing about how dumb we are. But our Director is saying we're spending too much time on this ancillary activity. There ought to be 

somebody given a job of taking a census of all the plants in the state, and preparing it in a way so we could make determinations. I 

wouldn't want it as technical as those botanical manuals we used to have, but I think we need something like the keys that the taxon-

omists used. Trouble is, we don't have common names for a lot of the wild plants. We'd have to start all over and name everything. 

It's a hell of a mess!" 

This man accepted a departmental headship in another state a year later. Subsequent to his leaving, the horticulture and agrono-

my departments decided to limit identifications to species of known economic importance. The botany department appointed a re-

tired school teacher who was a wild flower enthusiast to a part time instructorship to take care of the plant-naming. The institution 

set up a plant resources committee with the avowed aim of tabulating and identifying by number and computer code all known spe-

cies in the state. However, there was no formal transfer of a portion of anyone's official duties to this activity. The committee met a 

few times to discuss the problem and the possibility of hiring someone to do this job; but nothing came of the matter.  

 

Plants need names or social security numbers 

 

Difficulties in assigning the appropriate name to plant and animal species soon resulted in concern and uneasiness in the bio-

logical sciences. It was not that biology was without names. Several societies (the Weed Science Society and the Agronomy Socie-

ty, for example) had previously published check lists of approved scientific and common names; from the few wildflower books 

remaining in existence, one could obtain the names of common wild species; and, of course, biological literature was replete with 

all kinds of technical names. Thus, no acute problems were immediately encountered among members of close knit disciplines 

which had well-known reference lists; and among whom at least some members knew what names referred to which plant. But dif-

ficulties in cross communication were soon encountered; enumerations of names had been prepared at different times and by differ-

ent people; and numerous inconsistencies were not easily resolved. The scientific literature contained thousands of names which 

could not be matched in reference lists nor in anyone's knowledge.  

Biologists in several countries established nomenclature committees to study the issues and establish consistency of utilization. 

After a couple of years, an International Commission on plant and animal nomenclature was organized and funded by FA0 and the 

governments of several nations. The delegates were government representatives (e.g., the U.S. delegate was from the state depart-

ment); advisors included specialists in biology, linguistics, computer science and related fields. Members-at-large and observers 

represented the lay public and various political groups.  

During the few years of its existence, this commission had a frustrating and controversial history. Initially, the goal of establish-

ing a register of all organisms and providing a designation for each was discussed. This was soon abandoned as unrealistic, and the 

enumeration limited to those "environmentally relevant." Yet, it appeared that the necessary list would include at least a thousand 

species. 

The computer scientists and some biologists advocated a scientific designation of organisms which was a computer code char-

acterizing each in a neo-Linnaean Fortran polynomial. Others insisted that man-to-man as well as man-to-computer communication 

was essential, and that scientific names would be required. The commission determined to pursue both courses of action. A couple 

of months were spent in discussion of the format and language of scientific names. Nine committees were established to investigate 

specific alternatives. Many of the delegates made several trips home for instructions from government authorities or national com-

mittees to whom they were responsible. 

It was finally proposed that scientific names be rendered in English - the most widely used scientific language - and that names 

be short and euphonious. However, strong objections were registered by many delegates representing non-English speaking nations. 

Extended and occasionally acrimonious debate finally resulted in a compromise decision to return to a Latin format so that current 

improper national and political implications might be avoided. Following this decision, it was determined to take up scientific 

names in general usage at the time of the demise of the taxonomists. Subcommittees were established to prepare lists of such names 

for Commission approval. 

In due course, appropriate enumerations including the names of more than two thousand species of plants were submitted for 

study and approbation. Some delegates were appalled by the magnitude of the task and a strong minority pressed for reducing the 

agenda to five hundred names. However, arguments for the greater number prevailed, and in fact, additional names were submitted 

nearly every day.  

The majority of binomials under consideration were of consistent traditional usage. Most of them were accepted without major 
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controversy. Objection was taken to some names because of their length or misleading descriptive nature and alterations were 

made. It was possible to reach decisions on approximately 80°/o of the names in this manner. However, in several instances, there 

were uncertainties as to what plants the names had reference: these situations were referred to subcommittees. Other subcommittees 

and ad hoc technical committees were assigned responsibilities of preparing computer diagnoses. 

But determination of appropriate names for perhaps 20% of the taxa was accompanied by severe difficulties. There were found 

to be several available scientific names for numerous well-known species (for example: the soybean, the douglas fir), no one of 

which was acceptable to a voting plurality. Some species names were noted to be associated with more than one generic name (e.g., 

the apple: Pyrus, Malus) and some kinds were held to be species by certain biologists and varieties by others. Slow progress was 

made on the basis of formal ballot. Then a proposal made by a geneticist (USSR) and a flower breeder (US) was studied. Their pos-

ture was that the generic position of population aggregates as species or varieties should be affirmed only pro tem. final decisions 

awaiting studies of the relationships of the organisms concerned. Majority opinion: however, held that technical studies of relation-

ship between organisms was unnecessary and irrelevant to nomenclature and the proposal was voted down. 

Standing nomenclatural committees were established to thresh out individual binomials remaining" in contention and to receive 

lists of proposals of nameless plants for christening. The ecologists and conservationists desired names for many wild plants. A 

group of veterinarians assaying the toxic qualities of plants in connection with preparation of a new reference work desired names 

for numerous species. Much discussion ensued regarding the merit of demands of such special interest groups. The philosophy 

which ultimately emerged was that there should be no bar to individual disciplines developing supplementary nomenclature as 

needed, but that such should not properly be the concern of the Commission. Many of the government representatives (not always 

in concurrence with the biologists) took the position that beyond the limited number of major economic plants, biology should con-

cern itself less with the kinds of plants than with their total effect on the welfare of man. For example, as the energetics of the bio-

sphere involves the productivity of the earth's mantle as a whole, concern with  individual species and their names was held to be of 

secondary importance. The matter of names for hundreds of minor poisonous plants was regarded as superfluous; appropriate ef-

forts to eradicate these plants should, in any event, render nomenclature for them unnecessary. 

These and related discussions rendered the Commission's progress so slow that it reached the end of its initial funded period 

with much work yet incomplete. At this time, several nations exhibited impatience with both the objectives and progress of the 

Commission and withdrew support. The final calamity was a series of partisan disputes concerning new names proposed by the 

Chinese delegation for rice, wheat and corn. A clash between ideological philosophies resulted in major rifts between the Chinese 

and Russian delegations, and the Russian and Israeli groups. Reaction in the United States Congress to the total objectives of the 

Commission became so negative that support was withdrawn. The endeavor was abruptly terminated. 

 

The United States Rockefeller-Kennedy Institute for Plant Research 

 

Among numerous incidents involving public welfare, the great loco-hunt and its antecedents perhaps received the most public 

attention. The orderly accession of plant materials to be tested for anti-cancer action had essentially ceased since the missing taxon-

omists were those who had primarily been responsible for the collection and determination of species for screening. But assays of 

collections stockpiled were continued at the National Cancer Institute and among cooperating research centers.2 During routine bio-

assays on accessions of foliage and seeds of the leguminous genus Astragalus (commonly called locoweed), unprecedented remis-

sion of tumors in mice was encountered. Feverish reruns validated the original results Much of the remaining material was crudely 

purified and used in the treatment of two terminal human cancer patients, and one of them made a rapid, temporal recovery. An 

inventory of Astragalus accessions at the Institute amounted to about 70 collections of foliage and 30 of seeds. Some were identi-

fied by binomial designations; the identification of others had gone no further than the botanist's accession number at the time his 

work was terminated. The fact that some of the material was named, however, was only of limited aid. A species such as Astragalus 

bisulcatus could be found in several reference books and was reasonably known to ranchers and veterinarians. Names such as 

Astragalus kentrophyta, paysonii, fucatus and many others were unavailable in literature and unknown to those called into consulta-

tion. Two different leaf samples identified only by number gave the most striking positive results; milder tumor remissive effects 

were obtained from another collection marked Astragalus miser var.? from central Wyoming. 

The sample of one of the active species was inadvertently entirely used up as a result of subsequent trials. The foliage of the 

other consisted of large, pinnately compound leaves with pick-shaped (dolabriform) pubescence; there was no way of determining 

what it was.  

Several collectors worked throughout the western states the coming growing season in areas where Astragalus was known to 

possess many species and some 1000 samples were gathered and assayed. Anti-cancer activity was evident in varying degrees from 

material of some ten collections. The subject material came from diverse areas in Mexico and the western United States, and 

seemed to represent 2-3 unrelated species groups. 

The situation recalled in some quarters that of the search for the high alkaloid species or varieties of Cinchona during the se-

cond World War, or the exploration among the poorly known genera Strophanthus and Dioscorea as possible sources of precursers 
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of the cortical steroids. But during those times in the past, taxonomists had been available not only to conduct the physical aspects 

of the exploration, but, most importantly, to quickly synthesize enough of the fragmentary taxonomic knowledge of the subject gen-

era to render decisions and action impossible. And as a consequence, the western hemisphere was back in quinine production, and 

Dioscorea became the major backbone of the multimillion dollar cortical steroid industry (cortisone, "the pill"). Contrariwise, prac-

tical consideration relating to Strophanthus had proved too complex; it had largely dropped back into popular, if not taxonomic, 

oblivion. 

The current problem was that the American Astragali included several hundreds of species, many of which were extremely 

local and possibly approaching extinction. There was but limited knowledge of more than a few of them. No one concerned was 

sure how Astragalus was differentiated from related leguminous genera, particularly Oxytropis, (also commonly called locoweed), 

or whether some of the untested species among these related kinds might also posses allied chemical characters.  

Due to the emotional trappings of a possible cancer cure and to somewhat exaggerated public press accounting, a public re-

sponse rapidly developed: we can make an atomic bomb; we can put a man on the moon; let's pull out all of the stops for cancer! 

Congress reacted by approving an emergency crash program to supply the initial missing link, an undertaking directed towards ob-

taining a comprehensive descriptive and biological understanding of Astragalus and its immediate relatives in the Americas, and the 

establishment of gardens in which all genetic material could be tested and reserved. The emergency nature of the situation was 

heightened by the fact that the plants were being sought out by hundreds of amateur collectors; and that several industries were 

making wholesale collections in the preparation of "Astragalus juice" and other formulations as a preventative of, or possible cure 

for cancer. 

An initial operating budget of $100,000,000 was approved by Congress but through an oversight, no funds were designated for 

purchase of a site for the Institute, nor for capital construction. While three states were lobbying for the locale of the research center, 

the matter was settled by Winston Rockefeller's gift of 500 acres of a mountaintop in Arkansas. The Kennedy family chipped in by 

providing three million dollars for the first building. Hence, the agency was designated by a grateful country as the United States 

Rockefeller-Kennedy Institute for Plant Research. The lengthy alphabet designation, USRKIPR, was subsequently vulgarized to 

USURK. 

A distinguished administrative scientist was appointed as director. He immediately established temporary headquarters in a 

town near the permanent site. A steering committee composed of fifteen scientists was appointed and charged to meet annually at 

the Institute and advise the director and staff concerning policy matters. Field exploration and assembly of a staff was initiated 

while the research building was under construction. 

A systematic search of western North America was made over a period of 5 years. Upwards of 50,000 accessions were made of 

Astragalus and Astragalus-like plants. Over 20,000 of these were successfully established in 10 test gardens strategically located in 

different parts of the country. Detailed data were obtained from living and dried specimens of all accessions. These data related to 

the morphological and physiological nature of the plants, their cytology, and chemical relationships. Genetic investigations were 

initiated and population structure studied. Geographic and ecological data were tabulated. The data was programmed for computer 

storage and analyses. Although interpretation of the results and operational sequence was computer oriented, it was supplemented 

by judgments of research teams of the staff who passed on the validity of each decision or conclusion before as passing to the next. 

The limits of this accounting do not allow for the parallel story of medical research. Suffice to say, test garden accessions were 

used as sources of material for the assaying of anti-cancer activity, and that the active agent was found to be produced by only a few 

of the seleniferous species3 and then under rather specific environmental conditions. Intensive physiological, genetic and chemical 

studies of phenotypes were undertaken. The immediate objectives related to identifying and isolating the active anticancer agents, 

and obtaining some understanding of factors affecting their metabolism. The very practical matter of growing the plants under agri-

cultural conditions was investigated by other research teams. The end result of a lengthy and complex story was eventually, and 

indeed, a reasonably effective emergency deterrent for several kinds of cancer. 

Returning to USURK. A major achievement was announced in the seventh annual report, the completion of a "Descriptive, 

ecological and evolutionary treatment of Astragalus in North America". The work with much supporting data was published in a 

multi-volume journal-like series; a two volume synopsis was prepared as a convenient reference for those concerned with applied 

Astragalus research. 

A symposium was held to celebrate the appearance of this monumental effort of the new taxonomy, and as a kick-off for sup-

port for capital funds for three new buildings and funding for expansion into a program to inventory the remaining fragments of the 

North America Flora.  

A plant physiologist from the New York Botanical Garden held one of the volumes on Astragalus in his hand and mused to a 

colleague of his who was present as a symposium speaker. 

"Y'know, funny world. Not many people remember Rupert Barneby. He was one of those who disappeared. And not many 

knew him when he was around. Retirin' sort of chap with an independent income. At least he successfully resisted all formal efforts 

at employment. He was around the Garden (the New York Botanical Garden) quite a bit back then, and I knew him pretty well. A 

different fellow. He did Astragalus, you know. Two volumes like this (Barneby, 1964). He gave me a set, and they were on my 
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shelves until the event. But I had fingered through them quite a bit. I spent a couple of hours this morning looking through this new 

set. Of course it's structured quite differently, and they use code numbers instead of the Latin names. But the organization of the 

genus, the conclusions concerning the species, the final taxonomy, if you wish, really seems not too different. It took Barneby twen-

ty years of wandering around the west and pawing through carloads of herbarium hay. A lot longer than this gang here that busted 

clear through from scratch in seven years and half a billion dollars. And Barneby was able to draw on a lot of previous literature of 

Rydberg, Marcus Jones, and Asa Gray which we no longer have. But he put  it together all himself. . . just because he wanted to." 

 

Typification and epilogue 

 

A fire gong clamored, the floor wavered, and the ceiling fell in. The man groaned, twisted upright, and slammed the alarm off. 

He fell back to a horizontal position and lay motionless. Then he shook slightly, and sat up again running his fingers through his 

ample, rumpled grey hair.  

"Lord and Linnaeus! What a dream," he muttered. He swung around, planting his large bare feet on the gritty floor of the econ-

omy style motel room. The morning desert sun was coming through the windows. The room was in some disarray. A large field 

press lay in one corner, surrounded by a confetti of leaves, scraps of paper, broken stems, and a generous sprinkling of reddish sand. 

On a small, slightly slanting table were a couple of generously written field notebooks, several pencils, two empty beer cans, and a 

pocket altimeter. A camera hung over the back of the upright chair. Field boots lay akimbo under the table.  

The botanist pushed himself erect and turned on a bedside radio. He proceeded slowly into the bathroom from whence soon 

came the sound of running water. In a minute he was visible, performing the rite of shaving. The morning news buzzed along. Sev-

eral people had been killed by an unknown assailant in Los Angeles. Increased funding for the Mariner Mars Orbiters was stated by 

NASA to be essential if delay of 1-2 years was to be avoided. An investigation of programs supported by the National Science 

Foundation was underway. The chairmen of the Congressional subcommittee concerned had obtained a list of individual research 

grants and read a series of them during the hearing. Several congressmen questioned the Foundation's wisdom in using the money 

for certain of the more kooky research endeavors. Specifically mentioned was a grant for $17,500 for two zoologists who were stud-

ying the mating habits of a certain group of gulls in Africa; a grant to a botanist in the amount of $12,280 who was investigating 

chromosomes of mosses in Alaska was similarly subject to criticism. A female representative wondered why NSF couldn't develop 

some panty hose which wouldn't run.  

The listener abruptly interrupted his shaving, strode in and snapped the radio off. Surrounded by silence, he picked up the razor 

again. 
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Notes 

 
*Department of Botany, Iowa State University, Ames, Iowa. Contribution to a symposium on Plant Taxonomy, Iowa Academy of Science.  [deceased 1989] 
1This subjective montage of plant taxonomy obviously owes its idea-for-structure to Philip Wylie's The Disappearance (1951). I affirm this fact by taking up the 

same title, and gratefully acknowledge such plagiarism as may be evident.  
2Why had not these collections of plant material disappeared as did all herbarium material? The answer is speculative: namely, that the purpose in collecting and 

preserving was other than taxonomic. 
3A reader familiar with Astragalus may recall that one of the original accessions producing tumor recession was marked as A. miser, and that this inconspicuous but 

widespread species is not a selenophyte. Correct. Certainly the accession was misnamed as to its pre-event binomial. Its position in the new classification was 
soon evident, but its determination in the pre-event taxonomy of Astragalus could not be reconstructed. 
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