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RICHARD EVANS SCHULTES

(12 JANUARY 1915–10 APRIL 2001):
A TRIBUTE

GHILLEAN T. PRANCE1

With the passing of Dick Schultes the Society
for Economic Botany has lost one of its staunch-
est supporters who was the editor of this journal
from 1962 to 1979. He was the Society’s Distin-
guished Economic Botanist for 1979. Although
the term ethnobotany was coined as early as
1895 by John Harshberger, Schultes can right-
fully be called ‘‘The Father of Modern Ethno-
botany.’’ No single person has done more re-
search in the field personally nor encouraged
more people to enter the field of ethnobotany
than Dick Schultes. At the 2001 meeting of the
Society for Economic Botany in Honolulu it was
amazing how many people acknowledged a
Schultes connection of some sort. I am one of
them. As a young botanist working in Amazonia
I mentioned to Dick that I had been collecting
plants in Yanomami Indian Territory and had
observed their use of Virola as a hallucinogen.
He immediately responded by asking me to
write this up immediately for publication in Eco-
nomic Botany. I explained that I was a system-
atist, not an ethnobotanist, but he insisted and
before long I had a paper accepted for this jour-
nal (Prance 1970). With his encouragement, I
began to make numerous ethnobotanical obser-
vations on my expeditions and to have the priv-
ilege of getting to know Schultes at meetings
and on trips (Fig. 1). I have only worked in eth-
nobotany because of the urging of Dick
Schultes. He had many students who studied
with him and became well-known ethnobota-
nists such as Michael Balick, Robert Bye, Wade
Davis, Tommie Lockwood, Timothy Plowman,
Doel Soejarto and Andrew Weil to name a few,
but he was an inspiration to many other people
who never studied formally with him because he
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was always generous with his time and advice.
A visit to the Botanical Museum at Harvard was
always a treat because of the amount of time that
Dick would spend with one. He obviously en-
joyed his role as a teacher and encourager. There
are not many major professors who have had
one of their students write a book about them,
but naturally this has happened for Dick
Schultes in the most entertaining book, One Riv-
er by Wade Davis (1996). If you want to learn
more about Dick’s adventures in the Amazon re-
gion this is where to go.

I must recount how I first met Dick Schultes.
It was during a symposium on the Amazon Biota
held at Belém, Brazil in 1966. I do not remem-
ber how I, as a very junior post-doctoral bota-
nist, managed to be at the same table at dinner
in the famous restaurant there in the military
fort. Perhaps it was because Dick was such an
Anglophile? However, we were having a very
jolly time and I was mainly listening to the wis-
dom of the gurus who were at my table. The
beer flowed abundantly and it so happened that
Dick and I needed to relieve ourselves of it at
the same time. We were both in full stream at
the urinal when Dick jumped back shouting ‘‘Oh
my God.’’ There had been a tarantula spider on
the wall at the crucial height. Fortunately it did
not jump towards Dick. We returned to the table
and by that time Dick had recovered from the
shock and was mirthfully recounting a good em-
bellished story. We became good friends ever
since that incident. It was a fortunate encounter
for a young botanist, and thanks to a tarantula!

Dick started his work on ethnobotany as a
Harvard University undergraduate with a study
of the use of peyote by the Kiowa Indians of
Oklahoma. His postgraduate thesis was a study
of sacred plants in Oaxaca, Mexico and in 1941
he obtained his doctorate from Harvard. Most of
his professional career was at Harvard after his
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Fig. 1. Prof. Richard Evans Schultes enjoying a
taste of paella in Cordoba, Spain (photo by G. T.
Prance).

long absence in the Amazon region of Colom-
bia. He returned to Harvard from the Amazon
in 1953 to become Curator of the Oakes Ames
Orchid Herbarium, in 1967, Curator of Econom-
ic Botany and in 1970 Director of the Botanical
Museum and Edward Jeffrey Professor of Biol-
ogy. A grant from the National Academy of Sci-
ences took him to the Amazon region in 1941
to study curare, which at that time was just be-
coming of importance in medicine. His collec-
tion of more than 70 plants involved in curares
made an invaluable contribution to knowledge
about this complex mixture of plants used as ar-
row poisons in Amazonia. As a consequence of
this work, he was in South America when World
War II broke out. When he eventually reported
to the US Embassy in Bogotá, Colombia, he was
given an appropriate war assignment to study
and collect rubber seeds in Amazonia. The sup-
ply of natural rubber from plantations in Malay-
sia was cut off by the Japanese occupation of
that region and so Dick and other botanists were

sent off to collect seeds and herbarium speci-
mens of Hevea. The result was that Dick spent
12 continuous years in Amazonia, much of it
amongst indigenous peoples, which established
him as the undisputed authority on the ethno-
botany and floristic diversity of the Northwest-
ern Amazon. This really fulfilled a dream, as his
interest in exploration and in the Amazon region
was stimulated when, at the age six, he was se-
riously ill and his parents read to him ‘Notes of
a Botanist on the Amazon and Andes’ by Ri-
chard Spruce who became his hero and his in-
spiration. In 1970 he wrote a foreword to a re-
print edition of Spruce’s book and later several
articles about him. He also helped to raise funds
for the restoration of the headstone of Spruce’s
grave in Yorkshire, England. I well remember a
1992 visit in the company of Dick Schultes and
other botanists who attended a meeting to cele-
brate the life and work of Spruce to the small
village of Ganthorpe where Spruce was born.
Dick was in his element and showed what an
intimate knowledge he had gained about the life
of Spruce. Dick eventually became one of the
few overseas botanists to have spent longer in
the Amazon than his hero Richard Spruce. He
also chalked up as many adventures and faced
as many dangers and illnesses as Spruce.

Dick’s interest in Richard Spruce was in keep-
ing with his Anglophile interests. After his ini-
tial work in Oklahoma he hardly acknowledged
the United States West of the Hudson River and
was closely linked to his life in New England
and his interests in the United Kingdom. One of
his great loves was the Linnean Society of Lon-
don of which he was a fellow since 1950 and
was elected to the honour of Foreign Member in
1987. He was also proud to have been one of
the few Americans to receive the Linnean So-
ciety’s gold medal for botany, which was award-
ed to him in 1992. I received a constant supply
of nomination forms to fellowship of the Lin-
nean Society to second the proposals for mem-
bership made by Dick. He was one of the best
recruiters to the Society. He was known for us-
ing the ‘‘proper’’ English spelling of words in
all of his writings. Among many British friends
of the Schultes family was Patrick Brenan, one
of my predecessors as Director of the Royal Bo-
tanic Gardens, Kew. The Brenans and the
Schultes exchanged children for visits to each
other’s homes.

The Linnean Society was just one of many
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organizations that honoured Dick Schultes. His
various honours are too many to list, but being
awarded the Cruz de Boyacá from President Be-
tancur of Colombia, the Gold Medal of World
Wildlife Fund from H. R. H. Prince Philip, Duke
of Edinburgh, election to the scientific acade-
mies of Colombia, Argentina, India, The Na-
tional Academy of Sciences and the Third World
Academy of Sciences all showed that his rec-
ognition was worldwide. He received the Tyler
Ecology Prize in 1987 in recognition for his
work on the ethnopharmacological conservation
of Amazonia and in 1994 he was a laureate of
the Global 500 Forum of the United Nations En-
vironmental Programme. The Colombian gov-
ernment named a 226 000 acre protected area of
Amazonian forest ‘‘Sector Schultes.’’

Much attention has been given to Dick’s work
on hallucinogenic and narcotic plants and he
was an undisputed world authority in that area.
However, he also did much research in other ar-
eas, as can be seen in the bibliography which
follows. His book on medicinal plants of the up-
per Amazon, The Healing Forest (Schultes and
Raffauf 1992), is a classic reference on medici-
nal plants of the Northwest of Amazonia that
describes the uses of 1600 species in local med-
icine. Because of his early assignment to collect
seeds of rubber he also became a leading au-
thority on the rubber genus Hevea. It is a great
pity that he did not remain well enough towards
the end of his life to complete his monograph of
that genus, although he published a number of
papers on rubber. Following in the footsteps of
his mentor and predecessor at the Botanical Mu-
seum of Harvard he also published many papers
about orchids. In other words Dick Schultes was
an ‘‘all rounder’’ as we say in England. His
work on ethnobotany was so successful because
of his friendly and courteous way of treating na-
tive peoples. In a 1992 article about Schultes he
is quoted as saying, ‘‘I do not believe in hostile
Indians. All that is required to bring out their
gentlemanliness is reciprocal gentlemanliness.’’
This obviously worked well for Dick who took
the trouble to learn a lot of the Witoto and Mak-
una languages. He was a true gentleman and he
expected gentlemanliness in return. On the one
hand very conservative in his political view and
on the other a libertarian who spoke out freely
on individual freedom and personal choice on
such issues as religion, sexual orientation, abor-
tion and the use of drugs.

Dick was also a major collector of herbarium
specimens of the flora of northwestern Amazon-
ia having collected more than 24 000 numbers.
From these over 300 have been described as new
and more than 60 of these bear the specific ep-
ithets ‘‘schultesii’’ or ‘‘schultesiana.’’ He is also
commemorated by the plant genera Schultesio-
phytum, Schultesianthus and Resia and a genus
of cockroach Schultesia. His collections are ex-
tremely important for anyone studying Amazo-
nian plants.

We will all miss Richard Evans Schultes
greatly, but the best way in which we can con-
tinue to honour this giant of ethnobotany is to
see that this discipline continues to flourish and
also to promote the conservation of his beloved
Amazonian rainforest, something Dick was do-
ing long before it became fashionable so to do.
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Plantas Alucinógenas. Prensa Medica
Mexicana, Mexico.

14. Schultes, R. E., and W. A. Davis. 1982.
The glass flowers at Harvard. E. P. Dutton,
Inc. New York.

15. Schultes, R. E., and A. Hofmann. 1983.
Botanica e Chimica degli Allucinogeni.
Cesce Ciapanna Editore, Roma.

16. Schultes, R. E. 1988. Where the gods
reign: plants and peoples of the Colombian
Amazon. Synergetic Press, 306 p.

17. Schultes, R. E., and R. F. Raffauf. 1990.
The healing forest: medicinal and toxic
plants of the Northwest Amazonia. Histor-
ical, ethno and economic botany series; 2:
484 p. Dioscorides Press, Portland, Oregon

18. Schultes, R. E., and R. F. Raffauf. 1991.
Vine of the soul: medicine men, their
plants and rituals in the Colombian Ama-
zonia. Synergetic Press.

18b. (Book added in proof) Schultes, R. E.,
and S. von Reis. 1995. Ethnobotany, evo-
lution of a discipline. Chapman Hall, Lon-
don and New York.

ARTICLES IN ENCYCLOPEDIAS

19. Schultes, R. E. 1961. Venomous plants. In
Encyclopedia of the biological Sciences, P.

Gray (Ed.). Reinhold Publishing Corp.,
New York, 1051–1053.

20. Schultes, R. E. 1966. Orchids. In Ency-
clopedia Britannica, Chicago, Ill. 1039–
1044. Osier. 1137–1138.

21. Schultes, R. E. 1966. Plants and plant sci-
ences: importance of plants to man. 1236–
1238.

22. Schultes, R. E. 1966. Poisonous plants of
South America. In International encyclo-
pedia of veterinary medicine, T. Dalling
(Ed.), W. Green and Sons, Ltd., Edinburgh,
2344–2348.

23. Schultes, R. E. 1967. Toxic plants. In En-
cyclopedia of biochemistry, Reinhold Pub-
lishing Corp., New York, 799–803.

24. Schultes, R. E. 1970. Plant hallucinogens.
In McGraw-Hill yearbook of science and
technology, McGraw-Hill, New York,
356–359.

25. Schultes, R. E. 1983. From ancient plants
to modern medicine. In 1984 yearbook of
science and the future, Encyclopedia Bri-
tannica, Inc., Chicago, 172–187.

IN VARIOUS JOURNALS

26. Schultes, R. E. 1936. Peyote and plants
used in the peyote ceremony. Botanical
Museum Leaflets Harvard Univ. 4:129–
152.

27. Schultes, R. E. 1937. Peyote and the
American Indian. Nature Magazine 30:
155–157.

28. Schultes, R. E. 1937. Peyote and plants
confused with it. Botanical Museum Leaf-
lets Harvard Univ. 5:61–68.

29. Schultes, R. E. 1938. The appeal of peyote
(Lophophora Williamsii) as a medicine.
American Anthropologist 40:698–715.

30. Schultes, R. E. 1938. Peyote, an American
Indian heritage from Mexico. El. Mex.
Ant. 4:199–208.

31. Schultes, R. E. 1939. Plantae Mexicanae
II. The identification of teonanacatl, a nar-
cotic basidiomycete of the Aztecs. Botan-
ical Museum Leaflets Harvard Univ. 7:37–
56.

32. Schultes, R. E. 1940. The aboriginal ther-
apeutic uses of Lophophora Williamsii.
Cactus and Succulent Journal 12:177–181.

33. Schultes, R. E. 1940. Sobralia macrantha
in Oaxaca. American Orchid Society Bull.
9:88–89.



2001] 351PRANCE: A TRIBUTE TO R. E. SCHULTES

34. Schultes, R. E. 1940. Teonanacatl—the
narcotic mushroom of the Aztecs. Ameri-
can Anthropologist 42:429–443.

35. Schultes, R. E. 1941. Contribuciones al
conocimiento de la botánica de Oaxaca I.
An. Inst. Biol. México 12:69–73.
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icales americanos. In Primeras Jornadas
Peruanas de Fitoquı́mica, Soc. Quim. Per-
uana 231–247.

202. Schultes, R. E. 1974. Palms and religion
in the northwest Amazon. Principes 18:3–
21.

203. Schultes, R. E. W. Klein, and T. Plow-
man. 1974. Cannabis: an example of tax-
onomic neglect. Botanical Museum Leaf-
lets Harvard Univ. 23:337–367.

204. Schultes, R. E. 1975. Present knowledge
of hallucinogenically used plants: a tabular
study. In (Ed.) V. C. Runeckles, Recent ad-
vances in phytochemistry. Plenum Press,
New York 9:1–28.

205. Schultes, R. E. 1975. Hallucinogenic
plants as mind-altering drugs in aboriginal
American societies. In Altered states of
consciousness. Drug Abuse Council, Inc.,
Washington, D.C. 193–206.

206. Schultes, R. E. 1975. De plantis toxicariis
e Mundo Novo tropicale commentationes
XII. Notes on biodynamic piperaceous
plants. Rhodora 77:165–170.

207. Schultes, R. E., W. M. Klein, T. Plow-
man, and T. E. Lockwood. 1975. Can-
nabis: an example of taxonomic neglect. In



2001] 357PRANCE: A TRIBUTE TO R. E. SCHULTES

(Ed. V. Rubin) Cannabis and culture. Mou-
ton Publishers, The Hague 21–38.

208. Schultes, R. E. 1975. (Introduction to) G.
Reichel-Dolmatoff, The shaman and the
jaguar. Temple Univ. Press, Philadelphia
xi–xiv.

209. Schultes, R. E. 1975. De plantis toxicariis
e Mundo Novo tropicale commentationes
XIII. Poisonous or malpighiaceous species
of the Amazon (Malpighiaceae). Botanical
Museum Leaflets Harvard Univ. 24(6):
121–131.

210. Schultes, R. E. 1975. Present knowledge
of hallucinogenically used plants: a tabular
study. Recent Adv. Phytochem. 9:1–28.
Ref.

211. Schultes, R. E. 1976. Indole alkaloids in
plant hallucinogens. Planta Medica 29:
330–342. 1976 Journ. Psyched. Drugs 8:
7–25.

212. Schultes, R. E., and T. Swain. 1976. De
plantis toxicariis e Mundo Novo tropicale
commentationes XIII. Further notes on Vi-
rola as an orally administered hallucino-
gen. Journ. Psyched. Drugs 8:317–324.

213. Schultes, R. E., and T. Swain. 1976. The
plant kingdom: a virgin field for new bio-
dynamic constituents. In (Ed. N. Fina) The
recent chemistry of natural products, in-
cluding tobacco. Proc. 2nd Philip Morris-
Science Symposium (1975), Richmond,
Va. (1976) 133–171.

214. Schultes, R. E. 1976. Man and marijuana.
In (Eds. J. J. Poggie, Jr., G. H. Pelto and
P. J. Pelto) The evolution of human adap-
tations. Macmillan Publishing Co., New
York 379–386.

215. Schultes, R. E. 1976. Rubber and man—
a century of partnership. Horticulture
54(12):18–26.

216. Schultes, R. E. 1976. The taming of wild
rubber. Horticulture 54(11):10–21.

217. Schultes, R. E. 1976. Richard Spruce and
the ethnobotany of the northwest Amazon.
Rhodora 78:65–72.

218. Schultes, R. E. 1976. Plantae Colombi-
anae. XIX. E partibus amazonicis witoto-
rum plantae fructuariae sativae novae—
Original Plants of Colombia. XIX. New
fruit bearing cultivated plants from the
Amazon River area of the Witoto tribe
(Macoubea witotorum, Inga chorrerana).

Botanical Museum Leaflets Harvard Univ.
24(8):193–204. Map.

219. Schultes, R. E. 1977. The botanical and
chemical distribution of hallucinogens. In
(Ed. B. M. du Toit) Drugs, rituals and al-
tered states of consciousness. A. A. Bal-
kema, Rotterdam 25–55.

220. Schultes, R. E. 1977. Avenues for future
ethnobotanical research into New World
hallucinogens and their uses. In (Ed. B. M.
du Toit) Drugs, rituals and altered states of
consciousness. A. A. Balkema, Rotterdam
261–267.

221. Schultes, R. E. 1977. Wild rubber: an un-
tapped source of germ plasm. Journ. Rubb.
Res. Inst. Sri Lanka 54:227–257.

222. Schultes, R. E. 1977. The odyssey of the
cultivated rubber tree. Endeavour, n.s. 1:
378–382.

223. Schultes, R. E. 1977. Promising structural
fibre palms of the Colombian Amazon.
Principes 21:72–92.

224. Schultes, R. E. 1977. A new hallucinogen
from Andean Colombia: Iochroma fuch-
sioides. Journ. Psyched. Drugs 9:45–49.

225. Schultes, R. E. 1977. Diversas plantas co-
mestiveis nativas do noroeste da Amazôn-
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