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C.D. Adams – the tropical biologist

Dennis Adams, a botanist’s botanist, is many different things to different people – to
the pteridologist he is a fern man, to people working on the Rubiaceae, he is a
Rubiaceae expert, to his students and colleagues he is an inspiration, and to those
working in floristics he is the flora of Jamaica!  A jack of all trades one might say,
but most definitely not the rest of the cliché.  Dennis as a taxonomist and teacher
was, and is still, a master. To categorise Dennis seems impossible, but really it is not
difficult at all.  He is a tropical biologist in the truest sense of the word – a biologist
with a fascination about how plants work in the environment, including in their
interactions with humankind, not just their identities and relationships, important as
that might be.

Dennis spent ten years in tropical Africa where he studied ferns and later
Compositae, and, incidentally, established his first links with The Natural History
Museum. During this time, he became a founder member of  the Association pour
l’Etude Taxonomique de la Flore d’Afrique Tropicale (AETFAT).

It was no accident then, that two years into a long residence in Jamaica, in his
post as lecturer at U.C. West Indies at Mona, he was also to be one of the founding
members of the Association for Tropical Biology (see photo).  From 2 to 6 July 1962
a Neotropical Botany Conference was held at the Imperial College of Tropical
Agriculture in Trinidad.  The conference was attended by the leading figures in
tropical botany (just look at the names beneath the photograph, it reads like a who’s-
who of tropical botany!), and there it was decided that, to focus research and study in
the tropics, an association dedicated to tropical biology (not botany note, biology!)
should be founded.  Its first publication was the proceedings of the Trinidad
Neotropical Botany Conference (ATB, 1962), which contains a series of invited
papers by the participants outlining the then gaps in knowledge of Neotropical
biology (with an emphasis on botany).  On the title page appears a schematic
drawing of the rain tree, (Samanea saman) on campus at St. Augustine, still used as
logo for the ATB.  In the discussions, Dennis suggested that it would be useful if a
bulletin were established that allowed exchange of information and communication
between tropical biologists; in effect, he was supporting networking and widening
the community.  From these Trinidadian beginnings, in which Dennis played a
significant part, the ATB has gone on to become a worldwide organisation.  As
Dennis suggested, it has its own highly esteemed, peer-reviewed journal, Biotropica,
and annual meetings attended by hundreds of tropical biologists giving papers on
everything from physiological ecology to systematics to conservation and sustainable
management.  We are lucky that thirty-one botanists, Dennis included, at that long-
ago 1962 meeting looked into the future and saw with clarity and vision the need for
an association uniting tropical research.  Dennis was to spend fifteen more years
working in Jamaica and then four more back in Trinidad, practising what he had
preached.

Before I came to The Natural History Museum in 1992 as the NHM’s editor of the
multi-national project Flora Mesoamericana (see Davidse et al., 1994, 1995), I had of
course heard of Dennis Adams, as the author of Flowering Plants of Jamaica, but
had never met him.  My first task as editor of Flora Mesoamericana was to complete
the  final  editing  of  Volume  6  (Davidse  et  al.,  1994),  which  included  Dennis’s
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Neotropical Botany Conference, St Augustine, Trinidad, July 1962
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Key to Neotropical Botany Conference, St Augustine, Trinidad, July 1962

Back Row (standing on bench, except No. 1)
1. Walter H. Hodge (standing on ground between Nos 1 & 2 of middle row)   2. Ramón H. Ferreyra   3. Peter T. Richards  4. David D. Keck   5. João
Murça Pires   6. Paul H. Allen   7. F. Raymond Fosberg   8. I. Duncan Clement   9. Alvaro Fernández-Pérez   10. Girgis H. Sidrak
Middle Row (standing)
1. Tobias Lasser   2. Ernest Paul Imle   3. A. J. Vlitos   4. Bassett Maguire   5. Stanley A. Cain   6. C. A. Schroeder   7. Richard A. Howard   8. Rogers
McVaugh   9. Herbert G. Baker   10. Philip Barry Tomlinson   11. J. S. Bethel
Front Row (seated)
1. William L. Stern   2. Louis O. Williams   3. A.C. Smith   4. Mildred E. Mathias   5. Ephraim Hernández-X.   6. John W. Purseglove   7. George R.
Proctor      8. C. Dennis Adams   9. C. G. G. J. van Steenis   10. Kenneth M. Thimann
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treatments of several genera of the Cyperaceae: Cladium (1 sp.), Schoenus (1 sp.),
Cyperus (64 spp.), Pycreus (9 spp.), Torulinium (3 spp.), Remirea (1 sp.), Kyllinga (6
spp.), Ascolepis (1 sp.), Lipocarpha (4 spp.), Isolepis (2 spp.), Oxycaryum (1 sp.),
Websteria (1 sp.), Scirpus (1 sp.), Bolboschoenus (1 sp.), Schoenoplectus (4 spp.),
Fuirena (6 spp.), Bulbostylis (10 spp.), Fimbristylis (10 spp.), Abildgaardia (1 sp.),
Scleria (30 spp.) and Diplacrum (2 spp.).  He had also written the key to the genera
of the family, not a simple task.  Dennis patiently and with seemingly endless good
humour endured my queries about his accounts – all compounded by the fact that I
was working towards a final version in Spanish and he from his original English
manuscript.  Errors in translation had crept in, and like a true perfectionist, Dennis
was concerned to get it right.  An editor’s dream!

His treatments of the fern genera Diplazium (55 spp.) and Asplenium (81 spp.) for
Volume 1 of Flora Mesoamericana (Davidse et al., 1995) are now, five years after
their publication, indispensable to pteridologists all over Latin America – from Cuba
to Paraguay.  Dennis again had to endure my endless editorial queries for this
volume, and again did so with good grace and remarkable patience.  He was
understandably annoyed when, having taken the trouble to work out a putative
phylogenetic scheme for Asplenium and arranging his account to reflect this, he
discovered at a near final proof stage that the species had been put into alphabetic
order, thus obliterating any insights he had been trying to pass on!  In the end we
compromised, and the introduction to the Asplenium treatment contains a framework
phylogenetic scheme which will help direct research into this complex and
fascinating genus in the Neotropics for many years to come.

In addition to contributing accounts to Flora Mesoamericana, both as a grant-
supported and volunteer contributor, Dennis has acted as a mentor to NHM staff
beginning careers in floristics and monography.  As an Honorary Associate of the
Museum – in fact one of the first botanists to be so honoured - he is more like a
permanent member of staff than an occasional visitor!  We are all so glad that when
he retired from Trinidad, he decided to continue his long association with the
Department and to become a fixture in the herbarium.  His willingness to share his
wide knowledge of tropical plants and his attention to detail and high standards set us
all an example that will be difficult to follow.  Those days, however, are certainly far
into the future.  I am sure that Dennis will be striding the corridors of The Natural
History Museum herbaria dispensing wisdom, knowledge and above all good
humour for many years to come!

Sandra Knapp
The Natural History Museum,  UK


