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Ivax M. JounsTON was born in Los Angeles, California, on February
28, 1898, the son of William Murray and Etta Farnsworth Johnston. He
died suddenly on May 31, 1960. His career was devoted to taxonomic
botany. and. by combining field work with herbarium study, he was able to
bring to his many publications an intimate knowledge of the plants about
which he wrote. Few men of his generation did this so well, and fewer
students today are developing this ability.

Johnston’s interest in local flora and field observations was stirred while
he was still a student in high school. He collected plants and sent speci-
mens to the botanical leaders of this period, each with critical observations
not usually associated with a student of his age. His college work was
begun at Pomona College (1916-1918) before he transferred to the Uni-
versity of California at Berkeley where he received his A.B. degree in
1919. During these formative years he was influenced by T. S. Brandegee.
Alice Eastwood. Harvey M. Hall, W. L. Jepson, P. A. Munz, S. B. Parish
and W. A. Setchell, each of whom can be associated with some aspect of
his future work. Hall and Parish guided Johnston to his work on the San
Gabriel Mountains of California. Setchell and Brandegee to the work on
Baja California and the desert vegetation of Mexico, and Jepson to the
work on the family Boraginaceae which was to become Johnston’s most
sienificant contribution. Munz was his collaborator on many papers and
Miss Eastwood his ideal of botanical efficiency. Johnston also received
his M.A. degree from the University of California (1922) before coming to
Harvard in the Fall of that year to continue his work towards his doctorate
which he received in 1925.

During his undergraduate years he did field work in the San Gabriel
mountains with S. B. Parish and in the vicinity of Claremont, California
with P. A. Munz. Some of the troublesome specimens were sent to Mac-
bride at the Gray Herbarium, and thus began a correspondence that led

* This portrait was taken by Ernst Abbe in 1942 at the Gray Herbarium, Cam-
bridge, Maszachusetts.
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eventually to Johnston’s application to Harvard for graduate work and
a long association with the Gray Herbarium. In 1918, Johnston expressed
his annoyance to Macbride that Amsinckia and Cryptantha were in a
“mess.” Macbride subsequently named the specimen which had bothered
him Cryptantha intermedia var. johnstonii. Another collection sent to
Rydberg was named by him Rosa johnstonii. These two appear to be the
first of nearly a dozen taxonomic epithets commemorating Ivan Johnston’s
active botanical role.

During the summers of 1919, 1920 and 1922 Johnston worked as an
assistant at the Alpine Laboratory of the Carnegie Institution near Boul-
der, Colorado. He served as assistant and companion to Dr. Harvey Hall
in ecological studies involving the transplanting of paired species of re-
stricted distribution from one environment to another to determine the
effects of soils, altitude and genetic factors on the tolerance, adaptability
and the morphological characteristics of the species. This early training
created in him an awareness of soil types in relation to plant distribution
which was to be present in all his botanical observations in future vears
and which, in many ways, was influential in his taxonomic decisions.

The summer of 1921 Johnston spent on a California Academy of Sci-
ences expedition to the Gulf of California as the official botanical collector.
He wrote to Macbride, “The expedition touched on every island of the
Gulf of California and at a number of localities on the Sonoran and penin-
sular coasts. I had the time of my young life as you may imagine. T got
about 1400 numbers which aggregate in the neighborhood of 8000 speci-
mens.” Encouraged by Macbride’s subsequent interest, Johnston made
his plans to go to Cambridge for graduate work. He was awarded an
Austin Fellowship but chose instead employment offered by B. L. Robin-
son as herbarium assistant in the Gray Herbarium. He was listed as such
on the Gray Herbarium letterhead for the years of his graduate work.
Johnston completed his graduate work in 1925 with a thesis on “The
North American Species of Crvptantha.” He was awarded a Sheldon
Travelling Fellowship by Harvard which he used for a long trip to Chile,
departing from New York on October 1, 1925, and returning on May 31,
1926. His field work in Chile was both energetic and successful. Physically
active and personable he made many friends on the boat trip south and
received invitations to visit remote areas for his collecting. His interest
in following the desert routes of Philippi, as well as entering into new
areas, led him from the driest of desert areas to Andean locations at 17,000
feet. Many of his collecting areas have not been revisited as they represent
remote locations difficult to reach. The work on these collections was to
occupy him for many years and necessitated trips to European herbaria
for study in 1927, 1929 and 1932-1933. The last trip to Europe, made on
an award of a Guggenheim Fellowship, served as a wedding trip and
established contact with many European botanists.

Following the death of Charles Sargent, director of the Arnold Arbo-
retum, in 1930, Prof. Oakes Ames was appointed supervisor of the botan-
ical collections of Harvard University. Professor Ames secured the resig-
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nation of Johnston as senior assistant at the Gray Herbarium and his
appointment as research associate at the Arnold Arboretum on August I,
1931. This appointment was to enable Johnston to continue his field work
in South America and his work on the Boraginaceae. Ames had extensive
plans for Johnston to return to Chile, to visit the central Andean region,
and to extend the interests of the Arboretum to Argentina and Brazil. The
program for exploration was delayed but Johnston’s intense interest in the
flora of the desert areas of South America persisted to the end of his life.

For the remainder of his professional career Johnston was associated
with the Arnold Arboretum. To enable him to teach within Harvard Col-
lege, Johnston was appointed a lecturer in 1934, and in 1938 he was given
the title of Associate Professor. After the retirement of Dr. E. D. Merrill
as director of the Arnold Arboretum in 1947, Prof. Karl Sax was made
acting director and Dr. Johnston supervisor of the herbarium and library.
He served as associate director of the Arnold Arboretum from 1948 until
1954,

Johnston's courses, offered as a teacher, were of varying quality. Most
outstanding was a survey of the families of flowering plants where his
field knowledge of so many families, coupled with his comprehensive knowl-
edge of the botanical literature, made the presentation of great value to
the many students who enrolled in or audited the course. He supervised
the graduate work of three students, one Chinese, one Indian and one
American.

The encouragement of Ames, and later Merrill, for Johnston to return to
the field work which he previously had done so productively and so well
was not successful until 1938, when he completed the first of three trips
(1940, 1941) to the intermontane plateau and the deserts of northern
Mexico. These trips were made with the cooperation of the Desert Labo-
ratory of the Carnegie Institution. The most significant results of these
trips were his papers on the relationships of floras of North and South
American deserts and on the relation of vegetation types to soils, e.g.
the gypsophile plants. Johnston started a series of papers on the species
composition of the flora of the Coahuila area, and articles dealing with
the pteridophytes, gymnosperms, monocotyledons, and the dicotyledons
through the family Nyctaginaceae were published. The remainder of the
collection was never studied.

During World War II, Johnston was called upon as a civilian for his
botanical knowledge. He worked first in Massachusetts on the problems
of using plant materials as camouflage and later, in Panama, supplied
botanical data for studies of means of defoliating tropical forests by the
use of chemicals. His papers on the flora of San José Island and other
areas of the Isthmus of Panama present aspects of this service. He was
cited by the United States Army for these contributions.

In the post-war years Johnston'’s botanical interests became more varied.
His work with the pollen of Lithospermum caused him to consider seri-
ously devoting his time to the field of palynology. An opportunity for
contract work with the United States Army in Panama changed his in-
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terests again to ecology, and in 1955-1956 he made four trips to Central
America collecting data. At the end of his career he had returned to a
study of the flora of the southwestern United States and adjacent Mexico
through his cotperation with a project on the flora of Texas. A manu-
script treatment of the Boraginaceae of Texas was almost complete at
the time of his death. This, along with all his personal library and botani-
cal records has been deposited at the Texas Research Foundation, Renner,
Texas.

It was during this post-war period that Johnston became involved in a
controversy with Harvard University officials and many of his colleagues.
He sided with those opposing the move of any portion of the herbarium,
library or staff of the Arnold Arboretum to the new herbarium building
in Cambridge. The move was completed in 1954, but the controversy was
not resolved at the time of his death.

Ivan M. Johnston had been a member of the American Academy of Arts
and Sciences, the American Society of Plant Taxonomists, the Botanical
Society of America, the New England Botanical Club, Sigma Xi, Gamma
Alpha, the International Association of Plant Taxonomists, and a corre-
sponding member of the Chilean Society of Natural History and the Argen-
tine Society of Natural Sciences.

He is survived by his widow, Mildred Williamson Johnston. a son, Wil-
liam, and a daughter. Elizabeth (Mrs. Frederick Milleker).
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