ARTHUR GIBSON VESTAL
1888-1964

Dr. A. G. Vestal devoted more than half a century to the study of plant and animal ecol-
ogy and phytogeography. He died on June 5, 1962, just three months before his 76th
birthday and seven years after becoming Professor Emeritus of Botany at the University
of lllinois. He is survived by his widow, Wanda Pfeiffer Vestal, also a botanist, and by three
children: John of Chicago, Phoebe (Mrs. Simon Otterbury) of Seattle, and David of New
York City. Dr. Vestal will be remembered by his friends, colleagues, and former students
as a kindly gentleman and an able, lifelong student of vegetation.

Born at La Grange, Ill. on Sept. 10, 1888, he grew up and attended high school in Chi-
cago. Summer visits to Pentwater, Michigan, an area of bogs and lake dunes, stimulated an
early interest in biology which he pursued by attending the University of Illinois (1907-
1911).

Encouraged to study both plant and animal ecology by H. A. Gleason and Charles C.
Adams, Vestel wrote a bachelor’s thesis (something rarely done these days) on sand prairie
communities along the Illinois River. This study was the basis of a theoretical paper in 1914
proclaiming the unity of biotic associations comprising both plant and animal assemblages
and recognizing regional complexes of plants and animals which he named ‘‘biotic
provinces’’.

As an instructor and student at the University of Colorado, Vestal became interested in
doing a regional study of the Great Plains. Since most of his traveling was done on foot or
by bicycle, he confined his attention to the eastern border of the Rocky Mountains from
New Mexico to central Wyoming. These studies were geobotanical in nature and led Vestal
to tge University of Chicago where he studied with H. C. Cowles and earned his Ph.D.
in 1915.

Then followed five years (1915-1920) of teaching at Eastern Illinois State Normal School
and nine years (1920-1929) at Stanford University. During the last five years of his resi-
dence at Stanford, Dr. Vestal was actively associated with F. E. Clements and wrote many
short papers conceming the relationship between environmental factors (physiography,
soil texture, soil moisture, maritime winds, etc.) and the geographical distribution of grass-
land, chaparral and forest in California.

After moving to the University of Illinois in 1929, Dr. Vestal devoted a great deal of
his time and effort to a wide-ranging exploration of the literature of plant ecology and re-
gional plant geography. This resulted in a collection of references, excerpts, and notes which
fill more than sixty drawers of card files. Especially treasured were excerpts from the writ-
ings of early naturalists, conveying many ecological ideas which have been recurrently
rediscovered and renamed (by more recent, more self-conscious ecologists.)

During his tenure as Professor of Botany (1929-1957) at the University of Illinois, Dr.
Vestal published numerous papers and abstracts dealing with various aspects of plant ecol-
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ogy and plant geography in Illinois and elsewhere. He and his students made valuable contri-
butions toward the development of concepts and statistical methods to be used in describ-
ing and classifying plant communities and regional vegetation complexes from a phyto-
sociological point of view. His definitive monograph (1949) on the use and limitations of
species-area curves is probably the most thoroughly documented work of its kind in exist-
ence today, and it should serve as a model which any serious student of phytosociology
would do well to follow.

In his teaching and in his conversations with students, Dr. Vestal usually conveyed an
attitude of friendly skepticism toward formalized systems of ecological research and in-
terpretation. He once stated his general attitude somewhat as follows: ‘“‘Ecology and plant
geography may now be in a state of some confusion, but this is a happier state than might
result from prematurely imposed standardization.”

During his long career, Dr. Vestal published more than 60 papers dealing with a wide
variety of ecological and phytogeographical subjects, and he remained active after his re-
tirement in 1957. At the time of his last illness, he was writing a technical monograph on the
grasslands of California and a non-technical book for general readers on the plant geography
of North America. He had planned eventually to write a book describing the vegetation
regions of the world. It is indeed unfortunate that Dr. Vestal was unable to complete these
projects. We shall miss him and his unfinished work.

W. E. Martin
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