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One of the joys of my life has been the opportunity to know and work with Wu Lao for the last 34
years of his life, 1979-2013. He came to America as a member of the delegation of Chinese botanists that
we organized for the spring of 1979, and it was during the course of that visit there that he and I became
acquainted for the first time.

During the course of the final meeting of that visit, which was held at the University of California
in Berkeley, California, June 1, 1979, Professor Wu and his colleague Yii Te-Tsun, another outstanding
botanist, proposed that Chinese and American botanists work together to produce a revised English-
language version of the Flora Reipublicae Popularis Sinicae (FRPS; 1959-2004, 80 volumes in 126 books).
This great work, in Chinese, was the first comprehensive catalog of all of the plants of the country, but our
Chinese colleagues well realized that they did not, in the course of preparing most of their flora, that they

had not had access to the literature and type specimens of the West, where most of the work on Chinese

plant taxonomy had been carried out for the preceding 150 years. As a result, studies carried out in the i
isolation of that day in China could not be perfected to the degree that it could have been with access to "
the historical material, which is why our Chinese colleagues proposed a joint project to try to rectify the 'ﬁj‘:
situation. *l
As chair of the American group, I set about to see how this might be possible, and spent a number £

of frustrating years looking for a publisher who would be willing to deal with a work of this great size. 1 /B\
never was able to locate such a publisher, so set up guidelines to reduce the size of the English-language ;
second edition to within manageable limits, chiefly by limiting the length of descriptions and postponing D

the inclusion of illustrations.

The Editorial Committee of FRPS was basically in charge of permission for the joint project to be
undertaken, and they understandably feared in the 1980s that the new work might interrupt the efforts of
Chinese botanists engaged in completing FRPS, to the detriment of that great work. Yi Te-tsun, who had
been the chair of the FRPS committee, passed away in 1986, and Wu Zhengyi became chairman in 1987.
Ultimately, at the XIV International Congress of Botany in Berlin, on July 28, 1987, Professor Wu informed
me that we had the permission of the FRPS editorial committee and, by extension, the Chinese government,

to initiate the joint project.

Along the way, I had the pleasure of getting to know Professor Wu personally. The first good
opportunity was in the course of climbing and botanizing together on Emei-shan in Sichuan Province in
the summer of 1980. Mt. Emei was one of the four sacred Buddhist mountains of China, and the tallest

of them at 3,099 meters in height. I learned about its height personally during our hike up the stone stairs 147
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from the base, roughly a 2,500 meter rise in elevation. In planning my first visit to China (since I had left
Shanghai as a baby in 1937), I requested the opportunity to study Epilobium, which was richly represented
on the slopes of that sacred mountain, and it had been granted. Up through the low-elevation forest with
many species of Lauraceae, Acer, and many other kinds of subtropical trees, we climbed, encountering
gigantic specimens of Cercidiphyllum and other botanical wonders along the way. Spending the night at a
monastery on the slopes of the mountain, we continued through subalpine fir forest to the summit, enjoying
wonderful views in all directions.

During the course of that trip, I became aware of a remarkable coincidence: that Professor Wu and 1
were both born on June 13, but he was 20 years earlier, in 1916. Thus when we climbed Mt. Emei together,
he was 64, I 44 years old. Epilobium was plentiful, and I greatly enjoyed studying it and learning about the
species on that long hike. By the time we had returned to the base of the mountain, we were great friends,
united by the love of plants and the pleasure of learning about them. In a shop at the base of the mountain, he
presented me with a painting of a bird that he purchased there. I asked him what kind it was, and he replied shyly,

“Perhaps araven.”

It interested me later to learn that while Tsinghua University (where Prof. Wu earned his degree.) was moving
to avoid the Japanese army during the course of his graduate studies from Beijing, first to Changsha, Hunan
Province. When Hunan Province came under the control of the Japanese, Prof. Wu walked from there
to Kunming, Yunnan Province, where he eventually settled and spent most of the rest of his life firmly
establishing and building the institutions in the province. He graduated from Tsinghua in 1937, the same
year my parents brought me as a baby from Shanghai to California. Two months later, the Japanese bombed
Shanghai, and then they occupied it a few months later, in August of that year.

We met a few times in the years between our memorable visit to Mt. Emei and the equally memorable
invitation to join in the study of the plants of China at Berlin seven years later. Once the project had been

approved, it was necessary to establish a work plan for it, so we convened a joint meeting in St. Louis the



next year, October 1-9,
1988. During those days,
we took great pleasure in
inviting Professor Wu to
our country house near St.
Louis. Not surprisingly,
given his great knowledge
of North Temperate plants,
he recognized everything
he saw!

The signing ceremony
for our project was held

in the shade of a grove of

Metasequoia trees that had
been grown at the Garden 1994 @5 (Flora of China) RZESRW (HiE. 21EZL. Peter H. Raven, RE)
from seeds received from the National Bureau of Forestry, then in Nanjing, in late 1947. As concerns our flora,
we carried on with further meetings and gradually established our protocols, publishing our first volume of the
Flora of China after much further deliberation and effort in 1994, and completing the work in 49 volumes
in 2014, just twenty years. In 2001, Dr. Hong De-yuan of the Institute of Botany, Chinese Academy of
Sciences, Beijing, was appointed Vice Co-Chair of the project, Wu Zhengyi having retired from its active
management at the age of 85.

Wu Lao was always available for meaningful consultation from the start of this great cooperative
effort to its completion, and unfailingly interested in all botanical questions. I was delighted to see him
from time to time in Kunming, and honored to make the commemorative speech on the occasion of his
being presented the International Cosmos Prize in Osaka, Japan, in 1999. He was always gracious and
welcoming, a scholar of great accomplishment but humble personality.

Prof. Wu was born in Jujiang, Jiangxi Province, but his parents moved when he was very young to
Yangzhou, Jiangsu Province, from which so many famous Chinese scholars and other accomplished people
have come. He showed genuine signs of brilliance as a young boy, mastering calligraphy before he reached
the age of ten, and maintaining that level of scholarship all his life. His family home in Yangzhou is now
maintained as a very interesting and beautiful museum.

In the broadest sense, Wu Zhengyi’s career was a remarkable product of China’s 150-year struggle
for intellectual excellence and national identity that may be said to have begun with the Opium Wars of the
1840s and to have reached an important benchmark with the ascendency of Deng Xiaopeng to full power
in 1980. The earliest collections of Chinese plants were made by foreigners, often missionaries, during the
19th and early 20th centuries, but by the 1920s a number of Chinese students were going abroad for study
and pursuing western scholarly traditions themselves. In that context, it is interesting that Wu Zhengyi was

educated completely in China and that he became the greatest Chinese botanist of the 20th century. China

o

£
a
X
%

S

149



was indeed gaining full access to
world knowledge, as painful as
their path had been to that point!
In addition to his great
works on the classification of the
plants of China, Professor Wu
made major contributions to the
plant geography of the country
and of the world as well; to
our understanding of medicinal
botany; and to the establishment

of significant institutions in

Kunming and Yunnan Province

S5XREASHRZEYIE

generally. His suggestions led
to the formation of national parks and reserves in Yunnan Province and eventually throughout the country,
as well as to the foundation of what in effect has become the national seed bank of China, in his beloved
Institute of Botany in Kunming.

Professor Wu was, over the course of his long and fruitful life, not a man to be deterred from his
objectives, a traditional Chinese scholar who became attuned to the evolution of his country and contributed
importantly to it, and a durable friend who helped all those who shared his intellectual goals and objective,

me among them. We do not see his kind often enough in this world.
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