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Robert Kingston Vickery, Jr.—In Memoriam

Robert Kingston Vickery, Jr.

Dr. Robert Kingston Vickery, Jr., emeritus
professor in the School of Biological Sciences
of the University of Utah, passed away at age
99 on 20 July 2022 in Salt Lake City with his
wife of 71 years, Marcia Hoak Vickery, in
attendance. His life was filled with adventure,
accomplishment, and love. He was born in
Saratoga, California, to Robert Kingston Vick-
ery, Sr., and Ruth Bacon Vickery on 18 Sep-
tember 1922—the oldest child and only son;
he had 2 younger sisters, Mary and Ruth. Bob
started school in Europe, with stops in Eng-
land, France, and Italy, where his father was
assigned to grow Cal Spray, the company he
worked for. When Bob was in first grade at a
Montessori-type school in Rome, he showed
an early love for plants by growing flowers,
vegetables, and other plants in a planter box,
rather than tending to more traditional sub-
jects. Returning to the Bay Area of California
when he was 7, Bob completed primary and

secondary schools and entered college at Stan-
ford, with a class or two at University of Cali-
fornia, Berkeley. He emphasized architecture,
science, and engineering,.

When World War 11 intervened, Bob enlisted
in the U.S. Army Air Corps, where he was
trained in meteorology and communications,
was commissioned as a 2nd lieutenant, and
received an A.B. degree in civil engineering
(February 1944) from Stanford, with his Air
Corps training contributing to the graduation
requirements. After some brief stateside post-
ings, he was sent to Hickam Field in Hawaii in
the Army Airways Communication System,
and then as a new 1st lieutenant to Iwo Jima,
where from his arriving ship he saw the rais-
ing of the Stars and Stripes on Mt. Suribachi.
He was the officer in charge of control towers
on Iwo Jima, and he built the first one out of
scrap materials. At the end of the war, he came
home on a stretcher as a victim of tuberculo-
sis and spent a year recovering in hospitals
and at home, during which time he decided to
do experimental work with plants as a career.
To that end he enrolled at Stanford and com-
pleted an M.A. (1948) in which he studied
roadside plantings. He then undertook a
Ph.D. (1952) at Stanford as well. His dual-
major professors for his doctorate were Dr. Ira
L. Wiggins (e.g, see Shreve and Wiggins 1964,
Wiggins 1980, and Wiggins and Porter 1971),
a renowned classical plant taxonomist, and
Dr. Jens C. Clausen (e.g., see Clausen 1951), a
pioneering Danish American genecologist with
appointments at both the Carnegie Institution
of Science and Stanford University. Bob learned
a great deal from both of them and other fac-
ulty. It turns out that just prior to Bob’s gradu-
ate studies, an international group of geneti-
cists met at Carnegie Mather Field Station in
the Sierra Nevada and attempted to identify a
plant species that could serve as an interdis-
ciplinary experimental organism in genetic
studies, much as the fruit fly (Drosophila
melanogaster) had served as an animal model.
The group suggested that the monkeyflower
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(genus Mimulus; water-loving plants found
along watercourses and even in wet places in
desert environments) might serve this purpose
(Clausen et al. 1947, Nobs 1954). Bob settled
on that plant. Tt has served him and science
well, even if it didn’t quite meet the scientific
apex that Drosophila rose to. One highlight of
the Mimulus research was a symposium, Evo-
lution of the Mating Systems in the Genus
Mimulus, hosted by the Botanical Society of
America in 2002 at the University of Wis-
consin in Madison in honor of Dr. Vickery.
There, a dozen internationally acclaimed sci-
entists presented state-of-the-art research on
Mimulus, and Dr. Vickery was recognized
and feted as the leader and pioneer in this
research effort. It was my privilege to present
Dr. Vickery’s personal story on that occasion
(McArthur 2002).

His work at Stanford involved hybridiza-
tion of populations and species, cytogenetics,
and experimentally determining plant rela-
tionships. In addition to working on his disser-
tation, he met many international scientists
and scholars visiting the Carnegie Institution
and Stanford, spent several weeks in Europe
one summer visiting major plant research
stations, presented his Mimulus research find-
ings at the VII International Botanical Con-
gress in Stockholm, and taught General Botany
and Plant Systematics for a semester at Pomona
College, Claremont, California, while the
eminent taxonomist Lyman Benson was on
sabbatical.

In 1951 he married Marcia Hoak, a Stan-
ford undergraduate from Pasadena, California;
they subsequently had 2 children (David K. in
1952 and Peter H. in 1954). The young couple
moved to Salt Lake City in 1952 where Bob
accepted a position as assistant professor of
botany and genetics at the University of Utah.
It was a good match for the Vickerys and the
university. Bob rose though academic ranks
with regularity: associate professor, 1957; pro-
fessor, 1964; and university professor, 1988.
This latter rank, a rare honor among faculty,
came not only with renumeration but also in
his case the opportunity to teach a special
evolutionary biology course for 5 years, in
which he took the students (30 per year) to the
Galdpagos Islands, a natural laboratory made
famous by Charles Darwin’s Voyage of the
Beagle trip. Bob built upon that opportunity
by obtaining a National Science Foundation
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grant to include high school biology teachers
(some 40 over the years) in the class. Since his
1994 retirement, Bob has been known acade-
mically as professor emeritus.

At the University of Utah, Bob's activities
can be divided into 3 general areas: teaching,
administration and service, and research.

Bob was a masterful teacher and taught a
broad array of biological subjects to both gen-
eral education students and subject-area majors.
He taught both undergraduate and graduate
courses. Some of the general biology classes
were large and were taught using television
technology. His courses included General Biol-
ogy, Field Botany, Trees and Shrubs, Plant Sys-
tematics, Heredity, Human Genetics, Plant
Genetics, Radiation Genetics, and Evolution.
He also conducted tutorials, special problems
courses, and graduate seminars. His teaching
was recognized with the University of Utah
Distinguished Teaching Award in 1972. In
1961 he was a visiting associate professor at
Harvard, where he taught General Botany. He
gave many invited seminars on his research
work at various universities. Over the course of
his career, Bob taught about 12,000 students.

I illustrate his effectiveness as a teacher
with my personal example. In the fall of 1964,
I enrolled in his Heredity class (basic genet-
ics) rather by chance. The class T was to take
for my major requirement was full (in those
days, you registered by computer enrollment
cards that were given to you at an in-person
registration event held in a large hall; when
the enrollment cards for a class were gone, the
class was full and you could not register), and
my counselors suggested that I take Heredity
instead. I loved the genetics class and the clear
and intriguing way Dr. Vickery presented the
material and himself. I changed majors, gradu-
ated in his department—the Department of
Molecular and Genetic Biology at the time—
and became a graduate student under his
tutelage.

Bob’s leadership skills were quickly rec-
ognized by his colleagues and university
administrators. Biology at the University of
Utah comprised several separate depart-
ments during Bob’s tenure, and he was a
participant in the planning and reorganiza-
tion each time changes were made at both
the department and college or school levels.
In 1970, these various departments merged
into the Department of Biology, which later
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became the School of Biological Sciences. Bob
served as department chair of the Depart-
ment of Genetics, 1962-1965. He served on
many committees as well, often in leadership
roles—Biology Department Execution, Biol-
ogy Curriculum, department searches, Col-
lege of Science Council, College of Science
Curriculum, University Scholastic Standards,
and University Academic Senate. His adminis-
trative skills were used also in a broader sense.
He administered the University’s Graduate
Training in Genetics program, supported by
the National Institutes of Health for 25 years.
He was active in professional societies and
panels throughout his career. These activi-
ties included the following: editorial advisor,
American Society for Cell Biology, 1961;
member, National Institutes of Health Fellow-
ship Panel, 1964—1969; associate editor, Evolu-
tion, journal for the Society for the Study of
Evolution, 1968-1972; council member, Inter-
national Organization of Plant Biosystematists,
1975-1983; 1st vice president, Society for the
Study of Evolution, 1977-1978; and 2nd vice
president, California Botanical Society, 1983—
1988. He was frequently called upon to serve
as a peer-review referee for manuscripts sub-
mitted to professional journals and to evaluate
grant proposals for funding by agencies or
institutions.

Bob’s research activities, including shep-
herding and mentoring graduate and under-
graduate students, are truly monumental. His
research on Mimulus! was principally focused
on 2 taxonomic sections or subdivisions of the
genus: (1) the mainly yellow-flowered section
Simiolus, which occurs naturally in North and
South America and is composed of several
species and subspecies (these showy plants
were introduced into Europe as ornamentals
in the 18th and 19th centuries; species were
hybridized by horticulturalists, and several
taxa and their hybrids became naturalized.
During my postdoc at the University of Leeds
in England, I saw the naturalized plants in
streams and in people’s gardens and did some
genetic work on them [McArthur 1974]); and
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(2) the mainly red-flowered section Erythanthe,
which occurs in western North America from
Canada to Mexico and is made up of 6 species.
His research was broad ranging and examined
(1) hybridization (accomplished by emasculat-
ing the anthers from opening flower buds and
applying pollen from the anthers of the desired
parent to the stigma of the recipient plant to
generate hybrid seed), crossing barriers, gene
exchange, and breeding systems; (2) cytoge-
netics (chromosome constitution, construction,
and behavior); (3) species variation, population
variation, and taxonomic placement; and (4)
ecology, physiology, plant chemistry, and adap-
tation. To this end, he systematically sampled
natural populations and used plants collected in
the wild in carefully designed controlled exper-
iments conducted in greenhouses and growth
chambers. While most of the research work
was performed in the Vickery laboratories and
greenhouses at the University of Utah, Bob
spent a semester (1955) as a research fellow at
Cal Tech where some of the growth chamber
work was performed. His research was funded
by a series of grants from the National Science
Foundation and by the University of Utah
Research Committee. Many of the analyses
were laboratory based and involved sophisti-
cated equipment. While Bob did hands-on
research, he also collaborated with and trained
many graduate students; these included 18
master’s degree students, 12 doctoral students,
and 6 postdoctoral fellows/associates (Table 1).
These students have gone on to substantial
and meaningful careers in academia, govern-
ment, and private industry in several coun-
tries. In addition, he served as an advisor on
the research committees of numerous students
of other major professors. Research results were
published in scientific journals, book chapters,
and conference proceedings. He presented
research findings, usually by invitation, at
national and international meetings and con-
ferences (e.g., in Australia, Canada, Hungary,
Japan, Netherlands, Russia, Sweden, and United
States of America). His body of published works
is near 100 (see the appended publication list).

I note that the taxonomic status of Mimulus and the family Scrophulariaceae has undergone some revision in recent years since
Bob was an active researcher. The large figwort (Scrophulariaceae) family was deemed to be unnatural, and many of its con-
stituent genera were reassigned to other families (Fischer 2004), including Mimulus, which is currently placed in the lopseed or
Phymaceae family, as Dr. Vickery recognized in his last publication (Vickery 2008). Likewise, the genus Mimulus has undergone
revision (Barker et al. 2012, Nesom 2014). However, the 2 traditional sections that Bob's work centered on, Simiolus and Ery-
thranthe, remain more or less intact, though the revisionists now label them sections Simiola and Erythranthe, respectively, in
the genus Erythranthe. In my opinion, Bob's research results remain robust, and, in this article, I use the classical taxonomy that

Bob Vickery followed in his career.
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Besides the University of Utah teaching
and research awards mentioned earlier, Dr.
Vickery has been listed in numerous “who’s
who” publications, including as a recipient of
the premier Marquis Who’s Who Albert Nel-
son Marquis Lifetime Achievement Award.

One measure of a person is the respect and
admiration accorded by peers. In that respect,
Dr. Vickery stands at the apex. Colleagues in
his department, throughout the university, and
beyond enjoyed working and associating with
him. His honest but gracious interactions and
feedback were appreciated. When working
with his students, he expected and motivated
their best efforts, but he was supportive,
understanding, empathic, and always mindful.
And, he helped them land jobs, kept track of
them, and recognized their achievements. He
put the well-being and recognition of others
beyond his own interests. His graduate stu-
dent office and laboratory suites and the large
Biology Building rooftop greenhouse most
often included several graduate students who,
profiting from his example and leadership,
worked together remarkably well.

Besides his professional contributions, Bob
was a wonderful husband, father, grandfather,
son, brother, uncle, and neighbor. He enjoyed
science, teaching, and life—especially hiking,
skiing, and reading. He and Marcia really
enjoyed traveling, often to the islands of the
South Pacific.
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