BENJAMIN CARROLL THARP

Benjamin Carroll Tharp was born in Pankey, Texas, in November 16, 138)J5.
He attended the Sam Houston Normal Institute from 1908-1910, came to the
University in_1911 and received his Bachelor's degree in 1914. Also in
1914 he married Norris Wallis who outlives him. Their two sons, Benjamin
Carroll and George Edwin Tharp and their families live in Houston. He
received a Master's degree from the University in 1915 and a Ph.D. in 1925.
In 1919 he became an instructor at the University and The University of Texas
was the center of his life from then until his death on November 29, 1964.

In pursuit of his education and his interests in vegetation, Benjamin
Carroll Tharp took advantage of the best the State of Texas had to offer and
he then returned his best to the educational system in Texas. In many ways
he was a product of the isolation of the Texas community from the scientific
area in which he developed an interest. The effect of this isolation was
considerably heightened by his determination to work alone and his interpre-
tations in writing and in teaching bore the mark of a determined Texan going
his own way. His interpretations were frequently out of line with those being
made by other investigators elsewhere in his own area of interests. But this

fact often increased their importance, for they had to be argued with by other

investigators.

The influence of his teaching was great, for he could not only impart

a large body of knowledge but often, without meaning to, he could stir contests

among his students that induced them to penetrate their subject to considerable

depth.




It 1s likely, however, that his most significant influence was something
quite different. It was B.C. Tharp's knowledge of the vegetation of Texas
that served as the background for much that the triumvirate of Roy Bedichek,
Walter Webb, and J. Frank Dobie unfolded in their writings as they dealt with
the natural scene in Texas before man had modified it as much as he now has.

B.C. Tharp knew the vegetation of Texas better than any man to date--
he might rightfully be known as the Father of Texas Ecology. He not only

knew the plant associations, but he also possessed considerable knowledge of

the species themselves. Up to the age of 70 he traversed the state making
copious notes: in his later years these were usgally dictated, using a tape
recorder. He would drive along the byways and back roads, recording in detail
the composition and changes in vegetation.

Dr. Tharp once returned from a field trip of less than 48 hours duration
to file an expense account, noting that he had traveled 972 miles. A later
check revealed that he had indeed done so, that he had driven his students
about 60 miles an hour past vegetation, dictated his own notes about it and
still imparted to them the changing picture of the Texas vegetation they would
never have been able to develop if they had worked at less speed.

After such a trip he would frequently take his students into the field for
leisurely, detailed study of specific associations of plants. The scheme of

operation was one in which from the highways he gave them, first, an almost
aerial map and then returned to argue about the details. This pattern was not
always understood by his colleagues and his students. He puzzled a great many
students by insisting that they be ready to go at 5 A.M. and then refusing to go

when they had finally collected themselves at 5:30 because it was too late

to start out and get the job done.




Even before his first general study of the vegetation of the region,

Dr. Tharp had made a unique contribution in analyzing Red River vegetation

in terms of both its distribution and the historical changes in this distri-

bution that he could deduce from tree ring patterns. This study was one of the

most important keys to settling the boundary dispute between Texas and

Ok1lahoma.

His first comprehensive treatment of the vegetation of Texas was

"The Structure of Texas Vegetation East of the 98 Meridian," published

in the University of Texas Bulletin in 1926. This was followed by a more

WM

comprehensive study, The Vegetation of Texas, which was published by the

Texas Academy of Science in 1939. His last major publication was a book

lucid, descriptive accounts ever written on the vegetational types of Texas.

The following, taken from his section on The Longleaf Pine Region, is typical:

On the present uplands under virgin conditions the pine
forest raised its canopy more than a hundred feet atop long
straight trunks of close-grained yellow wood. Though sunlight

filtered through in sufficient intensity to permit photosynthesis,
the forest floor was, because of the thick covering of needles,

almost devoid of herbaceous vegetation. Both shortleaf pine (P.
echinata Mill.) and loblolly pine (P. taeda L.) occurred, but in
definitely minor roles. Bald cypress (Taxodium distichum (L.) L.

C. Rich.) and tupelo gum (Nyssa aquatica Marsh.), which covered

extensive swamp areas bordering streams, have long since fallen
victim to lumbering, along with the pine.

While Dr. Tharp's more significant publications were a product of his
own observations, he frequently collaborated with other workers; indeed, he

may well be remembered by most ecologists for his study "A Pollen Profile

From a Texas Bog,'" published jointly in 1947 with Dr. J.E. Potzger of Butler

University, Indiana. 1In this paper, they showed that approximately 10,000

years ago Oor less Central Texas was inhabited by evergreen trees such as




Abies and Picea, general which are now confined to the Northernmost United

States and Canada. This was one of the earliest studies in the Southern

United States in which an attempt was made to determine vegetational shifts

and hence climatic changes through the use of pollen profile sequences.
Early in his career at The University of Texas it was his privilege

to have been associated with many geology students, most of whom took his

field course on the Vegetation of Texas. It was through their stimulation

that he first became impressed with the restriction of certain community

types to specific rock outcrops. Thus from 1940 through 1964 he was in
some form or fashion studying the relationship of vegetation and soil in

the state. (Some of his colleagues were prone to complain that his lectures on
the vegetation of Texas were illustrated by road cuts rather than plants.)
During his final years at the University, he was deeply involved in bringing

his studies to fruition, and at the time of his death he had completed several

chapters of his definitive treatment on the interplay of vegetation, rock
outcrops and soils in Texas.,

Dr. Tharp's approach to Texas vegetation was essentially that of a na-
turalist. He was deeply aware of the forces in nature. He had a particular
disdain for those ecologists who would quantify nature to the extent that
plant associations were expressed in numerical formulae and the distribution
of species expressed in abstract terms such as frequency, density, fidelity,
etc. On one occasion, when asked why he had never made plot-studies of the
vegetation of Texas, he replied: "Only a damn fool would place a plot around
a group of oak trees to prove that the forest was made up of oak trees."

The science of Ecology as it is conceived today is a very different
study from that undertaken by B.C. Tharp when he made his analyses of Texas

vegetation. But Dr. Tharp's contributions are likely to stand as a better
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depiction of the natural state of Texas vegetation than many more sophisticated

analyses will. Future ecologists may well have to turn to this record as
background.

The University of Texas owes a particular debt to B.C. Tharp and 1t
was his interest and his ardent defense that kept the science of Botany
alive in the Unitéd during a long and lean time. When the Department of
Botany began to emerge as a sizeable group of experimentalists, it could
only do so because of this naturalist, largely self-taught in relation to

the details of his specialty. He would stand up again and again and defend

the importance of understanding the particular part of Texas vegetation and

its relation to geologic and geographic factors. Many times he was quite
alone in this defence and it was the more important since emphasis in

University development was mostly in other areas.

But B C. Tharp, the ardent, defensive naturalist, was only one part
of B.C. Tharp, the human being. The man acted as a magnet for many students

and when;they became attached to him he reflected the attachment in great
kindness and generosity and depth of interest in their welfare and progress.
He played an important part in a number of civic developments in Austin and
exhibited great pride in the progress of the University and of the town alike.
If B.C. Tharp was a Texan of intense and somewhat circumscribed interests,

he was also a responsible, proud gentleman of Texas at a time when that

breed was becoming scarce.

In addition to his scientific and academic interests he was very active

in non-academic activities. He was a 33rd Degree Mason, a member of Town and




Gown, and of the Kiwanis Club. With his wife he attended numerous lectures,
concerts, and other cultural events. He was a deacon in the University

Baptist Church which he and his wife attended regularly. His was then a

very busy life.
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