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'J'mk  death  of  Frederick  Oliver  Tliompson  on  tlie  third

ofJamuirv  of  this  vear,  brought  to  an  untinielv  end  the

life  and  activities  of  a  man  who  was  justly  recognized  as

one  of  tlie  countiy*s  leading  amateur  collectors  of  pre-

historic  plant  life.  Certainly  in  few  scientific  fields  has  a

nonprofessional  worker  been  so  well  known  to  specialists

as  was  Fred  Thom{)son  to  American  paleobotanists.  For
the  careful  and  accurate  documentation  of  his  collections

and  lor  the  vast  amount  of  niaterial  donated  to  American

universities,  his  record  as  an  amateur  paleontologist  lias

lew  parallels,  ])articularly  when  it  is  I'ecogni/ed  that  his

])aleontologic  interests  were  confined  to  only  the  last  two
decades  of  his  life.

Fred  Thom])Son  (he  alwaj's  preferred  to  be  called

'*Fred"  by  liis  scientific  friends,  regardless  of  theii'  age)

was  born  in  l)es  Moines,  Iowa,  December  29,  188»'},  the

first  son  of  H.  DeA^ere  Thompson  and  Alice  Cooper

'I'hompson,  who  were  among  the  early  leaders  in  tlie

develoi)ment  of  Iowa's  ca})itoI.  After  ])reparation  for

college  at  St.  Paul's  School  in  Concord,  X.II.,  he  was

graduated  from  Harvard  College  in  the  Class  of  li)()7.

HcM'cturned  to  CambiMdge  the  following  autumn  for  a

year's  study  in  the  ITar\  ard  Law  School  and  then  went
back  to  Des  Moines  to  enter  the  \aried  business  actix  ities
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ill  his  n;iti\'c  stutc  which  occupies]  most  oi'  his  hitcr  years.

In  1912,  he  niurried  Anna  Stroh  Train,  of  l)es  Moines,

who,  witli  tin'ee  of  their  four  eliildrcMi,  sur\i\es  him,

WHiile  at  llarxard,  yoimi;  Fred  Avas  quite  aeti\'e  in

\arious  soeial  c*lubs,  among  them  the  Hasty  ]^u(hling

Club,  the  IMioenix  Club  and  the  Institute  of  1770.  Dur-

ing  his  college  years,  howe\'er,  he  manifested  little  of

tliat  uiterest  in  natural  history  or  science  which  later  be-

came  an  absorbinii  interest  and  intellectual  outlet.

Fred  Thompson  first  became  i?iterested  in  fossils  in

19;>()  wluMi  he  accom[)anied  a  friend  of  his  on  a  collectin<r

trip  to  the  y'reat  coal-st  rippinjjj  mines  near  Coal  City,

Illinois,  Here,  the  beautifully  ])reser\'ed  remains  oi'  an

ancient  Carboniferous  Hora  were  bein^jf  uncvu'thed  in  gi'i^at

(juantities,  contained  in  the  curious  ironstone  nodules
which  feature  tlie  sedimentary  rocks  of  this  area.  Much

time  and  eflbrt  wer(*  dexoted  by  Mr.  I'hompson  dui'ing

the  followin<jj  years  to  thecarefid  selection  o{*  these  speci-

mens  which  were  subseciuently  donated  to  many  coIlc<jjes

and  uni\  ersities.  J\c  was  somewhat  suri)rised  years  later

to  obser\'e  one  of  his  own  Hlinois  specimens,  properly

credited  to  the  collector,  on  public  exhibit  in  a  museum

in  Mexico  City.  Har\ard's  collections  of  fossil  j)lants

were  enriched  b}'  o\  er  ten  thousand  specimens  culled

from  the  spoil  piles  of  the  Coal  City  mines.

In  IO08,  while  on  a  fossil  collectin*^  (expedition,  Fred

discoN'ered  a  mnnber  ol'the  curious  calcareous  concretions

known  among  ])alcobotanists  as  ''coal  balls."  Coal  balls,

because  of  their  wealth  of  organically  preserx  ed  plant

tissues,  ha\'e  been  one  of  the  major  sources  of  knowledge

of  the  organization  and  structure  of  Carboniferous  ])lants

since  they  were  first  studied  in  lMiro])e.  The  interest  of

paUH)botanists  in  this  new  discoxcry  was  not  long  in

manifesting  itself,  and  dui'ing  th(^  following  sexen  yc^ars

Tliomi)son  collected  literally  do/ens  of  tons  of  the  Iowa
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conl  balls.  Tlic  inuioritv  of  these  were  sent  to  the  Hotan-

leal  Museum  at  Harvard,  but  larcre  numbers  were  gi\'en

to  other  institutions,  in  particular  to  A\'ashin<^ton  I'ui-

versit}'  in  St.  Louis.

Amon<]^  Fred  'I'hompson's  collections  of  Ibssil  ])lants,

four  s})ecies,  new  to  the  Carboniierous  flora,  ])er})etuate

his  name  in  the  ])aleontolo<>;ical  literature.  In  addition,

he  made  available  for  study  a  large  number  of  other  new

species  of  fossil  jilants,  which  ha\  e  added  measurably  to

our  knowledge  of  the  structure  and  evolution  of  Carbon-

iferous  plant  life.  Indeed,  many  references  to  ''Collected

by  F^x^derick  Oliver  Thom})son"  may  be  seen  in  ])ale()-

botanical  i)ublications  in  the  United  States  since  1988.

Although  his  field  of  special  interest  was  i)aleobotany,

noteworthy  contributions  were  also  made  to  invertebrate

paleontology;  and,  to  aid  studies  in  this  field,  a  superb
collection  of  modern  Floridian  sea  shells  was  donated  to

the  State  Universitv  of  [owa.  He  also  collected  manv
^  ft-

fossil  marine  imertebrates  from  the  Pennsylvanian  strata

of  central  Iowa  and  especially  IVom  the  U])])er  Devonian

dei)osits  of  the  northeastern  })art  of  the  state.  In  this

work,  as  so  often  when  in  the  field,  he  was  accompanied

and  ably  assisted  by  his  wife,  Amia.  His  collections  of

invertebrate  fossils,  as  in  the  case  of  plants,  were  in\  aria-

bly  made  available  to  specialists.  Some  of  the  s})ecimens

of  Iowa's  Paleozoic  faunas  he  even  sent  to  places  as  re-

mote  as  Canterbury  University  College  in  New  Zealand,

where  they  ha\e  been  used  by  paleontologists  for  pur-

poses  of  com])arison.

Once,  while  Fred  was  s])litting  fossiliferous  nodules

near  Mazon  Creek,  Illinois,  a  boulder  of  Joliet  dolomite,

which  he  was  using  for  an  ainil,  fractured  and  a  striking

trilobite  pygidium  was  exjjosed.  It  became  the  holotyjjc

of  Arctinurus  thoinpsofii  Miller  and  Unklesbay,  named
in  honor  oi"  its  disco\*erer.  Had  it  not  been  for  his  innate
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modest}'  rc<^ar(linn;  liis  finds,  scvcrul  s])C'c'ics  of*  fossil  c*c])li-

idopods  would  also  htnc  been  named  Ibi'  him.  Since  his

death,  howexer,  a  fine  specimen  iVom  the  ()!'do\  ieian  of
IJafKn  Ishmd  will  hoiior  him  in  this  manner.

It  should  also  be  noted,  in  the  realm  of  imertebrate

paleontology,  that  at  least  a  half  do/en  of  the  Special

Pai)ers  and  two  of  the  forlheominij  Memoirs  of  the  (leo-1  !^^
lo<^ieal  Society  of  Aiiierica  carrv  acknowIed<j:ment  to

Frederick  'rhom[)s()n  for  financial  assistance  durin<^  their

l)reparation.  The  same  is  true  for  a  ])ale()ntol()<^icai  mono-

i;ra])h  recentiv  ])ublished  bv  the  Museedu  Couijo  Hel^e

and  for  more  than  a  dozen  i)apers  in  the  Journal  oj*

Paleontology.

In  addition  to  his  indefatigable  collecting,  botli  of  fos-

sil  plants  and  o("  imertebrates,  Fred  was  imariably  fo-

menting  a!id  fostering  research  projects  in  i)aleobotany

and  other  aspects  of  paleontology.  His  \'oluminous  cor-

resj)ondence  and  Hxely  and  stinndating  communications
with  workers  in  widely  scattered  institutions  attest  to  his

restless  stri\ing  to  make  ])aleontol()gy  a  more  dynamic
field  of  intellectual  interest  and  activity.  In  maii\'  ways

he  was  more  successful  in  these  efforts  than  were  his  ])ro-

fessional  (and  scientific*)  colleagues.

Although  the  writer  personally  knew  Fred  Thompson

only  during  the  last  six  years  of  his  life,  the  memory  of

the  man  will  stand,  not  only  on  his  scientific  contribu-

tions,  l)ut  on  his  unl'orgettal)le  })ersonality  as  well.  His

Interest  in  people  partook  both  of  their  foibles  and  their

serious  endeax  oi's  and  he  was  always  ready  with  an  anec-

dote  in  either  \ein.  This  made  him  a  delightful  com-

panion  in  the  field  and  eased  the  disappointments  so  oiten

ex[)erienced  in  unsuccessl'ul  collecting  in  unfamiliar  lo-

calities.  In  ])ursuit  of  new  finds,  despite  liiiling  health  in

his  later  years,  Fred's  energy  and  cheerful  ])ersistence  in
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tlic  field  were  n  source  of  inspiration  to  youn^jer  eoni-

])anions.

lVM'lia{)s,  uboxe  all,  tor  those  wlio  knew  Frederick

Thompson  as  an  amateur  paleontologist,  he  will  be  re-
membered  most  elearlv  tor  his  selflessness,  his  ijenerositv

and  his  intense  de\'otion  to  his  chosen  field  of  scientific

interest.

Species  named  i/i  Jiouor  of  1^^  red  crick  O.  Thonipsoji

Ak(  Tixrins  tiu»mpsoni  Miller  Sj'  Vukleshtti/  in  Journ.  I*a]e<»nt.  I  S
(l9l  ,S()k

M  A(  U()STA(  MVA  TnoMrsoNii  Darrd/i  in  Rot,  Miis.  Leafl.  i  larvard

Mkdii.losa  'I'lioMrsoMi  Andreses  in  Ann.  Mo,  Rot.  Card.  3'2  (uUj)
'yi\'.

Mksowf.on  TiioMi'soNii  Traverse  in  Am.  Journ.  Rot.  37  (l05())  3'J  k

Si'HKXosrHoiiL's  Tmomi^sonm  I.eviitati  t^*  Ihtrghoorn  in  Am.  Journ.  Rot.
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