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TRIBUTE TO ROBERTO VASQUEZ CHAVEZ,
BOLIVIAN ORCHIDOLOGIST

ADOLFO MORENO

World Wildlife Foundation, Bolivia ¢ riopalo1962@yahoo.com

A little more than a year after his death, the Senate
of the Plurinational State of Bolivia paid a tribute to
Roberto Vasquez Chavez, the main scholar of the
orchids of that country.

The recognition was given to Don Roberto’s
family in a beautiful ceremony held in the library of
the French Alliance of Santa Cruz de la Sierra, Bolivia,
where presentations were made about his work, both
in orchids and bromeliads and Amaryllidaceae,
concluding with the give of the recognition from the
Senate by Senator Juan José Ric Riera.

Born in Cochabamba on December 7, 1941, with a
bachelor degree and studies in business administration
in that city and in the United States, respectively,
Roberto Vasquez was essentially a self-taught in
botany. His interest in the biological sciences began in
Santa Cruz under the influence of the great Bolivian
botanist Martin Cardenas, and was complemented by
the opportunity of frequent field trips to visit and take
care of some pineapple plantations that his family
had in the tropical region of Cochabamba, where the

high precipitation, broad altitudinal variation, and the
presence of cloud forests have led to the development
of a very diverse epiphytic flora. This richness is now
seriously threatened by the progress of deforestation,
which makes even more relevant the appropriate
studies of orchids, bromeliads, cacti and passifloras
made by him.

His fundamental work in the study of Bolivian
orchids was emphasized by all speakers, recognizing
him as an active explorer, a great botanical
illustrator, and a dedicated scholar who managed
to establish contact with the main international
specialists. Several of them nurtured him in scientific
information, and at the same time they were nurtured
with native material from Bolivia, both in the form
of herbarium specimens and exquisite photographs,
establishing an affectionate and at the same time
professional relationship of exchange that resulted
in the discovery of hundreds of species new to
science.

With 225 genera recorded to date, the orchid flora
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of Bolivia is one of the least explored and known
in the continent. Although there are estimated to be
at least two thousand native species in the country,
currently only 1,271 species are recorded, of which
35% (440 species) are endemic. Many of them have
been identified in the last 40 years, and Roberto
Vasquez’ contribution has been fundamental to this
aim, having contributed to the record of 185 species.
It is safe to say that almost 15% of the orchid species
of Bolivia have been known thanks to his work. Of
these, 25 species have been dedicated to him with
the epithet vasquezii, and a new genus, Vasqueziella,
was created in his honor, recognizing its discovery of
Vasqueziella boliviana.

Roberto Vasquez was remembered with much
affection by his friends, and precisely his cultivation
of friendship was highlighted by everyone, including
Dr. Carlyle Luer, who sent a message read at the
event, which in its most outstanding part reads:
“Roberto Vasquez was one of our closest friends.

He was the one who introduced us to Bolivia and
made our many visits to his country successful, the

first having happened in 1978. The Lepanthes and

the Stelis of Bolivia could not have been produced
without his support.”

Dedicated to dairy farming in the last years of his
life, Don Roberto was confined to his hacienda Colpa
Mesa where he continued his research work, which
did not cease despite the health problems he had to
face until his death in August 2015.

As one of his friends and collaborators, I received
from him a great support whenever [ wanted to publish
a journalistic or historical article on the explorations
and the orchid and bromelias discoveries in which we
were involved. As a grateful knowledger of his great
generosity to transmit his knowledge, his unwavering
will to organize the Bolivian Society of Botany,
and his hospitality to receive us frequently at home,
in my own name and of his beloved family I thank
LANKESTERIANA the space dedicated to his memory.

HOMENAJE A ROBERTO VASQUEZ CHAVEZ,
ORQUIDEOLOGO BOLIVIANO

ADOLFO MORENO
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Transcurrido poco mas de un afo de su
fallecimiento, el Senado del Estado Plurinacional
de Bolivia rindié merecido homenaje a don Roberto
Vasquez Chavez, principal estudioso de las orquideas
de ese pais.

El reconocimiento fue entregado a la familia
de don Roberto en un bonito acto realizado en la
biblioteca de la Alianza Francesa de Santa Cruz de
la Sierra, Bolivia, donde se hicieron presentaciones
sobre su obra, tanto en orquideas como en
bromelidceas y amarilidaceas, concluyendo con la
entrega del reconocimiento del Senado a cargo del
Senador Juan José Ric Riera.

Nacido en Cochabamba el 7 de
de 1941, con estudios de bachillerato y en
administracion de empresas cursados en esa ciudad
y en los Estados Unidos, respectivamente, don
Roberto Vasquez fue esencialmente un autodidacta
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en la botanica. Su interés por las ciencias bioldgicas
comenzd en la ciudad del valle bajo el influjo del
gran botanico boliviano don Martin Céardenas,
y se complementd gracias a la oportunidad de
salir frecuentemente al campo a visitar y hacerse
cargo de unas plantaciones de pina que su familia
tenia en el tropico cochabambino, donde las altas
precipitaciones, la gran variante altitudinal y la
presencia de bosques de neblina han propiciado el
desarrollo de una flora epifitica muy diversa, misma
que se encuentra actualmente muy amenazada por
el avance de la deforestacion, lo que hace todavia
mas relevantes los oportunos estudios de orquideas,
bromelias, cactus y pasifloras realizados por él.

Su obra en el estudio de las orquideas fue
fundamentalmente destacada por todos los oradores,
reconociéndosele como un activo explorador, un gran
ilustrador botanico, y un dedicado estudioso que logrd
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establecer contacto con los principales especialistas
internacionales, de quienes se nutrié en informacion
cientifica y a quienes alimentd con material nativo
de Bolivia, tanto de herbario como fotogréfico,
estableciendo una afectuosa y a la vez profesional
relacion de intercambio de la que resultaron centenas
de especies nuevas para la ciencia.

Con 225 géneros registrados a la fecha, la flora
orquideoldgica de Bolivia es una de las menos
exploradas y conocidas del continente. Aunque se
estima que debe haber al menos unas dos mil especies
nativas del pais, actualmente se tienen registradas
solamente 1.271 especies, de las cuales un 35 %
(440 especies) son endémicas. Gran parte de ellas
han sido identificadas en los ultimos 40 afios y, para
ello, la intervencion de don Roberto Vasquez ha sido
fundamental, habiendo contribuido al registro de 185
especies, es decir que casi el 15 % de las especies del
pais han sido conocidas gracias a su trabajo. De estas,
25 especies le han sido dedicadas nombrandolas
con el epiteto vasquezii, y un género nuevo,
Vasqueziella, fue creado en su honor, reconociendo
su descubrimiento de Vasqueziella boliviana.

Don Roberto Vasquez fue recordado con mucho
cariflo por sus amigos, y precisamente su cultivo de
la amistad fue destacado por todos, entre ellos el Dr.

Carlyle Luer, que mandé un mensaje que fue leido
en el evento y que en su parte mas sobresaliente dice
(traduccion): “Roberto Vasquez file uno de nuestros
amigos mds cercanos. El fue quien nos introdujo
a Bolivia e hizo que nuestras muchas visitas a su
pais fuesen exitosas, la primera habiendo ocurrido
en 1978. Los Lepanthes y los Stelis de Bolivia no
podrian haber sido producidos sin su apoyo”.

Dedicado a la ganaderia lechera en los tltimos
aflos de su vida, don Roberto se recluyd en su
hacienda Colpa Mesa donde continué con sus
trabajos de investigacion, que no cesaron a pesar de
los problemas de salud que tuvo que enfrentar hasta
su fallecimiento, ocurrido en agosto del afio 2015.

Como amigo y colaborador suyo recibi de su
parte un gran apoyo cada vez que quise publicar algiin
articulo periodistico o cronica de las exploraciones
y descubrimientos de orquideas o bromelias en
las que estuvimos involucrados. Como agradecido
conocedor de su gran generosidad para transmitir
sus conocimientos, de su inquebrantable voluntad
para organizar la Sociedad Boliviana de Botanica,
y de su hospitalidad para recibirnos frecuentemente
en su casa, en nombre propio y de su querida familia
agradezco a LANKESTERIANA el espacio que dedica a su
memoria.
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