
OLIVER GARRISON RICKETSON, JR. — 1894-1952 

OLIVER RICKETSON was born on September 19, 1894, in Pittsburgh, Pa., and 
died at Bar Harbor, Maine, on October 17, 1952. His parents were Oliver Garrison 
Ricketson, Senior, and Margaret Carnegie. 

At the age of five, Oliver was taken to Cumberland Island, Ga., which is still 
owned by the heirs of his great uncle, Andrew Carnegie. Here he spent most of 
the next eight years in an isolated world of forests, wild animals, cattle, horses, and 
colored field hands — an admirable background for his future work in the jungles 
of Central America. 

In 1907, Ricketson entered Middlesex School, where he became captain of the 
football team, graduating in 1912. At Harvard, he developed an interest in an­
thropology and was one of the first four students to take Professor Hooton's course 
in physical anthropology but, after graduating in 1916, he entered the Harvard 
Medical School. 

Upon the declaration of war in April, 1917, Ricketson immediately enlisted in 
the navy as machinist mate. He served on the patrol ship Scoter which saw no 
action. After the war, he returned to the Medical School and completed the first 
year's work, but then decided that he did not want to be a doctor. Yet his medical 
training later proved most useful in Central America where he was called on to 
deliver babies and set broken bones. 

In 1920, Ricketson went west to live with the Wetheralls who then ran trading 
posts at Flagstaff and Kayenta. With them he Cruised the Navajo reservation and 
was on the second expedition to reach the Rainbow Natural Bridge. Later he 
worked with Samuel Guernsey for the Peabody Museum, Harvard University, at 
Marsh Pass, Arizona, and with the Cartier expedition from the American Museum 
of Natural History in Arizona and Utah. 

During this period, Ricketson met the late Dr. Sylvanus G. Morley of the 
Carnegie Institution of Washington. He accompanied Morley to Central America 
in 1921 as a mule skinner, thus becoming the first and only relative who has worked 
for any Carnegie foundation. Their journey across the base of the Yucatan penin­
sula was long and arduous. Afterwards Ricketson returned to Arizona for the sum­
mer, swearing never to set foot in the tropics again. 

The following year, however, the enticement of a voyage to Tulum on the east 
coast of Yucatan brought him back in the Maya field. By this time, his talent for 
drawing and mapping had become recognized arid he was beginning to take a tech­
nical interest in archaeology. On the 1922 expedition he made detailed maps of 
Tulum and Naranjo and worked on architectural surveys. Also he visited Uaxac-
tun for the first time. After returning to the United States, he made his first voyage 
to Brazil to attend the XX International Congress of Americanists at Rio de Janeiro. 

In 1923 Ricketson returned to the jungles of the Peten with W. A. Love and 
made the first accurate latitude and longitude surveys of the Maya cities. In the 
summer, with J. A. Jeancon, he covered a large part of the Southwest for the 
National Geographic Society, collecting samples for tree-ring datings. It was Rick­
etson who conceived the idea of taking borings in ancient beams at Oraibi and 
overcame local opposition by placing turquoise offerings in them. 

(Continued on next page) 
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The next year was a busy one. After accom­
panying Frans Blom to Uaxactun, he carried 
out his first independent excavations — at Bak-
iiig Pot, British Honduras — and he ended the 
fi&d season at Chichen Itza, Yucatan, where 
the big Carnegie Institution program was get­
ting under way. He also took his M.A. at Har­
vard. 

The 1925 season again saw Ricketson at 
Chichen Itza, where he worked on repairs of 
the Caracol and the Temple of the Four Lintels 
and drawings of bas reliefs in the Northeast 
Colonnade. In August he married Miss Edith 
Hill Bayles from whom he was divorced in 
1941. They went to Europe on their honey­
moon and worked for some time in the British 
Museum. 

In 1926, the Carnegie Institution of Wash­
ington negotiated a new contract with the 
Guatemalan government which initiated many 
years of excavation at the Maya ruins called 
Uaxactun with Ricketson in charge. Today 
there is an airport and a village with a post 
office at the site. At that time there was noth­
ing, not even an adequate water supply. Every­
thing — workmen, equipment and provisions 
— had to be transported from Belize by water 
in small boats and then on foot or mule back 
through the jungle for several days. Food 
shipped from the United States had to be 
ordered long in advance and so packaged that 
mules could carry it. Houses had to be built, 
crops planted both for men and mules. Ricket­
son, with his varied experiences and talents, 
was uniquely fitted for the task of successfully 
organizing the first big archaeological excava­
tions in the tropical jungles of the New World. 

Published accounts of Uaxactun are listed in 
the appended bibliography, and subsequent re­
ports by A. L. and R. E. Smith have appeared. 
Ricketson's active leadership in the field term­
inated in 1929, when, after accompanying Col. 
Charles A. Lindbergh as observer on the pio­
neer reconnaissance of the Maya lowlands by 
plane, he moved to Guatemala City. There he 
spent a large part of the next seven years. 

There were various reasons for this move. 
Ricketson's health had been impaired by long 
years in the jungle and he clearly needed to 
live in a more equitable climate. Also, the time 
had come to start studying the artifacts un­
earthed at Uaxactun, for which purpose he 
established a laboratory, which later was ex­
panded on several occasions. Furthermore, a 
plan was to be set up for field work in the 

Highlands. Ricketson's recommendations, pub­
lished in 1931, were subsequently carried out 
for the most part by other members of the 
Carnegie Institution staff. 

The next few years were devoted largely to 
the preparation of the Uaxactun report, which 
served as a Ph.D. thesis at Harvard in 1933 but 
was not published until 1937. During this peri­
od he made reconnaissance trips to various 
parts of Guatemala. He also undertook several 
minor excavations — twice at Quirigua, also at 
Kaminaljuyu on the outskirts of Guatemala 
City and at San Agustin Acasaguastlan. 

In the spring of 1936, Ricketson left Guate­
mala for good, moving to New Mexico and, in 
the spring of 1937, to Ricketson's Point, South 
Dartmouth, Mass., where his family had lived 
for over two centuries. The following year he 
settled in Cambridge where he undertook a 
study of environmental problems bearing on 
the Maya area. In 1940 he obtained a leave of 
absence to attend to personal affairs and, after 
his divorce in 1941, he married Miss Anne 
Riggs. 

At that time Ricketson had worked for the 
Carnegie Institution of Washington longer than 
any other individual except Dr. Morley. In the 
fall of 1941, however, his long career with the 
Institution was broken under circumstances he 
resented and he decided to retire from archae­
ology. Again he moved to Ricketson's Point, 
South Dartmouth. 

During the war, in 1943, Ricketson was sent 
to Manaos, Brazil, with the imposing title of 
"Deputy Expedition Leader, Rubber Explora­
tion Defense Supplies Corporation, American 
Republics Aviation, Reconstruction Finance 
Corporation." After some time in Brazil, how­
ever, he realized that the program was of little 
value and he resigned. 

At the beginning of 1945, the Ricketsons 
moved to Boston and in April they made a trip 
to Yucatan, where they were the guests of Dr. 
S. G. Morley. Subsequently Ricketson set him­
self up as an illustrator and draftsman with an 
office in Cambridge, a business enterprise which 
was immediately successful. He illustrated 
books such as Hooton's Up From The Ape, as 
well as drawings for commercial advertising. 
Eventually, however, he again retired to South 
Dartmouth. 

In spite of his rural life, Ricketson never lost 
his basic interest in archaeology and travel. In 
1946, he delivered a series of lectures on Latin 
America under the auspices of the Boston Pub-
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lie Library. For two winters he and his wife 
cruised to Florida and back in a 36-foot motor 
sailer. His last field work was the excavation of 
a colonial fort for the Old Dartmouth Histori­
cal Society. At the time of his death, he was 
hoping to enlist with some archaeological expe­
dition to Central America for the winter of 
1953. 

It is typical of Ricketson's career as an ar­
chaeologist that he was the first in many and 
diverse achievements. He was on the first ex­
pedition devoted exclusively to the study of 
dendrochronology in the Southwest. He made 
the first adequate maps of many Maya cities 
and the -first latitude and longitude surveys 
which located them accurately. He was an ob­
server on the pioneer air-reconnaissance flight 
over the Maya lowlands. He was among the 
first to excavate at Chichen Itza, and he plan­
ned and initiated the Carnegie Institution's 
program in the Guatemalan highlands. His 
outstanding achievement was at Uaxactun 
where he excavated for years under most diffi­
cult conditions. As a result, he was one of the 
first to demonstrate the existence and nature of 
pre-classical Maya culture. 

In regard to Ricketson's personality and 
character, "He was," states Professor E. A. 
Hooton, "one of the most charming and friend­
ly men whom I have had the privilege of 
knowing. He was essentially straightforward 
and simple — in contrast to being devious and 
complicated — in his thoughts and in his be­
havior. He was, beyond most persons whom 
one knows, loyal in his relationships to his 

work and to his colleagues. His modesty was 
so marked as to constitute something of a hand­
icap in his profession. People sometimes were 
inclined to take him at his own very humble 
estimate of himself, for his capabilities were 
in fact far greater than he was ready to admit." 

Ricketson was a man of medium height, 
small boned and strongly muscled. He not only 
was an able illustrator, draftsman and surveyor 
but was dextrous with all tools. He was also an 
expert in navigating small boats as well as the 
handling and packing of mules. He was the 
most considerate travelling companion I have 
ever known, thoughtful, inventive and inde­
fatigable. These were the qualities he needed, 
for life in Central America was primitive when 
he started work. Even in the cities, food was 
poor and accommodations inadequate. Apart 
from ox carts in the cities, all transportation 
was by pack mule or horse or by tump line on 
human backs. In the bush there were no re­
sources except what an outfit carried with 
them. Ticks, fleas, malaria and dysentery were 
accepted and unpreventable evils. "To Dr. 
Ricketson's ability," wrote Dr. A. V. Kidder, 
"as an organizer and leader of expeditions into 
difficult country, and to his skill as a field ar­
chaeologist, is due a very large share of our 
present knowledge of the Maya Old Empire." * 

S. K. LOTHROP 
Peabody Museum 
Cambridge, Mass. 

1 Carnegie Institution of Washington Yearbook 41, 
p. 248. 
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