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In 1985, I first met with a young remote sensing lecturer from 
the Nanjing Institute of Forestry (now Nanjing Forestry 
University) in a seminar given by Professor Bill Havens at 
Nanjing University. The seminar was sponsored by the Techn­
ology Training Department (based at Peking University) of the 
National Remote Sensing Center of China (which has ceased 
functioning in the area of remote sensing and has been renamed 
as International Collaboration Center in 2024). Bill Havens was 
a computer scientist specializing on artificial intelligence (AI) 
in the Department of Computer Science at the University of 
British Columbia. His trip from Canada to China was sup­
ported by the International Development Research Centre of 
Canada, an international research aid organization based in 
Ottawa. Havens was commissioned to deliver technological 
training in China, which included a few talks on AI and com­
puter vision in Beijing, Nanjing, and Shanghai. I served as the 
translator during Havens’ talk at Nanjing University. In the 
1980s, it was common that when a foreign expert presented a 
seminar, teachers and students from relevant programs in mul­
tiple local universities gathered together to listen. Out of many 
attendants, Ruiliang was one of the only few I remembered 
during that seminar. He left me with an impression of an always 
smiling face.

Having grown up in a water-rich village in Jiangyin County 
of Wuxi City in Jiangsu Province, Ruiliang had been a part of 
the first batch of college students after the Cultural Revolution 
(participated in the national college entrance exam in 1977 and 
entered college in early 1978). He studied forestry at Nanjing 
Institute of Forestry. Due to his excellent academic standing 
and after completion of his 4-year college studies, in 1982, he 
continued to become part of the first group of graduate students 
specializing on forest remote sensing under the supervision of 
Professor Youqing Fang, a pioneer remote sensing professor at 
Nanjing Institute of Forestry. Ruiliang remained in his alma 
mater to be a young lecturer in remote sensing after receiving 
his master’s degree in 1985.

In 1990, I had the pleasure of working with Ruiliang as a 
colleague when he was accepted as a visiting scholar in Professor 
John Miller’s lab at York University. He came under a scholar 
exchange program between the sister provinces of Jiangsu, 
China and Ontario, Canada.

In the 1980s, Professor John Miller, an optical physicist, was 
probably the only professor working on hyperspectral remote 
sensing in Canada. He was among the initial developers of the 
Fluorescence Linear Imager (FLI), one of the first imaging spec­
trometers in the world. Specifically, he applied FLI to study forest 
health, particularly mineral stress on plants in certain geological 
regions in Northern Ontario [1]. At that time, hyperspectral 

remote sensing of forest was 
considered a new frontier. 
In 1990, Miller’s group had 3 
research scientists, one was 
Jim Freemantle, who special­
ized on the data processing 
of FLI; the second was Benoit 
Rivard, specializing on hyper­
spectral remote sensing of 
mineral geology; and the 
third was myself, special­
izing on forest hyperspectral remote sensing. Ruiliang, who spe­
cialized on forest remote sensing, was naturally attracted to York 
University to study hyperspectral remote sensing application in 
forestry.

In John Miller’s lab, Ruiliang Pu, another visitor, Yoshio 
Awaya from Japan, and I worked in the same team with techni­
cal support from Jim Freemantle to apply hyperspectral 
remote sensing in forest studies. One of the primary proj­
ects we participated in was the Oregon Transect Ecosystem 
Research funded by NASA. Prominent scholars such as Dick 
Waring, Steve Running, Pamela Matson, Alan Strahler, and 
Carol Wessman, among others, were all principal investigators 
on this project. It was a highly interdisciplinary team involving 
ecologists, ecosystem modelers, physicists, and geographers. 
The 4 abovementioned Miller lab members participated in field 
trips in Oregon and a project conference held in NASA Ames 
Research Center down in Menlo Park, California. This collabo­
ration resulted in our group being the first to extract leaf area 
index of a forest with hyperspectral remote sensing data, as 
demonstrated in a series of papers [2–5].

My collaboration with Ruiliang did not end after my short 
stay at York. In 1991, I took up an assistant professor position 
in the Department of Surveying Engineering at the University 
of Calgary. Ruiliang joined my research group in 1992 aiming 
for doctoral studies in Calgary. He would have become the first 
doctoral graduate from my lab. However, he quit his doctoral 
program shortly after 1 month of enrolling in the University of 
Calgary and returned back to his home institute in Nanjing, at 
the call of his wife expressing the wishes of the leadership of 
his alma mater for him to return. Soon after returning back to 
Nanjing, he had a general feeling of discomfort and wanted to 
re-join my group in Calgary. Based on our productive collabo­
ration, I supported him to return back to Calgary as a visiting 
scholar in the fall of 1993. During his Berkeley times, he reg­
istered into the PhD program in the Chinese Academy of 
Sciences supervised by Professor Huadong Guo and myself in 
the late 1990s. He earned his PhD in 2000. Ruiliang had worked 
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as a key member of my lab until 2006 when he left Berkeley in 
a short transition in the University of Maryland with Professor 
Zhanqing Li, followed by taking up a faculty position in the 
University of South Florida, where he spent the rest of his life 
until he passed away in 2023 at an early age of 67.

In daily life, Ruiliang organized himself in good order. He 
often rode his bike to office from his Albany home. He was one 
of the earliest to arrive at the office and left the office regularly 
late in the day. He worked day and nights. He was proactive. 
Anything he touched upon would have good quality and stable 
results. He was a quick learner, and highly efficient on producing 
good-quality research results and publications. He not only was 
self-driven, but also set an excellent example to lab members.

Since our Oregon field trip in 1991, we had traveled many 
times into the field. We fabricated a handheld spectrometer and 
took it to measure tree spectrum over and over again in the 
Blodgett Field Experiment Station and other sites in the Sierra 
Nevada mountains and its western foothills. We were the first 
to use hyperspectral data to separate conifer species of the Sierra 
Nevada [6,7]. We traveled together to Argentina on a NASA 
Science Validation Project [8,9]. He was always the one to get 
everyone well prepared for the entire trip. We drove thousands 
of miles together in the California territory. Many lab members, 
students, postdocs, and visiting scholars benefited from his field 
experiences. Among those are now Professors Peijun Shi, Jin 
Chen, Yongwei Sheng, Ming Xu, Bing Xu, Le Wang, Qi Chen, 
Qian Yu, Yongqian Tian, Xin Miao, and Nick Clinton.

From an outstanding undergraduate student to a distin­
guished scholar, Ruiliang had contributed to the profession of 
remote sensing. He helped advance the field of hyperspectral 
remote sensing. He was among the first in the world to extract 
forest leaf area index using hyperspectral remotely sensed data 
[2]. He concentrated on vegetation remote sensing. He pub­
lished the world’s first hyperspectral remote sensing textbook 
that is widely read by thousands of students [10]. From Google 
Scholar Citations, we can see a list of 195 papers, book chapters, 
and books he published with over 11,000 citations (https://
scholar.google.com/citations?hl=en&user=O6rXzK4AAAAJ).

Hundreds of students from all over the world took his remote 
sensing courses. He was a great teacher, patient, clear, and respon­
sible. From his humorous presenting style, I can imagine how much 
enjoyment his students would have gotten from his teaching.

Among the various services he provided to the scientific com­
munity, an important role he played was the Executive Editor of 
the journal Geographic Information Sciences. The journal was 
founded in 1994 at Berkeley, which served as the community 
journal of the Chinese Professionals of Geographic Information 
System. Due to the lack of financial support, the journal 
Geographic Information Sciences was edited and typeset in my 
lab in the first few years. He assisted me in handling the daily 
operations of this journal, including sending papers out for 
review. Following the acceptance of each paper, he managed the 
editing and typesetting tasks after the first issue of the journal.

Ruiliang collaborated with many colleagues in China. He 
used his vacation time to work in various institutes in China. 
For example, he worked with colleagues from Beijing Academy 
of Agriculture and Forestry Sciences (e.g., Yang et al. [11]), the 
Institute of Remote Sensing Applications of the Chinese 
Academy of Sciences (e.g., Zhao et al. [12]), Hohai University 
(e.g., Wang et al. [13]), Capital Normal University (e.g., Gong 
et al. [14]), Ningbo University (e.g., Li et al. [15]), Northeast 
University (Ma et al. [16]), and Northeast Institute of Geography 

and Agroecology of the Chinese Academy of Sciences (e.g., 
Ren et al. [17]), among others. He contributed to the improve­
ment of remote sensing technology in China. He also contrib­
uted to the Journal of Remote Sensing by serving on its editorial 
board. In addition, he published papers in this journal with 
insightful reviews (Pu [18] and Pu in this issue [19]).

Ruiliang had a great personality. He was humorous and 
always has a smiling face. As the lab manager, he was a center 
of support in my lab at Berkeley. He helped everyone in both 
their daily and academic lives. He and his wife, Guoling Liu, 
were good cooks. Lab members all enjoyed the delicious food 
they brought to parties.

I am deeply saddened to have lost a great human, a lovely 
friend, and a great remote sensing scientist. I am fortunate to 
have met and worked with such a fantastic individual. Although 
a great master left us in this physical world, I am sure his books 
and his articles will be read, and his thoughts will be learned 
by generations to come!
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