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IN MEMORIAM 

Obituary 

Huw Idwaf Griffiths 
1958-2002 

Huw idwal Griffiths was born to Martha and idwal 
Griffiths in Louth, Lincolnshire, England, on 14 May 
1958, twelve years the junior of his sister, Sue. He 
passed away peacefully in hospital in Hull on 12 june 
2002, only one month after he was diagnosed with an 
advanced cancer of the oesophagus. While suffering in-
creasing medical problems and associated exhaustion 
which had dogged him since the previous autumn, pre-
venting him from being as active a member of the sci-
entific community as lie would normally have been, he 
made a supreme effort to the end to adopt his usual 
ebullient character and hide his illness from all but 
those closest to him. His absolute dedication to his work 
is evinced most in his determination to complete his 
current teaching duties; having managed against the 
odds to finish his lecture courses, he then proceeded to 
entertain himself when at last confined to home by 
marking exam papers only two weeks before his death. 
Huw is survived by his wife Dr. Jane M. Reed, a spe-
cialist in diatom analysis, and by their three year old son 
Thomas, who takes very much after his father. 

Huw's keen interest in nature, and animals in par-
ticular, developed early on during his childhood. He 
was a regular visitor to the local pet shop, and had an 
alarming habit of bringing home the carcasses of reptiles 
and other vertebrates to examine and sometimes even 
dissect. It was not until later in life that the opportunity 
arose to pursue these interests. After secondary school, 
Huw opted out of university and spent many years going 
from job to job in search of a purpose in life. He was, 
amongst other things, a guitarist and singer-songwriter in 
a band, an interior decorator for BBC television shows 
and a menial worker in a sausage factory. This wander-
ing period probably contributed to Huw's colourful 
character, which made him a unique personality as well 
as an indisputable authority in the scientific community. 
It was at the age of 27 that he chose zoology as his fu-
ture career, obtaining a first class BSc Hons degree in 
zoology from the University of Wales in June 1988. 
During his undergraduate training Huw was known by 
his supervisor (with whom he remained in touch until 
his death) for his boundless enthusiasm, while his out-
standing academic merit was reflected in the receipt of 
the Edith Sheppard and Tattersali Exhibition Awards for 
best second year work in Zoology and for final year re-
search, respectively. As a promising young scientist 
Huw continued his studies at the University of Wales 

where he received an MPhil in April 1992 with a thesis 
entitled "The conservation status of the Eurasian badger 
{Meles meles L , 7758) (Carnivora, Mustelidae) in west-
em Europe". Not content with this, however, Huw em-
barked on his PhD research whilst still working on the 
MPhil, completing his thesis on freshwater ostracod 
crustacea in May 1995 (University of Wales) entitled: 
"The application of freshwater Ostracoda to the recon-
struction of Late Quaternary Palaeoenvironments in 
North-western Europe". The PhD and MPhil research 
were carried out while Huw was employed as a Re-
search Technician at the School of Pure & Applied Biol-
ogy, University of Wales College of Cardiff (1988-1989), 
a Research Assistant at the School of History & Archae-
ology at the same University (1989-1992), and a Re-
search Associate at the Department of Genetics, Univer-
sity of Leeds (1992-1995). Huw then succeeded in ob-
taining a permanent lectureship in September 1995 in 
the Department of Geography, University of Hull, being 
promoted to Senior Lecturer in October 2000. 

Huw during the post-conference excursion to Škocjan-
ske jame Cave. Exploratory Workshop "Pattern and 
Process in the Balkan Biodiversity". September 2001. 
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Huw's last years in Hull were a happy period in his 
life. After so many years of tensions, pressures and un-
certainties, he finally settled down and, even more im-
portantly, established a family, which remained the fo-
cus of his private life. Equally, Huw was very relaxed at 
work and enjoyed the company of his colleagues and 
students in Hull. He was the mainstay of a dynamic re-
search group of colleagues, external collaborators and 
students involved both in the field of environmental 
change in aquatic ecosystems and that of mammalian 
conservation. In addition, he loved teaching and en-
joyed working with enthusiastic students. I was in per-
sonal contact with several of Huw's undergraduate and 
postgraduate students. They not only regarded him as a 
brilliant and inspirational lecturer, but simply loved him. 
As a supervisor, he gave students complete academic 
freedom but supported them tremendously whenever 
necessary. Huw's approach to lecturing was as to a the-
atrical performance, while at the same time ensuring 
that the scientific content was impeccable. As an ebul-
lient and energetic man, strongly committed to the pur-
suit of academic excellence, Huw was prepared to 
spend long hours advising and counselling students at 
both undergraduate and postgraduate levels, which was 
deeply appreciated by them. Huw's breadth of interests 
is reflected well in the range of PhD arid MPhil theses he 
supervised: "CIS mapping of brown bear distributions in 
Slovenia" (Deborah Wilson), "Status and management of 
the terrestrial vertebrate fauna of Dominica" (Kelvin 
Alie), "Status and conservation of the bats (Chiroptera) of 
Jamaica" (Andrea Donaldson), "Anthropozoological 
studies of the effects of ethnic hunting on the fauna of 
the Gran Chacos, Paraguay, with particular reference to 
armadillos" (Silvia Frutos), "The effects of "set aside" on 
small mammal communities" (Jodie Jones), and "Behav-
ioural studies of the flying fox, Pteropus sp." (Alaric 
Smith), "The basis of ostracod shell chemistry in palaeo-
climatic reconstruction" (Kevin Keatings), "The conser-
vation status of selected Turkish RAMSAR lake sites" 
(Sandra Ryan), and "Night survey for crayfish in the river 
Wharfe, Yorkshire" (Stephanie Peay). Huw had also 
been given many administrative responsibilities and, in 
the Head of Department's own words, had "responded 
superbly", in spite of the fact that, due perhaps to his 
strong professionalism and a seriousness about: his work, 
he disliked much of this "university nonsense" which 
could waste valuable time spent on more meaningful 
tasks. 

Unlike many scientists, Huw was renowned for the 
diversity and breadth of his interests, which often gave 
him a novel outlook on how best to tackle a scientific 
problem. As noted, these spanned a range of fields from 
mammalian ecology to freshwater biology and extended 
in recent times to combining pure and social scientific 
approaches to solving complex issues. Within this, his 
major specialisation was to combine modern and an-

cient dataseis from species with excellent fossil records 
(notably mammals and ostracod crustaceans) to eluci-
date long-timescale evolutionary and biogeographic 
patterns, and to use these as analogues in modelling the 
effects of rapid modern environmental and climate 
change. The use of freshwater ostracods for the recon-
struction of Quaternary palaeoenvironment.s and recent 
environmental histories involved studies of both modern 
and fossil faunas, and also the construction of experi-
mental studies to examine carbon and oxygen isotope 
uptake in the shells of living ostracods. To achieve these 
goals, Huw collaborated intensively in multi-proxy, in-
ter-disciplinary research with scientists from the UK 
(Melanie Leng, Neil Roberts, Mick Frogley, jane Reed 
and others), Germany (Antje Schwalb), Spain (Francesc 
Mezquita-juanes), Turkey (Selguk Altrnsa^li), and Slove-
nia (Lovrenc Lipej, Anton Brancelj, and many more). 
Huw's genuine interest in the use of matched modern 
and fossil dataseis to elucidate ecological and evolu-
tionary responses to environmental and climatic change 
in various animal species resulted in additional collabo-
ration with geneticists from the UK (G. R. Carvalho, 
Angus Davison) and abroad. Finally, recent collabora-
tion with social scientists in Hull (Andy Dawson, David 
Sibley) had led Huw to become involved with issues 
related to society and animals, and how animals are 
perceived by and interact with humans. 

It is hard to imagine that someone who started his 
scientific career relatively Sate and died so young as 
Huw did, could achieve such mastery of so many differ-
ent fields of biology. During his short scientific career, 
Huw had a prodigious research output; he had become 
a recognised leading authority on the use of freshwater 
Ostracoda in palaeoecological work and biological 
monitoring and, equally, was well known for his work 
on carnivores. With the publication of an edited volume 
on mustelid carnivores (Griffiths, 2000) and a co-
authored volume on non-marine Ostracods and Quater-
nary Palaeoenvironments (Griffiths & Holme, 2000), his 
academic visibility had increased substantially in recent 
years. What is particularly sad is that Huw did not have 
time enough to develop fully as a scientist. He died full 
of ideas and plans and right in the middle of a pile of 
unfinished work. In spite of Huw's spectacular scientific 
career and impressive bibliography, he had certainly not 
yet achieved the peak which was promised by his work 
to date and by his brilliant mind. 

Huw's interest in vertebrate biology was broad, as he 
refused to be restricted to any particular taxonomic 
group, geographic region or topic. His related publica-
tions ranged from amphibian histology and physiology 
(possibly reminiscent of his schoolboy's interest in dis-
secting dead animals) to various aspects of mammalogy. 
Particularly outstanding was his contribution to mustelid 
conservation and evolutionary biology. He studied this 
topic at various scales, from molecular biology at one 

114 



ANNALES • Ser. hist. nat. • 12 • 2002 • 1 
¡NMtWiORIAM, 1 13-123 

level to human-carnivore interactions at another. The 
European badger was perhaps his favourite, followed by 
the marble polecat (Huw's contributions to the better 
understanding of a little known marbled polecat Vor-
mela peregusna resulted in him to be appointed a co-
chair for the 1UCN Vormela group), polecats, pine mar-
ten, and the European mink. As was characteristic of 
Huw's entire scientific, output, his research in mustelids 
was original, full of fresh ideas and consequently 
stimulating for scientists and conservationists. The re-
sults of his MPhil Thesis on the conservation status of 
the Eurasian badger in western Europe have been pub-
lished as several original scientific papers, while the the-
sis in its entirety served as the basis for the Report to the 
Permanent Committee of the Convention on the Con-
servation of European Wildlife and Natural Habitats at 
the Council of Europe. This monograph, which ap-
peared in English and in French, is of fundamental im-
portance to the conservation of badgers in Europe and 
remains a prime example of how such a topic should be 
approached. In recent years he had become very at-
tracted by the phylogenetic relationships, hybridisation 
and associated conservational issues related to various 
Musfefa species (M. pu tor i us, M. eversmanni, M, lu-
treoia, M. vison, M. furo), which required expertise in 
molecular biology, Huw's reputation resulted in his be-
ing an invited member of Small Carnívora IUCN Species 
Survival Commissions {he also served on the Captive 
Breeding, and Inland Waters Crustacea Groups) and he 
was Associate Editor of the Small Carnivore Conserva-
tion {previously Mustelid and Viverrid Conservation), the 
official newsletter of the group. In addition to the man-
aging editor Harry Van Rompaey, Huw was the key-
stone of the newsletter and was tireless in correcting 
manuscripts sent by non-English speakers and also in 
looking up references. When Roland Wirth, the former 
Chairman of the small carnivore group, decided to step 
down, F'iuw was willing to take over also this responsi-
bility in spite of his numerous obligations. In the April 
2002 issue of Small Carnivore Conservation (No. 26) 
Huw as a new chairman formulated priorities for further 
activities. The tragedy is that his obituary was published 
only six months later, in the October 2002 issue. 

Huw was one of the leading international authority 
on Quaternary freshwater ostracods. in this case, i feel 
that Huw was less interested in the animals themselves 
(as opposed to his devotion to musteiids), than in their 
value as proxy indicators for past environmental change. 
This is reflected in his most recent monograph, on re-
constructing Quaternary Palaeoenvironments from non-
marine ostracod assemblages (Griffiths & Holmes, 
2000), which synthesised a huge amount of work. De-
termined to stabilise taxonomy and nomenclature in or-
der to make palaeoenvironmental, biostratigraphic and 
palaeobiogeographic studies comparable, Huw had also 
previously compiled an enormous amount of informa-

tion on European Quaternary freshwater ostracods and 
published it in monographic form (Griffiths, 1996), in-
cluding many papers published in obscure journals and 
written in various European languages. In addressing the 
complex issue of reconstructing past environmental 
change, he was particularly interested in comparing fos-
sil data from a variety of proxies (ostracods, diatoms, 
pollen, stable isotopes, molecular), and in using modern 
biological data as a tool for improving interpretation. 
This was aimed not only at reconstructing processes op-
erating in the past, but also at applying this knowledge 
to the conservation of modern environments. His study 
of Macedonian Lake Dojran is a prime example. This 
relatively small water body, located in the arid south-
eastern corner of Macedonia, had suffered recently from 
a reduction in lake levels which had had a major impact 
on the ecosystem as well as on the economy of the en-
tire region. Huw enthusiastically organised an interna-
tional research group of scientists from the UK and Ma-
cedonia, successfully sought funding and organised the 
research. Again, his premature death did not allow him 
to finish the project in its entirety. However, his paper 
on the results of the first coring expedition (Griffiths et 
ai, 2001) indicates how carefully the project had been 
planned. 

Evidently, Huw was much attracted by complex is-
sues and one of his last projects was to bring together 
key workers from different fields concerned with Balkan 
biodiversity. To this end he co-organised with myself a 
successful exploratory workshop "Pattern and Process in 
Balkan Biodiversity", which was sponsored by the Euro-
pean Science Foundation and the Ministry of Science 
and Research of the Republic of Slovenia. The meeting 
succeeded in highlighting major shortfalls in our current 
understanding of the subject. Following the meeting 
Huw was, as usual, full of ideas on how to overcome 
this, and was intent on organising a major broad-based, 
international research project to elucidate patterns of 
Balkan biodiversity, a project which would have been, 
in his own words, 'a testimony to my life's work'. We 
suspect that this gap will remain open, since nobody but 
Huw could possess a sufficiently broad scientific back-
ground and organisational skills to undertake such a 
demanding task. 

Huw's reputation resulted in him being an invited 
international delegate, invited speaker, organiser and 
convenor, and member of the organising committee for 
numerous international meetings. His contribution was 
invariably original, stimulating to other participants and 
highly above average. Huw served the academic com-
munity also as an assessor for grant applications from 
national research councils from the UK, Spain, Slovenia 
and Croatia, as a frequent peer reviewer for various bi-
ology and palaeoecology journals and as a PhD exam-
iner at the universities of Valencia (Spain), Hull and 
York. He was also a Fellow of the Linnean Society of 
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London (FLS; since 1988), Chartered Biologist (CBiol) 
and Member of the institute of Biology fMlBioi; since 
1992), a Committee Member of the I8C Biogeography 
Research Croup (2000 on), and a member of many 
learned societies (Royal Geographical Society, Mammal 
Society of the British Isles, Biogeography Research 
Group, Quaternary Research Association, Systematica 
Association, Society for Conservation Biology, etc.), 

Huw also served on the editorial boards of four sci-
entific journals: Annates (Annals for Istrian & Mediterra-
nean Studies), folia Zoologica, Small Carnivore Conser-
vation (Associate Editor), and Scopolia. To this end H u w 
invested an enormous amount of work and time on im-
proving the quality of written English for manuscripts by 
non-native English speakers. The editorial board of the 
Annales will miss him deeply also from this point of 
view. 

Although science dominated every aspect of Huw's 
mind, and was, besides his family, the most important 
issue in his entire life, he was by no means a boring and 
narrow-minded scholar. He understood life well, had 
experienced many things in his previous life and had a 
strong sense of humour which could often be abrasive 
but was always well meant. Many of us liked and ap-
preciated collaborating with him. It was not only his 
broad and deep knowledge of the life sciences and his 
skill in writing scientific papers which made Huw an 
exceptional partner. Of no less importance were his 
friendly approach and his reputation for playing fair. 
Huw's deep and genuine concern for people is reflected 
in the manner in which those students with medical or 
mental problems often flocked to him for support in 
preference to other lecturers. Huw was always willing to 
help, no matter whether problems were personal or 
academic. He was a good listener and his comments, 
suggestions and advice were all wise. Huw was also ca-
pable of judging his scientific achievements objectively, 
but not in an egocentric way, and respected work done 
by others no less than his own. 

Huw worked hard, starting early and working late, 
and rarely sitting and doing nothing. There was always a 
book in his hands or a heap of paper in front of him. He 
did a tremendous amount of work for his colleagues and 
friends by commenting on manuscripts and improving 
written English. In spite of his workaholic lifestyle, Huw 
threw himself with equal enthusiasm into his social life, 
making a point of allowing time for relaxation with mu-
sic and a bottle. Both at work and at home he did not 
pay much attention to formalities and was renowned for 
his crumpled T-shirts and shapeless pullovers, which 
accompanied him not only on field work but also to im-
portant meetings with the university authorities or other 
senior figures. Even in parts of the world where scientists 
are judged by such formalities rather than by their aca-
demic qualifications, however, I never heard anyone 
protest since Huw's reputation was simply indisputable. 

Conversely, Huw himself evaluated people solely on the 
basis of their scientific merit and personality, rather than 
on their official title. In personal terms, Fluw treated 
technical assistants in the same way as their managers, a 
trait which was, again, uncommon in many of the re-
gions in which he was working. Huw always did his 
best to understand the cultural and historical back-
ground of locals and to respect this in every way. He 
was also very keen to master at least a few phrases in 
the language of the country he was staying in, both to 
make communication easier and also as a mark of re-
spect. 

To get a more complete picture of Huw, one needs 
also to consider his ethical standards in research work. 
He never regarded animals simply as tools or scientific 
objects; he disliked scarifying living creatures for scien-
tific purposes, for example, and always took as little as 
possible when it was unavoidable. Huw adhered to 
these standards strictly, whether it be a carnivore or an 
ostracod at issue. Conservation biology filled an impor-
tant part of both his private and professional activities. 
Although Huw perceived the biodiversity crisis as his 

Huw preparing for field work on Lake Dojran. Summer 
1997. 
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own personal tragedy, and did the best he could to-
wards the conservation of species, he did not accept 
green fundamentalism. Being capable of evaluating the 
situation more objectively, Huw did not approve the 
ban on fox hunting in the UK, for example. This was not 
simply because he considered fox hunting to be ethi-
cally acceptable, but rather because he believed the 
benefits of maintaining the landscape for fox hunting 
outweighed the disadvantages associated with the sport. 

Huw had long been closely associated with Slove-
nian science, since his first visit to the country in summer 
1992. His strongest collaboration was with the vertebra-
tologists from the Slovenian Museum of Natural History, 
but he was also in touch with a number of other re-
searchers with shared interests. Since he found hunters 
well organised into a national hunter's association (in 
contrast to the UK), he developed a keen interest in the 
functioning of this body, the problems it was facing and 
the possibilities for increasing awareness of nature con-
servation issues amongst its members. Optimistic as he 
was, Huw believed firmly that as many groups of people 
as possible should be actively involved in conservation. 
Thus, although not interested in hunting perse, Huw saw 
no sense in banning it so long as it was based on a long 
term and sustainable population management strategy. 

Being slightly disappointed that his frequent propos-
als for upgrading the collaboration between the Slove-
nian Natural History Museum and the University of Hull 
did not receive support from the Museum's authorities, 
Huw enthusiastically joined a small research group of 
the newly-founded Institute for Biodiversity Studies at 
the Science and Research Centre of the Republic of Slo-
venia Koper from its inception in summer 2001. This 
collaboration was extremely fruitful and resulted in the 
organisation of the aforementioned "Pattern and Process 
in Balkan Biodiversity" workshop in September 2001, 
only a few months after the Institute was formed. The 
meeting was a result of joint efforts on the parts of the 
Science and Research Centre in Koper and Hull Univer-
sity. For Huw's key role in the preparation of the meet-
ing, as well as for his outstanding scientific output, the 
Science and Research Centre of the Republic of Slove-
nia Koper elected him a research associate. Huw was 
tireless in his efforts to encourage collaboration between 
British and Slovenian scientists. He sent several students 
from Hull to undertake field work in Slovenia and was 
planning more for the future; he was also very willing to 
provide facilities and training in the UK for young scien-
tists from Slovenia. Having such a brilliant scientist and 
a keen organiser for a research associate, the Institute for 
Biodiversity Studies had good reason to be optimistic 
about its future, it goes without saying how painful the 
impact of Huw's death has been to us, both at a per-
sonal level and because it ruined so many joint plans 
and prospects. The Institute lost a devoted and loyal 
friend and we know only too well that we won't ever 

meet another like him. Huw enriched our lives tremen-
dously and influenced our professional careers, and 
mine in particular. His name will continue to survive in 
science as his figure will never fade in the memory of 
those of us who have had the privilege of being his 
friend. No matter how little time we had. As a mark of 
recognition of his merit, Huw was posthumously pro-
moted to Reader in the Department of Geography, Hull, 
in October 2002. It is also likey that a new ostracod 
species will be officially named after him in the future, 
in his honour. 
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