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John Gray (1941-2007): a tribute

John S tuart Gray was bo rn  in  Bolsover (near Chesterfield, 
UK) in  1941 and  w ent to  Bangor University [then the 
University College o f N orth  W ales (U C N W ), Bangor] in 
1959. U CN W  was then  a very small b u t rapidly growing 
constituent college of the University o f Wales, w ith a 
highly regarded Zoology departm ent and  a rather new 
M arine Biology Station (now  incorporated  in to  the 
School o f O cean Sciences) in  a ra ther old build ing  close 
by M enai Bridge pier. F. W. Rogers Brambell, the Profes­
sor o f Zoology, was a m am m alian  embryologist b u t had 
the b read th  of interest and  foresight to  recognize the 
m arine biological potential o f the M enai Strait and  su r­
rounding  area. H e ran  a w onderful Easter M arine Vaca­
tion  Course and had been instrum ental in  setting up the 
M arine Biology Station. W ith  m arine biologists con tribu t­
ing to  teaching, it provided a splendid opportun ity  for 
aspiring m arine biologists.

After graduating  in  Zoology (1962), John w ent to  w ork 
under the supervision o f D ennis Crisp a t the M arine Biol­
ogy Station. Crisp, w ith a background partly  in  physical 
chemistry, specialized in  barnacles and  larval settlem ent 
behaviour, and  encouraged a num erical and experim ental 
approach to  ecological problem s. Visitors to the M arine 
Biology Station com m only shared C risp’s particular in ter­
ests, b u t in  1957 included Bertil and  M artha Swedmark. 
Bertil was one o f the founder researchers on m eiofauna, 
w ho found  the area to  be excellent for it, and in  the fol­
lowing year Crisp took  on  his first doctoral studen t in  
this field, Pat Boaden. John Gray followed in  1962. John 
is rem em bered by  his contem poraries as a ra ther dashing 
young m an, w ith a sports car (any car was unusual in  
those days!) and plenty o f girlfriends; he enjoyed m usic 
and was also a good hockey player. N ot allowing him self 
to  be overly distracted by his social life, John achieved an
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outstanding PhD  thesis ‘B ehaviour and ecology o f m eso­
p sam m a  archiannelids’, w hich was aw arded the Zoologi­
cal Society o f L ondon’s T.H. Huxley Prize for the best 
thesis o f 1965.

After finishing at M enai Bridge, John was appointed  
in  1965 to  an  A ssistant Lectureship (Lectureship in 
1977) at the W ellcom e M arine Laboratory (part of 
Leeds University’s D epartm ent o f Zoology, and  now  
closed) at R obin H ood’s Bay, N orth  Yorkshire. The 
then  active laboratory  was under the direction o f Jack 
Lewis, well know n as a rocky shore ecologist, and  he 
and  John had som e outstanding graduate students in 
the late 1960s. John continued w ith his studies on  m eio­
fauna b u t expanded his interest to  include the River 
Tees estuary (then w ith the unenviable repu ta tion  as 
B ritain’s m ost polluted river). John, as th roughou t his 
life, m ade regular w orking visits abroad b u t particularly 
to  the Kristineberg M arine Laboratory in  Sweden, 
w here Swedmark was director. Kristineberg served as a 
special sum m er m eeting place for several o f the 1960s’ 
generation of m eiofauna w orkers, w ho regarded Bertil 
Swedmark as ‘le P a tron ’ in  this research field. It was a 
great place for the exchange o f ideas w hich helped 
push European m eiofaunal studies forward on a b road  
front. It was at Kristineberg tha t John m et A nita, who 
becam e his wife.

D uring  the early 1960s. O tto  K inne had  institu ted  
annual m arine biological conferences a t the Biologische 
A nstalt, Helgoland. A t first essentially G erm an, Kinne 
felt the  need to  b roaden  the participation. So, following 
consultation  w ith m arine biologists in  o ther European 
countries, the first E uropean M arine Biology Sym po­
sium  (EMBS) took  place in  H elgoland in  Septem ber 
1966, launching the successful form at th a t continues to 
this day. For som e relaxation it had  been proposed to 
hold a light-hearted com petition  betw een the partic ipat­
ing nations, b u t for w hat prize? It happened tha t du r­
ing the sum m er o f 1966 the Beatles had released an 
album  containing the song (w ritten for children!) ‘The 
Yellow Subm arine’, w hich had rapidly gone to  the top 
o f the charts. W hen a few o f the participants, including 
John, saw a toy, plastic yellow subm arine in a local 
shop w indow , they had the insp iration  to  buy  it for 
the prize. So was bo rn  the trad ition  of the Yellow Sub­
m arine com petition , w hich has enlivened every EMBS 
for over 40 years. It also provides an  insight in to  w hy 
John was n o t just a distinguished scientist b u t good 
com pany and  a popular colleague and com panion. 
W ith in  the EMBS, John’s con tribu tion  was recognized 
w hen he was elected President for the 1985-87 
triennium .

John was awarded a DSc degree by the U niversity of 
Wales in  1975. Then, the following year, he left R obin

H o o d ’s Bay to  take up the chair o f M arine Biology and 
Zoology at Oslo University, where he rem ained until his 
p rem ature death on 21st O ctober 2007. H e continued to 
w ork  in  various parts o f the w orld, including the A ntarc­
tic (from  his appo in tm en t in  N orw ay he naturally  devel­
oped an  in terest in  polar ecosystems). O n one A ntarctic 
cruise, w hen gear failure in terrup ted  the sam pling p ro ­
gram m e, John used the tim e to  draft ou t his book  The 
ecology o f marine sediments: an introduction to the struc­
ture and function o f benthic communities published in 
1981 (and subsequently translated in to  G erm an by Heye 
R uhm ohr, and  published as Ökologie mariner Sedimente. 
Eine Einführung  in  1984). N ot long after the book  was 
published John becam e a m em ber o f the NATO w orking 
group on  bacteria and bacterivory in  the sea, w hich m et 
in  Bourbannes, France, in  M ay 1982. The outcom e of that 
was the fam ous MEPS paper by Farook Azam and  five 
others, w hich in troduced  the concept o f the ‘m icrobial 
loop’ in  m arine ecology. This highly cited paper is inevi­
tably referred to  as Azam et al., w hich conceals the nam es 
o f those, including John, who were the intellectual inspi­
ra tion  of this sem inal work.

John’s early w ork  on  m eiofauna was am ong the first 
to  establish the preference o f m eiofaunal species for 
particular substratum  param eters, and  his w ork w ith 
Protodrilus (one of the little polychaetes once know n -  
m isleadingly -  as ‘archiannelids’) and  sand bacteria was 
particularly  innovative. John’s o ther m ajor interests 
included m arine pollution. A m ong the characteristics of 
his w ork were his experim ental approach (including his 
use of m esocosm s a t Oslo) and  intellectual rigour in 
p lanning and in  analysing data. The latter is exempli­
fied by his use o f the log-series and log-norm al d istri­
bu tio n  functions in  benthic and  pollu tion  studies. It 
had  been know n since the 1940s and 1950s th a t the 
diversity and  abundances of species often provided a 
rem arkably close fit to  one or o ther o f these d istribu­
tions. John applied the log-norm al as a m eans of dem ­
onstrating  w hether a fauna was im poverished b u t -  as 
his papers show -  he was m eticulous in  how  it should 
be applied and critical o f misuse.

John’s view o f science was geographically very broad, 
w ith visits to  labs all over the w orld. H e was a vigorous 
supporter o f young scientists, and there are m any w orld­
w ide w ho have reason to  be grateful for his encourage­
m ent. H e had  a rem arkable ability to  spo t a potentially 
significant area o f research slightly ahead o f everyone else 
(the m icrobial loop, statistical approach to  pollu tion  
studies, h igh-latitude ecosystems, and m arine biodiversity 
being examples) and  a characteristically forthright 
approach to ‘good’ and ‘p o o r’ science. H e served on  the 
M arine Sciences com m ittee o f the N atural E nvironm ent 
Research Council (NERC) in the UK at a tim e w hen bio-
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logical in p u t seemed undervalued. T hrough his p rem ature 
death, all o f us (including the EMBS) have lost an inspi­
rational colleague and wise counsellor, m arine science has 
lost one o f its m ost innovative and distinguished bio lo­
gists, and  m any of us have lost a good friend. M any recall 
John and  A nita as w elcom ing hosts. Typically, during the 
year o f his illness, John n o t only fulfilled educational 
com m itm ents overseas b u t revised the text o f his book  
[now Ecology o f marine sediments: science to management 
(N ovem ber 2008)] to  the state in  w hich M ike Elliot could 
com plete it and see it th rough  the press. It will be a fit­
ting legacy.

Pat Boaden, Andrew  Clarke, R obin Gibson, Heye R um - 
ohr, Bangor U niversity a lum ni office and Leeds U niversity 
have contributed  inform ation  for this article.
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