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OBITUARIES

OTTO HEINRICH VOLK (1903-2000)

Otto Heinrich Volk (Figure 1) was bom in Richen. 
near Heidelberg, Germany, on 6th December 1903. He 
was the son of Pastor Volk, who died in 1913 (Herre 
1971; Wiss 1983). He went to school in Heilbronn, 
where he matriculated in 1923. After military service, he 
studied natural science at the Universities of Munich. 
Vienna and Heidelberg, graduating Dr.Phil.Nat. His 
examiners were Prof. L. Joost and Prof. H. Walter, whose 
names will be familiar to all students of ecology and veg­
etation science. In 1930 he was appointed assistant to 
Prof. H. Burgeff at the University of Wurzburg, and in 
1936 he became a lecturer at the same university. After 
the Second World War, he returned to Wurzburg, where 
he became Professor of Botany in 1950. Soon after this 
he set out for Afghanistan, where he lectured in Botany 
for two years at the University of Kabul. He returned to 
Wurzburg to head the newly-founded Institute for 
Pharmacognosy, and from 1957 to 1963 was the head of 
the Academic Foreign Office, appointed through the 
Senate of the University of Wurzburg. He retired in 
1972. Retirement did not. however, diminish his botani­
cal interests and activities for many years. Eventually he 
moved to an old-age home near Tubingen where he died 
on 28th January 2000.

Not long after his return to Germany after the Second 
World War. he developed an interest in medicinal plants 
and pharmacognosy. Apart from leading him to high 
office in his university, this interest allowed him to

FIGURE 1 —Otto Heinrich Volk (1903-2000), photographed in about 
1966 Photo from the National Botanical Institute archives.

travel to many interesting and obscure places around the 
world in search of medicinal plants. These expeditions 
included one to Central and South America in the early 
1970's, and one of several months duration in Australia 
in 1979. In 1958 he visited Peru for a congress of South 
American botanists. He visited Peshawar in Afghanistan 
in 1960. in connection with a UNESCO conference on 
medicinal plants.

He first visited South West Africa [Namibia] in 1937, 
and was interned at Windhoek and later at Andalusia (now 
Jan Kempdorp in North-West. South Africa) from 1940 
until 1944. during the Second World War. Here he taught 
botany to a remarkable group of his fellow internees, 
including Messrs Willy Giess and Rudolf Strey. After the 
war. these two gentlemen became the driving forces of 
Windhoek Herbarium (now the National Botanical 
Research Institute of Namibia) and Natal Herbarium, 
respectively. Other well-known names who studied with 
Dr Volk at this stage were H. Kinges (later Professor of 
Biology at Worms), and H.-J. Wiss (who returned to 
Namibia to farm, became President of the SWA 
Wissenschaftliche Gesellschaft 1960-61. and contributed 
numerous botanical and botanic-historical items to that 
Society's newsletter). In addition to botany, various lan­
guages. agriculture, zoology, chemistry, physics and geol­
ogy were taught. Examination certificates from Andalusia 
were recognised as being of university standard in 
Germany after the War (Herre 1975). At Andalusia. Volk 
(1944) was the prime mover in the production of a curious 
and now very rare book entitled Bestimmungsschliissel fur
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FIGURE 2.—Title page of the book Volk produced while interned at 
Andalusia Digital reproduction of a photocopy in the posses­
sion of the senior author
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siidwestafrikanische Grasgattungen [Identification key 
for South West African grass genera] (Figure 2). The type 
for this book was made surreptitiously out of used tooth­
paste tubes (which at that time were made of lead), and the 
illustrations were engraved by Mr Giess on pieces of 
tomato-box wood. Some of the type and engravings are 
presently on display in the Swakopmund Museum.

Notwithstanding his experiences in the internment 
camp, Volk returned to Namibia in 1956 to continue his 
researches there. The liverworts he collected on this 
expedition are the subject of a paper by Amell (1957). In 
1963 he and his wife again visited the territory, where he 
carried out ecological studies, returning to East and 
South Africa and Namibia for six months in 1972. Other 
visits to our area were in 1968, 1981, 1984 and 1985. On 
one of the earlier expeditions to Namibia, Volk attempt­
ed to collect a specimen of one or another species of suc­
culent Euphorbia, always a dangerous operation. On this 
occasion he received a drop of latex in his eye. Quick 
thinking and fast action by his companions saw his eye 
bathed in large quantities of milk while he was taken to 
the nearest hospital, some distance away. This action 
probably saved the sight in that eye.

His first wife, Rose, a botanical artist, contributed 
about 70 excellent line drawings of Namibian plants, 
especially grasses, to the classic work by Walter & Volk 
(1954) on pasture management in that country. She bore 
him two daughters. In 1950 he married Miss Irene 
Rubrow. There were no children from this marriage.

Volk collected over 6 000 specimens in southern 
Africa and ± 1 600 in Afghanistan; these are housed in M, 
PRE, NH, WIND and WBM (abbreviations according to 
Holmgren et al. 1990). It is reported that on each expe­
dition to southern Africa at least, he started a new regis­
ter at number 1; therefore, it is essential to cite a date 
when referring to any Volk specimen. He is commemo­
rated in the genus name Volkiella Merxm. & Czech (Cyper- 
aceae) and the specific epithets Acacia volkii Suesseng., 
Rhus volkii Suesseng., Riccia volkii S.W.Arnell, and others.

He was for many years a corresponding member of 
the SWA Wissenschaftliche Gesellschaft.

His main studies were in plant geography and materia 
medica, and these are the theme of most of his publica­
tions. An early fascination with succulents matured into 
an interest in plants of arid areas in general, as can be seen 
from the publications list below. Later, he started working 
on liverworts, especially Riccia, and wrote (Figure 3) sev­
eral papers on this genus. He also possessed the ability to 
arouse enthusiasm for his particular plants in others. The 
publications on chromosomes in Riccia and other liver­
worts by Bomefeld (1984, 1987, 1989), as well as the 
series of papers on Riccia by the second author, some in
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FIGURE 3.—Fart of a letter written by Dr Volk to the second author. 
Black ink and pencil on blue paper, reproduced digitally.

conjunction with Volk, and several articles by Prof. 
Wolfram Hartung (1987, 1992, 1994), attest to this.
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IN MEMORY OF S.W. ARNELL. HEPATICOLOGIST (1895-1970)

Sigfrid Wilhelm Amell (Figure 4) was horn in Giivle. 
Sweden on the 5th March 1895. He studied medicine, 
first in Uppsala and later in Stockholm, where in 1922. 
he obtained the ‘medicine licentiat', a Swedish degree 
which permitted him to practice medicine. His main 
interest in medicine was in the rapidly developing field 
of X-ray diagnostics and most of his medical career was 
devoted to heading the X-ray department of the hospital 
in his native city. In 1959 he publicly defended his thesis 
tor the degree of doctor of medicine and received this 
degree in the same year in Stockholm.

It was only at the relatively late age of 45, that Amell 
really became interested in liverworts and began to 
work with this group of plants consistently, inasmuch 
as his free time permitted. Originally, he studied 
Fennoscandian hepatics (Arnell 1956). but later he 
became very interested in the hepatics of the southern 
hemisphere, and in particular, those of South Africa. 
For his contributions to hepaticology. the degree 'doc­
tor honoris causa' was conferred on him in Uppsala in 
1958. Hassel de M enendez (1976). the eminent 
Argentinian hepaticologist, remarked that ArnelFs

( 1963a) Hepaticae o f South Africa was a useful start to 
the study of the liverworts of that part of the world. She 
conceded, however, that very much more work re­
mained to be done there.

Because Am elfs name and particulars were unfortu­
nately left out in Gunn & Codd’s (1981) Botanical explo­
ration o f southern Africa, the second author had tried over 
the years to procure some information about him, and was 
later informed that an obituary (freely referred to in the 
above paragraphs), as well as a list of his hepaticological 
publications, were published by Olle Martensson in 1972.

As it will be the 30th anniversary of Amell's death on 
26 October 2000. it seems fitting to pay tribute to his 
botanical efforts in southern Africa, which he visited in 
1951 and which culminated in many papers and the 
above-mentioned book. Without Arnell s input, which 
was done in his spare time and at his own expense, there 
would have been little to build on for any South African 
hepaticologist who followed him. His work has been 
criticized, sometimes quite severely, but one should also 
bear in mind that, as a medical doctor, he well knew what


