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In this volume we celebrate the career of S. David Webb,
who for 40 years was a curator and professor at the
Florida Museum of Natural History, University of Florida.
The contributions presented below are written by Dave’s
colleagues and former students and demonstrate a range
of breadth that mirror Dave’s own research interests.

Dave was born in Culver City on October 31, 1936,
and raised in southern California. His interest in the earth
sciences and fossils grew naturally out of frequent fam-
ily camping trips in the Mojave Desert and Great Basin.
This interest was further nurtured at the Webb School in
Claremont where he was greatly influenced by Raymond
Alf, a teacher and mentor to generations of young men,
several of whom later went on to become paleontolo-
gists like Dave. Dave’s undergraduate education began
at Deep Springs, a small college in a remote valley north
of Death Valley. There he worked as a cowboy during
the summers. In 1956 Dave transferred to Cornell Uni-
versity where he majored in Zoology. Dave minored in
Geology, which fostered in him the added appreciation
of the picturesque gorges and glacial features of the
surrounding upstate New York region. From 1959-1964
Dave returned to California where he was a graduate
student in the Department of Paleontology at the Uni-
versity of California, Berkeley. There he was influenced
greatly by the vertebrate paleontology faculty, including
R. A. Stirton, Charles A. Camp, Donald E. Savage, and
Joseph T. Gregory. Dave also reminisces fondly of his
association with the excellent cohort of Berkeley gradu-
ate students of his time, most of whom have remained
his colleagues throughout their respective careers. In
his final year at Berkeley Dave gained valuable teach-
ing experience as an Instructor in Paleontology.  Later
in 1964 Dave was hired as a vertebrate paleontology
faculty curator at the FLMNH, a post that he held for
40 years until his retirement in 2003.

RESEARCH ACCOMPLISHMENTS
Dave has made extraordinary research discoveries and

interpretations on New World fossil mammals during his
career. His publications are characterized by empirical
analyses, particularly of morphology and faunas, with
insightful interpretations. His doctoral dissertation dealt
with the extraordinarily rich late Miocene Burge and
Minnechaduza faunas of northcentral Nebraska; the
publication based on this is a classic faunal study (Webb
1969). This study resulted in the concept of the
“Clarendonian chronofauna” for a continuously evolv-
ing fauna spanning several million years during the late
Miocene. Although Dave’s more than 100 primary sci-
entific publications span a broad range of topics, in addi-
tion to North American faunal studies (an outgrowth of
his doctoral research plus his interest in Florida faunas)
two other general themes dominate these contributions:
the “Great American Biotic Interchange” (e.g., Webb
1976; Stehli & Webb 1985) and artiodactyl phylogeny
(e.g., Webb & Taylor 1980), particularly camels. In fact,
Dave’s first scientific contribution grew out of his
Master’s thesis on the “Osteology of Camelops” and
became the first Bulletin of the Los Angeles County
Museum, the place where he grew up paleontologically.
It was therefore fitting for Dave to go back to the LACM
at the end of his career to describe with Dave Whistler
a peculiar new camelid from Death Valley (Whistler &
Webb 2005). In addition to primary research contribu-
tions, Dave edited, or co-edited several books and mono-
graphs, including: “Pleistocene Mammals of Florida”
(Webb 1974), “The Great American Biotic Interchange”
(Stehli & Webb 1985), and “Paleontology and Geology
of the Leisey Shell Pits, early Pleistocene of Florida”
(Hulbert, Morgan, & Webb 1995). As this current vol-
ume is being compiled, Dave is completing an edited
monograph on the 20-year-long paleontological and ar-
chaeological Aucilla River prehistory project spear-
headed by Dave.

FIELD WORK AND THE VP COLLECTION
As a graduate student of R. A. Stirton at Berkeley, Dave
learned the importance of field work and making scien-
tific collections of fossil vertebrates. Dave brought this
legacy with him to UF when he began his scientific ca-
reer at the FLMNH. From the beginning at McGehee
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Farm, he started active field investigations and instilled
this in his students (Fig. 1). This interest in field work
continued throughout his career. One of the delights of
Florida is the proximity of the FLMNH to important field
localities. Consequently, Dave and the VP staff and stu-
dents readily availed themselves of this opportunity.
Unlike many other VP programs, where much of the
field work is done during the summer far from the home
institution, Dave pioneered working throughout much of
the academic year and took field crews and classes on
frequent trips to collect fossils and understand the strati-
graphic context of the rich Florida sequence. In addition
to traditional collecting techniques, Dave pioneered un-
derwater paleontology along the northern Florida rivers
(Fig. 2) and uncovered a vast array of Pliocene and
Pleistocene fossil vertebrates. Dave encouraged and
expected his students to have a major field component
to their research projects and this became part of the
graduate experience in VP at the FLMNH.

Although Dave’s primary focus at the FLMNH
was elucidating the rich late Cenozoic sequence from
Florida, he also made major contributions to an under-
standing of the terra incognita of Central America by
working several seasons in the late Miocene through
Pleistocene of Honduras (Webb & Perrigo 1984).

J. C. (“Josh”) Dickinson once reminisced to me
that when he took over as FLMNH Director in 1950s,
the sum total of the VP collections were housed in two
standard museum “PRIDE” (Florida prison industries)
specimen cabinets. Given the wealth of vertebrate fos-
sil localities through Florida, Dr. Dickinson had the vi-
sion to build an active VP program, first by hiring Clayton
Ray (who later moved to the Smithsonian), and then
Dave in 1964. Clayton started active field collecting pro-
grams in Florida and the baton was passed to Dave upon
his arrival in Gainesville in June 1964. As a result of 40
years of field work, Dave, his students, and the VP staff
at the FLMNH built this collection to over a million speci-

Figure 1.  Dave and Art Poyer (VP Biological Scientist), Dave Lambert (former UF Zoology Ph. D. student of Dave’s), and Gary
Morgan (former student of Dave and VP Collection Manager from 1981-1994) coaxing a large plaster jacket containing a probos-
cidean mandible up the hill at the Hemphillian (late Miocene) Moss Acres Racetrack site, Marion County, Florida.
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mens ranking in the top 5 nationally (Blum 1991; Fig. 3).
Dave either led, or had a major hand in developing promi-
nent research collections from localities including
McGehee, Love, Thomas Farm, Inglis, Bone Valley,
Leisey, Moss Acres, Haile, and the Santa Fe and Aucilla
rivers, all of which together form the foundation of the
world-class vertebrate paleontology collection housed
today by the FLMNH.

In addition to Dave’s fundamental contributions to
research and the FLMNH collections, he also helped to
bring the program forward by a quantum leap when he
was instrumental in acquiring the George Gaylord
Simpson Library of Paleontology in the early 1980s.
Several years earlier, Dave had been duly appointed as
a board member of the SimRoe Foundation (named for
George Simpson and his wife Anne Roe), Tucson Ari-
zona. When it came time for Dr. Simpson to look to-
wards an “up and coming” program with research inter-
ests similar to his, Dave was both a good role model and
ardent advocate for the FLMNH. This library, which
consists of some 2,000 books, 30,000 reprints (including
many classic monographs and papers), and runs of some
two dozen journals, is another cornerstone of the VP
research program at the FLMNH.

TEACHER AND MENTOR
Dave has always loved to teach and contributed greatly
to the academic, instructional program at UF. He devel-
oped the “Vertebrate Paleontology” course and taught it
on a continuing basis for his 40 years at the FLMNH.
He also developed an advanced graduate course “An-
cient Vertebrate Faunas” taught numerous times during
the 1960s and 1970s. When the UF Zoology department
requested some paleo expertise in their courses, Dave
enthusiastically co-taught and/or assisted in teaching
cores courses in evolution and vertebrate zoology. Dave
also was an excellent mentor of aspiring young paleon-
tologists, whether they be graduate students enrolled at
UF, visitors to the collections from other institutions, un-
dergraduates, or even local school kids from Gainesville.
Dave had graduate faculty appointments in both Geol-
ogy and Zoology and during his career he was major
professor to ~50 students and served on innumerable
graduate committees. As mentioned above, Dave instilled
in his students an enthusiasm for paleontology and an
appreciation of the importance of field work coupled
with collections-based research.

As a personal reflection—When I came on-board
as a neophyte curatorial faculty member of the FLMNH
in 1977 Dave was immensely helpful and open with me.
He encouraged me to pursue research in Florida and
there never was any feeling of me stepping on his toes.
Throughout our long association I sought Dave’s advice
and counsel, particularly when I wanted to be challenged
to “think big thoughts,” as he did.

THE COMPLEAT NATURAL HISTORY
 MUSEUM

Dave understands the importance of the public dimen-
sion of natural history museums. He was the principal
scientific curator for the paleo part of the “Change” ex-
hibits when the “new” museum building, Dickinson Hall
(which now houses Collections and Research) opened
in 1970 (Fig. 4). He also was a popular lecturer at the
museum and to the numerous state-wide fossil clubs.
When the new exhibits were being planned for Powell
Hall, Dave was instrumental in the overall concepts to
be covered in the fossil exhibits and spent many hours
with the staff to assist in making the award-winning “Hall
of Florida Fossils: Evolution of Life and Land” a
reality. The fossils and scientific content on display in
that award-winning exhibition are a tribute to Dave’s
contributions to Florida paleontology (Figs. 5-6). Like-
wise, when one first enters the FLMNH at Powell Hall,

Figure 2.  Dave Webb holding a mastodon tusk collected
from the Aucilla River, Taylor County. Eugene Rowe photo.
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Figure 3.  Dave and Matt Smith in VP Collection at the FLMNH studying footbones of the giant sloth Eremotherium eomigrans
from the late Pliocene Haile 7A Site, Alachua County, Florida.

Figure 4.  Dave talking with Fran Alshouse and Dick Franz (right) about exhibit design, ca. 1970s.
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one is struck by the immense presence of the Columbian
Mammoth (Mammuthus columbi, Fig. 7) and Ameri-
can Mastodon (Mammut americanum) on display in the
Central Gallery. Dave was fundamentally responsible
for excavating this beautiful mammoth from the north
Florida Aucilla River in 1969 and assisted in the FLMNHs
acquisition of the companion mastodon collected privately
from the
same river.

The rich paleontological sequence in Florida has
promoted fossil collecting by “amateur” or hobbyist pa-
leontologists throughout the State. Early in his career,
Dave understood the benefit of this large cadre of col-
lectors to the VP program and cultivated a long-stand-
ing relationship with this constituency. In 1966 Dave

started The Plaster Jacket, a series of newsletters writ-
ten by Dave, staff, students, and others for the popular
audience about Florida fossils. Realizing the opportunity
for further connections between the FLMNH and State-
wide fossil enthusiasts, in 1978 Dave founded the Florida
Paleontology Society (Fig. 8), which continues today this
educational outreach.

PROFESSIONAL SERVICE AND RECOGNITION
In recognition of Dave’s stature in the scientific com-
munity, Dave was appointed the President of the Soci-
ety of Vertebrate Paleontology from 1977-1978. In the
1980s he led a very important committee that estab-
lished the SVP’s Romer-Simpson Medal and he even
shepherded the details of getting the original medals de-

Figure 5. The Hall of Florida Fossils: Evolution of Life and Land, the prinicipal paleo exhibition at the FLMNH that opened to
the public in May 2004. Many of the fossils on display were collected by Dave and his students and colleagues. The Miocene
sloth Thinobadistes segnis in the center was one of the first articulated fossil skeletons placed on display at the FLMNH. This
skeleton was completed ca. ~1970 under Dave’s supervision.
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signed and forged. During the period from 1987 through
1991 Dave was appointed by the National Academy of
Sciences to lead a U. S. delegation of Quaternary sci-
entists to an international meeting in the Peoples Repub-
lic of China. This required considerable diplomacy as
the events at Tiananmen Square in 1989 nearly derailed
the meeting. More than once Chinese and US Academy
members and representatives hammered out agreements
guaranteeing the pre-eminence of science over politics
in the planned 1991 meetings. At the time, the actual
event was the largest international scientific meeting to
have been held in China. Dave held a Guggenheim Fel-
lowship in 1973-74 that allowed him to conduct research
in Europe on early artiodactyl phylogeny. Continuing his
studies of artiodactyls, Dave subsequently returned to
Europe with the support of a German Visiting Scientist
Fellowship. In 1976 he was a visiting professor in the
Department of Geology and Geophysics at Yale Univer-
sity. Dave is widely traveled and established long-stand-
ing professional ties with colleagues in Great Britain,

Figure 6.  Carl Buell’s depiction of Pliocene life in Florida, currently on display in the Hall of Florida Fossils: Evolution of Life and
Land. Knowledge of this extinct life comes from numerous localities in Florida excavated and studied by Dave, students, and
colleagues. Remains of the giant extinct flightless bird Titanis walleri (lower left), previously only known from South America,
were discovered by amateur paleontologist and long-time friend of Dave, Ben Waller (deceased) of Ocala. These bones were
donated to the FLMNH and formed the basis of an important addition to knowledge of these predator birds in North America
(Brodkorb 1963). Reproduced with permission.

Germany, Italy, China, the former USSR, Brazil, and
Argentina.

CLOSING COMMENTS
Not unlike the rest of us, Dave has his foibles. When I
was interviewed for the job here at the FLMNH in 1977,
remembering some of Dave’s then-recent mishaps with
museum vehicles, Dr. Dickinson, FLMNH Director, re-
marked to me: “Son, I hope you are a better driver than
Dave!”

I first met Dave at the 1974 Society of Vertebrate
Paleontology meeting in Flagstaff, AZ. My initial im-
pressions, which have not changed a quarter century
later, were that Dave is easy-going, has that intellectual
spark, and is a “heck of a nice guy.” After my appoint-
ment at the FLMNH in 1977, for more than a quarter
century I shared the VP program responsibilities with
Dave, and his office was located next door to mine. It
was always a pleasure to be on the receiving end of
Dave’s wonderful smile, upbeat attitude, and great, loud
laugh. We also used to take a break during the day and
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Stehli, F. G. & S. D. Webb., eds. 1985. The Great American
Biotic Interchange. Plenum Press, New York, 532 pp.

Webb, S. D. 1969. The Burge and Minnechaduza Clarendonian
mammalian faunas of north-central Nebraska. Univer-
sity of California Publications in Geological Sciences,
78:1-196.

Webb, S. D. 1973. Pliocene pronghorns of Florida. Journal of
Mammalogy, 54:203-221.

Webb, S. D., ed. 1974. Pleistocene Mammals of Florida. Uni-
versity Presses of Florida, Gainesville, 270 p.

Webb, S. D. 1976. Mammalian faunal dynamics of the great
American interchange. Paleobiology, 2:220-234.

Webb, S. D., & S. C. Perrigo. 1984. Late Cenozoic vertebrates
from Honduras and El Salvador. Journal of Vertebrate
Paleontology, 4:237-254.

Webb, S. D., & B. E. Taylor. 1980. The phylogeny of hornless
ruminants and a description of the cranium of
Archaeomeryx. Bulletin of the American Museum of
Natural History, 167:117-158.

Figure 8.  Florida Paleontological Society (FPS) logo, which
portrays the reconstructed head of the six-horned antilocaprid
Hexobelomeryx simpsoni from the late Hemphillian Bone Val-
ley deposits, Polk County (Webb 1973), was designed and
drawn by Barbara Webb.

Figure 7.  Dave Webb in 2005 with skeleton of 16,000-year-old
Columbian mammoth Mammuthus columbi, collected in 1969
from the Aucilla River, Taylor County, Florida. Gary Liljegren
photo.

jog around the UF campus (frequently with current Di-
rector Doug Jones). Those 45-minute breaks away from
telephones, meetings, and other distractions were won-
derful respites when we talked about all matters arising,
including science, football, home improvement, taxes, and
politics.

Dave has been an extraordinary scholar and col-
league to many of us. We dedicate this volume to him
and wish Dave and Barbara continued health and hap-
piness in their new life together in Montana.
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