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The 11th International Symposium on Terrestrial Isopod Biology and this special issue 
of ZooKeys is dedicated to the memory of our colleague, Dr. Jonathan C. Wright, 
who passed away on 16 December 2019. Jonathan was a scientist, educator, musician, 
public servant, husband, and father.

Life and career

Jonathan was born in Hull, England. His keen interest in natural history since early child-
hood, motivated him to study zoology, eventually earning a Bachelor’s Degree at Lady 
Margaret Hall in Oxford, then a Master’s and PhD at University of Oxford in invertebrate 
zoology. His first job was with the Nature Conservancy, then Bioscan Ltd., after which 
Jonathan earned several postdoctoral fellowships. He conducted research at the University 
of Toronto, University of Copenhagen, McMaster University in Ontario, Canada, and 
the Marine Biological Laboratory in Woods Hole, Massachusetts. He accepted his first 
faculty position at Northern State University in Aberdeen, South Dakota in 1993. Five 
years later, he moved to Pomona College, Claremont California, where he remained a 
faculty member until his death (Fig. 1). He also served as chair of the biology department 
in the mid-2000s, and later as Associate Dean of the College for Sponsored Research.
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Jonathan’s enormous enthusiasm for science and the natural world inspired many 
students to conduct research projects in his lab; over the years he supervised close to 
70 undergraduates, many of whom presented their findings in conferences and became 
co-authors in scientific publications. His passion in the subject matter, his mentorship 
and genuine interest in his students’ accomplishments have not gone unnoticed: Jona-
than was two-time recipient of the Wig Distinguished Professor Award for Excellence 
in Teaching, as well as the Faculty Alumni Service Award.

Jonathan’s research focused on ecophysiology of terrestrial isopods, specifically on 
water balance, nitrogen excretion, osmotic regulation and thermal balance. He con-
ducted laboratory experiments on many species representing a range of thermal and 
moisture conditions (Fig. 2). These experiments required analysis of body fluids. Ear-
lier, Jonathan and his colleagues developed a method to sample tiny (nL) amounts 
maxillary urine, pleon fluid, and haemolymph using a custom-made glass micropi-
pette. Other methodological innovations included a blocking approach to locate where 
(mouth, rectum, pleopods) water loss/uptake occurs under different environmental 
conditions, and using inulin tracer to quantify the contribution of haemolymph to wa-
ter loss during dehydration. These experiments required enormous focus, precision and 
steady hands. Recognising the importance of early developmental stages in the overall 
fitness of organisms, Jonathan investigated how isopod embryos in the marsupium 
tolerate osmotic extremes, ammonia, and pH. In the later years, he focused on patterns 
of nitrogen excretion, calcium accumulation, and ionic composition of juveniles while 
still in the marsupium.

The physiological laboratory studies were always framed in a broader, ecological/
evolutionary context, and often complemented with field studies. Comparison of spe-
cies from hygric to xeric habitats revealed the relative importance of water and os-
moregulatory mechanisms under different thermal and moisture stress. One study on 
littoral isopods showed that the discontinuous ammonia excretion is constrained by 

Figure 1. Jonathan Wright at Pomona College. Source: https://pages.pomona.edu/~jcw04747
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Figure 2. Jonathan’s research involved taking tiny amount of haemolymph from isopods. Photo:  Jaysin 
Brandt, La Verne Magazine.

the tidal cycle in Ligia occidentalis, while in Alloniscus perconvexus and Tylos punctatus, 
diurnal cycle regulates the same process.

As a keen zoologist, Jonathan valued ‘simple’ observations as they are often start-
ing points of generating scientific hypotheses. Such publications or short notes do not 
generate much interest or citations, yet can later become significant pieces in a jigsaw 
puzzle. I (KS) am especially grateful for a paper, published in the Proceedings of the 
South Dakota Academy of Science, in which Jonathan describes winter survival of 
terrestrial isopods in different microhabitats in South Dakota, with its extreme winter 
climate. This is one of the early studies highlighting the significance of urban environ-
ments as a first step of successful colonisation of areas outside the native ranges of 
cosmopolitan isopods.

Jonathan’s research extended to other invertebrate groups, most notably tardi-
grades (Tardigrada), but he also conducted experiments on tenebrionids (Coleoptera: 
Tenebrionidae) and millipedes (Diplopoda). In the later years of his career, Jonathan’s 
focus turned to conservation efforts. His commitment to preserve natural areas and 
biodiversity motivated him to focus on public service and education. He served in the 
Claremont Hills Conservation Corporation overseeing how the city manages a nearby 
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wilderness park. He served as a naturalist guide for Pomona College alumni in Cali-
fornia, Alaska, and the Galapagos Island. Jonathan and colleagues were awarded two 
Henry David Thoreau grants to sustain local conservation efforts.

Jonathan is survived by his wife, Joanne Wright and sons Jeremy and Charlie, his 
mother Marjorie Wright, sister Lysetta Bray, brother David Wright, and their families. 
Outside teaching and research, Jonathan was an accomplished musician. He sang in 
the Pomona College Choir, played the violin in the Pomona College Orchestra, but 
also performed recitals in a string quartet. Many years ago, I (KS) visited Jonathan in 
Pomona. He showed me the impressive collection of isopod colonies he kept in the 
lab, and the experimental setup to conduct these painstaking experiments. We had 
lunch with Joanne and Jeremy, and then they invited me to their home. With violin 
and sheet music everywhere, it was evident that music was another important part of 
Jonathan’s life.

Jonathan regularly participated in our symposia, presented and published results 
on his and his students’ research. As a manuscript reviewer, he offered detailed, con-
structive criticism to the authors. He also kindly edited the language, greatly improv-
ing the quality of the manuscript. With Jonathan’s untimely passing, the small, close-
knit community of terrestrial isopod researchers lost a great colleague.

Reminiscences of happy times

We thought that a story or two about my (THC) several research trips with Jonathan 
might be a nice addition to this obituary. One such trip was to Australia to find a saline 
lake near Melbourne that Jonathan had read in some Australian Naturalist’s Bulletin 
as a place to find the uniquely adapted isopod Haloniscus searlei (Fig. 3). Despite my 
misgivings and with credit to Jonathan’s sure-minded enthusiasm, we were successful, 
and also later collected Ligia australiensis to study their desiccation resistance.

That trip was followed the next year by several days at the Bamfield Marine Sciences 
Centre on the west coast of Vancouver Island, where we spent a night on a wild beach 
in a tiny tent. Jonathan stayed ensconced in relative comfort in the tent while I went 
out every two hours over a full day and night to collect Ligia pallasii for haemolymph 
sampling. In preparation for the stay we ensured that we had all we needed for every 
contingency. But when day turned to night as we prepared for much-needed sleep, I 
said to Jonathan: “one problemo, no alarm clock”. He replied that it was no problem, 
he had a built-in alarm.... Sure enough, every two hours through the night on the dot 
I felt him nudge me and off I went, thinking to myself who is this superpowered man?

Two years later we were in Hawai’i with two species on our minds, Ligia exotica 
which I knew could be collected in the Honolulu harbour area, and Ligia perkinsii that 
had previously been found off the Pali Escarpment road. We went that evening armed 
with powerful flashlights to find this highly elusive species. There is not much of a 
story here except that it was unsuccessful. How does one find an animal that likes to 
inhabit moist moss on trees? Well, you find them by staring ceaselessly at a portion of 
moss on a tree, until you eventually see a pair of eyes looking out...then, at the smallest 
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Figure 3. Jonathan (on the right) and Tom Carefoot looking for a Haloniscus searlii neat Melbourne, 
Australia. Photo: courtesy of THC

disturbance, they leap out and, if you are lucky, can be caught in a net. We had more 
success the next day in finding extra-large Ligia exotica on the harbour’s surrounding 
high concrete walls . Jonathan took charge, with him standing at the top and reaching 
down 2–3m or so with a stick to dislodge them so that they fell into the water, at which 
time I would fetch them in a leaky old rowboat that we had scavenged. It worked like 
a dream until we heard a gruff, authoritarian voice yelling, “hey, you fellows, what are 
you doing here, you’re not allowed in the harbour, and unauthorised use of harbour 
vessels is not permitted!” Without missing a beat Jonathan took charge, saying some-
thing like: “it’s all right sir, we’re from the University following up on a report of an 
infestation of Japanese funemushi in Honolulu Harbour” (I taught him that word cour-
tesy of my university Japanese 101 class). The man was old enough at least to know 
about the Japanese bombing, and was sympathetic, and all that Jonathan said was true: 
we were from the university and we were following up on a report. The fact that the 
report was from me made it no less true. The next day we found ourselves in a marshy 
area just south of Pearl Harbor, armed with Jonathan’s haemolymph-sampling equip-
ment: a pin, capillary tubes, a clay-like plugging substance, and a piece of dry ice. We 
had little else: no food, no water, no flashlight, no mosquito spray, no tent, and noth-
ing to sleep on. We had not actually planned on staying overnight, just following up 
advice that we should find Ligia hawaiensis there. Well, they were there, in abundance. 
So, what to do? Jonathan, our man of action, asked for the car keys and disappeared. 
Within moments it seemed, he was back with an armload of takeout food, flashlights, 
a collecting bucket, and small net, and believe it or not, a 5 × 8 foot-thick ‘foamy’ that 
he found at the nearby garbage dump to sleep on. Superman yes, but also Wonderman, 
all in one. No alarm clock, but then we didn’t need one, did we?! No mosquito spray 
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either, but it turned out there was none in this marshy, wet, tropical swamp...for all I 
know arranged by Jonathan! It all went well and, at the end, we had a heart-warming 
mano-a-mano hug in triumph. Only later did we learn that we should have been very 
careful, as the area was rife with water-borne parasites. No problem!

From these and other experiences, I found Jonathan to be one of the most knowl-
edgeable biologists I have ever had the pleasure to know, an astute “take-charge” kind 
of guy, and one of the best research colleagues that I have ever met. In the years fol-
lowing we corresponded regularly and even cooperated on a last publication for me. I 
miss him greatly.
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