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Scientists and Salamanders:  
A Tribute to David B. Wake,  

Mentor Extraordinaire
David B. Wake (Figs. 1, 2) is best 

known professionally for his work 
on the systematics and biology of 
salamanders of the lungless family 
Plethodontidae (Fig. 3), especially 
those of the Ensatina ring species, 
Slender Salamanders (Batrachoseps), 
and Neotropical groups, as well as 
for his efforts raising awareness of 
global amphibian declines. He was 
also a mentor-extraordinaire—Dave 
mentored no less than 29 post-docs 
and 45 graduate students, mostly 
PhDs, over a period of about 50 years 
(Figs. 4,  5; for complete list of Dave’s 
students and postdocs see https://
wakelab.berkeley.edu/people/). Since 
his recent passing (29 April 2021), 
several excellent obituaries and 
retrospectives have been published 
or are in the works, highlighting 
his prodigious professional 
accomplishments and genuine 
kindness (Hanken 2021; Sandomir 
2021; Zamudio 2021; Jockusch in prep.). Here, we focus instead 
on Dave’s impact on his many graduate students.

Dave was a genuinely kind person, which was greatly 
appreciated by his students, and helped blunt the sometimes 
intense psychological challenges of working on a PhD 
dissertation. Dave was also a thoughtful but demanding mentor, 
but never asked any more from his students than he expected 
from himself (Fig. 6). Once when asked how his Thanksgiving 
break went, he replied: “It didn’t go very well; I didn’t get any 
work done!” Dave’s enthusiasm for science was infectious yet 
tempered with caution. Who can forget his caveat to eager 
mentees that “Ideas are cheap; data are expensive!” (Comparing 
notes with other graduate students, this was sometimes turned 
around: “Data are cheap; ideas are expensive!”). Dave was 
unusual in that he didn’t pay attention to one’s status in life—
you received his full attention whether you were a high school 

student or a fellow professor at an 
R1 institution. He collaborated with 
community college professors, private 
citizens, government biologists, and 
academic colleagues across the globe.

Dave described his perspective on 
mentoring graduate students: 

“I have been blessed with wonder-
ful graduate students from my earli-
est days in Chicago. And I’ve had over 
40 doctoral students. And it’s been 
a joy. It’s really given me the greatest 
pleasure in my professional career to 
work with these many talented young 
people. My goal was to make them into 
thinking citizens of whatever country. I 
wanted them to be happy. I wanted them 
to be productive in their own way. And 
I didn’t have my goals for them. I want-
ed to see them develop as individuals. 
Well, a number of them have become 
professors—even quite distinguished 
professors at major universities like at 

Harvard and Cornell and Wash U and University of Washing-
ton. The successes are out there in terms of standard academic 
achievement. But I’m also very proud of my students who’ve gone 
into agencies or who’ve become successful parents or who’ve be-
come teachers in small colleges... So success comes in many ways. 
And the top way is for them to be happy and to have felt that 
they’ve had a productive life. And I’d like to think that the edu-
cational foundation that they had was important in that area.” 

—David Wake Interview, Emeriti Legacy Project, January 2020

To document Dave’s impacts we solicited comments, or 
“mini-retrospectives,” from his graduate students. In addition to 
official graduate students, we have included insights from some 
unofficial students, who came to lab meetings and interacted 
a lot with Dave. The following contributions reflect Dave’s 
approach and highlight his breadth of influence, the family 
atmosphere and community he promoted, his decency towards 
students, his encyclopedic knowledge and memory (as one of 
his students noted “Before Google, we could just ask Dave!”), his 
gift of storytelling, his joy of discovery, his persistent curiosity 
about natural history, and his openness to new ideas. These 
characteristics form a common thread in the following stories 
from his graduate students, which constitute a fitting tribute to 
this remarkable scientist, mentor, and friend. We have organized 
these contributions chronologically based on the year when each 
contributor began their studies at the Museum of Vertebrate 
Zoology (MVZ), representing the “Early Years” (before 1980), the 
“Middle Years” (1980–2000), and the “Later Years” (after 2000).
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Fig. 1. Dave Wake’s enthusiasm and excitement for 
all things salamander is a persistent theme. This 
photo was taken in July 2018 as Dave examined a 
remarkable new cave-dwelling Hydromantes. 
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The “Early Years”

I was one of Dave Wake’s first three graduate students. 
Although at that time he had never worked with tadpoles, he 
had no hesitancy in taking me on as a graduate student. He was 
equally encouraging to me as he was to students who studied 
salamanders. Very early on in my life as a grad student, Dave 
challenged me with a few questions about what I was really in-
terested in in terms of evolution. I remember a conversation we 
had over a half century ago about organismic diversity and what 
I thought it meant. He was happy to say, “So you’re really inter-
ested in adaptation, aren’t you?!” Even though his own focus 
was primarily on systematics, he was not bothered at all by my 
greater interest in function than phylogeny. His simple ques-
tion helped me define my whole career. One of Dave’s themes 
was that “the most important thing you do as an academic is pick 
your colleagues and your students.” (I have a vague recollec-
tion that that philosophy of academia was something he credited 
to  his own major professor Jay Savage.) As an academic son of 
Dave, and an academic grandson of Jay Savage, that proved to 
be great wisdom. I am proud to have been Dave Wake’s graduate 
student and similarly proud of the many good students that I’ve 
had to work with. Dave gets credit for that since I took his phi-
losophy seriously. 

—Richard Wassersug (U. Chicago and MVZ 1967–1973), 
University of British Columbia

Though I was not Dave’s most difficult student, neither was 
I his easiest, and I allow that we had our philosophical differ-
ences. I admired and respected his focus on creating evolution-
ary narratives and his enthusiasm in supporting a wide range of 
approaches. I believe he was the ideal Director for the MVZ in 
his era, before biodiversity was a word and as it struggled to 
find its place as a concept. His vision was ahead of its time. His 
stature was well-earned, and he was certainly the appropriate 
figure to bring forth Karsenia, surely the most startling discov-
ery in a century of salamander biology. I suspect Dave’s great-
est legacy, beyond the adaptive radiation of important research 
by his students, will lie in his elaboration of the neglected di-
versity of Middle American and Californian plethodontids. In 
that context Elizabeth Jockusch and I are very pleased to have 

in press a description of a new species of Batrachoseps named for 
Dave. For me it stands as a testament to his profound influence 
on my career. 

—Sam Sweet (MVZ 1970–1977), University of California 
Santa Barbara

Much will be remembered about Dave’s devotion to salaman-
ders and their biological importance, but of course his interests 
were broad and he did not place taxonomic restrictions on the 
projects of his students. I was one who benefitted from his view 
that the emphasis should be on the question. I arrived in Berkeley 
in fall 1971, with a master’s thesis on the ecology and behavior of 
plethodontids, supervised by James L. Vial, who overlapped with 
Dave when they were graduate students at USC working with Jay 
Savage. Dave expected, as did I, that I would continue working 
with plethodontids. However, as my interest drifted toward re-
cently formulated models of lizard life history evolution, Dave 
encouraged me to develop a proposal for a project. He then en-
thusiastically provided the guidance and support to turn it into 
a dissertation. Dave’s contributions to science and the scientific 
world are monumental. I will remember him also as a thoughtful 
and supportive mentor. 

—Jim Stewart (MVZ 1971–1976), East Tennessee State Uni-
versity

I was an undergrad at Berkeley who had the good fortune to 
become involved in the Wake lab in my freshman year in 1974–5 
and to remain attached to it through a master’s in about 1979. 
I had an opportunity to visit Guatemala with my mother after 
freshman year. Having just taken Dave’s herp course I asked him 
where I could collect for him that might be useful. He gave me 
a xeroxed map of the country and circled several places. The 
biggest and most interesting circle surrounded the Caribbean 
escarpment of the Cuchumatanes, an area of exceptionally high 
rainfall where essentially no salamander sampling had been done. 
Hitchhiking with a backpack full of formalin-filled baby bottles, 
I was able to visit fincas beyond the end of the road and bring back 
specimens that were the first Nyctanolis and Bradytriton. Unbe-
knownst to me, these proved to be missing links in the phylogeny 
and set me up for a wonderful education in the lab, and a home 
in the museum. I owe a great debt to Dave for every aspect of this 
period and the foundation it provided for a happy and eventful 
life in the nearly fifty years since. 

—Paul Elias (MVZ 1974–1979), Naushon Trust

I am grateful to have known Dave for decades... first in 1970 
as an undergraduate in his Evolution course, then as a gradu-
ate student and a post-doc through the 1970s, as an occasional 
collaborator in intervening years, and as a friend always. His 
enthusiasm infected and encouraged my work on Batrachoseps 
systematics in the era when starch-gel electrophoresis was the 
very “cutting edge” of molecular techniques. A seemingly end-
less number of gels eventually revealed that all those confus-
ingly similar Batrachoseps comprised a much more complex lineage 
than had been suspected, and he always wanted to know of each 
new development. The “Wake Lab” and Herp Group spirit of ca-
maraderie and cooperation offered collecting companions, even 
though that usually meant crawling through poison oak in the 
cold and/or rain (and thank you again to any of you who may be 
reading this!). Other studies demonstrated similar unexpected 
insights into many other taxa, all of which paved the way for mod-
ern DNA techniques and approaches. Thanks to Dave’s vision, the 

Fig. 2. Any tribute to Dave is also a tribute to his long-time partner 
and fellow scientist Marvalee H. Wake, who together with Dave cre-
ated the extended family community of the two Wakelabs. Photo of 
Dave and Marvalee in Dave’s office, 2013. 

PH
O

TO
 B

Y 
CH

U
CK

 C
RU

M
LY



Herpetological Review 52(3), 2021

698

1970s was a truly collaborative era in the MVZ. As we all know, 
he continued to collaborate until his very end. He was a kind man 
and leaves an inspirational legacy. 

—Kay Yanev (MVZ 1970–1984), MVZ Affiliate Volunteer

Dave’s work in evolutionary biology combined with a field pro-
gram in the tropics attracted me to his lab in Fall 1976. I could 
not have landed in a better place. At that time I knew I wanted to 
focus on tropical biology, but I was undecided about specific ques-
tions or organisms. Dave was aware that my interest in snakes was 
as great or more than in his beloved salamanders, and he allowed 
me to follow my instincts and develop my own trajectory. I am sure 
that he felt some disappointment when snakes won out, but after 
that he was a constant support. He could not have been a better 
major professor for me at that time. Dave nurtured me intellec-
tually and understood my absences in a sometimes-wayward field 
program. Even after 40 years, the breadth of Dave’s interests and 
his ability to see connections among so many facets of biology seem 
remarkable. That incomparable vision inspired young grad students, 
who grew from the experience and carried some small part of that 
vision with them. Dave’s perspective was so broad and deep that one 
always marveled at the threads he could weave together. He had 
a profound influence on my thinking about patterns of evolution, 
adaptive radiation, systematics, anatomy, development, speciation, 
and evolutionary theory. Among biologists I have known, Dave was 
among the best at integration in the best sense of that word. I am 
grateful to have shared some time with him.

—John E. Cadle (MVZ 1976–1982), Stony Brook University

One morning in 1979, I was reading papers for a seminar class 
in the MVZ reading room, when Dave Wake rushed through with 
some surprising news: Francis Crick was in Allan Wilson’s office, 
and he wanted to talk about salamanders. Dave invited me to join 
him, and we headed to an impromptu meeting with Francis Crick, 
Allan Wilson, and Wesley Brown. Dave introduced his research 
program, and Francis Crick began a series of questions, trying to 
learn how salamanders were different from all other animals. He 
kept his questions deliberately vague to avoid biasing Dave’s an-
swers. After this mysterious interrogation, Francis Crick told us 
that he soon would publish a new theory called “selfish DNA.” 
It claimed that many repetitive DNA sequences in the nuclear ge-
nome had evolved an autonomous ability to replicate themselves, 
and that their evolutionary accumulation would increase genome 
size. Selfish DNA was “the ultimate parasite,” providing no utility 
to the organism and eventually challenging the limits of organ-
ismal growth and development. Natural selection would then 
act against selfish DNA. Salamanders as a group have very large 
genomes, and Francis Crick wanted to know how their biology let 
them accumulate so much more selfish DNA than other animals 
did. His initial publication on selfish DNA acknowledged Dave for 
preliminary evidence that salamander species with the longest de-
velopmental times often have the largest genome sizes. From this 
meeting forward to the present time, the selfish DNA theory has 
stimulated much fascinating research by Dave and his students and 
colleagues. 

—Allan Larson (MVZ 1977–1986), Washington University

I first heard about Dave Wake when I was an undergraduate at 
the University of Oregon. I took an evolution course with Ed No-
vitski, and Jim Kezer gave one of his famous guest lectures on the 
cytogenetics of plethodontid salamanders. Kezer described David 
Wake as the “World’s authority on plethodontid salamanders” 

and cited his famous monograph (Wake 1966) on the “Compara-
tive osteology and evolution of the lungless salamanders, family 
Plethodontidae.” As soon as the class was over, I rushed to the 
library to find that article, which I then “inhaled.” The combina-
tion of Kezer’s lecture and Dave’s monograph reinforced in me an 
already growing fascination with salamanders, a fascination that 
my parents promised would lead to no good (and certainly no mon-
ey) but around which, I now realized, interesting careers could be 
built. Berkeley was an unforgettable experience that permanently 
changed my life. It opened my eyes to new ways of looking at biol-
ogy, at science, and at the world. I think people who have shared in 
this “Berkeley Experience” (and especially the “MVZ experience”) 
know exactly what I am talking about. I am especially grateful to 
Dave Wake for encouraging me to develop the ability to think inde-
pendently and creatively, and I believe that this ability has served, 
and continues to serve me well. I feel so lucky to have had this 
opportunity, and to have met so many remarkable people. I am es-
pecially indebted to Dave Wake for being the perfect PhD advisor, 
mentor, colleague, and friend. 

—Stanley K. Sessions (MVZ 1978–1985), Hartwick College

The years I worked as manager of MVZ’s herpetology collec-
tion and as a graduate student under Dave were among the best 
years of my life. When I became disillusioned with my original dis-
sertation project (biochemical differentiation between Plestiodon 
(aka Eumeces) gilberti and P. skiltonianus), we discussed changing 
my dissertation project to examining genetic differentiation be-
tween African and European amphibian and reptile species each in-
habiting both sides of the Strait of Gibraltar. Funding for my skink 
project could not be used to support the three months of overseas 
work necessary; Dave was understanding and empathetic, and later 
assisted me in finding sources for the field expenses required. It is 
because of him that I ended up at Berkeley. It is because of his sup-
port and belief in my ability that he approved of my changing Ph.D. 
projects “in mid-stream.” During my entire residence at Berkeley, 
Dave was always supportive; every critical remark he made was de-
livered as a means to improving my performance. When he wrote 
“I can’t read this sentence” on a manuscript, I found that neither 
could I. I am a better scientist and person for having had Dr. David 
B. Wake as a mentor. 

—Stephen D. Busack (MVZ 1978–1985), North Carolina 
State Museum of Natural Sciences

Fig. 3. Aneides lugubris, one of Dave’s favorite plethodontid salaman-
ders. 
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The “Middle Years”

My time as a DBW grad student was tumultuous—stimulat-
ing and wonderful, yet extremely challenging. By 1985, Chirop-
terotrition had me in its insufferable grip (facilitated I’m sure 
by its unusual tarsal arrangement). I wasn’t sure I could finish, 
wasn’t sure I wanted to. I felt I was failing, that I was not living 
up to what being a Dave Wake student meant. Things hit a break-
ing point at the end of spring semester. With Marvalee’s support 
and forbearance, I finished up my T.A. responsibilities for Com-
parative Anatomy as best I could, left MVZ, and spent the next 
six months working as a carpenter’s assistant while attempting to 
come to terms with my future. The time away proved clarifying, 
and I decided to return to grad school, and with much needed 
perspective. I knew I wanted to finish, and I now saw my future not 
as moving into a research position like most of my fellow graduate 
students, but as becoming a teacher. But what would Dave think? 
Would he be disappointed? I was nervous when I met with Dave in 
his office sometime late that fall, but of course I need not have 
been. Dave was gracious, supportive, and fatherly. He was glad to 
have me back. He made it clear that he wanted me to find my path, 
figure out what made me happy. This was the beginning of a more 
mature and open relationship between us, and I will forever be 
thankful for Dave’s encouragement and friendship that day and 
ever since. 

—Dave Darda (MVZ 1980–1987), Central Washington Uni-
versity 

What I admired most about Dave intellectually was his broad 
and integrative perspective. Dave was an integrative biologist in 
the full sense of the term. He not only studied phenomena from 
many different perspectives, including different levels of biologi-
cal organization, but he also integrated the information obtained 
into a “big-picture” view. Perhaps the closest I’ve come to achiev-
ing such a view in my own work concerns an area where Dave in-
fluenced my ideas directly. While I was in graduate school, I had 
the good fortune of serving several times as a teaching assistant 
in Dave’s legendary evolution course. One of the topics that Dave 

covered in great detail in his course was species concepts, and at 
that time, many seemingly incompatible ideas about the nature of 
species had been proposed. Dave covered those alternative species 
concepts in a broad and impartial way, describing the different 
views and discussing their strengths and weaknesses. I had already 
developed an interest in conceptual aspects of biology, and this 
was my favorite part of the course. Later, nearly 10 years after I 
graduated, I had the opportunity to develop my own views on the 
subject, which led to a paper where I analyzed the species problem 
from the perspectives of different biological subdisciplines and, 
drawing heavily on what I had learned in Dave’s course, attempted 
to integrate those perspectives into a single, unified concept. I 
consider that paper a milestone in my intellectual development—
my best approximation to a Dave-Wakeian big-picture view and 
thus a concrete manifestation of Dave’s influence on my thinking.

—Kevin de Queiroz (MVZ 1983–1989), National Museum of 
Natural History, Smithsonian Institution

Dave valued clear thought and solid logic. It was a real com-
pliment if he told you your practice talk was clear. He also ap-
preciated direct, straightforward answers to questions. I learned 
this when I took Evolution from him in the fall of 1982. I remem-
ber writing non-stop in blue books for the tests. For one of my 
answers, in which I must have been giving too much background 
information, he wrote in the margins, “Correct, but mainly irrele-
vant.” I’ve thought of that comment often—when writing papers 
and grading tests. My second story is from a trip to Costa Rica 
with Dave, where we were on the lookout for, and found, the new 
species, Bolitoglossa gracilis. I was eating breakfast with Dave and 
a few others on one of our first mornings there and was horrified 
to see maggots crawling around in my granola. Before I could 
even ask “What should we do?” Dave very calmly started picking 
the maggots out of his granola one by one and then proceeded 
to eat (the granola, not the maggots). I was stunned, but after a 
second or two, followed his example and started calmly picking 
maggots out of my bowl. And after that first maggot morning, 
we would start each morning comparing the maggot-load in our 
bowls. That lesson—of making the best out of what you have—
has stuck with me.

—Nancy Staub (MVZ 1983–1989), Gonzaga University

Dave had a profound impact on my views on evolution and sci-
entific inquiry. While he understood the importance of natural 
selection as the mechanism for evolution, he was more interested 
in what limited the phenotypic variation that natural selection 
acted upon. I loved this perspective on evolution and focused on 
this for my graduate work. While maybe not obvious to some, Dave 
was the most hypothesis driven scientist I ever met. He always told 
me how much he preferred papers and scientists with clear and 
strong points of view because at least they provided a testable hy-
pothesis. He almost had a disdain for theories that seemed to ex-
plain everything, saying they exhibited “blob-like behavior.” Dave 
loved to make you think. He would get that wry smile and twinkle 
in his eye when he pointed out alternative ideas that I had not 
considered in my inquiries. Finally, I want to conclude with what 
drove my, and I feel, Dave’s interest in Biology. It was our early 
love of natural history. This is nicely reflected by Dave’s rever-
ence towards all the field notebooks the Museum of Vertebrate 
Zoology housed. Dave, I wish I had kept up my field notebooks a 
tenth as well as you did yours. 

—Andres Collazo (MVZ 1985–1990), California Institute 
of Technology

Fig. 4. Dave Wake with some of his academic “children” and “grand-
children” at the Sixth Conference on the Biology of Plethodontid 
Salamanders at the University of Tulsa, Oklahoma, 2014. L to R: 
Zach Lewis (academic grandchild via Jim Hanken), Chris Evelyn 
(academic grandchild via Sam Sweet), Sean Reilly (academic grand-
child via Sharyn Marks), Tom Devitt (unofficial Ph.D. student), Sean 
Rovito (postdoc), Peng Zhang (postdoc), Meredith Mahoney (Ph.D. 
student), Shawn Kuchta (Ph.D. student), Ron Bonnett (postdoc), 
Elizabeth Jockusch (Ph.D. student), Dave Wake, Nancy Staub (Ph.D. 
student), Stan Sessions (Ph.D. student), Sharyn Marks (Ph.D. stu-
dent), Jim Hanken (Ph.D. student), Lynne Houck (Ph.D. student), 
and Eric Lombard (Ph.D. student and postdoc).
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My fondest memories of graduate school are those times 
spent in the field with Dave and my fellow lab mates. While the 
destination (to collect salamanders, of course!) was important, 
the journey was even more so, because these were opportunities 
for Dave to share insights about natural history, geological 
history, evolutionary history and ecology, as we traversed Cali-
fornia, the southern Appalachians, and Costa Rica. Dave had an 
amazing memory for details, was a captivating storyteller, and had 
a wonderful sense of humor, so these lessons were doled out in 
such a way that I just soaked it all up without even realizing what 
was happening. These lessons became intrinsic to the way in which 
I think about the natural world and organismal evolution. 

—Sharyn Marks (MVZ 1987–1995), Humboldt State Uni-
versity

The first time I met David Wake was when I was a prospec-
tive graduate student visiting Berkeley. He showed me around the 
museum and introduced me to everyone we met. He seemed to be 
trying to impress me and I kept thinking “he does know that I am 
just a prospective student, doesn’t he?” I was amazed at how gen-
erous he was with his time. When I came to visit just after Karse-
nia, the Korean lungless salamander, had arrived at Berkeley, he 
handed me a jar and asked me what species I thought it was. I knew 
it had to be special but I told him it looked like Plethodon elon-
gatus. That was the right answer because he wanted to show that 
this amazing and distinct (geographically) salamander was like 
many salamanders—morphologically conserved. The best times 
with Dave were in the field. The conversations in the car were al-
ways great, both for talking about science and having the greatest 
tour guide imaginable with a never-ending stream of interesting 
facts about nearly everywhere we went—whether it was the his-
tory of Sutter Buttes in the Central Valley, or a winery that used 
to be a great place to find Aneides flavipunctatus, or unusual geo-
logical formations. For a know-it-all kid like me it was wonderful 
to have a role model who was both modest and enthusiastic and 
who really did know it all. Dave will always be an important part 
of the way I look at the world. 

—Todd Jackman (MVZ 1988–1994), Villanova University

I am very fortunate to have been one of Dave’s graduate stu-
dents. It was at Berkeley’s Wakelab where I was exposed to a pletho-
ra of ideas, new research tools, and especially my fellow lab-mates, 
led by our academic advisor, Dave. Now, 33 years later, I still re-
member vividly our weekly Wake Lunch, where all students shared 
their academic progress and Dave often shared new literature. 
Dave’s lunch was almost always the same: a homemade sandwich, 
an apple, and a bottle of water. I also vividly remember MVZ lunch 
seminars and weekly Herp Group seminars. Dave introduced me 
to the study of California newts, genus Taricha. We spent a lot 
of weekends and holidays collecting samples from the Siskiyou 
Mountains in northern California to the Sierra Nevada, where we 
spent time in Dave’s family cabin. I remember one trip to Sonoma 
County, when I was the driver in a remote area. I drove through an 
intersection without stopping because there were no other cars in 
sight. Dave joked with me and taught me that even without traf-
fic, a stop at an intersection is necessary. Ever since, I will stop at 
intersections no matter whether there is any traffic or not! Dave 
has been far more than just an academic advisor to me, and to his 
other students. The most important things we learned from Dave 
are not just how to do research, but also how to live a fruitful life, 
be productive, and to help others wholeheartedly. 

—Anming Tan (MVZ 1988–1993), Hawaii Department of Hu-
man Services

I visited Berkeley as a prospective graduate student on a day 
when Wake Lunch was happening in the MVZ library. There were 
USGS maps of California spread out on the table, and then Dave 
started laying out little plastic containers on precise locations … 

Fig. 5. Dave Wake with Craig Moritz (second from left) and some of 
Wake’s more recent students near the Wake cabin in the Sierra, 22 
January 2011; L to R: Ricardo Pereira, Craig Moritz, Rachel Mueller, 
Tom Devitt, and Dave Wake. 
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Fig. 6. Dave Wake was physically smaller than most of his students 
and post-docs, but that never seemed to interfere in his abilities as 
guide and mentor. 
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and each of the containers had a live salamander in it, from that 
site. After that, how could I possibly have gone anywhere else? Dave 
taught me a lot about how to be an evolutionary biologist. He 
also taught me what great mentoring looks like: for example, his 
tactic of politely interrupting some terribly important colleague 
chatting with other senior people at a conference, introducing his 
new grad student, and then vanishing—leaving the student in the 
midst of the conversation. He insisted his students all do practice 
talks before heading off to meetings, and he did them too. He took 
us seriously as scholars…and showed up in a polyester leisure suit 
and a big grin for our bad-music-of-the-70s costume party (Fig. 7). 
My standards for how graduate programs should work, how advi-
sors should mentor their students, and what a graduate student 
community should look like all go back to Wakelab. Central to 
Dave’s philosophy and practice of training grad students was the 
principle that the student’s interests came first: he was delighted 
to train future colleagues who’d work with him on projects he’d 
launched, but you didn’t have to do his stuff to be part of Wakelab. 
When I showed up and said “I’m interested in evo-devo and I’m kind 
of a fish person,” his response was “I think there are some folks up at 
Davis who are spawning sturgeons—why don’t you look into that?” 
He supported my work on an outgroup just as wholeheartedly as 
the projects that were integral to his own research.

—Jessica Bolker (MVZ 1989–1993), University of New 
Hampshire

As a graduate student in a developmental biology lab, my re-
search was focused at the level of the cell and tissue, but my driv-
ing interest was in the evolution of the developmental phenomena 
I studied. By welcoming me to participate in the intellectual life 
of his lab, Dave gave me the opportunity to engage with the or-
ganism, population, species and clade, and with a community of 
evolutionary researchers and their work, in a way I would never 
have otherwise been able to and which helped bring purpose to 
my work. This was a highlight of my time at Berkeley, and a gift 
I’ll never forget. But Dave also gave me a gift on a more per-
sonal level. When I decided to embark on a gender change, Dave 
was one of the first people at Berkeley I shared this information 
with, long before most other colleagues. It was scary to do, but 
I had always sensed Dave was somebody I could confide in. What I 
didn’t anticipate was that his response would set him apart from 
everybody else I ever shared it with, before or since. He said sim-
ply, “Wow. That must be both scary, and exciting.” Most people’s 
reactions, no matter whether positive or negative, were at some 
level about them. Dave was the only person with the empathy to 
zero in immediately on what it meant for me —and nailed it, with 
pinpoint accuracy! 

—Sharon Minsuk (MVZ 1989–1995), Software Engineer/
Independent Scholar

Dave had an enormous influence on me and opened my eyes 
to so many things. His sense of wonder and curiosity about the 
natural world was inspiring and infectious. Going on field trips 
with him was an education in looking around and seeing how the 
world has been formed and shaped by natural processes. And Dave 
was so excited about everything! I remember how much joy he took 
in the skill that one of our group members had in being able to 
tell how far away a hill was, and how much time it would take to 
climb it. Of course, he got just as excited about big evolution-
ary questions. One time we happened to be walking into the MVZ 
together and he started telling me that he had just realized how 
important the role of extinction is in shaping evolutionary trees; 
he seemed thrilled about this new awareness. I experienced him as 
utterly genuine. He was present and available and open to what I 
brought to him, and also, as I was making the difficult decision 
to leave biology, to what I needed. I count myself incredibly for-
tunate to have known him and to have been able to experience and 
learn about the world through his eyes. 

—Anna Graybeal (MVZ 1989–1995), Psychologist

Four lessons I learned from Dave Wake: Lesson 1: Listen to 
your organisms (but be prepared: the path may not be straight or 
clear)! Following the lead of your organisms can yield unex-
pected questions and insights that shape broader debates. Lesson 
2: Never take vacation (but gallivanting is ok). Actually, never 
taking vacation is a lesson most of us rejected, but in my era in 
the lab, we rebranded our “fun” time as gallivanting. And I did 
embrace the message that field work can sometimes substitute 
for vacation, such as on our 1996 field trip to Annette Island, 
Alaska, type locality of Batrachoseps caudatus Cope 1889. Les-
son 3: Always keep your door (and your mind) open. This actu-
ally encapsulates two lessons. The first is to be available, hence 
the open door—Dave seemed to always have time for his students, 
regardless of what else was going on. I don’t ever remember mak-
ing a formal appointment to meet with him—I would just stick 
my head in his office door and see if he was free. The payoff of a 
few minutes with Dave could be sage advice about matters large 
or small or the feeling that he shared in our enthusiasm for 

Fig. 7. Dave also knew how to party. Here he is in his polyester leisure 
suit at the “Bad Music of the 1970s” themed going-away party for one 
of his students (Andres Collazo) in 1990. L to R: Dave Wake and Todd 
Jackman.
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whatever discovery we were reporting. The second is to be will-
ing to revise your thinking. For example, Dave’s dissertation was 
remarkably prescient in identifying shared characters and using 
derived traits to identify taxonomic groups. One of the few ways 
in which molecular data caused a major shift in our understand-
ing of plethodontid relationships was in the placement of Hydro-
mantes, which for Dave reinforced messages about morphological 
homoplasy. Lesson 4: Some questions may be impossible to answer 
(but that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t try). Through Dave’s exam-
ple, I learned to be comfortable with the uncertainty and shades 
of gray that accompany answers to many ‘big’ questions in evolu-
tion and systematics.

—Elizabeth Jockusch (MVZ 1990–1996), University of 
Connecticut

I’ve come to value Dave’s approach to mentoring more and 
more over the years, particularly the way he gently guided stu-
dents to projects by drawing attention to unresolved questions, 
as well as his embrace of diversity and his kind and welcoming 
nature. 

—Stephen M. Deban (MVZ 1991–1997), University of 
South Florida 

After I graduated from the University of Washington, I an-
nounced to my mentor, Ray Huey, that I wanted to work on sala-
manders. Without missing a beat, he pointed me toward David 
Wake because “Dave knows more than anyone in the world about 
salamanders.” It was the perfect recommendation. Much will be 
written about Dave as a scientist and a man, but I’d like to brief-
ly touch on his approach. In a subdivided and reductionist era, 
Dave was a rounded organismal biologist. He was widely known 
as a salamander nut, but Dave was just as comfortable discuss-
ing evolutionary theory. He was a systematist, but never merely 
so, and as a scholar he looked backwards and forwards at the 
same time. I recall our weekly lab meetings, a mundane enter-
prise for many students, with special fondness. In these meetings 
we’d discuss lab news and ponder a reading, which ranged from 
functional biology to development to philosophy to systemat-
ics. Somehow, any boring paper in Dave’s hands would glisten 
with implications (“Wow! Why didn’t I think of that?”). Yes, lab 
meetings were simply lunch, and for some reason I will always 
remember Dave cutting up an apple with a small knife. And yet 
his enlightened, simply stated observations, always delivered 
with the perfect word, regularly blew my mind. David Wake was 
Commander Salamander, never to be matched, but also so much 
more. 

—Shawn Kuchta (MVZ 1996–2002), Ohio University

Dave was a wonderful mentor to me, with gems of resonant 
advice given during otherwise unremarkable moments. They 
stuck, and a few stick out even now. One, when I was agoniz-
ing over the false dichotomy between mother and scientist: “The 
right time for a woman to have a baby is when a woman wants to 
have a baby” (I now have four babies). Two, when I was talking 
myself out of a multitude of unstarted PhD projects because 
they all had some apparent fatal flaw: “Just get in there and get 
your hands dirty—just do something” (I now have my students 
start walking with faith that the path becomes defined in its own 
time). It’s hard to fathom the impact he had on my career and 
life!  

—Rachel Mueller (MVZ 1998–2005), Colorado State 
University 

Dave was the most humane academic I had the opportunity 
to work with. He took an active interest in his students, of-
ten initiating conversations with us, and shared his experience 
through very helpful and at the same time amusing stories. He 
created a unique and thriving academic atmosphere at the MVZ. 
The most amazing thing about Dave, however, was his capacity to 
make other people around him successful. I owe him many defin-
ing experiences in my life and I still try to imitate his leadership 
style to this day. 

—Martin Jaekel (MVZ 2001–2002), Zurich University of 
Applied Sciences, Switzerland

The “Later Years”

When I think of Dave Wake, I want to tell the grand stories 
of my time with him. I  want to relive the late nights of sala-
mander hunting in the rain on roads long forgotten. I want to 
regale you with when we explored caves and caverns searching 
for Hydromantes at Shasta Lake. I want to share all the exciting 
adventures I was fortunate enough to have with Dave. But what 
strikes me most when I think of Dave, are the seemingly small 
and insignificant things that have stuck with me. The countless 
times I sat in his office, surrounded by all his books and papers. 
The brown bag lunches. The Herp Group meetings. The evolu-
tion lectures. His genuine kindness. He knew me during my nose 
ring, mohawk, and mustache phases, when I got my first speed-
ing ticket, and when I met my wife. Dave cared. When I think of 
Dave, I think most fondly about the last time I saw him. When I 
had lunch with him, just me and him, at a conference in Port-
land. We had sandwiches, and we talked about our lives. 

—Rob Bingham (MVZ 2001–2007), Portland, Oregon

Fig. 8. Dave’s sketch of the process of diversification, gene flow, and 
sampling period (rectangles) in the salamander genus Ensatina. 
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I’ll never forget the first time I met Dave. It was at the 
Joint Meeting of Ichthyologists and Herpetologists in Kansas 
City, Missouri in 2002. At the time, I was a graduate student at 
Louisiana State University finishing my master’s degree with Jim 
McGuire. Jim had just accepted a job at Berkeley and the MVZ. 
Dave knew that I was going to be following Jim to Berkeley to be-
gin my Ph.D. there, but we’d never met face to face. So there I was, 
walking down a hall during a break between sessions, when I saw 
Dave walking towards me. I started getting nervous and wasn’t 
sure what I was going to say. He walked up, reached out his hand, 
and said, “Hi, I’m David Wake. Jim has told me a lot about you. I 
understand you’ll be joining us at Berkeley soon. It’s very nice 
to meet you. We’re looking forward to having you!” I couldn’t 
believe that someone as famous as Dave would take the time to 
come up and introduce himself to a young graduate student he’d 
never met. But that’s just how Dave was: always humble, friendly, 
and engaging. When I got to Berkeley, I thought I knew what I 
wanted the focus of my dissertation to be, but I ended up working 
on Ensatina hybrid zones, in part because I felt drawn to Dave and 
his research. While I was never officially his student, I attended 
his lab meetings and often stopped by his office to chat, where his 
door was always open and he was always willing to talk. Dave is the 
kind of person the world needs more of. He had a huge impact on 
my life at a very formative time and I’ll miss him dearly.	

—Tom Devitt (MVZ 2003–2010), University of Texas at 
Austin

“What do you want species to be?” That’s what Dave asked me 
in one of our many spontaneous discussions about speciation in 
Ensatina salamanders, the topic of my PhD, and that of many oth-
er students before me. At first, I felt a bit offended... I thought 
that it was fair to expect species to look morphologically differ-
ent [most of the time?], explore different habitats [eventually?], 
definitely to remain genetically distinct [definitely?]. But, as 
Dave started drawing the evolutionary tree (Fig. 8), representing 
lineages (solid bifurcating lines) diverging with gene flow (con-
necting lines) and with us sampling these lineages at specific time 
points (rectangles), I realized that he was not actually expecting 
an answer from me. I realized that posing that question allowed 
me to recognize my own biases, to study the process of species for-
mation more agnostically, and most of all to constantly remain 
curious about what we don’t know. And there’s so much of that! 
Nowadays, I still ask a softer version of that question to my own 
students, “What would we like species to be?” I giggle to myself, 
listening to my students’ thoughts and note my own current as-
sumptions. 

—Ricardo J. Pereira (MVZ 2005–2011), LMU-Munich, 
Germany

As an undergraduate I viewed David as an almost superhero-
like figure. His work inspired my own obsession with California 
salamanders and heavily influenced my master’s work. I didn’t 
think I’d ever meet him, let alone work with him. I was intimidated 
and thought he’d brush me off when I first reached out to him, 
but he was so welcoming, encouraging, and supportive. When I ar-
rived at the MVZ, I’d stop by his office regularly and he would 
always stop what he was doing and just talk with me, about how 
I was doing personally, my work, and whatever new salamander 

discovery he was focused on. These one-on-one office chats were 
therapeutic and helped me stay positive through stressful times. 
His passion for the animals and getting out in the field was in-
credible and infectious. My favorite memories of him are in the 
field, especially when we’d find an unusually colored Aneides or 
Ensatina salamander. He was a unique mentor, but I mostly think 
of him as a friend.

—Sean B. Reilly (MVZ 2009–2016), University of Califor-
nia, Santa Cruz

Concluding Remarks

Dave Wake was the quintessential scientist as well as an 
inspirational mentor. Much of his effectiveness came from an 
amazing ability to accept new ideas and data, and to convey his 
confidence in each of his students that they will do fine, regardless 
of what they decide to do. An example was when one of us (SKS) 
encountered him at a conference some years ago, soon after new 
molecular evidence from his own lab completely and profoundly 
altered our understanding of evolutionary relationships of 
plethodontid salamanders. Most mortal humans would be 
understandably devastated, but Dave’s reaction to the realization 
that his own students had provided evidence that overturned 
most of his main ideas about plethodontid relationships was one 
of wonder and even elation, underlining the paradoxical truism 
that it is the lucky scientist who sees their own work overturned 
in their lifetime! Those who know him and worked with him, and 
especially those who were mentored by him, would be not at all 
surprised by this, since Dave was someone who was skilled at 
encouraging independent thinking, even if it contradicted his 
own ideas. Dave was a kind and thoughtful mentor, who never 
imposed expectations on his students, but instead wanted them 
to follow their own path and to be “happy and productive” in 
whatever they eventually chose to do. The result was the creation 
of an astonishingly diverse yet cohesive community of scholars 
and citizens. We will all miss him. 
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