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We never asked John Phillips how he became interested in microbiology. But we all 
appreciated his intense curiosity and how he boldly and enthusiastically began new areas 
of research such as the origins of the immune system, or the pathways of pesticide 
pollution, or innovations in aquaculture. As Director of Stanford University’s Hopkins 
Marine Station, John was an outstanding researcher and educator. A pioneer in 
elucidating how land-originated pollutants such as DDT affected marine life, he also 
played a pivotal role in developing educational programs at the Station that afforded 
undergraduates the opportunity to engage in individual research projects.  
 
During his period as Director of the Marine Station, John was indirectly responsible for 
siting the Monterey Bay Aquarium next to Hopkins. There was no Coastal Commission 
in the late 1960’s and John, as Director of the Station, foresaw that the adjacent Cannery 
Row would soon be full of hotels, restaurants, and shops that would jeopardize the 
marine research preserve that surrounded the Station. He persuaded Stanford to purchase 
the adjacent Hovden Cannery as a buffer. His fortuitous action led to this property being 
available a decade later as an ideal site of the Monterey Bay Aquarium.  
 
John was born in Fresno, California on December 19, 1925. Shortly thereafter his family 
moved to southern California, where his childhood exposure to marine life—and a 
lifelong interest in its study—began with frequent summer trips to Newport Beach. 
John’s family moved to the San Francisco Bay area when he was ten. After his high 
school graduation in 1943, John was inducted into the Navy.  
 
Following his discharge in 1946, John began his university education, supported by the 
GI Bill, at UC Berkeley,. He received his B.A. in Microbiology in 1950. After exploring 
the idea of farming coffee in Central America (a dream that succumbed to practical 
realities such as capital), he returned to Berkeley and enrolled in the graduate program in 
Bacteriology and Microbiology. With research on factors controlling virulence of 
bacterial infection, he completed his Ph.D. in 1955. At Berkeley, as a teaching assistant 
in a Medical Microbiology course, John met his future wife, Arlene Louise Warren, 
whom he married in 1955. The couple had a daughter and two sons.  
 
Having completed his doctoral studies, John moved to Rutgers University with support 
from a Waksman-Merck postdoctoral fellowship. His work at Rutgers led to his long-
standing interest in immune system function. There, he studied the antigenicity of 
bacterial DNA and published several novel papers in the leading international journal 
Nature. Returning to California, John was introduced to Hopkins Marine Station through 
an American Cancer Society postdoctoral fellowship that supported his initial work on 
the earliest evolutionary stages of the immune system in marine invertebrates, in 



particular those in the phylum Cnidaria, which includes jellyfishes and hydroids, sea 
anemones and corals.  

 
He extended this work as a beginning faculty member in the Department of 
Immunochemistry and Microbiology at UC Berkeley from 1957 to 1962, continuing to 
probe questions about the origins of immune systems. In a landmark paper, he described 
the possibility of immune recognition in a sea anemone, trailblazing work that showed 
the possibility of protein (antigen) recognition in a lower invertebrate. When this work 
was published in Nature, Stanford lured John back to the Marine Station in 1962, and 
John further developed studies of comparative biochemistry in diverse marine species. 
Arlene died tragically young, and John became a dedicated single parent to their three 
children, while continuing to pursue his career and serve Hopkins until his retirement in 
1978.  
 
John’s work at Hopkins Marine Station retained a focus on early evolution of the immune 
system, but soon moved to a problem of rising environmental concern: the effects of 
land-originated pollutants on marine life. John and his colleagues focused their efforts on 
the molecule DDT, which at the time was heavily used in agriculture and in broad efforts 
to control mosquitoes and other insects. John’s role in bringing attention to the impacts of 
DDT went beyond the scientific laboratory. In 1969, John sent to then-Governor Ronald 
Reagan a letter signed by 60 marine scientists who called for a ban on DDT. John’s 
effectiveness in raising awareness of the catastrophic influences of DDT on reproduction 
in brown pelicans and other marine organisms contributed to the successful effort to ban 
the chemical in 1972. This ban on DDT is credited with bringing brown pelicans—then 
listed as an endangered species—back from the brink of extinction. The bird was 
removed from the endangered species list in 2009.  
 
John’s research program remained active until his retirement. He continued to study 
effects of pollutants, extending these investigations to the effects of inorganic (heavy 
metal) as well as organic substances.  
 
The roles John played in developing the teaching programs at Hopkins Marine Station 
included his involvement in the creation of a new format for education in marine science. 
John, along with faculty members Donald Abbott and Lawrence Blinks, launched 
Problems in Marine Biology, a new course that involved upper-class undergraduates in 
original research projects. Students spent an entire quarter at the Station, all studying the 
same problem from many different vantage points. Subjects included specific organisms, 
such as a snail, or particular problems, such as sewage or DDT pollution. This novel 
approach to education in science served as a model for subsequent development of like 
programs at many other marine centers in the United States. Many of the class projects 
carried out by Stanford undergraduates led to publications in the peer-reviewed literature 
and, more importantly, “hooked” many of the students on pursuing careers in biological 
research.  
 
John displayed imagination and foresight in creating other educational opportunities as 
well. For example, he led his microbiology class on a field trip to Tassajara in Carmel 



Valley to sample from the impressive diversity of bacteria that flourish in the geothermal 
springs there, generating dense splashes of brilliant color. He originated and offered a 
course in practical computer science at a time when the dawning digital age was barely 
on the Marine Station’s radar.   
 
The contributions John made to Stanford also involved substantial administrative effort. 
He served as Director of Hopkins Marine Station from 1965 to 1973. During this period 
the Station underwent a renaissance with the expansion of the faculty and the teaching 
program as well as the earlier purchase of the adjacent Hovden Cannery 
 
John’s interests in nature were wide-ranging and included a strong attraction to tropical 
biology, in both the terrestrial and marine realms. His visits to the tropical island of 
Moorea in Tahiti had a particularly strong impact on his life and led him to settle on the 
Big Island of Hawaii in 1986. In retirement, John remained active in conservation 
science, participating, for example, in the rehabilitation of orangutans in Borneo in the 
early 1990s. He also enjoyed pursuing his long-standing interests in gardening and 
foreign languages, adding mastery of the Japanese and Hawaiian languages to his fluency 
in French. He remained a world traveler throughout his life and indulged his naturalist’s 
interests in diverse regions of the globe.  
 
Students who were privileged to have John as a teacher and research mentor are 
unanimous in praising his effectiveness in promoting the highest level of performance 
through his capacity to instruct and criticize with warmth, understanding, and good 
humor. His unobtrusive style nurtured independence and creativity. The broad spectrum 
of his students’ doctoral thesis topics—from the distribution of dissolved organic carbon 
in ocean currents, to biochemistry in sea urchins and behavior and physiology in sea 
anemones, to polysaccharides in seaweeds and PCBs in marine phytoplankton—reflects 
John’s own breadth. He cultivated and communicated an approach to living organisms 
that encouraged careful observation and deepened understanding. One student remarked, 
“John was a special man, kind, gentle, humorous; I don’t remember a sarcastic or 
negative word ever exiting his mouth. He had a charming demeanor, positive outlook on 
the world, and an expansive set of interests unlike most people I’ve known.”  
 
Indeed, John Phillips’ achievements reflect the timely interaction between an 
exceptionally talented and widely interested scholar and an academic world that allowed 
a level of curiosity-driven exploration, intellectual and geographic, that is now quite 
uncommon. John will be remembered for his contributions in research, teaching, and 
administration and—perhaps most importantly—for the role model he offered in how 
best to pursue a productive and rewarding career in academia.  
 
John Howell Phillips passed away on April 5, 2010. He is survived by two sons and a 
daughter and two grandchildren. 
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