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A Tribute to Sue Dykes 

Francis Thackeray, ESI 

It was a great pleasure and privilege to serve as one of 

Sueôs supervisors for her MSc (cum laude), and her ex-

cellent PhD, both of which were in the field of palaeo-

anthropology. Sueôs co-supervisors were Varsha Pilbrow 

(Australia) and Kris Carlson (who came from California 

to Krugersdorp to attend the Memorial event on 17 Au-

gust 2019, reflecting a mark of respect which Sue com-

manded). She undertook detailed studies of teeth of fos-

sils from the Cradle of Humankind, includ-

ing Australopithecus, Paranthropus and early Homo, 

from sites such as Sterkfontein, Swartkrans, Kromdraai, 

Drimolen, Gondolin, Rising Star and Malapa. She also 

studied hominins from sites in Kenya and Tanzania. Sue 

and I traveled together to East Africa for research at mu-

seums where she applied her new method. I got to know 

Sue as a friend as well as a supervisor for her academic 

degrees. I described her as my ñStar Studentò. In fact, 

she was a ñsupernovaò, a brilliant star. Supernovae are 

bright and brilliant stars. Sue was one of them. Bright 

and Brilliant! Some of the words which would describe 

her talents include perfectionism, precision and meticu-

lous attention to detail. Despite Trials and Tribulations 

with which she was confronted, she Triumphed. She her-

self had a sense of pride when she graduated twice in 

the Wits Great Hall. We shared her absolute happiness. 

The ESI is extremely proud of her. Her family and friends 

can be proud of her.  Indeed, the global fraternity of pal-

aeo-anthropologists is proud of her. Her passing is an 

enormous loss. She was cut short just at a time when 

she was making her mark as a dedicated scientist in the 

field of human evolution. Her thesis and her dissertation 

and her publications serve as a lasting legacy.  
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In loving memory of Sue 

Jonah Choiniere & Kimi Chapelle on behalf of ESI 

Dear Colleagues, 

 

The Evolutionary Studies Institute mourns the passing of Dr Sue Dykes, a former student, lecturer, and a dear friend to 

all who knew her. After a previous career, Sue joined the ESI in 2013, completing an MSc with distinction and then con-

tinuing on to a PhD, which she completed in only two years of study. Sueôs research focused on using statistical meth-

ods to identify the teeth of fossil hominoids, and in 2019 she published a promising new method in this area. She was 

also a volunteer lecturer in Statistics for the ESIôs honours course. 

 

Sue was a wonderful friend to students and staff alike at the ESI. Generous with her time, and empathetic to the utmost, 

Sue helped many of us through personal and professional difficulties. It was a pleasure to see her develop her research 

career, and a testament to her skill and determination that she was able to make the switch from a private career to an 

academic one. During the course of her studies, Sueôs family became integrated into the ESI, both by conducting re-

search with her and by attending social events. It is clear that she instilled them with that same generosity. We offer 

them our deepest condolences. 

 

Sincerely, and with great sadness, 

The Evolutionary Studies Institute 
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Remembering James Brink 

Lloyd Rossouw, FQRS 

James Simpson Brink was appointed as a junior re-

searcher in archaeozoology at the National Museum 

Bloemfontein in 1983 where he took over from Dr Ron 

Clarke in 1984 to lead an interdisciplinary palaeo-

environmental research unit at the museum's Quater-

nary Research Station at Florisbad.  

With missionary zeal, James not only began an in-depth 

study of the archaeozoology of the Florisbad Spring and 

Living Floor Assemblages, which represents the type 

site of the Florisian Land Mammal Age, but he also initi-

ated the expansion of an extensive vertebrate osteologi-

cal reference collection. This would eventually grow into 

a world-class research collection for students and scien-

tists alike. With an extensive discussion on the taphono-

my and re-evaluation of the fossil collections from Floris-

bad, James received an MA degree in Archaeozoology 

in 1987 from the University of Stellenbosch.  

During 1987 and 1988 he completed a course at the In-

stitut f¿r Palaeoanatomie, Faculty of Veterinary Science, 

University of Munich, which included, among others, the 

comparative osteology of mammals in the Old World, the 

history of animal domestication in the Old World, the 

comparative osteology of fish and an introductory course 

in Latin and Greek as used in scientific nomenclature. In 

1992, he received his BA Honors degree in Latin from 

the University of the Free State, while working on a com-

parative osteological study on the evolution of the black 

wildebeest (Connochaetes gnou), for a future PhD study.  

In 1994, James, together with Rainer Gr¿n from the Uni-

versity of Canberra in Australia, launched an extensive 

radiometric dating project to determine the age of the 

Florisbad deposits. In the process, a groundbreaking 

technique for non-destructive dating termed óElectron 

spin resonanceô (ESR) was developed to date a single 

tooth of the famous Florisbad human skull. This work, 

published in Nature in 1996, provided James with the 

palaeontological time frame to continue his work, in what 

would become an influential study on the evolution of the 

endemic black wildebeest as a model for the effects of 

changing environments on mammal evolution during the 

Quaternary. For this he earned a DPhil degree from the 
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University of Stellenbosch in 2005. Since then he has 

worked extensively on the evolution of Plio-Pleistocene 

ecosystems and the processes that drove changes in 

environments and ungulate communities in the central 

interior of southern Africa and eastern Africa. These 

studies would eventually culminate in the first description 

of an extinct caprine from the Cape Fold Mountains, as 

well as a re-evaluation of age of the faunal assemblages 

from the Cornelian Land Mammal Age type site. 

With over 100 peer-reviewed publications produced dur-

ing his career, James would also foster local as well as 

international collaboration with colleagues in the USA, 

Australia, France, Germany, Kenya, Israel and Sicily. 

James found the appeal of functional anatomy and mam-

mal evolution irresistible and he would freely give in-

struction on some finer points of comparative osteology 

to anyone, even to a casual passerby. His expertise in 

bone identification and post-cranial elements, in particu-

lar, was simply outstanding. He was an exceptional 

teacher who, in his unique way, introduced many stu-

dents (including myself) to the practical side of Quater-

nary palaeontology and archaeozoology. I was fortunate 

to be one of his earliest students and, like others after 

me, was captivated by his wisdom, sense of humor and 

modest nature. He was a philosopher, expert on classi-

cal cultures and languages, as well as a connoisseur of 

good wine. It is hard to imagine a world without James, 

and to think of Florisbad without his singular presence. 

None of those who knew him will forget his generosity 

towards every person he encountered. 

 

James is survived by his wife Marianne, their children, 

Mari, Willem-Carel, and Lilian.  
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Remembering James Brink 

Louis Scott, University of the Free State 

South Africa lost a highly esteemed Quaternary palaeon-

tologist when James Brink passed away on the 23rd of 

September 2019, after illness. Following his training in 

archaeology under Professor Hillary Deacon in Stellen-

bosch, James was, for more than 35 years, attached to 

the National Museum in Bloemfontein, where he played 

an instrumental and leading role developing the infra-

structure and research programme of the Florisbad Qua-

ternary Research Station. Since his passing, colleagues 

and friends globally have sent numerous messages of 

appreciation of Brinkôs discoveries, wisdom, collabora-

tion and vast insights into past environments and prehis-

tory of Africa. Last year, we edited a special issue of 

Quaternary International (volume 459) entitled Sub-

Saharan Archaeology, Zooarchaeology and Paleoenvi-

ronments - Papers in Honour of James Simpson Brink 

on his 60th Birthday to bring tribute to his remarkable 

contribution in palaeontology and palaeo-environmental 

science in Southern Africa. The following is an extract 

from the editorial article (Scott et al. 2018): 

 

ñJames is known for his contributions to oste-

ology, Quaternary palaeontology, and archaeozool-

ogy, enlightening us about the patterns and pro-

cesses that drove the evolution of environments and 

mammal communities of southern Africa. His contri-

butions range from detailed descriptions of the ta-

phonomy of the Florisbad Spring assemblage ï the 

type site of the Florisian Land Mammal Age, to dis-

cussions about the evolution of a biogeographically 

unique mammalian fauna in southern Africa.  

Jamesô studies of the evolution of the black 

wildebeest (Connochaetes gnou), a species endem-

ic to the South African central interior, presented 

arguably the most definitive example of how vicari-

ant processes have shaped mammal evolution in 

the sub-region, providing an empirical basis for the 

mechanistic link between landscape and morpholog-

ical change. His unparalleled understanding of func-

tional anatomy has allowed him to expand related 

theories to their mammalian lineages and, ultimate-

ly, to reveal the ecological processes that governed 

changes in community structure.  

Throughout his career, James applied this 

approach to studies of faunal assemblages at multi-

ple sites in the central interior of South Africa, in-

cluding excavating and describing the collections 

from Cornelia-Uitzoek, the type site of the Cornelian 

Land Mammal Age, numerous sites representing the 

Florisian Land Mammal age, the more arid Holo-

cene, and several Late Pleistocene Cape Coastal 

sites. In combination, these works have revealed a 

picture of landscapes shifting from savanna mosaics 

to treeless open grasslands through the mid-to-Late 

Pleistocene, and of perennial water sources acting 

as piospheres governing mammal communities and 

ecosystem processes during the Late Pleistocene, 

that is now central to palaeoenvironmental recon-

structions in the sub-region. Indeed, it is now difficult 

to argue against the central interior of South Africa 

being the evolutionary source from where many sa-

vanna, desert, and fynbos mammal populations and 

communities are derived.  

Among all this, James also drove research in 

the 1990s that culminated in the application of Elec-

tron Spin Resonance to date the Florisbad human 

skull at 259.5 ka, over 200 ka older than what had 

previously been believed. However, James has 

made contributions that extend beyond purely aca-

demic ones. For almost three decades he has single

-handedly built and curated the modern mammal 

and fossil faunal collections of the Florisbad Quater-
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nary Research Station. This has made it possible for 

research that focuses explicitly on both spatial and 

temporal palaeoenvironmental trends. His foresight 

in amassing an unrivalled modern mammalian col-

lection has enabled important studies not only on 

mammalian species and functional diversity, but on 

morphological and behavioural variations across 

populations and communities (at scales rare for 

studies based on skeletal material).  

 

James is a natural historian as well as a scientist. 

His knowledge and understanding of functional 

anatomy or archaeozoology is shared by few.  

To witness his expression of this knowledge first-

hand is, quite simply, an awesome experience.ò 
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Hello again, dear palaeontology community, 

The year is beginning to, finally, slow down and rightfully so ï we received many contributions for this edition and it ab-

solutely fantastic to see how busy you have all been. South African palaeontologyôs flag is consistently hoisted higher 

and continues to wave with much gusto because of your collective efforts. The number of research labs, departments, 

and staff and students, fuelled by people from increasingly diverse backgrounds, is encouraging and gives us great 

hope and optimism for South Africaôs trajectory and its continued ability to compete at an international level. Our capaci-

ty for exemplary work is, of course, afforded by various grant agencies like the Centre of Excellence in Palaeosciences 

(CoE-Pal), the Palaeontological Scientific Trust (PAST), the National Research Foundation (NRF), and various more 

localised streams of bursaries at the university level. Access to these generous grants has allowed us to continue to fire 

on all pistons and our collective scientific output reflects this. As the editorial team, we are incredibly grateful for this sup-

port in our academic pursuits. 

While this year has had many highlights, it has also brought tremendous sadness in the passing of Dr Sue Dykes and Dr 

James Brink. From our time with them, and from what we have gleaned from communicating with friends and colleagues 

closest to them, we can safely attest to the far-reaching, positive impact they had on both the Palaeosciences and the 

lives of those around them. Both Sue and James were irreplaceable people and our discipline and personal lives are all 

the poorer for their loss. It is a modest gesture, but we dedicate this issue of PalNews to their memory. 

Those hawk-eyed readers might notice a few changes: The most obvious is the portrait orientation of the page. We did 

this because most of the digital documents read are in this orientation, but also to make the reading experience better 

suited for mobile devices. A chat with Prof Francis Thackeray also had us resurrect the ñPalaeo-Palaverò section ï a 

section for outreach endeavours and palaeo-related ñthink piecesò. And as a bonus, Dr Christian Kammerer supplied us 

with a better gorgonopsian image to use for our Permian section header. We say better because (1) LOOK AT THOSE 

CANINES! it is such a cool looking beast, and (2) because it is sentimental: it is now the gorgonopsian Smilesaurus 

which means ñknife lizardò but is really a secret pun as Sydney Rubidge would refer to specimen RC 62 as óOld Smilerô 

for its toothy grin. Christianôs paper discussing Smilesaurus and many other gorgons can be found here: https://

doi.org/10.7717/peerj.1608 

 

South African palaeontology is growing from strength to strength and continues to be a world leader in many regards - 

we hope that by the end of this issue you see why! 

 

Kind regards, 

 

Viktor Radermacher and Lara Sciscio 

Editors of PalNews 

A word from the Eds 

https://doi.org/10.7717/peerj.1608
https://doi.org/10.7717/peerj.1608
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