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This issue is dedicated to Professor Harald Walther
on the occasion of his 80" birthday

On this occasion we would like to express our gratitude for your exceptional input
into European palacobotany and long-lasting and fruitful cooperation
with W. Szafer Institute of Botany, Polish Academy of Sciences in Krakéw



Biography of Harald Walther

Time is a natural but perplexing factor in our lives. At times it may appear endless and at
others seem just a fleeting moment. We can hardly believe that our friend and colleague Harald
Walther has already reached the age of 80. After a long friendship, when we were talking of our
youth and later careers, Harald supplied me with details which he agreed could be included in
his biography and which are now becoming available for a wider audience.

Named as Curt Harald Walther, he was born on May 17%, 1929 in Chemnitz, Saxony. His
parents lived in Scharfenstein, a small town (or even a village) in the Ore Mountains (Erzge-
birge). His mother, Gertruda Johanna Walther (née Garbe) worked in a bank, while his father,
Adolf Curt Walther, was in business as a bookseller. Little Harald spent a happy childhood there
and later, after primary school from 1935 to 1939, he attended a German Secondary School for
Youth in the town of Schopkau from 1939 to 1945 because the family had had to move there.
His teachers were mostly very kind and suffered many frustrations because of their resistance
to many of the National Socialist (Nazi) policies. These excellent teachers provided him with
interesting foundations in biology, geography, physics and chemistry, and also positively influ-
enced his general views, although so doing at those times was highly dangerous. This time was
also most important in establishing his critical thinking.

In March 1945, two months before the Second World War ended, he had to join the German
Army — “Deutsche Wehrmacht” — and was drafted into the so- called “Panzervernichtungsbri-
gade Sachsen” (a military group for destroying tanks in Saxony). He was given brief army train-
ing in the use of rifle, machine gun and bazooka (“panzerfaust”) involving stationary targets and
drill. He also survived the bombing of a village from where injured people and domestic animals
were trying to escape from cottages under fire. He had to help uncover by his own hands those
who remained buried in the ruins. All these events seem futile in retrospect and unbelievable
today. Still he felt obliged to fight for Hitler like many other “child soldiers”. They were all filled
with the National-Socialist ideas that had been taught to them during the previous six years.
The drill and “Nazi” policy had a particularly profound influence on these sixteen-year-old boys.
But still worse days had to be expected.

On the night of May 7t 1945 artillery fire from the East could be heard. Officers and sergeants
of the company escaped in their own private cars or on motorcycles. Only a single sergeant was
left to look after the youngsters. He decided on his own initiative to release the entire troop and
sent all the boys home. This action was hard for Harald to understand. The following night on
the 8t of May he was able with great difficulty to reach his parents’ house. One SS-patrol who
found him walking home attempted to shoot him down. On 9% May the Russian Army occupied
his home town of Scharfenstein to where his family had returned. By the orders of the Soviet
command he had to work on the demolition of a large factory that had produced weapons and
V2 rockets during the war. Harald and his parents had to leave their flat within two hours and
were moved into a small room in the attic of an office. Harald’s father, although an invalid from
the First World War, was arrested and, without any court procedure, was detained for three
years in the fourth Soviet army prison camp in Bautzen. As a consequence, Harald had to earn
a living and was unable to undertake any studies. Thus he made his way to Chemnitz to seek
work in construction and once there chanced to join a firm by the name of Giilder. His supervisor,
Max Giilder, was known as a collector and his search activities were focused on the “Petrified
Forest” of the Lower Permian in Chemnitz Hilbersdorf. His collection of fossil plants from this
site was known worldwide. At this firm Harald received training and gained experience in the
building trade. The work was often very tiring but during this time Harald formulated two prin-
ciples which would guide his life. Firstly, from all work should be derived pleasure, and when he
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gained knowledge in any field, he should share it freely with others. Harald then attempted to
continue his education by studying architecture at evening school. Unfortunately, this was out
of the question because of his father’s imprisonment. At last in 1948 he succeeded in entering
teacher training at Seifhennersdorf. When he had passed the first and second state exams he
met Helga, another teacher, and later married her. Of his four children, Christoph Walther is
a diploma energy engineer, Cornelia Eckholdt works as a midwife at a hospital, Thomas Walther
is a diploma designer with his own firm and Gabriele Schindler works in a printing office.

Harald studied partly as an internal student, and partly externally, biology and chemistry
at the former Technical University in Dresden, the Martin Luther University, Halle and at the
former Pedagogic High School in Potsdam. In his teaching capacity he was transferred from
1957 to 1962 to the Expanded Secondary School (Erweiterte Oberschule) in Groflischénau. Both
there and at Seifhennersdorf Harald established attractive school gardens. With his students
he organized botanical and geological excursions throughout Saxony, Thiiringen and Mecklen-
burg. The increasingly stressful political situation made his work and life ever more difficult
and complicated.

In Seifthennersdorf, which had been a traditional site of diatomite mining from 1838 to 1856,
fresh attempts were made to renew exploratory mining in 1951-1957. Diatomite also yielded
a wealth of plant and rare animal fossils. The first scientist to explore and describe the fos-
sil plants from there (in 1870) was the well-known Tertiary palaeobotanist, Herman Engel-
hardt. The original and type material from this work was housed at that time in the former
State Museum of Mineralogy and Geology in Dresden (Staatliches Museum fiir Mineralogie und
Geologie zu Dresden). Harald was a very active collector and through this activity he became
acquainted with the Director of this museum, Dr Sc Nat., Dr He Phil. Hans Prescher. Prescher
was very keen to get the material from Seifhennersdorf worked out and to continue previous
studies of fossils from the diatomite of Seifhennersdorf. Harald, as a voluntary collaborator of
the museum, obtained much support and help from him. Prescher also supplied him with the
necessary literature, held fruitful discussions and also supplied comparative material from the
museum collections. At last, in 1962, Hans Prescher employed Harald directly in the museum.
At first Harald was a scientific member of the museum, later an assistant and curator of palae-
ontology. His main task was to establish a research group for palaeobotany. It was planned that
the main focus of interest would be Tertiary floras in Europe and monographic treatments of
individual plant elements. Besides comprehensive morphological studies Harald also instituted
the methodologies of epidermal anatomy and cuticle analysis. This was not easy as it required
development of the necessary techniques and the training of technicians. He envisaged the
necessity of building up a research team and his Director fully supported him in this activity.
Hans Prescher was influential throughout Harald’s life on account of his broad geological and
palaeontological knowledge and humanistic education. Another important person, teacher and
fatherland collaborator who greatly influenced Harald’s scientific career was the botanist and
plant geographer, Prof. Dr Herman Meusel attached to the Martin Luther University, Halle. He
helped him in many fields of botany, such as in the methodology of selecting “the nearest living
relatives” of fossil material and in the understanding of plant ecology. At last Harald succeeded
in building up a chemical laboratory well equipped for the pursuit of the necessary microscopic
and photographic techniques. In this way the perspective was opened for both broad and inten-
sive morphological and epidermal studies of optimally preserved leaf material and also of living
plants for comparative purposes. At that time the scope of the museum’s fieldwork was broad-
ened from the diatomite at Seifhennersdorf to various sites, mainly strip mines, in the Weis-
selster basin south of Leipzig, the latter becoming the scientific focus of Tertiary palaeobotany
at the museum. At that time Harald started close and friendly cooperation with Prof. Dr habil.
Hans Dieter Mai, attached at first to the Geological Survey (“Zentrales Geologisches Institut”
— ZGI), and later to the Natural History Museum of the Humboldt University, Berlin. The two
friends, Harald and Dieter, were able for the first time to study jointly Tertiary floras in both leaf
anatomy and gross morphology as well as carpology, and to draw general conclusions from such
complex research. Their cooperation led to an increase in our understanding and knowledge of
taphonomy, palaeoclimate and ecology. At the same time the new concept of the so-called Floral
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Assemblages (“Florenkomplexe”) was developed by Harald and Dieter for the Palaeogene of Cen-
tral Europe. Then followed a series of new monographs of the floras in the Weisselster basin,
published from 1978 to 1991, namely the Florenkomplex Haselbach encompassing the early
Oligocene in 1978, Florenkomplex Zeitz (late Eocene) in 1985 and Florenkomplex Nerchau (mid-
dle Oligocene), Florenkomplex Thierbach (late Oligocene), Florenkomplex Mockrhena-Witznitz
(Oligo/Miocene), Florenkomplex Bitterfeld (early Early Miocene) and Florenkomplex Brandis
(Early Miocene) in 1991. Another project of Harald’s research was a set of monographic studies
of different plant elements. The series started with a monograph of fossil maples in Europe.
This work was also Harald’s PhD dissertation successfully defended in 1968 at the Technical
University in Dresden. Beginning in 1963, through contacts of Dr Prescher, Harald developed
and officially established long lasting cooperation with palaeobotanists in the former Czechoslo-
vakia, particularly with Dr Erwin Knobloch (* 1934, ¥ 2004) from the Czech Geological Survey
and myself, Prof. Dr Sc. Zlatko Kvacek, at that time of the Academy of Sciences but later at the
Charles University in Prague. Our close cooperation, which has continued up to the present day,
has transcended scientific collaboration and has led to deep personal friendships. Then 1974 saw
work begin on several monographic treatments of various plant groups alongside studies of the
corresponding extant taxa., e.g. extant and Tertiary Theaceae in 1984, several treatments of
the Fagaceae in 1987, 1988, 1989 and 1991, a publication concerning the genus Ilex in the Pal-
aeogene in 2008 and, together with Dieter Mai and Lutz Kunzmann, a treatise on Taxodium in
2009. Another favourite topic of both Harald and myself was “Volecanic floras” in central Europe,
which began in 1995 when the first local flora of Suletice Berand was issued, to be followed
by other monographs in 1998, 2004 and 2006 up to the present one in press. Starting in 1971
Harald began official international cooperation with the Institute of Botany, Polish Academy of
Sciences in Krakéw. In collaboration with Prof. Dr habil. Ewa Zastawniak he began revision of
the classical flora of So$nica (Schossnitz) published in 1855 by H.R. Goppert. This work is ongo-
ing. In cooperation with Prof. Dr habil. Leon Stuchlik from the same Institute Harald undertook
a broader study of living woody floras to form a basis for comparison with Tertiary palaeobotany.
This activity was associated with a planned scientific collecting expedition to East Asia. It took
five years for this plan to come to fruition. It required a vast amount of activity at official level
in the various state establishments of the former DDR and Poland. The German politicians and
officers were very reluctant and only through Leon’s diplomacy did this expedition finally take
place, from January to May 1976.

Resulting from this expedition an extensive “Indian herbarium” arose with mostly woody
plants of the Himalayas, south India and the Nilgiri Hills, which is now housed in Dresden
and Cracow providing material of possible living relatives to Tertiary plants. Starting in 1978
Harald cooperated intensively with the Department of Geology and Palaeontology at the Natural
History Museum, Vienna, thanks to his friendship with Prof. Dr Hans Kollmann. Several visits
allowed him to study in more detail the collections in the museum from various Tertiary sites in
the former Austrian kingdom. The present Director of the Natural History Museum, Stuttgart,
Prof. Dr habil. Johanna Eder-Kovar, worked at that time in Vienna and visited Harald to get
training in cuticle analysis at Dresden Museum under his supervision. Further collaboration
between them resulted in a successful exhibition called “350 Millionen Jahre Wald” which was
prepared and assembled with contributions from both the Vienna and Dresden museums. This
exhibition successfully travelled all over Central Europe between 1986 and 1990, including Aus-
tria, the former DDR as well as West Germany (Bundesrepublik Deutschland) and the former
Czechoslovakia. It was, and so far has remained, the only itinerant palaeobotanical exhibition
in Central Europe which presented the whole spectrum of plant fossils from the Devonian to
the Quaternary.

In 1984 Harald habilitated at the Humboldt-University, Berlin, at the same time as Dieter
Hans Mai.

In “computerless times” Harald initiated the formation of an inventory of the Tertiary floras
and plants as well as of their living relatives (1963-1999). He was, and remains also at present,
an enthusiastic museologist who has staged palaeobotanical and palaeontological exhibitions
at many local museums in Saxony. One example is the establishment of and support given to
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the local museum at Seifhennersdorf, to which a monograph of the Tertiary flora was presented
(jointly by Harald and myself) in 2007. In gratitude the town authorities awarded him Honorary
Citizenship of Seithennersdorf.

Harald Walther has supervised the postgraduate studies and dissertations of many young sci-
entists, thereby helping them to pursue scientific careers, as is evident from the many successful
defences under his guidance. He also influenced scientifically his successor, Dr Lutz Kunzmann,
who assumed his position at the museum after Harald’s retirement.

Harald’s teaching activity at the Technical University of Leipzig, which included practical les-
sons, covered the period March 1995 to September 2008 and in 1999 he was given an Honorary
Professorship there. From March 1998 up to the present he has been involved in the running of
palaeobotanical one-year courses at the Technical University, Dresden.

Harald worked for 56 years at the former State Museum of Mineralogy and Geology, Dresden
(now the Senckenberg Naturhistorische Sammlungen, Dresden). In spite of various difficulties
he researched intensively during this time as is apparent from the more than 256 scientific pub-
lications he produced and which bear witness to his undoubted scientific abilities.

Harald was particularly interested in (and derived enjoyment from) founding botanical gar-
dens with woody plants as Tertiary relicts. In these activities he combined his professional
duties with one of his hobbies. In particular he spent much of his life organizing the botanic
gardens at Leipzig University. Through cooperation with the “Green Office” of the city admini-
stration he was able to establish a 7 hectare landscape park as a kind of “Tertiary Forest” in
a reclaimed opencast mine near Leipzig. There he created models of a “Taxodium-Nyssa swamp
forest”, a riparian forest and a mixed mesophytic forest growing in Central European conditions.
This arboretum is still used by the university and serves to educate the wider public, enabling
them to appreciate ancient life from Tertiary times.

Harald Walther received many honorary titles, such as Member Correspondent of the Natural
History Museum in Vienna (1998), Member of the Senckenberg Natural History Society at the
Senckenberg Research Institute, Frankfurt/Main (1999), Jongmans Medal at the IOP Confer-
ence in Athens (2002), Honorary President of the Isis Natural History Society, Dresden (2004),

Harald Walther and Zlatko Kvacek visiting W. Szafer Institute of Botany, Krakéw, 1998 (phot. E. Zastawniak)
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Honorary Member of the Natural History Research Society Oberlausitz, Gorlitz (2004) and Hon-
orary Society Worker of the Senckenberg Natural History Society in Frankfurt/Main (2009). He
was also instrumental in securing the revival of the Isis Natural History Society at Dresden in
1990. It had been founded in 1833 but was considered bourgeois by the 1945 Communist Govern-
ment which closed it down. Harald chaired the Society as President for ten years.

In conclusion one must mention Harald’s fondness for organizing and guiding field trips. He
led very traditional excursions in North Bohemia with students of Freiberg Technical Univer-
sity (formerly Bergakademie) that attracted many other people interested in palaeontology as
a hobby. Harald also visited many countries on botanical excursions. In addition to the afore-
mentioned India he also travelled to the Balkan Peninsula, Canary Islands and the USA. Of
particular note was our joint visit to Canada where we were guided by Prof. Ruth Stockey of
Edmonton who took us to Tertiary sites in Alberta. Unfortunately, Harald’s last field trip con-
nected with the IOP Conference at Bonn in 2008 was marred by an injury he sustained at Wiesa
which caused him to be hospitalized. Despite this and subsequent accidents he shows great
patience, and, thanks to his wife, Helga, he is recovering and has been able to maintain his sci-
entific activity up to the present. His monograph on “Volcanic floras”, written jointly with Misha
Akhmetiev of Moscow and myself is just being printed. He has also prepared a monograph on
the Neogene flora of Ottendorf-Okkrila which awaits publication.

Harald Walther has always lived according to the principle that responsibility, not power,
guided him. We wish very much that he recovers soon and that his activity will continue una-
bated. Many tasks are still outstanding.

Zlatko Kvacek, Charles University, Faculty of Science, Albertov 6, CZ-12843 Praha 2, Czech
Republic; e-mail: kvacek@natur.cuni.cz

Linguistic verification by Mr Arthur Copping
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