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Professor Frank Ainley Bisby
(24 April 1945 — 25 October 2011)

The sudden and premature death on
25 October 2011 of Professor Frank
Bisby, Professor emeritus of Botany in
the University of Reading and a lead-
ing figure in the biodiversity informat-
ics world, came as a profound shock to
all who knew him. He had just
returned from a conference in New
Orleans and was continuing his hectic
schedule of work.

Frank Bisby was educated at
Abingdon School and at St. John’s
College, University of Oxford where
after his BA he obtained a DPhil in
1970. He spent the first part of his

o d i N career at the University of

N f §1%- A ~E Southampton where he was succes-

{ - ! -l sively Lecturer, Senior Lecturer,

/ p 955 10 A0 AW 2y B 8 8l Reader and Royal  Society/

¥ l— e RL R TR B 8] Leverhulme Trust Senior Fellow in

the School of Biological Sciences. In

1997 he was appointed to the Chair of
Botany in the University of Reading and
on his retirement in October 2010 he was made an emeritus professor.

In his own words his central research interest was in ‘the functioning of the taxonomic
profession as a whole, and how it both synthesizes knowledge from myriad sources world-
wide and provides the key information infrastructure to all biodiversity knowledge’.

Initially he worked on legume systematics and numerical taxonomy (his DPhil at Oxford
was on Numerical techniques in Plant Taxonomy). This interest in legumes was to continue
throughout his career and included research on taxonomy, character coding, pollination,
aphid resistance. He also worked on plant genetic resources of legumes and undertook
germplasm collecting expeditions in Portugal, Syria, Turkey, the Caucasus and Tanzania

Frank A. Bisby at work.
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although regrettably for the last 20 years or so he devoted little time to this side of his work.

In the next phase of his career he combined his interest in numerical and computer
methods in taxonomy and in legumes, developing the Vicieae database which then led in
1984 to his setting up ILDIS, the International Legume Database & Information Service.
(ILDIS, http://www.ildis.org/), which was probably the first global species database and a
precursor of the building blocks from which global taxonomic systems were later to be
built. ILDIS was one of the earliest significant projects to use information technology to
develop a global information resource for a major group of plants.

He became deeply interested in global master databases (Bisby 1994 ) which he described
as ones in which data on species prepared carefully by specialists are made available to biol-
ogists at large. In 1990 he organized and ran the Delphi symposium ‘Designs for a Global
Plant Species Information System’ funded by the European Community and the U.S.
National Science Foundation (Bisby & al. 1993). This then led to his developing the project
that was to be his main interest during the past 25 years — the Species 2000 programme and,
with the Integrated Taxonomic Information System (ITIS), this provides the ‘Catalogue of
Life’ resource for the GBIF, EoL and other portals and is used by numerous projects around
the world.. In effect it became the default classification for many biodiversity informatics
projects and Frank argued it was the original ‘Encyclopaedia of Life’. The latest version of
24 October 2011 contained 1,370,276 species from 101 databases, a remarkable and out-
standing achievement. Frank was not only the auctor intellectualis of Species 2000 and its
leading advocate but was its Executive Director and was tireless in his efforts to secure the
major national and international funding that allowed it develop and achieve its potential as
a major tool for the assessment and conservation of biological diversity.

Managing and holding together such a complex organization required enormous ded-
ication and commitment together with a punishing schedule of travel that took its toll
on his other professional activities and on his personal life. It almost certainly con-
tributed to his early demise.

As well as his academic duties at the University of Reading, and directing Species
2000, Project Coordinator of ILDIS, and leader of the 4D4Life and i4Life projects of
the European Commission e-Infrastructures Programme, Frank was a member of the
Governing Board of the Global Biodiversity Information Forum (GBIF), member of
Database Committee of Consortium for the Barcode of Life (CBOL) and member of
the UK BBSRC Bioinformatics & e-Science Co-ordinating group. He had been
Treasurer of the Society for the Management of Electronic Biodiversity Data
(SMEBD); delegate to International Council of Scientific Unions Committee on Data
for Science and Technology (CODATA) and convenor of its commission on
Standardized Terminology for Access to Biological Data Banks. He was the first
Secretary of the Taxonomic Databases Working Group and its chair from 1989-92
(TDWG, http://www.tdwg.org/) and remained active in the organisation. He was a
Research Associate Missouri Botanical Garden. He played an active role in the
Linnean Society of London and was Honorary Botanical Secretary (1984-90) and Vice
President (1987-89) and was Honorary Botanical Secretary of the Systematics
Association (1970-87). He participated in the UK DEFRA Brogdale National (Apple)
Collection project and was thus able to combines his interest in informatics with an
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amateur interest in his own collection of early apple cultivars. He was Curator of the
UK national collection of Vicieae.

His publications included c. 100 papers, two books, and three edited volumes (see Annex).

I was fortunate to know Frank Bisby during the whole of his professional career and
worked closely with him on several projects. In 1985, when I was asked by Professor
Gilbert Bocquet, then Director of Conservatoire et jardin botaniques, Geneva to convene a
meeting of a small number of colleagues on the standardization of certain database fields
in taxonomy, Frank was an obvious choice to include and was nominated as the first
Secretary of the group that became in due course the Taxonomic Databases Working
Group. We worked closely together in the subsequent years in establishing the organiza-
tion that still flourishes today as Biodiversity Information Standards (TDWG). Again,
when editing the UNEP Global Biodiversity Assessment, 1 called upon him to coordinate
section 2 Characterization of Biodiversity (Bisby 1995), a task which he undertook with
enormous enthusiasm. He was very supportive of my own database projects and was a con-
stant source of good advice. His appointment to the Chair of Botany in 1998, meant that
the Secretariats for the Species 2000 and ILDIS projects moved to Reading to add to the
range of taxonomic and biodiversity informatics activities and he established there the
Centre for Plant Diversity and Systematics.

When away from his desk and computer screen, Frank enjoyed outdoor life, walking
and swimming. He ran many successful field courses in Spain for his students which were
greatly enjoyed by the participants. I remember once waiting with him for a flight con-
nection at Athens airport. We had two or three hours to wait and typically Frank decided
to get down to the coast and go for a swim, thereby nearly missing his flight, rather than
sit around. He was quite a private man and nothing gave him greater pleasure than escap-
ing at weekends (when not travelling the world) to spend time with his partner Victoria
(Vicky) at their home in Tisbury.

It is a tragedy that he died at the beginning of what should have been a long and no doubt
full and active retirement. He had agreed to stay on at the University to see through his cur-
rent projects and was closely involved in the process of seeking a new hosting agreement for
Species 2000 Secretariat after the current agreement at the University of Reading ends in
2012. He will be sorely missed by many friends and colleagues across the world.

Annex: Publications of Professor Frank A. Bisby

Books and edited volumes

Bisby, F.A., Vaughan, J G & Wright, C A (eds.) 1980. “Chemosystematics: Principles and Practice”.
Academic Press, London.

Allkin R & Bisby, F.A. (eds.) 1984. “Databases in Systematics”. Academic Press, London.

Abbott L A, Bisby, F.A. & D J Rogers 1985. Taxonomic Analysis in Biology: Computers, Models
and Databases. Columbia University Press, New York.

Bisby, F.A., Russell, GF. & Pankhurst, R J (eds.) 1993. “Designs for a Global Plant Species
Information System”. Oxford University Press, Oxford.

Southon I, Bisby, F.A., Harborne, J B Buckingham, J. et al. 1994. Phytochemical Dictionary of the
Leguminosae (2 vols.). Chapman & Hall, London. pp1624.



348 Heywood: Professor Frank Ainley Bisby (24 April 1945 — 25 October 2011)

Papers and electronic publications

Bisby, F.A. 1970. The evaluation and selection of characters in Angiosperm taxonomy: an example
from Crotalaria. New Phytol. 69: 1149-1160.

Bisby, F.A., 1973. The role of taximetrics in Angiosperm taxonomy: 1, Empirical comparisons of
methods using Crotalaria L., New Phytol. 72: 699-726.

Bisby, F.A. & R M Polhill 1973. The role of taximetrics in Angiosperm taxonomy: 11, Parallel taxi-
metric and orthodox studies in Crotalaria L., New Phytol. 72: 727-742.

BisbyF.A. & K W Nicholls 1977. Effects of varying character definitions on classification of
Genisteae (Leguminosae). Bot. J Linn. Soc. 74: 97-121.

Bisby, F.A. 1978. O uso de computadores num laboratorio de investigagdo taxonomica. In “Resumos
dos Trabalhos” ( M A A Hermans, ed.) p177-178. Sociedade Botanica do Brasil: Brasilia.

Harris J A & Bisby F.A. 1980. Classification from chemical data. In: Bisby, F.A., Vaughan ] G &
Wright C A (eds.), Chemosystematics: Principles and Practice pp305-327. (Systematics Assoc.
Special Vol. 16), Academic Press, London.

Bisby, F.A. 1981. Genisteae (Adams,) Benth., In “Advances in Legume Systematics” ( R M Polhill
& P H Raven, eds.), p409-425. RBG Kew, Richmond.

Almeida M T & Bisby, F.A. 1983. A quick method for making multistate characters out of continu-
ous measurements. In “Numerical Taxonomy” (J Felsenstein, ed.) p383. (NATO ASI Series G)
Springer Verlag, Berlin.

Bisby, F.A., White, R.J., Macfarlane, R.D. & Babac, M.T. 1983. Experimental uses of monographic
taxonomic database for species of vetch and pea. In “Numerical Taxonomy” (J Felsenstein,
ed.) pp625-629. (NATO ASI Series G) Springer Verlag, Berlin.

Adey M E, I C Prentice, Bisby F.A. & J A Harris 1983. Instability and Incongruence in the Brooms
and Gorses. In “Numerical Taxonomy” (J Felsenstein, ed.) pp117-121. (NATO ASI Series G),
Spring Verlag: Berlin.

Allkin R, T D Macfarlane, R J White, Bisby, F.A. & M E Adey 1983. List of Species and Subspecies
in the Vicieae: Issue 2. Vicieae Database Project Publication No. 1, issn 0263-8517, 20pp.

Allkin R, T D Macfarlane, R J White, Bisby, F.A. & M E Adey 1983. Names and Synonyms of
Species and Subspecies in the Vicieae: Issue 2. Vicieae Database Project Publication
No. 2, issn 0263-8517, 46pp.

Adey M E, M T Babac, Bisby, R J] White & R Allkin 1983. Distribution of chemicals among
species in the Vicieae. Part 1, the whole plant: Issue 1. Vicieae Database Project Publication
No. 3, issn 0263-8517, 29pp.

Adey M E, Babac, M T, Bisby, F.A., White, R. J. & Allkin, R. 1983. Distribution of chemicals among
species in the Vicieae. Part 2, leaves and seeds: Issue 1. Vicieae Database Project Publication
No. 4, issn 0263-8517, 31pp.

Allkin R, Macfarlane, R D, White, R J, Bisby, F.A. & Adey, M.E. 1983. The geographical distribu-
tion of Vicia: Issue 1. Vicieae Database Project Publication No. 5, issn 0263-8517, 35pp.

Bisby, F.A. 1984. Information services in taxonomy. In “Databases in Systematics” (R Allkin &
Bisby, eds.) p17-33. Academic Press, London.

Babac M T & Bisby, F.A. 1984. A chemotaxonomic database. In “Databases in Systematics” -
as above, p209-218.

Adey M E, Allkin, R, Bisby, F.A., Macfarlane, T.D. & White, R.J. 1984. The Vicieae Database: an
experimental taxonomic monograph. In “Databases in Systematics” - as above, p175-188.

Bisby, F. A. 1984. Automated taxonomic information systems 1984. In V H Heywood & D M Moore
(eds.), Current Concepts in Taxonomy, pp301-322. Academic Press, London.

Bisby, F.A. 1984. The Vicieae Database Project: Products and Services. Webbia 38: 639-644.
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Almeida M T & Bisby, F.A. 1984. A simple method for establishing multi-state taxonomic charac-
ters from measurement data. Taxon 33(3): 405-409.

Birch A. N. E., Tithecott, M. T. & Bisby, F.A. 1985. A preliminary study of Vicia johannis and other
relatives of the Faba Bean. Econ. Bot. 39(2): 177-190.

Allkin R, T D Macfarlane, R J White, Bisby, F.A. & M E Adey 1985. The Geographical
Distribution of Lathyrus: Issue 1. Vicieae Database Publication No. 6: Southampton 35pp.

Allkin R, D J Goyder, Bisby, F.A. & R J White 1986. Names and Synonyms of Species and
Subspecies in the Vicieae: Issue 3. Vicieae Database Project Publication No. 7: Southampton 75pp.

Bisby, F.A. 1986. Plans for an International Legume Database (ILD). In “Lathyrus & Lathyrism” (A
K Kaul & D Combes, eds.) p22-24. Third World Medical Research Foundation, New York.

Bisby, F.A. R Allkin, B A Otto & M T Almeida 1987. Genetic Resources of Medically Important
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Plants” (M Mota & J Baeta, eds.). Estacdo Agronomica Nacional, Oeiras, Portugal.

Bisby, F.A. 1988. ILDIS (International Legume Database & Information Service). In “Reunion
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programme STD 1” (Marechal R & Baudoin J P, eds.) p151-156. Faculté des Sciences
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Khattab A, N Maxted & Bisby, F.A. 1988. Close relatives of the fababean from Syria: A new species
of Vicia and notes on V. hyaeniscyamus (Leguminosae). Kew Bull. 43(3): 535-540.

Lockerman R H, Bisby, F.A. & L J G van der Maesen 1988. Workshop: Integration of information
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133. Kluwer, Dordrecht, Boston & London.
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Bisby, F.A. 1988. Communications in taxonomy. In “Prospects in Systematics” (D L Hawksworth
ed.) p277-291. Oxford University Press, Oxford.

Hawksworth D L & Bisby, F A 1988. Systematics: The keystone of Biology. In “Prospects in
Systematics” (Hawksworth D L ed.) p3-30. Oxford University Press, Oxford.

Allkin R & Bisby F.A. 1988. The structure of monographic databases. Taxon 37: 756-763.

Bisby, F.A. 1989. ILDIS 2nd Workshop. Bulletin of the International Group for the Study of
Mimosoideae 16: 6-10.

Bisby, F.A. 1989. The Wind of Change at Index Kewensis. (Book Review) Kew Bulletin: pp117-119.

Bisby, F.A. 1990. Databases, Information Systems and Legume Research. In: Stirton C H & J L
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Bisby, FA, Y R Roskov, A K Sytin & G P Yakovlev 1992. The International Programme on
Legume Database and Information Service - ILDIS. (Russian) Botanical Journal (St
Petersburg) 77: 43-48.

Bisby, F.A. 1993. Progress with inventories. Nature 363: 11.

Bisby, F.A.1993. Species Diversity Knowledge Systems: The ILDIS Prototype for Legumes. Annals
of the New York Academy of Sciences, “Biotechnology R & D Trends” 700: 449-454.
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Bisby, F.A. 1993. A Global Plant Species Information System (GPSIS): blue skies design or tomor-
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Wallingford.

Munyenyembe, M.P., & F.A. Bisby 1997. The transfer of Dolichos junodii to Nephrostylis
(Leguminosae). Kew Bulletin 52: 689 — 692.
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