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Alan Charles Higgins (1936–2004)

Alan Higgins was born in Hanley, Staffordshire on 16 December
1936, the youngest of three children. Throughout his childhood
he was fascinated by the natural history of the nearby Peak
District and it was not surprising that sciences played an
important part in his education at Hanley High School. In 1955,
he went to the University of Sheffield to study Geology and
obtained a 2(1) degree in 1958. During those early years in
Sheffield, he came under the influence of the late Professor Leslie
Moore and, on graduation, was encouraged by him to under-
take research on Namurian conodonts. At that time, little was
known of the true potential of conodonts and, indeed, almost
nothing of their occurrence in Upper Carboniferous rocks. Alan
collected samples extensively throughout the southern Pennine
region, often working closely with the staff of the Geological
Survey and generated the first Namurian conodont zonation for
the British Isles. He exploited every opportunity to prove the
value of conodont studies outside the Carboniferous Period and,
in 1962, published the results of an investigation on the micro-
faunas found in the Durness Limestone of northwest Scotland.
His PhD was completed in 1961.

In late 1961, he was awarded a DSIR (Government) Fellow-
ship which allowed him to work in Brussels at the offices of the
Belgian Geological Survey whilst investigating the stratigraphic
distribution of conodonts in the Namurian type sections of the
Namur Basin. These studies, carried out in close collaboration
with Jos Bouckaert, established detailed correlations with the

British sequences and highlighted the difficulties of using the
Belgian sequences as the basis for global correlations. Alan
returned to Sheffield in 1963 and was appointed to a lectureship
in Geology. Although carrying a significant teaching commit-
ment in stratigraphy, palaeontology and sedimentology, he
embarked on the most research-productive phase of his career.
In collaboration with Robert Wagner, he initiated work on
the Carboniferous conodont faunas from the Cantabrian
Mountains of northern Spain, providing important links with
the macrofloral evidence and ammonoid associations. Alan’s
research ability and potential were recognized in 1964 with the
award of the Daniel Pidgeon Fund of the Geological Society of
London for his contributions to conodont biostratigraphy.

His involvements in broader-scale geological projects are
exemplified by his participation in the University of Sheffield
field projects in East Greenland in 1974 to establish the age of
the Tertiary basalts of the Kangerdlungssuaq area and the
implications for the timing of the opening of the North Atlantic.
Alan was responsible for the organization of the biostratigraphy
and documentation of the sedimentary sequences. His work on
the Pennine Carboniferous successions continued with further
revisions to the conodont biozonation of the Namurian rocks,
which he applied widely to the interpretation of successions
throughout Europe. His achievements were recognized by the
University of Sheffield in 1982 with the award of his DSc. and a
Readership in Geology.

During a sabbatical visit in 1978, Alan spent some time
working in the oil industry in Canada and returned in 1981 to
spend a short period working at the GSC Institute of Sedimen-
tary & Petroleum Geology in Calgary. In 1983, he resigned from
his Sheffield post and returned as Chief Palaeontologist of the
Geological Survey of Canada in Calgary where, in addition to
his administrative duties, he made important contributions to
the regional studies in the Beaufort Sea area and undertook
further conodont and maturation studies on the Devonian and
Lower Carboniferous subsurface basins of the Rocky Moun-
tains. He was responsible for negotiating significant commercial
funding for the Survey’s biostratigraphic activities.

In 1986 he returned to the UK to join BP Research in
Sunbury on Thames as a Research Associate in Stratigraphy.
His new research included the development (with Peter Swaby)
of expert systems for the identification of microfossils, in
particular, digitizing the outlines of conodonts. He was also
involved in various chemostratigraphy projects, including, in
particular, the development of a strontium isotope database for
use in operational projects.

At the time of the review of the future of Geology as a
discipline in the UK sector of higher education in the mid-1980s,
Alan was influential nationally, in highlighting the importance
of biostratigraphy and micropalaeontology.

With the contraction of the oil exploration business in
the early 1990s, Alan, together with other former Sunbury
colleagues, John Athersuch and Paul Britton, established the
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consultancy firm StrataData in which he played a major role as
both bio- and chemostratigrapher. His achievements here
included the development of new 87Sr/86Sr isotope databases for
the Phanerozoic, which were applied successfully throughout
Southeast Asia and the North Sea.

Alan always remained committed to playing a significant
corporate role in the development of biostratigraphy. He was a
founder member of the British Micropalaeontological Society,
going on to serve as its Secretary between 1977 and 1980 and its
Chairperson between 1986 and 1989, in addition to being the
first Chairman of the Conodont Group. The Society recognized
his contribution to their activities with the award of Honorary
Membership in 2002. Alan was also an active long-term member
of the international Pander Society of conodont researchers.

Alan also had a significant role in the activities of the IUGS
Subcommission on Carboniferous Stratigraphy, including acting
as Secretary to the Mid-Carboniferous Working Group during
its critical appraisal of stratotype sections around the world,
prior to the selection of a Global Stratotype. He had field visits
to prospective candidate sections in Russia, China, USA and the
UK, establishing relationships with specialists in many fields.
His methodical handling of the Group’s business and his ability
to maintain good personal relationships with all participants
contributed to the successful outcome. The Geological Society
of London appointed him as an Honorary Secretary in 1995.

Despite having major heart surgery in the early 1990s, Alan
always remained active in geology. He was found to be suffering
from cancer two years ago and appeared to have responded well
to surgery. He was admitted to hospital for routine follow-up
treatment in late March 2004 and died suddenly on 2 April.
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