Chris Smeenk
1942-2017

On 23 March 2017, Chris (Christiaan)
Smeenk, aged 74 years, passed away in Leiden.
He was born on 6 July 1942, in ‘Oost- en West-
Souburg’, a small community near Vlissingen
at Walcheren (Zeeland, in the Dutch delta
area). After he graduated from gymnasium-a,
in 1961, Chris commenced with his biology
studies, first at Utrecht University and later at
the University of Leiden where he met Nellie
Enserink whom he married in 1971.

During his studies Chris investigated dif-
ferences in the prey choice and clutch size of
tawny owls (Strix aluco) and long-eared owl
(Asio otus; Smeenk 1969b), supervised by Pro-
fessor K.H. Voous. The results of these inves-
tigations (Smeenk 1972) were such that Voous
nominated Chris for a comparative study of
the ecological relationships of five species of
raptors in the Tsavo National Park in Kenya
(1970-1973). These studies formed the basis
of his PhD, which he successfully defended
in 1974 at the Free University in Amsterdam
(Smeenk 1974).

From 1974 to 1976, Chris was employed
as a wildlife manager at the Pandam Wild-
life Park in Nigeria and, when he returned
to the Netherlands, he became conservator
of the mammal collections of the National
Museum of Natural History (Rijksmuseum
van Natuurlijke Historie, RMNH) in Leiden,
succeeding A.M. Husson. While in this post
he and Nellie continued to publish articles
based on their research on African raptors
(Smeenk & Smeenk-Enserink 1977, 1983).
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Chris” work with mammals at the RMNH,
led him to become increasingly engaged with
the Society for the Study and Conservation of
Mammals, the VZZ (Vereniging voor Zoog-
dierkunde en Zoogdierbescherming, now the
Zoogdiervereniging or Dutch Mammal Soci-
ety). In 1981 he became editor-in-chief of its
journal ‘Lutra’ and remained editor-in-chief
until 1998, when he was succeeded by Sim
Broekhuizen. Chris did much to improve
Lutra and turned it from the newsletter-like
periodical that it was when he became editor
into a genuine scientific journal. In 1992 he
was rewarded the ‘Dr. A. Scheygrond Prize’
partly for his important contributions to the
VZZ, but more for his work with Lutra.
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With his exceptional editorial skills, Chris
was the most suitable editor-in-chief of the
first Atlas of mammals in the Netherlands
(Broekhuizen et al. 1992), the more so because
at RMNH, where he worked, he had immedi-
ate access to an extensive library and therefore
to virtually all scientific publications dealing
with mammals in the Netherlands, includ-
ing a wealth of ‘grey literature’ (a variety of
reports and publications from small clubs and
organisations) of which he was very proud.

Chris had a considerable historical inter-
est. As an example, he co-wrote a thorough
overview of the history of the knowledge of
the geographical distribution of mammals in
the Netherlands with Bauke Hoekstra (Hoek-
stra & Smeenk 1992). He enjoyed unearthing
historical documents and original accounts in
archives, in order ‘to remove the dust of the
centuries’, as he liked to call it (see list of pub-
lications on history). As a conservator at the
RMNH, he developed an exceptional knowl-
edge of a large variety of mammalian species.
Animal systematics and taxonomy became
his prime interests (see list of publications
- taxonomy). He updated and improved the
field guide Sdugetiere Afrikas und Madagas-
kars (Haltenorth & Diller 1977), which was
published as the ‘Elseviers gids van de Afri-
kaanse zoogdieren’ in 1979 (Elsevier’s guide of
African mammals).

Chris’ predecessor A.M. Husson and two
colleagues from Amsterdam, PJ.H. (Peter)
van Bree and W.L. (Wim) van Utrecht, com-
piled and published lists of cetaceans that
had been found stranded in the Netherlands
between 1968 and 1976 and rebuilt the valu-
able ‘strandings alert network’, continuing
the important work that had started in the
mid-1930s by A.B. van Deinse. When Husson
retired in 1976, Chris stepped in and contin-
ued with this task. The first strandings report
with which he was involved in covered 1976
and 1977 (van Bree & Smeenk 1978), and this
was the firstin along series of papers published
in Lutra (van Bree & Smeenk 1982, Smeenk
19864, 1989, 1992a, 1995a, 2003, Camphuysen
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et al. 2008). Nowadays, strandings data are
freely accessible via a website (www.walvis-
strandingen.nl), but these publications are
still essential to guarantee that identifications
are checked and, where possible, confirmed.
Few people were as strict in that respect as
Chris Smeenk. His efforts to ensure that
the overview of stranding events (historical
cases included) was error-free culminated in
2016, just a year before he died, when he co-
authored and meticulously checked the fac-
tual data for 27 chapters on cetaceans in the
new Atlas of Dutch Mammals in the Nether-
lands (Broekhuizen et al. 2016). Together with
Kees Camphuysen he worked on the chapters
in which all available strandings and sight-
ings of cetaceans in Dutch waters were accu-
rately summarised. During that work - which
wasn’t always easy, given the large number of
editors involved and which led to a multitude
of viewpoints - he often remarked to his co-
author that this would be his last (major) work
on Dutch marine mammals. And even only
for that reason, it had to be good.

When he became involved in the strand-
ings reports, Chris developed a keen interest
in cetaceans, which were still surrounded by
much mystery. Not much was known about
cetaceans in the wild at the time, and strand-
ings formed an important source of informa-
tion. Accurate identification is the first step in
the processand Chris had endless stories about
animals reported to him with completely the
wrong name, or animals that were reported
alive but were in fact dead, the observed move-
ments being the advanced work of multitudes
of maggots. He used these stories to stress the
importance of keen observation in collect-
ing accurate data. Personally he preferred to
have a look himself, whenever possible and
barely trusted the opinion of others. Stranded
harbour porpoises, (Phocoena phocoena),
still very rare in the 1970s and early 1980s (a
dozen or two per year), were usually picked
up from the beaches by Chris himself, at any
time, in any weather, at first often assisted by
his wife Nellie, and in later years often by his
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Chris Smeenk at the primate collection at Naturalis Biodiversity Center, May 2008. Photo: Dolph Cantrijn.

student Marjan Addink. What followed were
pioneering necropsies, and a number of pub-
lished reports and papers (see lists of publica-
tions on strandings and necropsy studies). It
was during these necropsies that he started to
see a pattern: at least some of these animals
had drowned, most likely in fishing gear. He
rang a first alarm bell on this in a paper pre-
sented at a conference in Sweden (Smeenk et
al. 2004), which was never properly published,
given the political sensitivity of the issues and
outstanding uncertainties with his diagnosis.
As always, if he wasn’t sure, he wouldn’t let it
go out. Factual evidence stood above all else.
As a result, Chris soon developed into an
internationally respected and well known
specialist on cetaceans. He became one of the
founding fathers of the European Cetacean
Society, initially a small network of inter-
ested scientists and amateurs, but an organ-
isation that gradually developed into one of
the more important cetacean organisations
within Europe, which now exchanges the rap-
idly accumulating knowledge about cetaceans
with others on a regular basis. Chris devel-
oped a particular interest in both the his-
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torical and more recent strandings of sperm
whales (Physeter macrocephalus) within the
North Sea (“the North Sea is a sperm whale
trap®; Smeenk & Addink 1992, Smeenk 1997a,
1997b, 1999, Pierce et al. 2007), he analysed
the trends in strandings of bottlenose dol-
phins (Tursiops truncatus), common dolphins
(Delphinus delphis) and white-beaked dol-
phins (Lagenorhynchus albirostris) (see list
of publications on trend analyses). He was
also interested in rare cases, such as the find
of apparently recent bones of northern right
whales (Eubalaena glacialis) within the North
Sea (Kompanje & Smeenk 1996), a tropical
form of the common dolphin, the ‘Arabian
dolphin’ (Delphinus cf. tropicalis; Smeenk et
al. 1996), the Cuvier’s beaked whale (Ziphius
cavirostris) (Van Waerebeek et al. 1997) and
the rough-toothed dolphin (Steno bredanen-
sis) (Addink & Smeenk 2001).

His research and interest in stranded whales
and dolphins gave great opportunities for oth-
ers to collect data on, for example, reproduc-
tive status (breeding condition), their stom-
ach’s contents (diet) (Smeenk & Gaemers 1987,
Santos et al. 2001, 2002, Jansen et al. 2010), the
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occurrence and frequency of pathogens and
ecto- or endoparasites (Fransen & Smeenk
1991, Jauniaux et al. 1998) and even in histori-
cal material (Holthuis et al. 1998) and the bur-
den of chlorinated hydrocarbons (PCB’s etc.;
e.g. Addink et al. 1993, van Scheppingen et al.
1996, Pierce et al. 2007, 2008; see list of publica-
tions on necropsy studies). On many occasions
and with many studies, he was a great, and crit-
ical, and therefore much appreciated help, even
if he just ended up in the acknowledgements
section of papers of which he wasn’t awarded
a co-authorship.

His knowledge, in combination with his
linguistic skills, meant that Chris was often
invited to contribute to major handbooks: The
Handbook of Marine Mammals (Reeves et al.
1999a, 1999b), Swift as a Shadow: Extinct and
Endangered Animals (van den Hoek Ostende
et al. 1999), Mammals of the British Isles, 4th
edition (Harris & Yalden (eds) 2008), The Sec-
ond Edition of the Encyclopedia of Marine
Mammals (Rudolph & Smeenk 2009) and, last
but not least, both Atlasses of Dutch Mam-
mals (Broekhuizen et al. (eds) 1992, Broek-
huizen et al. (eds) 2016 ; and see the chapters
by Camphuysen & Smeenk (2016) and Smeenk
& Camphuysen (2016)). Even though Chris
often remarked that the work on that last atlas
was to be his last contribution to ‘cetology’,
we all desperately hoped, that this was untrue
even after we knew that he had become ill. For
years he had been working on the cetaceans of
the Red Sea, an area he had visited years ago.
Again, it was mainly his efforts, combined
with his meticulous precision, that formed the
basis of a fine book that finally saw the light of
day, but, sadly, was published posthumously
(Notarbartolo di Sciara et al. (eds) 2017).

Official lists aside, Chris found suffi-
cient time to publish more popular accounts
on cetaceans, often with Marjan Addink,
in Dutch journals such as Waddenbulle-
tin, Zoogdier and Duin (most of which are
included in the list below). Alongside his inter-
est in whales and dolphins he had a fascina-
tion with bats. He felt that providing accurate
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adequate information was a first important
step into the conservation of these creatures
(see list of publications on bats). His work and
ideas were instrumental in the development
of a robust and unique set of conservation
measures and also led to a special volume on
bats ‘Vleermuizen’ (Volte & Smeenk 1991), to
which he contributed a chapter on the origin
and development of bats.

With Chris passing away, his wife, Nellie,
has lost a caring husband, we have lost a dear
friend and colleague, and science has lost a
highly capable zoologist and taxonomist.

Scientific publications by Chris
Smeenk as (colauthor

Ornithology

Lack, P.C., W. Leuthold & C. Smeenk 1980. Check-list
of the birds of Tsavo East National Park, Kenya.
Journal of the East Africa Natural History Society
and National Museum 170: 1-25.

Smeenk, C. 1969a. Eerste vangst van Luscinia luscinia
(L.) in Nederland. Limosa 42: 27-31.

Smeenk, C. 1969b. Legselgrootte bij de bosuil (Strix
aluco L.). Limosa 42: 79-81.

Smeenk, C. 1972. Okologische Vergleiche zwischen
Waldkauz Strix aluco und Waldohreule Asio otus.
Ardea 60: 1-71.

Smeenk, C. 1974. Comparative-ecological studies of
some East African birds of prey. Ardea 62: 1-97.
[also available as a PhD thesis, Vrije Universiteit
Amsterdam)]

Smeenk, C. 1978. Melierax metabates superspecies -
Chanting goshawks M. metabates, M. canorus, M.
poliopterus. In: D.W. Snow (ed.). An atlas of specia-
tion in African non-passerine birds: 86. Trustees
of the British Museum (Natural History), London,
UK.

Smeenk, C. 1988. Aves. Mammalia. In: Compte-rendu
de la campagne océanographique de la “Tyro”
5-21 juin 1988: 33-36. Compte-rendu des missions
scientifiques effectuées pendant le project Banc
d’Arguin 1988.

Smeenk, C. & N. Smeenk-Enserink 1975. Observations
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on the pale chanting goshawk Melierax poliop-
terus, with comparative notes on Gabar goshawk
Micronisus gabar. Ardea 63 (3-4): 93-115.

Smeenk, C. & N. Smeenk-Enserink 1977. Observations
on the shikra Accipiter badius in Nigeria. Ardea
65: 148-164.

Smeenk, C. & N. Smeenk-Enserink 1983. Observations
on the harrier hawk Polyboroides typus in Nigeria,
with comparative notes on the neotropical crane
hawk Geranospiza caerulescens. Ardea 71: 133-143.

van den Berg, A.B., C.AW. Bosman, B.J.M. Haase,
A.M. van der Niet & C. Smeenk 1991. Wilson’s pet-
rels off south-western Europe and northern Africa
in June 1984 and July 1985. Dutch Birding 13: 9-11.

van den Berg, A.B., C. Smeenk, C.A.W. Bosman, B.J.M.
Haase, A.M. van der Niet & G.C. Cadée 1991.
Barau’s petrel Pterodroma baraui, Jouanin’s petrel
Bulweria fallax and other seabirds in the northern
Indian Ocean in June-July 1984 and 1985. Ardea
79:1-13.

Bats

Smeenk, C. 1987. Onverwacht bezoek. Vleermuizen
in en om de kelders. In: L. Barendregt, R.J.F. van
Gulick, G. de Klerk & H.J.J. Roelofs (red.). Hoog-
straat op stelten. De restauratie van de kelders
onder de Hoogstraat en van de Visbrug te Lei-
den: 177-184. Gemeente Leiden, Directie Civiele
Werken en Directie Stadsvernieuwing, Leiden, the
Netherlands.

Smeenk, C. 1982. Aantekeningen over een oude ver-
melding van Nyctalus leisleri (Kuhl, 1817) voor de
provincie Groningen. Lutra 25: 53-59.

Smeenk, C. 1991. De vleermuiscollectie van het Natio-
naal Natuurhistorisch Museum. In: G. Bouma
& C. Will (red.). Vleermuizen in Fort Asperen.
Manifestatie over vleermuizen in de wereld - ten-
toonstellingen - films — boek. Uitgeverij Intermed,
Groningen / Dagblad Trouw / Sijthoff Pers,
Rijswijk, the Netherlands.

Smeenk, C. 1991. Vleermuizen: oorsprong en ontwik-
keling. In: A.M. Votite & C. Smeenk (red.): Vleer-
muizen: 10-14. Waanders Uitgevers, Zwolle, the
Netherlands.

Smeenk, C. 1991. Vleermuizen in wetenschappelijke
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illustraties. In: A.M. Voute & C. Smeenk (eds).
Vleermuizen: 90-114. Waanders Uitgevers, Zwolle,
the Netherlands.
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1-159. Waanders Uitgevers, Zwolle, the Nether-
lands.

History

Boeseman, M., L.B. Holthuis, M.S. Hoogmoed & C.
Smeenk 1990. Seventeenth century drawings of
Brazilian animals in Leningrad. Zoélogische Ver-
handelingen Leiden 267: 1-189.

Cranbrook, Earl of, C. Smeenk & G. Lenglet 2007.
The Henrici collection of Bornean mammals at
the Royal Belgian Institute for Natural Sciences,
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man, 1851. Bulletin de I'Institut royal des Sciences
naturelles de Belgique, Biologie 77: 5-22.

Hoekstra, B. & C. Smeenk 1992. Historisch overzicht
van de zoogdierfaunistiek in Nederland. In: S.
Broekhuizen, B. Hoekstra, V. van Laar, C. Smeenk
& J.B.M. Thissen (red.). Atlas van de Nederlandse
zoogdieren: 11-16. Natuurhistorische Bibliotheek
van de KNNV 56. Stichting Uitgeverij Konink-
lijke Nederlandse Natuurhistorische Vereniging,
Utrecht, the Netherlands.

Holthuis, L.B., H.E. Muller & C. Smeenk 1971. Vogels
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vures van Adriaen Collaert en iets over Leguatia
gigantea. Bulletin Museum Boymans-van Beu-
ningen 21: 3-19.

Smeenk, C. 1979. [Zoogdieren]. In: Zo wijd de wereld
strekt. Tentoonstelling naar aanleiding van de
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Kabinet van Schilderijen Mauritshuis, Den Haag
21 december 1979 - 1 maart 1980.

Smeenk, C. 1991. Vleermuizen in wetenschappelijke
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the Netherlands.
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Smeenk, C. 2000. [Vorrede/Preface]. In: K. Schulze-
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Hagen & A. Geus (eds). Joseph Wolf (1820-1899)
Tiermaler. Animal painter: 13-14. Basilisken-
Presse, Marburg an der Lahn, Germany.

Smeenk, C. 2001. Joseph Wolf (1820-1899), meester-
dierschilder. Het Vogeljaar 49: 2-7.

Smeenk, C. 2002. Joseph Wolf (1820-1899). De bero-
emdste dierschilder van de 19de eeuw. Het Neder-
lands Valkeniersverbond “Adriaan Mollen”, Jaar-
boek 2001: 37-42.

Vervoort, W., C. Smeenk, C.H.J.M. Fransen & P.K.L.
Ng 2010. Personal recollections of Lipke Bijdeley
Holthuis. Crustaceana Monographs 14: 77-99.

Taxonomy

Carleton, M.D., C. Smeenk, R. Angermann & S.M.
Goodman 2014. Taxonomy of nesomyine rodents
(Muroidea, Nesomyidae, Nesomyinae): Desig-
nation of lectotypes and restriction of type loca-
tions for species-group taxa in the genus Nesomys
Peters. Proceedings of the Biological Society of
Washington 126: 414-455.

Csorba, G., C. Smeenk & P.Y.-H. Lee 2016. The identity
of Vespertilio oreias Temminck, 1840 - solving a
taxonomic puzzle. Zootaxa 4205: 564-570.

Groves, C.P. & C. Smeenk 1978. On the type material
of Cervus nippon Temmink, 1836; with a revision
of sika deer from the main Japanese islands. Zool-
ogische Mededelingen Leiden 53: 11-28.

Groves, C.P. & C. Smeenk 2007. The nomenclature of
the African wild ass. Zoologische Mededelingen
Leiden 81: 121-135.

Kaneko, Y. & C. Smeenk 1996. The author and date of
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Mammal Study 21: 161-164.

Meijaard, E., A.C. Kitchener & C. Smeenk 2006. ‘New
Bornean carnivore’ is most likely a little known
flying squirrel. Mammal Review 36 (4): 318-324.

Smeenk, C. 1982. De plaats van de zeehonden in het
systeem der zoogdieren. Tijdschrift voor Dierge-
neeskunde 107: 358-362.
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mededelingen Leiden 83: 723-740.

Smeenk, C. & Y. Kaneko 2000. Case 3033. Myoxus
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japonicus Schinz, 1845 (currently Glirulus japoni-
cus; Mammalia, Rodentia): proposed conserva-
tion as the correct original spelling of the specific
name. Bulletin of Zoological Nomenclature 57:
36-38.

Smeenk, C., Y. Kaneko & K. Tsuchiya 1982. On the
type material of Mus argenteus Temminck, 1844.
Zoologische Mededelingen Leiden 56: 121-129, pls.
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early specimens of the potto Perodicticus potto
(Statius Miiller, 1776) in the National Museum
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a neotype. Zoologische Mededelingen Leiden 80:
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Cetacea

Miscellaneous
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bour porpoise Phocoena phocoena. Abstract book
24" conference of the European Cetacean Society.
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S.L. Clark (eds). European Research on Cetaceans
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ence of the European Cetacean Society, Stralsund,
Germany 10-12 March 1997.
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Chris Smeenk in his office at the National Museum of Natural History, Leiden (year unknown). Photo archive B.
Hoekstra.
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