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In December 2020, at a virtual BMIG Annual General Meeting, John was presented with a framed print 
of centipedes by artist Richard Lewington from his book Garden Wildlife. We had hoped to do this at 
the 2020 AGM at the planned meeting in Somerset but other things intervened. 

Always something of a larger-than-life character, enthusiastic, knowledgeable and ever helpful, John, 
who is a great raconteur with a real sense of humour, also seems to have just that tiny bit of a public-
school master about him, a role he actually had during part of his career. He could be very funny and 
Helen Read tells of him running at great speed to try to catch a Scutigera in Galicia. At the same time, 
the volume of his publications about centipedes and, sometimes other groups, is striking testimony both 
to his industry and to his scholarship. 

Postgraduate studies on Strigamia maritima on the Sussex coast, revealed three centipede species new 
to Britain. Pachymerium ferrugineum (1960), Schendyla peyerimhoffi & Geophilus pusillifrater (1961). 
Pachymerium, despite being very widely distributed elsewhere in the world, remains a species rarely 
recorded here and only, it seems, from our east & south coasts. G. pusillifrater is an inconspicuous 
animal, rarely recorded whose status is elusive. S. peyerimhoffi, on the other hand is quite widely 
distributed on the south and west coasts of Britain & Ireland with more than fifty records. His classic 
studies on the life history and ecology of S. maritima were reported in 1961 in Proc.Zool.Soc. and he 
followed up his studies on littoral centipedes with an account of the species found on the shore in the 
Plymouth area (1962) which included discussion of Geophilus seurati as we now know it and on 
physiological adaptations (with John Binyon, 1963), and spiracular structure (1963) and his first paper 
on a non-British species, Clinopodes poseidonis (now Tuoba poseidonis) from the Red Sea (1963). It is 
interesting to note that S. maritima has become a “model centipede” in more recent times including 
studies on populations, embryology and development and genetics - it is a centipede which can be found 
in very large numbers for such work. 

After his postgraduate studies at Queen Mary College, John worked at Bradford Institute of Technology.  
Some results of this were his studies on life cycles of Lithobius variegatus and Lithobius forficatus 
(1965) and their protozoan parasites (1966). He subsequently took university posts in Africa, first at 
Khartoum (Sudan) and then at Zaria (Nigeria) so by 1966 we have an account of Scolopendra 
amazonica and of the scolopendromorph centipedes of the Sudan (1967a, 67b). This was the beginning 
of his work on African centipedes and of his interest in the Scolopendromorpha which extended over 
many years and to the knowledge of which he has made significant contributions.  Apparently, he found 
himself, despite a first interest in ecology, spending much time doing taxonomic work just to know what 
centipedes he was actually finding. 

John attended the first international myriapod congress in Paris in 1968 which saw the setting up of the 
Centre International de Myriapodologie, C.I.M. (International Society for Myriapodology) and attended 
most of its subsequent congresses. He is now an honorary member. His interests were wide, also 
including such topics as segmentation and nomenclature of centipede body parts as well as life history 
and taxonomy. In 1981 he published The Biology of Centipedes, now a standard reference work. His 
name is attached to papers, as either the sole or joint author, on centipedes from various parts of the 
world; Ascension, Chagos Is, Christmas Island, Eritrea, Iraq, Mauritius & Rodrigues, Nepal & Kashmir, 
Oman, Saudi Arabia, Sarawak, Seychelles, Spain, Tunisia, UAE, US Virgin Is., Yemen, as well as 
Sudan and Nigeria. 
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John Lewis compiling field notes during British Myriapod Group’s excursion to Hungary in 1994. 

Image by Liz Hornung.  

 

When the then British Myriapod Group met for the first time in 1970 in North Devon, John (now back 
from Africa) with Gordon Blower and Colin Fairhurst were the main instigators and he was, for many 
years, a regular attender (with Sheila) at the group’s annual meetings in Britain and elsewhere and a 
consistent contributor to the Bulletin. He felt strongly that observations about myriapods (behaviour, 
abnormalities, ecology, and so on) should not be limited to conversations in the bar at meetings but 
should be recorded somewhere rather than becoming just hearsay or lost altogether and he made efforts 
to do this himself by regular contributions to the Newsletter and Bulletin. 

As well as the three British species already referred to, John’s name is linked, often with other British 
workers, in recording Tygarrup javanicus, Cryptops doriae and Cryptops cf hispanus and the 
description of Nothogeophilus turki.  In 1985 we find him describing Geophilus carpophagus in houses, 
later reporting on the two forms (as they were then referred to) in Somerset and his name is listed 
amongst the authors of the 2001 separation of G. carpophagus sensu stricto and Geophilus easoni. 

And…… just in case one should think of John as a “one class” specialist… we have discovered that he 
once wrote papers on beetles (1964) and a spider (1965) – African - and several accounts of millipedes 
(Nigeria, Sarawak) and his name is actually attached to a chapter on Woodlice and Myriapoda in J.L. 
Cloudsley-Thompson’s Sahara Desert (1984). 

Of the nearly 120 publications, both singly and jointly to which John’s name is attached, just over forty 
had a British interest and these varied from short notes in the Bulletin to full length papers of importance 
in British/Irish myriapod studies (see list below).   
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John Lewis (left) during British Myriapod Group’s excursion to Hungary in 1994; with Zoltan Korsos 

(centre) and Desmond Kime (far right). Image by Liz Hornung.  
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