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Obituary
Andreas J. Helbig (1957–2005)

Following a short but severe illness,
Professor Dr Andreas J. Helbig, the
eminent German ornithologist,
died on 19th October 2005, at the
age of 48. He had become widely
recognised as a prolific and hard-
working scientist who had made
substantial contributions to the lit-
erature in the fields of bird migra-
tion and molecular phylogeny.

Born in Berlin on 28th July
1957, Andreas developed an early
interest in birding, bird distribu-
tion and bird biology. As a student
at the Gymnasium in Enger (near
Herford), he published his first
papers, on the occurrence of local
birds. After leaving college, Andreas
studied for a diploma degree in
biology at the University of Biele-

feld, during which he spent 18
months at San Diego State Univer-
sity, USA. He graduated from the
University of Frankfurt with a
diploma thesis in 1983, and went
on to study the inheritance of
migratory orientation in Blackcaps
Sylvia atricapilla, under the super-
vision of Prof. Dr Peter Berthold, at
the Vogelwarte Radolfzell. He
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gained his doctorate from the Uni-
versity of Frankfurt, graduating
with ‘summa cum laude’ (‘with
highest honours’) in July 1989, his
dissertation receiving the award of
best of the faculty.

After obtaining his PhD,
Andreas joined the Vogelwarte
Radolfzell to continue his research
into the genetics of migration.
Supported by a grant from the
Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft
(DFG), he joined my group at the
University of Heidelberg in 1990,
with the ambitious goal of finding
the ‘migratory direction gene’ in
Blackcaps. At that time, we had
started our research programme
into molecular evolution using
nucleotide sequences of marker
genes to unravel phylogeny and
phylogeography. Andreas soon
realised that the search for the
elusive ‘migration gene’ was pre-
mature and not realistic. He there-
fore transferred to the phylogeny
team, where he thought that the
chances of finding something chal-
lenging and exciting were much
higher; and here he became instru-
mental in developing methods of

raptors, gulls (Laridae), skuas
(Stercorariidae), and several other
taxa. Andreas passed his ‘habilita-
tion’ at the University of Greifswald
in 1997, mainly on account of his
post-doctoral research at Heidel-
berg, and obtained a venia legendi
(the right to be a professor) in
zoology.

During his career, he was
awarded many accolades for out-
standing achievements, including
the Stresemann prize of
the Deutsche Ornithologen
Gesellschaft (DOG), of which he
was an active member and held
several offices, including head of
the research commission. He was a
member of the editorial boards of
several highly respected ornitho-
logical journals, including the
Journal of Ornithology, Vogelwelt,
Berichte der Vogelwarte Hiddensee,
Journal of Evolutionary Biology, just
to name a few. In addition, he held
the post of secretary of the Euro-
pean Ornithologists’ Union for five
years.

Andreas was a talented and
gifted lecturer. His public and sci-
entific talks were always excellent,
being well attended and enter-
taining. In March 2003, he was
awarded the title of apl. Professor
(equivalent to a reader in the
English system) from the Univer-
sity of Greifswald. Being a pas-
sionate ornithologist, he was able
to successfully combine the role of
a respected scientist with that of an
enthusiastic birder, enabling him to
bring scientific ornithology to
amateur ornithologists in a way
that few others could.

Andreas was diagnosed with
cancer in July 2005 and died in
October. He leaves behind his
second wife, Dr Dorit Liebers-
Helbig, a successful scientist in her
own right, and two children.

Prof. Dr Michael Wink

[As part of the Taxonomic Sub-
committee of the BOURC, Andreas
Helbig co-authored several papers
which have been published in
British Birds, the latest of which
appears on pp. 183–201. Eds]

analysis and
phylogenetic
tree recon-
struction. His
own studies
were focused
on warblers,
especially of
the genera
Phylloscopus,
Sylvia, Acro-
cephalus and
Hippolais; a
s i g n i f i c a n t
early dis-
covery was the
r e a l i s a t i o n
that sequences
of the mito-
c h o n d r i a l
cytochrome-b
gene of chif-
fchaffs inhab-
iting the
Iberian Penin-
sula differed
from those of
C o m m o n

Chiffchaff Ph. collybita elsewhere in
Europe. This distinction, combined
with vocal differences, established
Iberian Chiffchaff Ph. ibericus as a
‘good species’.

Stimulated by this early success,
Andreas went on to establish that
several warbler taxa were geneti-
cally differentiated to such an
extent that they also merited spe-
cific status. In addition, he was
instrumental in defining the guide-
lines on how to use genetic evi-
dence in bird systematics and
taxonomy. While studying at Hei-
delberg, Andreas met his first wife,
Ingrid Seibold, who was studying
the molecular systematics of
raptors.

As his research came to the
attention of a wider audience, his
reputation grew and, in 1993, he
was appointed as head of the
Vogelwarte Hiddensee, and also
became a lecturer at the University
Greifswald. On Hiddensee, he
established his own DNA labora-
tory and, together with several
research students, made substantial
contributions to phylogeny and
phylogeography of sylviids,
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98. Andreas Helbig, with his son Adrian, 2005.
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