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obituary 
Eric Higgs, who died in Cambridge on 
September 23 after a long illness, will 
be remembered especially for his con
tribution to economic prehistory over 
the past decade. He became an archae
ologist at a time of life when most 
think only of retirement, after a first 
career as an economist and a second 
as a hill farmer. The impact that he 
made in his third career, as a research 
and teaching archaeologist at Cam
bridge University, is all the more 
remarkable for the fact that his health 
was poor-intermittently at first, but 
increasingly so with time. 

He found prehistoric archaeology 
dominated by the belief that the key to 
understanding early man rested in the 
study of his artefacts and of the cul
tural groupings based on artefactual 
styles: the relationships between the 
prehistoric cultures were the corner
stone of the subject, largely divorced 
from the natural environment, and the 
ordinary economic life of prehistoric 
communities had been relegated by 
most prehistorians to a comparatively 
minor role in the history of early man. 
The study of prehistoric subsistence 
consisted of what he termed a 'horrid 
porridge' of specialist reports which, 
although embodying a considerable 
degree of technical competence in the 
analysis of biological data, usually did 
little to build an integrated picture of 
man's relationship with his environ
ment. To Higgs, the emphasis on the 
importance of cultural data was funda
mentally misleading, in that it obscured 
basic economic motives, such as the 
need for food, which were and are the 
vital core of human behaviour. By 
assigning suhsistence to a central place 
in prehistoric archaeology, he did 
much to establish economic prehistory 
as an independent discipline based on 
its own concepts and supported by its 
own laboratory and field techniques. 

These interests crystallised during his 
fieldwork in Greece (Epirus) in the 

Benjamin Franklin Howell, Professor 
Emeritus of Geology and Palaeon
tology, at Princeton University, died 
on May 28 at the age of 85. 

Howell was horn on September 30, 
1890. in Troy Hills, New Jersey. At the 
a_ge of 18 he entered Princeton Uni
versity where he received his Bachelor's 
degree in 1913, a Master's degree in 
I 915, and a Doctor of Philosophy 
degree in 1920, all in the Department 

middle and late sixties. 1 n 1967 he was 
appointed director of a British Aca
demy Major Research Project to study 
the origins and early history of agri
culture. From then until his death he 
presided over a hectic decade of 
original and fundamental research and 
fieldwork, in areas as diverse as Alaska 
and [srael. on periods as widely sep
arated as the Middle Palaeolithic :rnd 
the Mediaeval. 

This research was important in two 
ways: a theoretical contribution to the 
study of prehistoric subsistence in 
general and early agriculture in par
t;cular. and methodological develop
ments in fieldwork. His project under
took a long overdue reassessment of 
the basic concept of animal and plant 
domestication. He argued that it was 
unreali,tic to expect that human sub
sistence in prehistory would divide 
neatly into hunting and farming; in
stead, there would have been a series 
of relationships between prehistoric 
men and their plant and animal 
resources. Prehistorians have yet to 
appreciate fully the implications of 
this reassessment, for they have yet to 
accept that when and where agriculture 
originated cannot be confined to a 
convenient postglacial Garden of Eden: 
or that its origins had better be re
defined on more sensitive and complex 
criteria. 

Of the new techniques he introduced, 
some, such as froth flotation for re
trieving botanical remains from habita
tion sites, or site catchment analysis 
for quantifying economic potential 
of the areas exploited from prehistoric 
settlements. were culled from other 
disciplines. and modified: others, such 
as sieving techniques for rec:wering 
fauna] samples, were already in occa
sional use hut have since become an 
integral feature of modern palaeneco
nomic investigations. This fieldwork, 
embodied in two major publications
Papers in Economic Pre-history and 

of Geology. He remained at Princeton 
where he was appointed as Assistant 
P'.·ofessor in 1920 and became Pro
fessor of Geology and Palaeontology 
in 1947. He also served as Curator of 
Palaeontology and Stratigraphy at 
Princeton from 1924 until his retire
ment in 1959. 

In addition to his work at Princeton, 
Howell was engaged in adult education 
as Professor of Geology at the Wagner 
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Palaeoeconomy-was conducted and 
published within five years and was 
usually undertaken on field budgets 
which would have confined many 
another expedition to the armchair. 
Higgs even made his students pay 5 
shillings a day for the privilege of 
working 8-h on-off shifts (under flood
lights if necessary) at the site. 
(Hammond [nnes did his fieldwork for 
the novel Le/ kas Man by watching 
Higgs in action in Greece.) 

Inevitably, his research aroused much 
debate and criticism. Many of his col
leagues felt uneasy about his conviction 
that prehistoric archaeology had hither
to been concerned with only trivial 
a<pects of past human behaviour and 
few shared his sublime indifference to 
the vagaries of ceramic and lithic 
styles. Yet the simplicity of Riggs's 
viewpoint was its strength, for it pro
vided a direct challenge to an ageing 
conceptual framework which had 
denied the biological basis of pre
historic human behaviour. As Higgs 
said, "did Man Make Himself and 
control his own destiny as Chilcle had 
taught. or <lid he, like Topsy, just 
grow?" 

Those who knew him personally, 
could not fail to recognise him as a 
man of remarkable character. He was 
an utter individualist, with scant regard 
for convention in either his profes
sional or his personal life. It was in 
keeping with the man that he merged 
both, and shared them with his 
students to a remarkable degree; in 
return he expected and generally re
ceived a degree of commitment that 
often surprised even those who gave it. 
Eric Higgs was a remarkable man, in 
particular a gifted and riveting teacher. 
Prehistoric studies in general. as well as 
the personal and professional lives of 
those who knew him. are much the 
poorer for his death. 

Graeme Barker 
Robin Dennell 

Pree Institute of Science in Phila
delphia. Pennsylvania. from 1928 to 
J 94 7. He also served as part-time 
Curator or Palaeontology at the 
Academy of Natural Sciences in Phila
delphia ·from 1937 to 1947 and as a 
Visiting Lecturer in Palaeontology at 
the U;iversity of Pennsylvania. 

He was a recognised authority on the 
palaeontology of the Cambrian Period, 
the earliest geological period of abun-
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