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June-Shian Lai (1970–2016):  
Specialist on the Salamanders of Taiwan

 June-Shiang Lai (Fig. 1), an expert on hynobiid salamanders, died 
tragically on 27 June 2016, from a fall suffered during a field trip 
to the slopes of Mt. Chirai in Taiwan. He had developed a fine 
reputation for his broad-ranging research on Taiwanese salaman-
ders, including an extensive study on the developmental biology 
of Hynobius formosanus. In 2016, together with an international 
team of collaborators, he published an integrative analysis of the 
stream-living subgroup of Hynobius salamanders based on cyto-
genetics, limb structure and development, and life-history param-
eters. Earlier, Lai had discovered two new Taiwanese species (H. 
fuscus and H. glacialis), which he described and named in 2008.
 Lai was born in Hualien, Taiwan, on 19 October 1970. He re-
ceived his master’s degree from Taiwan Normal University in Tai-
pei and in 2008 earned a PhD from the same institution. At the 
time of his death, he was an assistant professor at the university. 
The accident occurred on the northern peak of Mt. Chirai, at an 
elevation of about 3200 m, where he fell from a 300-m cliff along 
a very steep slope. He was an experienced field naturalist and 
climber and it is not known what actually triggered his accident. 
His death at such an early age is a terrible loss to his colleagues 
and to all herpetologists. 
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Herpetology Loses a Class Act:  
Rodolfo Ruibal, 1927–2016

Rodolfo “Rudy” Ruibal, one of herpetology’s finest gentlemen, 
died at his home in Riverside, California on 30 August 2016. His 
death followed that of Irene, his wife of 68 years, who passed away 
just six months earlier. He was 88 years old, and during those many 
years he lived a passionate, productive and interesting life (Fig. 1).

Rudy was born in Havana, Cuba on 27 October 1927. He was 
an only child and attended the same Jesuit school as Fidel Cas-
tro, Belen Jesuit Preparatory School. Rudy developed an early 
fascination for animals, and he spent a lot of his time chasing 
lizards in his yard. His attraction to these reptiles no doubt nur-
tured his becoming a budding natural historian who would in-
vestigate tropical lizards more seriously as a scientist years later. 
Another important part of Rudy’s fascination with wildlife was 
that of watching fishes while swimming over a tropical reef in the 
coastal waters of Cuba. His ashes will be spread in the area where 
he spent much time swimming during his youth. 
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Fig. 1. June-Shiang Lai, in the Otemachi-no-mori forest near Tokyo, 
August 2015.
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Fig. 1. Rodolfo Ruibal at UC Riverside, 1980s. 
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Rudy’s parents immigrated to New York City in 1936 when 
their son was about eight years of age. His father had worked for 
a sugar company in Cuba, and his new job was to be in charge 
of an office for the same company on Wall Street. Rudy’s mother 
had previously worked as a secretary in the United States, but 
had returned to Cuba prior to the immigration to New York City. 
Rudy began his education in the U.S. by again attending a Je-
suit school, but soon he went on to enter the Horace Mann El-
ementary School. It was a progressive school in the sense that 
students could leave after they completed their class work, 
which was mixed with individual projects. Very early Rudy was 
ambitious and, together with a classmate, undertook a project 
to produce an encyclopedia of the snakes of the world. The fam-
ily soon moved to Flushing, a neighborhood in the northeast-
ern part of the borough of Queens where Rudy attended pub-
lic school. Subsequently he attended high school at McBurney 
School in Manhattan, which operated much like a New England 
prep school.

Rudy distinguished himself very early as someone having 
serious interest in reptiles and science. He was the first member 
of his immediate family to have graduated from high school, 
and the connection with McBurney gave Rudy the opportunity 
to attend Harvard University beginning in 1944 when he was 
just 16 years of age. He specialized as a biology major, and he 
worked at the Museum of Comparative Zoology. Rudy also in-
terned at the American Museum of Natural History where he 
met and became friends with Charles Bogert (Fig. 2). There he 
also first met his wife Irene, who was Bogert’s secretary in the 
Department of Herpetology, around the end of his freshman 

year. Rudy courted Irene for about two years. They were mar-
ried in 1947 and enjoyed a strong and enduring marriage until 
Irene’s death in 2016.

Very near the end of World War II Rudy entered the military, 
and he broke from his studies at the university during 1946–1948 
when he served in the Army Medical Corps. He learned a lot of 
biology while in the Medical Corps, and he was in charge of a 
clinical laboratory at the end of his service. In February 1948 
Rudy left the military after a year and a half, and he worked as a 
clinical laboratory technician at a hospital for about six months. 
Eventually he returned to Harvard and completed his B.A. de-
gree in 1950. He also earned a varsity letter playing soccer during 
these college years.

After completing his studies at Harvard, Rudy enrolled in the 
graduate program in biology at Columbia University where John 
Moore was his advisor and mentor. During the graduate years 
at Columbia, part of Rudy’s expenses were paid by the GI bill. 
He also worked as a teaching assistant at City College. He com-
pleted his M.A. degree in 1953 and his Ph.D. in 1954. Very soon 
thereafter he accepted a position at the University of California 
at Riverside (UCR), which first opened for classes in 1954. Her-
man Spieth was then the head of the new Biology Department. 
He already knew Rudy from prior years when he was a professor 
at City College and also taught a graduate course at Columbia. 
Rudy was one of the founding faculty at the fledging UCR, and 
he began teaching as an Acting Instructor during the fall quarter 
of 1954. When Rudy and Irene first arrived in Riverside, they lived 
in what he described as a “cheap motel” in nearby Arlington. The 
environment was new to these New Yorkers, and they were very 

Fig. 2. Young Rodolfo Ruibal at Río Nazas, Mexico, 1946.
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Fig. 3. Rodolfo Ruibal instructing a student in his laboratory at UC 
Riverside.
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impressed by all the orange trees. While living in Arlington, Rudy 
enjoyed driving to campus on a route that passed along Victoria 
Avenue, which he thought looked “simply grand.” Also during the 
early years at UCR he enjoyed an office that was in a greenhouse 
near the campus botanical garden, as well as another in one of 
the buildings closer to the campus center. Students had many 
instructive meetings with Rudy in the greenhouse, and various 
research adventures took place there. Once I set up a large Red 
Diamond Rattlesnake in a locked cage overnight, intended for 
extraction of venom for a class project in Vaughan Shoemaker’s 
physiology class. The next morning I discovered the wrath of 
Rudy, for he had posted a sign on the cage with very large, black 
letters instructing me “Get This Out!”

Rudy and Irene’s son and only child, Claude, was born in 
January 1955, soon after settling in California. Claude was 
raised in Riverside where he became interested in sports and 
helped to set up the LA Olympics. He has always worked in 
sports, most recently founding a Sports TV network, Universal 
Sports that was acquired by Comcast/NBC Universal. He ran 
sports content and search-related initiatives at Google/You-
Tube and is now Executive Director of a TV production and 
digital media unit of the Wanda Group, based in Switzerland. 
Rudy is also survived by his daughter-in-law Maria Ruibal and 
two grandchildren, Stefania Ruibal, a 19-year old sophomore 
at Trinity College in Hartford, Connecticut, and Maximilian 
Ruibal, a 16-year old sophomore at Zurich International School 
in Switzerland. Rudy was a dedicated father whose philosophy 
allowed children to explore and develop independence and to 
enter any profession of their own choosing. He loved children, 

and after greeting adults who might be visiting with their off-
spring in tow, he immediately gravitated to the kids and gave 
them special attention. 

Both Rudy and Irene enjoyed a rich social life, and they had 
many ties to the community of Riverside as well as UCR. Partly 
because the campus was small and partly because of Rudy’s in-
terests and personality, they entertained friends that included 
faculty in the arts and humanities as well as sciences. I remember 
when I was an undergraduate at UCR, the professor of a course I 
took in English literature told me how much he liked Dr. Ruibal 
for being “a fine person” and for being much, much broader than 
many other scientists that he knew. Irene was known for being a 
marvelous chef, and people enjoyed many wonderful meals at 
the Ruibal home.

Rodolfo Ruibal was the quintessential scientist and faculty 
member when he was at UCR. He steadfastly rose through aca-
demic ranks beginning with Instructor in 1954 and achieving the 
status of Professor in 1967. He devoted a lot of time to teaching, 
and he was a positive influence for many students (Fig. 3). I re-
member many anatomy and embryology lectures where before-
hand he had drawn amazingly perfect and artful diagrams using 
colored chalks on blackboard. Every lecture was important to 
Rudy, and each imparted not only important and useful infor-
mation but also the very best of professional example. He strode 
into the classroom with head held high, and he had perfect pos-
ture and clarity of language while he interacted with the class. I 
think in the judgement of many persons, Rudy simply had style 
in every sense of the word. He earned a Distinguished Teaching 
Award in 1978. 

Rudy also excelled in research, and he was always musing 
about some new interesting question that drove his inquiring 
mind and a determination to investigate. In the 1950s Rudy 
worked in Cuba, chasing lizards as he did when he was a child. 
But this time it was serious research, and he published influen-
tial papers on the ecology and evolution of Caribbean lizards. 
His initial work was in taxonomy of Cuban lizards, but his in-
sightful curiosity led him to become interested in how lizards 
were adapted to their environment. Thus, he became a success-
ful practitioner of the emerging field of physiological ecology. 
Ray Huey acknowledged recently that Rudy had a “huge im-
pact” on his career, citing especially his 1961 paper in Evolution 
that he said “is full of great ideas that are still relevant” (Ruibal 
1961). Many other persons, including myself, were similarly 
influenced by the thoughtful research and writing of Rodolfo 
Ruibal, and indeed the influence of his research endures today. 
On a more personal level beyond the black and white print of 
his scientific publications, many of us remember the spirited 
twinkling of his eyes when he discussed new ideas that inter-
ested him. Rudy was awarded a Guggenheim Fellowship during 
1967–1968, and he was a Fellow of the California Academy of 
Sciences.

Rudy traveled a lot in Cuba, the West Indies, Mexico, Ecua-
dor, Chile, Argentina, and Paraguay, always using the keen eyes 
of a curious biologist. He developed a particular fascination with 
skin, and he was one of the first scientists to investigate the struc-
tural and functional properties of digital appendages that enable 
anoles and geckos to cling and move up smooth vertical surfaces 
without falling (Ruibal and Ernst 1965). Although the physical 
mechanism enabling adhesion of these lizards to flat surfaces 
would be worked out in detail later by Kellar Autumn and oth-
ers, Rudy essentially got it right when he posited the adhesion 
related strictly to the area and physical nature of dry contact. 

Fig. 4. Rodolfo Ruibal working pottery at his home in Riverside, Cali-
fornia.
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Later Rudy’s interests shifted to amphibians, especially the 
physiological adaptations that enabled various species to survive 
in dry and harsh environments (e.g., Ruibal 1962; Ruibal et al. 
1969). Vaughan Shoemaker was hired as a comparative physiolo-
gist by UCR in 1965, and he, Rudy and Lon McClanahan (Rudy’s 
first graduate student) bonded close friendships that took them 
to South America and led to many amazing discoveries as well as 
adventures in the field. During their first year together the trio 
made trips to Arizona where they examined the blood chemistry 
of aestivating spadefoot toads and the properties and moisture 
levels of soils in which they buried themselves (Shoemaker et al. 
1969). Later Rudy spent a sabbatical year in Argentina where he 
became fascinated with the adaptations of frogs as well as many 
other features of arid environments. Eventually, grant funding 
from the NSF (1971–76) allowed the trio to continue what became 
a synergistic, multifaceted series of research projects focused on 
the physiological adaptations of amphibians. During the 1980s 
Rudy’s field work shifted to Paraguay, partly because the politi-
cal situation posed dangers to continuing scientific field work in 
Argentina, but mostly because he thought the phyllomedusine 
frogs that were so interesting would be more abundant there. 
Rudy’s work—in collaboration with the “trio”—brought to light 
some of the very important adaptations of xerophilous anurans 
including properties of the cocoon in aestivating species (Ruibal 
and Hillman 1981; McClanahan et al. 1983) and the novel wiping 
behaviors of arboreal tree frogs that smear cutaneous lipids over 
their skin surfaces and thereby greatly increase the resistance 
to evaporative water loss when they become temporarily quies-
cent in hot, dry weather (e.g., Shoemaker et al. 1972; Blaylock et 
al. 1976). Eventually, Rudy established a breeding colony of the 
Waxy Monkey Treefrog, Phyllomedusa sauvagii, to eliminate the 
need for collecting them from the field. He also reared Lepidoba-
trachus llanensis in his laboratory where he perfected hormonal 
treatments that induced females to produce eggs and stimulated 
amplexus in the males. He also elucidated the role of carnivory 
in the development of the tadpoles.

Rudy selflessly gave much service to his profession. He was 
the Editor of Copeia, published by the American Association of 
Ichthyologists and Herpetologists (ASIH), from 1971–1975. Fol-
lowing on from this service, he became one of the more influ-
ential editors of the Journal of Herpetology, published by the 
Society for the Study of Amphibians and Reptiles (SSAR), which 
he managed as the chief Editor from 1979 to 1988. During the 
first few years of his service, he transformed the journal to a 
more professional level in terms of content and appearance, 
coincident with his influence and that of Kraig Adler to move 
the printing of the journal to Allen Press (Adler 2016). Rudy was 
very sensitive to the importance and influence of an editor, and 
he believed that an editor had no right to focus a journal unless 
it represented the will of the membership and governing board 
of the society that produced it. He streamlined the review pro-
cess and transformed the journal to a more international sta-
tus. He was especially sensitive to the fact there were perhaps 
some 10,000 potential herpetologists and members of the SSAR 
in Latin American countries to the south. Non-English speak-
ing authors who submitted manuscripts to other journals were 
often insulted in dealing with the editors. Rudy abhorred such 
practice, and he would not have it this way at JH. Samuel Sweet, 
who succeeded Ruibal as Editor, recalls Rudy saying “We don’t 
do that here; you can help them rewrite their manuscripts.” 
He welcomed papers from Latin America or elsewhere over-
seas, and he paid special attention to obtaining prompt, quality 

reviews and handling manuscripts with courtesy. He invested 
much personal time improving the writing of non-English 
speaking authors who submitted interesting papers, and he 
raised the bar for scientific work in Latin America. In the pro-
cess, the Journal of Herpetology became elevated to the status 
of a quality journal. Rudy often bucked conventions, and he 
spent long hours with file cabinets and a typewriter during days 
before the emerging dominance of computers. Kraig Adler re-
cently commented “It was my great privilege to know Rudy and 
to work with him on SSAR matters.”

Rudy made important administrative contributions to the 
University of California system and to the faculty at UCR. He was 
Chairman of the College of Letters and Science from 1961–1964, 
and he chaired the Department of Biology from 1979–1982. He 
became friends with Phil Boyd and helped to establish the Philip 
Boyd Deep Canyon Desert Research Center, located on the north-
eastern flank of the Santa Rosa Mountains near the western edge 
of the Colorado Desert. Philip Boyd was a regent of the Univer-
sity of California, and he donated land for the research center in 
1958. This research center is one of the original 7 of the total of 39 
sites in the University of California Natural Reserve System, and 
it thrives today as an important field station for faculty and stu-
dents. Rudy served as the Chairman of the Boyd Desert Research 
Center from 1962–1972. For about one year Rudy flew to Berke-
ley almost weekly and was an advisor to Clark Kerr, who was then 
the President of the UC system and a person for whom Rudy had 
strong admiration. He advised President Kerr on various faculty 
matters, and he helped draft letters to resolve issues that arose 
and required the President’s attention. Rudy was also the Acting 
Director of UC Mexus for about one year (1992–1993). This or-
ganization had many connections with universities throughout 
Mexico and promoted teaching and research between Mexico 
and the University of California. 

While Rudy had a passion for herpetology, and this was a 
central part of his personality, he also had broader interests 
that extended to the arts and humanities. Rudy’s modus ope-
randi as an educator was eclectic, and he was a superb men-
tor for anyone interested in a solid liberal arts education. While 
he was in New York City he had attended art classes and was 
sketching with charcoal and pencil. He later associated with 
the Art Museum in Riverside soon after he moved to UCR. Rudy 
met influential people at the Art Museum who added color and 
breadth to his new life in California. He connected with a very 
good potter, whose name was Dean Strawn, and he learned 
how to make pottery which he enjoyed for many years. He had 
a kiln and crafted pottery at his home, where he also began 
to make beads for necklaces (Fig. 4). He then became skillful 
in using brass and silver to make various kinds of jewelry. He 
learned these techniques at the Art Museum which had offered 
evening classes during the summer. Rudy’s jewelry became well 
known, and he sold it through many places such as the Art Mu-
seum, Riverside’s historic Mission Inn, and the Brandon gallery 
in Fallbrook.

Rodolfo Ruibal retired and became Emeritus Professor in 
June of 1994. During his career he made outstanding contribu-
tions to science, education, his family, Latin America, and soci-
ety. His life touched many persons, and the world is much better 
because of his influence. He will be missed by many, but his spir-
it and passion for life lives on in the collective memories, knowl-
edge, and inspiration that was passed forward. Rudy endures as 
a true paragon in herpetology.
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knowing my deep admiration and affection for Rudy Ruibal. 
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