
Maarten de Wit tribute 

In the early 1970s, when Nixon slashed NASA’s budget, effectively putting an end to the Apollo program, 
the Agency redirected some of its effort and expertise toward the Earth. In the early 1980s, the Lunar 
and Planetary Institute (LPI), where I worked, started the Early Crustal Genesis Project, aimed at 
understanding what the Earth’s oldest rocks could tell us, relative to what we had already learned about 
the Moon’s ancient history. In mid-1985, LPI Director Kevin Burke invited Maarten de Wit to spend 6 
months in Houston, to work with me in organizing a workshop on greenstone belts. Maarten stayed in 
my house during this period, and we became good buddies. What he remembers is that he had to 
endure the early days of my band, The Bags, whose main distinguishing feature was volume (I think 
Fergie joined him for at least some of the time, and she heroically endured it too). As Maarten and I 
worked on putting the workshop together, I learned first-hand about his extraordinary and iconoclastic 
abilities in inducing variably sized groups of scientists to focus productively on addressing outstanding 
and important scientific questions. Those of you who may have participated in any conference, 
workshop or research project that Maarten had a hand in will know what I mean. For the greenstone 
belt workshop, we decided that the focus should be on tectonics, and one of its outcomes was the 
clarity it provided on a major polarity in viewpoint as to whether or not the very early Earth operated 
under the paradigm of plate tectonics. This debate remains a major focus of geoscience today.  

The workshop was convened 16-18 January, 1986 at LPI, attended by 86 invited delegates from all over 
the world, chosen mainly by Maarten, and included lots of students. The entire proceedings was 
videotaped (Maarten somehow procured a complete CD of this, which he presented to me at my 60th 
birthday party ten years ago), and captures, among other things, Kevin Burke standing up during one of 
the talks and banging his head against the wall. Maarten and I spent a month viewing the tapes and 
summarizing all of the talks and ensuing discussions- the program, abstracts and our summaries were 
published in LPI Technical Report 86-10, which can be downloaded at: 
https://repository.hou.usra/bitstream/handle/20.500.11753/929/TR_8610.pdf?sequence=11&isAllowed
=y   

Maarten was singlehandedly responsible for me and Sue coming to South Africa in 1990. When he 
learned that my LPI job was coming to an end, he convinced Chris Roering to offer me a position at RAU, 
and organized one for Sue at Gold Fields. One of the first things I wanted to do here was to look at the 
anorthosites in southwestern Madagascar, and I was lucky in convincing Maarten to go with me. He and 
I developed a decade-long research project on the island, which involved the training of four talented 
Malagasy students, who came to South Africa for M.Sc. studies, and who have since returned to 
Madagascar to become productive geoscientists. Maarten also came with us to the Seychelles, when our 
team began to expand our work into other Indian Ocean islands. 

In the early 1990s, Maarten had the idea that the results of our greenstone belt workshop should be 
published as a comprehensive book, and he obtained approval from Oxford University Press for us to 
begin soliciting contributions on all aspects of greenstone belt science. The resulting 809 page 
monograph, published in 1997, and simply titled Greenstone Belts, has more than 100 authors, and I feel 
that this still stands as the definitive work on the subject. Maarten insisted that every author get a free 
copy of the book. 

Maarten’s structural and tectonic work in the Barberton greenstone belt, which started in the late 1970s 
and induced intense objections from the established geoscience communities, turns out to be prescient 
and paradigm-shifting. Although his interpretations are still contentious (I’m not sure why), he paved 
the way for a new generation of scholars to interrogate the earliest terrestrial rock record in terms of 
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the ways in which the ancient world resembled the present-day Earth and the ways it differed. Maarten 
was one of the most gifted field geologists I have ever encountered. I know this because he would 
almost always see things in outcrops that I and most others did not, and which then became obviously 
apparent, leading us to say “Why didn’t I see that?” I only know about two or three other geoscientists 
with this innate aptitude.  

Wherever in the world he worked, Maarten always insisted on involving local scientists in research 
activities, so as to avoid the “colonialist” behavior that is so commonly perpetrated by others in our 
field. More than anyone I know, Maarten displayed a genuine commitment to the development of 
African science, and he has had a profoundly positive effect on countless students and young scientists 
from Africa and everywhere else. With his passing, South Africa and the world has lost a scientific giant 
comparable in stature to Alex Du Toit. To Fergie and Thandi and Tjaard and Mike, know that I share your 
sorrow. I want him back. 

 

Lew Ashwell and Sue Webb.  


