
 

 

 

 

 

 

Research a way of life 
for marine expert  
 Michael Owen 

Course graduated from: PhD in Zoology 

Year of Graduation: 1969 

Job: Adjunct Professor teaching courses in 
marine biology and invertebrates at Nipissing 
University, Canada 

Career:  Senior Teaching Fellow at Monash; 
Research Fellow at Harvard; Assistant 
Professor University of Western Ontario then 
Associate Professor/Associate Dean/Emeritus 
Professor there.  
Reflection: “Biology is a way of life. It’s been 
my life.” 

 

 

 

 

 
“Monash was an interesting 
place to be around. It really 
did set me up for the rest of 
my career.” 
 

Michael Owen first discovered the wonders of 
invertebrates as a 17-year-old on a school field trip to 
the coast of Northumberland, England, in 1957.  

Beaches in England had been closed after the War 
during Owen’s childhood bar a few “muddy, 
uninteresting ones”; the rocky outcrops at 
Northumberland were full of life.  

After visiting a marine laboratory there, Owen was 
hooked. 

Research around the world 
Since then, his interest in invertebrates has taken him 
on countless field trips across continents and to 10 
universities.   

Owen was undertaking a diploma in applied 
entomology at Imperial College, London, when he was 
offered – by telegram – a senior teaching fellowship at 
Monash University’s then Zoological and Comparative 
Physiology department and the opportunity to conduct 
a PhD into the venom systems of wasps. 

“It was a hell of a lot of fun,” he says, of his time at 
Monash. 

“Even as a teaching fellow, in a new department in a 
new university, any time you’re making a decision 

you’re setting a precedent. I learnt through that how a 
university works. 

“The place was growing by leaps and bounds.” 

Harvard University calls 
Owen went on to Harvard to work on the chemical 
compositions of venoms in a local species of wasp, 
collecting nests from a ladder perched on top of a 
Volkswagen.  

He remembers feeling “totally overawed” coming into a 
department in which three Nobel laureates worked.  

When funding to his area was cut due to government 
budgetary restraints, Owen accepted an assistant 
professorship at the University of Western Ontario, 
Canada, where he researched neurotransmitter 
compounds in the venom of bees and brains of other 
insects, before moving into administration.  

He later became Associate Dean (Academic) in the 
Faculty of Science, then Professor Emeritus in biology. 

The university ran an honours level course in marine 
biology at the Bay of Fundy, an area rich in marine 
fauna, which Owen took over and taught for 40 years, 
a career highlight. A firm believer that sabbaticals 
should be used to bring back new knowledge to an 

academic’s home university, Owen has had sabbatical 
experience at Cambridge, the University of Nairobi, 
Kenya, the CSIRO in Canberra and at three US 
universities.  

Abiding interest in invertebrates  
Semi-retired and in his seventies, he now teaches 
marine biology and invertebrate courses part-time at 
Nipissing University, where his wife Sharon Rich is an 
administrator, and is working on a natural history book 
about the Bay of Fundy. 

 


