Vernon  Cuthbert Brink – A tribute
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by Dick Stace-Smith

I first met Bert Brink and his late wife Ruth 59 years ago when I was an undergraduate student at the University of British Columbia and I was taking his genetics course. Bert taught the class and Ruth was in charge of the laboratory sections.  A few years later I got to know both of them, together with their two children Aubin and Bruce, at Vancouver Natural History Society camps.  I remember Bert as a mentor, as Board member of several conservation organizations, as a neighbour and always, as a true friend.  As such, I am honoured to have been asked to say a few words today.  I know that many of Bert's friends and acquaintances would also like to say a few and you will have that opportunity at a Celebration of Life for him, which will take place in the New Year. 

The December 5 issue of the Vancouver Sun announced the passing of Bert and the same issue included an excellent article about the person that we are remembering today.  And I might add that the newspaper article was an excellent summary of Bert's 95 years of life.  Larry Pynn, the correspondent who wrote the article, used the banner "UBC educator was known for conservation work".  Larry is correct in that Bert certainly served UBC admirably for about 40 years as an educator. My impression was that when he worked for UBC he accomplished more than any two full-time professors and at the same time he still found time for his conservation work. When he retired at age 65, he became a Professor Emeritus at UBC, and in time he spent less time on the campus and more time with his community service work.









I would like to comment on Bert's contributions, some of which were mentioned in the Vancouver Sun article:

 -   he is recognized for his tireless work with numerous conservation organizations;

 -   he knew British Columbia intimately- its natural history, its land and its people;  

· he had an insatiable appetite for knowledge, and he had the ability to speak in depth

         on a broad range of topics;

· he was gentle in his approach and was respectful of the views of   others;

· he is known for his conservation work throughout the province, including estuaries, 

          rivers, deserts, mountains and particularly the grasslands;

· his friends respected him for his extensive knowledge – some gained by reading but

          most by keen observation and assimilation

As a youth, Bert joined the Vancouver Natural History Society and Boy Scouts, where he participated in many field trips.  As a UBC student, he joined the Varsity Outdoor Club, where he enjoyed mountain climbing.  He used his knowledge and experience about climbing during the war where he taught mountaineering to Canadian troops, and incidentally, where he had a serious fall that injured his hip and essentially ended his serious climbing.  In addition to the Vancouver Natural History Society, he became involved in the Federation of BC Naturalists, the Naturalist's Foundation, the Save Our Parkland Association, the VanDusen Botanical Garden Society, the Alpine Club of Canada, the Fraser River Coalition and several other groups.  He served as a Board member on the Nature Trust of BC and as a Commissioner with the Agricultural Land Commission

He has been recognized for his work many times, including being awarded the Order of Canada and the Order of British Columbia.  Recently, he was awarded the 2007 Lieutenant-Governor's Conservation Award for his contribution for wetland conservation and education.  At that time, Lieutenant-Governor Iona Campagnolo described him as "BC's icon of conservation and sustainability."

As a good scientist, Bert wrote many scientific articles relating his work as a plant scientist at UBC.  I wonder how many of you know that he continued to write articles for both technical and semi-popular journals right up to the end?  I did not realize how many articles he was writing until about 2 years ago when he became housebound and he asked me to help him with his manuscripts.  He managed reasonably well because he had a good library at his home but his inability to visit the UBC libraries hampered him. I helped him with typing, proofreading, correcting manuscripts and locating references.  He suffered with arthritis in his fingers, which meant that he had difficulty using a computer and later, even handwriting.  In the past year he has had at least six manuscripts accepted - some have been published; others are "in press".

I would like to share with you the first paragraph of an extensive article that he published in Davidsonia – a Journal of Botanical Garden Science in January, 2007. I believe he enjoyed penning this introduction:  "One line: No rain, no crop, no feed, no faith, only wind" from Anne Marriott's poem The Wind Our Enemy tells a vivid story of life on the Canadian Prairies during the dust bowl years.  Uprooted trees portrayed the devastation caused by the wicked winds in the 2005 Hurricane Katrina when it hit New Orleans and the Gulf Coast of the United States.  On December 2006 a powerful wind made a shocking change in the appearance of the forest in Vancouver's Stanley Park.  Wind indeed is enemy to plants, but in numerous ways it is also friend, and in the long term is essential in ecosystems.  I am sure you will agree with me – doesn't that just sound like Bert trying to understand both sides of a question?  After the introductory paragraph, he included sections on "What is wind?"  "Wind and the evolution of plants" "Wind and the dispersal of plants and plant parts" etc.

And now I would like to share with you another short article that will soon appear in print. The origin of this one is recent, just a few weeks ago when Bert was in the intensive care at St. Paul's hospital.  It was one of his good days and I had a good visit with him when he asked me if I could work on a short manuscript for the Canadian Alpine Journal.  I would like to share this with you because it tells us about Bert's character and loyalty.  I believe this event happened in 1942.  The title of this article is The Importance of a Good Belay:  "I led a rope of three to climb Oubliette, one of the peaks in the Ramparts in the Tonquin Valley, Jasper National Park with Dr. Peter Sherk, a math professor from the University of Saskatchewan, and Ian Schiedel, an engineer and a past president of the Varsity Outdoor Club at UBC.  We left the Alpine Club of Canada (ACC) summer camp before dawn with me suffering from snowblindness acquired the day before on the Fraser glacier with inadequate sunglasses.  If felt like somebody rubbing sandpaper on my eyeballs and it was very painful.


As the morning brightened the snow dissipated.  We were roped, setting several belay hip and shoulder belays.  Close to the summit, Peter slipped and as a result Ian was pulled off, leaving me with two men dangling 2,000 or more feet above the base.  The hip and shoulder belay drew my chin to the rock between my legs.  Ian managed to obtain a handhold and foothold, which enabled Peter to do the same.  All three of us made the summit.  It was a fine climb and I had much satisfaction in saving my companions.  Peter, I believe, did not climb again during his lifetime."

Now, I want to remind you about an event that happened 15 years ago.  A few of Bert's friends decided that it would be a good idea to have an 80th birthday party for him.  We compiled a list of all of the organizations and groups that Bert belonged to and invited them to a surprise party to mark the occasion.  I am reminded of this event today in that it was held in hall of West Point Grey United Church, adjacent to this church.  We ended up with 350 guests at the party and I am reasonably certain that it was indeed a surprise.  Many of those present contributed to a scholarship in Bert's name at the University of Northern British Columbia.

Finally, I would again like to refer to Bert's obituary, which reads in part "For his wide circle of friends, a celebration of Bert's life will be held in New Year."  I have discussed this with Aubin and Ross and I have volunteered to assemble a committee to organize this event.  We would like this to be inclusive and have a crowd similar to the one that attended to his 80th birthday.  If any of you wish to volunteer to become a member of this committee please talk to me after this service. 
