
Robert Vance Thurston was a man who laughed 
loud and worked hard; he had an unwavering social 
conscience, and he dedicated his life to making the 
world better for future generations. While teaching 
at both the high school and university levels, he 
encouraged students to pursue careers 
in environmental science.

Thurston was the founding director 
of the Fisheries Bioassay Laboratory 
at Montana State University, and a 
research professor in the Department 
of Chemistry & Biochemistry.

“Dr. Thurston was a tireless advocate 
of scientifically sound environmental 
standards, donating his time to 
countless organizations involved in 
the development of environmental 
regulations. He believed that 
knowledge should be shared at all 
levels,” said Tom Willingham, a friend 
and former colleague of Thurston at the 
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, 
who set up the Robert Vance Thurston 
Memorial Scholarship. Willingham, 
an environmental toxicologist, now 
conducts research in the Department of 
Microbiology at MSU. “Dr. Thurston was a giver and 
the best way for me to remember him is to ensure that 
his spirit of sharing knowledge continues.”

The Thurston Memorial Scholarship will be granted 
to an undergraduate student with an environmental 
science major and a desire to help others. Majors in 
six L&S departments— Microbiology, Cell Biology & 
Neuroscience, Ecology, Earth Sciences, and Chemistry 
& Biochemistry—will be eligible for the award.

Thurston earned his doctorate in zoology from 

MSU and also held degrees in economics, science 
education, chemistry, and limnology. Before joining 
the MSU faculty in 1971, he taught at the University of 
Maine-Farmington, the University of Wisconsin, and 
the Massachusetts Institute of Technology.

A water quality expert and an 
internationally recognized authority 
on ammonia toxicity, Thurston’s 
research specialties also included fish 
physiology, aquatic toxicity testing, 
and water quality monitoring. 

Dr. Thurston was very active in 
international environmental research 
projects, most prominently in the 
Baltic republics, the former Soviet 
Union, and Mexico. He helped 
establish the first U.S.-Lithuania 
environmental research and 
education agreement in 1989, while 
Lithuania was still part of the Soviet 
Union, and brought many Lithuanian 
researchers to MSU for technical 
training.

Thurston died on February 16, 
2002. At the time of his death, he 

was the project manager of a North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization (NATO) grant to conduct field studies in 
the Baltic republics, and one of the principal leaders 
of a 19-nation NATO study on nutrient loadings to 
rivers and estuaries.

For more information, or to contribute to the 
Thurston Memorial Scholarship, contact Kathleen 
Langenheim by phone (406-994-4288) or email 
(katlang@montana.edu).
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