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INTRODUCTION

Walter Cernohorsky was born in Brno, in what is 
currently the Czech Republic, on 30 June 1927 
(Macaulay 2015). He lost both parents when he was 
seven years old and was looked after by his brother 
(who was 16 years older) and sister-in-law. During 
the Second World War he had to endure the horrors of 
the German occupation which included the murder of 
an uncle, who was an officer in the Czech Army, the 
requisitioning of the family’s hotel and the need to hide 
female cousins from marauding soldiers. He studied 
architecture at university, though he would have 
preferred to run the family’s business. As a university 
student Walter agitated against the Russian-imposed 
post-war communist regime and this eventually made 
it unsafe for him to remain in the country. In 1948 he 
hid on a train and escaped to the West without having 
time to collect belongings or farewell relatives and 
friends. He never returned or saw his brother again. 
Walter spoke Czech, German and English, with an 
understanding of Russian, and he was employed for a 
time by the U.S. Army as a translator.

In 1949 Walter went from Italy to Australia as a 
refugee. There he worked in factories and brick-works, 
and as a cane-cutter and surveyor. Later he recalled 
finding a Nautilus pompilius on the Great Barrier Reef 
in 1949 that first stimulated his interest in the beauty 
of mollusc shells (Greene 1962). Walter met his wife 
Irene in Australia. They married in 1953 and the same 
year moved to Fiji where Walter was Chief Surveyor at 
the Emperor Gold Mines, Vatukoula, Viti Levu. In Fiji, 
Walter found the perfect circumstances to develop a 
passion for tropical molluscs, and he became Honorary 
Malacologist at the Fiji Museum. He came under the 
influence of a scientific mentor (Prof. Dr. Schilder), 
who “patiently started me off on the scientific road 
to conchology” and stressed “the valuable service a 
conchologist residing in the small islands can render 
malacological science” (Greene 1962). The results of his 
shell-collecting field-work, and growing involvement in 
molluscan taxonomy, were published in the Fiji Shell 
News and Hawaiian Shell News. In 1968 he travelled 
to the Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C., for a 
six-month research associateship in the Department of 
Mollusks, U.S. National Museum.

Figure 1. Walter Cernohorsky in the office of the Malacology Department at Auckland Museum, April 
1986.  The office (now a corridor leading to the Marine Department) is on Level 1 of the 1960 extension 
and the window looks down on the Courtyard (now the covered-over Atrium).  Photo: B. Gill.
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In February 1969 Walter took up the position of 
Malacologist at Auckland Museum (Figs 1, 2; Thwaites 
2015), succeeding Dr A.W.B. Powell who had retired 
after 39 years’ service. By this time Walter was a 
world authority on several families of tropical Pacific 
molluscs, particularly the Mitridae and Costellariidae. 
One of the attractions of Auckland Museum for 
Walter was the extensive malacological holdings of 
the museum’s library. From Auckland he undertook 
numerous field trips to Pacific islands, often funded by 
private benefactors.  Walter took part in the 1977 Royal 
Society of New Zealand South Pacific Expedition to the 
Lau Group, Fiji, in company with Auckland Museum’s 
Entomologist Keith Wise. In 1981 he made a research 
trip to Australia funded by the Lottery Grants Board. 
In 1983 he spent two weeks in Los Angeles pursuing 
further research on the gastropod family Terebridae with 
Mrs Twila Bratcher of the Los Angeles County Museum 
of Natural History. In 1983 Walter also went to Portugal 
to advise on the setting up of a specialised malacology 
museum south of Lisbon.

During his time at the museum, Walter continued 
his distinguished record of taxonomic publishing in 
malacology (Appendix 1). His published work on 
Indo-Pacific molluscs, combined with his predecessor’s 
publications on New Zealand molluscs, established 
Auckland Museum as a notable centre of malacological 
research for nearly 60 years. Walter’s specialised 
subjects necessitated that he maintain a large circle of 
contacts at museums and research organisations around 
the world, giving international connections to his work 
at Auckland Museum. Walter’s publications include 
popular books on tropical seashells, as well as technical 
papers, including numerous articles published in the 
Auckland Museum Records. He also twice wrote an 
Auckland Museum Bulletin (numbers 8 and 14), the 
second of which (on the family Nassariidae, 1984) runs to 
356 pages, is much-quoted and continues to sell. Walter 
played an important role in helping to sustain the output 
of Auckland Museum’s own scholarly publications, 
which in turn helped to boost the museum’s profile in 
scientific circles at home and abroad.  

The following species of molluscs are those 
described by Walter during his malacological career and 
for which the primary type specimens are held in the 
Auckland Museum collection:

Bernaya chathamensis Cernohorsky, 1971
Boreotrophon shirleyi Cernohorsky, 1980
Cancilla (Ziba) cloveri Cernohorsky, 1971
Cantharus (Pollia) wrightae Cernohorsky, 1974
Engina mactanensis Cernohorsky, 1985
Latirus martinorum Cernohorsky, 1987
Mitra deynzeri Cernohorsky, 1980
Mitra dondani Cernohorsky, 1985
Mitra hilli Cernohorsky, 1976
Mitra (Nebularia) earlei Cernohorsky, 1976
Mitrolumna salisburyi Cernohorsky, 1978
Morula parvissima Cernohorsky, 1987
Muricopsis orri Cernohorsky, 1976

Nassarius rehderi Cernohorsky, 1980
Nassarius troendleorum Cernohorsky, 1980
Nassarius (Plicarcularia) maccauslandi Cernohorsky, 1984
Neocancilla kayae Cernohorsky, 1978
Notoluponia (Notadusta) clifdenensis Cernohorsky, 1971
Peculator bacatus Cernohorsky 1980
Primovula eilatensis Cernohorsky, 1972
Scabricola vicdani Cernohorsky, 1980
Strombus (Dolomena) kleckhamae Cernohorsky, 1971
Terebra parkinsoni Cernohorsky, 1976
Thala maxmarrowi Cernohorsky, 1980
Vexillum (Costellaria) adamsianum Cernohorsky, 1978
Vexillum (Costellaria) choslenae Cernohorsky, 1982
Vexillum (Costellaria) martinorum Cernohorsky, 1986
Vexillum (Costellaria) takakuwai Cernohorsky &
	 Azuma, 1974
Vexillum (Costellaria) wolfei Cernohorsky, 1978
Vexillum (Pusia)  salisburyi Cernohorsky, 1976
Viriola samoana Cernohorsky, 1976

The following molluscs were named by researchers 
in honour of W.O. Cernohorsky in recognition of his 
contribution to the discipline:

Austromitra cernohorskyi Turner, 2008 (south coast of 		
New Caledonia);

Conus cernohorskyi da Motta, 1983 (Borogon, 		
Philippines);

Cyllene cernohorskyi Fernandes & Rolan, 1992 
(Palmeirinhas Point, Angola);

Figure 2. Walter Cernohorsky with auger shells (Terebra) 
in the Malacology Department at Auckland Museum, 
January 1987.  New Zealand Herald photo (Auckland Museum 
AM93-A891-13a).
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APPENDIX 1.
Bibliography of malacological publications by W.O. Cernohorsky. He was the sole author of 
the publications unless other authors are given.

Hastula (Punctoterebra) cernohorskyi Burch, 1965 
(Natadola, Fiji);

Morula cernohorskyi Houart & Troendle, 1997 (Mururoa 
Atoll, Tuamotu Archipelago, French Polynesia);

Nassarius cernohorskyi Kool, 2005 (Hiva Oa, 
Marquesas Group, French Polynesia);

Vexillum (Costellaria) cernohorskyi Ladd, 1966 
(Eniwetok Atoll; Late Miocene);

Ziba cernohorskyi Rehder & Wilson, 1975 (Pitcairn 
Island).

During his time as curator, Walter continued in 
Powell’s role as facilitator of the activities of the 
Auckland Shell Club (the museum’s Conchology 
Section), which kept its library and held its meetings in a 
dedicated area at one end of the Malacology Department.  
Walter was also interested in numismatics, philately (he 
curated Auckland Museum’s postage stamp collection 
during his natural history curatorship) and heraldry (see 
Macaulay 2015). In 1968 he designed three values in an 
issue of Fijian stamps depicting marine shells.  

Walter left the museum on 13 May 1988, but did not 
retire officially from the post until mid-1989 after using up 
accumulated leave. Besides his knowledge of malacology, 
Walter was also respected by staff at Auckland Museum 
for his courtesy, his impeccable manners, his warm 
personality and his skills as a raconteur. He is survived 
by his son Roy and daughter Diana.
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