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IN MEMORIAM

In Memoriam: Milton S. da Costa (1948–2020) a passion for the beauty 
of eccentric microbes
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Milton Simões da Costa was born in Bustos, a small town 
near Aveiro, Portugal, on February 22, 1948. In the early 
1950s, his parents emigrated to New Rochelle, NY, USA, 
where Milton received part of his primary education. 
Between 1957 and 1959, he went back to Bustos to attend 
the local primary school and improve his Portuguese lan-
guage skills. In 1966, he finished the secondary studies at 
the New Rochelle Public High School; then he moved to the 
University of Arizona, where he became Bachelor of Sci-
ence in Zoology, in 1968. 

He knew that he wanted to study mammals or reptiles 
since he was a 6-year-old child and his father took him to 
the National History Museum in New York. So, for his 
M.Sc. work, he studied the phyletic affinity of Thamnophis 
rufipunctatus (Reptilia: Natricidae) in the lab of Oliver W. 
Johnson, Northern Arizona University. Milton was fasci-
nated by reptiles and used to tell thrilling stories of accidents 

with poisonous snakes that he dared to handle with his bare 
hands. However, for his Ph.D. thesis he worked on “Control 
of polyol metabolism in Geotrichum candidum”, under the 
supervision of Donald J. Niederpruem, Indiana University. 
He earned a Ph.D. in 1977 and returned to Portugal in the 
same year. Milton was anxious to experience the exciting 
political changes arising from the Carnation Revolution 
(April 25, 1974) that finally terminated the harsh dictator-
ship in Portugal. In 1978, Milton was awarded a position of 
Assistant Professor at the University of Coimbra, becom-
ing a Full Professor in 2000. For a few years he continued 
working on water stress in fungi, but, soon after, he directed 
his attention to microbial populations in extreme environ-
ments, namely hydrothermal, hypersaline environments, 
alkaline springs and deserts. The Azores islands, Naples 
and Iceland were the most important hot sites explored by 
Milton. Naples and Puzzuoli were marvelous places for him; 
he went back as often as he could to visit very good friends, 
Mosè Rossi, Marco Moracci, and Simonetta Bartolucci. He 
was particularly passionate about S. Miguel Island with its 
numerous hot springs that he knew like the back of his hand.

He used to say that he fell in love with dinosaurs first, 
but, as he could never encounter one of them, he ended up 
studying bacteria… Milton had a unique sense of humor, 
highly appreciated by friends and colleagues. He could 
always find appropriate, often amusing stories to tell, and 
it was a great pleasure to enjoy his company in many Con-
ferences on Extremophiles in Hamburg, Estoril, Seville, 
Naples, Brest, Baltimore, Ponta Delgada, Saint Petersburg, 
Kyoto, Vulcano, etc.

Milton was fascinated by the eccentric beauty of 
microbes. A favorite was Natrinema salaciae, a halophilic 
archaeon isolated by his team from a deep, hypersaline lake 
in the Mediterranean Sea. He also had a special interest in 
gamma-radiation resistant bacteria of the genus Deinococ-
cus. He described hundreds of new genera and species and 
he named many of them after colleagues and friends that 
he especially admired: Thermonema rossianum, Thermus 
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antranikianii, Tepidicella xavieri, Truepera radiovictrix, 
Elioraea tepidiphila, Schleiferia thermophila, for Mosè 
Rossi, Garabed Antranikian, António Xavier, Hans Trüper, 
Eliora Ron, and Karl Schleifer, respectively.

Milton was an excellent teacher as well as an outstanding 
researcher. Students that followed his courses on General 
Microbiology, Infection and Immunology, invariably refer 
to his lectures as fantastic and praise his efforts to heighten 
attention by using pictures of appropriate famous paintings 
and sculptures. Milton was instrumental in the development 
of Microbiology not only at the Coimbra University but also 
in Portugal and Europe. He was the founder of the Portu-
guese Society of Microbiology, serving as President between 
1996 and 2002. Importantly, he contributed to FEMS at the 
highest level, first as vice-President (2004–2007) and then 
as President (2007–2010). He was a founding member of 
the European Academy of Microbiology. Later, he became 
Chair of Microbiology and Biotechnology, Mediterranean 
Science Commission (CIESM, 2010–2013) and Chair of 

the International Committee on Systematics of Prokaryotes 
(ICSP, 2014–2017).

Despite the international reputation as eminent microbi-
ologist and academic, Milton had the talent to talk to any-
body, regardless of their level of education. He was delighted 
to hear stories from old men in his home town, where he 
was strongly attached to the local community and played 
important roles in several cultural and social associations.

Milton passed away suddenly on January 8, 2020. His 
memory will be kept alive through the wonderful microbes 
that he discovered.
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