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Professor Klaus Wyrtki:
A role model for a young assistant 

professor, circa 1978
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Ph.D., 1950

Dave
Born, 1950



• Klaus was a thoughtful mentor 
and scholar

• Klaus was a world-class scientist 
and inspirational teacher

• Klaus was the “franchise”

Take-home Messages



• A magnificent journey of the 
“grand old man” of physical 
oceanography from Kiel-
Hamburg to Indonesia to 
Monaco to Australia to La Jolla 
to Hawaii

• What he learned from his 
Ph.D.:  Look at large 
connections, not the details –
integrate to see the big picture

• Klaus on science:  A prerequisite 
of scientific progress is that one 
is wondering… about something 
not easily explained and most 
progress is due to imagination 
and intuition

25 Feb 1999
75th birthday 

interview



Q: What are you most proud of?

A: The start of ocean monitoring…
You can’t believe the fights we had to 
get funding.  I am very proud about 
the fact that I was involved in that, and 
was very vigorously participating in 
this fight.  

The Role of Observations

Sea Level – NORPAX – TOGA



“Karl’s favorite” Klaus Quote
Q: Following a brief discussion of data it was asked 
“Did you do any programming yourself?”

A: No, never!

Elaboration:  At times I had up to four, five computer 
programmers working for me.  I know what goes in and 
what comes out, but that was it.  Like with an appendix.  
I don’t start to study medicine when I want my appendix 
out – I go to a doctor!



Q: Which are your favorite own publications?

A: “These are the thermohaline circulation (1961) and the 
O2 minimum (1962)”

Wyrtki 1961

Wyrtki 1962



Klaus’
contributions 

were 
fundamental



• Nutrient (N&P) 
concentrations  
increase and 
oxygen decreases

• Water mass age 
increases!

Global Patterns 
in Deep Water

Aerobic decomposition 
of organic matter



• Wyrtki (1962) – a pioneering study
• Karl et al. (1976) – a test of in situ 

O2 consumption hypothesis

Karl et al. 1976



• Globally 
averaged loss of 
O2

• Partly (15%) 
due to warming 
and 
stratification

• Few 
comprehensive 
time-series



Oceanography, April 1990

Becoming an Oceanographer 
Forty Years Ago
by Klaus Wyrtki



“Klaus Wyrtki is an oceanographer in the 
classical interdisciplinary sense … providing the 
grand synthesis whenever possible, making 
pioneering new observations where data 
limitations are too great, and approaching his 
research with an understanding of meteorology 
and other disciplines.”

Lukas, Patzert, Meyers & Emery (1990)

A Terrific Student Evaluation



• Established 1780
• Honors excellence and service to the 

nation and the world
• Science, business, public affairs, arts
• 1st class (1781) included Benjamin 

Franklin and George Washington
• Class of 2007 included Al Gore, 

Sandra Day O’Connor, Michael 
Bloomberg, Eric Schmidt and Klaus!

Fellowship in Professional Societies

Fellowship:  AGU (1982) / AMS (1991)

Elected member, American Academy of Arts and Sciences 



Klaus Wyrtki - 2004
Alexander Agassiz Medal

National Academy of Sciences
“for fundamental contributions to the understanding of the 

oceanic general circulation of abyssal and thermocline
waters and for providing the intellectual underpinning for 

our understanding of ENSO (El Niño)”



Alexander 
Agassiz 
Medal

Est. 1911

Klaus Wyrtki:  A “well decorated” scholar

• (1918) Prince Albert I of Monaco:  Prince Albert I Medal (est. 2001) 
IAPSO, awarded to Klaus –2003

• (1932) Albert Defant:  Defant Medal of the German Meteorological 
Society, awarded to Klaus – 1992 

• (1938) Harald Sverdrup:  Sverdrup Medal (est. 1964)  AMS:, 
awarded to Klaus – 1991

• (1954) Maurice Ewing:  Ewing Medal (est. 1974)  AGU and USN,  
awarded to Klaus – 1989

• (2004) Klaus Wyrtki:  Klaus Wyrtki Medal (est. 2013 UH???)



Economics, 
science and 
society are 

inextricably 
linked!

The “Larger Context” of Klaus’
Contributions



Nobel Prize-winning Take-home Message

IPCC-AR4
Warming in the 
climate system is 

unequivocal

AR-4
3,500 experts 

from 130 
countries



“Sea level will be a picnic compared with the population explosion”
Wyrtki interview 1990



Klaus on Ending his Active Scientific Career

There is a time for everything.  
There is a time to be young…

there is a time to work and to travel 
… and there is a time to retire

when you have earned it.

Why should we not quit one day
and enjoy life?
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Mahalo and Aloha
May you rest in peace


