








indicator of past climate was filed 

away, but not forgotten. More than 

ten years later, K. O . Emery, then at 

the University of Southern California, 

published on varved sediments (annual 

layers like tree rings) at the bottom of 

the Santa Barbara Basin. The oxygen 

content in this basin was low enough 

to preclude worms and other bottom..­

living animals from disturbing the 

sediments. Soutar wanted to use the 

chronology to calibrate the radiocarbon 

dating method. When a grab sample 

brought up many fish scales, Isaacs 

convinced Soutar to work on fish and 

forget the radiocarbon. By 1970, the 

techniques of box coring had been 

worked out by Soutar and Isaacs such 

that the surface layer was not blown 

away by the device and complete 

columns dating back more than 17 

centuries could be obtained. By 

laborious counting the fish scales of 

sardines, anchovies, and hake, Soutar 

and Isaacs showed that the sardine was 

John Isaacs with a sablefish, January 1950. 

only an occasional visitor to these waters, with numerous disappearances prior to the establish..­

ment of a fishery, and that the anchovy, rather than filling the niche of the departed sardine, 

had been there throughout the whole record. Mystery solved. 

As a professional and lifelong amateur fisherman, John Isaacs was driven to capture 

a live Coelacanth, the bizarre fish that had been thought to be extinct for millions of years 

until taken in 1938 by fishermen off the Comoros Islands. Reminiscent of Melville's Captain 

Ahab on his search for Moby Dick, Isaacs finally joined an expedition to the western Indian 

Ocean in 1971 but was never successful in photographing or catching the elusive fish. 

The role of freshwater for agriculture was a recurring topic of interest to Isaacs, 

prompted in part by spending much of his life in the coastal deserts of San Diego County 

and Baja California. This led him to encourage research into crossbreeding halophytes (salt 

tolerant plants) with food crops so that brackish water supplies could be used for irrigation 

He promoted the idea, originated by others, for towing Antarctic icebergs northward across 

the equator so they could be melted and used for freshwater along a dry coast. He once 

envisioned a 30 foot diameter fiberglass reinforced plastic pipe hundreds of miles long, 

moored just off the bottom of the ocean, that would float when filled with freshwater. A 

low dam at the mouth of a river in Northern California would provide the head to drive 

water through this pipe to the arid south. He discussed, and encouraged students to study, 

the use of very cold seawater pumped up from deep in the ocean as a means of condensing 
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freshwater from the atmosphere. He felt that desalination in conventional thermal systems 

was foolish because the sun and the ocean together created an unlimited distillation apparatus 

and all that was needed was to condense some of the vapor. He was intrigued by the 

enormous energy potential that was represented by the osmotic pressure between saline and 

freshwater. Eventually, because of engineering problems associated with maintaining osmotic 

membranes, Isaacs and associates switched emphasis to studying a system of power generation 

that depended on the vapor pressure difference between saline and freshwater. 

John Isaacs was a close friend of a San Diego entrepreneur philanthropist named 

Robert Peterson. Peterson and a partner created the Foundation for Ocean Research (FOR) 

mainly to fund Isaacs' most speculative ideas. Among these was the notion that graduate 

students freed from the distractions and aggravation of competing for laboratory or field 

investigation resources and working together in a highly supportive environment would be 

far more creative than their peers embedded in the Scripps establishment. An off ... campus 

facility was created with shops, laboratories, office space, and support staff. Isaacs met at least 

once a week with a group of specially selected graduate students who were supported by 

FOR Out of this experiment in education came a number of demonstrations of Isaacs' ideas, 

including the salinity power concept and the breath heater. Isaacs believed that the concept of 

attempting to warm scuba divers by heating their suits through various means was wrong, 

and that most of the heat loss came from breathing cold dry air from their tanks and then 

exhaling warm moist air at the expense of their body heat. He conceived of the idea of 

adding a very small amount of hydrogen to the breathing air and then passing it through a 

platinum catalyst that both warmed it and formed water vapor. It worked spectacularly, was 

patented, and was licensed by FOR, after Isaacs' death, to an entrepreneur who saw its much 

larger potential in medical applications for reducing the stress on patients who breathed cold, 

dry oxygen. The FOR as incubator provided a rapid means of testing many of John Isaacs' 

ideas. He tossed them out around the FOR conference table and a student could decide to 

work on one of them, occasionally leading to a Ph.D. dissertation. One such was his 1970s 

idea that the rotational momentum put into the atmosphere by lines of cars passing in oppo'" 

site directions would increase the incidence of tornadoes in North America (where cars pass 

on the side proper to induce counterclockwise rotation} This difficult to prove concept was 

not readily accepted by atmospheric scientists, although the Berkeley physics department 

scientists took it very seriously when Isaacs presented a lecture there on the subject. 

In the last years of his life, he expressed some serious disappointment about the FOR 

experiment. It seemed to him that the students worked on his ideas exclusively, rather than 

generating their own and that they spent little time thinking about their projects, as opposed 

to working on them, except under his direct questioning at the weekly seminars. Perhaps the 

FOR students who most closely met his ideal of creativity and self ... motivation were the 

Vidal brothers. They were Mexican nationals and worked jointly on different aspects of 

submarine hot springs off Baja California. The brothers discovered thermophilic bacteria that 

thrived at temperatures above the boiling point of water long before the discovery of the 

mid ... ocean ridge hot springs with their surprising collection of radically different life forms. 

Without the Isaacs inspiration, FOR gradually disappeared, although the weekly seminar 

continued for a few years under the guidance of one of his ex ... students. 
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In the years immediately following World War II, Isaacs played a significant role in 

the team that Scripps fielded to monitor the testing of nuclear weapons at the Pacific atoll test 

sites. He was also an advisor to the Navy on mine warfare and concocted an idea, which he 

later convinced himself was impractical, for a ship that could proceed through the water 

without creating a pressure wave and could therefore avoid setting off pressure/detonated 

mines. In the late 1960s, before large ocean/hopping amphibious aircraft were phased out, 

Isaacs decided that it might be useful to arrange for a calm spot in mid/ocean as a safe place 

to land if that type of plane was in trouble. Years later, after hearing about the unexpected 

lurches of his taut/moored Bumblebee Buoys, he conceived of a mid/ocean breakwater 

consisting of thousands of spherical floats tethered just below the surface that would extract 

energy from waves by the friction resulting from their rapid responses counter to the wave 

motions. One of his students eventually demonstrated this idea at ocean scale, but in shallow 

water, as a portable breakwater for protecting military landings on open coasts. 

Roger Revelle once said that John Isaacs' favorite ideas, the ones he never really 

abandoned, were among his worst. At the top of this list was a dream vehicle that would fly 

like an airplane, land on the water, and submerge like a submarine. No amount of practical 

objections would dissuade him from the ultimate utility of such a craft. 

John Isaacs wrote a unique chapter in the Scripps annals as a creative, sometimes 

wildly impractical, thinker, an effective manager in spite of his lack of interest in that 

function, a dedicated and Innovative teacher deeply interested in fostering creativity in his 
students, a practical and accomplished engineer, and a scientist with interests perhaps best 

described as trying to understand how the world works. Maybe he said it best himself, 'Just 

as the sea is a challenge to science as we now know it, so it is a challenge to our institutions 

as they now exist. Understanding of the sea, and the welding together of fragmented 

disciplines into a comprehensive science, should reflect upon other sciences, education, and 

our social institutions. Education will come to discover how to nurture and develop at/ 

tributes of the intellect still too often neglected..-conceptualization, intuition, curiosity, judg/ 

ment, and perhaps even intellectual fervor. With these examples, our social sciences will 

come to recognize the necessity of assembling their own disciplines into a coherent whole for 

the guidance of mankind." 
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