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Harald Sverdrup, 1946

Harald Ulrik Sverdrup was born in Sogndal on November 15, 1888 into a distinguished
Norwegian family of theologians, jurists and professors with connections to the Grieg family.

His father was Johan Edvard Sverdrup, and his mother was Maria Vollan. The Sverdrup
children included Harald's brother Leif, who had a distinguished career in the United States as
an engineer, founder of the St. Louis firm Sverdrup and Parcel, and a military career as an
engineering general under Douglas MacArthur.
Harald Sverdrup attended the military academy in Oslo from 1907-1908. He enrolled at the
University of Oslo in "Physical Geography and Astronomy" and in 1911 was offered an
assistantship with the preeminent meteorologist, Vilhelm Bjerknes whose work was funded by
the Carnegie Institution of Washington. Bjerknes's other students included Carl-Gustaf Rossby
and Theodore Hesselberg. Sverdrup followed Bjerknes to Leipzig where he completed his
dissertation on North Atlantic trade winds in 1917. His dissertation was later published in
German as Der Nordatlantische Passat.
Wartime conditions in Germany drove the Norwegians back to Bergen, and Sverdrup accepted
a post as chief scientist on Roald Amundsen's Arctic Expedition on R/V Maud. The expedition
left Norway in 1918 for a three to four year cruise which stretched to seven and a half years.
Sverdrup's experiences in the Arctic, and especially these years on R/V Maud formed his
character. Years later he recalled the experience.
"On the Maud...I spent considerable time in theoretical studies of tidal currents.
Although there were periods when I was so completely absorbed in the work that
weeks and months passed quickly, there were other periods when I wondered and
worried for fear I had made some elementary mistake, for fear the new investigations
were suffering from some systematic errors, for fear our new instruments did not
perform as they should or that my theories were unsound. In such periods there was
no one to consult, no literature to look up. Thinking back now I find myself again
walking the deck of our vessel, turning the questions over in my mind, trying to find
some flaw in my reasoning. In the end I always had to tell myself that, right or wrong,
I was doing my best and would have to go on doing so, hoping that I was on the right
track."
During this seven and a half years in the Arctic, Sverdrup left the vessel twice. He lived for
eight months with the Chukchi people of Siberia, an experience he later described in a book,
Hos Tundra-Folket, published by Gyldendal in Oslo in 1938. He visited the Carnegie Institution
in Washington as research fellow while awaiting repairs to R/V Maud's propeller. During this
period, Sverdrup made valuable contacts with American scientists and visited many laboratories
and universities including a visit to the Scripps Institution of Oceanography in 1925.
The Maud expedition was not successful in its chief aims, but Sverdrup made it a success by
working up expedition observations into scientific reports that contributed to dynamic
oceanography and arctic science. He was personally responsible for contributing over two thirds
of the entire Maud expedition report. His work resulted in seminal publications in
oceanography, earned him a reputation as a seasoned arctic scientist, and gave him important
insights into the physical oceanography of currents. His later publications in both meteorology

and oceanography dealt with the application of physical principles to conditions in the sea and
atmosphere including trade winds, tides, currents and circulation in the Arctic and Pacific.
While he was still a young man, he was acknowledged as one of two or three scientists in the
world with comprehensive knowledge in the field of oceanography.
In 1926, Sverdrup accepted a chair in meteorology at the Geophysical Institute in Bergen. On
June 8, 1928 he married Gudrun Bronn in Oslo and adopted her daughter Anna Margrethe. In
1930, Sverdrup was offered a position at the Department of Terrestrial Magnetism at the
Carnegie Institution which, had he accepted, would have led to an appointment as first director
of the Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution. Sverdrup declined the position because he
wished to complete expedition reports and work up other data in Norway. In 1931 he accepted a
research professorship at the Christian Michelsens Institute and led scientists of the WilkinsEllsworth North Polar Submarine Expedition on Nautilis. He spent two months sledding across
Spitsbergen in 1934 with H.W. Ahlmann studying boundary layer processes.
In 1936 Sverdrup was named director of the Scripps Institution of Oceanography, a position he
accepted for a period of three, later extended to five, years. He was committed to turn the then
remote marine station into a world class oceanographic institution. He began by convincing
Robert P. Scripps to replace the institution's damaged vessel with a ship fit for sea, R/V E.W.
Scripps. He significantly increased the institution's budget by convincing both Mr. Scripps and
University of California President Robert Gordon Sproul to increase their annual contributions
to the budget. He organized the staff to make the first comprehensive hydrographic survey of
the Gulf of California. He and coauthors Richard H. Fleming and Martin W. Johnson wrote The
Oceans: Their Physics, Chemistry and General Biology, the first modern textbook in
oceanography. It became the basis for the first graduate curriculum in oceanography, developed
by Sverdrup and his staff at the Scripps Institution of Oceanography. The textbook was so
important that wartime security considerations delayed its publication, and after publication its
export was restricted.
Sverdrup greatly enhanced the reputation of the Scripps Institution of Oceanography both
within and beyond the University of California. In order to accomplish the goals he had for
Scripps, Sverdrup had to rebuild the relationship between the Scripps Institution of
Oceanography and the University of California. The institution had a dubious reputation both at
the Berkeley and Los Angeles campuses. A great deal of the trouble was caused distance and
the occasional failure of Scripps to follow the routines of the university business office and
registrar, but there were also doubts expressed by UC Berkeley and Los Angeles faculty about
the quality of instruction at Scripps. Sverdrup attacked this problem by keeping in close touch
with University of California President Robert Gordon Sproul and by making weekly,
sometimes bi-weekly trips to the Los Angeles campus. Sverdrup routinely attended faculty
meetings at UCLA. He met with UCLA deans and faculty, and developed a relationship with
the Department of Physics. He built a relationship with physicist Vern O. Knudsen who served
as UCLA's Dean of the Graduate Division (1932-1938) and later became chancellor. He gave
talks on hydrodynamics, meteorology, oceanography, and polar exploration at UCLA and to
UCLA alumni at the University Club. He sent Scripps students to take UCLA courses and he
kept a sharp eye on doctoral committees that often included both UCLA and SIO faculty. This

dedication to administrative and faculty duties paid off handsomely for Scripps. This was the
situation in 1939.

Harald Sverdrup, 1938
The invasion of Norway in April 1940 put an end to Sverdrup's plan to return home, and on
May 1, 1940 he wrote to President Sproul requesting that his temporary appointment as SIO
Director become permanent. He turned his attention to organizing war work both at SIO and at

UCLA. Several of Sverdrup's colleagues from Bergen were in the United States. Carl-Gustaf
Rossby, the eminent meteorologist was at MIT. Jacob Bjerknes and Jorgen Holmboe were at
UCLA where they, together with Harald Sverdrup and others comprised the newly created
Department of Meteorology. Sverdrup and his Norwegian colleagues were asked to establish a
training school for military meteorologists at UCLA. They quickly organized a curriculum with
1940 upper division courses included Synoptic Meteorology taught by Bjerknes, Dynamic
Meteorology taught by Holmboe and Interaction between the Sea and Atmosphere taught by
Sverdrup.
The UCLA Department of Meteorology and the Scripps Institution of Oceanography were able
to train over 1200 military weather officers between 1941 and 1945. UCLA trained the weather
warriors, and a small selection of the very talented were sent to La Jolla for an additional course
on surf forecasting following methods devised by Sverdrup and his graduate assistant Walter
Munk. These officers did the weather forecasts and surf predictions for allied landings in
Normandy, North Africa, and the South Pacific -- work credited by the American military for
having saved the lives of many thousands of allied soldiers, sailors and airmen.
Many other war related research projects were undertaken in San Diego. The institution
contributed research on currents relevant to efforts to rescue downed pilots in the Pacific.
Research was also conducted on fouling organisms. Work on sonar, sound in the sea and
subjects related to submarine warfare were undertaken by scientists working at the University of
California Division of War Research (UCDWR) located in San Diego. Sverdrup was initially
active at UCDWR, but his status as a citizen of an occupied country caused security clearance
problems. For this reason, he applied for and received American citizenship. Despite these
problems, Sverdrup was able to influence research in this field through Roger Revelle, a Scripps
doctoral student and navy reserve officer, who oversaw the work of UCDWR as a naval officer
in the Bureau of Ships and served as principal liaison officer between the navy and the National
Defense Research Committee. By the end of the war, there was a close working relationship
between the Scripps Institution of Oceanography and the U.S. Navy and the navy was
determined to continue to support research in oceanography and other sciences after the war.
Beginning in 1943, Rossby, Sverdrup, Bjerknes Holmboe, and UCLA physicist Joseph Kaplan
began thinking about science during the postwar period. They all agreed that wartime programs
in meteorology should be preserved. Some of them, notably Rossby, felt that broad training in
geophysics should be built on the foundation of meteorology. Demobilized military
meteorologists should not be allowed to return to their prewar jobs, but should rather be
encouraged to find professional appointments in geophysics/meteorology or use the G.I. Bill to
complete their graduate education in geophysics. Sverdrup was instrumental in planning the
postwar expansion of oceanography. He also participated in discussions that led to the
establishment of the Institute of Geophysics at UCLA.
The war changed the Scripps Institution of Oceanography and Harald Sverdrup. In 1941 there
was no military organization in the United States trained to evaluate oceanographic information
from a strategic or tactical viewpoint. After the war, Sverdrup had the first graduate

oceanographic program in the U.S., a corps of well trained young oceanographers, the full
support of the U.S. Navy and the University of California. He also participated in planning
meetings for a significant, state funded, project to study the disappearance of the sardine from
California waters, the beginnings of CalCOFI (California Cooperative Oceanic Fisheries
Investigation).
Sverdrup announced his intention to leave California in 1948 to return to Norway where he
became head of the Norwegian Polar Institute and professor of geophysics at the University of
Oslo. Before he left La Jolla, he supported Roger Revelle as his successor as director of the
Scripps Institution of Oceanography.
Sverdrup had a very active career upon his return to Norway. He returned to the Arctic, he
reformed the Norwegian curriculum and chaired the 1952 Norwegian relief program in India.
He received many awards and honors in his lifetime and at the time of his death in 1957, he was
ranked in the first place among the world's oceanographers.
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