NATIONAL ACADEMY OF SCIENCES

COLUMBUS O’DONNELL ISELIN

1904—1971

A Biographical Memoir by
HENRY M. STOMMEL

Any opinions expressed in this memoir are those of the author(s)
and do not necessarily reflect the views of the
National Academy of Sciences.

Biographical Memoir

CorPRIGHT 1994
NATIONAL ACADEMY OF SCIENCES
WASHINGTON D.C.



uonmnsuy dryderSourad [0 SPoOp Jo Asarmnon)

0 0

.

Q



COLUMBUS O'DONNELL ISELIN
September 25, 1904—January 5, 1971

BY HENRY M. STOMMEL

FOR THREE ENCHANTED MONTHS in the summer of 1926, eight
youths between the ages of twenty and twenty-three and
a hired cook in the newly built 77-foot schooner “Chance”
sailed the coasts of Newfoundland and Labrador as far north
as Cape Chidley. Columbus Iselin, owner and skipper, was
the son of a wealthy banking family much involved in the
activities of the New York Yacht Club and a graduate of St.
Marks and Harvard.

There was a gentlemanly tradition of oceanography at
Harvard, starting with the world cruises of Alexander Agassiz
(personally financed by Agassiz), and carried on vigorously
by the ichthyologist Henry Bigelow through a long and pro-
ductive life. Once, in 1962, when I encountered Dr. Bigelow
in the library of the Museum of Comparative Zoology and
told him that I had just returned from the Indian Ocean,
he began to reminisce about his own adventures there in
the Maldives with Agassiz in 1900. Bigelow could act effec-
tively as an administrator and teacher. He never lost his
love or ability to do abundant scientific research.

It was Bigelow who inspired the young Columbus to ven-
ture into oceanography and to make the Labrador cruise of
the “Chance” into something of a scientific venture rather
than a thing of pure sport. Botanical specimens were col-
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lected, plankton tows were made, and two lines of hydro-
graphic stations perpendicular to the coast were completed.
Columbus wrote, and published privately, a charming ac-
count of the voyage under the title “The Log of the Schoo-
ner Chance.” It is beautifully composed, evokes a sense of
fun and adventure, and reveals a character sensitive to oth-
ers and tolerant of pranks, a rare talent for leadership with-
out the need to command, and a comfortable sense of mas-
tery of the sea. For another forty years, through the shifting
patterns of his career, people respected—yes, even loved—
him. I cannot think of his directorship of the Woods Hole
Oceanographic Institution as being similar in kind to that
of other administrators whom I have known, there or else-
where. Columbus seemed to assume the duties and role of
an elder brother. He deserved loyalty and he got it. There
was something magnetic about the man.

John Knowlton, one of the crew of the “Chance,” kept
notes on the cruise, from which he reconstructed an inde-
pendent account in 1952. It confirms the early formation
of Iselin’s remarkable personality. “Columbus at twenty-
one was not only an excellent sailor, he had a poise and fine
judgement which few men acquire at any age. He had already
achieved intellectual maturity whereas . . . we were . . .
sometimes to be classed with the barbarians.”

The Iselin log mentions engine troubles, but the Knowlton
log tells how he (Knowlton) blundered into admitting sea-
water into the cylinders and how the Skipper patiently as-
sisted for hours in removing the engine’s head, cleaning it,
and reassembling it, instead of being exasperated.

Or again, off the Straits of Belle Isle, where Iselin blithely
notes the loss of half a drum of gasoline, with no hint of
the immense danger of explosion, Knowlton informs us that
it actually had leaked into the bilges, that the galley stove
was burning as usual, “but there must have been too much
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air moving and it must have been too cold to form an
explosive mixture” before it could be pumped out. We
sense a vision of gilded youths striving to do something
useful during a vacation to a barren land normally frequented
only by the poverty-stricken Newfoundlander fishermen.

Columbus O’Donnell Iselin II was born in his family’s
summer home at New Rochelle, New York, on September
25, 1904. His ancestors were private bankers and philan-
thropists in New York City since the emigration of Isaac
Iselin from Basel, Switzerland, in 1801. An uncle, Oliver
Iselin, defended the America’s Cup on four different rac-
ing yachts from 1893 to 1903.

In January 1929 he married a childhood girl friend, Eleanor
(“Nora”) Emmet Lapsley. Together, they had five children:
three girls and two boys.

Columbus studied under Bigelow at Harvard at a time
when the latter had just completed his compendious mem-
oir on the oceanography of the Gulf of Maine. The Bu-
reau of Fisheries had sold the “Albatross,” and Bigelow was
looking around for a means of getting to sea again. Due to
the salesmanship of his friend Frank Lillie, the Rockefeller
Foundation underwrote the formation of the Woods Hole
Oceanographic Institution, the construction of a labora-
tory building, wharf, and the research vessel “Atlantis.”
Bigelow now had his ship and captain, twenty-five-year-old
Columbus Iselin. He could plan to enlarge his previous
studies of U.S. coastal waters to encompass a general explo-
ration of the western North Atlantic. Perhaps he hoped
that Iselin would emulate Captain Ault of the “Carnegie,”
who had been both captain and scientist before she ex-
ploded during fueling at Apia, Samoa, in November 1929.
Columbus brought the “Atlantis” safely from Denmark in
July 1931, doing some station work along the way under the
tutelage of Franz Zorell of the Deutsche Seewarte. But
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Columbus also had a family to raise, so command was turned
over to Capt. Frederick McMurray, a career seaman, in less
than a year. For another few cruises Columbus sailed as
chief scientist to complete the hydrographic section along
30° W down to the equator, several crossings of the Gulf
Stream from Bermuda to Halifax, from Bermuda to Chesa-
peake Bay, and across the Antilles and Florida currents.
And then by the age of twenty-eight years, he more or less
gave up going to sea—although still nominally “in charge
of the ‘Atlantis’” issuing sailing orders to McMurray, teach-
ing a little at MIT, and working up the data he had ob-
tained into a monograph entitled “A Study of the Circula-
tion of the Western North Atlantic” (August 1936). Itis a
well-organized, discerning, scholarly work, written in the
Bigelow qualitative descriptive style. It represents a lot of
work at sea, a lot of thought, and still, even today, is worth
study. At the time of publication he was one month short
of his thirty-second birthday, an astonishing achievement
for so young a man. It was also his best scientific work and
the last that he could claim as deriving entirely from his
own time at sea.

The five sections (1931-32) from Bermuda to Chesapeake
Bay had exhibited a variability in dynamic topography that
he thought might be related to changes in transport of the
Gulf Stream. This great stream is certainly the major cur-
rent of the western North Atlantic and for centuries geog-
raphers had speculated on how its variability might affect
the climate (and fisheries) of Europe. In framing the plans
for further use of the “Atlantis” for field study, it was there-
fore decided to accept the invitation of the Bermuda Oceano-
graphic Committee of the Royal Society of London to join
with their Bermuda-based “Culver” and its chief scientist E.
F. Thompson in a projected five-year program to observe
the variability systematically. From June 1937 to January
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1940 (when the program was suspended because of the war),
fifteen complete sections on a line between Montauk Pt.,
New York, and Bermuda were occupied by “Atlantis.” The
burden of the station work fell on Alfred H. Woodcock, at
that time attached to the technical staff of “Atlantis.” Iselin
wrote this material up in a “Preliminary Report on Long-
Period Variations in the Transport of the Gulf Stream Sys-
tem” (July 1940). In the acknowledgments he does not
mention Woodcock by name, although he does mention
others who contributed far less, such as the man who did
the dynamic calculations for him. Was this oversight an
unconscious denial of the fact that he no longer got his
feet wet doing science? In the sailing orders he issued to
Captain McMurray during these cruises, he was curiously
reluctant to name Woodcock as chief scientist, even when
Woodcock was the only scientific person on board. Or had
it to do with a sense of fore and aft?

As a report of the data obtained, this paper is useful. By
contrast, E. F. Thompson lost heart when contemplating a
summary of the corresponding “Culver” data and never
published it. However, the structure of these sections is com-
plex, with evidence of multiple streams, or waves or eddies,
and Iselin was able to offer no satisfactory objective crite-
rion for defining “the transport” of the stream. He does
not make clear why he decided to choose the extremes of
dynamic height on two sides of the stream to define the
instantaneous transport. This is especially surprising because
he shows quite clearly that a previous overly optimistic sug-
gestion that variations in transport could be determined by
time series at only two stations—one in the slope water and
the other near Bermuda—could not be used. And then he
proceeds to choose two stations on each section in an arbi-
trary way. The mechanics of the schematic “lens” model he
proposes is fantasy. One senses that as a scientist he was
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beyond his depth. Some obituaries mention that Iselin
studied mathematics as an undergraduate, but there is no
evidence of it in his work—in fact he had a distrust of any
formal ideas and theoretical work that sometimes surfaced
in the annual reports that he later wrote as director.

Iselin was now thirty-five years old and to succeed Bigelow
as director of the institution. The coming of the war and
the conversion of the institution’s research to applied de-
fense work gave him a new and fruitful opportunity for
exercising his formidable gift of leadership.

In many ways the period of his first directorship (1940-
50) was the high time of his career. It was now a frankly
administrative role. His tolerant, humane, and kindly abil-
ity to persuade, influence, and support a motley mixture of
scientists, yachtsmen, fishermen, and amateurs was uncanny.
He could anticipate and understand the difficulties of do-
ing work at sea that would confront the newly recruited
academics. He had a certain knowledge about conditions
at sea and the geographic distribution of various properties
that proved important for those who were conducting the
research. He was familiar with the customs and manners of
the people of very widely different backgrounds who were
assembled at Woods Hole during the war and able to main-
tain calm where misunderstandings could erupt. And he
commanded the respect of the Navy. It is from this happy
time that so many of the stories that illustrate his style of
administration survive.

Two instances illustrating his human quality come to mind.
The first concerns Fred Pingree, once a schoolmaster and
of no research ability. It needs to be remembered that no
one was ever fired during Columbus’s time. We were driv-
ing back to Woods Hole from a martini lunch at the Little
New Yorker restaurant in Falmouth. Puzzling over how to
keep Fred usefully employed, Columbus sighed, “I just can’t
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let him go—why if I did, he’d return to teaching and that
would be a crime against American youth.”

The second instance concerns Columbus’s effort to calm
the furor following a break-in at the carpenter’s shop. In
those days, with a host of amateur woodworkers about, the
carpenter had to guard his tools with the temper of a she-
bear. Thus, Stan Eldredge had honed an edge as sharp as
that of his plane irons. One weekend the “Atlantis” de-
parted on one of Maurice “Doc” Ewing’s hastily organized
cruises. Finding himself without tools, Joe Worzel, one of
Ewing’s most stalwart disciples, took down a fire axe, broke
the panel in the shop door, and took Stan’s favorite tools
to sea.

When Monday morning rolled around Stan was in a proper
rage. Storming upstairs to Columbus’s office, he explained
the situation in heated terms, ending with, “Mr. Iselin, what
should I do?” To which Columbus smoothly replied, “Well,
Stan, if someone had chopped down my door with an axe
and I was as mad about it as you are, I'd get an axe and
chop his door down.”

Some idea of the lightheartedness of his youth can be
gleaned from an excerpt from a talk he gave in later years
about the character of his chief engineer, a Scotsman.

. . . Harold Backus was the first person to go on the payroll of the Woods
Hole Oceanographic Institution. He preceded me by at least four months.
I hired him to be the chief engineer of the old “Atlantis” and I did not
make a mistake.

As we sailed on our first voyage together from Plymouth, England, to
Woods Hole, we ran right away into nasty weather and head winds. The
galley stove would not work when the vessel heeled over on one side. . . . It
was a standard Danish steamship stove and the firebox required that the
ship be on even keel. Thus on the first night out of Plymouth Harold and
I had to rebuild the stove, if we were ever to get hot food.

By six in the morning we had not quite finished the job, but were
hungry. I went up on deck to see if anybody was at the wheel and if they
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were headed roughly in the right direction. I asked ... the watch if they
wanted some breakfast. They weren’t interested. Upon returning to the
wardroom I first saw an aspect of the Backus Factor at work.

He had somehow found under the bunk in his cabin a very new
looking blow torch, full of gasoline. I realized that I had not purchased a
blow torch in Copenhagen and, of course, gasoline was not supposed to be
on board below deck. Obviously the only available cooking equipment had
somehow been left aboard the vessel by workmen from Burmeister and
Wain, the builders.

I said nothing to Harold and wedged myself in the downwind corner
of the seat in the wardroom so as to hold the frying pan above my knees
while he applied the torch in an expert manner to the underside of the
pan.

.. each time the “Atlantis” returned from overhau] at the Electric Boat
Company in Groton, Connecticut she always had a noticeable list to port.
Harold Backus’s cabin was on the port side. Knowing the stability of the
vessel I could only conclude that he had close to a ton of tools under his
berth. Since he could, of course, have shifted fuel or water to compensate
for the list, he was obviously not at all ashamed of his latest acquisitions. It
did not take the cost accountants at the Electric Boat Company long to
catch on to this aspect of the Backus Factor. They simply added a small
fraction to the bill for each day we were at the shipyard. When I pointed
this out to Harold he was outraged. “They are already overcharging us. All
I have been doing is to prevent the Institution from being robbed.” The
biggest piece of loot that he ever extracted from New London was a 5000
pound inclining weight which I still have as a mooring off my beach on the
Vineyard. In order to get this aboard the “Atlantis™ he had to start up and
operate a large crane late in the night.

The story continues with an account of how Harold ma-
nipulated the revolutions-per-minute counter to covertly speed
up homeward legs of cruises and of his skill in smuggling
liquor during Prohibition.

One of Iselin’s wartime concerns was the acoustic detec-
tion of submarines and the role of the refraction of under-
water sound by the thermal stratification in the surface lay-
ers of the sea. Ewing’s extensive experience in seismic surveys
before the war was brought into play, and mathematical
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methods were developed by physicists to trace sound rays
through various stratifications.

The bathythermograph played a central role in measure-
ment of the near-surface stratification. This important in-
strument had its roots in one of C.-G. Rossby’s devices called
an oceanograph, used in 1934 to get as nearly continuous
measurement of temperature against depth near the sur-
face as possible. Rossby put A. F. Spilhaus on to the prob-
lem of improving it. In the summer of 1939, during one of
the regular occupations of the Montauk Pt. to Bermuda,
the hydrographic section Spilhaus (who was something of a
bird of passage in oceanography) managed to obtain a de-
tailed B.T. section over a short segment of the Gulf Stream
front. For practical use by the Navy, Ewing and others had
to make important improvements. The B.T. was manufac-
tured by the thousands for use on naval vessels.

In 1942 the work of the institution turned toward practi-
cal application of oceanographic knowledge to warfare and
for the first time was busy all year round. The “Atlantis”
was sent for safety to the Gulf of Mexico, where Woodcock
made a detailed study of diurnal temperature fluctuations
during March and April—a phenomenon of importance in
understanding the anomalous “afternoon effect” in the shal-
low propagation of sonar waves. She was then moved to a
mooring in Lake Charles for better protection. In her place
the institution procured a fleet of smaller craft for local
field work: the “Physalia,” “Anton Dohrn,” “Reliance,” and
“Mytilus” were all used for detailed studies and experiments
in the local waters of Massachusetts Bay and Vineyard Sound.
Every week the environs of the institution reverberated to
the sound of underwater explosives as workers of the Un-
derwater Explosive Laboratory detonated various test de-
vices off Naushon Island. Nonamesset Island was used as a
depot for storing TNT, and a casting shed was set up there
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to manufacture shaped charges. This special group occu-
pied the third floor of the institution’s only building and
was initially led by E. B. Wilson and Paul Cross.

Iselin was concerned that in the heat of the warrelated
activity not all concern for science itself should be lost. At
least for 1942 he was able to continue support for biologi-
cal research in plankton (George Clarke and Mary Sears),
marine bacteria (Selman Waksman and Cornelia Carey),
and metabolism of marine organisms (Lawrence Irving),
using materials collected before the limitations on field work
were imposed. Iselin evidently hoped that in addition to
war-related activity he could keep a normal program of pure
scientific research going and that Woods Hole would con-
tinue to be a place where, in his own words, “all qualified
investigators who are interested in the sea are welcome.”
This became increasingly difficult as the staff increased from
ninety-three to 335 during the four war years.

One of the most astonishing developments of the studies
of underwater sound transmission was W. M. Ewing’s dis-
covery of the “sound channel,” the level of minimum sound
velocity that permits the sounds of small explosions to be
heard across entire ocean basins. Studies were made to
predict sea and surf conditions for forecasting conditions
likely to be encountered during amphibious operations.
Jeffries Wyman and Alfred Woodcock studied low-level me-
teorological phenomena pertinent to aircraft carrier opera-
tions and laying smoke screens. Alfred Redfield led a staff
of about twenty persons in a study of antifouling paints and
fouling organisms for the Bureau of Ships—a continuation
of Waksman'’s earlier work. Some 60,000 bathythermograph
records of shallow water temperature profiles obtained in
the North Atlantic were reduced to monthly charts of tem-
perature down to 200 meters depth (Frederick Fuglister).

Most scientists caught up in the excitement of war work
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would accord themselves a high score for doing as much as
Iselin did as the institution’s leader during these years.
However, writing the director’s report in 1946, Iselin was
more circumspect. Viewing the results of these major in-
vestigations aimed at practical application from the per-
spective of a scientist, he wrote ingenuously: “The scien-
tific advances may appear to be rather small, considering
the size of the staff involved.” Few laboratory directors
would risk so candid a statement today.

The development of the B.T. was important for oceanog-
raphy after the war because it meant that detailed data
could be obtained from a ship under way. Of perhaps even
more importance was the availability after the war of Lo-
ran, which improved navigation to the point where detailed
surveys could be made meaningfully. The emphasis in Gulf
Stream research shifted from the intractable problem of
long-period variability of the Gulf Stream to studies of the
detailed structure of its front. Frederick Fuglister was en-
couraged by Iselin to conduct this research. Fritz’s training
as an artist had accustomed him to visualizing form, and
soon he was bringing back a series of wonderful surveys
that showed us for the first time the meander and eddy
structure of the Stream. Iselin’s name was on their first
joint paper, but Fritz did all the work and most of the thought.
A close friend and colleague of mine during the late 1940s
told me that he didn’t think Columbus was interested in
science anymore. But Columbus was clearly interested in
helping others to do their work and must have gotten his
satisfaction out of being a good boss.

The directorship of the institution passed to Admiral Ed-
ward H. “Iceberg” Smith, U.S. Coast Guard, in 1950. Smith
had a very substantial background in practical physical ocean-
ography dating back into the 1920s when he personally con-
ducted the surveys made by the U.S. Coast Guard in the
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Labrador Sea and Newfoundland Banks for the Interna-
tional Ice Patrol. No relation to the Captain Ed Smith who
lost the “Titanic,” he could proudly point to the likelihood
that the Coast Guard’s yearly surveys of the iceberg popula-
tion had forestalled any further incident of the kind. He
was likable, a little out of touch with the science, but a
responsible administrator. During Iselin’s days as director,
the Woods Hole salaries were scandalously low. Smith raised
them. Fuglister and I used to share coffee hour and end-
less discussion in those days. Iselin had a way of popping
in quietly and unexpectedly, like a ghost, often catching us
unaware in some private conversation. Once he came in
while Fritz was happily waving around a slip of paper from
Smith telling him of his first raise in salary. Columbus
inquired about the merriment, and Fritz told him about
the raise. “About time, too,” commented Columbus—over-
looking the ample opportunities he had had over the years.
Columbus was made up of a strange mixture of friendly
concern and aloofness. It was one of Fuglister’s great sor-
rows that despite years of laboring on the Gulf Stream he
was never once invited to Iselin’s home on the Vineyard.
During the Great Depression, Columbus bought a farm
on Martha’s Vineyard. It was said that he bought it as a
refuge from possible civil unrest, much as some academics
of a later generation considered moving their families to
New Zealand at the time of the Cuban missile crisis of 1962.
As a result he had to commute regularly back and forth
across Vineyard Sound in his small boat, “Risk.” So we got
accustomed to seeing him dressed in oilskins, and he him-
self maintained a taste of salt in his mouth long after he
had finished doing actual work at sea. At exactly 5 p.m.
each day Columbus would jump aboard the “Risk” and hurry
home to the privacy of the Vineyard. He was thus a poor
host to the various dignitaries who happened to be visiting
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Woods Hole—and who found themselves stranded there for
the evening or weekend. Actually this was a fine opportu-
nity for us bachelors at the time because people like Dea-
con, Hidaka, Wist, Revelle, Rossby, and Sverdrup suddenly
found themselves dependent upon us for entertainment,
and we relished the opportunity of discourse with such men.
Columbus’s social aloofness was not restricted to his em-
ployees.

An incident that illustrates Columbus’s impulsiveness arose
from some draft charts of the distribution of properties at
4,000 meters depth in the world ocean that Dick Stroup
and I were making. The charts were on Fritz’s table. We
were talking about something private and were embarrassed
and speechless by Columbus’s sudden appearance in the
room. To alleviate the awkwardness, I pointed out the spar-
sity of deep data in the Indian Ocean. There was a big
meeting going on downstairs, I think of SCOR—the Scien-
tific Committee on Oceanic Research, an international body.
From what I can reconstruct, Columbus went directly down
from our coffee break and proposed the International In-
dian Ocean Expedition. They must have thought he had
been preparing the idea for months. On the other hand,
he could play the opposite game like a master. I sat next to
him once at a meeting where he spoke in an apparently
offhand, tentative, free-association manner, as though the
ideas were forming in his mind as the words came out. But
they were all carefully written down on a pad in front of
him, and he was reading them. He was an accomplished
actor.

In many ways, during Smith’s term in office (1950-56),
Columbus remained a surrogate director. People automati-
cally referred their ideas and plans to him as though Smith
did not exist. And after Smith’s departure, Columbus re-
turned for two more years as director. One could hardly
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notice the difference except in salaries and that the halls
had fresh coats of paint. _

The secrecy that prevailed at Woods Hole during the war
had disappeared by 1950. Nearly all of the work going on
was open and free. Since most of our funding came from
the Navy, the new openness must have seemed problematic
to Iselin. By 1956 he devised a way to continue secret
military advice for the Navy by means of a so-called Project
Nobska, associated with the National Academy of Sciences,
meeting in Woods Hole, but not at the institution.

During his directorship Columbus had been relatively free
from direct control by the Board of Trustees—in fact, he
rather airily regarded the annual trustees’ meeting as a some-
what tiresome formality. The war had brought a new breed
of professional, academic, and industrial administrator into
the institution’s Executive Committee.

In 1958 Iselin was replaced as director by Paul Fye, a
chemist. The internal organization of the institution was
examined by a consultant in business administration. A
departmental structure and a rank system in some ways similar
to civil service career “ladders” was installed. The unfamil-
iar and painful procedure of promotion reviews was im-
posed. Scientists were assigned “employee numbers.” For
the first time they were formally invited to criticize and
evaluate each other. The days of the amateur, when, for
example, Hilliard Barbour came to work at Woods Hole
during the war and his main concern was not the salary,
but whether he might lose his Corinthian status, were gone.

The aim was to move away from Iselin’s informal pater-
nal way of doing things to a more common professional
standard. Iselin’s role as invisible director (which he played
during Admiral Smith’s tenure) was accordingly ended. The
“Atlantis” was sold to an Argentine school, and an impor-
tant symbolic link between him and the institution was bro-
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ken. As the institution grew, there were new employees
who did not even know his name: once, about 1963, when I
tried to phone him, the institution’s telephone operator
asked, “Iselin? How do you spell it?”

I think that he was hurt by the growing anonymity. He
must have felt that Harvard was shaking him off as well,
despite the fact that he had lectured there for years without
compensation. He had an office at the Museum for Com-
parative Zoology. As you ascended the stairway you’d pass
a door with a frosted glass panel enscribed “Woods Hole
Oceanographic Institution.” He must have spent very little
time there, in fact so little that at the time of the incident
that I want to recall the new museum director had not
made his acquaintance after two years on the job.

The commonwealth of Massachusetts used to require a
regular tuberculosis test (skin test or chest X-ray) for all
teachers (even Harvard professors). Evidently, Iselin’s was
far overdue, and for over a year he let the registered letters
from the secretary of the corporation apprising him of the
fact pile up unopened on his desk at home. The secretary
then turned to the museum director for help, and that
official, irritated by never having met Iselin, offered no
help. Accordingly, the Committee on Oceanography re-
ceived a notice from the secretary barring Iselin from the
classroom and instructing the sergeant at arms of the fac-
ulty (perhaps an elderly Latin professor) to enforce it. Francis
Birch, an old friend, phoned Columbus to tell him what
had transpired and accompanied him to the infirmary for
the required test. But Iselin felt that he had been treated
abruptly and without appreciation for his years of gratu-
itous service. He was now about sixty years of age. One
bright event occurred: he was invited to sail as passenger
on a hydrographic cruise of “Atlantis II” from Capetown.
He spent much of the time enjoying the company of the
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bridge, telling some of his wonderfully perceptive stories,
many about the scrapes he had been led into by his boy-
hood buddy Terry Keogh, perhaps about the time they es-
tablished a boatyard in Lunenburg, built boats at a loss,
and failed quickly because Keogh was such a good sales-
man.

I didn’t see much of him in later years. The stress of age,
of too many years on the Washington circuit, perhaps a
growing sense of “being out of it,” must have been at work.
When he attended the dedication of the Iselin building—a
large maintenance shed on the Woods Hole dock—he was
heard to mutter: “They named the garage after me.” Gor-
don Riley, who recalls seeing him at a meeting at the Uni-
versity of Rhode Island, says he was astonished by the trans-
formation. To his eyes Iselin seemed thin and old, there
were missing teeth, he had recently been hospitalized for
alcoholism, and was unpleasantly, critical of others—a thing
totally uncharacteristic of the younger man.

Columbus died in Falmouth, Massachusetts, on January
5, 1971. His wife Nora died two weeks later. The funeral
was on Martha’s Vineyard.

What then can we say about Columbus Iselin? He was a
good and generous man. He commanded respect and shoul-
dered responsibility as a ship’s captain should. He had a
clear vision that oceanographic knowledge grows from mea-
surement at sea. And he strove to build a scientific staff at
Woods Hole that shared the enthusiasm he had for work on
ships and the exuberance of an amateur. There was a sense
of strength, selflessness, and integrity about him. He was
indeed a great man, and he was overtaken by the times.
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