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Thank you, Chris, for this honor. It is indeed sobering to be included on the list of Ewing Medalists which 

includes names like Hewitt Dix, Frank Press, Nigel Anstey, Ed White, Sven Treitel, Jon Claerbout, and Bob 

Sheriff. These, and indeed all of the Ewing Medalists, are the giants of our profession. 

But, actually, the personal accomplishment that I treasure the most is that, 55 years ago, I gained the 

love of Pat Purnima Thomsen, and somehow, inexplicably, I have kept her love for all of this time. 

Without her love and support, I would not be receiving this honor today.  

I also want to thank Peter Duncan for writing the very generous Citation which you may have seen, and 

in particular for mentioning in it, my father, Erik Thomsen. Erik was a geophysicist also, a well-regarded 

oil-finder for Amoco. I would not be talking to you today, if it were not for him. I have no doubt that 

Amoco hired me, hoping to get another like him. 

… 

This day is an occasion which may never come again (apart from the pandemic circumstances), because I 

may well be the last Ewing Medalist who actually knew Maurice Ewing. Of course, a couple of years ago, 

Manik Talwani, who succeeded Ewing as Director of Lamont Observatory, at Columbia University, was 

given this award. But I might be the very last one who knew Ewing personally. So, with your permission, 

I’d like to tell a couple of stories about him.  

I was a graduate student at Columbia University in the 1960’s. I first met Ewing in my first week at 

Columbia, when he threw a reception for the incoming grad students. He congratulated us for our good 

timing; the coming decades would be a golden age of discoveries about the earth. Of course, he was 

correct, more correct than we knew at the time. 

… 

For a graduate student, the biggest hurdle to be cleared is the Oral Exam for Admission to Candidacy for 

the Ph. D. Once this is passed, the rest of the process is normally predictable. At Columbia, the 

Candidacy Exam was designed to test how the prospective Candidate thought (since what he knew had 

already been established by previous course exams). The questions often concerned topics that had 

never been touched upon in coursework. 

The day of my Candidacy Exam dawned cold and bright, with new snow on the ground in Manhattan. 

The Exam started badly for me, when the first professor asked,  

“Suppose that you had a rock sample collected from the top of Mt. Everest; how would you 

determine its age?” 

 I answered with a geophysical technique; this was a big mistake.  Not only was that an inappropriate 

technique for such (sedimentary) rocks, but it betrayed a certain lack of respect for the professor, a 

paleontologist who expected an answer in terms of fossils. I should have been more astute, both 

scientifically and politically. 



The next question came from Professor Ewing, “Suppose that you were on the Lamont 

oceanographic vessel, somewhere in the middle of the ocean, collecting data, and you want to 

post your data on a map; how do you know exactly where you are?”  

It was 1967, there were perhaps five satellites in orbit. I answered, “You could use a satellite, maybe two 

satellites.”  

Ewing pressed on, “And, precisely, how would you arrange this?”  

I answered, “By knowing the orbit of each satellite, and measuring the Doppler shift from its radio 

signal.”  

Ewing pressed and pressed for more and more details, which I tried to provide. Finally, I confessed that I 

would need to do some calculations to determine if my proposed method had sufficient sensitivity. 

Ewing then said, “Well, you will be interested to know that, six months ago, I proposed to the 

Office of Naval Research to build and launch a set of global positioning satellites, using precisely 

the design that you have described today.  And, I received notice just this week that the 

proposal has been accepted; the first bird will fly in 16 months.”  

This became the standard method for global positioning throughout the 1970’s, before being replaced 

by GPS (which uses a different technology altogether, not feasible in 1967). In conference, Ewing 

persuaded the paleontologist to drop his objections, and so I was admitted to Candidacy for the Ph.D. 

Thank you, Dr. Ewing! 

… 

Pat and I lived in Manhattan near the Columbia campus. Every day, I took the Columbia shuttle van to 

Lamont, which is on the Palisades of the Hudson River, several miles upstream from Manhattan. It sits 

on a large estate, which had been gifted to Columbia some years earlier; Ewing was the Founding 

Director. 

One Saturday, Pat came with me on the shuttle, and she wandered about the extensive grounds, while I 

worked in my office.  It was springtime, and she encountered a gardener, tending the grounds outside 

the Director’s house, at the edge of the Lamont estate. She chatted with him for an hour or more, on 

gardening and many other topics.  

When it was almost time for us to go back to Manhattan, she came to get me, working in my office, and 

said, “You have to meet this gardener; he is so smart, and so nice!” So, we went to look for the 

gardener. The gardener turned out to be Director Maurice Ewing, one of the greatest geophysicists of 

his generation, wearing his old clothes and working on his knees in the dirt among his rose bushes. 

… 

I think that Doc Ewing would be pleased with us today, to see the progress that we geophysicists have 

made, both in understanding the deep interior of the earth, and in developing its resources for the good 

of society. And, his spirit is with us today, as we seek to respond to the challenge, arising from those 

very same advances, of global warming.  I am pleased and honored to be included on the list of Maurice 

Ewing Medalists. 


