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Obituary Notice: Martin Wahlen

Professor emeritus studied atmospheric trace gases

Dec 13, 2016
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MARTIN WAHLEN %
Obituary Notice

1940-2016

Martin Wahlen, a professor emeritus of physics at Scripps Institution of Oceanography at UC San Diego, passed away
on November 23, 2016. He was 76.

Wahlen’s research career focused on the study of atmospheric trace gases, their global budgets in the present
atmosphere, and their roles in past climate changes as determined from studies of air entrapped in ice cores from
Greenland and Antarctica. He conducted important work on the greenhouse gases carbon dioxide, methane, and
nitrous oxide. He is particularly known for his expertise in the difficult measurement of variations in the isotopic
composition of these gases, despite their low abundances in air that range down to parts-per-million to parts-per-trillion
levels.

His work on isotopes of carbon dioxide in the modern atmosphere, together with late Scripps geochemist Charles David
Keeling, led to a better understanding of global carbon cycle budgets. His work on Antarctic ice cores focused on the
relationships between changes in carbon dioxide and changes in climate spanning 500,000 years of Earth history and
at least five glacial-interglacial cycles.
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Wahlen was well-regarded as a mentor to graduate and undergraduate students, and he was an active participant in
UC San Diego’s Faculty Mentor Program. As an undergraduate student, Laurent Palmatier studied nitrous oxide levels
in the troposphere with Wahlen and described him as “the exact kind of person you want as your faculty mentor. For
me, he has been a mentor, not just on our research project, but on important life issues that I've had as well,” Palmatier
said.

“The procedures used in Martin’s research were always on the forefront of the measurement possibilities requiring
extensive lab work and the unique use of the NASA high altitude aircraft for measurements,” said Bruce Deck, an
associate development engineer at Scripps and Wahlen’s colleague.

Wahlen was born in Switzerland and received his master’s and PhD from the University of Bern. He served for a brief
time in UC San Diego’s Chemistry Department beginning in 1970 before returning to Bern as a senior research
associate. After serving as an associate professor at the State University of New York at Albany, Wahlen returned to UC
San Diego in 1990 to join Scripps as a professor. He retired in 2009 following 19 years of service.

He is survived by his two daughters, Regina and her husband Benjamin Welch of Greensboro, VT, and Katrin and her
husband Daniel Schamberg of Voorheesville, NY. He was also a grandfather to Jacob Wahlen-Strothman and Noah and
Madeline Schamberg. He is also survived by his brother, Hans Wahlen and his sister, Christina Mosher, both of
Switzerland, and his cousin Jacqueline and her husband Leonard Benjamin of Linfield, PA. Wahlen is preceeded in
death by his son, Michaeli Wahlen.

Services and interment will be held privately at a later date.

— Information used from M. Wahlen retirement announcement

About Scripps Oceanography

Scripps Institution of Oceanography at the University of California San Diego, is one of the oldest, largest, and most
important centers for global science research and education in the world. Now in its second century of discovery, the
scientific scope of the institution has grown to include biological, physical, chemical, geological, geophysical, and
atmospheric studies of the earth as a system. Hundreds of research programs covering a wide range of scientific areas
are under way today on every continent and in every ocean. The institution has a staff of more than 1,400 and annual
expenditures of approximately $195 million from federal, state, and private sources. Scripps operates oceanographic
research vessels recognized worldwide for their outstanding capabilities. Equipped with innovative instruments for
ocean exploration, these ships constitute mobile laboratories and observatories that serve students and researchers
from institutions throughout the world. Birch Aquarium at Scripps serves as the interpretive center of the institution and
showcases Scripps research and a diverse array of marine life through exhibits and programming for more than
430,000 visitors each year. Learn more at scripps.ucsd.edu (https./scripps.ucsd.edu) and follow us at Facebook
(http://www.facebook.com/pages/La-Jolla-CA/Scripps-institution-of-Oceanography/7076151710), Twitter
(https://twitter.com/Scripps_Ocean), and Instagram (https.//instagram.com/scripps_ocean/).

About UC San Diego

At the University of California San Diego, we embrace a culture of exploration and experimentation. Established in
1960, UC San Diego has been shaped by exceptional scholars who aren’t afraid to look deeper, challenge expectations
and redefine conventional wisdom. As one of the top 15 research universities in the world, we are driving innovation
and change to advance society, propel economic growth and make our world a better place. Learn more at
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