
 
 

Thomas Rossby earned his engineering degree in applied physics at the Royal Institute 
of Technology in Stockholm, Sweden, and a Ph.D. in oceanography at the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology. A long-time professor at the University of Rhode Island, Tom’s work 
in oceanography is consummately modern, yet with a flavor of the old days. Inventiveness 
and durability are distinct virtues, both of which he has demonstrated amply. The first 
Swallow floats paved the way for using acoustics in oceanography. With inspiration from 
Henry Stommel, Tom and Douglas Webb created the SOFAR float, freely drifting far below 
the surface while signaling its location through the SOFAR channel. A risky yet successful 
deployment of a flotilla of these in the MidOcean Dynamics Experiment (1973) gave us the 
first, animated, view of the chaotic circulation of the deep ocean. These floats showed that the 
propogation of Rossby-like waves governs the movement of the dominant eddies of the 
ocean: today visible globally and synoptically, with satellite altimetry.  

Tom's SOFAR float and autonomous vertical profilers led the way to today's Argo 
floats, roughly 3000 of them throughout the world ocean, which after just a few years are 
yielding a cascade of results about circulation, climate variability, and increasingly about 
ocean biology and chemistry. Tom continues to deploy deep RAFOS floats, tracing out 
boundary currents and eddies in the Norwegian Sea, in the subpolar Atlantic and the warm 
branch of the global overturning circulation. But he has gone much farther, developing bottom 
mounted acoustic echo sounders, bottom-following drifters, and instrumenting merchant ships 
with ADCP current profilers. His repeat sections of the Gulf Stream carried out on the New 
York-Bermuda passages of the Oleander have continued since 1992, and provide one of the 
most unique time-space series of deep-penetrating vector currents in oceanography. Such 
classic long time-series especially in the deep ocean are so few. Thanks to Tom both for his 
innovative instrument development and for his constant push for obtaining more and better 
physical oceanographic data with undying enthusiasm, and for his generosity in teaching and 
sharing these with so many others around him. 


