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SIDEBAR. Mary Johrde and the Birth of the UNOLS Fleet

By Ellen S. Kappel

Most US ocean scientists today take ship scheduling, coor-
dinated via UNOLS (University-National Oceanographic
Laboratory System), for granted. They are too young to remem-
ber a time when oceanographic institutions such as Scripps
Institution of Oceanography, Woods Hole Oceanographic
Institution, and Lamont Geological Observatory (now the
Lamont-Doherty Earth Observatory) ran their own ships and
scheduled research cruises, with little attention or concern for
operational efficiency or the needs of the broader community.
It was unusual for a scientist to sail on another institution’s ves-
sel, especially as a chief scientist. All of that changed in 1971,
in large part due to the inexorable Mary Johrde of the National
Science Foundation (NSF), who stood up to a group of not-
very-happy lab directors who saw UNOLS as a way of losing
control over their ships.

Mary Johrde, a petite biologist—not an oceanographer
by training, but with extensive NSF experience in the field of
facilities operations—was articulate and smart as whip with
strong convictions that the existing system could not endure.
She was given the responsibility within NSF for creating a
new National Oceanographic Laboratory System (NOLS). In
January 1971, she put together the “NOLS Planning Document:
Short Version,” which laid out NSF’s vision for management of
the academic research fleet, including NSF’s role (see Byrne
and Dinsmore, 2000, for a more complete and detailed his-
tory of the origins of UNOLS). NSF had several reasons for
putting forth this plan, including the rising cost of ship oper-
ations, declining Office of Naval Research funding, the need
for greater accountability, and pressure to accommodate a
broader community on the ships. Mary Johrde was strong in
her defense of the plan, and stood her ground against the
lab directors. “Eight or so lab directors on one side; Mary
Johrde on the other—the odds were almost even” (Byrne and
Dinsmore, 2000, p. 111). In the end, a compromise was made,
and later that year, UNOLS was born.

Mary Johrde, along with Feenan Jennings, went on to lead
the formation of the Division of Ocean Sciences in the mid-
1970s. By then, Mary had been at NSF almost 20 years (she
arrived there in November 1958). She started her NSF career
as a program assistant to the newly established Specialized

Facilities Program in the Biological and Medical Sciences
Division (BMS), one of two original NSF divisions (the other
was Mathematics, Physics, and Engineering [MPE]). In 1965
she became an assistant program director in Earth science
when the Earth and Atmospheric Science sections were split
off from MPE and put in the new Division of Environmental
Sciences (DES). In that role, Mary attempted to “establish a
single NSF Advisory Panel for Ship Operations, block funding
for ships, and guidelines for evaluating and managing this very
essential support for the community” (Johrde, 2000, p. 94).
In a next reorganization of NSF programs in 1968, NSF made
her program director for the DES Oceanographic Facilities
Program, where she made her mark in the early UNOLS years.
In 1971, NSF created the Office for Oceanographic Facilities
and Support to implement management support for the NOLS
concept, which Mary headed until 1981 when she retired from
NSF after a long and very distinguished career.
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