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OBITU AR I ES 

I N his book Land of ice and fire Hans Ahlmann gives an account of the Swedish- I celandic 
Vatnajokull expedition in 1936 which was led by him and J on Eythorsson. This expedition 
was snow-bound on the central p lateau of Vatnajoku ll du ring the first half of May under 
extrem ely severe weather conditions. One of the expedition m embers, Mac Lilliehook, 
developed frostbitten feet and had to be taken to a village on the coas t. Ahlmann writes in 
his book: 

" But now Mac must get down to the village. H e had already d elayed too long. J on 
E ythorsson , who always took the most difficult tasks upon himself a nd whose unbreakable 
spirit never faltered , went with him . The j oumey which did not end until the early hours 
of the morning was exceedingly a rduous for both of them ." 
Two days later Eythorsson returned from this journey. Ah lma nn writes : 

" H e resumed his place in the expedition as ifnothing had ha ppened and he had merely 
returned from a trifling littl e wa lk." 

These words of the renowned Swedish geographer d escribe adeq ua tely som e of the qua li ti es 
of J on Eythorsson , I celand's pioneel- glaciologist, who died on 6 March 1968, at the age of 73. 

J on Eythorsson was born in the Hunavatn di stri ct of north em Iceland on 27 J anuary [895, 
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the son of a farmer. He graduated from the "gymnasium" in Reykjavik in 19 I 7 and then 
studied natural history for two years at the University in K 0benhavn, but in 19 19 he went to 
Norway in order to study m eteorology and took his master 's degree in O slo in 1923. H e had 
then worked two summers in the meteorological station in Bergen and continued to work 
there for the following three years under the leadership of Jack Bjerknes. Bergen was in those 
years the leading centre of m eteorology in the world, with such eminent scientists as V . 
Bjerknes, T. Bergeron and H. Solberg working at the Geofysi sk Institutt, having there laid the 
foundation of the " Bergen School" in meteorology. It was during these years that Eythorsson 
became acquainted with Ahlmann, who in 1920 had started his glaciological career by studying 
the glaciers in J otunheimen. 

In 1925- 26, Eythorsson and Ahlmann built the first high-altitude m eteorological station 
in Norden, on the 2 070 m mountain Fanaraken, near Styggedalsbreen which was the main 
object of Ahlmann 's studies at that time. 

In 1926 Eythorsson went back to his homeland and was employed by the newly founded 
V eourstofan (Meteorological Office) in R eykjavik, where he worked as a forecaster until he 
r etired in [965. 

Although Eythorsson had a full-time job at the Meteorological Office, he was active in 
many other fields. H e was one of the founders of the Rikisutvarpio (State Broadcasting 
Corporation) and Chairman of its board in the [930'S, and his radio causeries every Monday 
over many years won him an enormous popularity a ll over the country. 

H e was a leading man in the Feroafelag fslands (I celand Tourist Association) for som e 
thir ty years. H e wrote, translated or edited a great number of books. 

In view of the fact that the work a lready mentioned is much more than a normal life-work, 
Eythorsson 's important glaciological research work in I celand is really astonishing. His 
interest in glaciology was awakened during his co-operation with Ahlmann in J otunheimen. 
H e started and organized systematic observations of the longitudinal variations of I celand 's 
glaciers in 1930 and with the help of volunteers, mainly farmers, he m easured annually the 
longitudinal varia tions of most of the glaciers, not only in the coastal but a lso in the inland 
areas, for 37 years. As many of the glaciers are very inaccessib le, this was a m ost creditable 
p erform ance. As a lready mentioned, he organized a nd led the Swedish- I celandic Vatnajokull 
expedition in [936 together with hi s fri end Ahlmann. This importan t expedition laid the 
foundation for our present knowledge of the balance of this vast glacier. H e a lso led the 
I celandic- French V atnajokull expedition in 195 1, the main a im of which was to measure the 
thickness of the glacier by seismic soundings. Besides Vatnajokull he studied especia ll y 
Drangaj okull and M Yrdalsjokul1. H e was a n excellent expedition leader, effec tive and 
inspiring, never rushing but indefatigable . 

Eythorsson had in common wi th Ahlma nn a keen interest in the climatic amelioration of the 
first ha lf of this century and he wrote importan t papers on the tempera ture changes in I celand. 

In 1950 Eythorsson founded the J oklaranns6knafeIag i slands (I celand G laciological 
Society) and he was its president and editor of its journal, ]okull, until his death . Most of the 
members of this society are not professional scientists. T hey are drivers of vehicles, m echanics, 
engineers, carpenter , nurses, teachers, etc. , having in common an interest in glaciers and a 
willingness to take part in expeditions, in building huts, or in a iding the research work in 
other ways. The inland glaciologica l sta tion of Jokulheimar on the western border of 
Vatnajokull was bui lt entirely by these volun teers. Eythorsson reali zed at an early stage that 
wi thout the help of volun teers, glaciological research in I celand would necessarily be very 
limi ted and his creation of this group of enthusiasts will be very important for future glacio­
logica l research in I celand. 

J on Eythorsson was certainly a remarka ble man a nd he will long be remembered by 
those who knew him, above a ll by those who worked with him on the glaciers of I celand. 

SIGURD UR THORARINSSON 
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