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Peter Wangersky (1927-2007)

Peter John Wangersky passed away on January 7,
2007 at the age of 79 after a brief bout with cancer.
His wife, Eleanor, and their three sons were at his

side.
Pete was born in Woonsocket, Rhode Island and
spent his childhood there and in Lynn,

Massachusetts. He entered Brown University in
1943 at age 16 under a wartime accelerated pro-
gram, majoring in chemistry. His university career
was interrupted when he was drafted into the U.S.
military where he served until the end of the war. He
then returned to Brown under the GI Bill to com-
plete his undergraduate degree. After Brown, he
worked briefly at the Scripps Institute of
Oceanography and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service. He then went to Yale University for gradu-
ate studies, earning his doctorate in zoology under
the polymath zoologist G. Evelyn Hutchinson, who
probably was the inspiration for his own wide-rang-
ing scientific interests. He taught briefly at the
University of Miami, where he met and married
Eleanor, and then at the Bingham Oceanography
Laboratory at Yale University. In 1965 he accepted
an offer to join the Dalhousie University Institute of
Oceanography in Canada, and was joined there by
Gordon Riley, who became the chairman. Under
their leadership the Institute grew and evolved into a

full Department of Oceanography. Pete later served
two terms as chairman. He served on the Dalhousie
faculty until his retirement in 1993 when he and
Eleanor moved to Victoria, British Columbia, where
Pete accepted an adjunct professorship at the
University of Victoria.

Pete was a very broad and diverse researcher; he
was a theoretical ecologist as well as a chemical
oceanographer long before either of these ‘interdis-
ciplinary’ fields became accepted as intellectually
respectable. He published in fields as disparate as
the organic chemistry of seawater, algal physiology,
and mathematical modeling of population dynamics.
Through his own early publications and his influ-
ence as editor, he was a main stimulus for develop-
ment of the field of organic chemistry of seawater.
In theoretical ecology, his paper on lag effects in
population cycles, published in 1956, when he was a
graduate student, is still widely cited. He also held
two patents on chemostat design. He loved to go to
sea and participated in numerous oceanographic
cruises. Pete served as advisor to about 25 PhD stu-
dents at Dalhousie and was a friend and casual men-
tor to almost all of the other oceanography graduate
students during his tenure. He was known for his
breadth of knowledge, wisdom, willingness to help
anyone seeking advice and his warm personality.
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Assisted by Eleanor, he helped to create a colle-
gial atmosphere at the Department of Oceano-
graphy. Students, staff and friends were all invited to
stop by the Wangersky home on Sunday afternoons
for coffee, sweets and stimulating conversation. He
was a quick and voracious reader with eclectic
tastes. His favorite hobbies included photography
and fishing.

In 1974 Pete took over as the second editor, from
volume 2, of the journal Marine Chemistry, initially
as a temporary fill-in, and then served as editor-in-
chief for the next twenty years. His stewardship of
the journal took it from a new, relatively unproven
forum, to the well-established authority that it is
today. He was noted for encouraging a wide variety
of research subjects and new ideas. A special issue
of the journal was published in 1997, containing
papers based on presentations by former students
and close associates at a symposium organized in
honor of his retirement.

In retirement he continued on the editorial boards
of Scientia Marina (Barcelona) and Environmental
Science and Pollution Research, although he gave up
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Pete was a true pioneer of many disciplines, and
his mind remained active and razor-sharp, spinning
off more research ideas, spanning many fields, right
until his death. Oceanography, marine chemistry,
and population ecology have each lost one of their
most innovative and productive workers. His ashes
were blended into seawater chemistry at Canadian
time-series station PAPA on June 11, 2007.
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