
Dear Club Members,  

Marie Tharp was born on 30th July 1920, and this year marks 20 years since her death.  
She was a pioneering geologist and oceanographic cartographer whose work transformed our 
understanding of the Earth's seafloor. At a time when women were often excluded from field 
research, Tharp used data collected from echo sounding surveys to create the first 
comprehensive maps of the ocean floor, revealing a landscape of mountains, valleys, and deep 
trenches hidden beneath the waves.In 1953 she was the first to map the sea floor, proving the 
theory of plate tectonics.  
She gained her opportunity to study geology thanks to World War !! reducing the number of males 
students. She entered the Ohio University in 1939, where she "changed her major every semester." 
graduating in1943 with bachelor's degrees in English and music and four minors.  She attended 
the University of Michigan at Ann Arbor's petroleum geology program, where she completed a 
master's degree in 1944.  
This led to work as a junior geologist at the Stanolind Oil company in Tulsa, Oklahoma, but  she 
discovered that the company did not permit women to do nor attend fieldwork. The company 
only permitted Tharp to coordinate maps and data for male colleagues' trips. During this time 
Tharp enrolled in the faculty of mathematics at the University of Tulsa, obtaining her second BSc. 

In 1948 she moved to New York, and was hired to do drafting work with Maurice Ewing, the 
founder of the Lamont Geological Observatory (now the Lamont–Doherty Earth Observatory). 
Curiously, when interviewed for the job, Tharp did not mention she had a master's degree in 
geology. Tharp was one of the first women employees.  

While there, she met Bruce Heezen, and in early work together, they used photographic data to 
locate downed military aircraft from World War II. Eventually she worked for Heezen exclusively, 
plotting the ocean floor.  In 1964, due to a professional disagreement between Ewing and 
Heezen, Ewing cut off Heezen's access to Lamont data, and then fired Tharp. She continued to 
work on mapping projects from her home, being paid by Heezen through navy contracts. 

One of her most significant discoveries was the continuous rift valley running along the Mid-Atlantic 
Ridge. This feature provided crucial evidence that the seafloor was spreading apart, supporting 
the then-controversial theory of continental drift. Although her findings were initially dismissed by 
some scientists, continued research confirmed her observations and helped establish the modern 
theory of plate tectonics. 

In 1956 Heezen published the findings, it took until 1997 for Tharp to be formally recognised when 
the US Library of Congress named her as one of the four greatest cartographers of the twentieth 
century. 

Tharp spent decades translating vast amounts of sonar data into detailed maps that 
fundamentally changed how scientists viewed the world's oceans. Her maps not only advanced 
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geological research but also became valuable tools for oceanographers, educators, and 
explorers. 

After Heezen's death, Tharp continued to serve on the faculty of Columbia University until 1983, 
after which she operated a map-distribution business from her home. She died in 2006. 

Marie Tharp's achievements were groundbreaking, not only for their scientific importance but also 
because they challenged barriers faced by women in science during the mid-20th century. Her 
meticulous work demonstrated the power of careful observation, persistence, and scientific 
curiosity, leaving a lasting legacy that continues to shape the fields of geology and 
oceanography today. 

Happy Spinning 

Katie 

Fibre Content- In case your parcel is missing the label 
87% Shetland 
13% Tussah Silk 

Further Reading/Watching- 

Celebratory interactive Google Doodle-  
https://doodles.google/doodle/celebrating-marie-tharp/ 

https://marietharp.ldeo.columbia.edu/about-marie-tharp 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-cO8vCxz4cE
https://doodles.google/doodle/celebrating-marie-tharp/
https://marietharp.ldeo.columbia.edu/about-marie-tharp

