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In the death of William Walden Rubey, all American 
science has lost one of the most versatile, imagina­
tive, and, above all, judicious scientists of his 
generation. He was not only an outstanding leader in 
geology—he was sought after as counselor in many 
fields of American science, often by organizations 
only peripherally interested in geology.

William W. Rubey—Bill to literally hundreds of 
friends—was born in the small town of Moberly, 
Missouri, where his father had a store. Bill grew up in 
this semi-rural atmosphere, never far from the trees, 
birds, and brooks he loved and came to know so well. 
At the University of Missouri he begi n as a student of 
forestry but soon changed to geology, graduating with 
highest honors in 1920.

After a few months with a consulting firm in Pittsburgh, Bill joined the U.S. Geological
Survey as a geologic aid, the lowest professional grade. He served in this organization for
more than forty years, advancing through all intervening grades to the highest available in 
the Civil Service, Research Scientist. During these many years, Bill had a brief administra­
tive assignment as Assistant Chief Geologist for Areal Geology and Basic Science, but for 
most of his brilliant career he was nominally a rank-and-file research geologist. Neverthe­
less, he was consulted by each successive director and chief geologist on virtually every 
major policy problem confronting the organization through the years.

Bill’s first assignment, under the Section of Geology of Oil and Gas, was to assist the 
dynamic K. C. Heald in studying the Geology of the Eldorado oil field, Arkansas. A year 
or so later he was assigned to the Black Hills Rim in South Dakota and Wyoming.

In the fall of 1922 Bill entered Yale University as a part-time instructor and graduate 
student. In the late spring of 1924 about a month before the term was to end, he was 
called back to the Geological Survey for a special cooperative assignment with the Kansas 
State Geological Survey. With typical modesty, Bill declined to take the qualifying 
examination for advancement to the doctorate, saying that he was not at all prepared for 
it, even though several of the faculty and fellow graduate students urged him to try. We 
other students knew that he was far better prepared than we were, yet nearly all of us 
passed a few weeks later. Bill was always a perfectionist and couldn’t tolerate the 
possibility that he might fail a single question. Thus, he never did acquire the doctorate 
“in course,” but in time he was awarded doctorates, not only by Yale, but by three other 
universities.

After working in northeastern Wyoming, South Dakota, Montana, and Kansas, Bill was 
assigned to Illinois for a cooperative program on the Hardin and Brussels quadrangles. 
These two are among the very few in the state whose strata have been enough disturbed 
that dips can be read with a clinometer. Thus, when new topographic maps became avail­
able, Dr. M. M. Leighton, Chief o f the Illinois State Geological Survey, came under heavy
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pressure from nearly every university in the state for the contract to map the area. To 
escape this embarrassing pressure, Leighton turned to a cooperative arrangement with the 
Federal Survey. Bill was assigned this plum of midcontinental geology. He devoted two 
field seasons to the task and produced the classic but long-delayed Professional Paper 218 
with its profound critical analysis of stream dynamics.

This great monograph was misplaced in the files of the Illinois State Survey for more 
than twenty years before it was fortunately found and turned over to the Federal Survey 
for publication.

After completion of the Illinois work, Bill was transferred to the Section of General 
Geology in which he spent the remainder of his Survey career, except for short emergency 
assignments to the Boulder Dam area in 1933 and to the search for uranium sources 
during World War II. His field area for the rest of his Survey career was the thrust 
country of southwestern Wyoming, where he eventually mapped four thirty-minute 
quadrangles, an area of more than 3,300 square miles. During this work, the topographic 
maps of the area were upgraded to the scale of 1:62,500, so that it became necessary to 
revise the smaller scale mapping of the early years of the project. This delayed publication. 
With the enthusiastic assistance of S. S. Oriel and Joshua Tracey, this work has lately 
been completed. Several of the maps have been published and the last two are finally in 
press, nearly forty years after the inception of the project.

Although Bill's major reports were thus long delayed, he was always at work on what he 
considered by-products, producing a series of germinal papers that most geologists would 
be proud to consider their primary products: twelve papers on stream dynamics, sixteen on 
various aspects o f  structural geology, eight on sedimentation and diagenesis, three on the 
origin of the atmosphere and ocean, as well as many reports of committees and agencies of 
which he was secretary or chairman. He was a true scholar, generous of his time in putting 
his wisdom at the service of his colleagues. Like that genius, Arthur Spencer, of the 
preceding Survey generation, he always kept his door open for consultation. It is fair to say 
that a goodly share of ideas published under other names could be traced back to a sug­
gestion from Rubey.

As a close office neighbor, I can testify to Bill's tact and patience during the eventually 
successful struggle to keep the first joint committee on stratigraphic nomenclature from 
filing a plethora of minority reports. Bill was youngest man on the committee, and its sec­
retary. He spent literally months working toward a concensus within a large group of men 
not noted for mental flexibility. His efforts were finally successful and the code was 
completed—a far-from-perfect document, but a first step away from chaos. The tact evi­
denced here was typical of his lifelong consideration of his fellow man, demonstrating his 
ability to see the other fellow’s point of view and to reconcile divergent views.

Bill served as Chairman of the Division of Geology and Geography of the National 
Research Council (1943-1946) and of the entire Research Council (1951-1954); he was also 
a member of the ill-starred AMSOC Committee promoting the Mohole Project 
(1957-1963). All were time-consuming undertakings.

In 1960 Bill accepted a position as professor at the University of California at Los 
Angeles in the Department of Geology and the Institute of Geophysics, posts he occupied 
long after the normal age of retirement. While at UCLA, Bill continued his services to 
other organizations: the Committee on Science and Public Policy of the National 
Academy of Sciences, the Council of the American Association for the Advancement of 
Science, and the U.S. National Committee of the International Union of Geological 
Sciences. He was a trustee of the Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution and the Car­
negie Institution of Washington, a member of the National Science Board, a trustee of
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Science Service, a visiting professor at Harvard and Rice Universities, and a member of 
the visiting committees of the departments of geology at both Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology and Johns Hopkins.

Bill was President of the Geological Society of America in 1950, when he delivered a 
most original and stimulating address on the geologic history of sea water (with the 
typically modest tag phrase, “an attempt to state the problem”). It seemed to many that 
he not only succeeded in “stating the problem,” he went far toward its solution. It 
reminded some of his former classmates at Yale of the paper Bill had long ago presented 
before the Dana Club. One of the faculty at the seminar remarked after Bill’s talk, 
“Mr. Rubey has not only given us an excellent presentation, he has also thoroughly dis­
cussed it.”

Bill served as Vice President of the American Geological Institute in 1958 and 1959. He 
was active in the Geochemical Society and served on its Council. He was the first Director 
of the Lunar Science Institute of the National Aeronautics and Space Administration, 
commuting to Houston from his continuing half-time professorship at Los Angeles.

While still in college, Bill and Susan E. Manovill were married. Three daughters were 
born to them. Of these, the eldest tragically predeceased Bill; the two younger and Sue 
survive. For the nearly two years Bill was Director of the Lunar Science Institute in 
Houston, and traveling between Los Angeles and Houston, Sue was ever at his side looking 
after his never-robust health and his well-being, typical of her solicitude throughout their 
fifty-five year marriage.

Among his many honors, Bill was a member of Phi Beta Kappa and Sigma Xi; he was 
awarded the Award of Excellence (1943) and the Distinguished Service Medal (1958) of 
the Department of the Interior; he was a member of the American Academy of Arts and 
Sciences, the National Academy of Sciences, and the American Philosophical Society; and 
he served as Councilor of the last two organizations. He was awarded the Penrose Medal 
of the Geological Society of America (1963), the honorary doctorates of science by 
Villanova, Missouri, and Yale Universities, and the Doctorate of Laws by the University of 
California. His highest award was that of the Presidential Medal of Science (1965).

Innumerable lesser honors came his way to show the esteem of the scientific community. 
But Bill was far more than an accomplished scientist—he was one of the most considerate 
of men, attentive to every suggestion of others and tolerant of disagreement—ever a truly 
gentle man.

SELECTED BIBLIOGRAPHY OF W. W. RUBEY

1922 Oil from Nacotoch Sand, El Dorado, Arkansas: U.S. GeoL Survey Release, 
Feb. 7, 2 p.

-----  Wildcat oil exploration in south central Arkansas: Am. Assoc. Petroleum Geolo­
gists Bull., v. 6, p. 350-358.

-----  (and Heald, K. C.) El Dorado oilfield in Arkansas not on an anticline: Am. Assoc.
Petroleum Geologists Bull., v. 6, p. 358-367.

1923 Progress report on a subsurface study of the Pershing oil and gas field, Osage 
County, Oklahoma: U.S. Geol. Survey Bull. 751, p. 23-70.

-----  (and Longwell, C. R.) Possibility of finding oil in deep sands near the Osage field,
Wyoming: U.S. Geol. Survey Release, 5 p.

1924 The Rocky Point plunging anticline, Wyoming: U.S. Geol. Survey Release, 
Nov. 14, 7 p.



4 THE GEOLOGICAL SOCIETY 01- AMERICA

1925 (and Bass, N. W.) The geology of Russel County, Kansas: Kansas Geol. Survey 
Bull. 10, 85 p.

1926 Determination and use of thicknesses of incompetent beds in oilfield mapping and 
general structural studies: Econ. Geology, v. 21, p. 333-351.

-----  Possibility of finding oil in an anticline near Edgemont, South Dakota: U.S. GeoL
Survey Release, 2 p.

-----  Oil possibilities of the Black Hills region [disc.]: Am. Assoc. Petroleum Geologists
Bull., v. 10, p. 1177.

-----  The origin of the faults in Creek and Osage Counties, Oklahoma; discussion: Am.
Assoc. Petroleum Geologists Bull., v. 10, p. 302-303.

-----  Plate 1, geologic and structure contour map, in Heald, K. C., The geology of the
Ingomar anticline, Treasure and Rosebud Counties, Montana: U.S. Geol. Survey 
Bull. 786, p. 1-37.

1927 The effect of gravitational compaction on the structure of sedimentary rocks; a dis­
cussion: Am. Assoc. Petroleum Geologists Bull., v. 11, p. 621-632, 1333-1336.

1928 Gullies in the Great Plains formed by sinking of the ground: Am. Jour. Sci., 
5th ser., v. 15, p. 417-422.

-----  The compressibility of sand-mica mixtures; discussion: Am. Soc. Civil Engineers
Proc., v. 54, p. 1936-1938.

1929 Origin of the siliceous Mowry shale of the Black Hills region: U.S. Geol Survey 
Prof. Paper 154, p. 153-170.

1930 Lithologic studies of fine-grained Upper Cretaceous sedimentary rocks of the Black 
Hills region: U.S. Geol. Survey Prof. Paper 165, p. 1-54.

1931 A need for closer cooperation among students of stream work: Am. Geophys.
Union Trans., 12th Ann. M tg., p. 216-219.

-----  Section on petrography, in Reeside, J. B ., Jr., and Weymouth, A. A., Mollusks
from the Aspen shale (Cretaceous) of southwestern Wyoming: U.S. Natl. Mus. 
Proc., v. 78, 24 p.

1933 Settling velocity of gravel, sand, and silt particles: Am. Jour. Sci., 5th ser.,
v. 25, p. 325-338.

-----  The size distribution of heavy minerals within a water-laid sandstone: Jour. Sed.
Petrology, v. 3, p. 3-29.

-----  Equilibrium conditions in debris-laden streams: Am. Geophys. Union Trans.,
14th Ann. Mtg., p. 497-505.

-----  (and Ashley, G. H., and others) Classification and nomenclature of rock units:
Geol. Soc. America Bull., v. 44, p. 423-459.

1934 (and White, David, and others) A résumé of geology and occurrence of petroleum 
in the United States. Hearings: U.S. 73rd Cong., House Committee on Interstate 
and Foreign Commerce, p. 946-953.

-----  (and others) Mineral resources and possible industrial development in the region
surrounding Boulder Dam: U.S. Bur. Reclamation Research Rept., 44 p.

1935 Report o f Division of Geology and Geography, National Research Council: Am. 
Assoc. Petroleum Geologists Bull., v. 19, p. 302-303.

1936 (and Hewett, D. F., and others) Mineral resources of the region around Boulder 
Dam: U.S. Geol. Survey Bull. 871, p. 98-144, 167-170.

1937 The passage of turbid water through Lake Mead [disc.]: Am. Soc. Civil Engineers 
Proc., v. 63, p. 1610-1614.

1938 (and Lovering, T. S., and others) Report of the Interdivisional Committee on Bor­
derland Fields between Geology, Physics and Chemistry: Washington, D.C., Natl. 
Research Council, p. 34-40.

-----  The force required to move particles on a stream bed: U.S. GeoL Survey Prof.
Paper 189, p. 121-140.

1941 Rational equation of river-bed profile [disc.]: Am. Geophys. Union Geophys. 
Trans., 22d Ann. Mtg., pt. 3, p. 630-631.



MEMORIAL TO WILLIAM WALDEN RUBEY 5

-----  Some experiments on the transportation of suspended load: Am. Geophys. Union
Geophys. Trans., 22d Ann. M tg., pt. 3, p. 620.

1949 (and Rabbitt, J. C., and others) A preliminary outline of desirable research on the
geochemistry of uranium: Oak Ridge, Tenn., U.S. Geol. Survey Trace Elements 
Inv. Rept. 206, Tech. Inform. Service, Atomic Energy Commission.

1951 Geologic history of sea water: An attempt to state the problem: Geol. Soc. America 
Bull., v. 62, p. 1111-1147.

1952 Geology and mineral resources of the Hardin and Brussels quadrangles (Illinois): 
U.S. Geol. Survey Prof. Paper 218, 172 p.

1953 The origin of sea water: Am. Assoc. Adv. Sci. [press release], 17 p.
-----  (and Cloos, Ernst, and others) Reviews of geologic literature: An innovation: Geol.

Soc. America Bull., v. 64, p. 255-258.
1955 Development of the hydrosphere and atmosphere: Geol. Soc. America Spec. 

Paper 62, p. 631-650.
-----  Early structural history of the overthrust belt of western Wyoming and adjacent

states: Wyo. Geol. Assoc. Guidebook, 10th Ann. Field Gonf., p. 125-126.
1958 Geology of the Bedford quadrangle, Wyoming: U.S. Geol. Survey Geol. Quad. 

Map 109.
1959 (and Hubbert, M. K.) Role of fluid pressure in mechanics of overthrust faulting: 

Geol. Soc. America Bull., v. 70, p. 115-166, 167-206.
1960 (and Hubbert, M. K.) Role of fluid pressure in mechanics of overthrust faulting 

[reply to H. P. Laubscher]: Geol. Soc. America Bull., v. 71, p. 617-628.
-----  Orogeny, in Encyclopedia of Science and Technology: New York, McGraw-Hill,

p. 403-413.
1961 (and Hubbert, M. K.) Role of fluid pressure in mechanics of overthrust faulting 

[replies to Francis Birch and W. L. Moore]: Geol. Soc. America Bull., v. 72, 
p. 1445-1451, 1587-1594.

-----  (and Tracey, J. I., and Oriel, S. S.) Diamictite facies of the Wasatch Formation in
the Fossil Basin, southwestern Wyoming: U.S. Geol. Survey Prof. Paper 424, 
p. 149-150.

-----  (and Oriel, S. S., and Tracey, J. I.) Age of the Evanston Formation, western
Wyoming: U.S. Geol. Survey Prof. Paper 424, p . 153-154.

1963 (and Beiser, Arthur, and others) Introduction, in The Earth, Life Nature Library: 
New York, Time, Inc., 7 p.

1964 Plate 1, geologic and structure contour map, in Robinson, C. S. and others, Stra­
tigraphy and structure of the northern and western flanks of the Black Hills uplift: 
U.S. Geol. Survey Prof. Paper 404, Ì34 p.

1965 (and Hubbert, M. K.) Role of fluid pressure in mechanics of overthrust faulting 
[reply to G. A. Davis]: Geol. Soc. America Bull., v. 76, p. 463-474.

1966 (and Heard, H. C.) 'tectonic implications of gypsum dehydration: Geol. Soc. 
America B u ll, v. 77, p. 741-760.

-----  Report of investigations, Injection well-earthquake relationship, Rocky Mountain
Arsenal, Denver, Colorado: U. S. Army Corps Engineers, appendix 4, 32 p.

1967 Chamical composition of sedimentary rocks in Colorado, Kansas, Montana, 
Nebraska, North Dakota, South Dakota, and Wyoming [Introductions to sections]: 
U.S. Geol. Survey Prof. Paper 561, p. 1-9; 196-206, 217-225.

1968 (and Healy, J. H., and others) The Denver earthquakes: Science, v. 161, 
p. 1301-1310.

1969 (and Hubbert, M. K.) Role of cohesive strength in the mechanics of overthrust 
faulting: Geol. Soc. America Bull., v. 80, p. 953-954.

1973 Geologic map of the Afton quadrangle and part of the Big Piney quadrangle, 
Lincoln and Sublette Counties, Wyoming: U.S. Geol. Survey Misc. Geol. Inv. 
Map 1-686.



6 THE GKO LOGICAL SOCIETY OF AMERICA

1973 New Cretaceous formations in the western Wyoming thrust belt, contributions to 
stratigraphy: U.S. Geol. Survey Bull. 1372-1, 135 p.

1974 Fifty years of the earth sciences—A renaissance (Introduction), in Annual Review of 
Earth and Planetary Sciences, Vol. II: Palo Alto, Calif., Annual Reviews, Inc, 
24 p.

-----  (and Oriel, S. S., and Tracey, J. I.) Geology of the Sage and Kemmerer quad­
rangles, Lincoln County, Wyoming: U.S. Geol. Survey Prof. Paper 855 (in press).

-----  Geologic map and structure section of the Cokeville quadrangle, Wyoming: U.S.
Geol. Survey Misc. Inv. Map (in press).
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Council. He also contributed two articles to the Audubon Society on his bird observations.
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