
Arrhenius and Some Others,  
and a Little CO2 

Professor Pilson will speak about a small 
mystery solved and the contributions of 
four individuals who had pivotal roles in 
the development of the concept we now 
think of as global warming. 
 

Michael E. Q. Pilson 
Michael E. Q. Pilson is Professor Emeritus 
of Oceanography at the University of Rhode 
Island.  He earned a B.S. in Chemistry and 
Biology from Bishop’s University in Que-
bec and an M.S. in Biochemistry from 
McGill.  He then headed west to California, 
where he earned a Ph.D. in Marine Biology 
from the University of California, San Die-
go, in 1964.  

Long before interdisciplinary research was 
appreciated as it is today, Professor Pilson’s 
research spanned many areas of science and 
locations all around the earth. It has led him 
to enjoy many unusual experiences and giv-
en him a global outlook. Early in his career 
he was called upon to analyze the composi-
tion of sea lion milk and made the startling 
discovery that it lacked the important sugar 
lactose, normally an important component of 
mammal milk.  Collaboration with pediatri-
cians at Stanford Medical Institute led to the 
discovery that sea lions lack the enzyme lac-
tase, necessary for the digestion of lactose. 
Further work showed that walrus milk also 
lacks lactose. In other early research he stud-
ied how octopuses open abalone shells by 
drilling a tiny hole in the shell with their 
radula and then injecting a chemical that 
relaxes the muscle that keeps the shell at-
tached to the rock. 

He then moved east to Rhode Island for a 
position in marine chemistry at the U.R.I. 
Graduate School of Oceanography 
(GSO).  One of his early projects was a col-
laborative study of the marine chemistry of 
coral reefs. These studies were carried out 
on reefs surrounding the atoll of Enewetok,  
used for nuclear bomb tests before atmos-
pheric nuclear testing was banned, where 
Dr. Pilson and his co-workers conducted 
underwater explorations to inventory sea life 
in the craters left by the bombs. 

Professor Pilson also directed the construc-
tion and operation of the Marine Ecosystems 
Research Laboratory (MERL) at GSO and 
was its director for ten years. This facility 
consisted in an array of 14 5.5-m deep tanks 
on a wharf adjacent to Narragansett Bay and 
enabled researchers to conduct both short-
term and long-term experiments to model 
conditions in Narragansett Bay in a con-
trolled environment and to gain a more thor-
ough understanding of chemistry and marine 
biology of Narragansett Bay. 

Professor Pilson is the author of many scien-
tific papers. His book An Introduction to the 
Chemistry of the Sea, now in its second edi-
tion (2013), is a classic that has informed 
many scientists who are now conducting 
valuable research and teaching the next gen-
eration of scientists.  He was an effective 
teacher and mentor at GSO for many years 
and remains a valued member of the com-
munity. 

Adapted from 
http://web.gso.uri.edu/profile/pilson/ 
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Richard Keith Gehrenbeck 
Professor, Rhode Island College 

1934-1993 

Richard Keith Gehrenbeck taught physics 
and astronomy at Rhode Island College for 
22 years.  He designed and taught a course 
in the history of science, “The Rise of Mod-
ern Science.”  Though the course was not 
listed as a lab course, Dick's students all did 
substantial experimental projects that repli-
cated significant experiments, reconstructed 
historic scientific apparatus, or in some oth-
er way made the subject concrete and im-
mediate.  During one sabbatical, Dick con-
structed a heliostat in the College's optics 
lab.  With this device he was able to use the 
light of the sun to demonstrate many of the 
principles of optics.  Dick always felt that 
astronomy, too, should have a “hands-on” 
component, and he offered several night 
sections of the course that involved celestial 
observations.  Dick also wrote articles and 
delivered papers on the history of physics 
and astronomy. 

Dick Gehrenbeck was born in St. Paul, 
Minnesota, in 1934.  He grew up in White 
Bear Lake, Minnesota.  He was salutatorian 
of White Bear Lake High School in 1952 
and graduated magna cum laude in physics 
and mathematics from Macalester College 
in 1956.  He began graduate work at the 
University of Pennsylvania, then spent three 
years teaching at the Gerard Institute in Si-
don, Lebanon. In 1958 he returned from 
Lebanon to marry Rita Reynolds, and the 
two returned to Lebanon together and taught 
for two more years.  After Dick and Rita 
completed their assignments in Lebanon, 
they returned to Minnesota where Dick fin-
ished his M.A. in Nuclear Physics at the 

University of Minnesota. He then took a 
teaching position at Park College, in 
Parkville, Missouri, starting in 1962.  It was 
at this time that their three children were 
born: Anne, Nancy, and David.  In 1969 
Dick returned to the University of Minneso-
ta where he completed his Ph.D., and in 
1972 the family moved to Rhode Island, 
where Dick taught until his death. 

For Dick, community service came as sec-
ond nature.  He was an active member of 
the Providence Presbyterian Church, where 
he was an elder, trustee, choir member, 
Sunday School music leader, and chief pan-
cake maker.  An Eagle Scout, he founded 
Cub Scout Pack 15 and served as its Cub-
master.  He was active in support of the 
Smith Hill Branch of the Providence Public 
Library and sang bass in the Schubert Cho-
rus of the German Dramatic Club. 

Richard Gehrenbeck's quiet presence, intel-
lectual honesty, high academic standards, 
concern for individuals, and sense of joy 
enriched his students, colleagues, family, 
and community.  
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The Gehrenbeck lecture is intended for 
general audiences.  All are welcome.  It is 
sponsored by the Gehrenbeck Memorial 
Lectureship Fund (Rhode Island College 
Foundation) and the Physical Sciences 
Department.   Call 456-8049 for details. 
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