
1st RSHU lecture 21 March 2016 

Vilho Väisälä and Erik Palmén 
 

World renowned Finnish aerological 

scientists  
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In 2007 my wife and I moved from 

Sweden to eastern Finland, 

between Kontiolahti (Bay of the 

bear) and Joensuu (the mouth of 

the river) 

 

Only then did I find out that 

the world’s most well-

known meteorologists had 

been born and raised there 
 

Vilho Väisälä  

Helsinki  
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St 

Peters

burg 



Our 

house 

Vilho Väisälä’s 

birthplace 
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Vilho Väisälä 

1889-1969 

3/26/2016 4 



    ¨   ¨  ¨ 



Vilho Väisälä’s family background 
 

His great grandfather Josua Väisänen (1782-1833) from Oulu in 

northern Finland had to change his name to Weisell because 

Väisänen sounded “so horrible” to the school teachers. 

 

His son Claes Weisell (1817-76) rose to become priest in Lapinlax 

in northern Savolax.  

 

His son Johannes, born in 1851, was at the age of two struck by 

polio which left his legs paralysed for the rest of his life. In 1876 

he met Emma Birgitta Jääskelä. They married and had 7 children. 

 

By then they had moved to Kontiolahti-Joensuu in Northern 

Karelia. In 1906 they changed the name to the Finnish sounding 

Väisälä. But Johannes had died two years earlier. 
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Yrjö, Vilho and Kalle 

The Väisälä family in June 1911. Their father Johannes had died in 1904  

Emma 

3/26/2016 8 1st RSHU lecture 21 March 2016 



1st RSHU lecture 21 March 2016 

Vilho      Kalle  

                      Yrjö 

Later 

professor in 

mathematics 

Later 

professor in 

astronomy 

Later 

professor in 

meteorology 
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Johannes Weisell’s book on the Volapük 

language 

Vilho 

Weisell/Väisälä 

learnt at least 

six languages: 

 

Finnish 

Swedish 

 

German 

Russian 

 

English 

French 

 

Spanish? 

Japanese? 
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Vilho Väisäläs teacher  

Ernst Lindelöf Finnish 

mathematician 1870-1946 
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Lorenz Lindelöf  Finnish mathematician 1827-1908 
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Lindelöf’s reasoning 

with his own notations 

of how a body moves 

over an rotating non-

spherical planet 

Gravity g is no longer perpendicular 

to the earth’s surface. This results 

in accelerations in the vertical and 

sideways (Eötvös effects and 

Coriolis effect) 

90º 
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Gustaf Melander 1861-1938 
 

Born in Kuopio, Savo in C Finland but began 

at Helsinki University 1879 

 

BSc in 1885 in physics and Docent in 1890 

 

The first physicist in Finland to lecture in 

Finnish 

 

1893 started the “Vipuset Society” to promote 

the use of the Finnish language in physics. 

 

1899 issued the first dictionary of physical 

terms in Finnish 

 

1909 contributed to a Finnish encyclopaedia 

with articles on physics 

Vilho Väisälä’s boss 
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“Nature in the light of science”, 1908-11 



Gustaf Melander was a great 

intellectual 

 

He travelled abroad 1896-1907 

 

His books contained many 

articles on meteorology and 

was read by “everybody” in 

Finland interested in 

meteorology, perhaps also Vilho 

Väisälä 

 

1908 Melander was appointed 

Director of the Finnish 

Meteorological Institute 
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Finland’s meteorological 

Institute founded in 1838! 
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As part of Russia the 

Finns could benefit 

from the advanced 

state of geophysical 

research 

 

The Aurora  or Polar 

Light (Полярное 

сияние) was at that 

time and for long 

thought to be an 

atmospheric 

phenomenon. 
 Observations were moved from 

Helsinki to Sodankylä 1913-44 
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Nordic Congress of Physicians and 

Natural Scientists in Helsinki 17-21 

July 1902 Mikhail Aleksandrovich Rykatchef (1841-1919) 

graduated from the Russian Naval Academy in 1865. In 

1867 Heinrich Wild was appointed as Director of the Main 

Geophysical Observatory in St. Petersburg. Rykatchef 

became Assistant Director and worked with Wild to re-

organize the local network of weather observing stations. In 

1876 a new weather telegraphy and marine meteorology 

branch was established in the Observatory. With Rykatchef 

at its head, it was responsible for storm warnings. Then in 

1885 a full meteorological branch finally was created. Its 

director, I. B. Schpindler, had previously done 

meteorological research under Rykatchef. Rykatchef was 

the Director of the Main Geophysical Observatory from 

1896 to 1913. In addition to his meteorological work, he 

was interested in hydrological problems, and in 1897 

implemented the first public warning system for high water 

levels on the Neva River. .... 
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Pavlovsk 

observatory 

 

served as a 

model for a 

similar 

observatory in 

Helsinki 
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Ilmala observatory in northern Helsinki 
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Vilho Väisäläs workplace: 

Ilmala aerological observatory 1910-67 
Founded by Gustaf Melander, Director of the Finnish Met Service 1909-31 
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Melander was like many other intellectuals 

from the Swedish speaking minority sincerely 

concerned about the common people 
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Melander’s engagement for the sake of the Finnish speaking 

people was no coincidence. His father had taught at the very 

same school in Kuopio where the Father of Finnish nationalism, 

Wilhelm Snellman (1806-81) had been headmaster. 

 

Melander had probably, as a child, sat in the lap of the great man! 
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So Gustaf Melander should have 

gone down in history as a great 

man of Finland, one of their 

national heroes 

 

Instead he is at best frowned 

upon, at worst completely 

forgotten.  Why?  
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1. He didn’t seem to have had a ”winning personality” 
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Sw:Mårran 

 

Ru: Морра 

(Мурра) 

Hitchcock movie “The lodger” 



3/26/2016 1st RSHU lecture 21 March 2016 31 

2. Later Melander and Väisälä became enemies – and 

Väisälä survived longer to write the history 
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3. But the main reason seems to have 

been a misunderstanding of this photo 

From a Finnish-Swedish expedition at Sea of Åland in 1925 



1st RSHU lecture 21 March 2016 

From Seppinen’s history of the FMI 1838-1988. On the 

back it is written “Finland’s Napoleon closely guarded” 

”Finlands Napoleon väl bevakad” 

Did the Scandinavian directors really call Melander “Finland’s Napoleon”?  
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Tate Gallery in London: 
Napoleon aboard HMS Bellerophon,  
by Sir William Quiller Orchardson exhibited 1880   

“Finland’s Napoleon” was 

just a humorous reference to 

this famous painting  
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-It was only 

a joke! 
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Vilho Väisälä at Ilmala 1914 
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Launching kites to measure the winds in lowest layers 
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The war 1918 passes by Ilmala 
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Vilho Väisälä in the 1920’s 
 

•Head of Research at the Finnish Met Service 

•Lecturing at Helsinki University  

•Founded the Finnish Geophysical Society 

•Discovered the Brunt-Väisälä frequency 1925 

David Brunt (1886-1965) 

Professor at Imperial 

College London, discovered 

the equation in 1923 but 

published in 1926 

Lewis F Richardson 

1881-1953 Physicists, 

meteorologist, mathematician 

who “discovered” Väisälä  
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1926: Vilho 

Väisälä is 

instrumental in 

founding of the 

Finnish 

Geophysical 

Society 
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Early aerology with balloons 

Instruments and recordings  

 were lost Couldn’t reach high enough 
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Again: 

influences from 

Russia 
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Pavel Alexandrovich 

Molchanov was born in 1893 

and graduated in 1914 at St. 

Petersburg University. In 1917 he was 

employed at the Geophysical 

Observatory in Pavlovsk.  

 

His self-produced radiosonde had its 

premiere flight January 30 1930 and 

reached an altitude of 7.8 km where 

the measured temperature is -40.7 

°C. 

 

Molchanovs design became a popular 

standard because of its simplicity and 

the converted instrument readings to 

Morse code. This made it very easy 

to use without special equipment or 

training . 
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1928 



3/26/2016 45 2nd RSHU lecture 21 March 2016 



3/26/2016 46 2nd RSHU lecture 21 March 2016 



3/26/2016 47 2nd RSHU lecture 21 March 2016 



2nd RSHU lecture 21 March 2016 

Thanks to strong geophysical traditions before 

the revolution one of the leading developer of 

radio sondes was the Soviet Union 

This one was 

found on the 

Finnish of the 

border in 1931 

 

Vilho Väisälä:  

- I can do 

better! 
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The first 

test 

launch in 

1934 in 

Tampere 

 
…met with some 

scepticism from 

the Finnish Met 

Service 
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Geophysical conference in Warsaw in 1935 
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Carl Gustaf Rossby 
Swedish-American meteorologist 

1898-1957 

 

One of Vilhelm Bjerknes’s 

closests collaborators in the 

Bergen school 1919-22. Made 

the warm fronts red and the cold 

fronts blue. Met Vilho Väisälä on 

a course in 1922. 

 

At SMHI 1923-26 when he 

emigrated to the US. Discovered 

the “planetary (Rossby) waves” 

and paved the ground for NWP. 

 

Retuned to Sweden in 1947 and 

ended his life with work on 

environmental issues 
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Great international interest 

Head of the Danish Met Service 

Dan la Cour visiting in 1936 

Carl Gustaf 

Rossby at M.I.T. 

was the first to ask 

for radio sondes – 

25 of them 
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The journey to the Southern Hemisphere in summer 1939 (!) 
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In summer 

1939 Vilho 

Väisälä and 

two young 

meteorologists 

Lauri Vuorela 

and Mauri 

Tommila set 

out on a 

promotional 

expedition to 

South America 

3/26/2016 57 



3/26/2016 58 2nd RSHU lecture 21 March 2016 



2nd RSHU lecture 21 March 2016 

Going from Finland to Argentine:  Aug-Sep 1939 

25 km 

 

 
20 km 

 

 
15 km 

 

 
10 km 

 

 
 5 km 
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Coming back home: Oct-Nov 1939 
25 km 

 

 
20 km 

 

 
15 km 

 

 
10 km 

 

 
 5 km 
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In 1944 Vilho Väisälä hoped to succeed Oscar Johansson as 

professor in meteorology at Helsinki University 
 

      …but there was  

       another one 

Erik Palmén 
Engineer but 

also scientist 

(the Brunt- 

Väisälä  

frequency) 

Oscar Johansson 
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Among the world’s meteorologists Eric Palmén is more 

recognized meteorologist  

than Vilho Väisälä 

To his honour the American 

Meteorological Society and 

the Finnish Geophysical 

Society arranged an Erik 

Palmén Symposium in 1988 
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Erik Palmén 
 

1898-1985 
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Research vessel “Nautilus” 1903-38 

The two Erik Palméns 

Officially: The oceanographer Hobby: The meteorologist 
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When the Finnish authorities couldn’t make up their mind about whom to 

chose as new professor in meteorology, Palmén lost patience and in 1946 left 

Finland to go to the US, invited by C-G Rossby. 

 

There he took part in ground breaking research on the atmospheric global 

circulation, tropical cyclones and jet streams in particular 

J 
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Carl Gustaf 

Rossby and Erik 

Palmén 

remained very 

good friends 

until Rossby’s 

sudden death in 

1957 
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In the meantime (1948) the Finnish authorities made up their minds: 

. . . and the  

   winner was     But did Palmén  

       fade away? 
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To solve the problem the government created  

The Academy of Finland 
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Finland’s three top meteorologists at Niagara Falls in 1949 

Jaakko 

Keränen 

FMI 

Vilho 

Väisälä 

VAISALA 

Erik 

Palmén 

Finland’s

Academy 
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● 

● 

● 

● 

● 
● 

● 

● 

Väisälänkatu, Joensuu 

Erik Palmén’s square, Helsinki 

Streets 

named 

after the  

Väisälä 

family  

Geophysical society’s  

Palmén Medal in silver  

Two 

Vaisala 

Awards, 

by 

WMO 

and 

Roy 

Met 

Soc 

F M I 
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NMM 6 

1968 
Hässelby Slott 
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1974 in Bergen also 

saw Jack Bjerknes  

NMM 9 

1974 

Bergen 

 

Erik Palmén took 

part in all Nordic 

Meetings up to 

1980 (except 1976 

in Iceland) 
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END 


