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As we remember him, photograph of Norman Ten Brink taken by
Al Werner, January 12, 2018.

On 30 March 2023, our arctic and alpine research com-
munity lost an outstanding geomorphologist, Norman
W. Ten Brink. Norm’s research ranged from high lati-
tudes, both North and South; mountains from the
Rockies to the Alaska Range; and to the continental
glaciation of the Great Lakes Region. As a professor, he
was in the birth years of introducing “Environmental
Geology” into college curricula, the evolution of

a college to a university, and bringing emphasis to
regional groundwater studies in glacial terrains.

Norm was born in Shelby, Michigan, in 1943, and grew
up on a small farm where he hiked over the glacial land-
forms in his youth without knowing their origins, develop-
ing into an out-of-doors man with a love of Nature, an avid
hunter and fisherman. Norm’s path to becoming a geologist
was circuitous after graduating from Shelby High School,
first attending Hope College and earning degrees in biology
and chemistry, then entering the University of Michigan
intending to study dentistry. There, he took a course in
geology, which changed his vocational direction and set
a new direction for both his professional and personal life’s
path. Norm earned his B.S. in geology in 1966 and married
Shirley Bishop before going on to Franklin and Marshall
College for his ML.S. degree.

Norm’s University of Michigan experience was
influenced by John Dorr and Don Eschman and
the legacy of James Zumberge, who had established
the university’s Glacial Geology and Polar Research
Laboratory in 1961. Norm frequently credited his
Franklin and Marshall adviser John Moss as most
influential in shaping his professional academic out-
look in “teaching people, not subjects” as well as
inspiring his interests in glaciology and Pleistocene
history. Norm’s M.S. thesis was “Pleistocene
Geology of the Stillwater Drainage and Beartooth
Mountains Near Nye, Montana. At F & M, Norm
also established a lifelong friendship with Dale
“Dusty” Ritter, with whom he would later collabo-
rate (Ritter and Ten Brink 1986). At this point,
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Norm was in the pipeline of working with the most
influential glacial geomorphologists of the time and
continued on to the University of Washington,
where he was a student of Link Washburn and
Steve Porter. His Ph.D. research began his long-
run of high-latitude field studies with mapping in
Western Greenland to unravel some of the history
of the Greenland Ice Sheet and isostatic rebound
(Ten Brink 1971). After finishing his Ph.D., Norm
accepted a postdoctoral fellowship at Ohio State
University’s Institute of Polar Studies and switched
his focus from Greenland to Antarctica, including
fieldwork in the South Shetland Islands (Deception
Island) with Jim Curl. During one season he pro-
vided Jacques Cousteau with geologic information
and was interviewed for the TV program. As
a reward, Cousteau took Norm on a dive under
the ice shelf in Calypso’s mini submarine. Norm’s
academic pedigree can be traced back to Louis
Agassiz. The lineage goes from Norm to Dale
Ritter, to Sheldon Judson, to Kirk Bryan, to
Herbert Gregory, to William Morris Davis, to
Nathaniel Shaler, to Louis Agassiz!

In 1973, Norm returned to western Michigan as
a faculty member of Grand Valley State College’s fledgling
Geology Department, replacing veteran geomorphologist
John Lucke. GVSC's first president was James Zumberge,
a well-known Antarctic explorer/geologist, so an unno-
ticed tradition was occurring. Here Norm taught, men-
tored, developed curricula, and administered, all while
continuing research over the next thirty years as Grand
Valley grew from a College to a University. In that time,
Norm accrued approximately thirty publications and
accessible archived reports, including his Greenland and
Antarctic work (e.g., Ten Brink 1973; Ten Brink and Curl
1973; Ten Brink and Weidick 1974). In 1977 he began
glacial geologic studies in the north Alaska Range in
collaboration with archeological researchers focused on
locating evidence for late Pleistocene human occupation.
As Norm put it, the archeologists “were looking for nee-
dles in haystacks” and our job is to “find the haystacks”
(potential sites of early human occupation). This work led
to research grants from the National Geographic Society
and the National Park Service to study the late Quaternary
history of the north Alaska Range and to integrate this
work into ongoing archeological studies in the region
(Ten Brink 1979, 1982; Ten Brink and Waythomas
1982, 1985; Ten Brink, Waythomas, and Werner 1982,
1983, 1984). This work was enriched by collaborations
with John Hoffecker (archeologist) and Tom Ager (USGS
palynologist). Besides publications and numerous reports,
this work had two other important results. First, the
grants were among some of the first to come to a Grand

Valley State science department, which helped establish
the unit’s credibility, and, second, Norm launched the
careers of several undergraduate students who assisted
him with his fieldwork and research before such inclusion
was in vogue. The latter helped establish this GVSU
tradition. The north Alaska Range Project also led to
more opportunities as Norm was a consultant for
Woodward-Clyde and assisted with hydroelectric dam
site assessments on the Susitna River (Welsch, Goodwin,
and Ten Brink 1982). He worked briefly on the Kenai
Peninsula, where he did glacial geologic studies in colla-
boration with Dick Reger (then with the Alaska Division
of Geological and Geophysical Surveys).

In addition to his breadth of geographic studies,
Norm was a professional resource to the Grand Valley
and West Michigan community at large. At one point he
worked closely with faculty at Calvin College as they
sought to establish their geology department and curri-
culum. Norm’s “local” research was directed at ground-
water issues. Most of the principal groundwater aquifers
of the region are glacial deposits associated with the Lake
Michigan lobe, well known to Norm through his teach-
ing, research, and numerous departmental field trips. He
was an expert witness in an extended legal battle to block
the siting of a landfill on the Grand River floodplain and
was regularly handling questions regarding ground
water resources. As a result, Norm had a vision of uni-
fying GVSU’s science departments’ efforts regarding
water resources studies and wrote the initial proposal
that led to the development of a Water Resources
Institute at Grand Valley. In addition, he carried out
the institute’s first grant-funded study resulting in
a regional synthesis of ground water conditions. He
served as department head and was a founding member
of the GVSU Teaching and Learning Center. Most of all,
Norm was an enthusiastic teacher, mentor, and role
model who inspired many students to embrace learning
and pursue careers in geology. He promoted involving
students in his projects, was an exceptional spokesper-
son for his geology department, and was supportive of
his colleagues. Norm prized his home life and was
a loving husband and father to his two sons, Andy and
Ryan, who followed his footsteps as out-of-doors men
with strong interests in geology. Although in retirement
Norm experienced the loss of his wife Shirley, he didn’t
lose his faith and later married Carol Gunneman. That
same faith kept Norm in his long battle with leukemia.

Yet we remember Norm not just for his research and
academic achievements but also as the classic bearded,
pipe-smoking professor who looked the part of seasoned
geologist explorer, a man who had the stories and
experiences aplenty to hold our attention. His tales of
getting trapped on an erratic boulder in Greenland by



a musk ox for 16 hours, or boarding Calypso’s submer-
sible to dive beneath the Antarctic ice shelf, or one of
many bear stories, coming back around to make
a geologic point. Whether in the classroom or sitting
around the campfire in the remote Alaska Range—per-
haps discussing how find those elusive “haystacks” with
the early-man “needles”—all are among the many fond
memories we continue to hold and share.
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