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was a man of almost unbounded enthusiW
asm, curiosity, and infectious good humor. The most
common reaction on meeting him was a feeling of stimulation,
ALTER BUCHER

whether it was a first meeting or the fiftieth. He had an eager
and frank curiosity about nearly every aspect of natural history
—an eagerness that was contagious. But this interest centered on
dynamics: how and why the crust of the earth moved; how
plants and animals lived and what they accomplished in the
scheme of nature. Indeed, Bucher's interests reflected the
buoyant flow of his own restless energy.
Bucher's father and his paternal grandfather and grandmother came from Switzerland, in or near Zurich. His mother
and her parents all came from Wurttemberg in southern Germany, though all three lived at one time or another in Zurich.
Without exception, all six of Bucher's immediate forebears
were strongly religious, his mother almost fanatically so. Bucher's father and mother were both very fond of music and so
were several of the grandparents. He inherited this love of
music and was a skilled pianist. Rather curiously, the strong
family inclination to religion seems to have touched him
lightly. As a youngster he was much exposed to books and an intellectual atmosphere. His father was a scholarly man who had
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a special interest in, and aptitude for, languages, especially
Latin, Greek, and Hebrew.
Bucher's father came to the United States when he was only
seventeen years old, and lived first in Wheeling, West Virginia,
and later at Akron and Cincinnati, Ohio. Walter was born in
Akron but when he was five years old he and his parents moved
to Frankfurt-am-Main, where his father had been sent by the
Methodist Church to teach Hebrew, Greek, and homiletics in
a missionary school. As a consequence, Bucher acquired all his
schooling in Germany, including four years at the University of
Heidelberg, from which university he received his Ph.D., summa
cum laude, in 1911. He entered the university to study zoology
and paleontology, but under the influence of Professor Wilhelm
Salomon-Calvi, he changed to paleontology and geology. After
completing his university work he took a brief course in English, which by that time had become virtually a foreign language
to him.
Bucher returned to the United States in 1911 and established residence in Cincinnati. He spent most of his time for
the next two years at the University of Cincinnati attending
lectures in geology and paleontology and improving his English. His gift for teaching and stimulating students must have
been readily apparent, for he was soon asked to lecture on a
volunteer basis. In 1913 he became a member of the faculty as
an instructor. Thereafter he was appointed successively Assistant Professor (1915), Associate Professor (1920), Professor
(1924), and, in 1937, Research Professor and Chairman of the
Geology Department.
In 1914 Bucher married Hanny E. Schmid, the daughter of
a close family friend. She survives him. There are four children,
all married. One of them, John Eric Bucher, is a petroleum
geologist. The other son, Robert W., and the two daughters,
Mary Dorothy (Mrs. John Plunkett) and Margaret (Mrs. R. G.
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Oellers), and their families live in New Jersey near the parental
home.
Although never a student of Bucher's, I can readily understand what an exciting experience that must have been. I came
to know him in the twenties through a mutual friend. We
realized at once that we shared many interests in the fields of
geology and natural history. For the next decade or so, I benefited greatly by reason of his interest in my research. With
characteristic generosity he made his experience and knowledge
freely available to me. He also made me acutely aware of the
wealth of information available in the European literature, if I
would only gain some facility with the languages.
Bucher was Chairman of the Geology Department at Cincinnati only three years. He left there to become Professor of
Geology at Columbia University with the understanding that
he was to specialize in structural geology. This, of course, was
most agreeable to him because by this stage in his career he had
already become deeply involved in the major tectonics of the
earth, on which subject he had published many papers and his
justly celebrated book, The Deformation of the Earth's Crust.
Bucher's published papers and books may be divided into
two quite different categories. Those published in the interval
between 1911 and 1919 have to do with paleontology and with
the origin and significance of such minor features of sediments
as stromatoliths, ripple marks, and oolites. These are important
contributions to our understanding of the present-day processes
that give rise to these features and that help explain similar
structures found in sedimentary rocks almost from the beginning of the geologic record. They reveal his restless quest for
understanding how things come to be.
Beginning in 1920 with the publication of his paper "The
Mechanical Interpretation of Joints," the focus of his interest
shifted to structural geology, where it remained, almost but not
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quite exclusively, for the rest of his life. Moreover, his interest
shifted rather soon into two aspects of structural geology, cryptovolcanic structures and the major deformation of the earth's
crust.
Bucher was the first in this country to call attention to, and
map systematically, some of these remarkable, nearly circular,
complex structures known as cryptovolcanic structures. He was
the first also to compare them with similar features in Europe.
Curiously, his geologic mapping of two of these structures, Jeptha Knobs in Kentucky and Serpent Mound in Ohio, represents
the only systematic geologic mapping he did, yet he had the
keenest interest in seeing geologic features in the field for himself rather than depending solely on geologic maps made by
others. Bucher explained these features as the result of gas
explosions caused by intense heat rising from cupolas of igneous
magma that never rose all the way to the earth's surface.
In later years many of these cryptovolcanic structures have
been interpreted as the results of meteor impact, but Bucher
remained highly skeptical of this interpretation. Indeed, his
last published paper was a timely and carefully reasoned plea for
caution against uncritically adopting the conclusion that all
such features are of meteoritic origin.
Bucher's greatest contribution to geology came from his
long-continued study of the major structural features of the
earth's crust. His objective was to understand the physical prop
erties of the earth's crust and the forces that operated to deform
it. Much of his reasoning was based on analogy with the major
structural features exposed in present-day mountain ranges,
though he supplemented this with laboratory experiments
which he designed and conducted himself.
In 1933 he published his conclusions in a book, The Deformation of the Earth's Crust, which was at that time a significant milestone in geologic thought. As he recognized himself,
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parts of it were already out of date before it was published. I
think it fair to say that one important cause of that was because
his earlier papers on the same subject had stimulated others to
concern themselves with one aspect or another of this major
problem. Another, and probably greater, reason was that the
geophysicists were making great strides in determining the physical properties of the earth's crust, especially at great depths
below the surface.
In an Anniversary Day address before the Geological Society
of America (1938) entitled "Deformation of the Earth's Crust,"
he brought his own thinking up to date and summarized the
work of many others in a significant and still very valuable
contribution to our knowledge of the major tectonics of the
earth.
Had he lived just a few years more he surely would have
been much excited by the enormously long, rectilinear features
that are now being found on the ocean floor and, locally, on the
continents. These large and apparently geologically very ancient
structural features are strikingly reminiscent of the proportionately long, nearly rectilinear breaks he observed in his experiments with shrinking spheres.
As his bibliography shows, he continued to publish occasional papers dealing with paleontology, sedimentary structures,
and geomorphology.
Perhaps two of the chief values of Bucher's works were the
great stimulation they aroused in other earth scientists and the
fact that he brought to Americans the conclusions and ideas of
many Europeans, for he had an amazing grasp of the whole
European literature.
Bucher was first of all a teacher of rare ability. But, in
addition, he was a very productive research scientist. He engaged in both activities with his characteristic ebullient enthusiasm until he retired in 1956. During the latter part of his
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career at Columbia he served as Newberry Professor of Geology.
John T. Rouse and Charles H. Behre, Jr., in a memorial to
Bucher published in the Bulletin of the Geological Society of
America (in press), have written an appraisal of Bucher's role
as a teacher at some length and far better than my information
permits. Their excellent appraisal, fortunately, reveals as much
about Bucher's warm and colorful personality as it does about
his quality as a teacher.
After retirement Bucher became part-time consultant to the
Humble Oil and Refining Company, and spent about half of
each year at their laboratory in Houston, Texas. He died of
heart failure while on duty there on February 17, 1965.
He was widely recognized as a leading figure in geology and
was awarded a considerable number of honors and honorary
positions. The responsibilities involved in the latter he discharged with his usual vigor. The following statement of these
honors is quoted, with minor alterations, from Rouse and
Behre's memorial cited above.
"Bucher was elected President of the Ohio Academy of
Sciences in 1935 and to membership in the National Academy
of Sciences in 1938. He became chairman of the Division of
Geology and Geography of the National Research Council for
the term 1940-1943 and was President of the New York Academy
of Sciences in 1946. He was Vice President (1948) and President
(1950-1953) of the American Geophysical Union. In 1953 he
served as Vice President of Section E of the American Association for the Advancement of Science. In 1954 he was elected
Vice President and in 1955 President of the Geological Society
of America, which Society he had served earlier as Councillor
(1935-1937).
"He was a Fellow of the American Academy of Arts and
Sciences, an Honorary Member and Foreign Correspondent of
Societe Geologique de France, and an Honorary Member of
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Societe Geologique Belgique and of the Deutsche Geologische
Gesellschaft.
"In 1955 he received the William Bowie Medal of the American Geophysical Union, in 1955 the Leopold von Buch Medal
of the Deutsche Geologische Gesellschaft, and in 1960 the Penrose Medal of the Geological Society of America.
"Honorary doctor degrees were awarded him in 1947 by
Princeton University, in 1957 by Columbia University, in 1962
by Durham University, England, and in 1963 by the University
of Cincinnati."

26

BIOGRAPHICAL MEMOIRS
BIBLIOGRAPHY

KEY TO ABBREVIATIONS
A.I.M.E. Tech. Publ. = American Institute of Mining and Metallurgical
Engineers, Technical Publications
Am. Assoc. Petroleum Geol. Bull. = American Association of Petroleum
Geologists Bulletin
Am. J. Sci. = American Journal of Sciences
Bull. Geol. Soc. Am. = Bulletin of the Geological Society of America
Econ. Geol. = Economic Geology
Geol. Rundschau = Geologische Rundschau
Geol. Soc. Am., Spec. Pap. = Geological Society of America, Special Paper
J. Geol. = Journal of Geology
J. Wash. Acad. Sci. = Journal of the Washington Academy of Sciences
Proc. Geol. Soc. Am. = Proceedings of the Geological Society of America
Trans. Am. Geophys. Union = Transactions of the American Geophysical
Union
Trans. New York Acad. Sci. = Transactions of the New York Academy
of Sciences

1911
Uber Verwitterungserscheinungen im tertiaren Kalk auf dem Felsberge bei Herxheim a.B. Pfalzische Heimatkunde. Monatsschrift zur Forderung von Natur- und Landes Kunde in der
Rheinpfalz, 7:171-75.
1913
Beitrag zur geologischen und palaontologischen Kenntnis des jungeren Tertiars der Rheinpfalz. Miinchen Geognostische Jahreshefte, 26:1-103.
Uber einige Fossilien und uber Stromatolithbildung im Tertiar
der bayerischen Rheinpfalz. Geognostischen Jahresheften,
Jahrgang, 26:76-102.
1916
Study of ripple marks. Bull. Geol. Soc. Am., 27:109. (A)
1917
Large current-ripples as indicators of paleogeography. Proceedings
of the National Academy of Sciences, 3:285-91.

WALTER HERMANN BUCHER

27

"Giant ripples" as indicators of paleogeography. Bull. Geol. Soc.
Am., 28:161. (A)
1918
Tierriessen der Vorwelt. Haus und Herd, pp. 147-50.
Ein Papierforbdichter. Haus und Herd, pp. 342-52.
Das Antlitz des Mondes. Haus und Herd, pp. 584-90.
Discussion of Tomlinson, C. W., Present status of the problem of
the origin of loess. Bull. Geol. Soc. Am., 29:73-74. (A)
On oolites and spherulites. J. Geol., 26:593-609.
Inorganic production of oolitic structures. Bull. Geol. Soc. Am.,
29:103. (A)
1919
On ripples and related sedimentary surface forms and their paleogeographic interpretation. I. The origin of ripples and related
sedimentary surface forms, pp. 149-210. II. Fossil ripples and
their paleogeographic interpretation, pp. 241-69. Am. J. Sci.,
47(4).
1920
The mechanical interpretation of joints. J. Geol., 28:707-30.
1921
The mechanical interpretation of joints. J. Geol., 29:1-28.
Cryptovolcanic structure in Ohio of the type of the Steinheim
Basin. Bull. Geol. Soc. Am., 32:74-75. (A)
Probable cause of the localization of the major geosynclines. Bull.
Geol. Soc. Am., 32:75.(A)
Logan's explanation of the origin of Indiana's "kaolin." Econ.
Geol., 16:481-92.
1923
Further experiments on the fracturing of hollow brittle spheres
and their bearing on major diastrophism. Bull. Geol. Soc. Am.,
34:81-82.
1924
Jeptha Knobs of Shelby County. Science, 58:184. (A)
The pattern of the earth's mobile belts. J. Geol., 32:265-90.

28

BIOGRAPHICAL MEMOIRS
1925

Geology of the Jeptha Knob. Kentucky Geological Survey, 21(6):
193-237.
Crypto-volcanic structures of Europe and America. Bull. Geol.
Soc. Am., 36:1. (A)
Uber kryptovulkanische Erscheinungen in Ohio und Kentucky.
Ecologae Geologicae Helvetiae, 19:141-43.
1926
Submarine dunudation. Bull. Geol. Soc. Am., 37:143. (A)
1927
Subcrustal expansion as a possible factor in earth diastrophism.
Transactions of the Kentucky Academy of Science, 2:130-31.
(A)
1928
Two tests of conjugate joint systems. Bull. Geol. Soc. Am., 39:
204. (A)
Eolian versus subaqueous cross-bedding. Proceedings of the Ohio
Academy of Science, 8:180. (A)
Cryptovolcanic regions. J. Wash. Acad. Sci., 18:521-24. (A)
1929
Tetractinellid sponge in the Sunbury shale of Ohio. Bull. Geol.
Soc. Am., 40:222. (A)
1930
Report on the division of geology and geography of the National
Research Council. Bull. Geol. Soc. Am., 41:33-40.
1931
Is orogenic deformation continuous or discontinuous for the earth
as a whole? Ohio Journal of Science, 31:282-83. (A)
The mobile belts of the earth (abstract). J. Wash. Acad. Sci.,
21:489-91.

WALTER HERMANN BUCHER

29

1932
"Strath" as a geomorphic term. Science, 75:130-31.
Wells Creek Basin, Tennessee, a typical cryptovolcanic structure.
Bull. Geol. Soc. Am., 43:147-48. (A)
Problems of island-arcs and ocean-deeps. Trans. Am. Geophys.
Union of 1932, pp. 12-19.
1933
With W. T. Thorn, Jr., R. M. Field, and others. YellowstoneBeartooth-Big Horn region. 16th International Geological
Congress Guidebook, 1933, 24:3-4, 28-32, 32-38, and 47-52.
The Deformation of the Earth's Crust. Princeton, Princeton University Press. 518 pp.
With others. Catalogue of Small-Scale Geologic Maps Useful for
Broader Regional Studies. Washington, D.C., National Research Council. 132 pp.
Uber eine typische kryptovulkanische Storiing im siidlichen Ohio.
Geol. Rundschau, 23a (Salomon-Calvi Festschrift), pp. 65-80.
With R. T. Chamberlin and W. T. Thom, Jr. Results of
structural research work in Beartooth-Big Horn region, Montana and Wyoming. Am. Assoc. Petroleum Geol. Bull., 17:
680-93.
Volcanic explosions and overthrusts. Trans. Am. Geophys. Union
of 1933, pp. 23842.
1934
With W. T. Thom, Jr. and R. T. Chamberlin. Geologic problems in the Beartooth-Big Horn region. Bull. Geol. Soc. Am.,
45:167-88.
Problem of the Heart Mountain thrust. Proc. Geol. Soc. Am.,
1933, p. 57. (A)
1935
A crypto-volcano structure in southern Ohio. Compass, 15:15762.
1936
Remarkable local folding, possibly due to gravity, bearing on the
Heart Mountain thrust problem. Proc. Geol. Soc. Am., 1935,
p. 69. (A)

30
BIOGRAPHICAL MEMOIRS
Cryptovolcanic structures in the United States. Report of the 16th
International Geological Congress, 1933, 2:1055-84.
The concept of natural law in geology. Science, 84:491-98.
1938
A shell-boring gastropod in a Dalmanella bed of upper Cincinnatian age. Am. J. Sci., 36(5): 1-7.
Key to papers published by an institute for the study of modern
sediments in shallow seas. J. Geol., 46:726-55.
With T. S. Lovering and others. Report of the Interdivisional
Committee of the National Research Council on Borderland
Fields Between Geology, Physics and Chemistry (Division of
Geology and Geography), 1937. 73 pp.
1939
Deformation of the earth's crust. Bull. Geol. Soc. Am., 50:421-31.
Origin of the submarine mature topography on the continental
slope of eastern North America. Bull. Geol. Soc. Am., 50:1902.
(A)
With K. E. Caster and Stewart Jones. Elementary Description
of Cincinnatian Fossils and Strata and Plates of Commoner
Fossils in the Vicinity of Cincinnati, Ohio. Cincinnati, University of Cincinnati. 13 pp.
Versuch einer Analyse der grossen Bewegungen der Erdkruste.
Geol. Rundschau, 30:285-96.
1940
Submarine valleys and related geologic problems of the North
Atlantic. Bull. Geol. Soc. Am., 51:489-511.
The mountain-building cycle. Trans. Am. Geophys. Union of
1940, Part 2, pp. 163-66.
Origin of the submarine valleys on the continental slopes of the
North Atlantic. Nature, 146:407-8.
The geology of the Cody region. Trans. New York Acad. Sci.,
2(2): 165-68.
1941
The nature of geological inquiry and the training required for it.
A.I.M.E. Tech. Publ. 1377, 6 pp.

WALTER HERMANN BUCHER

31

Method proposed to introduce the concept of "limits of error"
into the stratigraphic timing of tectonic movements. Bull. Geol.
Soc. Am., 52:1891. (A)
Bibliography of Military Geology and Geography (published under
direction of W. H. Bucher, chairman, NRC Division of Geology
and Geography), New York, Geological Society of America—•
Special Publication. 18 pp.
1942
Mechanics of crustal deformation. Tulsa Geological Society Digest,
10:50-61. (A)
Excursion to the Cortland Norite. In: Guidebook of Excursions,
pp. 33-38. New York, Geological Society of America.
National Research Council and co-operation in geological research.
Bull. Geol. Soc. Am., 53:1331-53.
The importance of the Ross shelf-ice to structural geology. Trans.
Am. Geophys. Union of 1942, Part 2, pp. 697-99.
1943
Dip and strike from three not parallel drill cores lacking key beds
(stereographic method). Econ. Geol., 38:648-57.
1944
The stereographic projection, a handy tool for the practical geologist. J. Geol., 52:191-212.
1945
With K. E. Caster and S. M. Jones. Elementary Guide to the
Fossils and Strata in the Vicinity of Cincinnati (Ohio). Cincinnati, Cincinnati Museum of Natural History. 31 pp.
1946
Memorial to Nevin M. Fenneman (1865-1945). Proc. Geol. Soc.
Am., 1945, pp. 215-28.
Structure and orogenic history of Venezuela. Bull. Geol. Soc.
Am., 57:1181-82. (A)
1947
Douglas Wilson Johnson, 1878-1944. National Academy of Sciences,
Biographical Memoirs, 24:197-230.

32
BIOGRAPHICAL MEMOIRS
Heart Mountain problem. In: Wyoming Geological Association
Guidebook, pp. 189-97.
Problems of earth deformation illustrated by the Caribbean Sea.
Trans. New York Acad. Sci., 9:98-116.
Fracture patterns in rocks. Bull. Geol. Soc. Am., 58:1169. (A)
1948
Fault patterns and fault movements. Bull. Geol. Soc. Am., 59:
1313-14. (A)
1949
Recent results of suboceanic geology and major earth problems.
Bull. Geol. Soc. Am., 60:1872. (A)
1950
The crust of the earth. Scientific American, 182:32-41.
Megatectonics and geophysics. Trans. Am. Geophys. Union, 31:
495-507.
1951
Fundamental properties of orogenic belts. Trans. Am. Geophys.
Union, 32:514-17.
Infolded mid-Ordovician limestone in Precambrian north of Peekskill, New York, and its bearing on the region's orogeny. Bull.
Geol. Soc. Am., 62:1426-27. (A)
Preservation of the texture of echinoderm plates in metamorphosed
rocks. Bull. Geol. Soc. Am., 62:1548. (A)
1952
Continental drift versus Land Bridges. Bulletin of the American
Museum of Natural History, 99:93-103.
Geologic structure and orogenic history of Venezuela (text to accompany author's geologic and tectonic map of Venezuela).
Geological Society of America Memoir 49, 113 pp.
1953
Fossils in metamorphic rocks. Bull. Geol. Soc. Am., 64:275-300.
With A. K. Gilkey and Arthur Karr. Fracture pattern and uranium

WALTER HERMANN BUCHER

33

ore of the Zuni Uplift, New Mexico. Econ. Geol., 48:617-18.
(A)
1954
Symposium on the interior of the earth. Trans. Am. Geophys. Union, 35:48-98.
1955
Deformation in orogenic belts. Geol. Soc. Am., Spec. Pap., 62:34368.
1956
International responsibilities of geologists. Geotimes, 1:6-7, 23.
Modellversuche und Gedanken iiber das Wesen der Orogenese. In:
Geotektonisch.es Symposium zu Ehren von Hans Stille, ed. by
F. Lotse, pp. 396-410. Stuttgart, Ferdinand Enke Verlasbuchhandlung.
Orogenic deformation as a symptom of subcrustal changes. Journal of Geophysical Research, 61:374-77. (Summary)
Role of gravity in orogenesis. Bull. Geol. Soc. Am., 67:1295-1318.
1957
Taconic klippe—a stratigraphic-structural problem. Bull. Geol.
Soc. Am., 68:657-73.
The problem of orogenesis in the light of new field and experimental evidence. Journal of the Alberta Society of Petroleum Geologists, 5:138-39. (Summary)
1959
Olistostromes. Proceedings of the World Petroleum Congress, pp.
272-75.
Memorial to John L. Rich (1884-1956). Proc. Geol. Soc. Am., 1958,
pp. 183-90.
1962
An experiment on the role of gravity in orogenic folding. Geol.
Rundschau, 52:804-10.

34

BIOGRAPHICAL MEMOIRS

1963
Are cryptovolcanic structures due to meteorite impact? Nature,
197:1241-45.
Cryptoexplosion structures caused from without or from within the
earth? ("Astroblemes" or "Geoblemes"?) Am. J. Sci., 261:597649.

