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It is truly my privilege to give the 
citation to my dear friend, Steve Ingebritsen, 
for this year’s Meinzer award. Unlike most 
of you here, who know Steve strictly from 
his science, I know the whole person very 
well, his science, his family, and his friends. 
I’ve worked with him, written papers with 
him (None of which I note were cited in this 
award!), told stories to his three kids, and 
explained to his wife why he was late for 
dinner. I’ve even traded clothes with him. 
I’ve seen him with a smile on his face over 
the accomplishments of his kids. And I have 
seen him at 14,000 feet trying to deal with 
hypothermia.

I know him like a book I’ve read many 
times. And to carry that metaphor further, 
Steve is an excellent book. Every chapter is 
a good read. He is a wonderful friend and a 
great husband and father. He is a outstanding 
manager of people as Branch Chief at the U.S. 
Geological Survey. He cares about people, and 
doesn’t hesitate to go out of his way to help 
others. 

He isn’t perfect. It’s a truism that you can 
tell a lot about a person by the company he 
keeps. And when it comes to friends, Steve has 
a history of being attracted “ne’er do wells” 
including yours truly. Whether this tendency 
reflects a latent desire to live a “ne’er do” 
life vicariously or a desire to reform them by 
leading by example I cannot say. 

And while winning awards like this one 
isn’t a personality contest, it’s worth noting 
two fundamental personality characteristics of 

Steve. He is a true optimist. He is not cautious 
at all intellectually. These characteristics, 
fundamental optimism and fearlessness in the 
pursuit of intellectual ideas are why I believe 
he has been so successful. It means that he is 
willing to take intellectual risks and believe 
that he can solve problems other people shy 
away from.

Awards like this ostensibly are awarded 
for work done in the last five years, but in fact 
this is a career achievement award, and Steve 
has had an outstanding intellectual career 
examining the interaction of fluids and heat in 
the crust of the earth. 

Most people in groundwater are applied 
scientists. In contrast, Steve has pursued a 
different path and I think a very intellectually 
rewarding one. He works on fundamental 
problems on how a fluid-filled Earth behaves. 
He has been doing this for about 20 years 
now, and he is still coming up with rewarding 
insights.

His work on the evolution of 
hydrothermal systems done almost two 
decades ago yielded benchmark papers. His 
analysis of heat flow in the Cascades defied 
conventional wisdom. Most recently, his 
synthesis of permeability data in the crust 
of the Earth is a gutsy piece of work that I 
believe will be referenced and used for many 
decades to come. 

Steve tackles interesting and difficult 
problems. When it comes to his intellectual 
life he is courageous. Because of his 
optimism and fearlessness he is leaving a 
lasting intellectual legacy, one that I think 
will continue to grow. He is someone who 
will always be able to find new problems and 
examine them in exciting ways. Thankfully, 
the baseball wisdom that nice guys finish last 
doesn’t always hold true. Steve is one of the 
best groundwater researchers working today 
and is fully deserving of this award.

Response by Steven E. Ingebristen

My career in hydrogeology began when 
I had the great good fortune to be admitted 
to Irwin Remson’s hydrogeology program 
at Stanford, where I was surrounded by an 
inspiring group of fellow students including 
Stuart Rojstaczer, Jean Bahr, Hedeff 
Essaid, Dick Iverson, Ken Belitz, and many 
others. (And I mean “good fortune” quite 
literally; Irwin told me a few years ago that 
Stanford was no longer taking chances on 
students like me, who didn’t work as hard 
in college as I could have.) The Stanford 
hydrogeology program was a wonderful 
learning environment, and I think that all of 

us benefited greatly from Irwin’s kind and 
generous leadership.

The same year that I started at Stanford 
– 1980 – I was hired as a student employee at 
USGS/Menlo Park. Since then, I’ve enjoyed 
the highly stimulating work environment at 
the Survey in Menlo Park. My own efforts 
over the years have been funded mainly 
by the USGS Volcano Hazards Program, 
focussing on problems at the interface between 
hydrogeology and the solid-earth sciences. 
In this regard it’s been tremendously helpful 
to be collocated in Menlo Park with what 
are likely the world’s best earthquake- and 
volcano-hazards teams. And among our many 
distinguished local hydrogeologists, John 
Bredehoeft, Paul Hsieh, and Barbara Bekins 
have been important guiding influences over 
the years.

I also have had great good fortune with 
more distant collaborations, notably with 
Stuart Rojstaczer at Duke, Craig Manning at 
UCLA, and Ward Sanford and Dan Hayba at 
USGS/Reston. The list of papers that was cited 
for the Meinzer Award reflects very enjoyable 
collaborations with these colleagues.

Receiving this sort of award presents an 
opportunity to wax philosophical, and has led 
me to reflect upon thoughts that I’ve heard 
expressed by distinguished colleagues over 
the years. Frank Schwartz started a healthy 
dialog a few years ago with his assessment 
of the “maturity” of hydrogeology as a 
discipline. I think that it is reasonable to view 
hydrogeology as “mature” in the sense that 
we often have adequate models to address 
problems in the traditional water-resources 
arena. (Though – as others have noted – we 
are often model-rich and data-poor.) But there 
are clear opportunities to make important 
contributions by applying state-of-the-art 
hydrogeologic approaches to non-traditional 
problems. Because of my own background 
I am most aware of opportunities at the 
interface with solid-earth sciences, and would 
cite, as one example, the growing awareness 
of the influence of fluids on fault behavior. 
There are also wonderful opportunities at 
the interface with the biological sciences, 
ranging from the applied (groundwater as an 
ecosystem resource) to the fundamental (the 
role of groundwater in evolution of the “deep 
biosphere”). There are – and surely always 
will be – a lot of exciting and worthwhile 
problems to work on.

I’ll conclude by echoing something that 
Fred Phillips said two years ago when he 
received this award. Fred said words to the 
effect that none of us goes into this particular 
field to get rich; instead, we’re attracted 
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mainly by the intrinsic interest and value of the 
work, and one of the greatest external rewards 
that we hope for is that our work be deemed 
useful by our peers. I’m very grateful for this 
recognition from those who have found my 
work useful. I had the opportunity to meet 
many of you three years ago as the Birdsall-
Dreiss Lecturer, and would add that I am 
proud of the sense of purpose and community 
spirit that exists among hydrogeologists, and 
am glad to be part of it.


