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Thl' towcrlllg sand dunt.'s of.1 U,liticSea vil{'<lliollspot had d

spellbinding grip on a young Heinz Lettau, who beg:an to envision
his ileadt'mk futuTe in tht.'swirling wind •.•that (realN them.

lettau, whOS('mt.teorology cart.'t'r spans six dt'('ades in Germany and
tilt' Unitt;>dStates, bt'Came a piont'cT in studying the give-aod-Iake fda-
tionship bctwl'cn the {'arth's surf,let' and the wind. Ill' has spt'nt t1w latter ~
37 YPilfs at UW-Mauison. ;

An ('meritus professor of atmospheric and occ.lnic scit'ncl's ht'fl' since ';
1980.Lettau has remained active in Te:>earchand writing. laiN this ,
month he will retire with finality when he moves to Ch,ult>Ston, S.c. to be "
clos{'r to his family. t

Thl' Kocnigshl'rg, Ct'rmany naliw is known ac,ldt'mically for his l

siudi{'s of wind turbuh,'ncc and night responst.', for wind and tt.'mpt.'r.lturc
connt.'ctions, and for his exhaus-
tive look at the ,ltmosphere's first
mill'.

But it all comt'S hack thest' days
to a simple childho(xi curiosity:
Wh.lt forces creah.>dthose massive,
movin~ hills of sand?

Ll'tt;lU accents slorit'S about his
can't'r with documl'nts from a
largt' magazine tray on his hook-
sh£'lf. "My tre.lsun' box:' he calls
it. Tht' stack of books and yellow-
ing papt>rs providt,., ml'ntal roMI
map to Lettau's youth in
Km'nigsberg, on the southeast
ed~l' of the Baltic St.'.l.

Lt'ltau atlendt'd a summer
camp in 1925 at a hang glider ~
~hool in Rossitten, located on a ::<
!>Ienderisthmus. "Lift.'on this pro- ~
It'clt'ti naturt:' prt'Sl'Tvt.'was con-
trollt'd by the wind," he says. Tht' winds cn'att.oJ.l J()-mile wall of sand
nun wit . t nt dtm ml~ nrc I
t'ast, o\c.1sion.1I1yhurying - and 150years later, unl'ilrthing - anci('nt
n'mt'lt'ries and fishing cottages. in its sandy wake.



~I..'",.-.L" IL'::; e.tIlU [JSlHllg "':OUolgesin its sandy wake.
Along that stretch of dunes, a IIJ2Usworld record was set for fli~ht in

a non-engine powered plane, a cruiM' of more than eight hours.
"This is what really captivated rnL' ,1bout what the wind can do,"

Ll'tt,lu says of the dum's. "My conclusion thcn was that one should try to
undl'rstand more about the wind."

Since then, Lettau h,ISstudied some t't.lually exotic Incall'S.Like the
arid cO<lstaldeserts of Peru between the Andes Mountains and the Pacific
OCl\lIl.Or the frozl'n tundra of the Antarctic. Or the surface of the Moon.

"My academic lifl' is full of little anl'cdotes," Lettau says.
L('t!au may be best known in Madison for his winter studies on Lake

Mendota, which involVl'd rows of eiHll'r bushel baskets or Christmas
trces. In both projl'Cls. his students cn'ated a simulated i1ndcontrolled
forl'Stby which they could measure the wind's effect on thl' heating and
cooling process of trf'l'S.

The science was called "micromeh'orology," and it looh-d at changes
in temperature and wind velocity only il few feet above the ground.
Lett<1l1says that's wlll'rc the real action is, where the wind affects botani-
cal functions.

"One of its major tenets is, what dOl'Sthl:'wind do to the ground
and what does the ground do to the wind?" he says. "The thing that's
interesting here is the interaction."

And in the mid-lYoOs,he helpl-d put to rest a scientific controversy
about the amount of dust on the Moon's surface. A prominent science
journal published ,111 drlide that predicll'd travel on the lunar surfdce
would be impossible bl'causc of a ninl'-(oot layer of dust. Ll'ttau's own
examination led him to conclude the Moon's surface had only inches of
dust at bt"St.He reml'mbered watching the ]%9 Apollo] 1Moon walk on
television with some gmtification, as Astronaut Neil Armstrong left his
shallow boot print.

One of his favorite stories is of his first research projl'('t at The
Albertian UniverSity in Koenigsberg. He wanted to compare the intenSity
of blueness in the sky at the harbor to 10 miles inland. So he borrowl-d
a crude, hand-held blue scale and crisscros.wd the city on his bicycle,
taking rf'adings at different stops.

That image might bl'st capture the Il'aching and resl'ilrching style o(
Lellau, who preferTL'dthe resourcefulness of bicycles and bushel baskets
to today's million-doll.lr mega-grants.

"Resl'Mch is becoming so complicatl'<.land 50 competitivt' that the
good times have passt-d," Lettau says. "The prescnt tendency is to look
for mpasurements of things, not in trying to understand Ihl' whole."

- Rna" Mattmiller


