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The Navy Meteorology and Oceanography Command (NMOC) celebrated its 181st birthday today with a series of activities at its commands throughout the world.

“This birthday celebration is important because it reminds us of our legacy, and it reminds us that what we do is and always has been important and why,” said Rear Adm. Jonathan White, NMOC commander.

Naval oceanography traces its roots to 1830 when the Navy established the Depot of Charts and Instruments. In those days, the Navy didn’t produce any nautical charts, didn’t calibrate instruments and until the depot, didn’t even have a central depository for navigation instruments.

A dozen years later, Lt. Matthew Maury, considered the father of oceanography, took command and instituted many of the changes that laid the groundwork for today’s Naval oceanography. Maury was the first to chart sea conditions gleaned from ship logs. From the ship logs, he developed wind and current charts. Under his direction, the Navy developed a system to supply ships with accurate charts and navigational equipment. He, in fact, oversaw the greatest period of expansion and scientific growth in the history of the Navy Hydrographic Office’s, forerunner of the Naval Meteorology and Oceanography Command. 

In its early days, Naval oceanography focused on safety of navigation with surveys of coastlines and islands and later, following the Titanic disaster, with ice patrols.

From those humble beginnings, the Navy’s oceanography program has become a key to keeping the fleet safe and operationally effective. 

“Our entire effort today is focused on giving fleet operators decision superiority – whether they are chasing submarines, finding mines, inserting SEALs, avoiding bad weather and navigational hazards or delivering humanitarian assistance and disaster relief, – we give operators decision recommendations based on the present and predicted physical environment,” White said.

The U.S. Navy discovered the importance of knowing the physical properties of the environment during World War II when amphibious landings demonstrated the need for accurate tidal information and again when Navy ships hunted submarines. That submarine capability continued into the Cold War with the tracking of Soviet submarines.

In 1978, recognizing the interrelationship between oceanography and meteorology and based on a recommendation by Rear Adm. Edward Snyder, Oceanographer of the Navy, the Navy merged its oceanography and meteorology enterprises into the Naval Oceanography Command, forerunner to the Naval Meteorology and Oceanography Command.

Today, Navy oceanographers use complex computer models to predict environmental conditions every day – the only organization in the world to predict maritime environmental conditions in support of operations. Oceanography Sailors forward deployed in decision nodes advise operators and decision makers and can reach back to recognized oceanography experts ashore who can offer additional value and guidance.

Navy oceanographers also are the Navy’s experts in the operation of unmanned underwater vehicles – both for shallow-water mine warfare operations and for deep-water data gathering.

At the National Ice Center, Navy oceanographers and National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) oceanographers track icebergs, analyze ice for safety at sea and arctic Navy operations in a joint government agency.

“This relatively small community (2,500 military and civilians worldwide) has become one of the most operationally successful and cost-effective weapons in the Navy’s arsenal. And that is our legacy. Since 1830 when Lt. Louis Goldsborough decided that the Navy needed to maintain and manage all of the Navy’s navigational instruments, we have been working every day to keep the fleet safe and effective,” White said.
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