
In ternational Hydrographie Review, M onaco , LVIII (2), July 1981

O B ITU A R Y

CAPTAIN ISAAC VILHELM TEGNER

ROYAL DANISH NAVY 

(1 9 0 2 -1 9 8 1 )

C aptain  V ilhelm  T e g n e r , a distinguished D anish hydrographer and a m em 
ber o f  the D irecting C om m ittee o f the IHB from  1967 to 1972, died in D enm ark 
on 26th  Jan u ary  1981 aged 78 years.

Born in A ugust 1902, the  son o f a fo rm er naval officer, he m arried  Nelly 
von B a r d e n f l e t h  in the H olm ens Kirke on  3rd N ovem ber 1926.

T eg ner  served as a midshipman in the Naval Academ y from 1920 to 
1924, being promoted to lieutenant in 1925.

He then took  seven m o n th s’ leave, during  w hich  he w en t ro u n d  the w orld , 
sailing to A ustralia  in a ship o f  the E ast Asiatic C om pany. A fter visiting the 
outback he sailed on in a F rench ship th rough  the Pacific Islands and the 
Panam a C anal, arriving hom e via M arseilles.

A fter a year in the Subm arine D ivision he served for a year in the Spanish 
N avy o nboard  the cruiser M endez Nunez, and then  returned to  D enm ark  in 1928 
to com plete the H igher C ourse at the D an ish  N aval A cadem y.

In 1930 he received his first posting to the Royal D anish H ydrograph ic  
Office, and a year later sailed onboard  the D anish  inspection ship H vidbjernen  on 
her annual cruise to G reenland, Iceland an d  the Faroe Islands.

This cruise form ed a tu rn ing  point in his career, for he recognised G reen
land w aters as an area o f  operations w here the surveying challenge w as sufficient 
to m atch his determ ination  and seam anlike capabilities.

In 1932 he w as selected to sail w ith  the D anish A rctic E xp lorer, Knud 
R a s m u s s e n , on  the 7 th  Thule Expedition (East G reenland) during tha t sum m er 
period, being prom oted  L ieutenant C om m ander on re tu rn  hom e. In 1933 he 
spent a  fu rther 6-m onth  season w ith  R a s m u s s e n ’s 7 th  T hule  Expedition  
(S.E. G reenland), this tim e in com m and o f  the cutter Kivioq.



After completing the Staff Officers’ course at the Naval Academy, he sailed 
in 1935 in the survey vessel H ejm dal. The year o f  1936 was spent studying 
geodesy at the A rm y Officers’ Academy, after which he was employed for three 
years on surveys in Greenland waters, with lie-up periods drawing fair sheets in 
the Danish Hydrographic Office. He served as Head o f  the Mission and C o m 
m anding Officer o f  the survey ship during the last tw o years o f  this period, being 
prom oted  com m ander  in 1939.

His shipmates found T e g n e r  an active inspired leader, if often som ew hat 
impatient. They said o f  him that his principle was “Better to miss the mark than 
to do no th ing” .

In 1940 he com m anded  the survey ship Freja  in Danish waters, and from 
October 1940 to April 1946 he was Head o f  the Cartographic Division in the 
H ydrographic  Office.



A t the end o f  W orld  W ar II he re tu rned  to his beloved G reenland, in 
com m and o f the N aval D istrict, returning to D enm ark to com m and  the N aval 
Training School, and w as prom oted  to C aptain in 1948.

After com m anding  the N aval D istrict o f  South Z ealand, and serving as 
C hief o f  S taff at the  N aval Base in C openhagen, he go t back once m ore to 
G reenland, com m anding  the surveying ship H ejm dal for the seasons 1951-52-53.

T he years 1954-56 saw  him  in com m and  successively o f tw o  N aval D is
tricts, b u t in 1956 he w as again posted as Head o f the C artographic  Division, 
w ith  the  additional post o f A ssistant H ydrographer, posts he continued to hold 
until 1967 w hen he retired to take up his D irectorship o f the IHB.

D uring  this long period  as Head o f the C artographic D ivision he took the 
initiative in the schem ing and  production  o f  the present series o f m odern nautical 
charts o f  G reenland. His forceful tem peram ent, together w ith  his extensive expe
rience in G reenland w aters, resulted in these charts taking precedence over all 
o ther w ork  in the Office, using all his persuasive pow er to convince the H ydro 
g rapher on this m atter. The result w as that, on  his departure  from  D enm ark  for 
M onaco, he w as able to  feel well-justified pride in the fact th a t he had m ade, 
bo th  in the field and  in the office, a m ajor contribution  to the safety o f naviga
tion in G reenland w aters.

V ilhelm  T e g n e r  did not look fo rw ard  to retirem ent and having to leave 
his lifetime task w hilst still in good health and spirits. It w as therefore a very 
happy day for him  a t the  I.H. C onference in 1967 w hen the  results o f  the 
election for the D irecting C om m ittee granted  him another five years in the 
hydrographic  field w here all his interests lay.

S taff a t the IHB rem em ber C aptain T e g n e r  w ith  affection, for he w as 
alw ays willing to help anyone, and directed his im m ediate attention  to any 
technical problem  laid before him  and w ould  w ork  tirelessly on  it until it w as 
solved. He studied the charts arriving in the  chartroom  from  the M em ber States 
w ith diligence, and it w as, o f course, a red-letter day w hen a new  D anish chart 
o f G reenland w aters arrived.

Vilhelm  and his dear w ife Nelly lived in a small house in Cap d ’Ail during 
T e g n e r ’s service at the IHB and m any o f  us  rem em ber w ith  extrem e pleasure 
the generous and hom ely hospitality w hich  w as there offered to their m any 
guests.

W hen I first served ashore in the British H ydrographic Office I w as sent 
w ith  M r. A t h e r t o n , the then  Principal Civil H ydrographic Officer, to som e 
hydrographic meeting in Paris. I w as new  to the conference gam e and knew  
none o f  the speakers and  so it w as tha t I asked Mr. A t h e r t o n  afterw ards w ho  
the Englishm an w as, so erect and precise, w ho  had spoken so eloquently. I w as 
inform ed to m y surprise tha t the speaker had been a D anish naval captain -  
T e g n e r , from  the H ydrographic  Office. T e g n e r  w as equally  proficient in Spa
nish and French, being a rem arkable linguist.



H e w as a holder o f the “Fortjenstm edaillen i solv m ed spaende” for his 
participation  in the 7th Thule E xpedition, and  w as tw ice decorated in the O rder 
of D annebrog, becom ing a K night o f  the F irst G rade.

It w as alw ays a delight to  m eet this rem arkable seam an-hydrographer and 
to see the tw inkle in his eye and the smile that crossed his face w hen  he spoke 
o f sailing no rthern  w aters o r charting  the seas.

H e is a great loss to o u r in ternational hydrographic fam ily.
G.S.R.

Note . -  1 h a v e  been  g re a tly  a ss is ted  in p re p a r in g  th is  O b itu a ry  b y  C a p ta in  K n u d  
K a e r g Ard , the  D anish  H ydrog rapher.


