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Martin Klein’62

Underwater mysteries revealed by unique sonar

Side-scan sonar, developed
by Martin Klein five decades
ago, has detected many
submerged objects—includ-
ing mysterious circular stone
structures on the bottom
of Loch Ness in Scotland.
“They were like the stone
structures across much of
the British Isles, like Stone-
henge,” he says. “To this day,
| don’t know what the circles
are, but they may conceiv-
ably be ancient structures.”
Klein’s technology—
which uses sound to take
pictures of large parts of
ocean and lake floors—is
renowned for having located
the Titanic 12,000 feet deep
in the Atlantic 400 miles
east of Newfoundland. It also
detected the wreckage of
the U.S. space shuttle Chal-
lenger and downed aircraft
including TWA flight 800,
Swissair Flight 111, and John
F. Kennedy Jr.’s plane. And
it can claim pinpointing a
Roman shipwreck from 200
BCE off the coast of Tur-

key, two ships from the War
of 1812, and the only exist-
ing British Wellington World
War |l bomber, found in Loch
Ness. Today side-scan sonar
is widely used by govern-
ments, navies, oil companies,
and offshore energy com-
panies, and in autonomous
underwater vehicles.

The deep sea is an unex-
pected workplace for Klein.
“l had no relationship to the
ocean. | grew up in New York
City,” he says. At MIT in 1961,
the year before he earned a
bachelor’s in electrical engi-
neering, Klein visited the lab
of Professor Harold “Doc”
Edgerton '27, ScD '31, to ask
about interesting projects.
Soon Klein was improving
Doc’s mud penetrator and
using sonar to explore the
bottom of the Charles River.

“That visit changed my
life,” says Klein, who worked
in Edgerton’s lab after gradu-
ation and then joined the pro-
fessor’s company, Edgerton,
Germeshausen & Grier, later
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EG&G. There he led the team
that developed commercial
side-scan sonar. Later, he
founded Klein Associates
and led the development of
ocean-search technology
across the world.

“MIT was tough. It was
hard for me,” he says. “But |
feel so grateful. | feel proud
of the spirit there. The spirit
of making the world better.”

Klein lives in Andover,
Massachusetts, and enjoys
photography, which he
learned from Edgerton. He
grows a large collection
of bonsai trees; in 2016 he
gave 10 trees to Boston’s
Arnold Arboretum.

Now retired, he recently
donated archives document-
ing his pioneering work to
the MIT Museum. And he
established the global Martin
Klein MATE Mariner Award
to inspire students. Etched
on the back of the medal are
his favorite words: “Always
ask how we can do this bet-
ter.” —Liz Kargianis



