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In Memoriam 
 
Hermann Debrunner  1931 – 2002 
 
President of the International Foundation  
High Altitude Research Stations  
Jungfraujoch and Gornergrat 1973 – 1999 

Honorary President of the International  
Foundation High Altitude Research Stations 
Jungfraujoch and Gornergrat 2000 – 2002 

Director of the High Altitude Research  
Stations Jungfraujoch and Gornergrat  
1969 – 1999 

President of the Commission of the  
High Altitude Research Station  
Jungfraujoch of the Swiss Academy  
of Sciences (SAS) 1974 – 1999 

 
 
 
 
 
Hermann Debrunner, professor at the Physikalisches Institut of the University of 
Bern, Honorary President and former President of the International Foundation High 
Altitude Research Stations Jungfraujoch and Gornergrat (HFSJG), and former 
Director of the Research Stations Jungfraujoch and Gornergrat, died on July 6, 2002, 
after an extraordinarily fearless battle against cancer.  During the more than 30 years 
of his career devoted to the Foundation HFSJG he shaped the organization and 
structures that led to the many scientific successes at Jungfraujoch and Gornergrat. 

 

Hermann Debrunner was born and grew up in the small Swiss town of Lyss.  After 
his graduation from ‘Gymnasium’ in Biel, he began his studies at the University of 
Bern in 1951.  As a country boy and animal-lover, he was torn between his interest in 
veterinarian medicine on the one hand and his fascination for physics on the other.  In 
the end he chose to major in experimental physics with biology as a minor.  Under the 
supervision of his teacher Friedrich G. Houtermans, and within the Swiss contribution 
to the International Geophysical Year, he built up a cosmic ray neutron monitor at 
Jungfraujoch.  He finished his Ph.D. studies in 1960 with a thesis on the nucleonic 
component of cosmic rays.  This marked the beginning of his research work at 
Jungfraujoch, at the research station that would captivate him as long as he lived.  

The young Dr. Debrunner obtained a postdoctoral position in Stockholm with Hannes 
Alfven, who later won the Nobel prize in physics.  But after two years of very fruitful 
research, Debrunner was called back to the Physikalisches Institut in Bern to assume 
a position as administrative adjunct and senior assistant of the cosmic ray group, later 
to be named its head.  He led this traditionally small but active group to worldwide 
recognition.  Academic promotions were the logical result of the astonishing career of 
this down-to-earth Bernese:  habilitus Dr. in 1968, associate professor in 1970, and 
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full professor in 1978.  He spent his sabbatical leave in 1978 at the University of New 
Hampshire (USA) and thus began an extraordinarily fruitful collaboration that 
remained unbroken until his death.  His more than 150 scientific publications on solar 
protons, neutrons, and gamma-rays made a major contribution to today’s knowledge 
of the extremely effective acceleration of particles at the Sun.  One of the highlights 
in his work was the first identification of solar neutrons at Earth by his neutron 
monitor at Jungfraujoch during the solar flare on June 3, 1982.   

During his early research work which sometimes kept him at Jungfraujoch for weeks 
at a time, Hermann Debrunner developed a love for the Berner Oberland that 
remained with him throughout his lifetime.  He knew the Research Station 
Jungfraujoch from top to bottom, and in 1969 he became its director.  Four years 
later, in 1973, he was elected President of the International Foundation High Altitude 
Research Stations Jungfraujoch and Gornergrat, succeeding Prof. Alexander von 
Muralt.  He was an extremely hard worker.  Thanks to his untiring efforts and his far-
sighted leadership he not only established Jungfraujoch as a research station of 
international standards, but he also succeeded in founding a second research station at 
Gornergrat which is equally reputed for its pioneering research.  He loved contact 
with people, and he approached everyone who could potentially be useful for the 
Foundation.  He knew the personnel of the Jungfrau Railway well (he had played 
cards with them as a student) and was on a first-name basis with many of them.  Over 
the years Hermann Debrunner built up an equally close relationship to the people and 
the region of Zermatt.  The longstanding personal ties based on mutual trust and the 
pursuit of common goals led the Gornergrat-Monte Rosa-Railway to join the 
Foundation in 1979 and the Burgergemeinde Zermatt in 1991. 

It is not surprising that with his sense of duty and responsibility, Hermann Debrunner 
also accepted to serve as Director of the Physikalisches Institut and Dean of the 
Faculty of Sciences of the University in Bern.  His numerous memberships in panels 
and commissions, of which the research council of the Swiss National Science 
Foundation was his favorite, demonstrate how fully and unselfishly he devoted 
himself to the promotion of scientific research.  

Hermann Debrunner was an understanding and yet strict professor, a man of the old 
school.  His upright character, his winning nature, his deliberative manner, his 
reliability, and his fine sense of humor made it a genuine privilege to be his colleague 
and friend.  

 
 

Hans Balsiger, Erwin Flückiger, Andreas Tammann 
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