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Memo to: The Climate Club —  C759 2S October 1989

From: Walt Roberts
Provocation No. 285 

Reminiscences about Sydney Chapman and Chris El vey

Back in the mid 1950's I went on a long series of 
lectures for the scientific honorary society, Sigma Xi, and the 
Research Society of America, its industrial counterpart. Over a 
two or three year period I visited over 60 college and university 
campuses and other research centers. The main purpose was to tell 
the story of the High Altitude Observatory's research on the sun's 
mysterious corona and dazzling prominence eruptions, and the 
impacts of solar activity on the earth. We wanted to stimulate 
potential young scientists towards career ambitions in solar 
physics and sun-earth effects, and to influence more senior people 
to provide financial support for our research.

An important secondary purpose was to pay part of my salary, 
because the High Altitude Observatory was in lean times! I took 
half-time pay for a couple of years, and supplemented my income by 
the honoraria for the lectures and seminars. The Soviet artificial 
satellites, Sputnik I and II, had not yet been launched. After the 
surprise of that event and the resulting fear in US of losing 
scientific primacy, our work commanded vastly enhanced resources 
and I went back to full time direction of the Observatory.

One of the research centers I visited was the brand-new 
Geophysical Institute of the University of Alaska, where 
outstanding Arctic research was being pioneered. Another was at 
the University of Iowa, where James Van Allen headed the space 
research group from which came the discovery of the “Van Allen 
trapped radiation belts" high in the earth's magnetic field 
structure.* With Jim Van Allen, I cooked up a plan to invite to 
this country the newly retired and brilliant geophysicist and 
mathematician Sydney Chapman, where he would share his time between 
the High Altitude Observatory, Van Allen's team, and another 
institute. The Geophysical Institute, where Christian (Chris)
El vey was the new Director had already established part time ties 
with Chapman, and our agreement would being him to America full 
time, dividing time among the three of us. I had also visited 
Chris in my lecture stint when he was directing research at the 
Naval Ordnance Test Station at Inyokern, California, and we had 
become good friends. The three-way arrangements with Chapman at 
Boulder, Iowa and Alaska continued till Chapman's death in 1970.

They were wonderfully rewarding years for us all! From 1951 
till his death Chapman served several months each year as visiting 
professor at the Geophysical Institute and the University. In 
Boulder he lived modestly in an on-campus apartment with his wife 
Katherine, who was always helping needy foreign students to 1 earn 
languages, and sometimes helping them to a good meal or some pocket 
money. He was one of the most productive scientists at NCAR.
Those of you who know NCAR recognize that we have a Sydney and 
Katherine Chapman Room to memorialize their contributions.
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Chapman was known scientifically for his monumental works on 
the earth's magnetic field, particularly documented in the famous 
scientific volume on geomagnetism he co-authored with Julius 
Bartels of Germany, He was a leading expert also in the phenomena 
of the aurora boreal is and the ionosphere. His scientific work on 
the theory of conduction of heat in gases was of stature to merit a 
Nobel Prize, though the award was never made. He was a principal 
figure in the International Geophysical Year planning. He was also 
known for his swimming, hiking and bicycle prowess. I believe he 
was the only person ever to have blanket permission from the 
Director of Athletics at University of Colorado "to swim in the 
University pool whenever it contained water."

In 1967 his many world-wide admirers joined in celebrating his 
80th birthday with a glorious volume of loving stories about his 
athletic exploits and explanations of his accomplisments in science 
gathered principally by his long time col 1aborator at Alaska, Dr. 
Syun Akasofu, now Director of the Geophysical Institute. I still 
have a few copies of the book if anyone wants to borrow it.

Happily, I had the honor to preside at the memorial service 
for Sydney at NCAR. My wife Janet and I had visited Sydney in the 
hospital here in Boulder a few hours before his death from a 
stroke. He fussed with me because I had not brought to him the 
il 1 ustrations for a lecture on the solar corona he planned to give 
later in the week in London.

Both Elvey and Chapman died in the same year, and within a few 
months of each other. Their continuing legacy is the brilliant 
work of their students and col 1aborators, inspired by their firm 
but caring leadership. One of the greatest joys of my own career 
is to have been associated with both, and with the institutions and 
the creative works that they inspired.
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