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James Samuel Owens

James Samuel Owens, an optical
spectroscopist, ceramic scientist,

and industrial manager, died in
Venice, Florida, on 26 October 2000 of
congestive heart failure.

Owens was born on 27 March 1908
in McKinney, Kentucky, and raised in
the nearby town of Hustonville. He
earned a BS degree in physics from
the University of Chattanooga in 1928
and then began graduate studies in
physics at the University of Wiscon-
sin, where he worked as a research
assistant to L. R. Ingersoll from 1928
to 1929.

Owens considered transferring to
electrical engineering, so he spent the
summer of 1929 working for Western
Electric in Chicago. Having decided
that he preferred physics, he then
accepted a research assistantship at
the University of Michigan, earning
his MS (1930) and PhD (1932) degrees
in physics there. His doctoral thesis
was entitled “The Quenching of Mer-
cury Resonance Radiation by Hydro-
gen, Carbon Monoxide, and Nitrogen.”
His thesis adviser was O. S. Duf-
fendack, who remained a lifelong
friend and mentor.

From 1933 to 1939, Owens was a
research physicist at the Dow Chemi-
cal Co in Midland, Michigan, where
he worked in optics, spectrochemical
analysis, and photochemistry and
reported to J. Donald Hanawalt. From
1939 to 1943, Owens was assistant
chief chemist with the Armstrong
Cork Co in Lancaster, Pennsylvania,
using spectroscopic techniques to
study glass chemistry.

Returning to the University of
Michigan, he worked from 1943 to
1946 for Duffendack as chief technical
aide in the infrared section of the
National Defense Research Commit-
tee, Office of Scientific Research and
Development. Owens was responsible
for developing infrared equipment
and systems for the detection of per-
sonnel, vehicles, and ships, and also
for communication. For this work,
carried out in industrial and univer-
sity laboratories across the country,
he received the Presidential Certifi-
cate of Merit from President Harry S
Truman (in 1948).

Owens joined Ohio State Universi-
ty in 1945 as a professor of physics

and as executive director of the uni-
versity’s Research Foundation in
Columbus. As executive director, he
was responsible for carrying out, in
the university’s departments and col-
leges, the research programs spon-
sored by industries and government
agencies.

In 1951, he moved to Detroit to join
the Champion Spark Plug Co as assis-
tant to the manager of the ceramic
division. He was named general man-
ager of the division in 1954 and was
elected a vice president of the compa-
ny in 1971. Owens retired in 1973, but
remained active in the Engineering
Society of Detroit and the Detroit Sec-
tion of the Society of Automotive Engi-
neers until 1982, when he and his wife
moved to Florida.

Owens was president (1974–75) of
the Metropolitan Detroit Science and
Engineering Fair, president (1973–74)
of the Engineering Society of Detroit;
president (1967–68) of the American
Ceramic Society; and president
(1965–66) of the International Associ-
ation of Torch Clubs. He was also a
Kentucky Colonel. This recognition,
which particularly pleased him, was
granted by the governor of his home
state. He was the inventor or coin-
ventor on 11 patents.

Owens thought like a physicist and
taught others the excitement of quan-
titatively understanding the natural
world and the operation of complex
systems, even though his own career
was not primarily in research. Rather,
he organized and guided the engi-
neering and manufacturing skills of
others to produce many kinds of use-
ful and practical ceramic materials
and devices.

J. PIERCE WEBB
Pittsford, New York

JAMES SAMUEL OWENS

ultrasonic technique for determining
the gap in the density of states of
unpaired electrons in a superconduc-
tor. This measurement provided an
important verification of the
Bardeen-Cooper-Schrieffer theory of
superconductivity.

In 1964, President Lyndon B.
Johnson appointed Morse as Assis-
tant Secretary of the Navy for
Research and Development. Morse
collaborated with Admiral Hyman
Rickover in the development of the
NR-1, a small nuclear submarine
capable of exploring the ocean floor
and thus extremely useful in oceano-
graphic research. Morse left the navy
post in 1966 to become president of
Case Institute of Technology in Cleve-
land, Ohio. He then presided over its
merger in 1967 with Western Reserve
University. As was the case for most
college presidents in that era, he
struggled to maintain a balance
between the raging student protests
over the Vietnam War and the views
of conservative boards of trustees. He
took pride in the fact that, in a city
torn by race rioting, he never had to
call the police to put down a campus
disruption, either over race or over
the war.

Ultimately, Morse’s liberal views fell
victim to his board of trustees and he
resigned as president in 1971. He then
joined the Woods Hole Oceanographic
Institution on Cape Cod, Massachu-
setts, as director of research in 1971. In
1973, he became the associate director
of research and dean of graduate stud-
ies. He helped to found Woods Hole’s
joint academic program with MIT. He
also headed the Woods Hole Marine
Policy Center until his retirement in
1983. Always interested in research, he
endowed in 1999 a Chair for Excellence
in Oceanography in support of research
at Woods Hole. He also established the
Alice Cooper Morse Fund for the Per-
forming Arts at Bowdoin College, in
memory of his late wife.

The varied nature of Morse’s career
is reflected in an anecdote about a
Brown alumnus serving in the US
Marine Corps. During a simulated
invasion on the Spanish coast, the
young man climbed the coastal slope
and came upon Morse, who was then
the Assistant Secretary of the Navy.
“Dean Morse,” cried the student,
“what are you doing here?” The
answer might have been that Morse
was at home anywhere—in the navy,
in academic administration, in teach-
ing, or in research.

All who made contact with Morse
found him to have a warm and engag-
ing personality. He was a first-class

teacher, an excellent researcher, and
an administrator of great skill and
courage.
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