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Former Student Remembers Teller and Fermi

with Gratitude

dward Teller’s science activities

while at the University of Chicago
are described in PHYSICS TODAY, Au-
gust 2004, page 45. A similar article
was published some time earlier
(PHrysICS TODAY, June 2002, page 38)
concerning how effective Enrico
Fermi was as a science adviser, sav-
ing some researchers much time by
telling them ways to improve their
approach to the problem they were
working on. Neither article mentions
the interactions these great men had
with those of us who were graduate
students there at the time.

Teller was approachable by stu-
dents, but he was also very busy. A
student might find someone at the
blackboard doing a problem under
Teller’s watchful eye while Teller
was also talking to a US Army major
from some Department of Energy
group seeking advice on a weapons
issue. But the most striking help we
got was indirect. Those of us taking
a class with Maria Goeppert Mayer
heard her advice on how to go about
solving a real problem, as opposed
to a class problem. She said, “Save
yourself time by asking Teller to
guess the answer. He has such great
physical instincts he can guess the
answer within a few percent and
thereby give you a running start.”

Fermi was a hero to us when,
during a visit to Los Alamos, he
used the rudimentary computer re-
cently installed there to show how
previously unsolvable science prob-
lems could be solved. When he re-
turned to the University of Chicago
physics department after that very
productive visit, he posted a notice
to the students saying that he be-
lieved that the computer would be-
come an essential tool for future
physicists. So he proposed to teach a
course in programming over several
evenings, and he urged the graduate
students to attend.
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The course was in machine lan-
guage, of course—a tedious and soon-
to-be-abandoned process as higher
languages were devised—but it
clearly demonstrated the basics of
how computers calculated and gave
us each a head start on understand-
ing how to use this new device,
which indeed soon became essential,
just as he had forecast. For a Nobel
laureate to offer us that help seemed
noble indeed.

On a later occasion, the chairman
of the physics department told me
that his job was very difficult. The
staff consisted of mostly famous sci-
entists, all of whom had active re-
search projects under way; each
pleaded not to be asked to teach dur-
ing the coming term. Fermi, the ex-
ception, would wander into the
chairman’s office and say something
like, “I need to ask you a favor. I am
a bit weak in my solid-state physics
just now; may I teach it this fall?”

Fermi’s name is well established
as a scientist of tremendous creativ-
ity and mathematical skill, but to a
smaller group he bequeathed an ex-
ample of life conducted generously
and with grace.

John Firor

National Center for Atmospheric
Research

Boulder, Colorado

More Details on
Hubble and Shapley

noticed Sidney van den Bergh’s

letter on Edwin Hubble and
Harlow Shapley in the September
2004 issue of PHYSICS TODAY (page
15), and I believe a clarification
about the “Different Views” of these
two observational astronomers is in
order. Any reader not familiar with
the history of galactic astronomy
would be deprived of a most impor-
tant footnote, namely the distin-
guishing definitions of the universe
in the early 20th century.

Van den Bergh is essentially cor-
rect when he states that the discovery
of “the existence of galaxies beyond
the outer limits of our Milky Way sys-
tem” is much to the credit of these
men. However, he does not qualify
that into the 1920s there were two

diverging theories about the extent of
the universe: the old theory that de-
fined the Milky Way galaxy as the
universe, including all the “spiral
nebulae” observed for over a century
and denoted as gas clouds, within the
Milky Way boundary; and the new
one, that these other spirals were, on
the contrary, external individual
galaxies, coined as “island universes.”

Shapley was the central figure of
the former opinion based on his con-
clusions while observing globular
clusters at Mount Wilson during the
years 1914 to 1917. He declared that
these clusters—and essentially all
others—were confined within the
Milky Way boundary. To the north, at
Lick Observatory of the University of
California, Berkeley, Heber D. Curtis
had been studying for some 10 years
the spiral nebulae that Shapley as-
sumed without investigation to be
gas nebulae, at distances similar to
those of the clusters Shapley had
studied. Curtis concluded they were
spiral galaxies, and he became the
chief proponent of the external uni-
verse view that the Milky Way was
only one of many galaxies in a much
larger universe. The scale of the uni-
verse became the central theme of
the 1920 meeting of the National
Academy of Sciences in Washington,
DC. What has been called the “Great
Debate” during that meeting was
presentations by Shapley for the old
theory and Curtis for the new. But it
was never a debate; Shapley did not
want to get into what Curtis pro-
jected enthusiastically to be a “scrap”
over the two views. Shapley pre-
sented a safe astronomy lecture,
whereas Curtis successfully made his
point with a powerful, comprehensive
research presentation.

The real debate was in the seesaw
of papers that characterized the two
views thereafter into the 1920s. Hub-
ble’s work at Mount Wilson began in
1919, where he used the recently
completed and largest reflector in the
world, the Hooker 100-inch, to also
concentrate on the spiral nebulae. He
and Shapley had very personal and
professional differences that devel-
oped in the short time they were both
at Mount Wilson. Hubble became
convinced that the nebulae of the
controversy were galaxies, and his
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