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alter Adams d i r e c t e d t h e
greatest observatory on Earth
for a quarter of a century. He
supervised a staff so rich that it sometime* included ten Bruce medalists at
one time. Today's astronomers may
find it astonishing, but he was able t o
d o so and still devote most of his
time t o research. He contributed significantly t o the design and construct i o n o f t h r e e successive w o r l d * *
largest telescopes.

Born in Syria t o missionaries from
New England, Adams was far ahead
in Grpok and Roman history and theo l o g y when he first e n t e r e d an
American school at the age of eight.
At Dartmouth College he noted that
he *had a strong preference for exact
subjects with d e f i n i t e answers as
compared with those involving alternatives and the exercise of considerable judgment. rt

When he took the only astronomy
course offered, he found that Edwin
Frost 'was an admirable teacher and
the subject made a strong appeal
both on the mathematical and the
physical side. T h e Yerkes O b s e r vatory had just been established and
Frost had boen asked by Or. George
E. Hale [see Mercury, May/June 1992]
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t o consider an appointment as professor of astrophysics. „ . Frost suggested that I take graduate work at
the University of Chicago and later
gain experience in practical observing
at the Yerkes Observatory. M1 it is an
interesting illustration of the effect of
r e l a t i v e l y small events upon t h e
course of individual lives t o realize
that a very slight change in circumstances might equally well have lad
me t o follow the teaching of Greek as
a profession/

He was studying under Hugo von
Scoliger and Karl Schwarzschifd in
Munich when - „ . t received the offer
of a minor appointment at the Y e r k «
Observatory and decided t o return,
partly because of interest in astrophysics, and partly because of the
strong influence of Dr. Hale's remarkable personality. N o one could be
associated in any way with this brilliant and inspiring leader in American
science w i t h o u t being deeply and
permanently affected. ,.,my association with Hale, begun in 1901. lasted
almost forty years until his death in
1938, and formed one of the greatest
privileges I enjoyed in life/'

Adams became an expert speclrds c o p i s t , and w h e n Hale w e n t t o

Pasadona in 1904 t o establish what
w o u l d become the Mount Wilson
O b s e r v a t o r y of t h e Carnegie
Institution of Washington, Adams
went along as his right-hand man,
Adams served as acting director during Hale's many illnesses, and as
director from 1923-45,

Adams worked with Frost and others
on radial velocities of stars at Yerkes.
but at Mt. Wilson he joined Hale in
investigations of our nearest star.
Adams s h o w e d , f r o m t h e tiny
Doppler shrfts in the spectra, that the
Sun's equatorial regions rotate in
about 2S days, while near the poles
t h e period is almost 34 days. Using
large spectrographs with the horizontal Snow telescope and later with the
60-foot tower telescope that Hale
built* the group obtained high dispersion spectra of sunspots as well as
i n t e r s p o t regions, Adams helped
measure some 11,000 lines and
showed that the lines enhanced in
sunspots were precisely those that
were stronger in the cooler parts of a
laboratory flame. Sunspots ar^ cooler
than their surroundings* Some Spec*
tral lines are from neutral atoms,
which survrve at cooler temperatures,
while others are from ions, which are
more abundant in hotter regions.
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