Chapter 9. Getting the Call
Substantial portions of my scientific life jelled in two of the oldest European
university towns. I resided in both for similar seven-year periods of difficult and exciting
work, and then withdrew. I feel mystical attraction to this coincidence but try to avoid
sentimentality. These European life segments changed me in many ways. Both
affiliations would involve life plans that would grow stronger as their relationships
progressed, and that would then collapse, suddenly, even shockingly.
The first seven-year epoch occurred in Cambridge, England, where I resided each
summer during 1967-74, also during spring 1967 and during fall term of 1971. Two fullyear leaves of absence from Rice University liberated much of that time. Ten years later,
1977-1984, the second seven-year epoch occurred in Heidelberg, Germany. I resided
there each summer for eight years and twice took yearlong leaves of absence from Rice
University, the first as Alexander von Humboldt Senior Scientist Awardee and the second
as Fullbright Fellow during my second sabbatical year. During both European epochs I
poured myself into creative work and into the cultural and architectural histories of the
towns, beautiful middle-sized towns dominated by eight centuries of student life and by
the psychological power of medieval roots. On both occasions I pursued romantic family
aspirations, and both ended in ruins.
These annual pilgrimages would never have happened had not Willy Fowler
persuaded me to return from Rice University to Caltech for the 1966-67 academic year.
Fowler was pursuing a dream of his own, and I count myself fortunate to have been part
of that dream. Fowler had already embraced Cambridge as the love of his life during two
sabbatical leaves there (1954 and 1962). In 1966 his enormous energy and enthusiasm
focused on his vision of Fred Hoyle’s planned Institute of Theoretical Astronomy in
Cambridge. That institute was a structural manifestation of Hoyle’s plan to establish
astrophysical leadership for England in Cambridge. Fowler badly wanted that plan to
succeed, for it opened his dream of becoming the Englishman that he would so have
loved to be, and that he even considered becoming.
The Cambridge years came over the horizon in the form of a totally unexpected
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letter from Fowler’s Caltech office, dated February 14, 1966. After some preambles it
launches in paragraph two into two points in ways that for accuracy’s sake I quote
verbatim:
Second, I have heard rumors that you are writing a book on nuclear astrophysics.
As you know, Fred Hoyle and I are also doing one. If you are doing so, how about
getting together? We have some stuff already written on H-burning, He-burning
up to and including e-process. I would guess you have s-and-r-processes and
nuclear cosmochronology well in hand. It sounds like a natural hookup to me. In
regard to details-- credit, financial, and otherwise-- it would be alphabetical,
CFH, and the sales and royalties would certainly be more than three times
otherwise with the H!
Third, is it not time for you to have a sabbatical? If so, how about coming back
for a year. The atmosphere here is terrific, especially with the fight between the

local quasarists and the cosmological quasarists. In a year we could finish the
book. Come back! Bring Mary Lou and the boys. If Rice won’t pay, we will.
With all the old pepper,
Willy
That was some letter! Although Willy and I were close, he had not telephoned me
to feel out his ideas. What this suggested to me was that his mind was made up, and he
thought it more likely to succeed by surprising me dramatically with a formal offer by
mail than by negotiating by telephone. With regard to its two issues it said to me that he
attached sufficient importance to his plan to simply extend a sweet offer from the outset.
The book, Clayton, Fowler & Hoyle, would be sure to secure my fame and future. It also
occurred to me that he sensed that I was too far along in my own book project for them to
catch up, and that if they did not have me they would not be able to get their own done.
“If Rice won’t pay, we will” spoke to Willy’s legendary determination to make the best
things happen without leaving them to chance. My having “s-process, r-process and
nuclear cosmochronology well in hand” seemed to acknowledge that I had moved all
three topics past their rudimentary outlines in B2FH. He knew that by recognizing my
accomplishments in this letter, by welcoming me as partner in the select circle of
founders of the theory of nucleosynthesis, I could not easily decline.
I spent a full week on an emotional high, weighing my conflicts. I could not put it
out of my mind that the current flood of attributions to B2FH for all matters of
nucleosynthesis theory could be supplanted by references to CFH. In terms of intellectual
stature that was a heady prospect. But I was troubled that my own book was almost
finished. Willy rightly anticipated my reluctance to relinquish that lead. Furthermore, I
wanted to publish my book as I had conceived of it, not as an advanced monograph on
nuclear astrophysics. I regarded it possible that as a textbook it would have more lasting
value than would an eventually dated assessment of the status of nucleosynthesis theory,
even though the CFH version could be quite good. I was also worried about several
sketchy parts of B2FH that I felt sure needed first to be clarified before any book could
assume lasting utility. On the other hand, I did want to return to the excitement of
Caltech. M ary Lou definitely wanted to return to that excitement!. It gave her more
chances to be the social vertex that lay in her nature. Another concern: I was nowhere
near the required years of service for an earned sabbatical from Rice University, and
Willy certainly knew that fact without need to figure. I was in my third year on the Rice
University faculty, not my sixth. All these thoughts reverberated through my brain for
days. But within days I had decided to decline their offer to coauthor the book if it meant
holding back on my own.
On February 18 my secretary at Rice typed a three page letter in reply. My letters
always seemed to expand into documents. Such is my proclivity for elucidation. I had
also decided not to telephone Willy to discuss his invitation. Better would be to answer in
kind. Rather than declining his offer I decided to explain why my book was not really in
competition with what they wanted to write. Quotes from my reply letter included the
following statements:

“...but first let me explain the nature of the book that I am writing. For
three years here I have taught a one-year graduate course in the physics
of stellar structure, evolution and nucleosynthesis. I have been working on
a parallel book. It is specifically designed to be a textbook in the physical
principles of the subject, complete with well chosen problems for the
student; but it is not an advanced monograph.”
I then described its seven chapters, which were, I claimed with some exaggeration,
almost finished. In truth I still had much text to write. “I regard them as horses of
different colors. I believe both projects are worthwhile”, I wrote. I admitted that I was
eager to return to Caltech “to dunk myself back into the mainstream”. I wrote that the
Sloan Foundation had contacted me about a Sloan Fellowship and that I could probably
share salary with Caltech. But still, I had declined his book offer, no question about that,
and so I put the letter into the mail with some trepidation. I knew that many would
question my wisdom. Then I waited.
On February 28, 1966, Willy’s typed reply from his Kellogg secretary arrived. I
had been sleeping poorly. I ripped it open.
Dear Don:
It is clear that you are far along on your textbook and should push it to
conclusion. FH and WAF will just have to get down to work on their book!
My best,
Willy
I was relieved. Willy had simply accepted my conclusion, and agreed with it, at least on
the face of things. But what a terse reply. It seemed to withdraw the offer of also writing
a book with them. I wondered what he really thought of my judgment. In no time I
learned that I had gained his respect by my decision. During the following week he
telephoned me to outline his goals with great clarity. They really excited me much more
than the first letter had done. Rather than trying to remember the details after 30 years, I
will quote the letter that his secretary typed to me on M arch 3, 1966:
Dear Don,
This will confirm our telephone conversation of last week. You will be most
welcome, any time, for any period, and with full or partial stipend. Just let me
know what you want--I am your humble servant, Sirrah.
The best plan would be for you to finish your textbook, spend a few months in
Europe for the good of your soul, and then come here to work with Fred and me
on our book, so long delayed and so little along. This is not a requirement--you
can come to do whatever you d--n well please (as long as you bring Mary Lou!).

Actually I think the book would go pretty fast if some one person could give it his
undivided attention. What is required is to update CFHZ, CF, SFC, FH etc...You
could put nucleocosmochronology where it belongs....All sounds great if there
was just a spark plug.
In regard to the Europe trip, I have a second thought. I will probably spend the
summer of 1967 at Fred’s Institute in Cambridge. If you were here for academic
1966-67 we could finish the thing off in Cambridge, and you and Mary Lou could
have your time abroad under the best of all possible circumstances.
My best,
Willy”
That is exactly what we did. I accepted the invitation to return to Caltech, which
in turn led to the beginning of my seven years in Cambridge. Those years would change
my life; but Willy never would get his book. We found too much that needed doing, as I
had anticipated. Of some historical interest in Willy’s reply dated M arch 23, 1966 was, “I
have recommended to Carl Anderson that you receive an appropriate appointment with
C.I.T. for the period September 1966 through August 1967 with one month vacation at a
stipend of $7,500. The extra $500 is in lieu of travel and dislocation expenses for your
family.” The corresponding letter from Carl Anderson, Chairman of the Physics Divison,
followed on April 19, 1966. It is some measure of the subsequent inflation that we felt
that amount to be quite reasonable. It was constructed intentionally to cover about half of
my academic (nine-month salary) as well as half of three months of summer salary from
Caltech; in turn, Rice University paid 5/9 of my academic-year nine-month salary, which
was $13,700 in 1966-67, plus an equal share of the summer-month salary. Although that
total seems small today, it was just in the range where young families felt that their
compensation had moved upward out of the minimal range. M ost jobs earned near
$10,000 per year in 1966, whereas my total, counting the extra salary that academics can
earn in the summer if they have the grants to pay for it, was almost $18,000.
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