THE FIRST TEXAS SYMPOSIUM
ON RELATIVISTIC ASTROPHYSICS

Born af poolside on a summer afternoon, the idea for
a Texas-sized conference blossomed when it was realized
that the newly found quasars might be relativistically significant.

Engelberr L. Schucking

Someone—I do not remember who—discovered that this is
the 25th anniversary of the first Texas Symposium on
Relativistic Astrophysics.! The discovery is the more
remarkable since the conference is held every two years
and the number 25 is, I believe, odd. Undoubtedly, this
fact could, should and presumably will be explained by
historians of science—thus I will not bother.

An interest in history awakens when the mind feebles
and memory is gone. That’s why I was invited to deliver
this talk, which might well bear the classic title “What
Little I Remember.”

The first Texas Symposium was organized because
Ivor Robinson was lonely in Dallas.

The idea to hold it congealed by a swimming pool in
the summer of 1963. From the diaries of Brenda Biram we
can fix the date precisely. Her entry on Friday, 5 July
1963, reads: “Arrived safely in Dallas last night. Cham-
pagne and brandy waiting at Ivor’s.” And on Saturday, 6
July, it says: “Met Alfred Schild, very charming. Lunch
at Engelbert’s—then spent the afternoon in the pool and
went to a party at Manfred Triimper’s [the relativist, now
in Rwanda, Burundi or thereabouts, brother of the x-ray
astronomer Joachim Triimper] in the evening.”

The decision to hold the Texas Symposium was made
earlier that day while Alfred Schild tried to teach Brenda
how to swim in the pool. Alfred had come over from
Austin for the long weekend, and Ivor and I, celebrating
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our reunion with Alfred’s strong martinis, thought about,
breaking the spell of Dallas boredom.

Schild, Berkner, Robinson & Co

Schild, a Viennese Jew born in Turkey, had emigrated to
England, was interned and shipped to Canada, and studied
in Toronto. He became a physics professor in Pittsburgh,
and, disgusted with American industry after a stint with
Westinghouse, he settled in Austin. And so he became the
founding father of Texas relativity. He also wrote the first
paper on relativistic strings. They should inscribe his
name in golden letters in Waxahachie at the SSC.

Alfred was an ingenious mathematician who loved
relativity and women. When interviewed by the Daily
Texan, Austin’s student newspaper, on how the professor
conducted his research into the nature of the universe, he
explained, frank as ever, “I sit at my desk and think of
girls—and sometimes I get a good idea.”

When Alfred came to Austin, the university was
floating high on oil revenues and had an intelligent dean
in arts and sciences; furthermore, Peter Bergmann and
Josh Goldberg had persuaded the Air Force Office of
Scientific Research and Wright-Patterson Air Force Base
that research in relativity was vital to the survival of the
West and should be supported lavishly.

Alfred loved Austin and would not have admitted
being anti-Dallas: He didn’t hate it more than necessary.
There were things he didn’t like about his university, such
as football and Frank Ervin, the chairman of the board of
regents; he felt one should get rid of students who attended
it solely for the purpose of obtaining a diploma. His
solution: “Grant every American a PhD at birth.”

In 1962 Alfred got me an associate professorship in
the Austin mathematics department, and in the summer



Alfred Schild, “‘the founding father of Texas relativity.”
An ingenious mathematican, Schild was instrumental in
bringing top scientists to the University of Texas at
Austin in the early 1960s.

of 1962, while attending Andrzej Trautman’s relativity
conference in Warsaw, Poland (uncharitably described by
Richard Feynman as being “like a lot of worms trying to
get out of a bottle by crawling all over each other”), we per-
suaded Roger Penrose, Roy Kerr, Ray Sachs, Jiirgen
Ehlers, Luis Bel and others to flock to the newly created
center of gravity in Austin.

Schild was a great organizer. When demanding the
impossible from university administrators he would say:
“I do not want to know how you do it. That is your job.”
But this division of labor did not invariably work. When I
arrived in Austin Thanksgiving weekend, 1962, Alfred’s
drive had run into a roadblock. The block was a
~ mathematician who would not cede the office of one of his
graduate students to the foreign professors who, he
claimed, were not as good as they. He threatened to use
force in defending his student’s office, and so Relativity
moved into the Business Economics office building. Alfred
and I became professors of physics.

The threat of force could not be taken lightly in a state
where weapons were all right when not concealed. You
may remember that when Marine Charles Whitman fired
from Austin’s tower, slaying among many the gifted
relativist Robert Boyer, the students rushed to their
dormitories and returned the fire. Alfred’s reaction to the
murders was, as usual, constructive and unconventional.
He wrote an open letter to President Lyndon Johnson,
demanding that he abolish the US Marine Corps.

Since Austin could not absorb all of Alfred’s friends,
he thought it would be good for Texas to have a second cen-
ter for relativity, and Alfred knew just the man to head
one. When Lloyd Berkner, the boss of the newly founded
Southwest Center for Advanced Studies, was looking for
scientists, Schild was happy to advise him: Get Robinson.
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Lloyd Berkner was director of the Southwest Center for
Advanced Studies in Texas from its establishment in 1961
until 1965. Given the responsibility of building ““a Princeton
in Texas,”” Berkner engaged Ivor Robinson to head the state’s
second center for relativity, helping to set the stage for the
Texas Symposium on Relativistic Astrophysics.

Berkner had been a radio operator on Admiral Byrd’s
Antarctic expeditions. In his Dallas home he had a big
Earth globe positioned upside-down, enabling his visitors
to spot Berkner Island near 80° S and 50° W: a piece of
real estate roughly the size of New York State, and
definitely larger than the King Ranch. Berkner had
made science his business—the big business of science
administration. . The Dallas establishment had engaged
him for the task of building a Princeton in Texas when he
got the recommendation from Alfred to hire “Zweistein.”
The physicist Lauriston (Larry) Marshall, head of the
Office of Scientific Personnel in the center, probably
agreed that a relativity group was just what the science-
starved Southwest could use.

They might have liked to buy something more useful,
but promising American scientists outside of geophysics
and geology would rarely deign to settle there. To most
the region seemed to be as magnetic as Paraguay. But Ivor
was British, and Texas may have appeared to him just as
absurd as the rest of America.

Ivor Robinson is a brilliant mathematician who
showed us the elegant simplicity of space-time by pointing
to its null structure. When urged to write up his ingenious
deductions he felt, like Lev Landau, that this should be
done by somebody else. Unfortunately, there was not
always an Evgenii Lifshitz around, and so many facts of
relativity are personal communications from Robinson.
His other passion is politics. I have never met a political
scientist as good.

Ivor arrived in Dallas at the beginning of 1963.
Berkner’s outfit was then located in a windowless cube on
the Southern Methodist University campus. Although he
recently had married, he was pining for company—for
people who would recognize not only a null bivector when
they saw one but also a quote from Iosif Dzhugashvili or
Eric Blair. So he invited friends. He attracted the
Ozsvaths and the Rindlers, who settled there. When I
came to visit over the summer of 1963, there were the
Trimpers, Cahens and Joanna Ryten, all from Europe,
and even an American graduate student, who felt his
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unique status entitled him to order the departmental
secretary to drive him to a dentist’s appointment.

When Brenda Biram, a neighbor of Ivor’s from his
Ithaca days, arrived by bus from Chicago for the Fourth of
July weekend, she too had already been urged by the
Robinsons, during their visit to Chicago the month before,
to settle in Dallas and be sociable. Brenda was then
assistant to Roger Shugg, the director of the University of
Chicago Press. She was a writer and a poet who conducted
Shugg’s correspondence with authors and presses in a
quaint Trollopian style, lending her boss a veneer of
sophistication.

'Giving a little spice to life’

While Ivor and I sat by the pool, Alfred supported Brenda
in the water, offering to show her later his translation of
Friedrich Diirrenmatt’s play The Physicists, and it oc- -
curred to us it would be nice to do something together.
Larry Marshall, Fred Seitz’s brother-in-law, was the
Southwest Center’s top scientific officer. He was a
physicist who later wrote (with Berkner) a seminal paper
on the evolution of the Earth’s atmosphere. In an

interview conducted by the center’s public relations

officer, Al Mitchell, he later recalled:

I was sitting around on a hot day in July [1963] with
Ivor and Engelbert Schucking, and they were fanning
themselves (talking about the dull summer), and 1
said, “Look you fellows. You’ve got a golden oppor-
tunity . . . a new division and new territory to branch
into. ... Why don’t you organize a little conference?
Let’s get a couple of dozen people together...and
have a little conference on some interesting topic.

“That will bring some new people into the area,
and it might [bring] some people you maybe would like
to have. Give a little spice to life....”

Well, they spent the next several days mulling it
over, and our original objective was a tidy group of not
‘more than 25. We were going to have a summer
conference, and pay all the expenses and that kind of
thing. ... Engelbert scratched his head one day and






