
Remembering Van: Three Madison families
and other tales
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“Van had many enthusiasms and loyalties, but none exceeded those he felt
for the University of Wisconsin and its home, Madison.”
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Born in  1857, Charles Van Hise was a distinguished geologist who
had been elected to the National Academy of Sciences in 1902.
In 1903, he was named President of the University of Wisconsin 

Charles Van Hise



In 1904, Van Hise recruited Charles Russell Bardeen, a member of the 
first class to graduate of the Johns Hopkins Medical School,
to found a medical school at the University of Wisconsin
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John Bardeen is at the right hand end. His grandfather, Charles W Bardeen,
is second from the left.



Charles Sumner Slichter
1864-1946
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In 1906, Van Hise appointed  Charles S. Slichter head of the math department. 
An applied mathematician with interests in flow of liquids through porous
media, Slichter realized the department needed to strengthen the faculty

in pure mathematics. 



Edward B. Van Vleck
1863‐1943
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Edward B Van Vleck, had earned a PhD in mathematics at Gottingen in1893, 
and was a member of the National Academy of Sciences.

Slichter’s first action as department head was to recruit Van Vleck
to bring strength in pure mathematics.



John Hasbrouck Van Vleck was born in 1899.
His interest in trains began at a early age.
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Van attended his first Wisconsin football game at age 10.(Wisconsin vs Minnesota)
It was the first game at which the band played the famous song “On Wisconsin”.

As an undergraduate at Wisconsin, Van played flute In the band.



On graduation in 1920, Van went to Harvard for graduate study.
Edwin C. Kemble, Harvard’s first theoretical physicist,

was his PhD thesis advisor
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Harvard’s great experimental physicist, Percy Bridgman, believed that Harvard
should  have some faculty who were devoted to theoretical physics, a practice 
that was longstanding in Europe. Kemble received his PhD in 1917, and joined the 
Harvard faculty in1919. Van was his first student. 



1922: Van gets his PhD in two years  at Harvard 
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After a year as an instructor at Harvard, Van joined the faculty of
The University of Minnesota. He became a full professor at age 29.
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One of Van’s most  important accomplishments at Minnesota
was to woo Abigail Pearson successfully. They were married 

On June 10, 1927



Van’s early awareness and understanding 
of matrix mechanics (1926)
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In the fall of 1928, Van moved from the University of Minnesota to 
Madison, giving the Physics Department a theorist who was at the

frontier of the latest ideas on the quantum nature of matter.
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John Bardeen graduated from high school at age 13, then took two more years 
at Madison Central High School, studying additional math, science, and 
literature. In 1923, at age 15, John entered the University of Wisconsin
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John Bardeen at age 17



John  Bardeen lettered as a member of the University of Wisconsin swimming 
team
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Van in a lecture hall at Madison
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On arrival at Madison in 1928, Van gave an up‐to‐date one year course in 
quantum theory. Bardeen took this course.
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1926:Bardeen graduates.

1927‐1929: gets a masters degree in engineering.

1929:With Van’s support, applies to Trinity College,
Cambridge University for a fellowship.

1930:He goes to work at Gulf Oil Research Lab in Pittsburgh.

1933:John decides to go to graduate school: mathematics at Princeton.

1933‐1935:Bardeen does a Physics PhD with Eugene Wigner.

1935: Van proposes John to be a Junior Fellow at Harvard’s Society of Fellows.
John has a grueling interview with the Senior Fellows!

1935‐1938:Three years at Harvard.

Van helps John Bardeen



John and Jane Maxwell were married just after John finished his term 
as a Junior Fellow at Harvard. With Van’s help, John got a job at the 

University of Minnesota.
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In the late 1930’s, Van developed a close collaboration with the great Dutch 
experimental physicist, C.J. Gorter, who had developed ingenious
methods that made possible measurements of relaxation times in 

paramagnetic substances. In 1940, Van developed the the first  microscopic 
theory of the relaxation times .
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The opening lines of that paper discuss the physics behind Gorter’s
experiments, including spin-spin and spin-lattice relaxation times and the use 
of spin temperature, and illustrate Van’s felicitous and gracious writing style.
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June 1943‐January 1946: Underwater 
Explosives Research Lab, Woods Hole 
Oceanographic Institution.

Spring 1946:2nd semester of Van’s middle level 
course in classical mechanics.
Van encourages me to stay at Harvard for grad 
study since new faculty are so strong.

Summer 1946: Goudsmit’s classical dynamics 
class. I graduate at the end.

Fall 1946: I enter Harvard as physics grad 
student.

Winter 1947: Van stops me in the hall and 
suggests I do an electron spin resonance thesis 
with Purcell.
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Inset: the resonant cavity with paraffin used for 
the first observation of NMR in December 1945

Bob Pound, Henry Torrey, and Edward Purcell



Winter of 1947
Van suggested I ask Purcell to be my advisor to study electron spin 

resonance of paramagnetic salts
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Bloembergen was just finishing his thesis and George Pake was 
in his second year with Purcell

High power ESR apparatus to measures
spin‐lattice relaxation times by the
saturation method.

Saturation of the ESR signal
as the incident microwave
power is varied.



Some subsequent events
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In 1949 I got my PhD and went to the U of Illinois
In 1951 John Bardeen came to Illinois
In 1955, Chun Lin got his PhD with Van and went to the U of Oklahoma
In 1968, Chun Lin joined the faculty of the U of Wisconsin



February 6,1967 Van receives the National Medal of Science 
from President Johnson while Lady Bird Johnson looks on.
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Note from Van (Oct 1977)
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His return letter received October 11, 1977

27



October 11,1977
The Swedish Academy awards the Nobel Prize in Physics to 

J H Van Vleck, Neville Mott, and Phil Anderson
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Van greeted by a well-wisher.  With characteristic humor, Van remarked
“ I thought I might be ruled out by the statute of limitations”
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“Van was well known for making remarks with a 
special touch for just about any occasion.”

Chun C. Lin, Madison, Wisconsin, June 16,1981



Van’s comments on rivalry among scientists on the occasion of 
his receiving  the Lorenz Medal

“There are three Dutch physicists Gorter, Kramers, and 
Kronig, whose research interests have often been unusually 
close to my own. Consequently we often duplicated each 
other in the results of our investigations; sometimes 
published independently, sometimes unpublished to avoid 
duplication. I cannot emphasize too strongly that it was
never a case of cutthroat competition such as is described
In Watson’s book Double Helix the race to find the structure
of the DNA molecule,  but rather an unavoidable overlap
When we were thinking along similar lines.”

With characteristic modesty he the adds:

“In the case of Gorter, however, our results were more apt to
be in series rather than parallel, as he is also an experimenter
whereas I am a mere theorist”
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