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Preface

For many years I was organizing a weekly seminar on dynamical astronomy,
and I used to make some historical remarks on every subject, including some
anecdotes from my contacts with many leading scientists over the years. I
described also the development of various subjects and the emergence of new
ideas in dynamical astronomy. Then several people prompted me to write down
these remarks, which cannot be found in papers, or books. Thus, I decided to
write this book, which contains my experiences over the years.

I hope that this book may be helpful to astronomy students all over the
world. During my many years of teaching, as a visiting professor, in American
Universities (1962-1994, Yale, Harvard, MIT, Cornell, Chicago, Maryland and
Florida) I was impressed by the quality of my graduate students. Most of them
were very bright, asking penetrating questions, and preparing their homework
in a perfect way. In a few cases, instead of a final examination, I assigned to
them some small research projects and they presented their results at the end
of the course. They were excellent in preparing the appropriate slides and in
presenting their results in a concise and clear way.

On the other hand my Greek students, and students of several European Uni-
versities, were shy, awkward with the English language, and had difficulties
presenting their work. But all this changed in the last twenty years. At a doc-
toral school in Thessaloniki during 1993 (Contopoulos et al. 1994b) about 50
students from many European countries were asked to make short presentations
of their doctoral research. This time their presentations were perfect. They had
nothing to envy from their American colleagues.

The change was not easy. It required a major effort to overcome the diffi-
culties of the language, to learn how to find and use the literature, and how to
present their results in a clear way.

I remember an assistant of mine, who had difficulty in speaking English in
our seminars (we used English for practice). But I insisted. And the outcome
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was that a few years later he was a professor, and an associate editor of an
international journal of Astronomy.

Thus, I want to encourage students to try hard. Even if they come from a
remote country, or region, they can excell in international science.

My scientific autobiography relates my own efforts to overcome the diffi-
culties of my background and reach the most up-to-day problems of dynamical
astronomy. In particular it describes how I became involved in many prob-
lems, from celestial mechanics to cosmology, and what were the main ideas
that guided me over the years. Finally I describe my experience in writing and
refereeing papers, and in preparing lectures, as well as my thoughts about the
future of dynamical astronomy and of related fields.



1. YEARS OF STUDY

I was born in a relatively small Greek town on the northern coast of Pelo-
ponnese, called Aigion. I attended primary and secondary school there. At the
same time I started studying French, German and English. My mother was a
teacher of mathematics at a high school (she was the first Greek girl to study
mathematics).

My father was a lawyer. But he had a broader education, and he was fond of
reading popular books on science, especially in French. I remember that when
I was 10 years old he tried to teach me relativity theory. Maybe I did not learn
much at that time but I was impressed by the theories of physics and I started
wanting to explore the Universe.

During my high school years our country was occupied by foreign troops.
Greece had conducted a victorious campaign when it was attacked by the Ital-
ian dictator Mussolini in 1940. The invaders were defeated and Greek troops
entered deeply into Albania during 1940-1941. But then Hitler came to rescue
his partner. The armoured German forces attacked Greece from its back, the
weakly protected border with Bulgaria. Thus, Greece was defeated and was
occupied by German troops for about four years. During most of that time
Italian and Bulgarian troops participated in the occupation forces.

School continued, but with many difficulties. Our Gymnasium, one of the
best buildings of our town, was taken by the occupation forces. Classes were
continued in churches and in private houses. An immediate consequence of the
occupation was starvation. Many people died of hunger, especially in Athens.
The salary of my mother practically vanished because of the enormous inflation
(after the occupation one new drachma was set equivalent to 50 billion infla-
tionary drachmas). And my father had to take care of six children and three
elderly grandparents.

We survived only because we were lucky enough to own a small farm outside
the town. This farm contained many fruit trees, orange, apple, cherry and olive
trees. We cultivated the soil under the trees twice a year, first with corn, and then
with maize and vegetables. We had all kinds of small animals, goats, lambs,
and chicken.

We were going to school in the town (half an hour fast walking by foot every
day) and then came back to work in the farm. After dark there was a permanent
curfew imposed by the occupation forces. But we were obliged from time to
time to go out to water the fields, because water was available only during the
night. It was scary to do that, especially when we were hearing the patrols in
the nearby streets, shooting at everything that moved. Sometimes we had also
visits from the guerrillas that were coming from the nearby mountains and were
taking whatever they could carry.

In the mountains a guerilla warfare was going on continuously. As the
Germans had certain losses their reprisals were terrible. The worst incident in
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our neighborhood was the burning of Kalavrita (a town of 2000 people where
the Greek revolution against the Turks had started in 1821) and of the nearby
villages. All the male population of Kalavrita (1200 men) were executed and
fires were set in all buildings, including the building of the primary school,
where all women and children were imprisoned. Only the last moment the door
was broken and thus women and children escaped death. These people then
came down to our town as refugees, asking for food and shelter.

As I was speaking French and some German I was used by my family as an
interpreter with the Italians and the Germans, whenever they were coming to
our house. The Germans were pretending to “buy” whatever they were taking.
They “paid” us in German money (‘“occupation marks”), but it was written on
them that they were not valid in Germany!

When Italy capitulated, the Italian soldiers were taken prisoners by the Ger-
mans. However, many Italians escaped and were hiding. A few came to work in
our farm. Then the Germans posted an announcement that any one supporting
the Italians would be executed. After that my father said: “I sympathize with
these people, but I do not want to be executed because of them” and he sent
them away. But my mother sent me every day to bring them food, in a remote
place.

Life in the farm was hard. During daytime we worked in the farm, and the
evening hours were devoted to reading and preparing our homework. We had
no electricity, but we were reading around a big table with an oil lamp at the
center.

Then I made my first “discovery”. I finished reading the regular books of my
school, and I found, somewhere, the University books of my mother. They were
books on differential and integral calculus, analytical geometry, etc. I asked
my mother to help me, but she refused absolutely. In fact she was extremely
busy, as she was taking care of the family. Thus, I decided to go on by myself.
I even found extra time for reading. I had to take out the goats to feed in the
boundaries of the farm. I was supposed to hold the cords of the goats by hand,
not to allow them to enter the cultivated fields. Instead of that, I fastened the
cords of the goats to my legs and I had my hands free to work with the books.

After the first difficulties with the new terminology (I remember that I had
some difficulty in understanding the infinitesimals, because the book contained
no clear definition), I went fast over these books. My brother, by two years
younger, was wondering what I was reading. So I tried to explain a few things
to him. I remember that I taught him the binomial formula without paper and
pencil, as we were out in the fields, and he not only understood it, but he
could, later, reproduce all the formulae on paper. He would become a talented
mathematician but, instead, he became a lawyer.
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After the German occupation we were for some time under the communist
guerrillas but finally the Greek state was established and I was able to move to
Athens and participate in the entrance examinations for the University.

I took two entrance examinations. One in mathematics and one in engineer-
ing. The second one was the most difficult, and the most prestigious. I was
fortunate enough to pass, first among my colleagues, in both exams. Then I
had to decide what to choose.

I liked mathematics and physics (including astronomy) very much. I wanted
to study physics thoroughly, from elementary particles, up to the whole universe,
and I realized (correctly as it turned out) that mathematics was the main tool
for this study.

But everyone around me wanted me to study engineering. This was a presti-
gious career, with plenty of money, and glamour, at that time. I remember that
I went to see my teachers in the high school and all of them congratulated me
for entering the engineering school. When I told them that I wanted to study
physics and mathematics they were astonished. They asked me: “What are you
going to do as a career?” I replied that I should be a teacher of mathematics (I
had not the slightest idea then of a research career in a University), but I should
do research by myself. Then my director, who loved me as his son, said with
indignation: “Curse you if you become a teacher like us”.

Nevertheless I did not change my mind. I entered the school of mathematics
and I never doubted that this was my destiny. And two years later (1948) I had
my first reward. A docent at the University, Dr. D. Kotsakis (later professor
of astronomy) asked me if I would like to work as an assistant (without pay, of
course) at the department of astronomy. I accepted with enthusiasm. And that
was the beginning of my career in astronomy.

The most interesting thing in the department of astronomy was its library. It
was in a mess and very incomplete. But I put it in order and read many books
on mathematics, physics and astronomy, without any guidance. In this way I
learned a lot. Among other books I remember particularly Goursat’s “Cours
d’ Analyse Mathematique” and Joos’ “Lehrbuch der Theoretischen Physik™. I
still have detailed notes from these books.

Then, when I was still an undergraduate, at the 4th year of my studies (1950),
I was appointed assistant. (Later on the possibility to be appointed as an un-
dergraduate was eliminated by law). My salary was about $40 a month, just
sufficient for survival. But it allowed me to devote myself only to my scien-
tific work. My job was mainly to teach my fellow students spherical astronomy,
astronomical instruments and celestial mechanics (including general relativity).

At the same time I started observing at the National Observatory of Athens.
My first job there was to do “meridian observations™. I soon realized that these
observations were completely useless. The accuracy of our method (observing
“by eye and ear”’) was ten times smaller than other current “impersonal” meth-
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ods, so that even if this kind of observations was of any value, our results would
be worthless.

Then I was engaged in other programs, variable stars and positions of minor
planets. But we had some “minor” problems. E.g. we could not control
the leakage of electricity, that would pass through our eyebrows as we were
observing, instead of only illuminating the instruments. Even the dome and
the shutter did not work properly. I had to climb on the dome and push to turn
it to the proper position. In order to observe variable stars I spent one month
at the astronomical station of Penteli, on a hill outside Athens. There was no
road (only a narrow path up the hill), no electricity, no telephone, no running
water (we brought water with a donkey), no cooked food (unless we walked
down to a small restaurant in the nearest village), and the only bed I had was
a portable army bed. Nevertheless I was happy to work there. But I could not
find anything that should be called a real research project. Thus, I was deeply
discouraged with observational astronomy.

Many years later, when I was in La Silla, Chile, I saw how my colleagues
worked and I envied them. Sitting relaxed on a chair they had in front of them
three computer windows, one to guide the telescope, another one to show the
spectrum and a third one to do some preliminary reductions. Then I said that I
could well be an observational astronomer under these conditions.

2. THESIS

As I was finishing my first degree, I had to find an appropriate subject for
my thesis. I could not find an appropriate observational subject, thus I turned
to theory. There was no theoretical tradition in Greek astronomy and I could
not find any one to recommend an appropriate subject for me. But fortunately
I found a paper by Bart Bok on globular clusters. Bok stated that the orbits of
stars in globular clusters were not studied sufficiently up to now. I immediately
liked this subject. I went to my professor of astronomy to propose him this
subject for a thesis. There was only one professor of astronomy in Athens at
that time, Dr. S. Plakidis. Dr. Plakidis was a devoted observational astronomer.
He had worked with Eddington in Cambridge on the variations of the periods
of variable stars. He was trying to modernize astronomy in Greece, by finding
money to get instruments and telescopes. One major new telescope that we got
around that time was the Newall 63 cm refractor that was donated to us by the
University of Cambridge !. But we had to fight for every bit of money from

'During my first visit to Cambridge they showed me this telescope that was not used any more. I asked why.
The Director replied that the weather and the seeing were not good anymore for observations. I said then
that if we had this telescope in Greece, where the weather is much better, it would be used profitably, and
the Director replied: “That is a good idea. If you want it write us a letter”. Thus, I wrote immediately to
professor Plakidis, and soon thereafter the telescope was donated to Greece.
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the government and we improvised every construction with the most simple
means. Professor Plakidis was saying “We rediscover astronomy from the
Chaldean times to the present”.

When I asked him to allow me to work on a theoretical subject he said that
he could not help me. But if I would find another professor willing to supervise
my thesis he would not object.

Thus, I went to the professor of mechanics. He liked my proposed thesis
subject and promised to support me. But when I asked if he had any idea how I
should proceed he said: “Oh! Itis very simple. You know the 2-body problem.
Add one further body and you will have the 3-body problem. Then a 4th body
and so on until you build a cluster”. But how should I solve (analytically at
that time) the 3-, 4- etc. body problems? I am afraid that if I had followed his
advice I would not have finished my thesis yet!

Therefore I tried a different method. I started by assuming a given spherical
density distribution and considered orbits of test particles in it. This method
worked perfectly. I found later that a particular case of this problem had been
worked out already by E. Stromgren (1917). But fortunately I had already
considered the most general case. I found that the orbits were rosettes, that
filled in general a ring, with an azimuthal angle difference between maximum
and minimum, which was between 7/2 and 7. I published my results (in
German!) in Zeitschrift fiir Astrophysik (Contopoulos 1954) and my paper
attracted some interest in later years (over 30 citations, although the German
language eliminated many prospective readers).

The professor of mechanics helped me in another, very efficient way. By
pushing me to work hard and finish my thesis as soon as possible. After my
graduation I had to serve in the army. When I took my first leave of absence
from the army, I came to Athens to my department. There I saw the professor
of mechanics, who asked me how my thesis was progressing. “But, Sir, I said
I am now in the army”. “This is not an excuse”, he said. Then I realized that
I should find time to proceed with my thesis, even while I was serving in the
army. And somehow I did find time, under the most strange conditions, sitting
on my bed, or during classes, or by finishing the army work and continuing my
thesis work at the office.

Then I had to do a numerical example. I had only a hand calculator, an
elementary cobweb machine. In order to multiply by 23 one had to turn the
handle 3 times, move one place to the left, and turn again the handle twice. That
method was not fast but it worked. After I finished my service in the army, a
first draft of the thesis was ready. I only had to type and retype revised versions
three times to get a precious “final” copy for my professors, and an equally
precious carbon copy for myself (there were no xerox machines at that time).

Thus, in 1952 my thesis was ready. According to the law I had to go to
a printer and “publish” my thesis as a book. Then I had to pass the thesis’
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examinations, in front of the whole faculty. At that time there were no formal
graduate courses and only the “published” thesis was essential.

But I, and some other assistants in physics and mathematics, felt that we
had not yet a sufficient education for our further work. Thus, we decided to
organize a kind of graduate courses, for a small group of people. These courses
took place in the evenings, after finishing our regular work. We had courses on
various topics, that proved very useful to us. I was giving a course on general
relativity, other colleagues were giving courses on quantum mechanics, various
advanced courses in mathematics, and so on.

At the same time I was reading books and papers like mad. As I had no
one to guide me, I was reading both useful and useless books. I was interested
particularly in stellar dynamics. In order to understand the dynamical problems
I read a lot of celestial mechanics. No one was there to tell me that this was
not fashionable, at least not for stellar dynamicists. That lack of advice proved
very useful later, when I used the perturbation methods of celestial mechanics
in stellar dynamics.

My second paper was a geometrical one. It dealt with the isophotes of ellip-
soidal nebulae (Contopoulos 1956a). I noticed that the fact that the isophotes
are concentric ellipses does not prove that these systems are oblate spheroids,
as believed at that time. They could equally well be triaxial ellipsoids. In order
to check that, I proposed to measure the radial velocities along the minor axes
of elliptical galaxies. If the systems were spheroidal these velocities should be
zero, but if they were triaxial they should be different from zero.

This paper attracted little attention at that time. But after 20 years some
measurements of velocities along the minor axis were made, and these velocities
were clearly nonzero. Thus, there were a lot of references to my paper (over
75) in later years.

My third paper (Contopoulos 1956b) dealt with orbits in elliptical galaxies.
That was my first contact with the Astrophysical Journal. Another paper pub-
lished in German (Contopoulos 1957a) dealt with the effects of the radiation
pressure on the interstellar dust.

Then I read the formidable papers of Chandrasekhar in the Astrophysical
Journal (1939, 1940), on galactic dynamics, published before his book “Prin-
ciples of Stellar Dynamics” (1942), and I tried to generalize his results. I
published a short paper on this subject, but I could not go very far. I only
discovered a “principle”: “Don’t try to go beyond Chandrasekhar by following
the same road. Your only hope is to try to find a different road” (I mentioned
this “principle” at a meeting in honor of S. Chandrasekhar, several years later;
Contopoulos, 1978a). The “new road” was the “third integral” (see section 5
below).



3.  FIRST TRIPS ABROAD

The first opportunity to travel abroad was the 1955 General Assembly of the
IAU in Dublin. Of course I had no support at that time, and I had to provide all
the costs myself. But the benefit was enormous. On my way to Dublin I visited
many observatories and astronomical institutes in France, England, Scotland,
Ireland, Belgium, the Netherlands, Switzerland and Italy, and I had discussions
with many astronomers.

Some discussions were particularly interesting. When [ was at the University
of London Observatory I described my current research to some colleagues. 1
was then studying the effects of the radiation pressure on interstellar dust, in
forming concentrations, like “globules”. One colleague said: “Let us check if
this is possible in principle”. Then he made an order of magnitude calculation
and came with a number that was very small. Thus he concluded: “Your
effect is completely insignificant”. I was not used in doing easily such order
of magnitude calculations and I could not answer. But when I returned to my
hotel I made carefully these calculations and found that my colleague had made
a mistake. At some point there should be a multiplication by a factor 10 (one
million). Instead, he had divided by the same number. Then I called this friend
and told him that the effect was 10'2 times larger, thus it was significant.

At the University of London Observatory I had another funny experience. I
was in the library until late at night, and then I realized that all the staff had
left and they had locked all the doors. What should I do? Finally I found in
a telephone directory the home number of the Director, and I called him. He
came fast to my rescue.

But I had also a few disappointments. I told one leading astronomer that I
wanted to study the orbits of stars in galaxies in order to understand the spiral
structure. His reply was that the spirals were probably due to gas in a magnetic
field and not to stars. And he added “Why don’t you do observations as you
have such a nice sky in Greece”? I was sorry to learn some time later that he
asked one of his assistants to do exactly what I was doing, namely to calculate
orbits in galaxies. After some years I reminded him of his words, and he replied
“How could I guess that you would be able to do this work by yourself”?

I tried to learn how to use the primitive computers of that time to calculate
orbits, but most people discouraged me. E.g. atthe Greenwich Observatory they
calculated the Nautical Almanac tables by using a complicated set of electric
cords similar to those used in a hotel switchboard. But later that year (1955) I
saw one of the first electronic computers (with bulbs) in Manchester. And one
year later (1956) I had my first calculated orbits in Stockholm with the help of
Per Olof Lindblad.

One of the most important results of my 1955 visit was an invitation by Prof.
Bertil Lindblad to go to Stockholm in 1956.
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I was bold enough to approach many of the leading astronomers in Dublin,
Lindblad, Oort, Heckman, and many others, and discuss my work and my
prospects.

Next year (1956) I visited Stockholm for one month. On my way to Stock-
holm I stopped in Bern, Switzerland, to meet Dr. R. Kurth, one of the few
people working on stellar dynamics at that time. He had written a paper on
orbits of stars in a globular cluster in the Astronomische Nachrichten (Kurth
1955), where he referred to my earlier paper on the same subject (Contopoulos
1954). In particular he made a favorable remark on my proof that the angle
between the directions of pericentron and apocentron is between 7/2 and 7.
This reference showed that my work did not pass unnoticed, and encouraged
me to continue working in this direction.

Dr. Kurth wrote one year later an interesting book on the dynamics of stellar
systems (Kurth 1957) where he described the three main approaches for the
study of stellar systems (a) the n-body problem approach, (b) the continuum
approach, and (c) the statistical approach. The first two parts of his book con-
tain many interesting new results. However his attitude as regards statistical
methods was quite negative. He noticed that such methods had not the required
mathematical rigour. Nevertheless the greatest advances in dynamical astron-
omy were made exactly in this field, although a better mathematical foundation
is still required.

After Switzerland I stopped at some Observatories in Germany, Denmark
and Sweden and finally I reached Stockholm. Prof. Lindblad provided a room
for me at the Saltsjobaden Observatory, and the meals in a nearby school. We
had dinner at 5 o’clock in the afternoon, something quite strange for me, used
in the Greek custom of having dinner after 10 p.m. in the night.

Among other people I met there Mrs. Ivanowska from Torun, Poland. We
had many talks on scientific questions but also on the current situation in Poland.
She felt very strongly the lack of freedom under the communist regime. When
I was leaving Sweden I wished her “a free Poland”. She thanked me but she
could not believe that a change was possible.

Prof. Lindblad suggested a subject of research for me, to generalize his theory
of epicyclic orbits. That was not difficult. I extended his first order theory to
all orders and the results were published in the Stockholms Observatoriums
Annaler (1957b).

Lindblad liked my work, and I gave my first seminar on this subject. At the
same time he discussed his own work with me. He gave me a draft of a paper
and he asked my opinion. The next day I told him that I stopped already in page
1. I could not understand how he could go from Eq.(2) to Eq.(3). Lindblad
replied smiling “But it is so simple! You perform a Fourier analysis and discard
all the higher order terms beyond the first. Then if you discard also some other
small terms you get Eq.(3)”.
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I could not imagine that so many assumptions were hidden between two
lines. But gradually I learned the way of Lindblad’s thinking. I was impressed
by his emphasis on the gravitational aspects of spiral structure, and I tried to
understand his ideas about density waves in galaxies, that preceded, by several
years, the modern theories of spiral density waves. But, anyhow, his writing
was really difficult to follow.

Some years later, in 1962, C. C. Lin told me that he wanted to develop a
gravitational theory of spiral structure, including density waves. I told him that
B. Lindblad had already developed such a theory. We went together to the
MIT library and borrowed several volumes of the Stockholms Observatoriums
Annaler. But a few days later Lin told me “I cannot make sense of these papers.
I prefer to start from scratch, by myself”.

This is one explanation why Lindblad’s theories of spiral galaxies did not
attract the attention they deserved. The other reason was his emphasis on
leading spirals. It is ironic that, although he remarked, correctly, that the theory
of density waves is true both for leading and trailing spirals, he went on to
consider only leading spirals. Only in his last papers (1961,1963) he tried to
develop a theory of trailing spirals, after the numerical experiments of his son,
Per Olof Lindblad, who noticed that trailing arms were formed preferentially.

I was impressed by the numerical results of P.O. Lindblad, that dealt with
the evolution of rings composed of a small number of “particles” on the plane
of symmetry of a galaxy. At the same time I was trying to extend the epicyclic
theory to the third dimension. But I could not proceed very far by analytical
methods. Thus, I asked Per Olof Lindblad to help me by calculating with the
help of a computer two orbits on the meridian plane of an axisymmetric galaxy.

These calculations (Contopoulos 1958, Fig. 1) were astonishing. I expected
that the orbits would be ergodic, and they should fill the interior of the curve
of zero velocity on the meridian plane. Instead of that, the orbits looked like
Lissajous figures, but with curvilinear boundaries (curvilinear parallelograms
as | called them) with their apices on the curve of zero velocity. These orbits
were the cause of a theoretical study, which led later to the third integral of
motion (section 5).

4. APPOINTMENT AS A PROFESSOR

In 1956 a vacancy was formed in the University of Thessaloniki. The previ-
ous professor, Dr. J. Xanthakis, was elected member of the Academy of Athens,
and left Thessaloniki. The formation of such a vacancy was completely unex-
pected. In fact, there were only two chairs of astronomy in Greece at that time,
one in Athens and one in Thessaloniki, and both were occupied by not too
elderly professors. Thus I was surprised when two of my professors informed
me of this vacancy and urged me to apply.
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I —— CZV

Figure 1. The first two orbits calculated in Stockholm (1956), inside the corresponding curve
of zero velocity (CZV), filled two “curvilinear parallelograms”.

According to the Greek standards at that time I was too young (then 28 years
old) to apply for such a position. Meanwhile I had received, after some difficult
exams, a scholarship to go as a postdoc to Chicago to work with Chandrasekhar.
ButI might not have the chance of applying for a similar position for many years
to come.

When I visited the professors of the University of Thessaloniki they were
initially reserved. But after several discussions with me, many of them changed
in my favour. To the argument that I was too young, one professor replied: “But
this drawback is reduced from day to day”.

My work was obviously very limited at that time. But some people found
that it might be worth to take the risk of appointing a young promising scientist.
The election was not easy. Some professors wanted to postpone the election for
three years. On the election day, after a long discussion, I received 8 favourable
votes. Two voted for another candidate and three did not vote for any one.
Furthermore two professors were absent and counted as negative votes.

I had the majority (8 out of 15 faculty members) but that was not sufficient.
Unless I had a two thirds majority the minister of education had the right not to
appoint me. According to the law there should be another final vote after one
week. In this second meeting I received 10 votes. The result of this vote was
now obligatory for the minister.

My election as a full professor was rather exceptional at that time. A full
professorship was supposed to be a reward of a whole life of research. Thus, I
understand the reservations of some faculty members.

After afew days I happened to meet my professor of physics at the University
of Athens. He told me: “You are Mr. Contopoulos who was elected recently
professor in Thessaloniki, right?” “Yes”, I said. Then he gave me his hand.
“I give you my condolences” he said. I was astonished. “Why?” And the
professor said: “I considered you always as a promising young scientist. Now
you are going to stop your research, and be absorbed by other duties. It is
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a pity”. I protested vigorously. I said that I should continue now better my
research work. But the professor was not convinced. Then I told him: “Let us
have a bet. If after 20 years I will not have done what you expect from me I
will accept your judgement”. He agreed. After 20 years I was professor at the
University of Athens, and some years later this same professor, then member
of the Academy of Athens, was instrumental in my election as a member of the
Academy.

When I arrived in Thessaloniki as a professor (1957) I realized that, de-
spite the support of the faculty, my life would not be easy. I immediately took
over heavy teaching duties (general astronomy, astrophysics, celestial mechan-
ics, statistics, and general mathematics). Later on I took over also theoretical
physics (I was the first to teach quantum mechanics in Thessaloniki) and various
courses in mathematics.

The day of my arrival I learned that there was a computer committee, which
was trying to get a computer for our University. I contacted them and we
decided to ask the support of the University during the General Assembly of
the professors a few days later.

At the General Assembly I described the need of a computer (then called
an “electronic brain”) to promote the research in our University. The older
professors were looking at me with surprise and distrust. The rector asked:
“Who else besides Dr. Contopoulos wants a computer?” No one supported
me, not even the members of the computer committee. An old professor of
humanities said: “My dear colleague, we, older professors, are used in using
our own brains and we do not need the help of an electronic brain”. Then the
rector proposed: “Let us vote to support Dr. Contopoulos to travel abroad to
do his calculations, but not buy a computer”. This was voted unanimously with
only me abstaining.

During the next year the request of Contopoulos was a current joke in the
University. But the idea of a computer was not dead. After five years the
University of Thessaloniki had the first modern computer in Greece (an IBM
1620). And then the young assistants and students started using the computer
so completely, that I had great difficulty in finding computer time for my own
research.

In Thessaloniki I had many good undergraduate students. Some of my best
students decided to study astronomy. Among them were D. Kazanas (who was
the first to propose the inflationary scenario for the early Universe), and B.
Xanthopoulos (a leading relativist, and close collaborator of Chandrasekhar).

Later on many good students did their theses with me. During my 40 years
of teaching I supervised over 40 theses. Most of these students had an excep-
tionally bright career. Over 30 became professors, and some others occupied
h