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George Michael Volkoff, the University of British 
Columbia and the TRIUMF Project
by Patrick Bruskiewich

abstract

In this third and final article in the series out-
lining the life and contributions of Dr. George 

Volkoff, his contributions to the University of 
British Columbia (UBC) and to the TRIUMF 
Project are described. In recognition of the con-
tributions made to Canada and to UBC by George 
Michael Volkoff, Agricultural Road at UBC 
should be renamed George Volkoff Way. As well, 
a new Canadian Chair should be established by 
the Government of Canada at the UBC Depart-
ment of Physics and Astronomy and be named 
the George Volkoff Chair for Neutron Physics and 
Astrophysics. 

the changed role 
of physicists
By 1945, the world for physicists had changed 
significantly. The role of the university had also 
changed. Dr. I.I. Rabi, the 1944 Nobel Prize 
recipient, described the new role of universities: 
“The whole picture changed as a result of govern-
ment money … it became no longer a matter of 
the department or the university. Each professor 
who was any good wore a knapsack, he could 
travel anywhere.”1

By 1945, Dr. George Volkoff’s PhD supervisor, 
J. Robert Oppenheimer, had taken up a position 
as head of the Princeton Institute for Advanced 
Study (PIAS). Oppenheimer would remain head 
until his death in 1967 (refer to article 1 of this 
series). The Princeton Institute for Advanced 
Study permanent members at the time included 
Albert Einstein and Kurt Gödel. A short walk 
away was Princeton University, a first-tier uni-
versity with physicists like Eugene Wigner and 
Hermann Weyl (refer to Figure 1).

In the period 1935 to 1945, visiting profes-
sors to the PIAS at the time included Dr. Leopold 
Infeld, a Polish émigré, who had done work with 
Max Born in the field of Quantum Mechanics. 
Infeld had developed factorization techniques 
in mathematical physics with a number of theo-
rists, including Weyl and Wigner. Infeld would 
be invited by Einstein to work on self-consistent 
solutions to the Einstein field equations at the 

Institute in the late 1930’s and would also write 
a popular science book with Einstein titled The 
Evolution of Physics: The Growth of Ideas from Early 
Concepts to Relativity and Quanta (refer to Figure 
2).

Dr. Infeld, a somewhat outspoken and contro-
versial physicist, would help establish a school for 
theoretical physics at the University of Toronto, 

run afoul of Canadian political sensibilities, be 
exiled by Canada back to his native to Poland in 
1949 and would establish two schools of theoreti-
cal physics in war-torn Poland before his death in 
1968 at the age of 70. A friend of Volkoff’s, after 
being driven out of Canada, Infeld would never 
return and would never again see his friend Ein-
stein.
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In Canada in 1945, there were renowned uni-
versities like McGill in Montreal and the Univer-
sity of Toronto (U of T) with reputations one step 
removed to that of Princeton University. The Uni-
versity of British Columbia, on the other hand, 
had yet to graduate a single PhD candidate and 
was a tier removed from the U of T and McGill 
and two tiers below Princeton. 

In his autobiography Why I left Canada, Infeld 
described the state of universities in Canada in 
the late 1940’s in this fashion:

“Every province in Canada had its own uni-
versity. The best-known were McGill University 
in Montreal and the University of Toronto. But 
the province of Manitoba also had its university 
in Winnipeg, the capital of the province. During 
the last days of the academic year, each univer-
sity invited someone to deliver an address to the 
students who were graduating. I was sufficiently 
known in Canada for the University in Winnipeg 
to invite me to be the speaker. For my theme I 
chose the danger inherent in the lack of respect 
for learning. I said that if the most brilliant people 
continue to leave Canada … then, eventually, 
according to biological laws, the intellectual level 
in Canada would go down and I added in jest, ‘if 
for thousands of years this trend does not change, 
then Canada will become a nation of morons.’ 
The very next day the local paper carried the 
headline: ‘Infeld Predicts Canada to be Country 
of Morons.’ ”2

While Infeld was working to establish a world-
class school for theoretical physics at the U of T, it 
was left to Dr. George Volkoff, along with his col-
league and friend Gordon Shrum, to transform 
UBC into a modern and cutting-edge university. 

By 1946, Dr. George Volkoff would return from 
his work with the Montreal Theory Group to the 
University of British Columbia and a professor-
ship in the Department of Physics. In 1946, a 32 
year-old Dr. George Michael Volkoff was made a 
Member of the Order of the British Empire (MBE) 
for his contributions to Canadian science during 
the Second World War. To this day, he remains 
one of the youngest recipients of the MBE. 

A truly unique member of the UBC Physics 
Department was Gordon Merritt Shrum. He was 
born in Smithville, Ontario in 1896. He entered 
the University of Toronto in 1913 hoping to 
become a teacher. In 1915, joined the Canadian 
Officers’ Training Corps and joined the army the 
following year. After serving in France and receiv-
ing the Military Medal, he returned to the U of T 
to finish his university studies, and received his 
BA in 1919, a MA in 1921 and his PhD in 1923 in 
physics. His notable achievements included lique-

fying helium in 1923 and discovering the origin 
of the auroral green line in the Northern Lights in 
1925. In 1925, he left Toronto to become professor 
of physics at the University of British Columbia.

Over the next 36 years, he served UBC as an 
academic and administrator. During the Second 
World War, Shrum served as a colonel and 
received the Order of the British Empire for his 
service. He was appointed a director of the BC 
Research Council in 1944. In 1958, he served as 
chairman of a royal commission investigating the 
BC Power Commission. This led to his appoint-
ment as Chair of the BC Energy Board in 1959. 

In 1961 Shrum had reached the compulsory 
retirement age of 65, and so he was forced to leave 
UBC. He was immediately appointed head of BC 
Electric (later BC Hydro) by Premier W.A.C. Ben-
nett. In that capacity, he was responsible for the 
Peace River hydro project. Bennett also selected 
Shrum to create the new university recom-
mended by the Macdonald Report of 1963. In 
just 18 months, Shrum would build Simon Fraser 
University, earning it the title of “the instant uni-
versity.” He served as SFU’s first chancellor until 
June 1969 and continued to head BC Hydro until 
1972. In May 1975, he became director of the 

Vancouver Museum and Planetarium Associa-
tion. Dr. Shrum died at the age of 89 in 1985.

By 1946, Dr. Shrum, who at the time, was 
ending his service overseas as a colonel with 
the Canadian Army in Germany, would arrange 
for Dr. Frederick A. Kaempffer to be brought to 
UBC from Göttigen in the way of reparations by 
order of the Government of Canada and under 
the Great Seal of King George. Dr. Kaempffer 
was a theoretical physicist from a long and dis-
tinguished family of mathematicians and physi-
cists. His great-great-great grandfather had been 
taught by the eminent Karl Frederick Gauss. Dr. 
Kaempffer’s grandfather was taught by Becker. As 
a graduate student, Dr. Kaempffer would take the 
train from Göttigen to Berlin to attend lectures 
given by Einstein and to Vienna to attend lectures 
given by Schrödinger. In the early 1950’s, Dr. 
Kaempffer would introduce modern Quantum 
Mechanics and Quantum Field Theory to UBC.

Professor Opechowski from Holland was also 
invited into the department. He was a graduate 
student of H.B. Casimir and although he never 
completed a PhD due to wartime restrictions, he 
was still accorded full academic rights at UBC 
based on past achievements. Dr. Kaempffer and 
Professor Opechowski, would between them-
selves, exercise a healthy repartee over the years. 

Dr. Infeld would describe the state of affairs at 
UBC in the late 1940’s in this manner:

“At the University of British Columbia in Van-
couver, theoretical physics was well represented, 
but there was no graduate course and no PhD’s 
were granted. The leading physicist was Professor 
Volkoff. Then young, an excellent lecturer, born 
in Russia, intensely opposed to the Soviet Union, 
he had left the country as a young boy during the 
revolution. He was happy to tell me that my book 
with Einstein, The Evolution of Physics, had been 
criticized in the USSR. He gave me a translation 
of the review he had prepared for me. In this way 
I learned that Einstein and I were wrong, that the 
book was idealistic,” and that it had been a mis-
take to translate it into Russian.

The Vancouver staff also had a Pole, Professor 
Opechowski. When I told him about my desire to 
visit Poland he revealed sympathy for the coun-
try but said he had no national feeling, that he 
was happy in Canada. As a physicist, Professor 
Opechowski was more critical than creative. The 
department also contained two Germans. One 
of them was pleasant and, I think, liberal [Kae-
mpffer]. The second seemed less so; he wanted 
to return to Germany and I believe he later did. 
Thus the department consisted of two Germans, 
one Pole, one Russian and not one native Cana-

Figure 1: Participants at Einstein’s 70th birthday 
symposium in 1949. LEFT TO RIGHT: Wigner, Weyl, 
Gödel, Rabi, Einstein, unknown and Oppenheimer.
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Figure 2: Einstein and Infeld collaborating in Ein-
stein's study at his home on Mercer Street.
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dian. Practically all the students at the course 
were my products from the University of Toronto, 
and it was a great pleasure for me to meet with my 
former and present students once again.”3 

In 1947, the University of British Columbia 
built the Hennings Building and moved the Phys-
ics Department into it. Up until then, there had 
not been a permanent home for the physicists on 
campus. Later that year, UBC would graduate its 
first PhD student, Dr. Thomas Collins, a physics 
student supervised by George Volkoff. Dr. Col-
lins would become an accomplished accelerator 
physicist. 

In 1945, Shrum and Volkoff would also help 
to arrange positions for George Pritchard and 
John Warren, who had both played significant 
roles in wartime aviation and electronics. 

After graduating with honours from Oxford, 
George Pritchard served as a squadron  leader and 
as a senior scientific officer for the RAF alongside 
then analyst and later reknowned physicist Free-
man Dyson. As an operations research scientist 
with the RAF, Dr. George Pritchard helped to 
develop a precision two-spotlight beam technique 
to judge heights used to assist aircraft to fly at low 
altitude for night attacks on submarines. Over 30 
German U-boats would be sent to the bottom of 
the Atlantic using the two-spotlight beam tech-
nique. He later applied his technique to Lancaster 
bombers for the famous 1943 “Dam Buster” raid 
on the Mohne, Eder and Sorpe dams on the Ruhr 
led by Wing Commander Guy Gibson and his 
617 Squadron. 

In 1946, Dr. Pritchard was named a Member 
of the Order of the British Empire for his war-
time service. Following the Second World War, 
Dr. Pritchard joined the Department of Physics 
at UBC from 1947 and in 1958, he became the 
Director of the UBC Institute for Oceanography 
from 1958 to his retirement in 1978. He was a 
Fellow of the Royal Society of Canada and of 
the American Association for the Advancement 
of Science. Dr. Pritchard passed away on 1 May 
2007 at the age of 93.

Dr. Warren, considered the father of accel-
erator physics in western Canada, was famous for 
having led the wartime development of the Iden-
tification: Friend or Foe (IFF) transponder at the 
Telecommunications Research Establishment in 
England.

There is a famous story of Dr. Warren pre-
senting his “little black box” to Prime Minister 
Winston Churchill in the war room. Sceptical 
of boffins and their inventions, as the council 
debated the merits of the IFF, Churchill began to 
push the box further and further to the edge of 

the table with his walking stick until suddenly, 
the prototype toppled off the table. Dr. Warren 
lunged forward and grabbed the prototype before 
it hit the floor. At that point Churchill stood, took 
his cigar out of his mouth and announced his 
decision that “if it is so important to save … it is 
worth a try.”4

In the late 1940’s, as interest at UBC began 
to grow in accelerator physics, a Van de Graaff 
accelerator was built by Dr. John Warren and his 
colleagues at the Department of Physics at UBC. 
Dr. Warren would play a lead role in the TRIUMF 
project (see below).

In 1950, the Department of Physics hosted its 
first international conference, inviting Paul Dirac 
to give the keynote presentation. Asked what he 
thought the University of British Columbia, the 
normally reticent Dirac observed that “Vancou-
ver was more beautiful than Naples.” With these 
few well chosen words, UBC would begin to 
draw more students and visiting professors into 
its physics program.

teaching and 
administration at uBc
From 1945 to his retirement, Dr. Volkoff would 
himself take a lead role in teaching senior under-
grad and graduate courses. Dr. Volkoff would 
teach courses for the better part of a quarter-
century before stepping out of this role and into 
important administrative positions at UBC.

In the late 1940’s, one of the undergraduates 
who was taught by Dr. Volkoff was a young Dr. 
Pat McGeer who would go onto Princeton for 
graduate school and later a distinguished career 
in public service in British, serving as a minis-
ter in the government of the province of British 
Columbia. 

Dr. Volkoff undertook translation of Russian 
language physics papers and books, including 
articles by Landau, Sakharov, Bogoliubov and 
others. In 1959, he would be asked to translate 
Introduction to the Theory of Quantized Fields, by 
N.N. Bogoliubov and D. V. Shirkov from Russian 
into English for Interscience Publications of New 
York.

From 1961 to 1970, Dr. Volkoff was the head 
of the Department of Physics and Astronomy at 
UBC. He was also the president of the Canadian 
Association of Physicists from 1962 to 1963. 

In 1964, the Jagiellonian University in Krakow, 
Infeld’s alma mater, would celebrate its 600th 
anniversary. Volkoff would send a letter of recog-
nition of this event to his friend Leopold Infeld on 
behalf of UBC. In 1973, Dr. Volkoff, now Dean of 

Science, would also formally recognize the quin-
centennary of the publication of De Revolutionibus 
by another graduate of the Jagiellonian University 
in Krakow: Nicholas Copernicus.

During this period, Dr. Volkoff would also 
continue to build up the UBC Department of 
Physics by inviting luminaries like Dr. M.H.L. 
Pryce to join the department in 1968. M.H.L. 
Pryce and Dr. Volkoff had first met in 1944 some 
25 years prior when Dr. Pryce joined the Mon-
treal Theory Group as part of the British contin-
gent. In a famous series of papers in 1959 and 
1961, both Aharonov and Bohm would acknowl-
edge the contributions made by Dr. Pryce to their 
theory. In the 1930’s, Dr. Pryce had been Paul 
Dirac’s finest student, and for some years prior to 
joining the department, had even been married 
to Max Born’s daughter. Dr. Pryce would prove 
to be an interesting addition to UBC given his 
precise thought and sharp wit. Dr. Maurice Pryce 
passed away on 24 July 2003 in Vancouver.

The Nuclear Magnetic Resonance (NMR) 
program at UBC was established in the 1960’s 
when Dr. Volkoff invited Dr. Meyer Bloom, a 
student and protégé of Dr. I.I. Rabi, to UBC. 
Today, cutting edge MRI work continues to be 
done by the colleagues and students of Meyer 
Bloom. Dr. Rabi would praise his friend in 1984 
for his many achievements when Isidor visited 
UBC for several days on his way to his final 
visit to CERN (Dr. Rabi passed away a few years 
later of an ocular melanoma). The author helped 
host Dr. Rabi’s visit to UBC and I.I. Rabi and 
the author had a number of wonderful conver-
sations and struck up a friendship. As a thank 
you for helping to host his visit to UBC, Dr. Rabi 
gave the author a gift: an autographed copy of 
A. Pais’ book on the life of his friend Albert Ein-
stein titled Subtle is the Lord (Oxford University 
Press, 1983). Isidor was a remarkable physicist 
and a humanist.

Isidor famously remarked that “the world 
would be better without an Edward Teller” and for 
asking regarding the muon “who ordered that?” 
Dr. Rabi and Enrico Fermi are remembered for 
writing the minority report to President Harry S. 
Truman recommending against the development 
of the hydrogen bomb.

During his 1984 visit to UBC, Dr. Rabi, Dr. 
Volkoff and the author had an interesting conver-
sation regarding the Oppenheimer Affair and at 
Dr. Volkoff’s behest, the author asked a question 
about the “top secret” letter that Dr. John Wheeler 
had lost on the train on his way to Washington 
in 1953. Dr. Rabi was stunned to hear that the 
“lost letter” was known outside of “official circles” 
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and Dr. Volkoff then admitted to Isidor that he 
had put the author up to asking the question. 
After a few minutes of thoughtful discussion, Dr. 
Rabi decided it was time for this fact to be made 
public. Dr. Volkoff ended the conversation by 
stating he thought that the Oppenheimer Affair 
was ultimately meant by Edward Teller to hide 
the fact that the “secret letter,” which outlined the 
dry lithium-6 and the Ulam-Teller configuration, 
had been lost and that John Wheeler had been 
responsible for a most serious breach of secu-
rity. Following the breach, President Eisenhower 
reviewed and downgraded John Wheeler’s secu-
rity access.

Dr. Volkoff could be a pragmatic administra-
tor, dealing with limited budgets and the intri-
cacies of university life. A very famous professor 
who joined UBC in the early 1970’s commented 
that it was Dr. Volkoff’s practice to divide funding 
in half and then offer lower salaries to two pro-
spective professors in the effort to fill positions. 
If you happen to disagree with his approach, Dr. 
Volkoff would remind you there was a long string 
of prospective candidates lined up behind you 
and he would just offer the position to the next 
prospective candidate.

In 1972, Dr. Volkoff would participate as a 
member of a high level cultural delegation to the 
Soviet Union as part of the Russia-Canada hockey 
diplomacy undertaken under the auspices of 
the Great Seal of Parliament. While in Moscow, 
he would ask as to the final resting place of his 
beloved father. The Soviet government would 
confirm his father’s death and his place of burial. 
Dr. Volkoff would be helped in this inquiry by the 
office of the Prime Minister of Canada.

From 1970 to 1979, Dr. Volkoff was the Dean 
of Science at UBC. He was also a member of the 
University of British Columbia Senate for three 
periods: 1950 to 1954, 1961 to 1963, and 1969 
to 1979.

As an important addition to the Department 

of Physics and Astronomy, Dr. Volkoff would 
invite a young and vibrant Dr. Erich Vogt to join 
UBC. Dr. Erich Vogt, Dr. Volkoff’s later colleague 
and friend, would take his PhD at Princeton with 
Dr. Wigner in the early 1950’s, go onto a distin-
guished career in reactor physics at Chalk River 
and would join the Department of Physics in 
1965. While growing up, Erich dreamed of even-
tually living on the wet west coast and not in his 
native dry Manitoba. Dr. Volkoff invited Dr. Vogt 
to join UBC to take a lead role with John Warren 
and Reg Richardson in what would later become 
the TRIUMF project. Dr. Vogt would be one of 
the early directors of TRIUMF (see the Vogt inter-
view in this edition of CUPJ).

 

the triuMF Project
In the 1960’s, Dr. Volkoff would be one of the 
scientists who pushed for and participated in the 
creation of the TRIUMF facility on the campus 
of UBC. 

By the 1960’s, the UBC Nuclear Physics 
Group, under the leadership of Dr. John Warren 
and Dr. George Griffiths, had produced more 
than half the Canadian PhD’s in that field. But 
the 3 MeV Van de Graaff, built by Dr. Warren and 
his students in 1948, no longer provided as excit-
ing research opportunities as the higher energy 
machines being built at universities across the 
country. In the early 1960’s, Dr. Warren proposed 
a 12 GeV proton accelerator project; however, 
cost-conscious Ottawa rejected the UBC proposal 
for a 12 GeV proton synchrotron.

Dr. Volkoff became skeptical that any new 
accelerator would be built. Undeterred, Dr. 

Warren then conceived the idea of a joint proj-
ect with BC’s two new universities, the University 
of Victoria (1963) and Simon Fraser University 
(1965). But was it to be aimed at nuclear struc-
ture or particle physics? There was a wide split 
between low- and high-energy enthusiasts, with 
Dr. Warren stating in March 1965, “I would not 
settle for less than 3 GeV.”

In 1964, Dr. Reg Richardson at the University 
of California in Los Angeles (UCLA) had sug-
gested a new design for cyclotrons: a high energy 
spiral sector cyclotron project5. Dr. Richardson 
had been one of E.O. Lawrence’s graduate stu-
dents when Lawrence invented the cyclotron 
in the 1930’s. When the UCLA project was not 
approved in California, Dr. Richardson was 
invited in 1965 to UBC and the idea was born to 
build a 500 MeV spiral sector cyclotron based on 
the Richardson design (refer to Figure 3).

What was unique about the design included 
the spiral sectors, which compensate for relativ-
istic time dilation, the shape of the D’s (labeled 
D in Figure 3, with the length scale of the model 
at about 0.5 m) and Richardson’s suggestion that 
negative hydrogen ions be accelerated in the 
cyclotron. These three features were novel for the 
time and represented the cutting edge of cyclo-
tron technology. The TRIUMF accelerator is a six-
sector cyclotron, as seen in its emblem.

The conceptual design for a high energy spiral 
sector cyclotron was received enthusiastically by 
scientists at BC’s three universities, UBC, the Uni-
versity of Victoria and the newly created Simon 
Fraser University. In 1966, the cyclotron project 
would be given the name TRI-University Meson 
Facility, or TRIUMF for short. In 1968, funding 
for TRIUMF was approved by the Parliament of 
Canada.

The NRC scientist who would work the file 
in Ottawa would be Dr. Volkoff’s close friend Dr. 

Figure 3: The Richardson spiral sector cyclotron.
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Figure 4: Erich Vogt and John Warren with a small 
scale model of the TRIUMF cyclotron.
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Figure 5: The Rt. Hon. Pierre Elliott Trudeau with Dr. 
Richardson at the opening of TRIUMF. 
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Laurence (see CUPJ April 2008, “George Volkoff 
and reactor physics in Canada”). The minister 
who would work the file was Jean-Luc Pépin, 
close personal friend of the Rt. Hon. Pierre Elliott 
Trudeau. The facility would be officially opened 
in February 1976 by the Prime Minister.

The first director from 1968 to 1971 was Dr. 
John Warren, who supervised the enormously 
complex task of designing the TRIUMF accelera-
tor and lab (refer to Figure 4). The second director 
was Dr. J. Reg Richardson, who oversaw the con-
struction of the project from 1971 to 1974. (See 
Figure 5 and the Vogt interview in this edition 
of CUPJ).

Dr. Griffiths, John Warren’s colleague and 
friend from the Van de Graaff days, would also 
participate in the TRIUMF project and would 
retire from UBC in 1985 after 40 years. In the 
early 1980’s, Dr. George Griffiths would teach 
electronic techniques to the author and become a 
mentor, along with George Volkoff, to the author’s 
budding interest in nuclear astrophysics.

From 1964 to 1976, Dr. Volkoff would play 
a small, yet significant role when asked to assist 
the scientists involved in the TRIUMF proj-
ect. He was a member of the influential and 
extremely talented group of scientists and engi-
neers known as the TRIUMF Study Group (refer 
to Figure 6).

Dr. Erdman, a protégé of John Warren, 
would play an important role in the design of the 
TRIUMF 2.0 megawatt radiofrequency system 
and vacuum systems and would later go on to 
play a key role in the development of the highly 
successful TR series of nuclear medicine cyclo-
trons. These nuclear medicine cyclotrons, known 
as the TR series, were developed as a technology 
transfer from TRIUMF and are some of the most 
sophisticated technology built for export sale in 
Canada. Both Dr. Vogt and Dr. Erdman would 
champion their development. The author would 
have the pleasure of sharing an office and work-
ing with Dr. Erdman from 1994 to 1999 as the TR 
series of nuclear medicine cyclotrons were being 
commercialized. The TR series of cyclotrons are 
considered the most advanced medical and com-
mercial cyclotrons in the world.

In 1974, to the surprise of the TRIUMF 
builders, it was discovered that the TRIUMF RF 
frequency was precisely that of an emergency fre-
quency monitored by the Canadian Coast Guard. 
To work this problem, Dr. Erdman would design 
the ultimate Faraday cage for the TRIUMF RF 
system to trap stray RF signals: a copper room. 
When the Coast Guard officials came to mea-
sure the RF output at the periphery of the facil-
ity, they could not detect a signal and so asked 
the TRIUMF group to activate their system. With 
a relieved grin on his face, Dr. Erdman declared 
that it had been on all along and that they had 
kept the stray RF output to less than a microwatt 
at the periphery of the lab.

The scale of the TRIUMF project had never 
before been seen in western Canada. Efforts by 
Dr. Erdman, Dr. Vogt, Dr. Warren and Dr. Volkoff 
meant that as much of the manufacturing was 
undertaken in western Canada. Both the size of the 
main magnet (see Figure 7) and the vacuum tank 
(Figure 8) indicate the scale of the project. Note the 
six spiral sectors of the main magnet designed to 
accommodate relativistic time dilation.

Dr. Volkoff would, both as head of the Phys-
ics Department and later as Dean of Science, help 
to find the many researchers and theorists who 
would play roles in the TRIUMF project. Dr. Mal-

colm McMillan, who would later become Associ-
ate Dean of Science, would join UBC in 1963 and 

Figure 6: TRIUMF Study Group 40th reunion in 2006 
(Dr. Erich Vogt fourth from left, Dr. Karl Erdman 
foreground and Dr. Malcolm McMillan third from 
right).
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Figure 7: The TRIUMF main magnet. Dr. Erdman is just left of centre.

Figure 8: The TRIUMF vacuum tank (made in 
Richmond, BC).
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would be one of the first theorists at UBC to delve 
into the intricacies of meson theory. Dr. McMillan 
would be the author’s master’s advisor in 1999. 

In the 1980’s, a whole new science, applied 
meson physics, would be developed at TRIUMF. 
Spin trapping of mesons is now used to measure 
microscopic characteristics within both common 
and exotic materials, such as superconductors. 
The Brockhouse Prize was awarded recently to 
Dr. Jess Brewer, who joined UBC and TRIUMF 
in the 1970’s to undertake both NMR and meson 
research. For many years, the meson intensities at 
TRIUMF were some of the highest in the world.

a fitting tribute 
to his fundamental 
contributions

George Michael Volkoff, OC, MBE, FRSC, BA 
(UBC), MA (UBC), PhD (University of California, 
Berkeley), DSc Honoris Causa (UBC) (23 February 
1914 – 24 April 2000) was a Canadian physicist 
of distinction who predicted the existence of neu-
tron stars a quarter-century before they were first 
observed. In many ways, Dr. Volkoff’s contribu-
tion to Canadian science may be as fundamental 
and important as that, but not as well known, of 
Canadian luminaries as Alexander Graham Bell 
or Fleming.

His contributions were recognized to some 
degree in 1994 with his investiture into the Order 
of Canada (Governor General of Canada, 1994):

“In the course of a distinguished career, he 
contributed to the general development of phys-
ics in Canada and, in particular, at the Univer-
sity of British Columbia. Twenty-five years after 
he co-authored an historic paper on the gravita-
tional collapse of stars, the theoretical prediction 
it contained was verified by the discovery of pul-
sars, one of the great astrophysical discoveries of 
the 20th century.”

During the crucial period 1945 to 1985 Dr. 
Volkoff, played a pivotal role in nuclear physics 
in Canada and in building up the Department of 
Physics and Astronomy and the Faculty of Sci-
ence at UBC, as well as TRIUMF.

In recognition of this special role played by 
George Michael Volkoff, the east-west road that 
passes in front of the Physics building at UBC, 
presently called Agricultural Road should be 
renamed George Volkoff Way (some years ago UBC 
named the alley way behind the building after Dr. 
Volkoff, however, such a designation is hardly a 
fitting tribute). The Leonard S. Klinck building at 
UBC and the math buildings are also to be found 

on this road. In the late 1930’s, Dr. Volkoff under-
took one of the first detailed numerical calcula-
tion using algorithmic techniques of a complex 
physical system. The name Agricultural Road is 
antiquated and hardly reflects the importance of 
that part of the UBC campus.

Such a ceremony to rename Agricultural 
Road as George Volkoff Way could coincide with 
the 2009 UN-designated International Year of 
Astronomy celebrations and the 70th anniversary 
of his famous 1939 paper titled “On Massive Neu-
tron Cores.”

A new Canadian chair should be established 
by the Government of Canada at the UBC Depart-
ment of Physics and Astronomy and be named 
the George Volkoff Chair for Neutron Physics and 
Astrophysics. To address a shortfall in expertise in 
Canada, special emphasis for this chair should be 
on neutrons in astrophysics and applied physics, 
and should include undergraduate and graduate 
level instruction in the area of neutron diffusion 
and dynamics.
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