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3 Weeks offi¢
y avoid the . i

ummer I ¢/  In 1930, Dorothy Walcolt Weeks was the first woman
Ffﬂexibﬂity to be granted a Ph.D. in mathematics by the

by Marjorie Damon

Pve learned v Massachusetts Institute of Technology. Last May, she
% Thro was awarded an honorary doctor of science degree by
_ Fﬁt “peal life Regis College. At the age of 88, with relatives, friends
| itn and neighbors looking on, she was recognized for her
y COMMIM 1,0 career as a teacher and physicist. The citation
Igandacﬂtllec:lt Gifted teacher and distinguished physicist you
o pr in tm’vi Yave enriched the lives of generations of students ...
,bua& Yecause of your efforts on behalf of The American
A : ssociation of University Women and The Interna-
ear, the late I ional Federation of University Women you have
iecome throughout the world, a symbol of women's

{jgh intellectual accomplishments.
' A member of the class of 1916 at Wellesley Coﬂege,

off

’ jMyWeekshasiivedinWeﬂedey,onam , for
the past 69 years, .
IS

" Sitting in the comfortably cluttered study of her
nouse on Dover Road, she talks with humor and insight
sbout herself. Documenting her life as carefully as any
seientific experiment, her agile mind moving from
past to p t, she describes people and places with

announced the categorizes as she speaks, producing papers and pic-
bg‘ ellesley fyres of herself and her friends from childhood to old
: age. Like all good teachers, she has a sense of drama

man class: Wil . : f dra
rowley, son o ﬁtan instinct for metaphor and the illustrative inci-

and Geralding ‘
mgﬂmmmxswwmsncomam
» of Noble at children and the first daughter of Edward and Mary
School; Weeks. She lived in Washington, D.C., from the time
ass, daughter{ she was seven until she went to college. “The
puglass, 27 Ben Cleveland Park area was like a small town,” she
pet, a transfet recalls. Washington was dominated by the optimistic
Colby-Sawyer energy of Teddy Roosevelt, but it hardly mattered to
New London, the children who was President. “We had a gang and
h;)rA- Austen, ‘we did all the usual things. I climbed trees and played
i Dr. K. funning games. It was a perfectly normal childhood.”
% + Norma! in most ways, but it was clear from the time
! oy she was in the fifth grade that she had a rare gift for
ot es? pathematics. *I'm grateful to my family. They never
: Diog| nade me feel that my ability in math was odd. Ny
of 11 gstercouldplsyﬂaepinmand[cmﬂddonmth.'l‘hey
iever made any fuss ebout either of us. I wasn’t driven
ir pushed or separated from my [riends. Ithinkit'sa
nistake to separate gifted children from their peers. I
‘yas never bored in class, I had some wonderful
eachers and I always loved school.” :
iShewnsexpectedtousehertalentltohelpshmnts
vho struggled. “I spent a lot of time tutoring girls both
it high school and at college.” Growing up at a time
when people were expected to use their gifts to help
sthers, encouraged by her parents’ example and later
Marion this Py Wellesley College, the service ethic was to become
members of the mdﬂmdﬂmfﬂmiﬂmme.
i = . If her talent for math was unusual, so was her sense
i T, T v byt st
«x .| - college is MIT, ‘ ject is math, my
| ided of happiness is teaching,” Her' Girectness was a
il juality that sustained her when it seemed unlikely that
bc. William R she would ever be able to reach her goals. For all its
of Wi 1 diversions, her career has been remarkably consistent
¢ with the interests of that 1i-year-old girl. '
Bmm‘“‘ ~ As a sophomore in high school, she picked up the
ted to his pre. thread of Wellesley College that had been woven into
hid has ' her life before she was born. ‘‘When my parents were

{ Birney

irs. James T.
A ar‘lg hl;:beri
sley residents
entering Tabor

ce

in

| J

‘uma, Ariz. campus. They decided then that if they ever had a
aduate of Way-  daughter they hoped she would go to Wellesley.” She
thool and discovered that her favorite math teacher had been in

& in November the class of 1887 at Wellesley and with that extra im-
y p?tc;neqs. Dorothy never considered applying to another

h ge. y
' None of her teachers nor anyone in her family ever
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llege, Lewiston, almost photographic recail. She explains and -

with Head. first married they lived in Newton Highlands. One Sun-
hd Maintenance day afiernoon in the summer of 1888, they hired a horse
), Marine and buggy and drove through the Wellesley College
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it ar Dorothy Weeks: Class of 1

Teacher and physicist still live .u

“The weapons
race has to be

stopped. It's
terrible that some
of the best
scientific minds
in the country are
concentrating
their energy on
designing
instruments of
destruction. 1
don't think we
can even think
ten years ahead,
but that we must
protest from day
to day the things
we think are
amiss.”’

Professor Dorothy
Walcott Weeks
enjoys the
company of
cocker spaniel
Weeji in the
library of her
Dover Road
home.

Townsman photo by Melinda
Macauley

tried to steer her away from science toward the more
~aditional female disciplines of English and history.
“My parents, but especially my mother, encouraged
me to do anything that I thought was right for me.”
There was no political basis for what they did. “My
mother and father weren't activated by the ferninist
movement of the early part of the century. They just
wanted all of their children to do whatever interested
thern and to try to do things well.”
IN THE FALL OF 1812, the village of Wellesley was
dotted with rooming houses for college students. When
Dorothy arrived at the train station in September, she
wunwtbyajmﬂorwhoescortedhertosAbbott
Street, a rambling Victorian, where she was to spend
her freshman year. She and her classmates walked
over the hill where the Weston Terrace apartments
now stand to the classroom buildiugs'on the campus. =
2 mwmtmramm@, had
assembled a talented group of women to teach at his
college. They taught in a demanding but cooperative
aimosphere, united in 8 common vision of high per-
sonal and academic standards for themselves and
their students. The math and science faculty were
available and encouraging to the young public
graduate from Washington.

By her sophomore year, Dorothy Weeks knew that
she wanted to do research in physics. ‘‘Although
Wellesley was oriented toward research, the college
had very little equipment at the time. I reaily couldn’t
do any research there, but I dreamed of being able to
do it at the graduate level.”

On a March morning in 1914 it seemed as if her
dreams and those of the other students might never
come true. As she watched out the window of her tower
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‘ mm wllege Einll. ail-purpoae
ilding, chapel and dormitory, burned to

3 ofmycollege experience. The way the
dents ulledwgethertocmumuclasm

luggag
h mecnﬂneldWeﬂesleyandﬂwcollezethntit
tndayAfterthaﬁu President Pendleton literally
mmummmmmmmm,
a:grtawmmnsiﬁmmﬁways
me . .

wal
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later when they elected me as an alwmna.” |
Grants and were not of

life in 1216, s0 she put aside harphmfwumluntc‘

scmolandwemhometoWashmm“nwm

and the city was full of soldiers. I was out almost every

taught school for & few months. I was hired for a
government job gt the Patent Office, which because of
thewarhadbegunto!urewemn." -
She tried another job but it didn’t interest her. “I
missed the academic part of college life.”
Eventually, at the recommendation of a Wellesley
professor, she was offered a job as a lab assistant at
MIT. “It was then that I discovered that I was a very
good executive. Running an electricity lab for six hun-

1 ST v l

= ey —_—

T e o

Vhat came after the fire was the most

' leachlns af
“was | my tool ﬁf“

night dancing and having dinner with the young men. I -

Wellesley

dred students brought out skills that I didn't know I
had.” She was able to complete her course work for a
master’s degree in physics, but once she had her
degree, feit there was no future at that time for a
woman at MIT.

SHE REMEMBERS THE TEN YEARS after her
graduation from Wellesley as the most difficult of her
life. “‘I floundered. There are so many conflicts and ad-
justments once you leave school, trying to figure out
what you want and who you are. If I was talking to a re-
cent graduate I'd just tell her to expect the ages from
twenty to thirty to be a very confusing time.”

In a career turnabout, Weeks left MIT and went to
Prince School and earned a master's degree in retail-
ing. ““I was able to use my executive skills at Jordan
Marsh as a hiring supervisor. I did some innovative
things, but the business world wasn’t really for me.
One day I resigned and [ went back to my apartment in
Cambridge with no idea what I'd do next. When I pick-
ed up my mail there was a letter from one of my
former professors at MIT telling me about a tem-
porary pesition, One thing led to another and [ was able
to begin doctoral work in mathematics.”

She did her doctoral thesis under Norbert Weiner, a
man younger than she was. A generation later he
would be known as “the father of cybernetics”, the
theoretician whose ideas were fundamental to the
development of computers. “He was an experience.
There is no doubt that the man was a very great genius.

" He used to cover the blackboards with formulas from
- one end of a room to the other but most of his students
fl hadn’t the slightest idea what he was doing.”

Though she was often the only woman at a meeting

§ or in a classroom she never felt that she was being

discriminated against by her colleagues. *‘On the con-
trary, men were extremely helpful and encouraging to

-4 me. They always seemed delighted that a wornan could

do the kind of work I was doing.”
In a roomful of men, she was never expected to be
the note taker or do the secretarial work, “‘I1didn't have

291 the skills anyway. When I was younger I was advised
d not to learn typing and sh~ hand because if I did, peo-

"5 | ple would expect me tous. nem. Don't bother learning

“I'm always
embarrassed
when people
emphasize my
career as a
physicist. I am
primarily a
teacher, 1

thoroughly
enjoyed the

contact with my
students, but from
the time [ was a
child I wanted to
be a teacher, long
before 1 was sure
what my field
would be.”

il something you don’t want to do.”

2 IN 1930 WITH THE DEPRESSION deepening and col-
1 lega teaching jobs scarce, Dorothy Weeks was award-

3 ed her Ph.D, in mathematics. She was 37 and con-

sidered herself lucky to be offered the chance to build a
physics department at Wilson College, a small liberal
arts college for women in Pennsylvania. “It was the

i best place for me. I had the chance to start from the

beginning and make the department exactly what I
wanted it to be.”

A student, who was strongly influenced by Miss
Weeks, has fond memories of her physics classes and
her teacher. ‘‘Miss Weeks was always well prepared
and she had a wonderful sense of humor. She was far
inore energetic than any of the other teachers I had.
We were always impressed with all the things that she
did outside the Wilson community.” The student, whe
eventually went on to work as a physicist at the
Smithsonian Astrophysical Observatory, still stays in
close touch with her mentor and friend.

THE OUTSIDE INTERESTS that teok up so many of
her weekends and swmmers revolved around her
research in spectroscopy and her membership in the
American Asscclation of University Women and the In-

tﬂ‘gﬂmi Federation: of University Women,

s het physicd deplrtment was organized,
P:m began to look for a sub-specialty in
which she could do research. At a conference in 1932,

she heard a provecative lecture about spectroscopy '

and she knew she had found what she was looking for.
“1 became interested in spectroscopy because it was a

‘field that could be brought down to the level of

undergraduates and one that 1 found intriguing.”

The spectroscope, a precursor of contemporary laser
technelogy, is an instrument which breaks the light ad-
mitied by an atom into a pattern. The wave lengths of
the light can then be measured. *‘My contribution has
been to apply theories developed by others to atoms not
previously so analyzed.”” Her work on the iron atom,

" known throughout the world, eventually culminated in

See page 21
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world, but it is the human connections that she

always valued the most. “I'm always embarrassed
when people my career as a physicist. [am
primarily a . I thoroughly enjoyed the teaching
of physics, which was my teol of contact with my
students, but from the time I was a child I wanted fo be

& teacher, long before I was sure what my field would

"

Her deep and lasting friendships with her classmates

through a lifetime of shared experiences.”
speaks, Professor Weeks evokes qualities of
manner and the devotion to institutionalized
standards that she and members of her generation
epitomize. It is a tribute to the loyalty and stamina of
the class of 1916 that 27 of them, all over the age of 85,
returned o the campus this past June for their 85th

SHE REACHES OUT TO TAKE a golf ball from her
cocker spaniel and rolls it across the floor as she talks
about the past five years of her life. “‘I never wanted to

' be in a retirement community, I want to be in the

The AAUW

it presented her with its achievernent award, an honer
- given in other years o Hachel Carson and Juanita

w.atmmm,m.mwmm;'_

tional F Endowment established
leﬂemhip was by

"After 24 years at Wilson, she resigned and moved
back to W

THE LAST FEW YEARS HAVE BEEN quieter but no
less intense. She still lives as if she owes a debt to life.

a clear definition to her life.

pieces that seemed so unimportant and unrelated

fit like a ligsaw puzzle. I realize how lucky I was to

had a family which let me go in my own direction
any pressure to leave science.”

still feels a strong sense of connection to her

teachers who encouraged her at crucial times from

-elementary school through her post-doctoral werk and

to her students, some of whom are now retired

‘themselves. She doesn’t dwell on missed

opportunities
or on things that are now out of her reach, but looks to
mmmmmdmmwmmm

Qn&dviseswmefacingreﬁrmtmt‘towom

about it. “Just do anything that anyone wants you to

. do. You never know what will come out of doing
. -something you've never done before. The past few

years have been some of the best and most interesting
“mn{.'n
DOROTHY WEEKS HASN'‘T FALLEN into indif-
ference, a major piifall of advanced years. Her strong
of who she is is evident in every sentence she
a tribute to that 11-year-old girl who knew what
wanted to do and did it well.

. Through her own determination, she was able to help
: doors for women that were tightly closed when




