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J.H. Oort as a young researcher, at a meeting of the American 
Astronomical Society, Poughkeepsie, N.Y., Vassar College, December 

1923. Oort is standing in the centre, on the one but last row . 
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because when Oort had been in New Haven for about a year, he was 
offered the opportunity to go to the Southern Station ofYale Obser
vatory that was to be built in J ohannesburg. Oort hesitated. He may 
have seen it as some sort of exile, and he wrote to his senior col
leagues (De Sitter and Van Rhijn; Kapteyn had <lied in 1921) in the 
Netherlands to discuss the offer with them. 
Their reaction was prompt: they felt that this was not Oort's kind of 
work at all, and that although observing was a very useful experience, 
he should ultimately turn to interpretation and theory. In fact, De 
Sitter had just finished a reorganization of Leiden Observatory. As a 
result he had some vacancies and he would be most happy if Oort 
would join the staff at the end of his spell in New Haven, with good 
prospects for his future career. Oort had no hesitation at all about 
accepting. At the end ofhis second year (1924) he left New Haven to 
take up the position of Research Assistant at Leiden Observatory, 
where he was subsequently appointed as Conservator in 1926, as 
Lecturer in 1930, and as Professor Extraordinary in 1935. 
In Leiden Oort continued work on a research topic in which he had 
become interested in New Haven: the properties of high-velocity 
stars. He had collected as many data as he could, in the hope of get
ting some clue to the reason for the odd distribution over the sky of 
their velocity vectors: for stars with velocities relative to the Sun of 
less than 63 km/sec these are randomly oriented, but for those with a 
velocity above this value there is a pronounced asymmetry. They all 
seem to move into the same direction. This was to become the sub
ject for this doctoral thesis, but he wrote it up as a thesis and ob
tained his doctorate (at Groningen University, on May 1st, 1926) 
without having carne much nearer to an explanation. 
Some of his work notes from the time show him worrying away at the 
problem, but still in terms of the Kapteyn system 1• He is on record as 
saying he should have realized the implications of the odd velocity 
distribution of the high-velocity stars at that time. The Shapley
Curtis de bate on the composition and size of the Galaxy and the role 

1 Kapteyn had derived a model for the Galaxy in which the Sun was near the 
centre of gravity, and the stellar density fell off away from the sun in such a 
way as to form a flattened system, with a radius of c. 4000 pc and a thiclrness 
of c. 1000 pc. 
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