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Twin Stars of Astrophysics 
Make Room for Two 

A passionfor science has drawn them together since childhood, but to suc-
ceed as individualsthe Lamb brothers have learned to keep their distance 

It is early afkmoon, and outside Don Lamb's 
ofice a winter gray twilight is startingto set-
tle over the University of Chicago campus. 
Inside, Don Lamb is trying to &fine the dif-
ference between himself and his identical 
twinbrother Fred. Although it is getting diffi-
culttosee intheofice, heistooengrossedto 
get up and flick the light switch. Don, like 
Fred, is a kinetic storyteller. As he talks,the 
tales tumble out one after the other, careenkg 
from their childhood in post-World War 11 
Kansas to Beatles-era Liverpool and back to 
the Midwest. 

But it isDonghands that tell the realstory. 
Whenever he talksabout Fred, his index fm-
ger sketches out a stmight line. And when he 
talks about his own Life, Don's fwez pirou-
ettes mund the same line. In the gathering 
dark, a metaphorical light 
bulb tumson."That's it," he 
concludes. "Fred is like a 
straight line, and I Ihaved 
of spiraled mund." 

To the untrained eye, 
Fred and Don look more 
like parallel lines. Both 
study the physics of binary 
star systems that contain 
compact objects such as 
black holes, neutron stars, 
and white dwarfs. They 
work in the same state: 
Fred is the director of the 
Center for Theoretical 
Astrophysics at the Univer-
sity of Illinois, Urbana-
Champaign, and Don is a 
professor and former chair 
of the Department of As-
tronomy and Astrophysics 
at the University of Chica-
go. Both also serve as sci-
entific advisers to an amaz-
inn variety of international 

ranging from 
a pair of satellites carrying 

avoided sharing the same spotlight. Experi-
ence has taught them tovalue their separate 
lives. "Once people see us together and 
identify us as twins, they can't seemto think 
of anything else," says Don. The Lambs 
think about it, too. Their conversation 
abounds in mistaken-identity stories: Fred's 
postdoc buttonholing Don at a conferenceto 
discuss a research project Don had never 
heard of; an exuberant fellow physicist in 
Paris dashing up to bear-hug the wrong 
brother from behind; countless misplaced 
handshakes and abortive attempts at eye 
contact. In public, they say, it's often easier 
for one of them to answer to the other's 
name, bluff his way through the ensuing 
conversation, and later pass on any impor-
tant informationto hisbrother. 

Yet if Fred and Don have learned to 
laugh off such bizarre byproducts of twin-
hood, they also acknowledge that they have 

The Lamb broth 

cepted them to fill twoof the 170slots in its 
fi-ehmclass. \ 
lhomadsdiverged 
Then Don began the first of his many profes-
sional loops that would carry him far h m  
Fred before curliig back to reunite them. 
'We decided Caltech wasn't big enough for 
the both of us," Fred recalls. WhileFred went 
straight to Pasadena,Donopted for Rice Uni-
versity in Houston, drawn by its broader 
range of courses and f?ee tuition He began as 
anEn&h litemlure major but soon switched 
to a double major in physics and mathemat- 9 
ics. Several thousand kilometers away, Fmi 

telescopes to nilear immersed h l f  in physics leavened with 
nonproliferation and the sacademic activism,campaiJpingagainstCal- z 

plight of scientists from the tech's hamming former system of frequent 
f m e r  Soviet Union. comprehensive exams and publicly posted a-
Theymay have followed grades. 'lt was traumatic; 25% of the ksh- $ 

similar paths, but the two Differentorbits. Astrophysicists Don (left) and Fred Lamb had to men were gone before the end of the first fi 
brothers have carefully work at forging separate professionalidentities. year," he says.Although he himself thrived in 6 
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the envhnment, Fred gave a speech lambast- 
ing the system's cruelty and shortsightedness 

cy still in force. 
After graduation, Don 

scholarship to study ex- 
perimental high-energy 
physics in Liverpool and " 

language. .41t is 

have 

nation. "Fred nd Don 
work extreme1 f well to- 

the sidelines, backed Don's view.) The evi- 
dence was inconclusive. Only in 1997 did the 
Italian BeppoSAX satellite F i  locate the 
bursts at the &ges of the universe. ''I was 
wrong on that one," Don admits. 

But he quickly rebounded and leapt 
headlong into a new problem. For the past 
year, Don and his collaborators have been 
arguing that GRBs are powerfd probes of 
the early universe and have been using data 
from the High Energy Transient Explorer-2 
(HETE-2, the near-twin of the HETE satel- 
lite that failed to reach orbit in 1996) to ex- 
ploit the new tool. "That is not moral arnbi- 
guity; it is the mark of a good scientist," 
says astrophysicist Stan Woosley of the Uni- 
versity of California, Santa Cruz, who has 
known Don since their student days together 
at Rice Universitv. "Don was able to acceot 

ITA in the data, refordate his position, and mote 
ark. on gracefully." 

Fred Lamb, meanwhile, has become an 
Fred and acknowledged leader in neutron-star physics, 
d several a field that now can boast hard numbers to 

flesh out its theoretical speculations. Since 
discovered 1979, Fred has been a member of a team that 

proposed a new satellite to study how the 

their close collabora- Space Shuttle, and then re-redesigned for 
rocket launch following the Challenger disas- 

particle theory-was advanced enough to care 

gether. They live close 
ind enough to share an 

occasional weekend 
barbecue with the kids 
(Fred has a son 
and daughter, Don a 
son) but far enough 

Back in the U.S.A. side the galaxy. But when the that months can pass 
Fred also felt the lure of astrophysics. In Compton Gamma Ray Ob- between face-to-face 

meetings. Their profes- 
sional interests are simi- 

long-term collaboration when, about a year logical GRBs, Lamb for galactic. (Fred, on Mark Sincell writ 

www.sciencemag.org SCIENCE VOL 293 10 AUGUST 2001 


