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I worked very closely with Sam for 
nearly a decade as we were building 
and then operating the PHENIX 
experiment at RHIC. 

For much of that time, I was 
Spokesperson and Sam was the 
Project Director. 

I could not have asked for a better 
colleague, mentor, and friend.

These are not just my sentiments, 
they are shared by all who knew 
this extraordinary man.
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Sam’s word-line
• 1942: Born, Huntington, NY
• 1964: A.B., Columbia
• 1968: Ph.D., Princeton
• 1968: Postdoc, Chicago
• 1972: Faculty, Wisconsin
• 1978: BNL 
• 1988: Deputy Chair, Physics
• 1991: RE2/PHENIX Director
• 2001: Chair, Physics
• 2005: ALD for NPP
• 2006: Director
• 2012: Stepped down as Director
• 2013: RBRC Director
• 2015: APS President
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September 1991:
• RE2 = RHIC Experiment #2 

was created/mandated
• Sam made hundreds of wise 

decisions in leading this budget-
constrained, time-constrained 
project to spectacular success as 
the PHENIX experiment. 

• The wisest of these:
Appointing 
Shoji Nagamiya
as spokesperson. 
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“reject all three Letters of 
Intent because of what 
were felt to be major 
deficiencies in each of 
them.”

“The Laboratory has 
appointed Sam Aronson as 
Spokesman and Project 
Director.”

“The Laboratory is 
prepared to contribute at 
most $30 million to the 
design and construction of 
this detector. 



Sam played a central role in shaping 
and supporting this joint effort.

I recall many occasions when I 
discussed physics and plans with 
him—at BNL, on boat outings, over 
meals at restaurants, and at his home 
during those days. His insight, 
leadership, and warm personality left 
a lasting impression on me. 

Preparing (a recent) lecture
brought back many fond memories 
from the time of the collaboration’s 
birth.
These memories remain very vivid.

Please accept my heartfelt 
condolences. I pray that he may rest 
in peace.

Shoji Nagamiya
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1997: A very fraught process transforming this . . . 
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2002 . . . to this 



Some Hints of the Challenges PHENIX Faced 9 

I am deeply saddened by the passing of Sam 
Aronson.

I met Sam almost 30 years ago when I joined 
PHENIX and was immediately impressed by his 
unique personality. . . I admired the way he 
managed the numerous long-day meetings, 
with exceptional calm, taking notes and going 
deeply into every detail, always demonstrating 
excellent judgment. I think we owe him special 
thanks for the fact that PHENIX was ready to 
take data on day 1 of RHIC. Sam was 
unassuming, a good man, and a superb science 
manager. I always enjoyed meeting him and 
discussing science and much more with him. . .. 
 
Sam will be sorely missed.

Itzhak Tserruya 
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My most vivid memories of Sam are of a man who 
without fail treated people with respect and dignity, 
even in the most trying of circumstances.  And 
circumstances were often pretty trying.

My happy years on PHENIX were in many ways due 
to Sam, and I think he was able to get the best 
work from people partly by his ability to overlook 
their faults and foibles.

Possibly the most valuable lesson he taught me was 
to admit challenges and problems and your own 
uncertainty. . . In this way, he extracted from the 
collective consciousness the best (or least bad) 
alternative.  I hope I adopted that same approach 
to working with people, but Sam was the master.

Rest in peace, Sam.

John Haggerty
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Sam’s favorite 
forms of stress 
management
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Sam’s true 
source of 
strength



October 2000

Division of Nuclear Physics 
Meeting, Williamsburg, VA

We are smiling because we 
knew that PHENIX had 
taken quality and important 
data in the first RHIC run!
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September 2001
In this role as Physics Chair, Sam would play 
an outsized role in developing the RHIC physics 
program and its results.
My message to him as he was attempting 
to decouple from PHENIX:

“From a legal standpoint, you are the person most 
vested in PHENIX. That this is also true technically 
and scientifically is a tribute to your dedication and 
leadership over the past 15 years. That you managed 
to prop up a new and inexperienced spokesperson 
during some significant fraction of that time only adds 
to the luster of your accomplishments.”
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Quark Matter 2004
In handling this issue Sam 
played an essential role as 
the “diplomatic envoy”
between senior lab 
personnel and the 4 RHIC 
experiments:
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12-Feb-04 email message
“More on the RHIC Science Retreat” 
from Sam 
to Tim Hallman and WAZ:

I told XX et al. that I felt like I was 
going out of a Mafia meeting with 
instructions to set up a meet
with the other Family.



April 13, 2005: 
Sam was appointed as 
Associate Laboratory Director (ALD) 
for Nuclear and Particle Physics:
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"We're seeing some of the worst 
budgets and budget forecasts in a 
very long time. The challenge is 
to maintain and advance a compelling 
science program at Brookhaven Lab in 
the face of these decreased budgets.”

Sam Aronson
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April 18, 2005:
Announcement of 

the “perfect liquid” discovery:
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April 18, 2005:
Announcement of 

the “perfect liquid” discovery:
We know that we've reached the 
temperature (up to 150,000 times hotter 
than the center of the sun) and energy 
density (energy per unit volume) predicted 
to be necessary for forming such a plasma.

This is fluid motion that is nearly perfect. In 
fact, the degree of collective interaction, 
rapid thermalization, and extremely low 
viscosity of the matter being formed at 
RHIC make this the most nearly perfect 
liquid ever observed.
- Sam Aronson



Press Event at April 2005 APS Meeting
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August 8th, 2005

Sam as ALD 
presenting his talk

The Future of RHIC

at Quark Matter 2005

“long term” - eRHIC
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http://qm2005.kfki.hu/archive/index.html
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2009 – Sam returns to PHENIX
PHENIX Project Director

Ed O’Brien Secretary of Energy
Steven Chu 



24 2011 – BNL as Physics Historic Site

APS 2011 President
Barry Barish 
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2012 – Signing Updated RBRC Agreement



2015 President 
of American Physical Society

I was so sorry to hear of Sam's passing. 
I met him on several occasions through the 
Panel on Public Affairs in the DC office, and 
he was always pleasant to work with.

He . . . was on the Presidential Line from 
2013–2016. That was right around the time of 
Corporate Reform . . .  Sam led during the 
years immediately following those governance 
changes, navigating a new structure that I 
think has served APS very well over the past 
decade.

Jeanette Russo
APS Corporate Secretary
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March 25, 2022
Sam and Edward Kistenev

Losing a person of Sam’s caliber is a 
tragedy for everyone whose life he 
touched. I am humbled, saddened, 
and trying to gather and preserve 
these memories. . . 
I pray that he may rest in peace.

Edward Kistenev



One of Sam’s Many Legacies 
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