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N. K. was ready for all eventualities. Lecturing to an advanced class one day
for a double-period lecture with a short interval between, he asked a few
searching questions during the first half and, disappointed by answers, said:
‘Really you chaps will drive me to drink by your lack of knowledge of thermo-
dynamic principles!” After the interval, there appeared on the lecture bench
a large bottle of beer, hastily obtained by the class from the Union bar. To
chuckles from the audience, the Professor immediately produced the pair of
pliers he always carried in his pocket, whipped off the crown cork most expertly
and then announced: ‘I can’t manage it all—we must have a loving cup’. He
took from the cupboard beneath the bench a fairly clean gas-jar, rinsed it, filled
it with beer and passed it round the class with the blackboard duster as napkin.
‘Thereafter’, he said, ‘the whole lecture went most swimmingly.” Inattention
or laziness in lectures was anathema. If he made a mistake on the blackboard
and discovered it himself before any of the members of the class, he would
give them a piece of his mind in straight terms, ending up ‘If you don’t correct
my mistakes before | notice them myself, | shall start making them on purpose!”’

Probably because of his classical background, N. K. had a clear, incisive
and economical written style, and was thus expert at reducing academic prosi-
ness, vagueness, incoherence or mere gobbledegook to good, clear unambiguous
terms. To a colleague who submitted the draft of an article to N. K. for his
comments, he returned it marked like a tutorial essay: ‘jS+ ; too prolix’.

One sees him still, sitting in shirt sleeves at his typewriter, ruffling his
tousled hair as he began to work on some draft or report, fits of near irascibility
alternating with Lewis Carroll-like scraps of spontaneous nonsense such as
‘What is the plural of Portuguese—Portugeese 7 or ‘Damn the thing, it’s
written “teachnical” for “technical” again’. Or he would snatch up and
brandish his large cylindrical slide rule, and with a quack or two, plunge into
some calculation, perhaps to confound the administrators with in due course.

Although so prone to explosions of temper, N. K. was no hater, and he would
sometimes make peace with erstwhile savaged colleagues by bringing them a
bag of cherries from the splendid tree in his garden or even a useful bucket
of compost or some other little offering.

A visit to the Adam household for tea was sheer delight. The capacious
house was very lived in and its walls lined with shelves and cupboards crammed
with scientific and other periodicals and books. In the main sitting room a
large, cheerful fire would be burning in cold weather, and the Professor’s long-
johns would be airing on a clothes-horse before it. These pushed aside, N. K.
would toast some muffins or teacakes, pots of honey, jam or Patum Peperium
would be in evidence, also one of Mrs Adam’s excellent home-made cakes. She
often arrived to officiate in gumboots and old mac. (sometimes even with sou-
wester) straight from the garden and, being a very strict Christian Scientist,
must not be asked how she was! Her quiet, dignified Madonna-like calm, her
delightful smile and gentle gracious manner were the antithesis of the mercurial
N. K., who, however, always seemed more tranquil and much less irascible in
her presence.
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One final picture comes from just a few years ago, when N. K., by now in
retirement, strolled the 200 yards or so from his house up to Highfield Church
for the University’s Annual Commemoration Service—in full dress scarlet
Sc.D. academicals, arriving, alas, just a little late. As he entered, the choir were
singing ‘As it was in the beginning, is now, and ever shall be’. There was no
doubt at all that he greatly loved his last University, and that he himself had a
secure place in the hearts of many of its older members who still speak of him
with great affection and respect.

He was indeed a true academic eccentric of the old school, but, at the same
time, a splendid and dedicated scientist, always valiant for academic freedom,
truth and excellence, a careful and painstaking teacher, a selfless administrator,
and a great colleague and friend.

A number of former colleagues and students of N. K’s have provided informa-
tion which has been very useful in compiling and checking the above account,
particularly the Southampton sections. Special thanks are due to Dr I. G. M.
Campbell, Mr E. Cartmell and Dr E. A. S. Cavell in this regard.

The photograph is by Polyfoto.
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