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LS: I wanted to start out by asking you a little bit about your personal background, in terms of 

early interest in science.  Do you remember what got you started on that path? 

 

SF: Actually, I do.  In 1957 Sputnik was launched.  I was about four years old.  My father 

took me outside of the house to look into the sky.  We saw Sputnik orbiting the earth.  

That left a very strong impression on me. 

 

LS: Did your father have a scientific background? 

 

SF: He did.  He was a mechanical engineer, an MIT graduate, worked for a number of 

different companies designing machinery. 

 

LS: As you advanced through high school, did you start focusing in a particular direction? 

 

SF: I was probably the poster child for being a teenage nerd.  I had a lab in my basement.  I 

had a darkroom.  I built telescopes.  In some respects, school was really a distraction 

from the main things that were going on in my life.  I think one of the great surprises of 

my life was that I was able to find that my hobbies actually could be morphed into a 

career.  As a teenager I was building telescopes, electronics in my basement and it was 

just a great hobby.  Lo and behold, I found out that you could have a career doing that. 
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LS: Where did you go for your undergrad? 

 

SF: I went to MIT as an undergraduate.  I was confronted with a situation during my junior 

year of high school in which my parents informed me that they would be moving from 

our home in Connecticut up to Massachusetts.  I really didn’t want to spend my senior 

year of high school in a new school.  They suggested that I apply to college a year early.  

I hadn’t really thought about that as a possibility.  I applied to and was admitted to MIT. 

 

LS: In your years there, did you have any particular professors who served as mentors? 

 

SF: I did and it was a bit of a circuitous path to find the right mentors.  When I went to MIT, 

they really didn’t have any optics program.  Optics was bred through the institute 

broadly.  So I tried to find a major that would be close to the field of optics and so I 

decided to major in electrical engineering.  In electrical engineering, the closest thing to 

optics was electromagnetic wave propagation.   

 

 I ended up working for two professors: Professor Louis Smullen, who was the chair of 

the department, and another professor, Jin Au Kong, who I did my undergraduate thesis 

with.  Professor Smullen led the team at Lincoln Labs that was the first to bounce radio 

waves off the moon.  Professor Kong was an expert in electromagnetic wave propagation.  

His courses and his thesis supervision really set me up for a wonderful graduate 

experience. 
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LS: You knew coming into MIT, optics was what was really your budding interest? 

 

SF: I was interested in optics.  I really didn’t know that you could have a career in optics.  

The wakeup call that I received was I applied for and was admitted to a co-op program.  

You don’t usually think of MIT as a co-op school.  I was lucky enough to get a job that 

lasted for three summers at what was then called Honeywell Radiation Center.  It wasn’t 

nuclear radiation.  It was thermal radiation.  We were designing infrared and imaging 

systems at Honeywell. 

 

 I was given a job to write computer software that was involved in the analysis of those 

thermal imaging systems and doing things, for instance, for designing of optical fuses for 

ballistic missiles.  It was just intellectually a really wonderful experience.  I needed the 

money to help pay for my education.  They provided me with the opportunity to work as 

long and as hard as I wanted to.  It was just a terrific experience. 

 

LS: Did the work that you were doing at Honeywell Radiation Center, did that tie in with the 

electromagnetic wave propagation that you were doing? 

 

SF: It did, because the infrared light is simply electromagnetic waves, a wavelength of a few 

microns.  The work that I had done both with Smullen and with Kong were at microwave 

wavelengths.  So it was shifting a few decimal points.  The mathematics is exactly the 

same.  The rigor of the program really set me up well for graduate school. 
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LS: When did you know that you were going to be going on to graduate school? 

 

SF: What I realized when I was working was that I was very young.  I graduated from MIT at 

the age of twenty.  I realized that if I were to go into industry at that point, I would be 

looked upon as a kid.  I knew that I needed to age out a little bit in graduate school.  I was 

also just intellectually interested in going to graduate school.  The idea of working 

intensely in the field was of great interest to me.  I ended up going to the University of 

Rochester for that graduate education. 

 

LS: How did you decide on Rochester? 

 

SF: That was a very interesting process.  In graduate school – now remember, I was at MIT.  

That is one of the great things about an MIT education, is that the peer group that you’re 

with is probably the most intellectually powerful group that you will be with on a 

sustained basis for the rest of your life.  At dinnertime you’re sitting down with five, six, 

or seven other people that are curious, energetic, scientifically-oriented.   

 

 When I applied to graduate school, I applied to Berkeley, Stanford, Cal-Tech, MIT, and 

the University of Rochester’s Institute of Optics, which while it was, and still is, a pre-

eminent school in the field of optics, it’s not as well-known as the other schools are.  

When I told them that I was interested and I would be going to the University of 

Rochester after having been admitted to all the other schools, it was a bit of a surprise to 
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my peer group.  But knowing what I did then and knowing what I know now, it was the 

right decision then and I’m glad I made that choice. 

 

LS: Tell me about your time at Rochester.  Who were you working with there and what did 

you work on? 

 

SF: When I went to Rochester, really I went up there on a bit of a mission.  That was to first 

learn all of the things that I could only learn at Rochester.  There were very few schools 

in the country at that time in which you could learn lens design, thin film coating design, 

optical fabrication, and optical engineering.  If I wanted to take advantage of the 

uniqueness of that program, I felt I should learn the things that you could really only 

learn there. 

 

 After my first year I went into Duncan Moore’s research group.  He was a young faculty 

member there and I was his first graduate student start to finish.  Duncan later went on – I 

should say Professor Moore later went on to become president of the Optical Society in 

the mid-nineties.  While there, I was lucky enough to get into the field of gradient index 

optics.   

 

 That was a very good field for graduate research and really allowed me to learn the things 

and work in a field that I really wouldn’t have had the opportunity had I gone to one of 

the other schools.  At the same time, I had a great deal of freedom in what I was doing 

because I had been awarded a Hertz Fellowship, which provided me a great deal of 
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flexibility in the pace at which I would work.  With outside funding I didn’t have to 

depend upon the funding by a particular professor. 

 

LS: Was it during your graduate school years that you joined the Optical Society of America? 

 

SF: I joined the Optical Society actually as an undergraduate.  I had done some work while I 

was at Honeywell on the suppression of diffraction in a surveillance system that ended up 

being published.  Sometime during my junior year, 1973, I became a member of the 

Optical Society.  It was relatively early in my career that I became a member and then I 

kept that membership continuously until today. 

 

LS: Did you join other societies at the same time or later? 

 

SF: Later on. I did join the SPIE the following year and I suspect that I joined the IEEE at 

that time, as well. 

 

LS: What were the benefits of membership in the OSA that you were particularly looking for 

at that time? 

 

SF: I wanted to receive the journals.  The idea of receiving Applied Optics, a copy that I 

could call my own, that I didn’t have to go to the library to read, was very special to me.  

That meant a lot.  I had not been to an Optical Society meeting at that point in time.  It 

was something that I could only aspire to, and to tell you the truth, was somewhat 
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intimidated by.  It was actually during my first month of graduate school that I first gave 

a paper at the Optical Society. 

 

LS: Tell me about that, your recollection of the first paper you gave at a meeting. 

 

SF: It was a very intimidating process in part because I had submitted a paper to be read at 

the annual meeting, which occurs normally in late-September or early-October.  I had 

done that during my senior year at MIT and I did not get a response back from the 

Optical Society.  I didn’t know what to make of that and I didn’t have the courage to call 

the Optical Society to say, “What about that paper I submitted?” 

 

 When I showed up in Rochester at the beginning of my graduate career, there was a letter 

in my mailbox.  They had sent it to Rochester, indicating that the paper had been 

accepted, and that in a few weeks you’d be expected to present the paper.  I arranged to 

get support from the university to pay my travel expenses to go to Houston, Texas, at the 

Rice Hotel.  I can say that I was terrified about giving my paper.  I went up and I read my 

paper.  I asked if there were any questions.  There were a few questions.  I answered 

those questions.   

 

 That night I went back to my room and I literally fell into a deep sleep.  How deep a 

sleep?  The next day I was awakened by the hotel manager pounding on my door asking 

if it was okay in there, because I had literally, so worried about it, had slept so badly on 

previous nights that I was totally exhausted, didn’t hear the maid knocking at my door.  
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They were concerned that something had happened and what they found was just a well-

rested now person who had just previously given a paper. 

 

 Another event that occurred at that meeting, was that I took a tour of the Johnson Space 

Flight Center in Houston.  That tour was sponsored by the Optical Society.  As I got on 

the tour bus, there was a person sitting at the front of the bus with an empty seat next to 

him.  He waved me over to sit with him and he introduced himself to me.  It was a 

gentleman named Dow Smith.  Dow Smith became the treasurer of the Optical Society 

and later on a president of the Optical Society.   

 

 To me, that was an interesting connection since later on I had become a treasurer of the 

Optical Society.  He was very kind to me as a student.  He knew that it was a somewhat 

intimidating process to go to one of these meetings as a graduate student, and he really 

made me feel welcome within the society. 

 

LS: I want to talk about your involvement with the society in the early years, before the mid-

nineties, which is about where, as I said, your record’s going to pick up that I know 

about.  Can you tell me about some of the activities that you were involved with 

subsequent to these first meetings? 

 

SF: My first involvement with the Optical Society, besides being a member, was being 

involved with the local section in Rochester.  Rochester is the birthplace of the Optical 

Society, had then and has now a very strong local section.  On the first day of graduate 
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school, I had been assigned to Professor Douglas Sinclair to be advised by him.  He had 

also attended MIT.  In our first discussions together he looked at me and he said, “Steve, 

I’m the president of the local section for the next two years.  Would you like to be my 

house chairman?”  I didn’t know what a house chairman does, but I was adventurous 

enough to say yes to a question that I really didn’t understand the impact of. 

 

 The house chairman was the person that arranged for the meeting hall, arranged for the 

dinner of the local committee and the speaker and then was able to attend those meetings.  

At that point in time I was twenty-one years old.  I was going out to dinner twice a month 

with the local leaders of the Optical Society, and having a chance to interact with both 

them and the speakers that would come speak.   

 

 I learned a lot from them about what it means to be part of a community.  I was invited to 

visit their companies.  I got to see how they interacted with each other.  I think that was 

really an important part of my education.  So for the first two years of graduate school, 

that involvement with the local section really was helpful in me gaining an understanding 

of what it means to be a member of a professional society. 

  

 Later on, I became involved in the local optical fabrication and testing workshops.  I have 

a person now, who back then was a friend.  Let me back up a little bit, because this is a 

little more convoluted story.  After my first year of graduate school, you have a summer 

off in which you generally prepare for your qualifying exams.  You can perhaps work in 
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somebody’s lab or you can study full-time.  I had an opportunity to get a summer job in 

Mountain View, California, working for Spectra-Physics.   

 

 Spectra-Physics at that time was one of the tigers of the laser industry.  It was a dynamic 

growing company and even today, Spectra-Physics is one of the leaders in laser 

technology in the world.  Another graduate of the University of Rochester ran their optics 

department.  A professor, who I had met during my first year, recommended to the person 

that ran that division that he might want to hire me for the summer.   

 

 I went out there and worked for an alum of the Institute of Optics.  While I was there, I 

met a gentleman by the name of Jay Eastman.  Jay Eastman was a graduate of the 

University of Rochester who had come on board the previous year.  You never know 

where these relationships lead.  I went back, took my qualifying exams, continued my 

graduate education.   

 

 Jay Eastman left Spectra-Physics, went back to the University of Rochester, led the 

engineering group at the Laboratory for Laser Energetics and eventually became a 

director of the Institute of the Laboratory for Laser Energetics.  While I was there as a 

graduate student finishing my education, Jay introduced me to his wife.  His wife 

introduced me to her sister.  So Jay and I are now related through marriage.  So you never 

know where these professional society relationships may take you.   
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 Jay was several years ahead of me, as far as his career trajectory was concerned.  He was 

very interested in optical fabrication and testing.  He was organizing a local OSA-

sponsored optical fabrication and testing workshop.  He asked me if I wanted to be 

involved in the organizing committee on that.  I was still a graduate student and that was 

quite unusual for the time.  It would be even more unusual today. 

  

 I became involved in the planning of the local meeting.  That then led to me, once I had 

graduated, organizing a meeting in the Boston area.  It further got me involved in the 

optical fabrication testing group within OSA.  I ended up chairing that group in the early-

eighties and it led to a long series of committee involvements within OSA that ultimately 

brings me here today. 

 

LS: Where did you go after your graduate work was done? 

 

SF: When I finished at Rochester, I went to work at Polaroid Corporation.  And that was 

probably the most intellectually powerful group of optical people that I have ever had the 

privilege to work with.  Go ahead. 

 

LS: I was going to ask, did you stay there for many years? 

 

SF: I stayed there for six years, and eventually left, but retained a consulting agreement with 

them for another seventeen years.  I was still very much involved in things at Polaroid.  I 

have to say, my departure from Polaroid had very little to do with any issue with 
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Polaroid.  It was a wonderful environment.  I wanted to do something more 

entrepreneurial and on my own.  I was really lucky enough that they were willing to have 

a continual relationship with me, again, for another seventeen years. 

 

LS: What was the endeavor that you embarked on? 

 

SF: Let me back up two years before I left.  In 1982, I had been at Polaroid for approximately 

four years.  A gentleman by the name of Frank Cooke approached me about coming to 

work for him.  Frank Cooke was an icon in the optical fabrication industry.  He was a 

person that most people at that time would recognize as the optical fabricator of last 

resort.  If you couldn’t get anyone else to make your optics, they were too difficult, too 

unusual; Frank Cooke’s company could make them.   

 

 He had a relationship with the Optical Society that was quite interesting.  He had an 

optical activities and industry column that he edited that was published in Applied Optics.  

He was one of the leading forces behind the optical fabrication and testing workshops.  I 

went out there with the intent that he was approximately sixty-nine years old, and that I 

would go there for a year and transition his business so that it could continue if something 

were to ever happen to him. 

 

 The reality of that situation was that several other people had tried that in the past and he 

was – I would describe it as constitutionally unable emotionally to deal with the idea of 

parting with his company.  Even as I went out there, I recognized it was a fifty-fifty 
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chance that I would be successful.  But I viewed my experience there as an educational 

experience.  It was the post-doctoral research fellowship that I didn’t take while I did get 

to take a post-doctoral research fellowship working for Frank, learning how he 

approached problems and how he thought about things.  It was really a terrific 

experience, in spite of the fact that it didn’t work out as we had all hoped. 

 

 I went back to Polaroid for a couple of years and I had a terrific career trajectory there.  I 

was the youngest senior principal engineer in the company.  It was clear that really the 

sky was the limit as far as my advancement there.  But it was another Optical Society 

member that sort of derailed that and that was Milton Chang.   

 

 I don’t know if you’ve interviewed Milton yet, but Milton at that point was running 

Newport Corporation.  Newport Corporation presented me with a job opportunity that 

was too good to be true or perhaps the right offer at the wrong time.  It was an 

opportunity to set up a division for them; it was an opportunity to be paid a lot of money 

with a lot of compensation.  But deep down inside I really wanted to do something on my 

own.   

 

 It was probably the hardest decision of my life to sort through what to do at that time.  

After thinking it through, looking at the opportunity at Newport, looking at my future at 

Polaroid, I decided to go out on my own.  Polaroid was nice enough to facilitate a 

consulting contract with me that gave me some confidence that I could actually turn it 

into a real business. 
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LS: What was the focus of the business? 

 

SF: The business started as providing optical engineering services to whoever needed it.  I 

literally started it with $2,000 in the basement of my home.  I did work for companies 

ranging from a Polaroid Corporation, designing products, test equipment, scientific 

instrumentation for the research division to toy manufacturers, defense contractors.  If it 

involved the generation, manipulation or measurement of light, I would apply my 

skillsets to that.  After a year, I moved the business into Cambridge.  We stayed in 

Cambridge in two different locations up until 2006 and then we finally moved out to the 

suburbs. 

 

LS: If you look back again and focus back on the Optical Society of America, we had just 

gotten up to the point where your connections were leading to a series of committee 

work.  Why don’t we talk about those? 

 

SF: I became involved in optical fabrication activities.  They had a technical group called the 

Optical Fabrication Technical Group and the Lens Design Technical Group.  I spent more 

effort on the Fabrication and Testing Technical Group.  That involved really building that 

community, so it was making sure that there were meetings to support that group across 

the country, that at annual meetings there would be symposia, that there was vitality to 

the group discussion and that we kept the programs relevant.  Throughout the early 

eighties I chaired that group and enjoyed considerable success. 
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 I then later moved on and got involved in the engineering council.  I was the top co-editor 

in Applied Optics for lens design and then eventually ran for the board.  I was not 

successful being elected to the board.  That didn’t diminish my enthusiasm for the 

organization, but it certainly revealed to me that coming from a purely industrial 

background, it was more difficult to get involved in the governance of the society. 

 

LS: Can you say more about that?  Why was that a particular stumbling block? 

 

SF: It really comes down to what would be termed voter participation rates.  If there are 

15,000 members of the society today and maybe 4,000 of them are students, there’s 

11,000 people eligible to vote.  Even if they’re split between academic and industrial 

members, the academic members vote in a higher percentage.  People are not – 

particularly people that are early in their career – aren’t known as broadly across all the 

groups.   

 

 It’s generally a head-to-head election.  When I was running for one of the open slots, I 

didn’t succeed in passing the threshold to become a board member.  That was all right 

with me; I have other things to do.  I’d served on engineering council, eventually become 

chair of engineering council.  As chair of the engineering council, you then have a board 

seat.  My participation at the board level of the optical society was not because I was 

elected by the membership.  It was because I was chair of the engineering council, 

initially. 
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LS: How long is this before you became involved in the treasurer of the audit committee? 

 

SF: I think I became chair of the engineering council in ’93 and I served for three years.  I 

could be off by a year here.  I was ’93, ’94 and then I served an additional year in ’95, so 

I was on the board for three years, and then I was off the board from January 1 until I was 

approached in mid-spring about assuming John Buricomb’s position as treasurer.  John 

had served one term as treasurer.  He had been renewed as treasurer and then for personal 

reasons had to step down.  I believe it was Duncan Moore who approached me initially 

about whether I would be willing to serve as treasurer. 

 

LS: Now was that an elected position? 

 

SF: I’m not sure; I think it used to be elected.  It was generally the person that ran for 

treasurer was unopposed.  I agreed to fill out John’s term, so I was elected by the board.  

After that I wasn’t comfortable signing up for a four-year commitment, and so I asked 

that it be done on a yearly basis, so I could make a year-to-year commitment as to 

whether or not I would continue to serve in that role.  The reciprocal side of that is the 

board could make a decision about whether or not they felt my performance as treasurer 

was sufficient. 

 

LS: At this time in your career, what was your involvement like in the other societies that you 

had joined?  Was it a similar level of activity? 
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SF: No, no, I was much more involved in the Optical Society.  I would occasionally give a 

paper at an SPIE meeting.  My company would exhibit at an SPIE meeting.  OSA was 

concentrating more in the mid-nineties and late-nineties, on the scientific areas more than 

the industrial areas.  There were times when I asked myself was I the treasurer of the 

right society?   

 

LS: I was interested because it seems like your focus and what you’re describing OSA’s focus 

as being not necessarily the closest fit.  What was it about OSA that had your 

involvement higher? 

 

SF: There are a few things that I am very passionate about with OSA.  First, I think it’s a very 

intellectually powerful group.  The leading academics in the world, in the field of optics, 

are members of the Optical Society.  When I come to board meetings, committee 

meetings, I just find it intellectually satisfying.  The conversations that you have are at a 

very high level.  Topics, some of it’s about optics, but most of it is not about optics; it’s 

about other issues, whether it’s geopolitics or other things going on in science or just the 

personal problems that we all have in our daily life.   

 

 Most individuals that I come in contact with have a very nuanced view of life and living 

in general, and I enjoy that aspect of it.  Over time you make a series of good friends and 

you become part of that community.  You’re interested in what they’re doing, what’s 
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going on in their life and their careers.  It’s something that you really feel you’re a part 

of. 

  

 The Optical Society has, as its charter, in its bylaws, that it defines its community very 

broadly, to be all users of optics.  It’s not driven from the top-down of ivory tower 

professors with PhDs, that you have to have that level of intellectual achievement in 

order to become a member.  It really starts from the bottom.  I’ve always interpreted it 

that way and find that I have to occasionally remind the board as to the constituencies 

that we’re intended to serve.  It goes beyond our membership and I think that’s an 

important thing to recognize. 

 

LS: When you stepped into the role of treasurer, what were some of the challenges facing the 

society at that time? 

 

SF: At that time the Optical Society was having some difficulties.  Its financial reserves were 

modest on the order of a half of one year’s budget.  They had moved into a new 

headquarters location that was substantially bigger than they needed.  They were growing 

as an organization.  As an organization grows, it goes through a series of adolescence and 

there was always a challenge there to be dealt with. 

 

 At the same time, the sophistication of what was being produced was increasing, going 

from journals that were solely published in paper to developing the technologies that 

would allow you to have a journal that was only published electronically.  So at the same 
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time that they’re trying to develop new meetings, optical telecom is running very fast, 

they’re trying to keep up with that field, the technology by which they deliver their 

product was changing.  It had a complicated business challenge to address.   

 

 That’s intellectually interesting, as well.  For me it was a very exciting environment to 

work in.  Organizationally, it has its challenges.  It employs people.  You’re growing 

your staff.  We have turnover in executive directors, board members.  There’s a certain 

dynamic to the organization that keeps the pot boiling. 

 

LS: This is around the time, I guess this is a little bit earlier than the talk of the merger with 

SPIE.  So you were in the role of treasurer when that happened? 

 

SF: Yes, I was. 

 

LS: Can you share your recollections of that?  What were your thoughts on it? 

 

SF: I think to understand what really happened there, you need to understand the context of 

the governance of that time.  Jarus Quinn had been president.  When Jarus Quinn retired, 

a new executive director came in named David Hennage.  The Optical Society had some 

challenges to deal with after Jarus Quinn retired, in that when the Optical Society moved 

to its new location, it had sold the previous building it owned, but there was a real estate 

crash at that time, and it turned out that that sale did not go through.  So the Optical 
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Society got into a real estate straddle, where they owned two buildings and they really 

only wanted to own one. 

 

 David Hennage came in.  He was able to skillfully deal with that.  He addressed some 

issues in meetings and publications that were just some of the normal evolutionary issues.  

I would argue that he stayed too long.  If he had retired after his first term, he would’ve 

been viewed as a hero for the organization.  But like many turnaround situations, when 

you change an organization, you alienate some forces.  Eventually those forces can 

conspire to come back at you.   

 

 He was not successful in completing his second term and a change in leadership was 

made.   I was an observer of that process and, in fact, I was one of two people that met 

with David to explain that there was going to be a change in leadership.  I think that 

while in the long run, that change was probably necessary, it was unfortunate that it had 

to happen at that place and that time.  I still retain a relationship with David today, 

because it was business.  It wasn’t personal.   

 

 At that point in time, to take over the governance from David, a group of three was 

appointed and they were referred to as the gang of three.  That was Andrea Pendleton, 

Liz Rogan and Gus Russam.  They were the three senior directors in the organization at 

the time.  So for a period of about nine months, they were the executive management of 

the organization. 
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 I don’t clearly remember whose idea it was that, that might be the time to have 

discussions with the SPIE to have a merger.  At some point, that issue was raised and 

negotiations started in earnest with the SPIE.  At the same time, they were starting the 

process of finding a new executive director.  When you’re in merger negotiations and 

you’re looking for a new executive director, you really can’t hide that from a candidate.  

That was certainly discussed and fully appreciated by the person that was recruited and at 

that time, a gentleman by the name of John Thorner. 

 

 My own feelings about the merger was that I actually, once it became clear that they were 

going to proceed with those discussions, wrote down on a piece of paper the predicted 

outcome, sealed it in an envelope and thumbtacked it to the wall next to my desk.  So 

let’s see if we can predict the future.   

 

 I spent a summer working on the committee and I would describe it as a lost summer, 

where over several weekends we worked with SPIE to devise a plan by which that could 

be accomplished.  By many measures you could better serve the community if there were 

just one organization.  But there is some degree of benefit that is obtained by having two 

organizations which compete with each other in some areas to push against each other, 

some friendly competition.  That’s not to be discounted either. 

 

 It came down to a vote.  The plan to merge was not approved by the Optical Society.  I’ll 

have to say that I think that there was some unfortunate invective, and emotion that was 

carried through that that I was quite surprised by.  There were individuals, not me, so I 
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can speak rather objectively about this, that paid a price for exploring the possibility of a 

merger.   

 

 If you looked inside that envelope, you would see that I did not think that it would go 

through.  I just think that the cultures were too different and it was not a decision that 

would be based on a totally rational analysis.  So while disappointed with the outcome, 

given the amount of work that had gone into it, I certainly understood what the outcome 

was and why it went that way. 

 

LS: Did you personally think that the merger would be, on the whole, the right thing to do, a 

beneficial thing? 

 

SF: I think that it would’ve better served the communities that the by-laws ask us to serve and 

that when you look at the goals of the organization, as set out in the legal documents 

regarding what the organization is supposed to do and as articulated by the goals of their 

strategic plans at the time, I think that community would be better served by it.  But that 

wasn’t the view of the majority of those who voted. 

 

LS: Did SPIE’s membership vote? 

 

SF: Yes, they did. 

 

LS: Did they vote for the merger? 
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SF: My recollection is that they did vote for the merger. 

 

LS: I think you talked a little bit about some lasting effects just within the Optical Society of 

America.  Has it made for lasting effects between the OSA and SPIE? 

 

SF: When people talk about emotions between the two societies, there’s a number of things 

that need to be differentiated, emotions between the staff, emotions between the 

volunteers, the members and the leadership and the overall optical community at large.  

To the overall optical community at large, I don’t think they perceive it.  All they want is 

a vibrant professional society that serves them.  So they won’t view it with that level of 

granularity to understand that.   

 

 I think the staff – the uncertainty of a merger or a contemplative merger wears more 

heavily on them, because that’s the place that they work.  Uncertainty in the workplace 

creates some anxiety and stress.  After all, they do compete.  So that feeling of 

competition between the two organizations, which can be quite healthy at times, 

nevertheless can become too personal.   

 

 Among the members, some are members of both societies.  They’re paying dues twice.  

They’re having to make choices about overlapping meetings.  To the extent that you 

merge the societies, some of that would go away.  Others have a view of intellectual 
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purity, questions about quality, what should professional societies be doing?  They were 

rather shrill and strident about their view, and unfortunately, that carried the day. 

 

LS: Did the emotional fallout of that, did that make it at all difficult for you to continue in 

your level of activity with the OSA? 

 

SF: I would say I had a more clinical detachment from it.  In the end, I’m a very practical 

engineering-oriented person.  You deal with reality.  I would guess that from a 

professional standpoint, a merged society would make the manner in which I interface 

with the society and my company interfaces with the society more efficient.  That was 

largely irrelevant to the vote.  So it’s a little bit like watching a person that jumps off the 

top of a building and comments how great the ride is on the way down.   

 

 I had some confidence that it was not going to be voted through.  But along the way, 

there were those that were very hopeful and thought it was worth doing.  Unfortunately, it 

didn’t happen.  A lot of energy on both sides was expended on it.  It was a very serious 

effort.  I praise the diligence that the people on that committee worked with because they 

were trying to find ways to make it work, and create a better overall professional 

environment for the memberships and it just didn’t happen. 

 

LS: Let’s talk about moving on from there.  It doesn’t go through and you are continuing in 

your role as treasurer.  What did that look like at that point then, going forward? 
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SF: At that point, the optical telecom area was going fantastically well.  There was a bubble; 

OSA was very active in the OFC meeting.  The attendance in that meeting went up 

towards 40,000.  Remember, 40,000 people attending a trade show when your society 

only has a membership of 12,000 tells you something about what’s going on in the 

industry.   

 

 When I was recruited to become treasurer, Elizabeth Rogan was the executive director.  I 

had worked with Liz in my previous position on the board as chair of the engineering 

council.  I had asked her very directly about whether she intended to stay at the Optical 

Society, because I felt that with her in finance, that she would keep the financial 

emphasis headed in the right direction. 

 

 Your role as treasurer, although it sounds like it’s a very hands-on, important job, you go 

to the three board meetings a year, you participate in a strategic planning meeting, you’re 

available telephonically, but you really don’t have an operational role in the organization.  

You’re more involved in policy issues, providing counsel to the full-time staff and 

interacting with the other members in the presidential chain, overseeing the investments 

and a few other things.  I saw that the finance department was being led by a person of 

extraordinary competence and I felt that she would be a good partner to work with within 

the society. 

 

 We had looked at what was going on with OFC and it was bringing to the Optical Society 

a great deal of profit.  The organization really didn’t have the bandwidth to spend that 
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money properly.  Not properly, they simply didn’t have the programs through which that 

money could be spent effectively.  What I decided to do was to take those profits and if 

we didn’t have sound programs to expand into, that we would put that into growing the 

endowment.  In doing so, having a stable endowment it would provide confidence to the 

society that they could afford to act strategically and not have to worry about making 

next month’s payroll, but be able to take risks later on, add new programs that would be a 

little bit more experimental. 

 

 For instance, when they decided to go ahead and launch Optics Express, we knew that 

Optics Express was not going to be able to pay for itself, not for one year, not for two 

years, but maybe five years, perhaps even ten years.  It was an experiment that needed to 

be run.  We were beginning to have the resources that would provide the stability through 

good markets and bad stock markets or economic cycles, it would guarantee the 

continuity of the organization.  So for quite a long period of time, we were able to do that 

and we still continue to do that to this day to where our reserves are now closer, slightly 

exceed twice our annual budget.  That gives us really the freedom to always be able to 

think strategically. 

 

LS: Now did the OSA Foundation grow out of these years, as well? 

 

SF: The OSA Foundation I would guess started in around 2003.  You should check the dates.  

With the optical telecom boom, there were some companies that were very successful and 

it led to some substantial gifts for the organization.  The Optical Society has always been 
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very generous with its resources, but it did it in not one large signature program, but 

through many smaller programs.  For instance, there are the awards that they give each 

year.  There are student travel grants that they give.  There are programs for school 

teachers.   

 

 It actually amounted to quite a bit of money and staff effort, but because it was spread 

throughout the organization, it didn’t take up a critical mass.  The idea with the 

foundation was to collect those activities under one umbrella, so that you would be able 

to see how significant they are, and to provide a governance structure for it that would 

really be in charge of OSA’s philanthropic mission.  That has worked extremely well, 

both from a governance point of view, and also to help explain to potential donors and 

supporters how their funds will be spent, and that there will be proper stewardship of the 

resources of the foundation.  The foundation should be considered a tremendous success 

in that regard. 

 

LS: You mentioned the awards and prizes.  I know that you served on a couple of award 

committees.  Can you talk a little bit about that experience and about what you feel is the 

place of awards and prizes within the work of the society? 

 

SF: Award committees are very interesting groups of people, because oftentimes people go 

on an award committee and they really haven’t been familiar with the specifics of the 

award, what you’re really trying to accomplish with awards, and the process you should 

use in order to find qualified candidates and then select winners.  I’ve served on a number 
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of committees, on more than one.  We’ve taken those as an opportunity to more clearly 

define what those standards are and should be. 

 

 Oftentimes there are awards that you struggle to find candidates or struggle to solicit 

nominations for.  You have to remind the community at large about the existence of an 

award, the criteria, the type of person and contribution that you’re trying to recognize.  

Generally when you do that, you can take a situation in which you have one, two or three 

nominees, to where you have ten or fifteen nominees.   

 

 That really is one of the great satisfactions you get out of an award is that unless people 

are willing to lead a nomination, to help make sure that appropriate recognition is given 

to one of their own, it’s simply not going to happen.  When you have a candidate that 

perhaps has not been recognized in the past, actually goes through that process, you get a 

great deal of satisfaction from it. 

 

LS: How does the membership of the award committee get selected?  Are you just tapped? 

 

SF: That’s a very good question.  To tell you the truth, I’m not familiar about what current 

practice is.  What I like to see on a committee are people that take a fresh look every 

time.  They look at the scope of the award, they look at the candidate pool, they go out 

and reach into the community to solicit nominations, and then take a very dispassionate 

view of what’s there and the contributions that have been made. 
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 Sometimes a nomination comes in that is a person that you have never heard of, but has 

made a contribution that you’ve been affected by, that has affected the community and 

they deserve recognition.  Had it not been for that person that took the initiative to 

generate the nomination, the person might go to their grave without ever having been 

recognized.  It happens with fellows all the time.  You find out that there’s a person that’s 

seventy years old that never made fellow and you say, “My God, that should’ve happened 

twenty-five or thirty years ago.”  To do that, again, you get a lot of satisfaction out of it. 

 

LS: You mentioned geopolitics at one point and it made me think about the public policy 

work of the OSA, in terms of the legislative councils.  Have you had any involvement 

with that? 

 

SF: The great thing about the treasurer’s job is that on one level you get to be involved in 

everything in which money is being spent.  The public policy issues within the Optical 

Society are on one level you’d think they’d be very simple.  Everybody’s in favor of 

science.  Everybody thinks STEM education for K-12 is wonderful.   

 

 But pose the question should the Optical Society take a position of increasing defense 

funding to ARPA, the Advanced Research Projects Agency, which by some measure 

brought us the Internet?  That’s a much more difficult question to ask when half of your 

members are not from North America.  Some people have very strong opinions about 

government defense spending.  What some people might think is a no-brainer, gee, yeah, 
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the government should spend more money at ARPA or research on optical technologies, 

other members will become quite emotional about. 

 

 So yes, there are some areas which there’s no controversy, better education, policies of 

bringing individuals from third-world countries to OSA meetings.  That may not seem 

controversial until they’re from Cuba, North Korea, Iran and all of a sudden you find that 

it takes on a level of complexity that’s a little bit greater than you originally thought.   

 

 Each of us as individuals, members of the Optical Society generally have a fairly high 

level of intellectual attainment.  I would probably guess that 95-plus percent are college 

graduates.  I suspect that the number of OSA members that have PhDs is 40, 50, 60 

percent.  OSA has policies that encourage STEM education, but all of us as individuals in 

our own communities have responsibilities as well, with respect to that.  OSA isn’t 

always the best outlet for public policy, but most OSA members are intellectually curious 

people that have personal interests in public policy.  That is, oftentimes some of the fun 

dinnertime conversation is those kinds of issues. 

 

LS: I have a membership here or several of the Optics Legislative Network for you in 2011.  

Is that meaningful to you? 

 

SF: I think what that means is that I’m notified when they do their broadcast to the legislative 

network.  For me it’s a matter of I need to know what’s going on in the society. 
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LS: With this particular experience and perspective that you have and the length of it, can you 

reflect back on this past decade or more?  What are some of the big successes you think 

that the OSA has made, or great accomplishments?  As a partner to that, I’ll also ask 

about challenges that maybe have come up. 

 

SF: The Optical Society is a relatively modest-sized professional society.  Yet they really 

pioneered the development of electronic journals.  There were some real risks taken and 

some members were willing to put their personal reputations on the line.  The Optical 

Society put its reputation on the line and they have made a model for online journals 

work and they have demonstrated that.  Other societies seek to emulate it and learn from 

us.  To me, it’s been greatly satisfying to see that happen. 

 

 The other areas, they have adapted to new areas, whether it’s biomedical optics where 

they’ve established new initiatives.  Their work with incubator meetings to basically 

capture fields at their infancy, where when you call a meeting there are forty-five people 

in the world that come to that meeting.  While you may not be able to identify which 

topics need to be incubated or which ones don’t, we’ve enjoyed some great success in 

being able to identify those meetings, identify the key players, cultivate those 

communities so that they can grow into much larger activities.  I think the Optical Society 

is quite good at that. 

 

 I think their area with young professionals is really important.  It sounds old, in my day 

there weren’t such organizations.  You had to stumble forward, find your own peer 
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group, cultivate relationships on your own.  If you had a knack for that, it worked.  If you 

didn’t, well, there wasn’t anything to help you.  We were dealing with telephones then.  It 

wasn’t like you could e-mail people and share things easily like you can today.  It was a 

lot more difficult to establish those kinds of relationships.  It’s becoming increasingly 

easier to take your role in that larger optical community for the young person today. 

 

 I’m very enthusiastic about that.  I’m very appreciative to the Optical Society for the 

opportunities they gave me.  I’ll tell you the treasurer’s job is the best volunteer job in the 

Optical Society.  You get to participate.  You watch presidents come and go.  You watch 

committee chairs come and go.  You watch all of them grow in their jobs.   Particularly 

for me, because I’ve had a chance to interact with so many presidents over the term of my 

service, each and every one of them is transformed by that job.   

 

 They become a better person having had that experience.  They become a better listener.  

They become better technically.  They have a little more nuanced view of their own 

community, because they have to, for many cases, the first time represent the broad 

interests of the Optical Community, not just their narrow specialty that may have 

launched a career for them that brought them to the Optical Society and propelled them 

into the presidency.  Once you find that you have that broad responsibility, it is 

transformational and it’s just been great for me to be able to meet them, know them, and 

count many of them as my friend. 
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LS: You alluded in earlier comments to some of the complexities that arise because of the 

internationalization of the society.  That has been a very dramatic change over years 

when you’ve been involved in it.  How do you think the OSA is doing in terms of 

balancing its demands of the Optical Society of America with a worldwide membership? 

 

SF: You’ll find that more and more people refer to the organization as the OSA, not as the 

Optical Society of America.  The OSA tried to change its name twenty-four years ago.  

There was an incredible backlash to that.  I wasn’t privy to those discussions.  I was not 

on the board.  I was not involved in the governance.  It was a pretty intense reaction.   

 

 The bottom line is the name doesn’t matter.  This is an international society that the 

forces of demographics in the world economy are going to say you either become very 

internationally-oriented, or you will not be representative of what’s going on in the field 

of optics.  The organization has a greater responsibility to the field than it does to the 

geographical location associated with its name.  I think most people don’t think very hard 

about what the “A” means and they think more about what the “O” means.   

 

 As a challenge to that, I look at it and imagine what our board meetings would be like if 

we conducted them in German or Chinese or Japanese and how much more difficult it 

would be for me to participate in them.  When I look at our board members that come 

from the non-English speaking world, I just have tremendous admiration for their 

willingness to travel, their willingness to sit through meetings in a foreign language, and 
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to yet still have the energy and the willingness to fully participate and try to get their 

thoughts across. 

 

 If I project forward another fifty or hundred years, it’s just going to become more diverse.  

It’s going to be very interesting.  I’d love to live long enough to sit in a board meeting 

100 years from now.  I probably won’t make it for fifty years.  I might make it for 

twenty-five.  I’m very interested to see how those board meetings are conducted and how 

the conversation is carried. 

 

LS: You’ve anticipated my next question because I wanted to ask you looking forward, what 

other challenges do you see the OSA facing in the decades to come? 

 

SF: Let me break that into two groups.  When I became treasurer, I wrote down a series of 

goals that I wanted to accomplish during my tenure as treasurer.  We have either largely 

met those or will soon meet all of them.  Those are the areas in which I could have some 

impact.   

 

 In the areas where I felt I could have some impact, I think the society is very well-

positioned to not just survive for another twenty-five or fifty years, but to thrive.  They 

have the integrity in their governance structure.  They have the strongest staff that they 

have ever had.  Their operational processes are extremely strong.  They have a technical 

reputation second to none in their field.  They have the financial resources to be able to 

deal with almost any scenario that is presented to them.   
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 In some respects, the ship’s launched.  There will continue to be new members, new 

people coming into the governance.  They are in a very, very strong position to take the 

Optical Society wherever it needs to be.  I’ll leave it to them to figure that out.  I’d like to 

say I’ve done what I can in order to launch the ship. 

 

  [End of Interview] 


