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Thanks to a generous bequest by Robert M. Ayers, through his Donor Advised Fund, the 
Foundation Board established the Robert M. Ayers Education Fund, which will provide support for K-12 school 
children to visit Lowell Observatory.  Mr. Ayers was a longtime Lowell Observatory Advisory Board member and 
particularly interested in K-12 science education. Anyone interested in donating to the Robert M. Ayers Education 
Fund, or any of the other Foundation endowments, can find more information on the Foundation website.

In 2021, the Board welcomed Ms. Marjorie McClanahan as a new member. Ms. McClanahan has served on many 
non-profit boards and has been the recipient of several awards, including the Flagstaff Chamber of Commerce 
Athena Award, Flagstaff Citizen of the Year, and Arizona Society of CPAs’ Arizona Public Service Award. We are all 
very pleased to have Ms. McClanahan’s knowledge and experience on the Foundation Board.  

Thanks to generous donors like yourselves, annual distributions from the Foundation continue 
to support groundbreaking research, public education, and the historic buildings at Lowell 
Observatory, while our investment team works to ensure the continued growth of the 
endowment.  

The Lowell Observatory Foundation Board is grateful to you and all of our other donors who 
support the Lowell Observatory Foundation and make the success of the observatory possible. 
Thank-you.

Chair, Lowell Observatory Foundation
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Dear Friends of the Lowell Observatory Foundation,

I hope this letter finds you and your families well. I am very pleased to send you the Lowell 
Observatory Foundation’s Annual Report for 2021. In 2021 the Foundation achieved 
considerable growth despite the continuing COVID-19 pandemic, with the endowment 
growing from $8.87 million (Dec. 31, 2020) to $10.66 million (Dec. 31, 2021). I hope you 
will join us in celebrating this milestone, which is due to the generosity of our donors as well as 
growth in the stock market. With market volatility, it is unknown if the endowment will stay at 
this level, but we are optimistic that our investment strategy will keep it high in 2022.

Letter from the Foundation Chair

Donna Weistrop, PhD
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Thanks to some significant end-of-
year gifts, the Lowell Observatory 
Foundation’s endowed funds topped 
$10 million at the end of 2021. A gift 
from a generous family foundation for the 
GODO Endowment Fund and the creation of the 
Robert M. Ayers Education Fund both occurred 
in the last weeks of December, putting the assets 
at $10.6 million on December 31. 

When the Foundation was getting started, in 
early 2015, and the Board of Trustees was 
new, they celebrated the transfer of an initial 
$2 million from Lowell Observatory for their 
management. Six years of good markets 
and some significant donations helped the 
Foundation grow to a level few could have 
anticipated in 2015. “My inclination was to do a 
backflip when I heard the foundation
passed the ten million mark!”

The Lowell Observatory Foundation and the 
Bank of New York Mellon (BNY Mellon) are 
now offering an estate planning consulting 
service to qualified Lowell Observatory 
supporters. BNY Mellon manages the 
Percival Lowell Trust and they have a large 
team of exceptionally qualified estate 
and tax attorneys and financial advisors 
that they are making available to assist 
our supporters with their estate plans for 
maximum tax advantage and customized 
asset management. 

The consultation is free of charge. They 
do not promote their own paid services, 
although that is an option if desired. The 
service consists of two or three virtual 
meetings, depending on the complexity of 
the needs, and it results in a document of 
recommendations that our supporters can 
then take to their own attorneys to use as 
a guide for structuring or restructuring their 
estate plans.

To take advantage of this opportunity 
or to learn more, please contact 

Lowell Observatory Senior 
Philanthropy Manager, Stephen 
Riggs, at sriggs@lowell.edu or 

(928) 255-0186.

Foundation Endowments Top $10 Million  

Credit: Abe Snider

BNY Mellon Estate 
Planning Services
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said Trustee Stephen Brown. “Yet I quickly 
reminded myself that I’m no longer sixteen years 
old, and a feeling of contentment permeated my 
being. Foundation donors, philanthropy staff and 
trustees should feel a high sense of satisfaction 
with this noteworthy accomplishment.”

The aim of the Foundation Board is to manage 
$23 million in endowed funds to benefit the 
observatory by 2030. At the current payout rate, 
that will create $1 million per year in revenue 
to further Lowell Observatory’s mission of 
astronomical research and public outreach and 
education.

The Giovale Open Deck Observatory
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Bob Ayers’ relationship with Lowell Observatory started decades before he was invited 
to join the Advisory Board in 2005. 

Growing up in Springfield, Massachusetts, 
Bob became intrigued with astronomy at the 
age of 13 when he was gifted a Criterion 
four-inch reflector telescope. As 
a student at Harvard, he told his 
parents he wanted to become 
an astronomer. His mother knew 
that Springfield’s mayor, Roger 
Putnam, was connected to an 
observatory in Arizona, so she 
inquired whether they might 
have a summer position for her 
son. Thanks to Mr. Putnam, a 
descendant of the Lowell family 
who was the observatory’s Sole Trustee, Bob 
spent a summer at Lowell Observatory.

It was a summer he never forgot. Robert 
Burnham, author of the Burnham Celestial 
Handbook, took a liking to Ayers, sharing the 
Grand Canyon and other local sights. Back at 
Harvard, Bob majored in astronomy. Learning 
about computers in a numerical analyses 
class, he became interested in computer 
programming and enjoyed a career spanning 
over four decades, including prestigious 
positions with Xerox and Adobe. A mountain 
climber, Bob traveled the world. He purchased 
property in Northern Arizona where he viewed 
the dark night skies through his telescopes.

Bob loved inspiring children about science. In a 
letter he sent to Lowell in 2019, Bob wrote:

“Why does a kid decide to become a scientist? 
It’s not just young-age excitement: 
that is firemen. I think it is an early 
exposure to the *wonder* of science, 
an experience that makes the child 
want to explore, to “dig deeper”. It 
can be a chemistry set. It can be a 
rock collection. Or it can be looking 
through a neighbor’s telescope: “That 
dot in the sky is this ringed planet in 
the eyepiece? Oh my!” Which is why 
I support Lowell Observatory and 

especially the “outreach” efforts.”

Bob funneled his philanthropy through the 
“Robert M. Ayers Science Fund,” a donor 
advised fund he’d created at Vanguard. Through 
his annual donations, he supported visits to 
Lowell Observatory for all of the fifth graders in 
the Flagstaff Unified School District.

When he established his Vanguard fund, Bob 
named Lowell Observatory as remainder 
beneficiary in the event of his death. Sadly, Bob 
passed away in the fall of 2020. In the spring of 
2021, we received the balance of the Robert M. 
Ayers Science Fund with no restrictions. To honor 
Bob’s passion for turning children on to science, 
we created the Robert M. Ayers Education Fund 
in the Lowell Observatory Foundation. The annual 
proceeds will pay for school groups from across 
Northern Arizona to visit the observatory.  

New Endowed Fund Supports K-12 Student Visits

Bob Ayers



1. How do I get started with developing
an estate plan?
First, outline a list of family and/or friends who
you’d like to give a gift. Then consider charitable
organizations with which you are involved or
have an interest. This is your legacy. What you
provide for others will outlive you and do some
good in the world after you are gone.

2. Don’t you need to have a lot of assets
to justify having a will?
No. Most people will leave behind more assets
than they expected. And, no estate is too small
or too large to benefit from the creation of a will.
Leaving a bequest is a way for many to make
a significant, transformational gift that might be
impractical to do while still living.

3. Do you need an attorney to create a will?
No, but it is strongly advised. A will is a legally
binding document, and while you can often
obtain do-it-yourself will templates from your
state attorney general’s office, an attorney
will make sure you are correctly following all
the legal protocols that are required by your
state. An attorney will also ask questions about
important issues which you might not have
considered that could have significant bearing
on the distribution of your assets. Many attorneys
specialize in estate planning. You can contact
the American Bar Association or your state Bar
Association for a list of estate planning attorneys
in your area.

4. Is it complicated?
That depends on the size of your estate, your
needs, and your desires. A simple will can be a
few pages in length and give direction for the
distribution of your assets. There are also many
different financial vehicles that can provide tax
advantages or income in later years such as life
insurance or charitable remainder trusts that can
be tailored to your specific needs. Some of them
are, indeed, complicated, but an attorney or
financial planner will help you with the process.

5. Is it expensive?
Again, that depends on the size of your estate
and your needs. A simple will can cost a few
hundred dollars, while more complicated estate
vehicles can cost a good bit more. Investing
now in a plan that is best for you is much less
expensive than not having a will or estate plan.

6. What happens if I die without a will?
Not having a will or official estate plan can
create a hardship for family survivors or
organizations with whom you have an interest.
In many cases, not having a legal plan for your
assets at the time of your death, can result in
your assets reverting to the government. If you
have family, friends, and/or organizations
that you care about, contact a legal advisor to
develop a plan for your estate.

Bequests

Bequests are one of the simplest ways to create or support an endowment fund. The Lowell Observatory Foundation has been 
the recipient of several bequests in recent years which have helped to increase its endowment holdings, and bequests are an 
important part of the plan for future growth. But, many people have the idea that developing an estate plan is complicated, 
expensive, time-consuming, or just not necessary. That is not always the case. To help alleviate some of these concerns, we have 
posed some common questions about bequests and provided answers.

7. Are there any resources that can 
help?Lowell Observatory has a free Estate 
Planning Guide that can help you determine 
your needs and develop a plan to discuss with 
your attorney. To receive it, contact Stephen 
Riggs, Senior Philanthropy Manager, at Lowell 
Observatory. Phone: (928) 255-0186. Email: 
sriggs@lowell.edu.

8. How do I leave a bequest to a 
charitable organization in a will?
Here is an example of language for a simple 
dollar amount bequest. 

“I hereby give, devise and bequeath _________ 
and No/100 dollars ($DOLLARS) to the 
Lowell Observatory Foundation, a nonprofit 
organization located at 1400 W Mars Hill 
Rd, Flagstaff, AZ, 86001, Federal Tax ID 
#47-2052113, for the Lowell Observatory 
Foundation’s general use and purpose.”

More examples of sample bequest 
language can be found on the Lowell 

Observatory Foundation website:

foundation.lowell.edu
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Foundation Endowment Growth

*Created by the Executive Committee of the Lowell Observatory Advisory Board in 2000, the Millennium Fund supports priorities identified by the Director. The Lowell Observatory
Foundation manages the Millennium Fund, treating it like an endowed fund, with a portion of the investment earnings expended each year for priorities approved by the Advisory Board’s
Executive Committee.

**The Reserve Fund was created by the Board of the Lowell Observatory Foundation in 2020. Funds transferred into the Reserve Fund come from unrestricted gifts to 
the Lowell Observatory Foundation. The Reserve Fund is a quasi-endowment which means only the Board may place funds into the Reserve Fund and only 

the Board may take money out of the Reserve Fund. Allocations from the Reserve Fund are available for any uses consistent with the mission of 
Lowell Observatory, including ongoing operating expenses, in perpetuity.

Millennium Fund* (23.1%)

Reserve Fund** (22.2%)

Exploration Fund (20.3%)

Instrumentation Fund (7.8%)

Giovale Endowed Fund for Astronomical Research (5.9%)

Native American Astronomy Outreach Fund (4.7%)

Robert M. Ayers Education Fund (4.2%)

Marcus Cometary Research Fund (3.9%)

GODO Endowment Fund (3.7%)

All Other Funds (4.2%)

Investment and Spending Strategies

The Foundation’s hope is to annually increase the portfolio’s asset value at least by the 
amount of the annual distribution rate, plus fees and expenses. We currently spend 
4% of each fund’s balance as averaged over the last twelve quarters.
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NEW FOR 2022
Postdoctoral Fellowship Fund Unveiled

The Lowell Observatory Foundation 
announces the Percival Lowell Postdoctoral 
Fellowship Fund. This fund aims to attract 
and support the brightest, most innovative, 
and productive young minds in the fields 
of astronomy, planetary science, and 
astronomical instrumentation to Lowell 
Observatory. Percival Lowell Fellows will 
receive four years of employment, resources 
that go beyond a standard postdoctoral 
position, and access to cutting edge 
instrumentation to help launch their careers 
as professional scientists. 
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Endowment Funds

Science Research & Exploration 
Exploration Fund
Supports Lowell scientists and their inquiries.
Instrumentation Fund
Gives Lowell scientists access to innovative 
telescopes and instrumentation.
Giovale Endowed Fund for Astronomical 
Research
Provides annual funding for Lowell scientists’ 
astronomical research.
Marcus Cometary Research Fund 
Encourages Lowell scientists’ studies of comets 
and provides the resources to share their results 
with others.

STEM Education & Community Outreach 
Inspiration Fund
Helps support the observatory’s popular daytime 
tours, nighttime telescope viewing, and kids’ STEM 
(Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math) 
camps.
Native American Astronomy Outreach 
Program Fund
Supports hands-on STEM learning to encourage 
Native American students to imagine themselves 
as scientists.
Robert M. Ayers Education Fund
Provides funding for K-12 school children to visit 
Lowell Observatory.
Young Scholars Fund
Provides Lowell research experiences for students, 
from undergraduates to postdocs.
Edith Waddell Fund
Provides summer student internships in the Lowell 
public outreach program.

Mars Hill Campus & Facilities
GODO Endowment Fund
Maintains and updates the Giovale Open Deck 
Observatory and its telescopes for nightly dark 
sky viewers.
ADC Endowment Fund
Maintains and renews the Kemper and Ethel 
Marley Foundation Astronomy Discovery 
Center and its programs to the delight of visitors. 
(Scheduled to open in 2024.)
Historic Preservation Fund
Preserves the historic logbooks, glass plates, and 
antique documents and instruments archived in the 
Putnam Collection Center.
Mars Hill Fund
Keeps the Mars Hill campus maintained and 
looking beautiful.

Funds with Few Restrictions 
Lowell Observatory Endowment Fund
Annual distributions from this fund are available 
for any purpose consistent with the mission of 
Lowell Observatory.
Millennium Fund
This fund provides annual distributions for 
observatory priorities outlined by the Director and 
approved by the Lowell Observatory Executive 
Committee.

Support Fund *
A fund that receives unrestricted gifts given to the 
Foundation. 

* Non-endowed

You are welcome to contribute to any existing fund. Or talk with us about creating 
a new fund. Funds for which there are no restrictions are often the most useful!
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Credit: Tom Polakis

42” Telescope at Anderson Mesa
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