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ASU officer devotes a lifetime to law enforcement
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August 12, 2015

Stewart Adams always wanted to be a police officer, something he credits to both of his parents.

After all, his dad was a captain with the Tempe Police Department and his mother a dispatcher with the Arizona

State University Police Department.

https://asunow.asu.edu/
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Stewart Adams spent some time patrolling on a motorcycle.

Download Full Image (https://asunow.asu.edu/sites/default/files/stewart_adams_photos_bike.jpg)

Adams achieved that dream and has had a long career in law enforcement. But this September it will come to an

end when he will retire after nearly 40 years with the ASU Police.

In many ways, those four decades started long before, when he was a child and spent a lot of time at the ASU

police station when his mother was working.

“Oh yeah, we came down all the time, knew a lot of the officers and they knew us,” Adams said.

Some things don’t change. Everyone at the ASU Police Department still knows Stewart Adams.

“He has been at the university for many, many years so he knew just about everyone,” said ASU Police Chief

Michael Thompson. “He was always a good person to go to if you needed help in learning the history behind

something.”

A journey to justice

Stewart Adams’ life changed on a rainy Saturday morning in 1963.

He was 13 years old when a truck ran through a stop sign in Mesa and crashed into the family car. His father,

Frank, was killed, and his mother, Pauline (or Polly) was severely injured — with eight kids at home.

It took six months before Polly could return to her job. When she did, she often brought Stewart with her.

https://asunow.asu.edu/sites/default/files/stewart_adams_photos_bike.jpg
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“I was down here quite often,” he said.

As he got older, he spent a lot of time at McClintock High School, where he played football, ran track and was on

the wrestling team.

After high school, he was drafted for the Vietnam War but received a deferment to attend Mesa Community

College. When that was up, Adams received a two-year church deferment to go on his mission for the Church of

Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. 

“I probably would have gone because my number was really low on the draft … number 32,” Adams said.

After his mission ended, Adams returned to Tempe and finished his criminal justice degree at ASU, graduating in

1975.

His first job in law enforcement came at the Maricopa County Jail where he spent two and a half years. He said he

couldn’t wait to leave.

“It was like being in prison, in jail with everybody,” Adams said. “You go there and you work your shift with all the

inmates and it was just like being in with them.

“You know, I say I didn’t like it, but I think every police officer should serve time in a jail like that because it teaches

you so much about people.”

Eventually Adams landed a job at the ASU Police Department and held a variety of positions, including motorcycle

officer and detective.

“Stu never got excited about anything; he was the calm, collected one,” said Sgt. Terry Lewis, who has worked with

ASU Police since 1988.
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Lewis recalled the time Adams called in an accident with injuries. When dispatch started to ask for more details

Lewis realized it was Adams who was hit by a car while patrolling on his motorcycle.

“He’s been in Tempe in one way or another for numerous years,” said Commander William Orr, who has worked

with ASU Police and with Adams for 24 years. “He was probably the first wave of community policing, where he

knew a lot of people, people knew him.”

A second goodbye

This isn’t the first time Adams has retired.

In 1997 he stepped down from his sworn position as an ASU Police officer and returned to work the next week in

the Crime Prevention Unit as a civilian.

Since then he has been talking to new students about how to stay safe while attending college. Adams also

teaches a R.A.D. (Rape Aggression Defense) class. He said he really likes what he’s doing because it empowers

the students.

“I’ve always kind of looked at myself as part of their education,” said Adams, who speaks at about 70 new-student

orientations every year.

Besides all the students he has taught over the years, Adams has brought up his own. He has six children, five

living, and they all attended ASU.

When Adams’ little boy Kelly was 5 years old, he was diagnosed with leukemia, went into remission then died

when he was 8.
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“It was really hard but the department, again, was very supportive during that time,” Adams said. “They helped us a

lot — we had a lot of support from the officers, administration, the whole university.” 

When asked about his upcoming retirement, Adams is honest about his future — he doesn’t know what he’s going

to do.

“I think about it, and I don’t even know how I’m going to react because I’ve been coming to work for so long,” he

said. “That’s one of the reasons I’ve stayed here because it’s such a good place to work.

“I’m going to miss just coming to work and interacting with people,” Adams said. “The last couple months when I

realized that I’m going to retire in a few months, I talk with somebody and think, ‘Man, I’m not going to be able to

talk with people like that anymore.’ ”

Nicole Franks, Nicole.Franks@asu.edu (mailto:Nicole.Franks@asu.edu) 
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What will be the next big idea out of Arizona State University? Twenty-one student start-ups have
been chosen to participate in ASU's prestigious Edson Student Entrepreneur Initiative.
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