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During his six-year tenure (1995–2000)
as editor-in-chief of Springer-Verlag�s
quarterly magazine The Chemical Intel-
ligencer, Istv&n Hargittai, Professor of
Chemistry at the Budapest University of
Technology and Economics, sometimes
in collaboration with his wife Magdolna
(Magdi), Research Professor of Struc-
tural Chemistry of the Hungarian Acad-
emy of Sciences, interviewed more than
120 eminent scientists. Some of these
interviews were not published in the
magazine, and many have appeared in a
handier and more permanent form—the
Candid Science series. The first five
volumes of this critically acclaimed
series, each containing three dozen
interviews, have been published, the
first two of which have been reviewed
in Angewandte Chemie (Vol. I: 2001, p.
2179; Vol. III: 2004, p. 1909). Also,
according to Hargittai, the series “may
extend to a seventh volume eventually”
(Hargittai, I. , e-mail to G. B. Kauffman,
June 6, 2005).

For the first three volumes, Magdi
acted only as editor. In this fourth
volume she shares authorship with
Istv&n. The Hargittais uncover the sto-
ries behind the most important achieve-
ments in 20th-century physics, directly
from some of its most distinguished
participants. The interviewees tell
about their backgrounds, families, per-
sonal and professional lives, childhoods,
influences, career choices, motivations,
aspirations, heroes, mentors and influ-
ences, choice of co-workers, hardships
and triumphs, modus operandi, philoso-
phies, hobbies, nonscientific interests,
and their major discoveries.

The interviews are usually by-prod-
ucts of the Hargittais� scientific and
family travels; some were squeezed

into programs of scientific meetings or
the centennial celebrations of the Nobel
Prizes in 2001 in Stockholm. The Har-
gittais contacted each interviewee in
advance, set up a date, recorded the
conversation on audiotape, and sent the
transcript to the interviewee for correc-
tion and possible change. They never
tried to deal with topics with which the
interviewees seem uncomfortable, and
they tactfully asked them to ignore
questions they did not want to discuss.
Therefore, the interviewees are often
candid in their responses to questions
that the Hargittais do ask. According to
Istv&n, “Acting in this way rather than
looking to reveal some ”dark secrets“
has been helpful in getting closer to our
interviewees in a human sense than it
might be possible by a more aggressive
approach”.

Hence the titles of the books in the
series are quite appropriate, as are their
subtitles. Their contents are more like
candid informal conversations rather than
formal interviews. In reply to the Hargit-
tais� serious questions, a number of the
interviewees answered with humor.

Most of the scientific subjects are
discussed either by their originators or
most prominent authorities. They include
astronomy; astrophysics; radioastron-
omy; the fullerenes; Higgs�s W, Z, and
W particles; quarks; Grand Unified
Theory; gravitation; quantum mechanics;
extraterrestrial intelligence; astrophysics;
the superconducting supercollider; the
GALLEX experiment; nonconservation
of parity; the Big Bang theory; dark
matter; the solar neutrino problem;
microwave background radiation;
chemistry of interstellar space; antipro-
tons; Michael Frayn�s play Copenhagen;
SchrFdinger�s cat; quasicrystals; black
holes; the Orion project (a bomb-propel-
led spaceship); paranormal phenomena;
fractals; and phase transitions.

Among related topics, one finds
discussions of government and public
service, gender bias and feminism,
Nobel politics, research planning, the
Great Depression, serendipity, discov-
ery and patenting of discoveries, teach-
ing, nepotism, administration, the
McCarthy era, war research, religious
beliefs, the reconciling of science and
religion, history of science, aging,
authorship of articles, the scientific
establishment, experiment vs. theory,

science and nationalism, missed oppor-
tunities, the public image of physics and
science, science literacy, greatest chal-
lenge, comparisons between universities
and research institutes, the role of
imagination in science, compulsory
retirement and its effect on a person�s
work, feelings on being “scooped”, the
social responsibility of scientists, work in
progress, their legacy, and advice to
young people.

The collection begins and ends with
recollections. The first conversation
deals largely with Eugene P. Wigner�s
account of scientists from the earlier
years of 20th-century physics, a clear
link with the past. It is not really an
interview but a summary of a series of
conversations that Istv&n had during
Wigner�s visit to the University of
Texas in 1969. The last entry, a summary
of a conversation with David Schoen-
berg that includes direct quotes about
his contacts with Russian physicists
Peter Kapitza and Lev Landau, should
introduce Western scientists to their
counterparts in the East and turn their
attention to the future.

The earliest-born physicist inter-
viewed is the Australian, the late Marcu-
s L. E. Oliphant (born 1901), co-discov-
erer with Ernest Rutherford of tritium
and helium-3, a leading participant in the
Manhattan Project and the establishment
of radar during World War II, and co-
founder of the Australian National Uni-
versity. The youngest interviewee is the
German-born Wolfgang Ketterle (born
1957), Professor of Physics at the Massa-
chusetts Institute of Technology and 2001
Nobel physics laureate.

The interviews flow naturally, and
often introduce the next one. Rudolf
MFßbauer follows John N. Bahcall,
reflecting their common interest in
cosmic neutrinos; Ketterle follows his
mentor David E. Pritchard; Laszlo
Tisza, whose 1944 article was one of
the forerunners of the Bose–Einstein
condensation, follows Ketterle, one of
its discoverers a half-century later; and
Joseph H. Taylor and Russell A. Hulse,
the discoverers of double pulsars, follow
Antony Hewish and Jocelyn Bell Bur-
nell, the discoverers of pulsars.

Versatility is a prominent character-
istic among many of the interviewees, as
a number of them have switched areas
several times in the course of their

Angewandte
Chemie

4235Angew. Chem. Int. Ed. 2006, 45, 4234 – 4236 , 2006 Wiley-VCH Verlag GmbH & Co. KGaA, Weinheim www.angewandte.org

http://www.angewandte.org


careers. Some, such as Leon M. Leder-
man, began as chemistry majors;
Edward Teller studied chemical engi-
neering; Freeman J. Dyson and John C.
Polkinghorne were mathematicians; and
Mildred S. Dresselhaus was a musician.

In most cases the interviewees�
human feelings shine through their
words. Nobel laureates describe how
the Prize affected their lives, research,
and careers. Most are modest and admit
the role of luck in their good fortune.

Many of the physicists worked on
the Manhattan Project, and their beliefs
about the decision to use the nuclear
bombs against Japan are varied. None of
the interviewees was in favor of U.S.
President Ronald Reagan�s flawed “Star
Wars” project. Several scientists dis-
cussed their differences with other sci-
entists and competitors. For example,
according to Valentine L. Telegdi,
Leon M. Lederman “… tried to
defame our experiment. He tried to
tell people that we never did our experi-
ment, and that I invented our results,
that I faked them!” (p. 171). Telegdi also
stated: “Edward Teller suffers from a
disease that has not been uncommon
among Jewish people in the past two or
three hundred years; he thinks that he is
the messiah” (p. 185). A number of
other interviewees expressed negative
feelings about Teller.

However, most interviewees are well
acquainted with each other and are
mutually supportive, and their names
often appeared in each other�s inter-
views. Some offer suggestions as to
Nobel-caliber scientists whose candi-
dacy was overlooked, either because of
the three-person rule for sharing a Prize,
or for other reasons.

The question about differences
between physics and chemistry pro-
voked various responses: “The physi-
cists at ETH considered chemists a
lower form of life” (p. 164). “Chemistry
is a matter of care, observation, and hard
work. Physics begins with hard work and
very often leads nowhere, but is always
exciting” (p. 310). “Physics is much
more of a macho thing than chemistry,
at least in the U.S., but still once you�re
doing the work, it is all right to be a
woman” (p. 552).

I also learned many surprising or
little-known facts: although Murray
Gell-Mann presented his Nobel address,

he never submitted it for publication (p.
49); Telegdi picked up his wife on a
ZNrich street (p. 164); the Hiroshima
(U-235) bomb was not tested, but the
plutonium implosion bomb was (p. 301);
radar was discovered independently by
at least four different countries includ-
ing England, the United States, France,
and Germany (p. 327); Leo Szilard liked
to be homeless, never had a home, and
lived in hotel rooms (p. 461); and
“[former] Secretary of State [George]
Schultz is a Princetonian, a relatively
intelligent man, except that he has a
tiger tattooed on his behind” (p. 593).

The date and exact locale of each
interview is provided, along with a
biographical sketch. This volume con-
tains more unpublished interviews than
the two previous ones, and only five
interviews had appeared in the same or
different form in The Chemical Intelli-
gencer. Twenty (more than half) of the
interviewees are Nobel laureates, and
several are recipients of the Wolf Prize
in Physics, the National Medal of Sci-
ence, and the Templeton Prize for
Progress toward Research or Discover-
ies about Spiritual Realities. Only three
of the scientists are women (Dressel-
haus, BrQchignac, and Burnell), so fur-
ther advances in the struggle against
sexism are still needed. All three were
married (the first two to scientists who
are less famous than they are, and
Burnell is divorced), and they explained
how they balanced marriage and parent-
ing with their careers.

More than a third of the interview-
ees are Jewish, so many of them discuss
the issues of Judaism, the reasons for the
preponderance of Jews among scientists
of the first rank, the Holocaust, Israel,
and anti-Semitism. Although many of
the interviewees are not religious, as
expected of a diverse group of highly
individual persons with strong opinions,
they do not always agree on this or other
topics. Weinberg, Ne�eman, Telegdi,
BrQchignac, Alferov, and Anderson are
declared atheists, while most of the
others are not religious in the formal,
organized sense. Burnell and Taylor are
Quakers, and in 1979 Polkinghorne
resigned his Cambridge professorship
and trained for the Anglican priesthood,
in which he was ordained in 1982.

In response to the question about
future trends, Wheeler predicted: “I

think that in the first part of the next
century we are going to have an enor-
mous war bigger than any war we�ve
ever had. I do not know how it is going
to develop” (p. 429). On the other hand,
Philip W. Anderson hoped “My wishful
thinking is that physics will spread out
more toward complexity, geophysics,
cosmology, and astrophysics, and most
of all, biology” (p. 600).

The interviews include one or sev-
eral portraits, many photographed by
Istv&n or Magdi. The volume contains
158 illustrations—formal and informal
photos of interviewees both as adults
and as children, their families, collea-
gues, students, equipment, experiments,
medals, sculptures at the Fermilab,
Fitch�s parents� ranch, a Lego model,
radar scope photographs, Ketterle�s sci-
entific “family tree”, and fractal curves.

The Hargittais� questions appear in
italics, and the much longer responses
appear in Roman type. Three of the
interviewees (Wigner, Oliphant, and
Teller) are now deceased, emphasizing
the importance of acquiring oral histories
promptly. Istv&n corresponded with Teller
up to a few weeks before his death and
includes excerpts from two letters clarify-
ing Teller�s feelings about his character-
ization as “father of the hydrogen bomb,”
a designation that he despised.

A name index (10 double-column
pages with boldface page numbers refer-
ring to interviews) is provided, but no
subject index. A cumulative index of
interviewees (three double-column
pages) for all volumes published to
date is included. The number of mis-
takes is small and limited to readily
detected proper nouns, typographical
errors, or grammatical errors made by
the interviewees themselves.

I heartily recommend this attractive
volume, suitable for either complete
reading or browsing, to historians of
physics and of science, to practicing
scientists, and to students, who will
surely benefit from these inspiring sto-
ries by some of the leading luminaries of
physics.
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