Candid Chemistry

by Istvan Hargittai

Interviews with eminent scientists often provide for excellent oral history, a more engaging way to learr
about science. As science has become increasingly impersonal, interviews allow readers to become p
sonally acquainted with great scientists. Also, they provide a forum for these scientists to profess the
opinions on various issues. Current chemical literature is often so terse and journal space is at such a
mium that it is often impossible for authors to describe their unsuccessful attempts on the way to their dit
coveries. However, in an unhurried conversation, scientists are willing to reminisce about their failures a
well as their successes. With this article, | want to share some of the experiences that | have gathered wt

conducting interviews.

There is a plethora of questions that one may ask of In 1994, while | was attending an American
great scientists. In addition to asking them about theiChemical Society meeting in Anaheim, California, |
family background, education, and their most importantame across Glenn Seaborg, who was taking a leisurely
achievements in science, many other questions, such aslk alone. | introduced myself and asked him for an
the following come up: What turned them to science?nterview. The only available time was right then.
What was the determining factor in their success? Didrortunately, my camera and miniature Dictaphone were
they recognize the importance of their discovery rightwith me, so we found a relatively quiet corner and
away? Was it easy to publish their groundbreaking findrecorded a conversation. The interview was brief but
ings? And so on. | have found most scientists commugood, thanks to his gracious, cooperative nature. | later
nicative with a few exceptions. In most cases, once wéllowed up with some additional questions in writing. |
immerse ourselves into the conversation, | have to askas lucky to have interviewed Seaborg when | did,
few questions to get a lot of information. In some othelbecause there was no other opportunity for me to meet
cases, a little prodding is needed. These are in-depthith him before he passed away a few years later.

interviews, sometimes going on for hours.

A scientist is willing to reveal more
about his inner self to an
understanding colleague than to an
aggressive investigating reporter.

Upon my return home | prepare the transcript of the
conversation, edit it slightly, and send the material to the
interviewee for checking and changing. We repeat this
process until the interviewee feels comfortable with the
text. | consider the original recording merely a frame-
work for the interview, which takes its final shape at a
more leisurely pace. It may be argued that by doing so,
some of the original spontaneity is lost. Also, when |
feel during the conversation that a topic seems uncom-
fortable for the interviewee, | rather drop it than try to
force getting more information. My experience is that it

My technigue of interviewing is the following. | con- would not work anyway. A scientist is willing to reveal

tact the scientist informing him (or her) that | will be in
his neighborhood because of a conference or some ot
reason and would like to record a conversation wit
him. If we can arrange a meeting, we record a conve
sation. | live in Budapest, so this is almost always co
nected with a trip. Before the interview, | try to do as
much homework as possible in my preparation for th
interview. Usually, the more | know in advance, the
more new information | can get during the encounte
However, for the sake of my future readers, | must tr
not to boast about my knowledge. To me the best inte
viewer is almost invisible. | would like to stress that no
two interviews and no two sets of questions are ever the

same. There are exceptional cases, when there is no p 'lS(tVér;)Hargittf"sig('gf;) V‘_’itlh NObe:jP'\;izj_ 'ia”reatszA”h“r
sibility for any preparation. ornberg a ( ysiology and Medicine) and James

Watson (‘62 Physiology and Medicine)
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more about his inner self to an understanding colleaguB. Conant, who, in the meantime, had become the pres-
than to an aggressive investigating reporter. A famouilent of Harvard. Thus, Westheimer had another super-
American chemist wrote me after | had sent him thevisor, a rather indifferent one. When he finished and

edited transcript of our conversation that, having readvas about to leave, Conant called him into his office and
several of my previous interviews, he had decided to basked him about his plans. Westheimer told Conant
on his guard and be reserved. When he received thwehat he was planning to do as his research project.
transcripts, he was astonished that he had told me about
things that he had not thought about for a long time an

never disclosed, even to his wife. After that remark | \A/hat turned today’s great chemists
would have expected him to delete substantial parts ¢

the interview before publication, but he hardly touchec t0 chemistry? The most frequent

the text. . . .
| would like to sample here some of the answers tc answer is either Paul de Kruif's

the example questions | mentioned above. What turne book Microbe Hunters or a
today’s great chemists to chemistry? The most frequer .
answer is either Paul de Kruif's bodkicrobe Hunters chemistry set.
or a chemistry set. It is interesting that de Kruif's book
is about pioneers of science, but not so much abou.
chemists. On the other hand, a chemistry set has be€@wonant’s reaction was devastating for Westheimer: “If
the original source of interest not only for many futureyou are successful with that project, it will be a footnote
chemists but for many future physicists and biologists ato a footnote in the history of chemistry.” At that point
well. De Kruif's book first appeared in 1926 and hasWestheimer realized that he was supposed to do impor-
remained in print ever since. Its popularity has fadedant things. For his long and successful career,
though. | suspect that nowadays the computer, let alon&estheimer measured everything against Conant’s
television, is a great competitor for books among youngwords. Conant, in his turn, had a great career as a pub-
sters (we are talking about early teenagers) and, besiddig, servant. They met one more time when Conant had
Microbe Huntersmay be somewhat too romantic for the retired and Westheimer was a professor at Harvard. He
modern young adult. Chemistry sets may have also lostas working in his office when someone knocked on his
some of their luster. Today they are less popular thadoor. It was Conant. He looked at Westheimer and
they used to be and part of the reason may be safety prasked, “Do you remember me?” At this point in the
cautions that have excluded some of the most spectacimerview, Westheimer became so moved that we could
lar experiments from their repertoire. not continue for some time, but it was also a good fin-
To the question about the determining factor in theiishing point for the conversation. Whenever | re-read
success, most great scientists name one or two mentothis interview or tell others about it | can’t help being
The determining period of their lives as scientists isdeeply moved as well.
their graduate studies in most cases. The venue whereThere are many examples of the importance of the
they happen to do their graduate work or where theyenue for the start of research careers. | found Sidney
start their independent research career is also a detékktman’s description of his postdoctoral stint in the late
mining factor. The 1960s at the Laboratory of Molecular Biology (LMB) in
mentor effect may Cambridge, United Kingdom, especially interesting.
come as a result of a Altman was a co-recipient with Thomas Cech of the
tight interaction with  chemistry Nobel Prize in 1989 “for their discovery of
one’s thesis supervi- catalytic properties of RNA.” He felt in Cambridge as
sor, but it may also he thinks young physicists must have felt in
be just a casual Copenhagen in the 1920s at the dawn of modern
remark by someone physics. Altman narrates how everyone went to tea at
whose impact may the LMB, according to the English custom, twice a day,
then last for a whole and the “gods” of molecular biology were there. They
research career. My were accessible in fact, eager to discuss things with
favorite example is everyone else in the lab. The scientists included Francis
Frank Westheimer's Crick, Sydney Brenner, Frederick Sanger, César
story. Westheimer Milstein, Max Perutz, Hugh Huxley, and Aaron Klug. It
went to pursue his was a very formative atmosphere indeed.
graduate studies at  The question about whether a discoverer recognizes
Harvard University the importance of his discovery right away is less trivial
Glenn Seaborg (51 Nobel  phecause he wanted than it sounds. It does happen sometimes that the recog-
Laureate in Chemistry) to work with James nition comes much later after some other people had
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done additional work in the Geld. The story of buck-
minsterfullerene provides a conspicuous example. Eiji
Oizawa in Japan proposed the ©, molecole of the run-
cifed icosshedru] shape 15 years before ifs discovery.
Hovwéver, he did nob recopniee its importance and
restricted himself (o publish shoat it in the JTapanese lan-
puage only, although he published his other works
almost exclusively in English. A few vears lmier two
Russian authors, Gal'pem and the lage Bochyer reporied
this structure from their quanivm chemical computa-
tions. Although their Russian-language arficle had been
translated imo English, nobody had noticed it antil after
the actual discovery in 1985 by Kroto, Curl, Smalley,
and their students. The original idea of the truncated
icosahedral shape came from a colleagoe of Bochvar
and Gal'pem, Ivan Stenkevich, but they failed io
include him among the authors becanse they, and
Stunkevich too, thought that this piece of work was of
no pirticolar interest. Stankevich wsed o play. sogcer
and the shape of the soceer ball pave him the idea. The
interviews. with COsawa and with Gal'pern  and
Stunkevich, along with those with the Nobel lnorestes
Curl, Eroto, and Smalley, reflect a lod of buman drama.

I'have gradoally warmed up to asking famous scien-
tists whedher it was easy o publish their groundbreaking
Mndings. Criginally, [ thoughi ithai the besi journals
wonld be eaper o publish Mobel Prize-level discoyer-
ics. However., the
experience s differ-
ent. mlithough seldom
can one read aboot i,
For some, even [or
Mohel lauredtes, it is
an  uncomforiable
toqic 1o narrate abod
rejections bwy  stern
editors af siudies thal
later would merit the
highest recognition.
¥t it i5 Instrective o
observe that perhaps
miedioore papers
huve the easiest way
onbo the primled pape.
Very poor papers get
fliered out, of course. Howewver, real groundbreaking
papers often have their hurdles becavse of their pioneer-
ing characler.

These are but o small sample of guestions and the
amswers. There is preat diversity among the fates and per-
sonafities of preat scientisis pust s among the rest of os: T
sounds commonplace, but the most swecinet way o char-
acterize greal carcers is for the nght person o be there in
the right place ai the right time. In addition to being pifted
thouph, many of ihe ereabest scientists worked very hard
o be there just when @ was the right time and © move
around wntil they “happened i be™ in the might place.

Led-Maontzalsinl
(86 Maobel Laweats in
Py shology and Medicine)
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Recently, Alan Mac-
Diimrmad of the Dniver-
sty of Pennsylvanin and
co-recipicnt of  the
chemistry Mobel Prize in
) summed wp his
philosophy in the puise
of a Chimese proverb: *1
am o very lcky person |
and the harder [ work the |4
lockier 1 seem bo be j

Bo far, rwo volomes
of my Candid Science
serigs have appeared,
Candid Science:  Con-
versaiions Wil Famous
Cheprivts (20000 amd
Carvndid Science 1 Con-
Versalions Wil Famoiis
Hiowedical Scieniiviy (2002). The third voluwme 15 now
coming oul, Candid Science I More Comversaiions
with Famowus Chemists. Each volume contsins 36 inder-
views, and more than half are Mobel Laureates. The
Candid Science serics published by Imperial College
Press Lomdon is open ended, and one more yolume has
been contracted (Condid Scisnce IV Comversaiiony
with Famowus Mivsicisis). Bevond that, 1 already have
material for vel another volume. 1 have been doing this
intervicwing mos=ily during the past hall a dozen years,

[ was the interaction with Linus Paoling that initinted
ihis project in 1993, However, my very [irst mberview
with a femous scientist wis 165 with Mikolal Semenoy
{ IROG-10RA], the Russian Mobel lnoneaie of 1956. 1 was
asked to do this interview by the seience section of Radio
Budapest. Semenov oame fo Bodapesi 1o recéive an hon-
orary dociorate from the University of Technology. The
interview was nof only broadeanst on radio, laber it wes
also primded in the Radio and Televivion Yearhook, nvol-
e af the best progroms. Recently, 1 purchased a ooy
of the origingl tape from the Archives of Redio Budspes)

RAzlko Hurcds
University of Tokyo

It sounds commonplace, but the
most succinct way to characterize
great careers is for the right person
to be there in the right place at the
right time.

and, after more than 35 years, | still found it interesiing.
[ was lucky that Semenov was as experienced in such
maiters as he wis gracious. | was as inexperienced as one
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could be, but had the self-assurance of an ignorant begibeen my second university education and | am happy to

ner. The Radio supplied me with a tape recorder of thehare all that | have learned from them with everyone.

size of a trunk and a technician who operated it. One of

the interesting features of the interview was that | asketstvan Hargittai is professor of chemistry and head of

Semenov to prognosticate about science from the pethe Ph.D. School of Chemistry at the Budapest

spective of the mid—1960s, and he did. From today’s petdniversity of Technology and Economics. He is a mem-

spective, he did not say anything extraordinary, but thi®er of the Hungarian and Norwegian Academies of

is what makes his prognostication so valid. | was happciences and the Academia Europaea. His latest book is

to include Semenov in my first interviews volume. The Road to Stockholm: Nobel Prizes, Science, and
For six years (1995-2000) | published most of myScientist§Oxford, 2002).

interviews in TheChemical Intelligencera now defunct

magazine. | have now an interview in each issue of th@hotos: I. Hargittai.

magazine Chemical Heritage published by the = . — —

Chemical Heritage Foundation. These interviews hav{ %5 Www.tki.aak.bme.hu/hargittai/hargittai.htm

Pesticide Residues

IUPAC Representative’s Report on the 34th Codex Committee Session

The Codex Committee on Pesticide Residues (CCPR) convened at The Hague this past May to contin
its mission of promulgating recommendations on international standards for maximum residue leve
(MRL) of pesticides on internationally traded agricultural commodities. In this report, Kenneth Racke,
the IUPAC representative on Codex, offers a brief summary and major highlights of the past meeting. Th
CCPR serves as a forum for discussion and decisions regarding aspects of MRL process risk manageme
Actual technical recommendations regarding MRLs and the acceptable daily intake (ADI) and acute ref
erence dose (ARfD) toxicological endpoints arise from the annual Joint Meeting on Pesticide Residue
(JMPR) of the Food and Agricultural Organization of the United Nations/World Health Organization

(FAO/WHO). MRLs recommended by CCPR are subject to formal approval by the biennial Codex
Alimentarius Commission (CAC) as Codex MRLs.

by Kenneth D. Racke principle be observed with every action, these delega-
tions found little common ground.

Big Group, Small Steps Referrals f CAC and JMPR
Two-hundred-fifty delegates representing 51 countries eterrals from an

and 15 international organizations attended but, as {&Cting on an early agenda item, the committee initiated
typical, achieved few definitive outcomes or concrete? comprehensive review of the standard-setting and
decisions. The CCPR enthusiastically debates particuldfchnical-evaluation processes employed by all Codex-
topics and position papers, appoints working groups tépopsored bodies, including that,of CCPR'and JMRR.
prepare new or revised position papers for future dish\n independent panel of experts’ report will be avail-
cussion, and refers technical matters to the JMPR fgble for.d'SCUSSIOH at the _July 2003 CAC meeting and
learned consideration. Eventually, the CCPR recomgcould yield recommenQanns fOl"pI'OCG?}S chgnges or
mends finalized policies and MRLSs that have proceedefHrther study. Included in the ongoing review will be an
through an eight-step process to formal adoption by thaverall consideration of harmonized approaches across
CAC. all Codex bodies toward food standards establishment
In addition to the frequent interventions of national@nd the associated risk analysis and management.

delegations, opinions aplenty were forthcoming from Several general considerations from the 2001 JMPR
the manufacturers’ representative,  CropLife Were brl_efly dlscqssed. Among them, the WHO will 'be
International, and the self-appointed committee cond€veloping a guidance document on ARD establish-
science, Consumers International. With CropLifeMent. A pilot program for sharing chemical reviews
International anxious to see reasonable and pragmatffom national regulatory authorities with the JMPR wiill
progress in promulgation of MRLs and Consumers?® advanced later. The JMPR also ”Otefi impending
International most concerned that the precautionarfvailability of a new guidance document, “FAO Plant
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