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William Westerfield
Havens Jr
Known to his many friends and ac-

quaintances as Bill Havens and
officially as W. W. Havens Jr, the sub-
ject of this obituary made major con-
tributions to nuclear physics re-
search, the Allies’ victory in World
War II, international efforts to use nu-
clear energy for peaceful purposes,
the administration of Columbia Uni-

versity, and the American Physical
Society (APS). Havens was born in
New York City on 31 March 1920 and
died there on 29 June 2004 of compli-
cations from leukemia. 

After graduating at age 19 with a
BS in mathematics from the College
of the City of New York, Havens em-
barked on graduate studies in physics
at Columbia University, where he re-
ceived an MA in 1941 and his PhD in
1946. His thesis, under John R. Dun-
ning, was on the feasibility of con-
structing a time-of-flight neutron
spectrometer.

Havens was on Columbia’s faculty
from 1940 until his retirement in
1985. From 1941 to 1945, he worked
on the Manhattan Project. Together
with James Rainwater, he built the
time-of-flight spectrometer envisaged
in his thesis, and it and several
Havens-designed successors were
used for decades in important re-
search. Not only did they allow very
precise testing of theories of nuclear
structure, but they also supplied fun-
damental information to the Univer-
sity of Chicago’s Metallurgical Labo-
ratory for the design and construction
of the Oak Ridge and Hanford reac-
tors and for Los Alamos.

After the war, Havens and his col-
laborators continued to obtain funda-
mental neutron cross-sectional data
for use in the US nuclear energy pro-
gram, both for thermal and fast-
breeder reactors. From 1948 to 1951,
Havens worked in meson physics, de-
signing and constructing equipment to
be used with the new Columbia syn-
chrocyclotron at Irvington-on-Hudson.
He then returned to neutron physics
and was active in that field for the re-
maining decades of his research career.
Having become a full professor at 

William Westerfield Havens Jr

traced the temperature dependence of
a metallic film’s conductivity well
above its superconducting transition
temperature. That dependence was
subsequently identified by Lev Asla-
mazov and Anatoly Larkin as evi-
dence of thermal fluctuations of the
order parameter.

One of Rolfe’s most memorable
characteristics was that he was not
garrulous. He evidently followed the
adage to avoid speaking if you could
not “improve upon the silence.” He
nevertheless could offer a pithy and
cogent comment when the occasion
called for it. Once he heard a student
adviser lecturing to a large audience
of scientists and scholars who had
spent considerable time on exchange
visits in Germany. The lecturer was
insisting that everyone, students and
professors alike, should schedule two
hours of “fun” every day. When Rolfe’s
opinion was solicited in the discussion
period, he replied, “Arbeit macht das
Leben suess” (Work makes life sweet).
It was exactly the right remark for the
situation and rendered the “fun” ad-
vocate speechless.

Many years ago, soon after the dis-
covery of high-Tc superconductivity,
Rolfe took advantage of an open house
at the University of Maryland to
demonstrate levitation in the physics
building’s lobby. His demonstration
greatly intrigued those present—
students, townsfolk, and state offi-
cials—and led to the establishment of
the Maryland Center for Supercon-
ductivity Research.

An avid sailor who took his 40-foot
sloop across the Atlantic Ocean to Eu-
rope and back, Rolfe also sailed along
the East Coast of the US. He was an
enthusiastic skier and mountain
climber, and accomplished several sig-
nificant ascents. Rolfe was a good
friend and is greatly missed.
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Columbia in 1955, he served as direc-
tor of its division of nuclear science and
engineering from 1961 until 1977.
From 1976 until 1985, Havens directed
Columbia’s energy research center.

Havens contributed to numerous
national and international bodies con-
cerned with using nuclear energy for
peaceful purposes. He was a technical
adviser to the US delegation to the
Atoms for Peace Conference, a member
of the cross-section advisory committee
of the US Atomic Energy Commission,
chairman of the American–European
nuclear data committee from 1970 to
1972, and an adviser to the Interna-
tional Atomic Energy Agency.

One year after he joined APS in
1940, Havens began his service to the
society as a volunteer on the commit-
tee that organized the society’s an-
nual meetings, which were then held
at Columbia. He became deputy sec-
retary in 1955 and executive secre-
tary 12 years later. He stayed on in
that position through 1990.

When Havens took over as executive
secretary, which then was a part-time
job, APS had barely the equivalent of
two full-time employees, not counting
those in the publications office at
Brookhaven National Laboratory.
When he retired as full-time executive
secretary, there were close to 140 em-
ployees: Some were housed in the
American Institute of Physics’ head-
quarters building in Manhattan; oth-
ers, in AIP’s offices on Long Island, New
York; and nearly 100 editorial employ-
ees were located on eastern Long Is-
land. What had started as a mom-and-
pop operation had become the
headquarters of a society with 40 000
members, 13 divisions, 6 topical
groups, the forum on physics and soci-
ety, and 56 committees—a society that
awarded numerous physics prizes, pub-
lished 70 000 journal pages, and held or
sponsored nearly 50 national and in-
ternational conferences each year.

Havens helped to initiate major
changes, including one in the face of
opposition by then secretary Karl K.
Darrow. Seeing that the society would
be torn apart unless the specialized di-
visions were given more autonomy and
power, Havens, then deputy secretary,
worked with a committee comprising
past presidents. They prepared the
fateful enabling constitutional amend-
ments that were adopted in 1966. The
changes in APS’s modus operandi that
led to the large growth in staff and the
move to a downtown office, however,
were not on Havens’s agenda at the
time he assumed office as the executive
secretary. For a number of years, he
maintained that the executive secre-
tary should continue to be an active

physicist who did not devote more than
one day a week to APS work.

Thus, Havens was a progressive
force, but a most reluctant “empire
builder.” He was also a prodigious
worker. He not only arranged and ran
all the general scientific meetings and
edited the Bulletin of the American
Physical Society, but was a voting
member of just about every important
AIP and APS organ and committee.
He participated as a member, adviser,
or facilitator in many of APS’s panel
on public affairs studies and in exter-
nally funded studies that APS under-
took during his term of office.

In his later years, Havens ap-
peared to some as conservative, but
that was often because, possessed of a
phenomenal memory, he scotched
“new” proposals that he knew had
been tried before and had failed. De-
spite the society’s growth in size and
activities during Havens’s tenure,
APS “sustained its initial innocence,”
observed David Lazarus, editor-in-
chief (1981–91) of APS’s journals (see
PHYSICS TODAY, May 1991, page 59).
He added, “That is the essential
‘Havens touch’ . . . the incredible jug-
gling act of keeping all the increas-
ingly numerous balls in the air . . . al-
ways with grace and skill, and
without ever losing sight of the fact
that APS should remain a society of
and for physics and physicists.”
Havens kept a sense of his own role
and its limits and respected the soci-
ety’s elected officers and their roles.

As treasurer of APS from 1985 to
1996, I had the opportunity and pleas-
ure of working with Havens nearly
every day during the years our terms
overlapped (1985–90). I remember
our mandatory lunches in the cafete-
ria of the engineering societies’ build-
ing, which other physicists in the of-
fice frequently attended—not for their
gustatory delights, but for their colle-
giality, camaraderie, and effective-
ness in getting APS’s work done. In
the obituary he prepared for Darrow
in PHYSICS TODAY (November 1982,
page 83), Havens wrote, somewhat
ambiguously: “The manner in which
he ran the American Physical Society
will never be duplicated.” The same
can be said, without any thought of
being misinterpreted, about Havens.
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[Author’s Note: The source of much of
this material is my article entitled “To
Advance and Diffuse the Knowledge of
Physics: An Account of the One-
Hundred-Year History of the American
Physical Society” (American Journal of
Physics, July 2000, page 596).] �


