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Obituaries
Joseph Rotblat

oseph Rotblat, born in Warsaw,

Poland, on 4 November 1908, died
in London on 31 August 2005. Only in
the last part of his life did he receive
the honors due him, including knight-
hood and membership in the Royal
Society, which came his way after he
was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in
1995. For most of his life, he stood in
opposition to the establishment: He
strongly opposed the nuclear arms
race and advocated the total elimina-
tion of nuclear weapons.

Rotblat’s early years were happy
and comfortable, but his family was
thrown into extreme poverty when his
father’s business collapsed during
World War I, and he nearly starved.
But thanks to his intelligence and per-
severance, he obtained a scholarship
to the Free University of Poland in
Warsaw, and, specializing in the rela-
tively novel field of nuclear physics,
he received a doctorate in 1938 from
the University of Warsaw.

As soon as the news about the pos-
sibility of uranium fission appeared,
he recognized the possibility and im-
plications of a nuclear chain reaction
and measured experimentally the
number of neutrons produced in the
fission reaction. That work was done
in Warsaw in 1938.

In 1939 he was offered a one-year
fellowship to work with James Chad-
wick, the discoverer of the neutron, at
the University of Liverpool. Rotblat
moved to Liverpool alone, and later
attempted to fetch his wife, Tola. But
she was too ill to travel, war broke out,
and she became trapped in Poland.
She and many of Rotblat’s Jewish col-
leagues were killed by the Nazis.

The Chadwick group was particu-
larly competent in nuclear physics,
and was soon involved in classified re-
search in England on the feasibility of
building nuclear explosive devices.
Eventually the entire group moved to
Los Alamos and became part of the
Manhattan Project. Rotblat, who had
envisioned the possibility of nuclear
weapons while still in Poland, took
part because he perceived the need for
the Allies to obtain, before Hitler’s
Germany, a weapon that might deter-
mine the outcome of the war. But Rot-

Joseph Rotblat

blat also felt a strong ethical repug-
nance to working on the development
of such a terrible instrument of indis-
criminate killing. When it became
clear at the end of 1944 that Nazi Ger-
many would be defeated and no longer
posed a danger of acquiring a nuclear
weapon capability, Rotblat sought and
obtained permission to return to Liver-
pool. He was perhaps the only scientist
who decided on ethical grounds to
abandon the Manhattan Project, a de-
cision that identified him—although
quite unjustifiably—as a potential
security risk.

In Liverpool, Rotblat performed re-
search that was instrumental in im-
proving the photographic emulsion
technique to reveal elementary parti-
cles. His work eventually allowed the
group of Cecil Powell to identify the pi
meson.

The news of the destruction of Hi-
roshima and Nagasaki in August 1945
was a terrible shock for Rotblat. He
eventually decided to abandon nu-
clear physics and devote his scientific
activity to the medical applications of
radioactivity. He acquired British cit-
izenship and in 1950 became a pro-
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Recently posted death notices at
http://www.physicstoday.org/obits:
Owen Chamberlain

10 July 1920-28 February 2006
Hyman Rudoff

1912-27 February 2006
Alan Moulton Thorndike

27 June 1918-16 February 2006
Mark Gurevitch

1917-16 February 2006
Frank Ellis

22 August 1905-3 February 2006
James Ray Peterson

02 June 1924-28 January 2006
William T. Oosterhuis

28 March 1940-16 November 2005

Walter V. Weyhmann
27 November 1935-24 September 2005

Raymond Jay Emrich
30 November 19177 September 2005

fessor of medical physics at St.
Bartholomew’s Hospital, part of Lon-
don University, where he served until
his retirement in 1976. He pioneered
the therapeutic uses of particle accel-
erators and became a world authority
on the effects of nuclear radiation on
humans; among many other achieve-
ments in this field, he was largely re-
sponsible for two major World Health
Organization studies on the subject.

When in 1954 Bertrand Russell,
worried by the development of enor-
mous arsenals of thermonuclear
weapons (H-bombs) of practically un-
limited destructive power, drafted
what is now called the Russell-
Einstein Manifesto, he consulted Rot-
blat. Russell was concerned that his
lack of specific competence in the
physics of nuclear weapons might
cause him to write something less than
completely correct. Rotblat was the
youngest among the scientists who
signed the manifesto. In addition to
Russell and Einstein, the other signa-
tories were Max Born, Percy Bridg-
man, Leopold Infeld, Frédérick Joliot-
Curie, Hermann Miiller, Linus
Pauling, Cecil Powell, and Hideki
Yukawa. For many years, Rotblat was
the last survivor of that eminent group.

After the manifesto was issued in
July 1955 to great media attention,
Rotblat endeavored to organize a
meeting of scientists having different
ideological and geopolitical back-
grounds. Such a meeting was called
for by the manifesto to lessen the dan-
ger of catastrophic use of nuclear
weapons. The meeting eventually
took place in July 1957 in the village
of Pugwash in Nova Scotia, Canada,
and constituted the beginning of the
Pugwash Movement.
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Rotblat dedicated the rest of his life
to the Pugwash Conferences on Sci-
ence and World Affairs; he served as
the Pugwash Secretary General for
the first 14 years (1958-72), and al-
ways remained the group’s main
spirit. His extraordinary commitment
to nuclear disarmament and peace, his
great organizational skill, and his ex-
ceptional human qualities have un-
doubtedly been the main engine of the
successes of Pugwash. The move-
ment’s behind-the-scenes activity is
widely credited with facilitating the
major arms-control achievements of
the cold war era and with the im-
provement of international relations
and the opening up of the Soviet in-
telligentsia that led to the cold war’s
end. Indeed, in 1995 the Nobel Com-
mittee of the Norwegian Parliament
decided for the first time in its history
to assign the Nobel Peace Prize
equally to an organization and to an
individual—the Pugwash Conferences
and Rotblat. Eighty-seven years old
and still very active, Rotblat was serv-
ing as the president of Pugwash at the
time. The short citation of the prize
reads, “For their efforts to diminish
the part played by nuclear arms in in-
ternational politics and, in the longer
run, to eliminate such arms.”

The death of Jo (as he was called
by his friends) is a terrible loss, and
too little time has passed for that
wound to be healed. Yet if we contem-
plate his long and fruitful life with all
its achievements, we must not be sad.
We—and we can presume to speak
here in the name of so many other
friends and admirers of Jo—rather
recommit ourselves to work toward
the two goals that he identified as the
main tasks of his mature life: the first,
which he liked to characterize as a
short-term goal, the total prohibition
and elimination of nuclear weaponry;
and the second, on a longer time scale,
the abolition of war as an accepted so-
cial institution for the resolution of
conflicts.

Francesco Calogero
University of Rome I “La Sapienza”
Robert Hinde

St. John’s College

Cambridge, UK

Morris Cohen

orris Cohen, Institute Professor

Emeritus at MIT, died on 27 May
2005 at his home in Swampscott,
Massachusetts.

Born in Chelsea, Massachusetts,
on 27 November 1911, Morris began
his lifelong association with MIT by
enrolling as a freshman in the fall of
1929. He earned his BS in 1933 and
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his DSc in 1936, both in metallurgy;
his doctoral thesis, under the noted
metal physicist John Norton, was ti-
tled “Aging Phenomena in Silver—
Copper Alloys.” After receiving his
doctorate, he was appointed an in-
structor in MIT’s metallurgy depart-
ment. He rose quickly through the ac-
ademic ranks and became a full
professor in 1946, was named Ford
Professor of Metallurgy in 1962, and
was recognized across MIT by promo-
tion to Institute Professor in 1975.
Morris’s early work, on improving
the strength and toughness of metals,
quickly became connected to the war
effort. During World War II, he served
as associate director of the Manhattan
Project at MIT. The efforts there were
focused on developing processes to
convert uranium powder into solid
pieces of uranium metal. Those cast-
ings were used for the famous “pile”
built by Enrico Fermi in Chicago. Dur-
ing the war, Morris also helped de-
velop nonmagnetic steel that could be
used as armor plate on the bridges of
ships and in locations near compasses
in other military transport craft.
After the war, Morris and his stu-
dents worked on understanding how
heat treatment hardens and toughens
tool and structural steels. His work fo-
cused on investigating the fundamen-
tals of the martensitic transformation
in steel and how that phase transfor-
mation improves steel’s mechanical
properties. His studies of self-
diffusion and interdiffusion led him to
investigate microstructural changes
that occur during tempering of iron al-
loys. That body of work, continuing
from the 1950s to the 1980s, enhanced
the basic knowledge of how to make
steel strong and made practical the
ultrahigh-strength steels used today.
Morris’s many contributions to the
mechanisms and kinetics of the

martensitic transformation, temper-
ing phenomena, strengthening mech-
anisms, age hardening of alloys,
strain-induced transformations, and
rapid solidification of alloys were also
important milestones in the emerging
field of materials science.

Morris served as president of the
American Society for Metals and
twice won the ASM’s Howe Medal
(1945 and 1949). In addition to his
leadership in metals research, he was
a principal figure in the new field of
materials science and engineering
and cochaired the National Academy
of Sciences’ Committee on the Survey
of Materials Science and Engineering,
which produced the 1974 study Mate-
rials and Man’s Needs: Materials Sci-
ence and Engineering. That report,
better known as the Cohen report, has
greatly influenced national policy on
materials education and research. In
1987, Morris won the Kyoto Prize in
Advanced Technology.

When notified by his secretary that
someone from the National Academy
of Sciences had called in 1968 about
his election to membership, he re-
sponded that there must be an error
since he was an engineer and would be
considered by the National Academy
of Engineering. Upon checking, he
learned it was indeed true that he had
been elected to the NAS; Morris is one
of the few metallurgists so honored.
His election to the NAE followed a
year later. His extensive service to the
nation included advisory roles to the
NAS, NSF, NASA, and the NAE. Mor-
ris published more than 300 research
papers and supervised more than 150
graduate and postdoctoral students.

In recognition of his fundamental
work on the martensitic transforma-
tion and the strengthening of steel,
Morris was awarded the National
Medal of Science by President Jimmy
Carter in 1977. Morris liked to tell the
story that after the reading of the ci-
tation, Carter said, “We need more of
that,” which Morris interpreted as a
presidential endorsement of marten-
sitic transformations. Most in the field
would acknowledge that no individual
in history contributed more than Mor-
ris to the understanding of the
martensitic mechanism and kinetics.

Morris’s scientific vision and dedi-
cation to the field of materials science
and engineering, along with his warm
and gracious nature, will be deeply
missed.

Edwin L. Thomas

Massachusetts Institute of Technology
Cambridge

Greg B. Olson

Northwestern University

Evanston, Illinois
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