As Einstein himself
described it, he served
for display as
“a prize-winning ox.”

“Why Einstein became famous in Amer-

a.” But he grossly misreads it. Miss-
ner’s paper mentions that Einstein’s
friendly demeanor and sloppy attire
momentarily allayed American Xxeno-
phobia, but nowhere does it say any-
thing about globally minded Americans
and an international outlook.

Missner reveals that the mania gener-
ated by Einstein’s 1921 visit was triggered
by a comedy of errors. The purpose of the
visit was a Zionist fundraising campaign
organized by Chaim Weizmann. Einstein
was invited to join as a poster child, to be
seen on stage with Weizmann but not
heard. As Einstein himself described it,

he served for display as “a prize-
winning ox.”

When Weizmann and Einstein’s
ship arrived at its New York pier,
thousands of enthusiastic Zionists
came to cheer, and they again
showed up two days later at City
Hall. But they came for Weizmann,
not for Einstein. The Yiddish news-

papers reported that accurately and
mentioned Einstein only briefly. But the
English-language newspapers misper-
ceived the celebrations as being in honor
of Einstein. The mistaken Anglo narra-
tive quickly gained dominance in the
press, and even the Yiddish newspapers
then gave more attention to Einstein.
With his witticisms, his pipe, his violin,
and his casual attire, Einstein made for
much better copy than the earnest and
formally attired Weizmann. And a super-
star was born.

I thank Professor Missner for review-
ing this letter and confirming my inter-
pretation of his paper.
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Prep for chemistry
PhD is as hard as for
physics

n his commentary in the March 2019
issue of PHYSICS TODAY (page 10),
Sankar Das Sarma opined that “all-
encompassing expertise merely to begin
their thesis research is essentially un-
thinkable in chemistry.”
I received my PhD in organic chem-
istry from the University of Massachu-
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setts Amherst in 1977. Before students
could begin their research in that depart-
ment, they had to demonstrate graduate-
level expertise in all areas of chemistry,
even those seemingly unrelated to their
research. Thus I also had to pass courses
for inorganic and physical chemistry.

To become a PhD candidate, one then
had to pass six, hours-long cumulative
exams given periodically over two years.
The questions depended on the specialty
of the professor who set the exam. If that
was photochemistry, then the questions
were all about that field; likewise for
physical organic chemistry, natural prod-
ucts, and so on. Moreover, questions were
sometimes written in German; if you
could not understand them, then too bad
for you! Most students taking one of those
exams did not receive a passing grade.

I am left to conclude either that edu-
cational standards in the physical sci-
ences have declined considerably over
the years or that Das Sarma’s institution
is an anomaly.

Michael McLaughlin
(mmclaughlinl@cox.net)
McLean, Virginia

A US physicist and
the military draft

harles Day’s editorial “Drafting
physicists” in the January 2019 issue
of PHYSICS TODAY (page 8) brought to
mind my own interesting interactions
with the military during my early years.
I was too young for the Korean War
but still had to register for the draft at age
18. After that I had various deferments,
mostly for education. My graduate
schooling was supported by a National
Defense Education Act fellowship,
which gave priority to students who
planned on becoming college professors.
I received a PhD in 1966 and accepted
a position as an assistant professor of
physics at the South Dakota School of
Mines and Technology in Rapid City. That
employment ended my educational de-
ferment. In a few months I received notice
to report for the physical, in Sioux Falls. I
remember taking the long overnight bus
ride from Rapid City with some of the stu-
dents I'd taught at the School of Mines.

The head of the physics department
was dismayed that I would have to leave
my position. He encouraged me to ap-
peal and wrote a letter for me to present
to the draft board, stating how hard it
was for him to recruit a college physics
professor and how much the nation
needed to educate upcoming physicists
and engineers. Apparently, the members
of the draft board were persuaded: I did
not have to report for duty.

Years later, at my high school reunion
for the class of 1955 in Huntley,
Wyoming, I noticed others had red car-
nations in their buttonholes. I asked the
woman at the desk about them, thinking
that I might be getting one. I was told
that carnations were for those who
served in the armed forces. Not until
then had I felt even a twinge of regret for
not serving my country. It did not matter
what accomplishments I may have had
as a physicist; in fact, no one there
knew —or cared —what those might be.
Without a carnation, I was labeled.
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Thousand Oaks, California
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