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Roy Frederick Schwitters

R
oy Frederick Schwitters, who served 
as director of the Superconducting 
Super Collider (SSC) project in Texas, 

died of cancer at his home on Orcas Is-
land, Washington, on 10 January 2023.

An eloquent and dynamic physicist 
who played a major role in the 1974 dis-
covery of the ψ particle at SLAC and 
subsequently led construction of the Col-
lider Detector at Fermilab (CDF), Schwit-
ters was selected to direct the SSC project 
in 1989. He led that increasingly conten-
tious project until October 1993, when it 
was canceled by the US Congress.

Born on 20 June 1944 in Seattle and 
raised there, Schwitters developed an 
intense interest in physics during his 
undergraduate years at MIT, receiving 
his BS in 1966. He continued working in 
the laboratory of Louis Osborne, under 
whom he did his dissertation research on 
pion photoproduction and earned his 
PhD in 1971. His principal contribution 
to his thesis experiment (conducted at 
SLAC) was the development of a preci-
sion diamond target to produce polarized 
photons when struck by high- energy 
electrons.

That experiment brought Schwitters 
to the attention of Burton Richter, who 
hired him as a postdoctoral researcher 
on the SPEAR  electron– positron collider 

then under construction at SLAC. In the 
process of working on the design and 
implementation of the SLAC–LBL (Law-
rence Berkeley Laboratory) solenoidal 
magnetic detector, he determined how 
to surround the interaction point with 
cylindrical wire spark chambers to mea-
sure tracks of charged particles emanat-
ing from  electron– positron collisions.

During the data analysis of a 1974 
experiment on the collider and detector, 
Schwitters recognized that two runs at 
3.1 GeV were far out of line, with cross 
sections that were 5–7 standard devia-
tions higher than in other runs at that 
energy. He and others convinced Richter 
to remeasure that energy region in greater 
detail during a November weekend and 
discovered an extremely narrow reso-
nance at 3.105 GeV that they dubbed 
the ψ  particle—soon identified as a 
charm– anticharm quark pair. That sur-
prise discovery was “easily the most 
thrilling event of our scientific lives,” 
recalled Schwitters.

After serving as an assistant professor 
and then associate professor of physics at 
SLAC, he joined Harvard University as a 
professor of physics in 1979, remaining 
in that position until 1990. During the 
1980s Schwitters applied his deep under-
standing of  collider– detector design to 
the CDF project, for which he led its con-
struction and served as associate director 
and cospokesperson from 1980 to 1988.

In 1989 the Universities Research As-
sociation, manager of Fermilab, named 
Schwitters as the director designate in its 

successful application to become the SSC 
project’s management and operations 
contractor. Building the gargantuan, 
 multibillion- dollar proton collider in-
volved  project- management challenges 
unlike any that high- energy physicists 
had ever encountered. Because of the 
political challenges of securing sufficient 
funding, Schwitters began spending much 
of his time in Washington, DC, lobbying 
on the project’s behalf.

After the SSC cancellation in 1993, 
Schwitters assumed a position full time 
as S. W. Richardson Regents Professor of 
Physics at the University of Texas at 
Austin, where he stayed until he retired 
in 2020. There he returned to experi-
mental high- energy- physics research, 
focusing on B- meson physics. He also 
organized the Maya Muon project, which 
employed particle detectors sensitive to 
penetrating  cosmic-ray muons to exam-
ine the innards of a Mayan pyramid in 
Belize for interior voids. In 1996 he joined 
JASON, a group of scientists that advises 
the US government on national security 
matters, chairing its steering committee 
from 2005 to 2011.

Schwitters was recognized with NSF’s 
prestigious Alan T. Waterman Award in 
1980 and shared the 1996 W. K. H. Panof-
sky Prize of the American Physical Soci-
ety for his contributions to experimental 
particle physics.

An avid mountain climber, Schwitters 
served as a Mount Rainier guide during 
summers as an MIT undergraduate. In 
retirement he returned to the Pacific 
Northwest and Orcas Island, where he 
had deep family roots.

Schwitters will be remembered as one 
of the principal figures who led high- 
energy physics into the collider era and 
pioneered the design of hermetic 4π de-
tectors, which surround as much as pos-
sible of the solid angle around the colli-
sion point. His contributions have already 
had a lasting historical impact.

Michael Riordan
University of California, Santa Cruz PT
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Konstantin Borisovich Efetov

29 April 1950 – 11 August 2021

Alexander Cyril Hewson

21 July 1938 – 19 July 2021

John Spence

24 April 1946 – 28 June 2021

Sow-Hsin Chen

5 March 1935 – 26 June 2021

Michael Wulf Friedlander

15 November 1928 – 29 April 2021

Lothar Werner Frommhold

20 April 1930 – 12 March 2021

Maurice Kleman

11 August 1934 – 29 January 2021

Maurice Barnett “Barney” Webb

14 May 1926 – 15 January 2021

Evans Vaughan Hayward

17 February 1922 – 2 March 2020

RECENTLY POSTED NOTICES AT
www.physicstoday.org/obituaries

TO NOTIFY THE COMMUNITY
about a colleague’s death, visit 

https://contact.physicstoday.org 
and send us a remembrance to post. 

Select submissions and, space permitting, 
a list of recent postings will appear in print.


