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A major shift in world leadership in the
physical sciences got under way in the
1930s. Frederick Seitz, a physicist, was a
participant in and has been a lifelong ob-
server of many of the key events. He was
Eugene Wigner’s first American graduate
student. His thesis was a theoretical study in
the fertile field of solid state physics. He
held posts at a number of universities. Later,
he was president of the National Academy
of Sciences, following which he was presi-
dent of Rockefeller University. At all times,
he reached out to interact with leading in-
dividuals he encountered. His new book is
in part an autobiography and in part a de-
scription of people he met. It also is in effect
a photograph album, for it contains pictures
of some of the world’s leading scientists.

Seitz was born in San Francisco on 4 July
1911. Like other youths of the 1920s who
later became scientists, he was active in
amateur radio. He graduated from an excel-
lent high school in December 1928 and
entered Stanford University in January
1929. One of his undergraduate years was
spent at the California Institute of Tech-
nology, but he graduated from Stanford in
December 1931. At Caltech, he mingled
with professors and students, one of whom
was William Shockley. At Stanford, fellow
students included William Hewlett and the
Varian brothers. On one occasion, Edward
U. Condon—then a professor at Princeton
University—was a guest lecturer at Stan-
ford. Seitz conversed with Condon. As a
result, he was accepted as a graduate student
at Princeton, beginning in January 1932.
He began studies there in theoretical phys-
ics with Condon, seeking ways in which
quantum mechanics could be used to ex-
plore properties of crystalline solids. Later,
Condon arranged for Seitz to study with
Wigner. The combination was successful
and led to important papers explaining
properties of solids. Seitz received the Ph.D.
degree in 1934 and stayed on at Princeton
for a postdoctoral year.

During the period 1932-1935, Princeton
was an especially exciting place. Among the
many luminaries there were Paul Dirac,
John von Neumann, Wigner, Condon, and
(from 1934) Albert Einstein. Fellow gradu-
ate students included John Bardeen, Con-
yers Herring, Edwin McMillan, and Roman
Smoluchowski. Once a month—on a Sat-
urday—Isidor Rabi brought his graduate
students to Princeton for discussions with
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Wigner. One consequence was a lifelong
friendship between Seitz and Rabi.

In May 1935, Seitz and Elizabeth Mar-
shall were married. She
was a graduate student in
physics at Bryn Mawr
when he met her. It was a
good marriage, and she
was helpful to him in
many ways. The summer
of that year was spent in
Schenectady, where Seitz
was a summer fellow with
General Electric. That au-
tumn, they went to the
University of Rochester,
where Lee  DuBridge
headed the physics de-
partment. He had made
an attractive offer to Seitz.
After two years at Roch-
ester, Seitz joined the staff
at the General Electric
Research Laboratory. Dur-
ing his two years there, he
interacted professionally and socially with
Leonard Schiff, Robert Hofstadter, Louis
Ridenour, and others. While on travel from
the lab, he became acquainted with Vlad-
imir Zworykin and Emanuel Piore.

Frederick Seitz. [American Institute of
Physics Emilio Segre Visual Archives;
Shelburne Studios, Inc.]

Seitz continued a now well-established
pattern by moving to a position at the
University of Pennsylvania, where he was
on staff from 1939 to
1942. He was head of the
department of physics at
the Carnegie Institute of
Technology in Pittsburgh
from 1942 to 1949.

World War II had pro-
found effects on scientists,
especially on physicists.
They were drawn into it
early. In the preamble to
his book, Seitz stated, “I
became involved part-
time in administration
during World War II and
was never again a truly
free agent.” He served as a
consultant to many orga-
nizations, and was off
campus much of the time.
His travels included a vis-
it to the Metallurgical
Laboratory of the Manhattan District at the
University of Chicago to consult about ef-
fects of intense neutron irradiation on the
structure and strength of materials. Later, in

1946—47, he was on leave for a year at Oak
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Ridge, where he was in charge of a Reactor
Education Program. One of his students was
Admiral Hyman Rickover.

In 1949, Seitz moved to the University of
Illinois, where he was, successively, professor
of physics, head of the department, dean of
the graduate college, and vice-president for
research. In spite of continuing frenetic ac-
tivities, he took time to write two important
books—Modern Theory of Solids (1940) and
The Physics of Metals (1943)—and (with
David Turnbull) to edit the ongoing series
Solid State Physics (begun in 1955).

Seitz served as president of the National
Academy of Sciences from 1962 to 1969
and then as president of Rockefeller Uni-
versity from 1968 to 1978. Again, he inter-
acted with leading scientists and with oth-
ers in fields of politics and finance. His
comments about them will be of special
interest to physicists and others who have
known of the names of famous scientists of
this century. In keeping with Seitz’s habits
of traveling often and far, there are discon-
tinuities in his narrative. Whatever the im-
perfections, however, significance remains.

Philip H. Abelson
American Association for the
Advancement of Science,

Washington, DC 20005, USA
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