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At first glance, Hargit-
tai’s collection of
interviews with

famous chemists would seem
not to be a page-turner, but
its vibrant presentation
carries the reader through 
the book. This third volume
of Candid Science contains
36 interviews, starting with
Glenn T. Seaborg and running
through such well-known
scientists as William Lips-
comb, Bruce Merrifield, 
and Paul Boyer.

Each interview starts with
a large photograph of the
person and an introduction
written by Hargittai covering
the important details of the
scientist’s history and his or
her important discoveries. At
the end of each introduction
is a line relating when and
where the interview took
place. This small tidbit of
information sets the stage for

the unique presentation. It
makes readers feel they are
watching the interview rather
than just reading a rehash of
related details.

Each interview is organ-
ized in typical fashion, with
Hargittai’s questions in italics
followed by the interviewee’s
responses. In many cases,
Hargittai has conducted
follow-up contacts. He writes
a sentence or two recounting
when and how the follow-up
occurred. This is one of the
many ways he adds personal-
ity to the interviews. When
introducing a further inter-
view with Seaborg, for exam-
ple, Hargittai says, “In 1998,
I asked Dr. Seaborg to update
our 1995 interview. I always
felt that our original conver-
sation was unduly short;
besides, there had been a
pleasing development in the
seaborgium story.” 

Parts of the interviews

may be difficult to under-
stand for some readers, as
Hargittai does ask technical
questions about the subject’s
major work; if the reader does
not have a background in the
particular area, the response
may not mean very much.

Many interesting state-
ments made by the book’s
subjects cast light on how
people in individual scientific
disciplines operate. For
instance, Hargittai asked
Mildred Cohn if she had any
message, and she responded
with advice to women scien-
tists. She recounted that in the
1970s, the government and
universities wanted women on
every committee but that
there were not enough women
around. She related this to an
analogy of a professor who
was thinking of going to Israel
but asked Einstein his opin-
ion. Einstein reportedly
answered, “I’m a scientist first,

and a Jew second.” Cohn
added, “They should be scien-
tists first if that’s what they are
interested in, and a woman
scientist second.”

One interview, with
Donald Cram, discussed diffi-
culties with graduate students.
Cram said, “I have seen about
five people who fought their
way from being losers to
winners in research, and this I
admire. More often, losers do
not change even in the best
circumstances.”

Although Cram’s state-
ment is rather shocking and
unique in the book, Hargittai
obtains information from
many of the interviewees,
included in answers to ques-
tions such as, “Who inspired
you to go into science?” One
of the themes that surface is
the importance of having
inspiring teachers (or at least
chemistry sets) as role models.
Neil Bartlett is quoted as
saying, “As a child, I grew
crystals, cuprammonium salts.
. . . That was at the age of 11
in my first chemistry lab at
the grammar school.”
Lipscomb recounts the
support his father gave him in
pursuing chemistry, and when
he was 11 he received a chem-
istry set. He says, “Many boys
get these sets and play with
them for a few weeks. Only I
didn’t stop playing.”

Hargittai himself seems to
have gotten hold of a micro-
phone and a background in
chemistry and has not
stopped playing, giving us an
enjoyable tale of what it takes
to make some of the best and
brightest scientists.
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