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JAMES BRYANT CONANT: THE
MAKING OF AN ICONOCLASTIC
CHEMIST

Martin D. Saltzman, Providence College

James Bryant Conant was a truly unique figure in the cation system. One can argue that his chemical training
history of American chemistry as he was one of the first and the research that he performed laid the foundation
American trained chemists to break the total domina- for his future achievements. Biographical notices ap-
tion by European chemists in the field of organic chem- pearing on behalf of the Royal Society (London) by
istry (1). He was the leader in the United States of a Kistiakowsky and Westheimer (2) and for the US Na-
movement to go beyond the traditional domination by tional Academy of Sciences by Bartlett (3) provide very
structural chemistry, as exemplified by German organic brief sketches of his life and emphasize his research
chemistry prior to 1920, to an integration of all the vari- output. Conant’s own 1970 autobiography (4) has only
ous branches of chemistry in order to understand chemi-76 out of 647 pages devoted to his life before his as-
cal phenomena. Conant, along with persons like Howardsumption of the presidency of Harvard University in
Lucas in the United States and Arthur Lapworth, K. J. P. 1933. James Hershberg devotes only 75 out of 755 pages
Orton, Robert Robinson, and C.K. Ingold in Great Brit- to this part of Conant’s life in his biography (5).

ain, would establish the discipline of physical organic Conant's autobiography was described by many

chemistry in the period between the two world wars. . ling little of th d had th |
Conant was also a visionary in that he saw the future of SVIEWErs as revealing littie ot the man and had e gual-

chemistry inextricably bound to the development of the ity of belntg anlci.tlzltualtly, rather r‘]heptﬁﬁ examlnanc:n Olf
biological sciences. Conant considered his work on $n (T(xcep ![Qna le. How muc Ott |stv;/as anda :Jra t
chlorophyll as his most significant contribution to chemi- ankee reticence or a conscilous attempt to conceal mat-
cal knowledge; others would stress his work in physical tgrs that might diminish his standing for posterlty s dif- .
organic chemistry as his greatest chemical legacy (1, 2 ficult to assess. Conant has been described as dogmatic

3). He was in the forefront of a new generation of Ameri- and unimaginative, incurably cold, without radiation, but

can academicians who favored the idea of merit andaISO as warm, br_iIIiant, innovative, considerate, and un-
accomplishment as the prime criteria for professional pretentlou§. His granddaughter Je.nnet Conant has
advancement rather then one’s familial background andrecently written of her grandfather (6):
connections. This zeal for reform of higher education ~ James Conantwas a very private, proud, and tidy man
would cause him to have to abandon almost completely ~ @nd placed a premium on appearances.
his chemical work when he was offered the presidency Conant family roots, both maternal (Bryant) and pater-
of Harvard University in 1933. nal can be traced back to the founding of the Massachu-
) L i . setts Bay Colony in the early L€entury. These two

) How Conant became this Ieadl_ng figure during h|§ families had lived for almost two hundred years in south-

brief career as a chemist has received far less attent'o,"éastern Massachusetts near the town of Bridgewater. At

thar]:_ ha\ée_hls o;_helr careersdas_pres]:dﬁnt of quvardd, SCarious times they were farmers, shopkeepers, and shoe
entific adviser, diplomat, and critic of the American edu- 1 tacturers.  His father James Scott moved to
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Dorchester, then a growing suburb of Boston, in 1880. professional development by obtaining a master’s de-
By hard work and effort, James Scott Bryant prosperedgree at Harvard in 1906 (10):
by building houses, speculating on real estate, and es- s students, as individuals, were his main concern,

tablishing a photoengraving business (7). James Bryant,  and especially those who responded to his own en-
born on March 26, 1893 was the last of three children  thusiasm for science. He spotted them early. At

and the only son. Roxbury Latin boys from
. . several grades brought their
Conant made a point of his sandwiches to his laboratory

humble beginnings to reinforce
his achievements as the result of
his efforts rather than family

position and contacts. Conant
felt initially an outsider when he

entered Harvard in 1910, and
this sparked his ambition to suc-
ceed and be accepted (8).

at lunch time for talk about
chemistry experiments,
home-made wireless sets,
and the like. The students
were encouraged to go as
fast as far as they could, and
many left his courses with
advanced preparation that
anticipated much of college

Herschberg has summa- physics and chemistry.

rized Conant’s childhood as fol-
lows (5):

....avid curiosity and breadth
of interest, skepticism toward
religious or political dogma,
admiration for intellectual ex-
cellence, rigorous self-disci-
pline, and devotion to duty,
awareness of and desire to par-
ticipate in an epoch of acceler-
ating technical change.

As a young child Conant was

fascinated by chemistry; and,
sensing his son’s interest, the el-

Conant in his laboratory in Boylston Hall, 1921

Conant thrived under the
mentorship of Black, rising

from a student with mediocre
grades in all his subjects ex-
cept science to becoming first
in his class. Black firmly be-

lieved that Conant had the
most potential to achieve sci-
entific greatness of any of the
many students he had ever
taught in the past ten years.
Conant’s father had been suc-
cessful in his business ven-
tures, but he was not in a po-

der Conant built a home laboratory where James wassition to be able to support his son’s further education at
able to conduct experiments. In 1903 Conant was ad-Harvard.

mitted to the highly competitive Roxbury Latin School,

a private school founded in 1645 by James Eliot (7). Through the efforts of Black and his fellow instruc-
Roxbury Latin had achieved an outstanding reputation tors at Roxbury Latin, Conant was awarded a scholar-
as a college preparatory school particularly strong in both ship of $300 and he entered Harvard in the fall of 1910.
the sciences and the classics. Roxbury Latin was theBlack had arranged with Theodore Richards, chair of
only high school in Greater Boston that had laboratories the chemistry department, for Conant to receive ad-
for the teaching of chemistry and physics. More impor- vanced standing in chemistry since he had done the
tant than the laboratories was the instructor Newton equivalent of two years of college chemistry and a year

Henry Black (1874-1961) (8). He was to be an impor- Of college physics. To obtain advanced standing Conant
tant influence on Conant's future (9). had to pass the same final examination in the introduc-

_ tory chemistry course given in June, 1910 to the Harvard
Black, an 1896 Harvard graduate arrived at the gyydents. This was easily accomplished, and Conant was

Roxbury Latin School in 1900 after having taught at the thys aple to begin his studies with Chemistry 2, the half-
St. George’s School, Newport, Rl and Concord, NH High year course in organic chemistry.

School. Black was an exceptional teacher and totally

devoted to his students. He spent many summers in  Theodore William Richards (1868-1928) (11) was
Europe, where he toured laboratories and classrooms if0 play a crucial role in Conant's life as mentor, col-
order to improve the level of secondary education in the Ieague, and father-in-law over the next two decades.
sciences in the United States. Black continued his ownRichards, the first American to win the Nobel Prize in



86 Bull. Hist. Chem.yY OLUME 28, Number 2 (2003) |

Chemistry (1914) was in some respects the equal intel- ~ With Richards, Conant undertook a study of “The
lectually of Conant but his opposite in many ways. Electrochemical Behavior of Liquid Sodium Amal-
Richards was one of the first American physical chem- gams,” which constituted Part | of his dissertation (44
ists in the Ostwald tradition (12). He had worked with pages) (14). Part Il under Kohler’s supervision was “A
Nernst in Gottingen and Ostwald in Leipzig and spent Study of Certain Cyclopropane Derivatives” (234 pages)
part of 1901 as a visiting Professor of Physical Chemis- (15). Part Il contained a comprehensive literature re-
try at Gottingen. Richards had many of the same per-Vview of cyclopropane chemistry through 1915 and in-
sonality traits as Conant: cool rationality and reserve, cluded some novel speculations on the bonding in cy-
prudence, skepticism, and thoroughness. Conant was!opropanes to account for their unusual properties.
so taken by Richards as an undergraduate that he reConant took stock of his situation (4):

solved to do his Ph.D. research with him. This had been  with a Ph.D. awarded for a two-part thesis, | would
Black’s intention when he had so highly recommended be theoretically prepared to undertake research in or-

Conant to Richards. ganic and physical chemistry. Actually, by the time
o commencement 1916 came around, | was a commit-
Conant was eligible in his third year (1912-1913) ted organic chemist. By a series of accidents, Mr.

to undertake undergraduate research. In 1912 Emil Pe-  Black’s scheme of having his favorite pupil become

ter Kohler (1865-1938) (13) arrived at Harvard, having a physical chemist had been thwarted. | had deserted
previously taught at Bryn Mawr College for twenty the path of chemical science, which he had laid out
years. Kohler, an organic chemist, had obtained his  for me so long ago.

Ph.D. with Remsen at Johns Hopkins in 1892. He wasHowever, Conant was to make good use of this dual
consumed with a deep passion for his subject that hetraining as one of the pioneers in the discipline of physi-
instilled in all his students. He was familiar with the cal organic chemistry in the 1920s and early 1930s (16).
latest developments in organic chemistry and shared
these with students in his advanced courses. Kohler Wa%unit
keenly interested in the mechanisms of organic reac-
tions, an unusual interest in a period in which structural
chemistry predominated.

During the summer of 1915 Conant had the oppor-
y to work in the laboratory of the Midvale Steel
Company in Philadelphia. George L. Kelley, who had
received his Ph.D. in organic chemistry at Harvard in
1911, and then had been appointed an instructor for the
Fellow students had advised Conant that it would following academic year, was the head of the labora-
be a good idea for him to do research in another field tory. Kelley had hired a friend of Conant, Richard Patch
before he began his doctoral work with Theodore (Ph.D. 1914); this connection led to the summer job and
Richards. Conant described this turning pointin his life to Conant’s first three publications. These papers, jointly
(4): authored with Kelley, involved techniques for the analy-
What was intended as an exploration of a neighbor- SIS 0f vanadium, chromium, and nickel in steel.
ing field turned out to be an introduction to my
lifework as a chemist. Kohler in his first year at
Harvard had few research students; therefore he gave

The outbreak of World War | in August, 1914 had a
profound impact on Conant’s plans for the future. It

a disproportionate amount of time to me. | was enor- had been Conant’s intention to do post-doctoral work in
mously impressed by him as a man and a scientist. ~ Germany, but by 1916 this had become impossible.
The attractions of experimentation with carbon com- Conant’s admiration of German achievements in chem-
pounds began to make me wonder whether | wanted istry led him at the beginning of the war to express pro-
to be a physical chemist after all. German sentiments even in light of the reports of Ger-

Conant finished his undergraduate work in three yearsman atrocities in Belgium. By 1916 anti-German feel-
and formally graduateshagna cum laudeith the class ing had become so intense on the Harvard campus that
of 1914 and was elected to Phi Beta Kappa. Conant was less than popular in many circles. He toyed
] ] ] briefly with the idea of studying at the Institute of Tech-
Torn between physical and organic chemistry, nojogy (ETH) in Zirich and also volunteering as an
Conant decided to present a double thesis for the Ph.Dgmpylance driver on the Western Front. This too proved
involving problems in physical and organic chemistry. g pe impossible, since one could not enlist as a driver
Kohler had offered him a position as the assistant in oy 5 short term, as Conant had intended. In 1916 Conant,

charge of the undergraduate organic laboratory work, age 23 with his Ph.D., had few prospects for the imme-
which provided Conant the means to pursue his studies gjate future.
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Two fellow chemistry students, Chauncey Loomis A crucial event for Conant was the entry of the
and Stanley Pennock, considered starting an organicUnited States into World War | on April 2, 1917. Conant
chemical manufacturing business and approachedwas less than enthusiastic about entering the war and
Conant in the spring of 1916. Germany had been theindicated in his memoirs that he had voted for Wilson in
principal source of organic chemicals in America, and the 1916 election because of his neutrality position. By
with the British blockade these were now scarce andearly 1917 Conant, realizing that war was inevitable,
expensive. The partners believed they could manufac-mulled over what he should do. Volunteer for combat?
ture small batches of simple organic chemicals, such asvolunteer his chemical skills, which were considerable?
benzyl chloride and benzoic acid, and sell them for a On March 26, 1917 he wrote for advice from George
considerable profit (17). This venture was to be limited Kelley, with whom he had worked at Midvale Steel (20):
to the length of the war and it seemed to the young and | have been wondering personally whether if war
naive Conant to be a get-rich-quick scheme. His years  comes (it seems inevitable now) I should enlist my-
at Harvard as a scholarship student and then as a gradu- self in the army or navy. There seems to be a strong
ate assistant had convinced him that having indepen-  opinion among those who should know best that the
dent means was important. trained chemists will be more useful in connection

with the industrial military work than by fighting

Manufacturing started in the summer of 1916 in themselves. There is, consequently, both in my mind
Queens, New York, and Conant and Loomis proceeded and in the minds of several of my friends, a great
to burn the building down in August 1916. Undeterred, deal of uncertainty as regards what course we had
they moved to Newark, New Jersey and changed the  bestpursue.
name of the partnership to the Aromatic Chemical Com- Conant joined the Bureau of Chemistry of the US De-
pany. Conant developed a more efficient process for partment of Agriculture in Washington, DC as his con-
making benzyl chloride, which did not require using tribution to the war effort. However, Conant’s associa-
gaseous chlorine. He took out a patent (1,233,986: Julytion with the Bureau was short-lived because he was
17, 1917), which was later sold to the Semet-Solvay recruited by James F. Norris of MIT to become a group
Company (18). leader at the Bureau of Mines division of American Uni-

In September 1916 Roger Adams (1889-1971) gaveversny n Washlpgton, vyhere resegrch on.offensw.e por-
. . " son gas was being carried out. His work in Washington
notice that he was leaving Harvard for a position at the

. . S . concerned an improved synthesis of mustard gas. Conant
University of lllinois (19). Adams was about to begin . Improvead synthest u 9e
. N was inducted into the Chemical Warfare Service of the
his fourth year as an instructor at Harvard, when he suc-

cumbed to the persistent inducements offered by W. A. Army n 1917 asa First Lieutenant and rose to the rank
g of Major by the time he was released.

Noyes to move to lllinois. Conant and Adams were on
very friendly terms, and Adams had been one of The Allies had developed a more potent poison gas
Conant's examiners for the organic portion of his dis- then mustard gas: namely, dicholoro (2-chlorovinyl) ar-
sertation. Conant was asked to take over Adams’ coursesine, or lewisite, named after its developer W. L. Lewis
for the 1916-17 academic year. He was formally re- of Northwestern University. In May, 1918 Conant was
leased from any obligations to the Aromatic Chemical given the assignment of producing lewisite on a large
Company on September 18, 1916 so he could return toscale at a plant to be set up in Cleveland, Ohio. Lewisite
Cambridge. was never used offensively, but the feat Conant accom-
Shortly after Conant returned to Harvard, on No- plished in convertln_g a product .Of Iaboratpry rese_arch

. . to full-scale production drew praise from his superiors.
vember 27, 1916, there was an accident in Newark when : .

Upon being discharged on January 11, 1919, Conant

his two former partners Pennock and Loomis began their : :
first full-scale production of benzoic acid. An explo- returned to Harvard and was appointed an instructor for
P ' P the balance of the 1918-1919 academic year.

sion occurred that killed Pennock and two employees,
and Loomis sustained serious acid burns. An investiga- World War | had demonstrated the importance of

tion into the accident revealed flaws in the procedures chemistry and how ill prepared the United States and
developed by Conant for the manufacturing process. the other allies were in this new, more sophisticated tech-
Although he was no longer officially associated with nological age. As a result of a major expansion of the
the company, Conant certainly felt a degree of guilt over American chemical industry, Conant received several
the loss of his friend Pennock. offers prior to and shortly after his discharge because of

his outstanding work while in the Army.
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The offer from W. C. Greer, Second Vice President he had done at the Chemical Warfare Service and then
in charge of development at B. F. Goodrich, on Decem- branched out into other fields. He was consumed by his
ber 23, 1918, illustrates the great promise of Conant asresearch, probably to the detriment of his teaching and
a scientist (21): other duties. He was a frequent guest at the Richards

The Goodrich Company is desirous of adding to its
staff several experienced, well educated research
chemists. The line of work to be done is most inter-
esting to one who had a good training in either or-
ganic or physical chemistry or both. From the de-
scription of you and your work made to me by Dr.
Jones and others in the Chemical Warfare Service in
Washington, | believe you would find the investiga-
tions which | have in mind exceedingly interesting
and the situation one to your liking. The possibilities
for the future to you personally, | assure you, would
be excellent.

home and this led to his eventual marriage to Grace
(Patty) Thayer Richards, daughter of Theodore and
Miriam Thayer Richards, on April 21, 1921 in the
Appleton Chapel at Harvard University. Their marriage
lasted for his lifetime and produced two sons, James
Richards (b.1923) and Theodore Richards (b. 1926).
Although Conant was cremated, his ashes are buried with
his wife in the Richards family plot in the Mount Au-
burn Cemetery in Cambridge.

As a honeymoon gift T .W. Richards made it pos-
sible for the newlyweds to visit Britain in the summer

The University of Chicago also tried to hire Conant. of 1921, Armed with letters of introduction from his

(22): London and met a very young Christopher Ingold and

I have received word from Dr. Richards that he would
have no objection to my trying to secure you for our
staff in spite of the fact that you have been offered an
Assistant Professorship on the Harvard staff....\Would
you be willing to consider a call as Assistant Profes-
sor of Chemistry with a salary of $2,500?

I do not know, of course, whether you would be
at all interested in coming to us, but | hope you will
consider the invitation with an open mind. A few
years here, with advancement to a permanent appoint-
ment as Associate Professor, and ultimately as Pro-
fessor, together with a prospect that Harvard might
wish to call you back to its own staff would, it seems
to me, be mutually profitable.

Frankly, it is our intention to strengthen the or-
ganic work at all costs, but we prefer to do so with a
view to the future, rather with a promising young man
like yourself, than with an older man of fully estab-
lished standing.

Norman Collie. At Oxford he talked to William Henry
Perkin, Jr,; in Manchester Arthur Lapworth, and in
Newcastle Norman Haworth. Many of these were pio-
neers in physical organic and bioorganic chemistry, fields
in which Conant would become interested. He also at-
tended a Solvay conference in Brussels, where he met
William Pope and Thomas Lowry (24).

From 1919-1925 Conant and his co-workers pub-
lished 36 papers, 31 in tdeurnal of American Chemi-
cal Societyand several others in tdeurnal of Biologi-
cal Chemistry In a major undertaking, reported in a
series of papers beginning in 1922, Conant applied his
knowledge of electrochemistry to the mechanism of
oxidation-reduction in organic compounds with an eye
towards its relevance to biological systems. With Louis
Fieser and a number of other co-workers over many
years, the mechanisms of oxidation- reduction were elu-

Roger Adams, instrumental in suggesting Conant to cidated (25). The reduction reactions were of both the

Stieglitz, communicated with Conant in a letter dated reversible and the irreversible types. Many of the stud-

February 3, 1919, about two weeks prior to the formal ies involved reversible reduction with quinones (benzo-

offer (23): quinone, napthoquinone, and anthroquinone) as model
| suggest that you may have a letter concerning the ~ Systems. The relation of structure as well as solvent
possibility about coming out West. You had better system to redox potential was studied in detail in these
consider it carefully because I think it is a good posi- investigations. These studies characterize the new in-
tion and | have never regretted coming here three  sights that Conant brought to the study of organic sys-
years ago in spite of the fact that | miss a great many  tems: the importance of the application of the methods
of the things that | was able to have when in Cam-  f hhysical chemistry to understand more fully what was
bridge. happening in organic reactions and the importance of

Conant turned down the offer in favor of an appoint- an interdisciplinary approach (26).

ment as an Assistant Professor of Chemistry at Harvard.

He set about developing a research program, in which In a similar vein, kinetic stL_Jdies on “The Relation
he initially concentrated on extending some of the work Bétween the Structure of Organic Halides and the Speeds
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of their Reaction with Inorganic lodides”(27) began in In regard to making this international, | feel we are
1924. This research anticipated to some degree the work under no obligation to such people as Stieglitz,
that would be done by Ingold on nucleophilic substitu- ~ EmmetReid, Bogart, etc. In the first place, they never

would do any work and would degrade the whole

tion in the 1930s. Conant was able to show that the ; . o< )
affair even in my mind if they become any such thing

reaction was bimolecular and that the most reactive sub- d

. : . as honorary members. | would prefer simply to tell
strate, ethyl chlgrlde, was twice as reac_tlve as any other i oce men that such a thing was being carried out
compound studied. Secondary and tertiary halides were 4,4 was being actually done by the younger organic
less reactive and cyclohexyl chloride did not react at  chemists....It is better to have only four or five men
all. Studies with lithium, so- and this would work out more
dium, or potassium iodide satisfactorily | am sure....Of
showed that the cation had no . course, it was my intention to
effect and that it was the io- write to some of the bigger
dide ion that was involved in men in France or England and
the displacement reaction. ask them for the names of

some of the prominent

In 1923 Conant pub- younger men who might be
lished the first of a major se- willing to cooperate.... think
ries of investigations in it might be well for you to
which he applied his mastery f\getﬁna ';??rl]irviﬂgliﬁi:’hat
of both physical and organic ] ) g'.
chemistry to the study of bio- Organic Synthesiwas a direct
logical systems. He was an

response to the difficulty that
early proponent of the propo- American chemists were hav-
sition that the most signifi-

ing in obtaining organic chemi-
cant work that would be done cals during World War I, as well
by organic chemists in future

as to the post-war problems of
decades would be in the area cost and supply. John Wiley
of biological chemistry. His agreed to publisforganic Syn-
initial work in this new area

thesis and the first volume ap-
was an electrochemical study peared in 1921 with Adams as
of hemoglobin (28). With

Editor-in-Chief and Conant as
Fieser he performed a quan- a member of the editorial board.
titative reduction of meth-

Conant was the editor of Vol-
emoglobin to hemoglobin by paity Richards with sons James Richards (1) and

ume 2, which appeared in 1922,

electrometric titration with Theodore Richards, 1930 and continued to serve on the
sodium hyposulfite. This editorial board for many years.
investigation offered additional evidence that reduction In 1925 Conant, promoted to Associate Professor

involveo! a one-electron transfer thgt converted ferric to \yith tenure, was finally able to make his long postponed
ferrous ion. As a by-product of this work, Conant and ;isjt to Germany. With his wife and young son Theodore,
Fieser developed an electrometric method for the deter-cgnant took up residence in Munich in April, 1925. Over
mination of methemoglobin in the presence of its cleav- the next eight months Conant made the grand tour of
age products, one that was more reliable then the specierman universities and met with many of the leading
trometric method then in use (29). figures in academia and industry. These trips were me-
A significant event during this period was the found- ticulously documented in a diary, which containe'd com-
ing of Organic SynthesisOn January 17, 1919, Roger mgnts o_n_the places gnd persons he met. Hg visited the
Adams wrote to Conant concerning the idea of produc- Universities at Ttbingen, Karlsruhe, Heidelberg,
ing an annual publication devoted to new or better meth-Parmstadt, Wirzburg, Gottingen, Dresden, Halle,
ods for the synthesis of specific organic compounds. InL€iPZig, Berlin, Jena, and Erlangen. Among those he
another letter on February 3, 1919, Adams, in reply to had discussions with were Casimar Fajans, I_—|ans Flsgher,
Conant, gave further details of his ideas about the orga-Kurt Meyer, Theodore Wieland, Jacob Meisenhemier,
nization of this venture (30): Karl Zlegler, Theodore Curtius, Hermann Staudinger,
Adolf Windaus, and Arthur Hantzsch. He toured
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Ostwald’s laboratory in Leipzig and spent time in the
library of the Hofmann House in Berlin. From Septem-

ber 1-6, 1925 he attended the meeting of the German

Chemical Society in Nurnberg and met Hans Meerwein
and Paul Walden (31).

Returning to Harvard, Conant resumed his program
of research with even greater vigor. He was confident
that he would quickly be promoted to the rank of Pro-
fessor of Chemistry. He felt that his progress was being
held back as a junior member of the department by the
disproportionately heavier teaching load he bore, as well
as the lack of sufficient students and financial support
to carry out the many avenues of research he wished t
pursue.

A. A. Noyes (32) of the California Institute of Tech-
nology had been making overtures to Conant about join-
ing the faculty as a full professor with a reduced teach-
ing load and institutional funding for his work. In late

In regard to lecture work, | should be delighted to
take over the three hours a week course in advanced
organic chemistry. | would plan to discuss in par-
ticular some aspects of the recent work on oxidation
and reduction and on the constitution of complex
natural products. In regard to research, | have de-
cided that it would be best to concentrate my efforts
on some aspect of the oxidation-reduction work while
| am with you....I should perhaps apologize for plan-
ning such a physical-chemical investigation in a new
organic laboratory but, considering the present state
of my problems and the short time available, it would
seem to me the wisest line of research to undertake

When Conant stated his intention to resign to President

CLowell of Harvard, a counter-offer was made. In a let-

ter to Conant dated May 13, 1927, the Dean of the Col-
lege of Arts and Sciences, Clifford H. Moore, enumer-
ated the conditions of the offer. First, Conant would be
promoted to the rank of professor, effective September
1, 1927, with a salary of $7,000. Specific stipulations

1926 Conant was enticed by Noyes to take unpaid leaveabout teaching and committee work and financial sup-

form Harvard, with Caltech paying his salary and ex-
penses for a period from February-April, 1927. This
was not Conant’s first trip to California, as he had spent
the summer of 1924 at the invitation of G. N. Lewis (a
student of Richards) at the University of California,
Berkeley, teaching undergraduate organic chemistry. The
visit was combined with a month’s vacation spent at
Carmel, which the Conant family thoroughly enjoyed

port for research were also included (36):

...you will not be asked to give more then one lecture
course running through the year....you will not be
asked to serve on standing committees....a grant of
$4,000 for the year 1927-28, followed by a yearly
grant of $9,000 for the next five years, these sums of
money to be expended by you in furthering your re-
search in such a manner as seems wisest to you.

(33). Thus Conant was predisposed to making a breakWith this guarantee of research funding Conant was now

with his past.

Noyes was eager to have a chemist of Conant’s
ability, ambition, and blossoming reputation join his
department. He offered Conant a salary and working
conditions that were beyond anything he had or would
normally have expected at Harvard. In a report Conant
made to the Carnegie Corporation in 1969, he wrote the
following (34):

Here | might record my impressions as a member of
the department of chemistry at Harvard and my own
response to a call to the Cal. Inst. Of Tech. Some of
the older members of the department, when it came
to enlarging the department by the addition of one or
two people, were always inclined to look to their own
graduate students and be suspicious of outsiders. This
seemed to me a bit of parochialism, which was not in
the interest of either chemistry or the university.

We have a good idea of what Conant expected to do in
his trial period at Caltech from a letter he wrote to A. A.

Noyes on January 3, 1927, in which he stated what he
intended to teach and what his research plans were (35)

in a position to hire post-doctoral associates. Although
not a common practice in the United States at this time,
it had been one of the aspects of the Germanic system
that Conant so admired. Conant’s research output in-
creased markedly over the next few years (37). Inlook-
ing at the leading works published in physical organic
chemistry in the 1940s and 1950s, the citations to
Conant’s body of work are almost exclusively from this
period (38). This is the period in which Conant had
many students who would become the future leaders of
physical organic chemistry, such as Paul Bartlett, George
Wheland, and Frank Westheimer. From 1928-1933
Conant was able to publish 55 papers in a variety of
research areas (39). This equaled his entire output from
his first papers in 1916 through 1927.

One year after being promoted to professor, Conant,
now only 35 years of age, was awarded the Sheldon
Emory Professorship in Organic Chemistry. This was
also coupled with the move to the new Mallinckrodt
Laboratory from the cramped confines of Boylston Hall.
He was also able to purchase his first house on the same
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T. W. Richards with students and colleagues on the steps of Gibbs Hall; Conant in top row,
second from right, ca 1921

street as the new laboratory. This year also coincidedwell known as a first rate organic chemist and a man of
with the publication of the first edition of his under- forward thinking ideas of reform on campus; but he was
graduate textbookQrganic Chemistry: A Brief Intro-  completely unknown to the world outside of Harvard
duction which went through several editions (41). A Yard. Having no interest in the office and having
more detailed textThe Chemistry of Organic Com- achieved his position based upon merit, he was quite
pounds: a Year's Course in Organic Chemistvgs pub- blunt and direct as to the problems he saw at Harvard
lished in 1933. In 1931 Conant was appointed chair- when interviewed by the members of the Corporation.
man of the chemistry department, a position that had As the selection process continued and many names were
also been held by his father-in law T. W. Richards. dropped from consideration, Conant began to appear on
the lists of the Corporation members. The final choices
were narrowed to two: Conant and Elihu Root, Jr., a
New York lawyer, whose father had been both Secre-
tary of State (T. Roosevelt) and War (McKinley). The
need for reform was felt to outweigh any other consid-
erations and Conant was offered the presidency on April

Conant’s comfortable world was irrevocably
changed when President Abbot Lawrence Lowell an-
nounced his resignation on November 21, 1932, effec-
tive at the end of the academic year. Lowell, president
since 1909, was a man of a deeply conservative nature

According to younger faculty such as Conant, Lowell 24, 1933. Conant was torn between his desire to remain

?a(: |c|>resu_je(1't0\t/'er tge gtragl:all decgy of garvard ?}S_ 4n chemistry and to accept this new challenge. He felt
Irst class institution devotea to fearning and researcn Ny, o ¢ ho declined and Root were made president, a

favor of preserving Harvard as a bastion for the elite of nonscholar would be in charge: and the chance to re-

Amerlca. The naming of a new president was th? ProV=y,arse the decline in Harvard's fortunes would be lost.
ince of the six members of the Harvard Corporation, all

considered being very much in favor of gtatus quo Conant was not a popular choice to many inside
It was generally believed that the choice would be some-and outside of Harvard. Typical is this conversation
one with the breeding and refinement of Lowell and his between Alfred North Whitehead and a colleague (5):

predecessor, Charles William Eliot (42). “The Corporation should have not elected a chemist

The Corporation proceeded to solicit names of can-  © fhe Presidency”..."But Elliot was a chemist and
our best president,” his colleague replied...”l know,

didates and discuss these with members of the faculty replied Whitehead, “but Eliot (41) was a bad chem-
and among themselves for several months. Conantwas g » '
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Whitehead was certainly proven wrong, for Conant was
not only a very good chemist but was an outstanding
president.

James Bryant Conant’s brief career as a researcho.
chemist lasted only from 1919-1933. In view of the

level of his accomplishments, this is truly remarkable. 10.

He was instrumental in the development of American
physical organic chemistry, making contributions in
such diverse fields as superacidity, the quantitative mea-1t
surement of very weak acidity, the theory of nonaque-
ous solutions, kinetic versus thermodynamic control of
reactions, free radicals, reaction mechanisms, and ef-
fect of high pressure on organic reactions. His pio-

neering work in the biochemical area involving hemo- 12.

globin and chlorophyll showed that an important func-
tion of organic chemistry in the future would lie in its
application in the biochemical arena. Although Conant’s
active chemical career ended in 1933 (his last research
publications date from 1934), his influence remained
alive through his many students and admirers, who ex-
panded upon the work he had begun.

15.
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