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Ahmed H. Zewail, a win-
ner of the Nobel Prize in
chemistry who grew up on
the banks of the Nile River
in Egypt and used the heat
from his mother’s Arabic
coffee maker in one of his
earliest excursions into
science, died Aug. 2. He
was 70.

The California Institute
of Technology, the Pasade-
na-based university where
he had been a faculty mem-
ber and administrator for
years, announced the death
but did not provide further
information. He was a resi-
dent of San Marino, a sub-
urb of Los Angeles.

Zewail, the first Egyp-
tian and Arab to win a
Nobel in science, fulfilled
the ambitions of his devot-
ed mother, who, well before
he received his Ph.D., hung
on his door in the family
home a sign declaring him
“Dr. Ahmed.”

He received the Nobel in
1999 for work that used la-
sers to probe the intrica-
cies of chemical reactions
as they occurred step by
step, instant by instant
over intervals of time al-
most too small to imagine.

His pioneering work
came in an area known by
the exotic sounding name
of femtochemistry, where
femto is a prefix used to
suggest quantities and time
intervals on the order of a
millionth of a billionth of
those encountered in the
everyday world.

Pulses produced on such
a scale by laser made it pos-
sible for Zewail to speak of
chemical reactions and
transformations occurring
over areas of atomic di-
mensions and within al-
most infinitesimally small
moments of time.

Just as slow-motion pho-
tography revealed aspects
of common events hidden
from the scrutiny of the un-
aided human senses,
“femto” techniques, em-
bodying laser capabilities,
gave science new insights
into how chemical reac-
tions proceed.

“Professor Zewail’s con-
tributions have brought
about a revolution in chem-
istry and adjacent sciences,
since this type of investiga-
tion allows us to under-
stand and predict impor-
tant reactions,” the Royal
Swedish Academy of Sci-
ences announced at the
time of the Nobel awards
ceremony.

With such advances, it
became possible to watch
as chemical bonds formed,
broke and formed again. It
offered the opportunity to
witness each step of the
process by which atoms
and molecules absorbed en-
ergy and expelled it or ex-
changed it or used it to ro-

tate and vibrate.
Permitting unprecedent-

ed understanding of chemi-
cal behavior at its most de-
tailed, Dr. Zewail’s advanc-
es in femtochemistry point-
ed the way to greater con-
trol over the actions of
atoms and molecules. It en-
hanced scientists’ ability to
create new compounds and
to manipulate old ones.

Ahmed Hassan Zewail
was born in Damanhur, a
city about 100 miles north-
west of Cairo, on Feb. 26,
1946. He grew up in De-
souk, another northern
city, in a family of four
children and steps away
from a landmark mosque
whose imam encouraged
broad-based learning. “Ed-
ucation was in the fabric of
our culture and religion,”
he later wrote.

His father was a govern-
ment employee who also
ran a private business. His
mother, a homemaker,
doted on her four children
and on the science-minded
Ahmed — her only son —
in particular.

“As a boy it was clear
that my inclinations were
toward the physical scienc-
es,” he wrote in a Nobel au-
tobiographical statement.
“Mathematics, mechanics
and chemistry were among
the fields that gave me a
special satisfaction. Social
sciences were not as attrac-
tive because in those days
much emphasis was placed
on memorization of sub-
jects, names and the like,
and for reasons unknown
(to me), my mind kept ask-
ing ‘how’ and ‘why.’”

“In my teens,” he added.
“I recall feeling a thrill
when I solved a difficult
problem in mechanics, for
instance, considering all of
the tricky operational forc-
es of a car going uphill or
downhill. … In my bed-

room I constructed a small
apparatus, out of my moth-
er’s oil burner (for making
Arabic coffee) and a few
glass tubes, in order to see
how wood is transformed
into a burning gas and a
liquid substance. I still re-
member this vividly, not
only for the science but
also for the danger of burn-
ing down our house!”

He graduated in 1967
from Egypt’s Alexandria
University, where he also
received a master’s degree
in chemistry in 1969. Be-
cause of the Arab-Israeli
wars of that era — and the
United States’ backing of
Israel — the Egyptian gov-
ernment did not offer fi-
nancial support or other
incentives to study in
America.

Instead, Zewail was left
to find his own fellowships
and scholarships to leave
for the West. He did, ulti-
mately completing a doc-
torate in chemistry from
the University of Pennsyl-
vania in 1974.

Subsequently, he went to
the Berkeley campus of the
University of California to
continue his research on an
IBM postdoctoral research
fellowship. In 1976, he
joined the California Insti-
tute of Technology (Caltech)
as an assistant professor
and later became the first
holder of a chair named for
Linus C. Pauling, one of the
few winners of two Nobels
— one for chemistry and
the other for peace.

Zewail wrote hundreds
of scientific papers and
contributed to more than a
dozen books. He held med-
als, prizes and other hon-
ors from governments and
scientific institutions
around the world.

A dual American and
Egyptian citizen, he was a
member of President

Barack Obama’s science
and technology advisory
panel from 2009 to 2013 and
also served as the presi-
dent’s special envoy for sci-
ence to the Middle East.

In 1989, he went to Saudi
Arabia to receive the King
Faisal International Prize.
While there, he met Dema
Faham, the daughter of a
man receiving the same
prize. They married
months later. Besides his
wife, survivors include
their four children, accord-
ing to Caltech.

Zewail worked for years
to raise money and gener-
ate political interest in cre-
ating a science-based uni-
versity and research cam-
pus near Cairo. The Zewail
City of Science and Tech-
nology was inaugurated in
2011 to stem a brain drain of
Egypt’s talented scientists.

In the aftermath of the
2013 Egyptian military
coup and previous upris-
ings at Tahrir Square and
elsewhere, he wrote an
opinion piece in the New
York Times that lambasted
the country for emphasiz-
ing the expansion of the
security apparatus and
“mega resorts and vanity
projects” over educational
opportunities. He said the
restless and teeming young
people had few avenues to a
stable and decent life.

“A part of the world that
pioneered science and
mathematics during Eu-
rope’s dark ages is now lost
in a dark age of illiteracy
and knowledge deficiency,”
he wrote, adding that he
wished the $1.5 billion in
annual support that the
United States gives to
Egypt would accent “scien-
tific and industrial cooper-
ation” instead of going
overwhelmingly toward
the purchase of military
equipment.
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Egypt-born chemist Ahmed Zewail (left) smiles after receiving the gold Nile Necklace, the
country’s most prestigious award, from Egypt’s President Hosni Mubarak, in 1999 for
winning the Nobel Chemistry Prize.

First blackwriter to win Pulitzer Prize in fiction dies
BY EMILY LANGER
THE WASHINGTON POST

James Alan McPherson,
an author of widely antholo-
gized short stories and es-
says that both explored and
transcended black experi-
ences in America, and who
in 1978 became the first
black author to receive the
Pulitzer Prize for fiction,
died July 27 at a hospice
center in Iowa City, Iowa.
He was 72.

The cause was complica-
tions from pneumonia, said
his daughter, Rachel
McPherson.

McPherson’s life took
him from segregated Geor-
gia, where he grew up in
poverty as the son of an alco-
holic father, to Harvard Law
School during the social up-
heaval of the 1960s. Unin-
spired by the legal profes-
sional, he became a writer
and for a time was mentored
by Ralph Ellison, author of
“Invisible Man” (1952).

McPherson often seemed
ambivalent about the many
honors bestowed on him and
the celebrity that accompa-
nied them. He published no
book for 20 years after the
announcement of his Pulit-
zer — for his 1977 collection,
“Elbow Room” — and spent
the final decades of his life
in self-imposed “exile from
the South” as a professor at

the prestigious Iowa Writ-
ers’ Workshop.

From the outset, he
showed extraordinary
promise. His first published
short story, “Gold Coast,”
appeared in the Atlantic
Monthly the year McPher-
son turned 25. It centered on
a young black aspiring writ-
er and his interactions with
the residents of the apart-
ment building where he
worked as a janitor. Decades
later, John Updike, the Pu-
litzer-winning novelist, se-
lected it for inclusion in the
tome “The Best American
Short Stories of the Centu-
ry.”

McPherson’s first book-
length volume of short sto-
ries, “Hue and Cry” (1968),
presented moving portraits
of fully realized characters
— a Pullman porter, a Black
Power activist, a jazz musi-
cian.

“It is my hope that this
collection of stories can be
read as a book about people,
all kinds of people,” McPher-
son once explained, accord-
ing to the reference guide
Contemporary Biography.
“Certain of these people
happen to be black, and cer-
tain of them happen to be
white; but I have tried to
keep the color part of most
of them far in the back-
ground, where these things
should rightly be kept.”

A Guggenheim fellowship
followed. Then came
McPherson’s second book,
“Elbow Room,” a collection
of 12 stories situated, the
book cover billed, on “the
borderline between black
and white America.”

McPherson was not the
first black writer to receive
the Pulitzer; Gwendolyn
Brooks had received the
award for poetry for her col-
lection “Annie Allen” in
1950. (Alice Walker became
the first black woman to win
the prize for fiction, in rec-
ognition of her 1982 novel,
“The Color Purple.”)

For McPherson, the
award for his story collec-
tion was not an entirely
happy event.

“Did you ever notice that
when an author wins, he’s
forever after referred to as
‘Pulitzer Prize-winning au-
thor X?’” he told Newsday in
1998. “The mention of the
prize always comes first, as
if the prize itself means
more than you do. It’s all
part of the media ritual that
I hate. They take away some-
one’s life and then feed on
it.”

Post-Pulitzer, McPherson
dedicated himself into teach-
ing, rarely speaking to re-
porters. The Chicago Tri-
bune once described him as
“only slightly more gregari-
ous than J.D. Salinger,” the

reclusive author of the novel
“The Catcher in the Rye”
(1951).

In 1981, McPherson re-
ceived a MacArthur Foun-
dation fellowship, common-
ly known as a “genius
grant,” in the amount of
$192,000 over five years with
no strings attached. By then
he had been divorced from
his wife, and he said he used
the money mainly for air-
fare to visit his daughter.

He reemerged as a writer
in 1998 with a memoir,
“Crabcakes.” The book fo-
cused largely on his rela-
tionship with an elderly
couple in Baltimore for
whom he bought a house so
that they would not be evict-
ed. It also explored his so-
journ in Japan, where, he
wrote, he went to lay down
“the burden carried by all
black Americans, especially
the males.”

“Those around us, de-
pending on their fears or on
their perversities, or even
on their passing moods of
the day, have the capacity to
distort our most basic of
human gestures into some-
thing incomprehensible in
human terms,” he wrote.

In 2000, he published his
final volume, a collection of
essays titled “A Region Not
Home: Reflections From
Exile” probing topics such
as racism, materialism and

conformity to alienation. Es-
sayist Phillip Lopate, re-
viewing the book in the New
York Times, described
McPherson as one of the
genre’s “most serious, en-
gaging” practitioners.

James Allen McPherson
Jr. — he later changed his
middle name to Alan to dif-
ferentiate himself from his
father — was born in Savan-
nah, Georgia, on Sept. 16,
1943. He found refuge from
the struggles of day-to-day
life in a segregated library.

In 1965, McPherson re-
ceived a bachelor’s degree in
English and history from
Morris Brown College, a his-
torically black institution in
Atlanta. He then enrolled in
Harvard University, where
he received a bachelor of
laws degree in 1968, making
ends meet as a train worker
and a janitor. In 1971, he re-
ceived a master of fine arts
degree from the University
of Iowa Writers’ Workshop.

Although he did not pur-
sue legal practice as a ca-
reer, he did marshal his
legal training for his writ-
ing. In 1972, he wrote an ar-
ticle for the Atlantic expos-
ing the discriminatory and
exploitative real-estate prac-
tices targeted at black home-
buyers in Chicago. Journal-
ist and author Ta-Nehisi
Coates revisited the topic in
his widely read 2014 Atlan-

tic article, “The Case for
Reparations.”

McPherson was a profes-
sor at the University of Vir-
ginia before joining the fac-
ulty of the Iowa Writers’
Workshop in 1981, where he
remained until his retire-
ment in 2014.

His marriage to Sarah
Charlton ended in divorce.
Survivors include their
daughter, Rachel McPher-
son of Iowa City; a son from
another relationship, Benja-
min Miyamoto of Los Ange-
les; a sister; and a brother.

Decades after it was pub-
lished, McPherson’s Pulitzer-
winning book retained an en-
during resonance. In 2004, the
American short-fiction au-
thor ZZ Packer cited “Elbow
Room” among the books that
had “changed” her.

“It wasn’t trying to repre-
sent black America in a par-
ticular way,” she told the
Sun Herald of Sydney. “It’s a
book of short stories about
the lives of African-Ameri-
cans and it’s very intimate,
although it opens out and
gives you a greater sense of
what it means to be human.
... You had writers who were
proud to be black and there
was this sense of wanting to
show white America that
great works of art could be
produced. But with McPher-
son there wasn’t this burden
of needing to perform.”

Nobel laureate in chemistry dies at 70JoeMontano,
aide to Sen. Tim
Kaine, dies at 47
BY WILLIAM BRANIGIN
WASHINGTON POST

Joe Montano, a close aide
to Sen. Tim Kaine, D-Virgin-
ia and a prominent activist
in the Washington area’s
Filipino American commu-
nity, died July 25 at his
home in Falls Church, Vir-
ginia. He was 47.

His parents said he had
hypertension and died of an
apparent heart attack.

Before joining Kaine’s
staff, Montano was active in
Democratic Party politics
and Filipino American
causes.

In addition to working for
the Democratic National
Committee and the Demo-
cratic Party of Virginia, he
served as national vice
chairman of the Filipino
Civil Rights Advocates
group and executive direc-
tor of the National Federa-
tion of Filipino American
Associations.

In 2009, Kaine, then Vir-
ginia governor, appointed
Montano to the Virginia
Asian Advisory Board.

As NaFFAA executive di-
rector from 2000 to 2002,
Montano coordinated the or-
ganization’s Fil-Am Vote
campaign, a nationwide
voter mobilization effort fo-
cused on outreach to Filipi-
no American communities
and college campuses.

The son of a Filipino im-
migrant who served in the
U.S. Navy, he also worked to
obtain U.S. benefits for Fili-
pino veterans who fought
for the Americans during
World War II, when the Phil-
ippines was a U.S. posses-
sion.

Speaking to Virginia del-
egates at the Democratic Na-
tional Convention, Kaine
paid tribute to Montano’s
organizing skills. He cited a
recent visit the two made to
a Muslim community center
and mosque in Sterling, Vir-
ginia, an event Kaine de-
scribed as “a classic Joe
Montano production — pull-
ing together the beautiful
strands of the Virginia rain-
bow.”

Jose Monge Montano Jr.
was born at Andrews Air
Force Base, Maryland, (now
Joint Base Andrews) on
Aug. 24, 1968, and grew up in
Norfolk, Virginia. He
worked as a community or-
ganizer and at the student
union of George Washington
University in Washington,
D.C., before receiving a
bachelor’s degree in politi-
cal science from GWU in
2000.

Survivors include his
parents, retired Navy petty
officer first class Jose Mon-
tano and Loreto Montano
of Norfolk; a sister; and a
brother.

Former Ferrari driver
Chris Amon dies at 73
REUTERS

Former Ferrari driver
Chris Amon, often described
as one of the best in Formula
One never to have won a race,
has died at the age of 73 after
a battle with cancer, family of
the New Zealand motorsport
great said Wednesday.

Amon was part of a well-
known trio of New Zealand
drivers competing in Formu-
la One in the 1960s and early
70s alongside Bruce McLaren
and Denny Hulme, who both
enjoyed more successful ca-
reers in the sport’s premier
series.

Bad luck was often cited as
the key reason for his lack of
Formula One victories, with
former world champion
Mario Andretti once famous-
ly saying: “If he became an
undertaker, people would
stop dying.”

Like McLaren, with whom
he won the Le Mans 24-hour
endurance race in a Ford
GT40 50 years ago, he founded
his own team but Chris Amon

Racing failed to achieve much
success.

“Chris battled cancer in re-
cent years but retained not
only a close interest in For-
mula One — and his very wide
range of favourite topics —
but also his wonderful sense of
humour complete with infec-
tious chuckle,” Amon’s family
said in a statement.

McLaren chairman Ron
Dennis praised Amon as he
paid tribute to the driver.

“It was with profound sad-
ness that I heard the news
this morning that Chris
Amon had passed away,”
Dennis said in a statement.

“He nearly won a fair few,
but always it seemed that his
luck would run out before he
saw the chequered flag,” Den-
nis recalled, terming Amon
as “one of the fastest racing
drivers.”

Williams also paid tribute
to Amon who finished on the
podium 11 times, also driving
for March and Matra among
13 teams in a career that
spanned 14 seasons.


