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I wish to thank the organizers and Government of
Taicang for having invited me to honor my mother Chien-
Shiung Wu at this inaugural opening of the Chien-Shiung
Institute of Technology. As many of you know she is re-
knowned for having performed the first experiment to un-
equivocably demonstrate parity’s non-conservation in the
weak interactions. I was only 10 years old at the time of
the parity experiment and my first hand view of the events
was limited. But I hope to share with you some of my
mother’s qualities that although never openly verbalized
by her became obvious to me as a close observer.

First some background about my mother In 1912
not far from here in Liuhe she was born in the year fol-
lowing the overthrow of the Qing Dynasty. At that time
girls were educated at home if at all. The beginning of
her schooling and career in science owes itself to the en-
couragement of her father Zhong-Yi Wu who encouraged
her to attend the Suzhou Girl’s High School. Later in
1930 she learned from her father that the famous Dr. Hu
Shih was lecturing at the National China College in Shang-
hai and she enrolled there. Dr. Hu Shih was one of the
great literary figures in China and he played an important
role in transforming the classical Chinese form or writing
into the present modern form . The Nobel prize-winning
physicist Professor Tsung-Dao Lee once wrote “ Dr. Hu
Shih told me that at the end of the semester he mentioned
to other professors that there was one fantastically brilliant
student in his class who was always perfect and got 100 in
the final exam. Then two professors one in history — Prof.
said that they

also had an exceptional studens who got 100. When they

Yang  and one in sociology pro. Ma
compared notes they found they were referring to the same
person  Chien-Shiung Wu.”  p29

When she graduated from the National Central U-
niversity in Nanjing my mother was faced with the di-
lemma that China at that time offered no graduate in-
struction in Physics. In 1936 she sailed to the US with
an acceptance to Michigan's graduate program in hand
and with full expectations to study Atomic Spectrosco-
py. On her way to Ann Arbor she stopped in San Fran-
cisco to visit a friend and became introduced to the ex-
cting world of Berkeley physics with Ernest Lawrence
Robert Oppenheimer and the cyclotron they were
building . Lawrence urged her to stay at Berkeley and
to join his forefront-of-science activities. My mother
never made it to Michigan. During this first encounter
with Berkeley she was given a tour of its physics de-
partment and laboratories by a recently-arrived Chinese
graduate student. That student eventually turned out to
be my father Chia-Liu Yuan and I suspect that may
have played a role in her decision to stay. Later how-
ever she was to insist that she was aware that women
were not yet permitted to use the University of Michi-
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gan student union building and that she stayed because
she did not want to settle for second-class treatment. In

1937

menced thereby starting a series of historical world e-

armed conflict between Japan and China com-

vents that would keep my mother form returning to Chi-
na until 37 years later and after her parents had passed
away without her ever seeing them again .

In the late 1940s and early 1950s
performed a series of experiments that solved an impor-
tant problem with the existing measurements of beta-de-
cay spectra. She did so by more — carefully repeating

my mother

the existing measurements and demonstrating that they
were wrong. Prof. Lee Lidofsky a former student and
subsequently a professor emeritus at Columbia would
later write “ In Dr. Wu's philosophy it wasn't enough
that you simply say that someone else's work was wrong.
Rather it was necessary for you to identify any faults in its
techniques or design then show how those would have led
to errors. Finally and most important it was up to you to
develop ways to do it right and then to do it And she
did 7

When the idea to perform her famous parity exper-
she didn’t hesitate to follow it. It her own

words my mother describes the excitement and the ur-

iment came

gency with which she embraced the challenge “ That
spring  my husband and I had planned to aitend an Inter-
national Conference on High-Energy Physics in Geneva and
then proceed to the Far East on a lecture tour. Both of us
had left China in 1936 exactly twenty years earlier. Our
passages were booked on the HMS Queen Elizabeth before I
suddenly realized that I had to do the experiment immedi-
ately before the rest of the physics community recognized
the tmportance of the experiment and did it first. Although I
felt that the chances of the parity conservation law being
wrong were remote. I urgently wanted to make a clear — cut
test. So I asked Chia-Liu to let me stay and to go without
me. Fortunately he fully appreciated the importance of the
time element and finally agreed to go alone.”

T. D.

Lee was to later write about the first time they met

Of Professor Wu's style of doing physics

when Lee was a student of Fermi “ [ was impressed by
the difference between Chien-Shiung's attitude and Fermi's
towards experiment. At that time Fermi was trying to
measure the interaction between neutrons and electrons. Al-
though I was his theory student I often visited his laborato-
ry. Fermi would typically be standing up and asking his
assistant to read aloud the numbers from their measuring
instrument. He would then calculate on his small slide
rule and then say* good”. Then his assistant would call
out the next reading. Fermi would repeat the process and
say’ good” or' read more carefully.” I thought that was

the way a great physicist does an experiment “ you know
the answer and the measurement is simply to confirm what
you know already.”

"

On the day I visited Chien-Shiung's laboratory she
was polishing some surface. She explained to me that the
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first timportant thing in measuring beta spectra is to have a
clean surface and the second most important thing is to
irain your electrons so that they do not straggle. Her ap-
proach was such a novel one to me that it made a great im-
pression on me. "

I'd like to conclude by giving my thoughts on the
qualities of my mother that in retrospect made her
who she was. I always remember that she paid great at-
tention to detail and was reluctant to ever sweep any
problem under the rug. My mother was also a propo-
nent of hard work not only in her own activities but in
the activities of those around her. On many occasions |
remember her quoting the famous dictum that genius is
90% perspiration and 10% inspiration. But don't be
misled hard work to her was not an end in itself. In
her earlier years one of the incidents that most influ-
enced her later life was when Nobel-prize winner
Emilio Segre chastised her for working too hard in the
lab without taking time out to keep abreast of other
work in the field. In later life she always tried to keep
how hard one worked in perspective by asking what of
value had the work accomplished

She worked her students hard but she always had
their best interests in mind. She accepted with an open
mind and without prejudgement the paths that their
lives would take them. Contrary to what might be ex-
pected from a famous parent she never asked that I
follow in her footsteps or that I even become a physi-
cist. She always wanted me to do what my talents were
best suited for. She viewed her students in the same
way. And was she successful in the training she pro-
vided 1 think that her record speaks for itself Some of
her students became famous professors in experimental
physics  but one became a Professor Emeritus in Co-
lumbia’s Engineering school another is the director of
the California NanoSystems Institute and a the third’s
interests took him to neurobiology where he is now the
Dean of the Division of Biological Sciences at UCSD.

Another quality I admired in my mother was her a-
bility to always see the proverbial® forest for the trees
" .1 also found in her a moral sense that kept her from
doing things or taking positions simply because they
were popular or in fashion rather she would want to
know whether they were the® right” things to do.
she

would never shy away from expressing that opinion to

When my mother felt strongly about an issue

others whom she thought might be able to influence
outcomes. She did this irrespective of whether they
were nobel-prize winners or world leader such as Chou-
En-Lai or Deng-Xiao-Ping.

My mother was always quick to embrace the po-
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tential of new technologies. For instance she often ex-
pressed to me her marvel at the power of computers e-
ven though she herself had limited experience with a
computer. Unfortunately later on when my father
bought a state-of-the-art personal computer for home
my mother had already experienced her first stroke and
was unable to use it. Nonetheless one thing that sticks
in my memory is that she always took an optimistic
view towards change rather than taking that easy refuge
often embraced by saying that' things were much better
in the old days” .

Being a woman and one that would help show that
a woman's accomplishments could be equal to that of a
man if that were important to her then it was a
thought that she rarely expressed openly to me. I think
it was in her nature that she just took this as being ob-
vious and of course she felt her best course of action
was to act as if it were obvious to everyone else as
well.

Sometimes when she was working hard on an ex-
periment. | remember that it might be hard to divert
her attention for many days in a row. But then she
would finally turn to me and bypassing all my minor
complaints
more important problem that T had been neglecting. It
always would surprise me that all the time she had been
thinking about me in the back of her mind.

At the time of my mother’s death T. D. Lee hono-

red her by quoting the following remarks which Albert

would voice her concern about a much

Einstein wrote at the time of Madame Curies’s passing
At a time when a towering personality has come to the
end of her life let us not merely rest content recalling what
she has given to mankind in the fruits of her work. It is the
moral qualities of its leading personalities that are perhaps
of even greater significance for a generation and for the
course of history than purely intellectual accomplishments.
Her strength  her purity of will her objectivity her incor-
all these were of a kind seldom found

Joined in a single individual. Once she had recognized a

ruptible judgement
certain way as the right one she pursued it without com-
promise and with extreme tenacity” . My vantage point is
not unbiased but I believe those words were appropri-
ate.

But even though my mother delighted in discove-
ring the grander secrets of nature 1 will always remem-
ber her as one who could also find delight in its smaller
wonders-a beautiful flower a young child one of her
many small knick-knacks the cypress of the six dynas-
ties in Nanjing.
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