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GENERAL INTRODUCTION

PROVENANCE

The papers were received from the Chemistry Department, Imperial College London and Lady
Wilkinson, 1998 and 2001, respectively.

OUTLINE OF THE CAREER OF SIR GEOFFREY WILKINSON

Geoffrey Wilkinson was born in Springside, a village close to Todmorden in west Yorkshire on 14
July 1921. His introduction to chemistry came at a quite early age through his mother's elder brother
who had married into a family that owned a small chemical company making Epsom and Glauber's
salt for the pharmaceutical industry. He was educated in the local council primary school and after
winning a County Scholarship in 1932, went to Todmorden Secondary School which is distinguished
by having amongst its former pupils two Nobel Laureates, the first being the physicist, Sir John
Cockeroft and the second, Wilkinson.

In 1939 Wilkinson obtained a Royal Scholarship for study at Imperial College London where he
graduated in 1941. As it was wartime, he was directed to stay on and he started PhD research under
the supervision of H.V.A. Briscoe, the only Professor of Inorganic Chemistry in Britain. His thesis

was on ‘Some Physicochemical Observations on Hydrolysis in the Homogeneous Vapour Phase’, a

title which disguised the fact that the compound studied was phosgene. In late 1942 F.A. Paneth was
recruiting young chemists for the nuclear energy project which he joined. He was sent out to Canada
in January 1943 and remained in Montreal and later Chalk River, Ontario, until 1946. He then joined
Glenn T. Seaborg's research group at the University of California at Berkeley becoming the first non-
American to be cleared by the US Atomic Energy Commission for work at the Lawrence Livermore
Laboratory. For the next four years in Berkeley he was engaged mostly on nuclear taxonomy and
made many new neutron deficient isotopes using the cyclotrons of the Radiation Laboratory.

Advised by Briscoe on a return visit to the United Kingdom in 1949 that he was unlikely to get an
academic post in England in nuclear chemistry Wilkinson took the opportunity of a move to the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology the following year to return to his first interest as a student -
transition metal complexes such as carbonyls and olefin complexes. In 1951 he accepted an
Assistant Professorship at Harvard where he remained until his return to England in December 1955.
It was here, together with the organic chemist R.B. Woodward, that he recognised the

unprecedented molecular ‘sandwich structure’ of the organometallic compound now known as














































































































































