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Message from the Chair
Our second newsletter features four
more of our new faculty, along
with undergraduate and graduate
students, more prize winners, and
new departmental initiatives,
including the undergraduate demo
lab and SHARC-Net.
In light of the large number of new
faculty and new activities which
have been featured in these two
issues, you might expect that things
should start slowing down in
McMaster Physics & Astronomy,
John Berlinsky
but, in fact, the opposite is the
case – things are starting to move
faster. This year we are advertising for a second SHARC-Net
Chair, this one in Computational Astrophysics. The expertise of the
new chairholder is expected to anchor strength both in our
Astrophysics group and in our Computational Physics program.
The department will also soon advertise for an NSERC University
Faculty Award (UFA) position for a woman or aboriginal Canadian
candidate in one of our areas of interest.
We are in the process of creating a partnership with the Perimeter
Institute (PI) for Theoretical Physics in Waterloo. PI is the creation
of Mike Lazeridis, the President and Co-CEO of Research In
Motion (RIM), who made a personal contribution of $100 million
toward its endowment. The Institute, which was launched in 2000,
is in the process of developing ties with nearby universities, and
McMaster has enthusiastically pursued this opportunity. Some of
our faculty, including Catherine Kallin and Brian King, are
already PI Affiliates, and McMaster and Perimeter are in the
process of developing two joint positions, one in field theory and
one in condensed matter theory.

both through new courses and through research projects. Thirdly,
it will conduct public outreach activities, including public
lectures, on these fascinating subjects. Although Origins started in
Physics & Astronomy, it quickly became clear that it should
involve most, if not all, of Science, and there are ongoing
discussions with Mathematics, Biology, Biochemistry, and
Geography & Geology which are intended to make this a Facultywide initiative. We will keep you informed in future newsletters
about the progress of this initiative.
Finally, I should mention that we heard from a few of you after
our first newsletter, and we would be happy to hear more.
It would be particularly useful to hear from graduates of the
department who would be willing and able to visit and talk to
undergraduates. Every Fall, Science Career Services at McMaster
organizes a Physics, Astronomy, and Medical Physics Career
Night, where graduates with Physics degrees speak about how
their Physics training has helped them in their subsequent careers.
We particularly like to invite a mix of graduates from our
undergraduate and graduate programs. Many students who study
Physics do not plan to go on to graduate school and are
particularly interested in the experience of graduates with an
Honours Physics degree. If you would be willing to come to
McMaster to speak at Career Night or on some other occasion,
please let me know.
With best wishes,
John Berlinsky
Professor and Chair
chair@physics.mcmaster.ca
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Perhaps the most interesting new development is the “Origins”
initiative, a program devoted to some of the most interesting
questions in Science: How did the Universe come into existence?
How did the galaxies form? How were the nuclei that we see
around us created? How did life itself come about? The Origins
initiative will address these questions at three levels: First it will
promote research in fundamental science, including Particle
Physics, Cosmology, Astrophysics, Nuclear Astrophysics, and
Biophysics. Second it will involve undergraduates in these studies,
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had a son Nigel who is now just over a year old. Can’t wait to teach
him the Pythagorean Theorem (one of my earliest memories).

New Faculty Profiles

My research program is in the area of highly correlated electron
systems. I spend a lot of my time working in high-Tc
superconductivity but I am also interested in other exotic
superconductors like heavy fermion and organic systems, as well as
various exotic low dimensional and frustrated magnetic materials.
My website has copies of recent papers and lots of pictures of my
group’s activities.

I was born in Montreal, but
spent the first two years living
outside of Boston where my
father was finishing his Ph.D.
research.
We moved to
London, Ontario, where I
attended Ryerson Public
School from grades 3-8 (other
than a sabbatical year during
that time spent in London,
England). Later, I learned that
Ryerson had a very fine
physics pedigree—both J.D.
Jackson (E&M) and Roger
Penrose went to the same
school. Penrose was evacuated
Graeme Luke
from England as a child during
the second world war and so temporarily found himself in Southern
Ontario, while Jackson came to the school as it was in his
neighbourhood.

I was born and raised in Denmark,
more specifically in the town
of Aarhus, the main city on the
peninsula Jylland. Jylland makes up
about half the country of Denmark,
the other half being the two islands
Fyn and Sjaelland. If you're
unfamiliar with Denmark, Jylland
is to Koebenhavn (Copenhagen)
what the midwest is to New York,
except for the fact that Jylland has
some really spectacular beaches.

I went to highschool at Central Secondary, and I can still remember
my grade 13 physics class—we had to make a device to propel a
mass using a standard mousetrap as the power source. My group
made a catapult which could break a window. We didn’t win a prize
for that though. For university, I went to Queen’s and ended up in
Engineering Physics which allowed one to take the full honours
physics program in combination with electrical engineering.
Queen’s was a lot of fun (I still have my gold jacket, though it is a
bit snug) and I enjoyed working in the Physics department during
the summers after 2nd, 3rd and 4th year. After first year, I worked
at a gold mine in northern British Columbia and did mineral
exploration in the Yukon. I did my Ph.D. at the University of British
Columbia, working with Jess Brewer doing muon spin relaxation
studies of quantum diffusion in copper. That experience was a real
eye-opener for me as I was exposed to all kinds of different science.
Around the middle of my Ph.D., the high-Tc train came along. We
had a lot of fun sitting in the counting room late at night with the
latest samples being shipped in from Bell Labs and elsewhere,
trying to figure out why they worked. We’re still wondering of
course. Towards the end of my Ph.D., Tomo Uemura, who is a
frequent TRIUMF visitor asked me to come work for him as a
postdoc at Columbia University in New York where he was moving
to a faculty position. I visited New York and signed on. I ended up
spending about 10 years at Columbia as a postdoc and faculty
member and enjoyed myself immensely. I even managed to run the
New York Marathon 3 times, with a best time of just over 4 hours.
I left Columbia in 1998 to come to McMaster University and
have really enjoyed the collaborative environment in the Physics
department, the Brockhouse Institute for Materials Research and the
Canadian Institute for Advanced Research (which has a program in
Quantum Materials). Since being here, my wife Sally and I have

As any student at that time with any
self-respect, I enrolled at the
University of Aarhus as a student
in comparative literature. However, I was hedging my bet by
enrolling in computer science as well, an interest that I guess
started with my father’s rather advanced (for that time) collection
of programmable calculators that I had been playing around with.
(This was in the pre-PC era). I quickly figured out that comparative
literature was not for me and substituted the literature with
mathematics and physics. When it was time to decide on a field for
graduate studies I found physics the most interesting and decided to
somehow combine it with my undergraduate degree in computer
science and do a Masters in a topic related to computational physics
at the University of Aarhus. My advisor, Hans Fogedby, having
done his Ph.D. in the US, recommended that I go to the US to do a
Ph.D. after my Master’s and so I enrolled at the University of
California Santa Cruz to study with Peter Young. I thoroughly
enjoyed being a graduate student at UCSC which had a small but
very strong graduate program. (It is not in every graduate program
that you go surfing with your professors at 6am!) I graduated from
UCSC in 1992 and was lucky enough to be offered a postdoc
position at the University of British Columbia with Ian Affleck.
Moving to spectacular Vancouver was my first (very pleasant)
experience with Canada. From Vancouver I moved to University
of Indiana, Bloomington for my second postdoc with Steve Girvin
and Allan MacDonald. Even though Bloomington is no match
for Vancouver when it comes to scenic views, the city and the
university turned out to be a pleasant surprise, not only for the
excellent academic environment but also for the lively music scene.
Eventually all good things come to an end, and at the end of my
second postdoc, I saw myself forced to face real life and get a real

Erik Sorensen
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As if I didn't have enough to do during grad school, I got married
in 1995. I also got involved in a fledgling, graduate student run,
teaching assistant training program at Yale called Working at
Teaching. In my last year of grad school, I was the coordinator of
this program, which involved TAs from across the university. It was
a wonderful experience, and gave me enough of a taste of
university politics to make me realize how all-involving it can be if
you let it!

job. I ended up accepting a faculty position at the University of
Toulouse in southern France, a position I held for 5 years before
moving back to Canada to join McMaster University in the fall of
2001 as part of the exciting SHARCnet initiative.
Starting with my Master’s Degree, most of my research has
concentrated on the field of condensed matter theory with a focus
on exact or 'almost' exact numerical methods for approaching these
problems. In particular I have been working on low-dimensional
quantum systems, such as magnetic and transport properties of
quasi-1D systems. In the last few years I have become
increasingly involved in using parallel computers in order to attack
such fundamental problems, an aspect of my research that the
SHARCnet facilities offer me excellent opportunities to pursue.

Alison Sills

In 1998 I moved to Ohio State University to do a postdoc in stellar
rotation with Marc Pinsonneault. The next year, my daughter was
born. She spent her early months in my office, charming the entire
department, especially the older, gruffer faculty members. In 2000
a number of things happened. I applied for a UFA position at
McMaster, and I applied for a postdoc position at the University of
Leicester in England. Just for maximum irony, I got both. So I spent
October writing my NSERC grant for the UFA, and then moved to
England. I spent the worst seven months of the year (November to
May) having a wonderful time in England working with Melvyn
Davies on stellar collisions and hydrodynamic simulations, and
then returned to start at McMaster.

I was born and raised in suburban
Toronto, the daughter of two
English teachers (one high school,
one university). Despite this
(because of this?) I was always
pretty interested in science and
math. I spent the last semester of
high school as a student at the
Ontario
Science
Center
Science School, where students
from across Ontario can spend one
semester doing OAC Science and
Math courses, and also get
involved in the outreach and
behind-the-scenes events at the
Science Centre.

Coming from Toronto, I never would have believed that I would
end up living in Hamilton, of all places. But the environment in the
Physics and Astronomy Department at McMaster is so lively and
enthusiastic that I am extremely pleased to be here and to be part of
it all. It's a great time to be a young researcher in Canada, and there
is no better place for me than at McMaster.

2002 Department Holiday Celebration

When it came time to apply to university, I had to pick a subject. I
was good at physics and math, but I couldn't ever see what sort of
career you could have fiddling around with Newton's Laws.
Astronomy, on the other hand, used physics but was cool! At about
the same time, Supernova 1987A went off, essentially sealing my
fate. Not only was this the nearest supernova in a millennium, there
was a Toronto connection (one of their support staff discovered it),
so U of T put on a whole series of public lectures. Just from a few
simple ideas, we can figure out how stars work! I was hooked.
So off I went to get a Bachelor's degree in astronomy...but from
Western, since I didn't particularly want to stay at home any longer.
After four years of problem sets, exams, and summer research
projects, I decided I STILL hadn't had enough of school, and
moved to New Haven, Connecticut, to attend graduate school at
Yale. I was still fascinated with stellar evolution, so I went to work
with Pierre Demarque, one of the leaders in the field. However, I
was introduced to the field of globular clusters by Charles Bailyn,
and decided to apply stellar evolution to the exciting and involving
unusual stars that can be found in dense environments.

On the evening of Monday, December 9th, members of the
Department and their friends and families joined together for a
holiday celebration at the Dundas Town Hall. The Hall was
surrounded with good company, food and entertainment.
Thanks to Paul Bray (Santa) and to Ken Sills and Josie Lee
for their musical duet!
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not like that he was smarter than the priests. 4) The Church did not
like Science. This seemed like a fantastic story to me and inspired
by a true hero, so I immediately started work on my first scientific
discovery. I proceeded to calculate the distance between the earth
and the moon by using only addition, subtraction, and my
understanding of orbits! Of course, no one was to find out about
my greatest work, because I was sure to get into great trouble with
the church. It was hard to keep a secret, but I locked up these
‘documents’ in a box that I made, which was subsequently buried at
a location that must remain secret for fear of persecution.

Research – now that
is something I can
talk or write about
until the last person
listening has fallen
asleep...even longer!
The problem with
writing a personal
profile is how can I
recall my ‘life story’
when I can hardly
remember yesterday?
This is something
those of you with
young kids will
sympathise with, and
Kari Dalnoki-Veress
those who have had
them a long time ago will likely remember this time fondly. We
have two wonderful kids who I don’t get to see nearly often
enough: Samara (4) also known as ‘Little Miss Safety’ and Saige
(1) ‘The Trouble Maker’. Little Miss Safety has a great interest in
joining the police force doing traffic control, while the trouble
maker seems to have already proven herself to be very keen on
learning more about electricity with a specialisation in 110 volts
AC. My dear partner in all of this is Sylvia, whom I met while she
was studying Genetics at Guelph.

When I was 13 we left Holland to live in Canada, and though being
a foreigner in a small town has its disadvantages (especially at
school during recess – some stories which I’ll save for another
time), living here has been great and provided me with the
opportunity to go to the University of Guelph. Going into Physics
was a tough decision because I had to choose between Architecture
and Physics. In the end, as is so often the case, the influence of
truly excellent teachers is what pushed me towards Physics. After
doing my B.Sc. at Guelph, I decided to do an M.Sc. in theoretical
particle physics, also at Guelph. My M.Sc. studies on proton
structure were greatly enhanced by an interest in mountain bikes
and learning to pick locks (inspired by glamorous stories of Richard
Feynman and a crucial desire to get into the Electronics Stores and
the Machine Shop on off-hours). It was not until I met Sylvia that
I started thinking a bit more seriously about my future. Against the
advice of many, I decided to stay in Guelph for my Ph.D. and started a fantastic opportunity studying Polymer Physics supervised by
John Dutcher. For me this was a glorious time that I will always
remember fondly. John hired Jamie Forrest, a post-doc with whom
I collaborate frequently, and myself at the same time to start
research in Polymers. Jamie and I spent countless hours in the laboratory - this was play-time! There is nothing like the excitement
of starting something new, and we worked very hard – motivated in
part by our enthusiasm for the material and in part by fear: the job
prospects at the time were not very good.

My interest in science started in Holland, where I spent the first 13
years of my childhood (the rest of my childhood was spent in
Niagara, Guelph, the U.K., and currently in Hamilton). I grew up
in a great environment, in part because both my parents could be at
home: my father is a Sculptor and my mother took care of three
sons. My father (the artist) was the one who always encouraged
science. Of course he thinks that the influence came from making
me read books with titles that I remember as “Science for
Everyone” and “Three Easy Steps to Understanding the Physics of
the Universe”. In fact, I never really read these although it may
have looked like it. Instead the influence came from the time he
spent with me building motors, batteries, radios and other such
things as well as playing in his studio, which was always open to
me. I could go in there and make, build, or take apart whatever I
wanted and that is where I really became interested in how things
work. I credit my father for teaching me the beauty of Science. My
mother has taught me some of the things that I think are most
important to being a researcher: patience and the stamina to pursue
something you think is worthwhile. By no means do I consider
myself to be patient or having outstanding stamina, but what little
I have, I learned from my mother!

After almost 12 years at Guelph, Sylvia, Samara and I left for a
post-doc in Sheffield, England. This was a fabulous opportunity
and I learned some great Physics in Richard Jones’ group. The
chance to come back to Canada was very exciting, and starting a
new group studying experimental polymer physics in a department
with so many great teachers, researchers and staff, was too good an
opportunity to pass up. I have been blessed with a fabulous group
of students to work with, and learning from each other while
having fun in the laboratory is a fantastic experience. I hope that in
the exciting years to come I will have the opportunity to instill an
enthusiasm for physics and learning in the same way that so many
people did for me.

A particularly formative period in my life was when I was about 6
years old – just old enough to know some addition and subtraction.
I had just learned about Galileo and my recollection of what I knew
was quite simple: 1) Galileo studied the motion of the planets.
2) He held the view that the sun was the centre of the solar system.
3) He had to keep this secret from others because the Church would

Alumni - Where are they now?
Rachel Wortis (PDF 2000) has been awarded an NSERC
University Faculty Award and started as an assistant professor
at Trent University in January 2002.
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SHARCNET“Birth of a Supercomputer”

Graduate Profile
At first glance, you might think
this profile has been copied from
the latest edition of GQ’s Top Ten.
But don’t let his boyish good
looks fool you. Michael Massa
is an NSERC postgraduate
scholar working with Kari
Dalnoki-Veress on the dynamic
properties of confined polymer
systems. In the past year, Mike
participated in the APS March
Meeting in Indiana, has had his
research presented at the 19th
General Conference of the
Condensed Matter Division of the
Michael Massa
European Physical Society in
Brighton and the 2nd International Workshop on Dynamics in
Confinement in Grenoble, and has recently defended his M.Sc. For
Mike, one of the highlights of the Department of Physics and
Astronomy at McMaster is that “the department has a healthy
social community. From cultural experiences such as ethnic food
nights, to our stellar soccer team, Club Foot, the department has a
good balance between research and extracurricular activities.”

Physics and Astronomy
We have discovered that the crystallization of polymers is affected
in thin films, that phase separation in confined geometries results in
surprising morphologies, and that holes in membranes open up at
different rates than might be expected. While these may seem like
mere interesting anomalies, the properties of these materials at
surfaces and interfaces are relevant to drug delivery and gene
therapy, permeability of membranes, contact lenses, solar panels
and electro-luminescent displays, as well as the adhesion of a
rubber tire to the surface of a wet road. While some of our projects
are expected to result in improvements to existing technologies,
our primary, long term goal is to obtain a more general
understanding of the effects of confinement, surfaces, and
interfaces in soft material systems.

been hired to manage SHARCNET computers at McMaster as well
as an HPC consultant who is an expert in parallel computation.
Already a number of courses have been offered to help researchers
make full use of the power of the new computers. A further
innovative aspect of SHARCNET are programmes to provide
matching funds to support both undergraduate and graduate
students and post-doctoral fellows and funds for visitors and
faculty teaching relief. Members of the department have been very
successful in obtaining these competitive funds. Of key strategic
importance is the SHARCNET Chairs programme. This provides
bridging funds for new faculty working in targeted computational
research fields. These fields include bioinformatics, mathematical
finance, new materials and computational tools. Erik Sorensen, a
condensed matter physicist, was hired into the department as the
first SHARCNET Chair in November 2001.

Research in the McMaster
Polymer Physics Laboratory:

McMaster, over the last year, has taken a significant step forward
in high-performance computing (HPC) capability with the
installation of a Compaq AlphaServer SuperComputer. This
system, presently at 112 processors and shortly to be expanded
to 128 processors, is part of the McMaster component of
SHARCNET: Shared, Hierarchical, Academic Computing
Research Network. SHARCNET, which has received funding from
ORDCF, CFI and OIT (with a total budget over five years of
$42M), is a consortium consisting of the University of Western
Ontario, McMaster University, the University of Guelph, Wilfrid
Laurier University, the University of Windsor, Sheridan College
and Fanshawe College. When originally installed in April 2001, the
96 processor parallel supercomputer ranked 271st on the worldwide Top500 supercomputer list; six months later with the addition
of 16 more processors it was 315th: remaining competitive in the
computer industry requires continual vigilance! One of the
technical aims of SHARCNET is to establish a "computational
grid". The idea is to link the three main sites at Western, Guelph
and McMaster with dedicated, high bandwidth connections and to
construct a seamless resource for certain kinds of computation
which can be accessed from anywhere within SHARCNET,
analogous to plugging into the electrical grid from any wall socket.
This phase of SHARCNET's activity is expected to become
operational next year. The overall philosophy of SHARCNET is to
provide an environment in which to perform forefront
computational research and to foster and develop an "HPC culture"
amongst the partners and disciplines covered by SHARCNET.
Since computation is becoming an essential feature of many areas
of science, industry and business, providing computational
infrastructure and training in its use is a crucial aspect of a
competitive research environment and of economic health.
Comprehensive training and support is a central component of
SHARCNET. To that end a dedicated system administrator has

Undergraduate Profile
Wesley Fraser, a third year
undergraduate student in the
theoretical physics program at
McMaster university, is currently
working with Doug Welch on a
correlation study between orbital
inclination and size of Kuiper
belt objects. Over the past year,
Wes has assisted Dr. Matt
Holman from the Harvard Smithsonian
Center
for
Astrophysics, in the discovery
of three satellites of Neptune
which has garnered international
media attention. He has also
presented his work at the
Wesley Fraser
Canadian undergraduate physics
conference in Halifax, and was awarded a presentation prize there.
The most enjoyable part of studying at McMaster for Wes, is that
"the opportunity to participate in different projects with different
people has presented itself many times in the few years that I have
been here." For 2002, Wes is on the Dean’s Honour List and was
awarded the A.B. McLay and the Dr. Harry Lyman Hooker
Scholarships.
5

In the McMaster Polymer Physics Laboratory (Dalnoki-Veress),
we study polymeric materials, which are ubiquitous in their use,
from basic plastic components and packaging materials, to drug
delivery and display technologies. Understanding the material
properties at a fundamental level, and how to improve favorable
properties, is crucial to the development of new technologies. One
surprising aspect of these materials is that thin films or coatings do
not necessarily exhibit the same properties as bulk materials. Why
do thin film properties differ from the bulk? There are several
reasons: first of all for a given volume of material there is much
more surface or interface in these systems when compared to the
bulk, but also the molecules themselves become confined.

Fig. 1
Atomic force microscopy image (1 µm x 1 µm) of a ‘crack’ in a thin
polymer membrane reveals fibrils that connect one side of the
crack to the other before the complete separation of the two sides
of the sample. Note that the fibrils are connected by cross-ties that
are sometimes only faintly visible. The length scales of the system
are remarkable: the film is 10 nm thick, the crack is about 750 nm
wide, the cross-ties are only about 0.5 nm in diameter (i.e. a small
number of polymer chains)!

Thin films provide a convenient sample geometry in which to study
confinement effects in order to answer the fundamental question:
what happens to a polymer molecule when it is confined in a space
smaller than what the molecule would occupy in the bulk? We
address these questions with several tools, scanning probe
microscopy, optical microscopy, dynamic light scattering,
ellipsometry, as well as some unique home-built experiments. Our
efforts can be summarized under three broad and overlapping areas.
First of all we study surface energy and mechanical properties
of thin films and have designed a new tool to achieve this goal
(Fig. 1). Careful measurement will allow us to further our
understanding of an area that is still theoretically poorly understood
and remains experimentally very challenging. In our second focus
area we are interested in morphologies which ‘self-assemble’
(Fig. 2). We first try to understand why these morphologies appear:
what basic physics underlies the observed morphology? Once the
physics governing the morphologies is understood, we can perhaps
control aspects of the morphology so that potentially useful
structures may be made. Our third main area of interest deals with
the mobility of polymer molecules in confined spaces.

Fig. 2
Atomic force microscopy image (20 µm x 20 µm um) of a very thin
film of polystyrene in mica. The 5 nm film is unstable on this
substrate and dewets in the same way that water dewets into many
droplets on the hood of a car. In this case, the film breaks up
through a ‘fingering instability’, which repeats itself as the hole
grows in size resulting in this ‘flower’ morphology.
6
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real-life examples. Much emphasis has been placed on a bigger,
louder, and flashier approach which involves the student in the
demonstration as participants, rather than the more subtle methods
we often use in the more senior classes. Over the summer this
effort, which is directed by Kari Dalnoki-Veress has benefited
tremendously from the efforts of undergraduate students, Sasha
Wilson and Nick Jin. In a short period of time these two summer
students have managed to build more than 15 demonstrations and
laid the groundwork for many more to follow. The end result of our
efforts will certainly be a much more rewarding learning
experience for the students and a more rewarding teaching
experience for the lecturers.

New Demonstration Laboratory for
First-year Engineering Students

Physics and Astronomy
Symposium Day 2002

In November, we presented an undergraduate physics lecture, with
Alan Chen speaking on “Nuclear Astrophysics at TRIUMF”. The
lecture was very popular, so we are planning another one for later
this term. Also on the horizon this term are numerous social events,
including a bowling night and a reception for graduating students
and their families.
This article was submitted by Catherine Lovekin, a member of the
Undergraduate Physics and Astronomy Society Executive who in
2002 won the Federation of the Chinese Canadian Professionals of
Ontario Scholarship, the Dr. Harry Lyman Hooker Scholarship
and was placed on the Dean’s Honour List.

John Charles Polanyi Prize

Kari Dalnoki-Veress has taken a leadership role in the
development of these demonstrations.
One of the great difficulties in teaching first year students is
that they often have an aversion to learning Physics due to the
‘theoretical’ nature of the material. In fact, this is not surprising:
most students experience physics through equations and
blackboard diagrams (we all remember “What is the distance of a
projectile” lectures). In recent years Doug Welch has led a huge
effort to modify the way we teach Level 1 Physics for the Sciences.
The class sizes are kept small (~30) and we motivate a great deal
of our lecturing based on demonstrations and the resulting group
discussions. First year Engineering students, who take Physics
1D/E03 are the largest group of students taught by our department
but currently do not benefit from this rejuvenated teaching
approach. While we cannot reduce class sizes in the 1D/E03, we
are redeveloping the course material significantly to improve the
experience for the students and incorporate more exciting
pedagogical tools. One aspect of this is to incorporate more
demonstrations into the class material since many students need the
‘real-world’ examples to make the connections to the theory. The
goal is to have one good demonstration per lecture - the kind of
demonstrations that keep students coming to classes and paying
attention to the discussions and explanations that follow. Imagine
the following: a bowling ball hangs from the ceiling, and the
pendulum (affectionately known as the ‘Nose Crusher’) is brought
into motion by holding the ball against the nose of the instructor.
Of course the ball does not make it back to the nose of the
instructor on the return swing; but , the students hope for the best
and more importantly stay alert. This can then be followed up with
calculations to introduce the theory and predictions followed with
more in-class ‘experiments’. The students can easily be introduced
to ‘order-of-magnitude’ calculations and error analysis during such

Alison Sills has won this year’s John Charles Polanyi Prize for
Physics for her work on stellar collisions in globular clusters.
The prize was awarded at a ceremony at Massey College in
Toronto in November, attended by Dr. Polanyi, as well as the
Lieutenant Governor of Ontario and the Minister for College,
Training and Universities. Because four of the five awards went
to McMaster, there was media coverage from the Hamilton
Spectator, CH-TV and the McMaster press.
There is only one such award in Physics in Ontario each year,
and, in light of all the new hiring in Ontario, this year’s
competition was particularly intense. Congratulations to
Alison for this well-deserved award.

Alumni - Where are they now?
JJ Kavelaars, a research associate at McMaster since 1998, left
McMaster in July 2002 to start a permanent staff position with
the Canadian Astronomy Data Centre, part of the Hertzberg
Institute of Astrophysics, in Victoria, B.C.
Greg Hackman (PhD 1992) has left the faculty at the
University of Kansas to work as a staff scientist at the ISAC
facility at TRIUMF in Vancouver in 2001.
Evvy Kartini (PDF 2000) received the top Science Prize in
Indonesia from President Megawati Soekarnoputri in 2002.
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Concentrations in the Liver, Using and Comparing XRF and
Neutron Activation”, and Diane Moscu received an honourable
mention for her poster “Correction for the Specular Reflectance
From a Transparent Dressing Covering an Integrating Sphere”.

Our symposium day was held on September 5th. This annual event
gives graduate students who have been in the department for just
one year the opportunity to present their work to other students and
faculty. This can be quite a challenge, as they need to give talks that
remain mostly understandable for everybody in the audience, but
all presentations were exemplary from this point of view. In
particular the spectroscopy of YBCO thin films was made crystal
clear for everybody that sat in the room (no mean feat), and the
search for pre-stellar cores appeared like a simple Hawaii summer
vacation. This symposium was also the occasion for Michael Reid,
a senior graduate student, to make his (very promising) debut as a
chairman, and for John Berlinsky to learn exactly how much time
these astronomers spend on the beach.
This year for the first time, a prize was offered for the best
presentation judged by a jury composed of two faculty members
and two graduate students. The decision was very difficult to reach,
but it was finally agreed that Amy Mason, who works with
Christine Wilson and had presented a talk entitled “Observations
of the active star forming regions of nearby galaxies”, was handed
the prize (a laser pointer that we hope will serve her well in her
future career) by Cecile Fradin.
The temperature towards the end of the afternoon was cool enough
for us to sit outside, and warm enough for beer to be tempting: a
rare combination that was just what was needed for the traditional
barbecue taking place at the Phoenix at the end of the symposium.
See you next year!

The Undergraduate Physics and
Astronomy Society
Last term, the big event for the Physics and Astronomy Society was
the Canadian Undergraduate Physics Conference, held at
Dalhousie University in October. McMaster was well represented,
with students presenting several talks and posters. One student,
Wesley Fraser, won first prize for his talk “Kuiper Belt Survey”,
while Kyle Wilson received an honourable mention for his talk on
“Application of Radiation Within the Wine Industry”. Ian Edwards
received first prize for his poster, “Measurement of Gd

From left to right starting at the top: Barbara Ulitsky, Swati
Singh, Noel Novo, Celia DaCosta, Catherine Lovekin, Diane
Moscu, Sasha Wilson.
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