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I
T WAS RAINING,  COLD AND DARK  when I 

arrived in Baltimore by train. I had a slip of pa-

per with the telephone numbers of three hotels. 

From a payphone in the Amtrak station, luckily the 

first I called had a reservation for me. I took a taxi 

up Charles Street. It was March 1976 and the next 

morning I walked to Remsen Hall to interview for a 

job in the Chemistry Department. Alex was the Head 

of the Search Committee, my host and my introduc-

tion to the Department. He was kind, considerate 

and keenly attuned to the things I didn’t know and 

needed to know. He was tough-love honest about 

the up- and downsides of Hopkins—and, as I would 

later learn, tellingly accurate. It was a full day that 

went smoothly and well. We had dinner at the Hop-

kins Club. I was a postdoc of 28 but treated like a 

colleague. Such things don’t just happen, they are 

orchestrated by someone paying attention to the 

details and the moment. Alex was that kind of man.

    I took the offer from Hopkins in no small part to 

have Alex as a real-life colleague. I liked him, trusted 

his word and admired him as a scientist from the 

literature, but even more now that I was getting to 

know him. Alex never forced himself on me with 

career advice as some senior faculty find difficult to 

resist doing, or may even feel is their duty. But one 

does have fears and questions about survival and 

success in the strange new world of being a faculty 

member. It is wise to seek guidance. When sought 

out, Alex was a rock. He’d been watching all along. 

He knew what to say, and he was unfailingly encour-

aging and enthusiastic in his support, but firm in 

the expectations. It always felt good after going to 

talk with him, which in retrospect I did far too infre-

quently. I regret it. There was much to be learned, 

always given generously and with the best intent 

and the benefit of deep experience. Alex was Cana-

da-nice, I am sure bred into him at a young age, but 

happily never lost. His broad smile and confident, 

look-you-in-the-eye directness was ever true.

    I recall on arriving at Hopkins that attendance at 

the Organic Seminar Wednesdays at 4:30 PM was a 

must. It was simply expected that you would be there 

and it was seldom skipped by any of the organic fac-

ulty. Newly arrived postdocs started up the program 

in September followed by 2nd and 3rd year grad-

uate students. Alex was the model of engagement 

and always had questions and even might follow up 

privately with more. This tradition gave a lot of con-

tinuity and sense of community to our part of the 

Department, and I believe Alex made it so.

    Alex took his job as teacher, scientist and mentor 

seriously and held himself to a high standard (and 

silently others too I suspect). As a teacher, he was 

highly organized and methodical in his approach 

instilling rigor from first principles. When I started 

teaching the big introductory organic chemistry, I 

sought Alex’s advice. I was impressed by the length 

and difficulty of his exams. On this subject, Anne 

Reeve (neé McElwee, PhD ’92) who was a graduate 

student in my group and spent part of her under-

graduate years at JHU wrote: “Alex Nickon was a 

dedicated teacher in the graduate level spectroscopy 

course. He approached the subject with passion and 

meticulous attention to detail, thoroughly exploring 

diverse aspects of the topic, including many ideas 

that could be generalized to other areas of chem-

istry. At the same time, he maintained a genuine 

humanity and care for his students that was obvious 

in how he treated everyone with respect. He was a 

true gentleman.” 

    No one knows us like our secretary. Rosalie Elder 

worked with Alex, me and others in the Department 

for many years. She echoes Alex’s essential virtues: 

“I so admired Alex’s kindness and concern for all 

students in the Chem. Dept. and undergrads. He 

had such integrity in dealing with everyone no mat-

ter how important they were or what problem they 

brought to him for his advice. He always had time 

for you and his office was a peaceful environment.”

    And this from Kevin Henry (PhD ’02), also a former 

group member, about Alex the man and mentor: “I 

asked Alex to please read my PhD thesis prior to sub-

mission and he agreed to do so without hesitation.  

Prior to that time, I did not have the privilege of in-

teracting much with him beyond our casual greetings 

in the halls of Remsen. I admired and respected him 

from afar based on his engaging and impactful ex-

changes with visiting scientists who lectured during 

the Department’s weekly seminar series.

    “Alex made a great many suggestions to my thesis.  

It must have taken him hours. In August of 2002 he 

called me up to his office on the third floor of Rem-

sen and we sat to discuss. I cherish that experience 

with him. That single 1:1 meeting with Alex made a 

profound impact on me that has not subsided in 18 

years. Each of us knew Alex from a different vantage.  

I can only offer a distant perspective from the far-

thest reaches of his orbit, largely based on my single 

meeting with him so many years ago. When Craig 

informed me that Alex had passed, this awful news 

stopped me in my tracks. I am profoundly saddened.  

I am also grateful for my experience with him and 

remain inspired by his example.  

    “During our meeting Alex was, as always, impecca-

bly dressed.  He had a booming and outsized gravel-

ly voice.  He spoke with stern authority about certain 

points and would flash his wide glowing grin and 

deploy hand gestures in describing others. My thesis 

between us was splashed in his precise red ink.  But 

Alex was altogether kind and encouraging.     Many 

of his suggestions were scientific or literary, but 

the essence of his coaching was larger—right from 

wrong in a fatherly sense. He emphasized the cour-

tesy of simplicity that each writer owes their readers, 

regardless of how much work and reworking that 

might take to attain.  He noted the wonderful jour-

ney on which we embark as writers and scientists; 

the growth that ensues and never ends.  He was still 

growing, happily, and enjoyed books about writing 

to help him further develop. He spun in his chair 

and pointed to a book on his shelf – The Technique 

of Clear Writing by Robert Gunning (1952).  Alex 

stared at me with his big knowing smile and told me 

to get myself a copy.  I did so and still have it today. 

That is how Alex treated a stranger of sorts who sim-

ply asked for his help.  I will always cherish and draw 

inspiration from my 1:1 meeting with Alex Nickon.”

    Sadly, there are few of us in the Department today 

who had long associations with Alex. J. D. Tovar had 

this to say: “I unfortunately did not have the chance 

to interact deeply with Alex, as his retirement lun-

cheon was during my first months in residence, and 

he left soon thereafter. We did correspond about 

my first couple of papers, and I admired his warmth 

and collegiality. I remember meeting him during my 
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interview visit, on an especially cold December day 

with the Remsen heating out, and the third floor was 

frigid. He was bundled in his arctic parka and the 

meeting went on, business as usual... I also remem-

ber his anecdote about the collegiality of the chem-

istry department that he relayed to us during his 

luncheon, describing how he voted in UIUC’s depart-

mental vote about foreign language requirements, 

and their department was so large that no one 

batted an eye as they counted his vote!” Tom Lectka 

had a bit more overlap with Alex and had the great 

good fortune to inherit both his laboratory space 

and most of his treasure trove of laboratory equip-

ment and “precious chemical intermediates from 

the legendary ‘Nickon Collection’…” Like J. D., Tom 

found him to be “an outstanding mentor to me as a 

young faculty—a kind and gentle man” He was also 

“a true master of scientific English, and I learned a 

lot about writing high quality papers from him.”

    Perhaps the most unexpected thing to me about 

Alex was that he was a magician! He and Koji Nakan-

ishi had been roommates as graduate students at 

Harvard and taught each other sleight of hand, card 

tricks and other illusions. The first, and only, time 

I saw him in action I didn’t realize who had done 

it, but it was at the Departmental Christmas party 

and a group of young children, mine being one of 

them, was playing around a low table and suddenly 

bottle caps randomly started jumping up and off the 

table. There were squeals of delight and amazement. 

Straight-faced Alex didn’t let on that he had caused 

these gravity defying events. Then he started making 

things disappear and appear from his hands and 

out of little shirt pockets. A crowd was starting to 

gather and Alex, ever modest, stopped and declined 

to continue the show. I was not alone in my childlike 

disappointment, but I was dazzled too.

    Modesty and humility in our line of work to some 

are viewed as mental defects. To use Gilbert Stork’s 

term “microphone grabber” is more the behavioral 

model. I will leave it to my former Chairman, John 

Toscano to have the last word: “Alex was a special 

colleague— eternally positive and ever-ready with 

measured, sage advice. When I first started at Hop-

kins as an Assistant Professor, Alex was already 

formally retired, but remained very active in depart-

mental affairs, including a steady, reliable presence 

at weekly student literature seminars where he 

always contributed with insightful questions.

    Alex volunteered to read drafts of my early manu-

scripts and grant applications. Not only did I benefit 

substantially from stimulating discussions with Alex 

about our research, but because he was a stickler for 

proper grammar, syntax, and concise language (a 

true master!), my writing also greatly improved.  For 

sure, I have him to thank for my first accepted manu-

script and my first successful grant application.

    During the early days of my time as department 

chair, Alex decided to move to Texas to be closer to 

his family. In true Alex fashion, he wanted noth-

ing to do with a department party or the like in his 

honor, but finally relented to a small lunch with his 

faculty colleagues. Here, we presented him with a 

Johns Hopkins University chair, inscribed with the 

following – Alex Nickon, Department of Chemistry, 

in sincere appreciation of over 50 years as a mentor, 

colleague, and friend.”

Ave atque vale

              —Craig Townsend, Baltimore, 20 April 2021



Curriculum Vita (A.N., Academic) and Publications

Basic Education (Edmonton, Alberta Canada)

McCauley Elementary School – Grades 1-3

Alex Taylor Elementary; Norwood Elementary – Grades 4-6

Spruce Avenue Intermediate School – Grades 7-9

10-12: Victoria High School (graduated 1945)  – Grades 10-12

Undergraduate

University of Alberta, B.Sc. 1949 (Honors Chemistry)

Graduate

Harvard University, M.A. 1951 (Organic Chemistry)

Ph.D. 1953 (Organic Chemistry)

Professional Positions Held

Research Assistant to R.B. Sandin, U. of A., 1949-50 

Visiting Lecturer, Bryn Mawr College, Jan - Aug 1953 

N.R.C. Postdoctorate Fellow, Birkbeck College, University of London, with D.H.R. Barton, 1953-54 

N.R.C. Postdoctorate Fellow, National Research Council Labs. Ottawa, with R.N. Jones, 1954-55 

Assistant & Associate Professor, Johns Hopkins University, 1955-64 

NSF Senior Postdoctorate Fellow, Imperial College, London, 1963-64 Professor of Chemistry,  

   Johns Hopkins University, 1964-75 

NSF Senior Postdoctorate Fellow, University Munich, Germany, 1971-72 Vernon K. Krieble Professor of  

   Chemistry, Johns Hopkins University, 1975-94 

Vernon K. Krieble Professor Emeritus, Johns Hopkins University, 1994-present

Fellowships, Editorships, Lectureships, etc.

Scholarships, Prizes, and Honors

High School: 

 n  Robert Tegler Scholarship (three years 

tuition at University of Alberta)

At University of Alberta:

n  Paul Edward MacLeod Memorial Prize 

in Chemistry

n  Scholarship Edmonton Section Council 

Jewish Women

n  First Class Standing

n  University of Alberta Honor Prize

n  Edmonton B ‘nai B ‘rith Scholarship

n  First Class Standing

n  University of Alberta Honor Prize

n  Chemical Institute of Canada Prize in 

Chemistry

n  Fred H. Irwin Memorial Prize in Organic  

Chemistry

n  First Class Standing

n  University of Alberta Honor Prize

n  First Class Standing

n  University of Alberta Honor Prize

n  Governor General’s Gold Medal in Arts & 

Sciences

At Harvard:

n  National Institutes of Health Predoc-

torate Fellowship 1952-Teaching-fellow 

Prize

1950-53

1945

1946

1947

1948

1949

NIH Predoctorate Fellowship (Harvard University),       

   1950-53 

NRC of Canada Postdoctorate Fellowships, held at  

   Birkbeck College, London; and Ottawa, Canada,  

   1953-55 

Alfred P. Sloan Foundation Fellow, 1957-61 

NSF Senior Postdoctoral Sabbatical Fellow  

   (at Imperial College of Science & technology,  

   London), 1963-64 

Senior Editor of Journal of Organic Chemistry,  

   1965-71

NIH, Medicinal Chemistry Study Section, 1966-70 

Elected Fellow of The New York Academy of  

   Sciences, 1967 

MD Sect. ACS, Alter. Councilor & Awards Committee,  

   1967-69 

Panel for Postdoctorate Research Awards, N.R.C.  

   (USA), 1968-69 

J.B. Zinn Lecturer, Gettysburg College, 1968

Arapahoe Lecturer, University of Colorado, 1968 

Frontiers in Chemistry Lecturer, Case Western  

   Reserve University, 1970 

Editorial Board ACS Monograph Series, 1971-72 

NSF Senior Postdoctoral Sabbatical Fellow  

   (at University of Munich, Germany), 1971-72 

Timmie Lecturer, Emory University, 1974 

Visiting professor, University of Western Ontario,  

   1974 (fall) 

Maryland Section, ACS, Alternate Councilor, 1974-76

ACS National Awards Committee, 1974-76 

Visiting Associate, ACS Comm. Professional Train-

ing, 1975-79 

American Executive Editor, Tetrahedron, 1978-96 

Spring term sabbatical, Harvard University; host, J. 

R. Knowles, 1979 

Maryland Chemist Award, 1990


