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My friendship with Sandy Balaban goes back precisely 50 years, to a 1966 correspondence. There are
many chapters in our interaction, from acquaintance through collaboration, much that I value and appreciate
today and over the years.
I thought the readers of Revue Roumaine de Chimie might enjoy seeing a historical document which
goes back to a dark period in Romanian history. It could be classified as evidence of American naivete of
what life was like.
In the beginning and mid-seventies, I had three Roumanian postdocs or visitors in my group, Mihai
Elian, Mircea Gheorghiu, and Victor Neagu. The first two came to me with the advice and help of Sandy
Balaban, and certainly lived up to his recommendation. I also went to Roumania twice, in 1972 and 1978,
visiting several laboratories in Bucharest, Cluj, and Timişoara. After my return from the second visit, I got it
into my head to write a letter to Elena Ceaușescu, with the aim of helping the dismal situation with respect to
chemicals, instrumentation and library materials that I saw in my visits. I knew some of the realities of living
under Communist rule from my early years in a part of Poland that then was taken by the Soviets, from a
year in the Soviet Union in 1960-61, and from the visits to Roumania. But I thought I could help my
colleagues -- I crafted the letter carefully, in terms of the consequences to the Romanian economy and
appealing at the end to her great vanity in academic matters. The letter is reproduced below.
When I sent a copy of my letter to my Roumanian friends, it caused great consternation. I could have
no idea of the depravity of the Ceaușescu regime, and what they could do to people, even if they were good
scientists. Or what they might do, perhaps just because someone elsewhere praised a truly good scientist in
Roumania.
In the event, a reply was never received, nor the letter acknowledged. Did it ever reach Mme.
Ceaușescu?
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