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for, savs Steven Ley,an organic chenist at the
University of Carmbiradige, UKL “The work s
spectacularty wseful and ingportant — it is the
dhembstry diseoveryaf the past 30 years”™
‘letathesis has laben a ronte — not unusial
in chemigtry — Iram industry 1o theasademic
lahoratory andthﬂl‘u:Leunmmd.lﬁrv Inthe
rvmcn.u,ltlu{hﬁ-n transtormed from a cur
ouisobservation i auseful piooe of science
“People knew there was this funny reaction

organic chemist at the University of Cixford,
LB “Chawrvin came up with the first sersous
rwerlanizm that tarmed it into ol design.
Baat bt wians sxill just a party prece until Seheock
came along”

Mletathesas mvohees twomolerides that vach
comtain a double hond hetween carbon atoms

thie hond acts rathier like a dowible handdasp
betven a pair of dancers, Turing the reaction,
which reguires a catabyss containing metal

has revelutionized crganic synthesia” he adds
“ldoit think there isa single organic dhembst
who hase't used metathess”

The award is a reminder that, in chemistry,
the best comributioms areoften not discoveries,
Tt toweils. A general wan al makarg new mole-
cules can find many different applications.
“Nost people have these catalysts an their
shelves,” says Fu ]
Philip Ball

Ig Nobels hail world's longest-running experiment

ROBOTIC CAR WINS
CRAND CHALLENGE =
= Standord beam scoops =
¢ E2millonfercomeleting
erwicoaning cours 3
wwmAmlueaaminens L
[ ] 'I'hth'u'intnllm::mﬂnaif erperirrﬂtmmprecinmtinuind 'Pnrrm{l,pmvid.::ﬁlrlhcrnecngnilim.
Chemlcal EKChan ca t“res NObEI finlbowwing, he says, vet it also ralses some space, Mainstone's lahour of bove, along Loaking to the fiture, Mainstone has
serions scientific questions. Noone knows, — with Parnell's pionecring wirk, were already picked a suocessor, his former
fow excarnple, how each drop acmally recogmized in 2003 whicn the Gieirnes student Andrew White, o oversee the
detachen, Mainstone bolieves that filres Wirrlid Bevonds naned the pitch-drop project when he finally steps down.
% This year's Nobel Prize in Chemistry has been atoas, the molecules effectivedy supparting the drop in its final stages demanstration the world's [ongest-rmning Mainstone never imagines) that he would
= wom by three resarchers whe pioneered the exchange partners {metathes become unstable and fail citastrophically, laharatory experiment. The lg Nobd prize,  book after this experinent for four-and-a-
5 umderstandingand e ol a very genesal el of meani changing places). “The § bat this hypothesis is inconfirmed. which Mainstone shares with the late balf decades, bat says he has hecome
= reactions that aid the construction of carhon melecules are cut in half and put & Fart of the problem is that in the “enthralled by the historical continuity of it .
i based {arganic) molecules. hack together again,’ says Brown, = cxperiment’s 78-vear history, no enchas all A shimy drop of pitch, which gradually 2
% Y Chanrvineof the French Petroleom Inst- In 1871, Chanrvan shosed Lo seen asingle drop fall. That's not changes in shape from a spheretoa pear,is =
tute in Rueil-Malmaison showed bow these the metal-atom catalyst coondi- surprising, savs Malnatone "We'ne talking “a thing of henrty™, he says. While [4
‘metathesis’ reactions, long familar o the mates this rearmngement. Soon bt diescenit of a few centimetres, lasting acknwlediging the importance of quantom =
petrochemicals industry, actally woele after, Schrock hegan to look for atienthof o seeond, that ecewrs just onoea mechanbes, be carlt help but wonder: "Tsthe =
“This undlerstancling helped Rickard Schrode more effective catalysts and, by decude” The kast drop, which fell in prétch dresp amy Lesss fascinating than
at the Massachusetts Instatute of Technobogy 1980, had fund that enmpounds = Menwember 2000, shondd have been wave—particle doaling?™
151N l]m(ml]mdﬂ.andllrhrl(mllhmlﬂ containing - malybdenum  and :'r recowded on a wehcam, but technical Mainstone iz great believer in the Ig
Califrmia Instituteof Technology, Pasadena, m mngmnm.n.q'kmlh'.-t’rn nt. 5 probilems intervened, “We'll have to-wait Mnhels, and rint just hecmse of his award.
develop catalysts that made metathesis mare Fue Schimdcs casalysts still 3 il et Hime, whilch comld e 20040 Sclenoe has heoome 2 “rat race” langely as a
controllable and reliable. tendod to react with ather moleou- later) Maknstone notes. vesuilt of the pressore to compete for grant
Thanks to the triss work, metathesis is now lar grovps artached o the double There ks enciegh pitch Left to sustain oy, b claiins, adding that s important
widely vsed in the symthesis of man organic o In 1992, Grubbs duscevered the experiient for another century, o et bireak: from that sometimes, “When
commpoands, from plastics and pharmaceu - thaar it cormponds inber- b estimates:, anel be hopes it will continoe, wecane losee e anusing side of scence,
«cals to berhicides. “It has fundamentally trans- el e L fered less with other groups, and depite: the: constant battles he has waged Bohin Mainsione stegs wp to aceept hisaward for il allover)” be sy, ]
fermied the wany chermasts think about bualds, Robest Grubbs {lett), Richasd Scheeck (bop) and ¥ues Chawin  wers more stable in e ™ That rally with the “philistines” whao helieve the am e parimant Bagun almest B0 pears age, Staun Nadis
new molecules,” says Gregory Fuat MIT, who  translormed mstalhisi o i curicsity 1o akiy chamical teel.  racketed the reaction intn com
was a pastdoc with Grbbs men usape,” says Ley:
The award “is what we've all been wasting  in petrolenm refining” says John Brown, an “Theavanlability of these inwproved catalysts

BOSTON cataloguing the adormas secretiors of 131 had umswittingly stumbled across Parnell’s

Unlike nther days at Harvard University, species of stressed-out frog. Tn vk that experiment, by then three decades old.

the: first Thursday in October jsa timewhen  eamed them thechemistry prize, v Parnell, Qmeenslands first physics

lewity ereertakes gravity, Irreverence prevails  researchess from the University of e taken & sanple of pitch, heaked DMASTAR Lasergene soltware

over reason, and the Alight of paper Minnesota in Minneapolis showed that it and placed it in a fonnd. He hoped to show p ¥ J, .

acroplanes isactively encouraged. It people can swimas fast insyrupasinwater  that this apparenitly solid substance — brirtle s synonymous with sequence analysis |
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Harvard's Sanders Theatre, ten prizes were started hack in 1527 by the prize's co-winner, ﬂhdmu 1iH hillion times that of water.

awarded to winners from a dozen countries,  the kate Thoanes Parnell, Tt showws thatan Ttis huard to krow what maotheated Parnell,

Winners travelbid from as far a3 Anstralia ostensihly solid tar derivative can bebavelike  hat Mainstons suspects it had todo with *num:

ard Fajran totake bodoe th 'l a prize albuid, forming drops at the rate of aboat the quartuns revelution — the idea that Lasergene’

devabed to “achisvements that first make N EVErY nine Vears, “things are mof what they seem™ — tht bad

people kasgh, and then mubke them think, Shorthy after arriving at Chacensdand in awverlaken physics. “This was his way ol S pn.nrmn e e DU L T
The bsalogy prize, for examgle, went 1o 1961, Mainsone f acurio: piece ol shawwing there ane strange things in dassical
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