
* Remember ing Ulr ich Becker

Ulrich w a s like a brother to me. | have not yet recovered f rom his loss as| relied

for years on-his judgment , his broad spect rum o f knowledge, and his genuine interest in

learning more.

| r emember that w h e n I was at the end of one of our last get - togethers he asked,

?Bruno, do you know Alber tus Magnus?.? Fortunately | had some famil iar i ty with the

contr ibut ions o f Alber tus (1200-1280), but Ulrich told me o f one | did not know. | th ink it

had to do with his est imate o f the curvature of the Earth.

Uirich and | col laborated closely in sustaining the Boston Forum on Energy and

Global Concerns, which aimed to identify the diverse issues that have to be addressed

whi le developing necessary and innovative sources o f energy for different parts o f the

world. These included the preservat ion of the environment, the effects o f energy

product ion on cl imate, and the relatedposs ib i l i t y o f the onset o f confl icts and other

world concerns, wh ich have become most ev ident and pressing s ince Ulrich left us.

We shared a specia l interest in Thor ium nuclear reactors and in part icular for

hybr id fusion-f ission reactors o f the kind E. Vel ikhov and | had proposed. As |

remember , the reduct ion o f the ext ravagant number of existing nuclear warheads w a s a

recurrent concern o f the Forum, as it was spearheaded by Dick Wi lson o f Harvard,

whereas Urlrich and | were interested in relevant technological advances that could

make the situat ion worse than that we are facing now.

Ulrich had courage; when the SPARC initiative involving results in nuclear fusion

research came to l ight in 2018 with the open suppor t of the office o f V ice President for



R e s e a r c h o f M I T a n d ra is ing ser ious eth ica l issues, Ulr ich d id not hes i ta te to let his

v iews be known to the Pres iden t o f MIT.

Ulr ich and | h a d a spec ia l fo rmat ive e x p e r i e n c e in c o m m o n . W e w e r e both

ch i ld ren dur ing the S e c o n d W o r l d War. His fa the r w a s l isted as a n o n s u p p o r t e r o f

N a z i s m a n d m y fa the r w a s c o n n e c t e d to the ant i - fasc is t par t i sans . W e did no t have an

easy life du r ing tha t t ime. | r e m e m b e r tha t du r ing the day, e v e r y o n e a r o u n d us in

No r t he rn Italy w a s cons tan t l y m a d e a w a r e that w e c o u l d e n d up in the nea rby Fosso l i

concen t ra t i on c a m p wh ich cou ld lead to that o f M a u t h a u s e n , a n d by n igh t w e w e r e

te r ro r i zed by errat ic b o m b i n g s o f low- f ly ing Mosqu i to a l l ied a i rp lanes . A m o n g the w a r

s to r i es that Ul r ich r e m e m b e r e d and liked to tell w a s tha t o f a f o r m e r G e r m a n so ld ie r w h o

had been caugh t in the bat t le o f M o n t e c a s s i n o and w h o re tu rned to town be fo re the e n d

o f the w a r wi th a b roken skul l w a r n i n g the y o u n g e r gene ra t i on a b o u t the hor rors h e had

w i t nessed . Gerda B e c k e r has n e v e r fo rgo t ten see ing the b o m b i n g o f D r e s d e n f rom a

d i s t a n c e . . . . .

Speaking of Gerda, | cannot forget her generosity. | was greatly shaken by the

unexpected news of Ulrich?s passing, which | learned o f shortly after returning from

Europe, and the only thought | had was to deliver a note to Ulrich?s mailbox at his home

in Lexington with my wife. Gerda and her daughter spotted us, invited us in, and

understanding my distress found the needed words o f comfort while telling us about the

last m o m e n t s o f Ulrich?s life.


