Stories about Franz Heymann
David Miller

1.  In 1960, in Part I of B.Sc. (Special) Physics, we had a “problem practical exam”.  We were given two pieces of bent wire, a beaker of soapy water, a spring-balance, a retort-stand and a very brief instruction sheet which told us to plot a graph and determine the surface tension of the solution.  All the candidates stood at their benches in the 2nd year Lab. and wondered what to do.  Then I was rash enough to start putting my equipment together.  I clamped the right-angled bent wire so its arm was horizontal and hung the loop of bent wire from the end of it.  Everyone followed suit.  The invigilator, a Dr Heymann who I hardly knew, watched with a quizzical expression until everyone had done what I had done.  Then he quietly wandered over to me and said “wouldn’t it be better with that arm vertical?”  That looked good to me, so I made the change and carried on trying to make a measurement.  He wandered slowly around the Lab., waiting for people to commit themselves – then having a quiet word if they were going in an unpromising direction.  I don’t know what the rules were for invigilating that kind of exam., but I suspect his little hints gave a lot of us marks we’d not have got otherwise.
2.  Since Franz and Marie moved to Gayle, whenever I drove up to see my aged uncle at Shildon (near Darlington) I tried to drop in, usually for a beautiful cooked lunch – with a long debriefing from Franz on the state of UCL, of Physics, and especially of the Department – and a long walk with Marie while Franz had his after-lunch nap.  The first time was just after Franz’s by-pass operation.  I brought a bottle of South Aftrican Pinotage to go with lunch – but blurted out as I arrived 
     “Oh dear, I’d forgotten your operation.  You’ll not be able to have any of this.”  
Franz beamed 
      “It’s my medicine now.  When the consultant fixed the Warfarin dose he asked how much alcohol I would drink a day.  I said ‘half a bottle of wine’.  ‘Right’, he said – ‘but you have to stick to it or the dose level’s wrong’”.
It was during lunch that day that Franz – never prissy about manners – pulled up his shirt at table so I could see his operation scar.

In those days he was deeply into his PC-driven music synthesisers, and for a couple of years I had to send the Xerox copy of an accompaniment ahead of me so he could programme it in before I arrived.  Then I’d sing my bit of Bach or Schubert while he tried to vary the pace of the accompaniment to match my speeding up and slowing down.  It was fun for us.  Fortunately no one was listening.

Last September I wanted to drop in at Gayle on the way to Shildon from a meeting at Liverpool.  But when I called in the morning Franz was sorry; they were going shopping near Lancaster.  I said I’d be going past there at about tea time, so he suggested we meet at an RSPB reserve on Morecambe Bay.  We had time to go into the hides before our tea, and I discovered yet another field in which Franz was the enthusiastic expert.  He was disappointed he couldn’t show me a bittern.  That’s the last time I saw him.
3.  Type “Franz Heymann” into GOOGLE and see what you get.  He was into at least two major chatrooms – one on science, one on gardening – and the interventions all have the directness and insight of the Franz we’ve known.
