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#LINO19
The Lindau Nobel Laureate Meeting, held annually in the German town of Lindau
since 1951, is done and dusted for another year
The 2019 meeting – known by its Twitter hashtag
#LINO19 – was dedicated to physics, and was attended
by 39 Nobel laureates and 580 young scientists from
89 countries. It was particularly meaningful for the
South African contingent, because South Africa hosted
the International Day this year. The day began with a
breakfast panel discussion, titled ‘Global Science in
Reaching for the Stars’, which highlighted the diverse
opportunities presented by the Square Kilometre Array
(SKA), MeerKAT and South African Large Telescope (SALT)
astronomy projects. It ended with a get-together over
dinner, with some home-grown Mzansi entertainment
that was enjoyed by all.

FO: The trip preparations were full of optimism but also
nervousness, since I truly didn’t see myself with Nobel
laureates in physics, let alone discussing my research
eﬀorts. Although ASSAf made me feel relaxed by
organising a pre-Lindau meeting, where all nominated
individuals were briefed of the expectations, I still felt
uneasy. But we arrived as a team and I was taken in
by my host, Petra Wissmann, an incredible lady with a
golden heart quite rare to find. We had the best time,
full of wide-ranging discussions about previous laureate
meetings, the history of Lindau, giving back to the
community, etc. So on the day of registration I was feeling
quite at home, anticipating meeting the Nobel laureates.

Here, two of the 20 young scientists from South Africa
who attended this year tell us about their #LINO19
experience.

Which of the laureates’ talks made a particular
impression on you?

•

Ms Katekani Shingange (KS) is a physics PhD
candidate registered at the University of the Free
State, but based at the CSIR in Pretoria. Her research
focuses on the design of advanced nanostructured
perovskite oxides for application in gas sensors.

•

Dr Francis (Frank) Otieno (FO) is a postdoctoral
fellow at the University of the Witwatersrand,
where he conducts research on condensed matter
physics relating to thin films, and their application to
photovoltaics.

What were your feelings before the meeting?

FO: I was fascinated by how most of the speakers
had many years of investigations and only realised a
breakthrough later, often at the least expected moments.

Patrick Kunkel/Lindau Nobel Laureate Meetings

KS: Leaving South Africa for the meeting, I had my
expectations, and they were all met and even exceeded!
I experienced an overwhelming excitement. The Lindau
meeting was filled with positive vibes, smiley faces
and very motivated people – and all of this was pretty
contagious!

KS: The keynote address by Brian Schmidt was a
personal highlight. He said that we are completely
interdependent in the work that we do, and although
it is easy to feel isolated in our research, and that our
little piece doesn’t matter, more often than not it does,
or it will, but in ways we cannot predict in advance. And
it’s not just through academic journals – it can manifest
in all sorts of unexpected ways. He gave an example
of our smartphones, which contain diﬀerent pieces of
research done by diﬀerent people, and relied on a history
of discoveries. He said: “It is this interconnected world
where each of us does our bit that makes us powerful
and strong”. From these words, I felt I was important, and
it hit me that actually I was amongst the most beautiful
brains in the world – it made me blush!

The South African delegation of young scientists in culturally inspired fashion for the get-together dinner.
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Left: Young scientists
work up an appetite
with Xhosa dancers
before the dinner.
Right: Katekani
Shingange with
Donna Strickland
(2018 Nobel laureate)
Below: Frank Otieno
with William D. Phillips
(1997 Nobel laureate)

They had kept working, never giving up. This was well
illustrated by Joseph H. Taylor in his talk titled ‘Long
tortuous path to gravitational waves’. Although not my
field of study, he compared his experience to Einstein’s
conversation with the editor of his paper about whether
gravitational waves exist. It was not a smooth ride but
with errors, disappointments and a feeling of not being
taken seriously for the much-celebrated Einstein. His
disappointments mirror so well my current struggle to
publish, and was a true motivation to keep going.

Apart from the talks, what were some of the
other highlights?

KS: I enjoyed the student exchange sessions, as well
as the science walk with the laureates. During these
sessions, the young scientists had opportunities to
ask as many questions as they wanted. The panel
discussions were stimulating too, such as the one
titled ‘Student, Postdoc and then? Aiming for a career
in science’. This discussion made me realise that I am
the driver of my own career and I should take this into
consideration when planning it. Other take-home points
from the discussion were: it is all right to fail, the value of
perseverance and knowing when to quit.

Reflecting on your experience, what is your
lasting impression?

KS: Most of the talks and activities provoked self-analysis
within me to find my own ideas, thoughts and feelings
about my path in science and my contribution to society.
The Lindau meeting is an attitude-changing experience,
and I regard myself as very fortunate to have been given
the opportunity to attend.
FO: I was struck by the simplicity and humbleness of the
laureates, and my previous perception that the Nobel
Prize was something unattainable was proved otherwise.
We also had lots of interactions with fellow researchers,
sharing our ideas, disappointments, ambitions and
current conditions, as well as general talks that I found so
encouraging. It was a great experience!

Julia Nimke/Lindau Nobel Laureate Meetings

FO: I wish all conferences could be done in a similar
way. The talks and discussions were quite engaging – I
felt heard and to have heard a lot too. One session in
particular was the Master class I attended on teaching
physics. After a short presentation, we had a wonderful
engaging session of discussions, guided by one of the
Nobel laureates, and I felt quite inspired since I love
teaching so much.

And the social highlights?

KS: For the international get-together hosted by South
Africa, all the South African delegates were dressed
in our diverse cultural attires – and we looked so fine!
Another aspect that made the whole Lindau experience
enjoyable for me was the hospitality of my wonderful
hosts, Diana and Stephan Förbs. Instead of just focusing
on the meeting alone, I got to learn about their culture as
well.
FO: The hospitality at the meeting was amazing,
culminating in a boat ride to Mainau Island – very
beautiful scenery, with wonderful people.
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Afro-Soul singer Nomfusi performing at the get-together
dinner, hosted by South Africa.
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