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Hungary has given the Western World a great many talents in various waves during the twentieth century; scientists, composers, playwrights, movie directors, photographers, journalists, writers, actors, investors, sportsmen, and many others. Five of the scientists stand out in that they not only made significant discoveries, but risked their scientific careers in order to devote themselves to the defense of the United States and the Free World at critical periods of history. 

The five were Theodore von Kármán (1881–1963), Leo Szilard (1898–1964), Eugene P. Wigner (1902–1995), John von Neumann (1903–1957), and Edward Teller (1908–2003). 

They all came from upper-middle–class Jewish–Hungarian families, went to three different high schools in Budapest, and emigrated to Germany to escape the intensifying anti-Semitism and the hopelessness of future. They became recognized members of the scientific community in Germany, which they had to leave because of the Nazi takeover of the country. They ended up in the United States, where they became leading scientists and active participants in defense efforts.

Their works ranged from aerodynamics to quantum mechanics, from the stored program computers to molecular biology, from the nuclear chain reaction to game theory. Von Kármán was important in developing the U.S. Air Force; Szilard initiated the work on the atomic bomb; Wigner was instrumental in building the first nuclear reactors and was the world’s first “nuclear engineer;” von Neumann participated in various defense-related projects; and Teller is best known as the father of the American hydrogen bomb. All were dedicated to democracy whether they were conservative politically or not. 

The lives and oeuvre of the Martians raise intriguing questions about the importance of scientists providing advice to the political leaders and about the scientists’ responsibilities in how society utilizes their discoveries. The lessons we can learn from them in facing the challenges of the twenty-first century will be the main thrust of this presentation. 
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